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        How Sleeping Less Became an American Value
        Isabel Fattal

        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.In some corners of American culture, one rule applies: The less you sleep, the more impressive you are. Tech CEOs and influencers love to tout their morning routines that begin at 5 a.m. or 4 a.m. or 3 a.m. (though at a certain point we really ought to just call them "night routines"). Many of their "How I start my day" videos have a moralizing tone: Waking up early is...

      

      
        How to Make Your Work Your Calling
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.A favorite Zen Buddhist story of mine--such a favorite, I confess, that I mentioned it once before--tells of a novice monk who, on his first day at the monastery, stands before the head monk to receive his work assignment. "Before you reach enlightenment," the master, or jikijitsu, says, "you will chop wood and carry water." Dutifully, the young monk, or unsui, does as he is told: Day after day, mo...

      

      
        Fools for Love
        Helen Schulman

        Many moons ago, my beloved husband, Miguel Herrera--have you heard of him?--gave an earthshaking performance in an event space in the East Village, Henderson Square (actually our friend Hattie Henderson's studio apartment), that completely changed our lives. It was on a warm spring evening, impossibly verdant considering the urban grit, or maybe it was just youth (mine) aromatizing the air. But there was an anticipatory excitement I felt a lot back then, in my fingertips and in my belly, as I walke...

      

      
        What Does Khamenei Do Now?
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsRemember when President George W. Bush stood in front of the huge Mission Accomplished banner to drive home the point that the Iraq War was over, before it was over? We seem to be in another "mission accomplished" moment, only this time with adjectives. "Obliterated" is how President Donald Trump describes Iran's nuclear program. "Blown to kingdom come" is another term he used. Secretary of State Marco Rubio prefers "wipe...

      

      
        The Atlantic's August Issue: "Eighty Years on the Edge," Examining Eight Decades of Life in the Atomic Age
        The Atlantic

        For The Atlantic's August issue, "Eighty Years on the Edge," Atlantic writers examine the past eight decades of life in the Atomic Age. Publishing today are two essays from the issue: editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg's "Nuclear Roulette," on how the only way to win at nuclear roulette is to stop playing; and staff writer Tom Nichols on why the power to launch nuclear weapons rests with a single American and the danger that involves. These will be joined in the coming weeks by articles from staff ...

      

      
        Pro-Palestine Activists Fell for Iran's Propaganda
        Ahmed Fouad Alkhatib

        Israel's attack on Iran has elicited a predictable response from groups that identify as "pro-Palestine." At protests in several Western cities--some merely anti-war or anti-interventionist, others explicitly anti-Zionist or pro-Iranian--people rushed to criticize the Israeli military action to prevent Tehran from acquiring nuclear weapons. In so doing, they offer succor to a ruthless theocratic regime that has ground its heel upon its own people and brought misery to the entire region for nearly h...

      

      
        The Blockbuster That Captured a Growing American Rift
        Tyler Austin Harper

        In a cramped, $50-a-month room above a New Jersey furnace-supply company, Peter Benchley set to work on what he once said, half-jokingly, might be "a Ulysses for the 1970s." A novel resulted from these efforts, one Benchley considered titling The Edge of Gloom or Infinite Evil before deciding on the less dramatic but more fitting Jaws. Its plot is exquisite in its simplicity. A shark menaces Amity, a fictional, gentrifying East Coast fishing village. Chaos ensues: People are eaten. Working-class ...

      

      
        Thank God for <em>The Bear</em>
        Sophie Gilbert

        "You ever feel like you're stuck in the same day, like over and over again?" Carmen Berzatto asks another chef early in the new season of The Bear. Carm, of course, played in fine haunted fashion by Jeremy Allen White, is the jolie laide centerpiece of the series, the sad-eyed Chicago son whose face launched a thousand "Yes, chef" memes and whose grief and PTSD preoccupied almost all of Season 3. Stuck? I can forgive The Bear almost anything, because it's one of the few shows on television now st...

      

      
        The President's Weapon
        Tom Nichols

        Photo-illustrations by Mike McQuadeIn the summer of 1974, Richard Nixon was under great strain and drinking too much. During a White House meeting with two members of Congress, he argued that impeaching a president because of "a little burglary" at the Democrats' campaign headquarters was ridiculous. "I can go in my office and pick up the telephone, and in 25 minutes, millions of people will be dead," Nixon said, according to one congressman, Charles Rose of North Carolina.The 37th president was ...

      

      
        Humanity Is Playing Nuclear Roulette
        Jeffrey Goldberg

        On October 27, 1962, the 12th day of the Cuban missile crisis, a bellicose and rattled Fidel Castro asked Nikita Khrushchev, his patron, to destroy America."I believe that the imperialists' aggressiveness makes them extremely dangerous," Castro wrote in a cable to Moscow, "and that if they manage to carry out an invasion of Cuba--a brutal act in violation of universal and moral law--then that would be the moment to eliminate this danger forever, in an act of the most legitimate self-defense. Howeve...

      

      
        What America Can Learn From Iran's Failure
        Yair Rosenberg

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.The latest round of the Israel-Iran war is over, and the immediate outcome appears decisive. In just 12 days, Israel eliminated the leadership of Iran's military, air force, and intelligence agency; bombed the country's nuclear sites; and took out dozens of missiles and launchers on the ground before th...

      

      
        What the New York Mayoral Primary Means for Democrats
        Jonathan Lemire

        After its demoralizing defeat in November, the Democratic Party has undertaken an agonizing, months-long self-autopsy to determine how it lost some of its core voters and how to move past an entrenched, older generation of leaders. Zohran Mamdani, the presumptive winner of yesterday's New York City mayoral primary, might provide some of the answers--to a point.Mamdani, a 33-year-old, relatively unknown state assemblyman, ran an invigorated, modern campaign while embracing progressive--and in some c...

      

      
        The End of Publishing as We Know It
        Alex Reisner

        When tech companies first rolled out generative-AI products, some critics immediately feared a media collapse. Every bit of writing, imagery, and video became suspect. But for news publishers and journalists, another calamity was on the horizon.Chatbots have proved adept at keeping users locked into conversations. They do so by answering every question, often through summarizing articles from news publishers. Suddenly, fewer people are traveling outside the generative-AI sites--a development that ...

      

      
        Your Summer Project: Watching These Movies
        David Sims

        The question that beguiles almost every film fan, from the obsessive cineast to the casual enthusiast, is the simplest one: What should I watch next? Endless carousels on streaming services that feature very little of note don't provide much help. As a way to avoid decision paralysis, I always have at least one movie-viewing project going, a way to check boxes and spur myself toward new things to explore--be it running through an influential director's filmography, checking out the cinema of a par...

      

      
        Brace Yourself for Watery Mayo and Spiky Ice Cream
        Yasmin Tayag

        In the kitchen, an ingredient's taste is sometimes less important than its function. Cornstarch has rescued many a watery gravy; gelatin turns juice to Jell-O. Yet the substances that make bread fluffy, hold mayonnaise together, and keep the cream in ice cream have, according to the new stance of the United States government, "no culinary use."These natural and synthetic substances, called emulsifiers, are added to processed foods to give them the textures that Americans have come to love. They'v...

      

      
        America's Incarceration Rate Is About to Fall Off a Cliff
        Keith Humphreys

        Updated at 12:35 p.m. ET on June 26, 2025For more than 40 years, the United States--a nation that putatively cherishes freedom--has had one of the largest prison systems in the world. Mass incarceration has been so persistent and pervasive that reform groups dedicated to reducing the prison population by half have often been derided as made up of fantasists. But the next decade could see this goal met and exceeded: After peaking at just more than 1.6 million Americans in 2009, the prison population...

      

      
        Why Do Billionaires Go Crazy?
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsThe Atlantic's David Frum opens this episode of The David Frum Show with a statement about Trump's Iran strikes. The strikes fulfilled commitments of past presidents, who have long maintained that the U.S. would not allow an Iranian nuclear bomb. David also makes the point that Trump, who has already abused peacetime powers, is now a wartime president, a role that will allow him to wield even larger powers--and do even gre...

      

      
        A Military-Ethics Professor Resigns in Protest
        Tom Nichols

        Seven years ago, Pauline Shanks Kaurin left a good job as a tenured professor at a university, uprooted her family, and moved across the country to teach military ethics at the Naval War College, in Newport, Rhode Island. She did so, she told me, not only to help educate American military officers, but with a promise from the institution that she would have "the academic freedom to do my job." But now she's leaving her position and the institution because orders from President Donald Trump and Se...

      

      
        The Worst Sandwich Is Back
        Ellen Cushing

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Updated at 6:41 p.m. ET on June 25, 2025Wraps are awful. At best, they ruin perfectly serviceable fillings by bundling them up in a gummy, cold tortilla. At worst, they do this with less-than-serviceable fillings. They're like a salad, but less refreshing, or like a sandwich, but less filling--a worst-of-all-worlds Frankenstein's monster, an indistinguishable food slurry wrapped in edible cardboard, like the w...

      

      
        This Pride Month, the Backlash Has Officially Arrived
        Emma Sarappo

        The closing of Dupont Circle felt like a bad omen. The park and its namesake neighborhood, a longtime hub of gay life in Washington, D.C., were expected to be packed during WorldPride 2025. But on June 2, the National Park Service announced that it would be shutting down the place on the celebration's culminating weekend.The intrusion of federal Washington on the District was unsettling but not unprecedented; the circle, like many of the most popular spaces in the city, is not under local control...

      

      
        A Cease-Fire Without a Conclusion
        Arash Azizi

        The U.S. attacks on Iranian nuclear sites this past weekend don't seem to have launched a new American forever war, as some critics feared they would. Instead, they may have helped conclude, if inconclusively, a brief hot war between Iran and Israel.Iran retaliated against the United States on Monday in a manner that has become typical by now: Before targeting a U.S. base in Qatar, Tehran gave enough advance notice to assure that no one was hurt. Shortly afterward, President Donald Trump made a s...

      

      
        The U.S. Is Going Backwards on Vaccines, Very Fast
        Katherine J. Wu

        Updated at 9:34 a.m. on June 25, 2025

Vaccine experts in the United States have long considered the case on thimerosal closed. A chemical preservative that stamps out contamination in vaccine vials, thimerosal was removed from most U.S. shots more than two decades ago over worries that its mercury content could trigger developmental delays. But those concerns--as well as baseless claims that thimerosal causes autism--have been proved unfounded, many times over. "We took care of this 20 years ago,"...

      

      
        The Self-Deportation Psyop
        Nick Miroff

        The other night, while watching a baseball game, I saw my first ad for self-deportation. One minute Shohei Ohtani was at the plate and then suddenly there was Kristi Noem, the Department of Homeland Security secretary, looking stern and urging immigrants to self-deport using the administration's new app, CBP Home."Do what's right," Noem advised. "Leave now."The taxpayer-funded ad had started like a campaign commercial, praising President Donald Trump for locking down the southern border. Then it ...

      

      
        How Voters Lost Their Aversion to Scandal
        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.Jessica Ramos, a Democrat running for mayor of New York, has had scathing words for Andrew Cuomo, the former governor who is also running for mayor. In 2021, the state senator called on Cuomo to resign or be impeached after multiple women accused him of sexual harassment (he denies wrongdoing); the New ...

      

      
        It's Me, God. Keep Me Out of This.
        Alexandra Petri

        "I want to just thank everybody, and in particular, God. We love you, God."-- Donald Trump, announcing strikes on IranHi. It's Me, God.I know what you're thinking: I always imagined that if God existed, and cared about one thing, it would be peace. Peace, and keeping children from dying, perhaps? How did You get involved in sending those bombers to Iran, to "lower the temperature of global conflict while simultaneously kind of raising it here in order to lower it," in the immortal words of freshma...
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How Sleeping Less Became an American Value

Working at the expense of rest has long been a pillar of achievement.

by Isabel Fattal




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


In some corners of American culture, one rule applies: The less you sleep, the more impressive you are. Tech CEOs and influencers love to tout their morning routines that begin at 5 a.m. or 4 a.m. or 3 a.m. (though at a certain point we really ought to just call them "night routines"). Many of their "How I start my day" videos have a moralizing tone: Waking up early is inherently good, the thinking goes. And not getting much sleep is presented as a symbol of hard work: Elon Musk and many of the Silicon Valley figures who came before him have been known to brag about staying up all night because they are so very dedicated to their company or mission.

Americans have been ascribing moral value to sleep, or the lack thereof, for centuries. In 1861, an Atlantic writer railed against newspaper articles in which "all persons are exhorted to early rising, to resolute abridgment of the hours of sleep, and the like." Readers were told "that Sir Walter Raleigh slept but five hours in twentyfour; that John Hunter, Frederick the Great, and Alexander von Humboldt slept but four; that the Duke of Wellington made it an invariable rule to 'turn out' whenever he felt inclined to turn over, and John Wesley to arise upon his first awaking." The writer identified the value judgment lurking behind these examples: "'All great men have been early risers,' says my newspaper."

America was built on a Protestant work ethic, and the idea that hard work is an inherent good has never quite left us. But the Christian ideals that dominated early American culture also helped schedule leisure into the week in the form of the Sunday Sabbath. Throughout much of the 1800s, this day of rest was enforced by individual states, but such enforcement was waning by the end of that century. Americans were so tied to this ritual, however, that some petitioned Congress to legally codify the day. Eventually, the 40-hour workweek was created under the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938, and workers were granted both Saturdays and Sundays as days off.

Even as leisure became part of America's legal structure, the obsession with hard work only grew, especially for higher-paid workers. In the 19th and early 20th centuries, pundits predicted that automation would lead to more leisure time. But another ideology took hold instead, one that the Atlantic contributor Derek Thompson calls workism: Adherents to this quasi-religion, most of whom are college-educated Americans, build their identities and seek fulfillment through their job.

Once the twin pillars of working a lot and sleeping a little became symbols of American achievement, those looking to stay up later became prime targets for product marketing. A nation of people trying to rebel against their body's basic instincts is a nation ready to pay for help. Coffee, for example, was successful in the U.S. in part because employers realized that caffeine would allow workers to toil longer. As time went on, the tools on offer got more varied: Now you can try an ice bath or dubious supplements or a thousand different kinds of energy drinks (some of which may give you a heart attack).

Though in recent years a majority of Americans have acknowledged that they'd feel better with more rest, the mindset that sleep equals laziness is hard to shake. When the actor Dakota Johnson said in 2023 that sleep is her "number one priority in life," adding that she can easily sleep for up to 14 hours, her comments went viral, and she felt compelled to issue a clarification a while later. Sure, 14 hours is a lot of sleep; tech bros somewhere are shuddering at the thought. Perhaps one day, the new brag will be to say, "I sleep so much." But we're not quite there yet.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/06/how-sleeping-less-became-an-american-value/683331/?utm_source=feed
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How to Make Your Work Your Calling

Three ways to find purpose and meaning in a job

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.

A favorite Zen Buddhist story of mine--such a favorite, I confess, that I mentioned it once before--tells of a novice monk who, on his first day at the monastery, stands before the head monk to receive his work assignment. "Before you reach enlightenment," the master, or jikijitsu, says, "you will chop wood and carry water." Dutifully, the young monk, or unsui, does as he is told: Day after day, month after month, year after year, he chops wood and carries water. It is backbreaking work, and many times he dreams that, after he attains enlightenment, his life's calling will be to become a teacher himself. Or perhaps he will be a pure contemplative, spending his time in prayer and meditation. Either way, his work will involve sitting indoors, without chafed hands and aching muscles.

After decades at the monastery, fulfilling his duties through arduous study and labor, the monk--now not so young--is finally judged to have the desired level of knowledge: He has risen to the level of Zen master himself. Standing before the aged head monk, he asks, "I have faithfully carried out my job all these years, chopping wood and carrying water, as I worked to become a master. What will my job be now?" The jikijitsu smiles and replies, "Chop wood, carry water."

This time of year, the most common question I get from my students who are starting out in their career is about this idea of work as a calling. My response is the same as the Zen story's lesson: Don't wait for your life's calling to find you with the perfect job; turn whatever job you find into the way you seek that calling.

Read: When the status quo doesn't cut it

You don't have to be a career-obsessed go-getter to believe that work should be about more than financial success or just a necessary evil to pay the rent. In Genesis, God places Adam "into the Garden of Eden to dress it and to keep it." In other words, even in the original paradise--before all the unpleasantness with the snake and the apple--God designs the first human, made in his image, to work, not lie about. The Bible makes no mention of Adam's daily labor being easy or fun, but clearly it is meaningful; working in the garden is how he lives in the image of his Creator. Hinduism has a very similar teaching: "By performing one's natural occupation, one worships the Creator from whom all living entities have come into being."

Despite their ostensibly secular orientation, career counselors are taught to help clients find their "transcendent summons" to a particular career. This is because clients demand an ineffable sense that they are supposed to be doing this job. Psychologists have conducted in-depth studies of this desired sense of career calling. Writing in the Journal of Organizational Behavior in 2005, two researchers at Boston University distinguished between "objective careers," which they defined as jobs chosen for entirely practical reasons (such as a paycheck), and "subjective careers," which were selected for a sense of calling. They argued that subjective careers deliver greater satisfaction, even during difficult periods. Think about it: On a really bad day, you might quit your job in anger, but even on the worst of days, you don't quit your calling, because you didn't choose it--it chose you.

The definition of success in an objective career generally revolves around money, power, or prestige. In a subjective career, the definition of success is much more profound than these worldly rewards. That goes deeper than just "I love my job," as a matter of fact. Researchers demonstrated this in 2012 by devising a survey that asked people to agree or disagree with such statements as "I have a good understanding of my calling as it applies to my career." The higher the subjects' scores on these questions, the researchers found, the more those people felt meaning in their life. This is not to say that their life's purpose was work per se; that would be plain workaholism. Rather, their work was a vehicle for that purpose, not an impediment. And a sense of purpose is precisely where meaning begins.

Derek Thompson: Your career is just one-eighth of your life

You might conclude, then, that the luckiest people in the world are those who are sure of their calling. You might look at a terrifically gifted athlete or an amazingly talented musician, and assume that they're blessed to be born with this knowledge. That assumption would be wrong, however, because children who choose their path in life according to an unusual vocational talent can easily wind up quite unhappy. I speak partly from personal experience: For a dozen years, I pursued a career as a classical French-horn player, which I was sure was my calling from the age of 8. By the time I was 28, being a musician felt less like my vocation and more like a prison sentence.

The secret is not finding the perfect job but making your work, whatever that happens to be, your calling. This involves three steps:

1. Look within.
 The first step is to home in on what economists dryly call "intrinsic compensation." This is in contrast to "extrinsic compensation," or the material benefits of employment, such as wage, benefits, and prestige. Intrinsic rewards include the inherent psychological recompense you get from working. Although you do need extrinsic rewards to pay the rent, intrinsic rewards are what give you meaning. Researchers have consistently shown that when people are intrinsically motivated, they like their job more, work harder, and stick with it longer than when they are only extrinsically motivated.

The intrinsic-reward step holds true for life more generally, not just for your work: Studies on students, for example, have shown that when they do puzzles out of purely intrinsic motivation--in effect, for fun--they persevere at them longer than students who are set the same task with only the extrinsic motivation of achieving a performance goal, such as course credit. Similarly, you may have noticed that your relationship with your partner is better when you do nice things for each other purely out of love, rather than for some purpose such as avoiding a fight or winning favor.

2. Focus on fascination.
 One intrinsic reward that especially corresponds to calling is interest. Interest is a basic positive emotion that has a clear evolutionary root: Ancient humans who were motivated to learn were surely more inclined to prosper from exploration, and were therefore more likely to pass on their genes than incurious troglodytic layabouts. So seek a job that is intrinsically interesting to you. Interest is highly personal, of course: One of my sons is an obsessed data scientist; the other talks nonstop about his work as a construction manager. Neither one of them can imagine wanting to do what the other does--or what I do, for that matter.

Understandably, you might be in a particular work situation out of necessity, and would note that you don't have the luxury of being fascinated by what you need to do for a living. That is fair, and no job is interesting all of the time. But even a job taken out of sheer desperation may have some interesting facets. A musician friend who'd taken a temporary job in food service while auditioning for a position in symphony orchestras told me that he'd managed to make his work interesting by focusing on how people around him behaved, as if he were an anthropologist, and keeping a journal at night of what he observed.

3. Be that person.
 A second, important type of intrinsic reward can be found in service to others. You probably won't be surprised to learn that researchers have found the highest satisfaction and morale in workplaces where a strong culture of helping and reciprocity exists. They have also shown that an impulse to assist your co-workers will raise your own job satisfaction. In other words, if you avail yourself of opportunities to help others, your job will become more satisfying--more like a calling, in fact.

Helping others at work can take many forms. One young man, seeking my advice, said he feels like a drudge in his cubicle farm, surrounded by people who got no more meaning from work than he did. I advised him to look for ways to engage, unbidden, in small acts of kindness throughout the day. For example, I said, bring the guy in the next cubicle a fresh cup of coffee after lunch, and notice his happy reaction. Write an email of appreciation to someone for no extrinsic reason. Being that person, I reasoned, would surely change for the better how he sees his role in the workplace.

Read: Career advice: give

When, in my 30s, I finally broke away from music and went back to school in order to change professions, I had a gnawing fear that I was simply a chronic malcontent who would wind up as dissatisfied a social scientist as I had been a miserable French-horn player. I needn't have worried--because what I do now truly feels like my calling, and it's a deep source of satisfaction.

But something else occurs to me: I now see that if I could have shown this column to my younger self, I might have found much more meaning as a musician. I could have appreciated the intrinsic reward of playing some of the greatest music ever written. I could have shown more interest in learning about that music and the people who wrote it. I could have found ways to lighten the daily load of my fellow musicians through small acts of kindness and consideration.

To find a calling is not about the actual work of chopping wood and carrying water. The sense of calling comes in how we make the act of chopping wood meaningful, and in how we serve others by the water we're carrying. That is the path to true enlightenment.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/06/make-your-work-your-calling/683330/?utm_source=feed
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Fools for Love

A short story

by Helen Schulman




Many moons ago, my beloved husband, Miguel Herrera--have you heard of him?--gave an earthshaking performance in an event space in the East Village, Henderson Square (actually our friend Hattie Henderson's studio apartment), that completely changed our lives. It was on a warm spring evening, impossibly verdant considering the urban grit, or maybe it was just youth (mine) aromatizing the air. But there was an anticipatory excitement I felt a lot back then, in my fingertips and in my belly, as I walked up St. Marks to the theater, my senses heightened. I could smell the dirt at the base of the scraggly sidewalk trees, the animal and human urine perfuming their roots, and the peppery green of their unfurling leaves. Even the weed the punks from Scarsdale were smoking as they camped outside Hattie's building was nothing like the skunky stuff we have now. It was the scent of "something coming," like those old Sondheim lyrics from West Side Story, so stimulating that I almost couldn't bear it. What can I say? I was 22, finally free of my parents, madly in love, and ready to eat the world.

Hattie lived on the top floor of a five-story walk-up. I'd gotten off late from work and was rushing, so I took the stairs two steps at a time in my Doc Martens and a chiffon thrift-shop dress so flowy, I carried a cloud of the stoners' exhales with me as I climbed. When I arrived at the open door, I was breathless and already a little high. The room was full. I could see the stage over the heads of the people sitting on the floor and on folding chairs, and through a crowd of standing-room-onlys. I would end up watching the whole event perched in an open window frame at the back of the room next to the fire escape, half in, half out, but I didn't care. I could smoke cigarettes there, and I was delighted that Miguel and his crew had such a good audience. In that moment, maybe for the first and last time in my life, I knew I was exactly where I should be: on the top floor of a tenement near Avenue A, in this magical little bird's nest of creativity, married to a brilliant, handsome man who was crazy about me.

I still believe all this to be true.

In those days, Hattie slept on an ad hoc Murphy bed, just a metal frame with springs that she'd rigged herself. Whenever she crammed folks into her teeny place, she folded it up against a wall with the help of shower-curtain hooks and rods, concealing the bulge of the mattress with blue-and-white tablecloths she'd found at Azuma, a Japanese schlock shop on Eighth Street next door to Brentano's, where I was employed as a bookseller. Otherwise, there was just a low rust-colored corduroy sofa that Miguel and I had helped her lug from where he'd spotted it on Avenue B, near the park, plus some overstuffed pillows strewn across the linoleum floor.

On non-performance nights, when we brought Stromboli's pizzas upstairs in cardboard boxes, we were a family: the three of us with our similar-sounding last names--I'd taken Miguel's at the City Clerk's Office in Lower Manhattan, no way was I holding on to Lipschutz--and completely different origin stories. Usually, we were joined by whomever Hattie was dating at the time: boys, girls, it didn't matter, it was "the person" that counted to Hattie. We'd spread a big beach towel out on her floor like a picnic table, drink Bolla Soave out of Dixie cups, and eat hard, sandy Italian cookies from Veniero's bakery, my favorites bejeweled by maraschino cherries.

On performance nights like this one, she arranged the various forms of seating in a tight semicircle around "the stage," an empty white box of nothingness otherwise known as Hattie's kitchen. In a corner of the room was her ancient refrigerator, which tended to buzz at precisely the wrong time, a sink, a little wooden bar cart that housed her coffee maker, a toaster oven, and a hot plate. Sometimes, Hattie invited poets to read. Occasionally, playwrights like me used the room to workshop stuff.

Already, as I settled into my window seat, the spritely, generous Hattie was starting the evening as she always did: with a little song she'd written, and which she played on her ukulele. Hattie had no real talent to speak of, beyond the curatorial--which I now know is everything. I didn't realize what a petri dish "the Square" was until a bunch of us just kept on working after getting our start there, and a few folks became famous. Then she introduced the show. For months, Miguel and his best friend from boyhood, Angel, both Dominicans from Washington Heights, had been working on a same-sex performance of an abridged version of Sam Shepard's masterful new play, Fool for Love. An actor friend had snuck them a script, and in their buoyant and budding hubris, they'd futzed around with it, with an eye toward giving Angel, openly gay, a role to shine in. The show had by this time premiered in San Francisco, and Shepard had already won a Pulitzer for something else, but that didn't stop these two from having their fun. Shepard's play was about a pair of lovers, Eddie and May, who find out well into their romance--which began as teenagers--that they have the same biological father. Hearing this news, Eddie's mother kills herself, and the kids break up. Years later, Eddie, still heartbroken, tracks May down to a motel room on the edge of the Mojave Desert to win her back.

The lights dimmed, and three men entered the stage from the greenroom of Hattie's loo. My Miguel, in his best James Dean white T-shirt and a borrowed motorcycle jacket, was the tortured Eddie. The Murphy bed was open and neatly made. That and two of the folding chairs were the lone props. Angel, dressed like a carhop on roller skates (a nod to Shepard's earlier The Tooth of Crime), wore white leather rhinestone shorts and a white mesh top. He was May, although they had changed his name to Max, and he executed a series of graceful figure eights before rolling to the kitchen sink to begin washing dishes. In Shepard's original script, the father was identified only as "the Old Man," and this evening, he was played by an older Brit--by which I mean older than us, nearing 30--who was also the director. This guy, a "total fox," as we used to say, with teal-colored eyes and long, long legs, sat to the side of the stage in one of the folding chairs, wearing worn denim overalls, a plaid flannel shirt, and a fishing hat (as if that touch of Americana might cancel out his accent). As per the text, he commented throughout the play.

But it was Miguel who had the kickoff, laying out Eddie and Max's history: It was like we knew each other from somewhere but we couldn't place where. But the second we saw each other, that very second, we knew we'd never stop being in love.


It's not like I was an idiot or Miguel was a liar. Au contraire. We told each other everything! We were soulmates. And we were fools.


He was talking about Angel's character but looking directly at me, giving a little wink. I winked back; he did this once a show. Always. It was our "thing," because the first time we'd laid eyes on each other on the train, back in high school, he'd leaned across the subway car and said, "What fucks like a tiger and winks?" and then blinked both his eyes silly. We'd laughed back then, and even now, six years later, it still undid me.

Then Miguel strode onto center stage, just as Angel turned away from the sink to dry his hands on a paper towel. The look on Angel/Max's face when he saw Miguel/Eddie in his home!

Miguel said: He's just standing there, staring at me and I'm staring back at him and we can't take our eyes off each other.

Then Miguel moved toward poor Angel. I came to see if you were all right, he said.

I don't need you! Angel cried out.

Okay, Miguel said. Fine, and he started to walk away.

Angel, in agony, screamed: DON'T GO!

With that, they rushed into each other's arms. In victory, Miguel actually appeared to levitate off the ground. And there it was, the anguish and joy that genuine passion created, the to-ing and fro-ing, the losing and winning--at this point in my life, I don't know if I'd wish it on anyone, but back then, there was no denying the jealousy and exhilaration we in the audience felt while witnessing their A-Train-coming-at-you brand of forbidden love. Who wouldn't want a piece of that sexy, hot, rapturous action if they could have it, even momentarily, no matter what the cost? They were so goddamned alive in each other's arms!

That's what I adore about the theater. It tells a truth that can't be conveyed in an article or an essay or even a Dear John letter. It's not like I was an idiot or Miguel was a liar. Au contraire. We told each other everything! We were soulmates. And we were fools. But what I saw on that stage in Hattie's apartment was two boys desperately in love, so ready to fuck there and then, I could literally picture it in my mind's eye.

I was crying when Hattie hit the light switch at the close of the show (the Square had no curtains), and clapping thundered throughout the apartment, the iridescent bubble that I'd blown around my life punctured and now impossible to reconstruct. Before it was revealed to me through live theater, our marriage arrangement had somehow felt negligible, even deniable, something theoretical and insubstantial that I could brush aside. Never in my whole life have I ever understood anything that was not presented to me on a silver platter of narrative. You could put a message on a billboard on Broadway, up in lights, but it wouldn't sink in unless I arrived at it through the transformative journey of a well-enacted story.

I was crying, but also I felt nauseated. I thought, I must be getting my period--maybe I'm just feeling hormonal? Disavowal and acceptance were paradoxically my drugs of choice--until they weren't. When Hattie turned the lights back up again, I made a beeline for the restroom as all three performers, now receiving a standing O, were taking their well-earned bows. I had to push through the crowd and cut across a corner of the stage to get there.

Hattie's bathroom. It was the same water closet that the actors had stepped away from or, in Angel's case, rolled out of just 90 minutes earlier. I opened the door, turned on the light, and closed it behind me. Hattie's toothbrush and toothpaste sat in a little plastic cup on the dated olive-green enamel sink. I swiped a tampon from the box I knew she kept in the medicine chest. After I inserted it, flushed the paper applicator, and began to wash my hands and tearstained face, I looked hard at myself in that oxidizing mirror: I was pretty in a way most girls are for a time when they are young. I had a mild eating disorder, which was looking good on me. Ellen Stewart at La MaMa had agreed just the week before to produce my newest one-act. What was I whining about? My husband and I were made for each other. We snuck into Broadway plays during intermission and, back in the day, had danced together at Hurrah, listened to music at Max's Kansas City, played pool in the neighborhood bars, stayed up all night talking about the sun, moon, and stars. Most important, he read every single page I ever wrote and improved them almost all of the time. I'd never felt that understood or supported by anyone else in my entire life. So what, he liked to sleep with men?

I did too.

This had all been discussed and understood between us since the 12th grade. I, also, could have sex with whomever I chose, although he didn't like it when I did, and I didn't want to--and anyway, Miguel and I were still lovers, he was enough for me, he knew how to get me off, and he did it willingly and, I'd thought at the time, with some pleasure (although he preferred me on my stomach). He just did other things with other people once in a while because I wasn't enough for him. No one's fault but God's, whom Miguel believed in; he was Catholic, and that is why we married. (I was a secular Jew from Stuyvesant Town whose parents thought I'd lost my mind. They were still hoping I'd get back together with my sixth-grade boyfriend, David Hershleder, who'd gone from Bronx Science straight to Cornell University and was headed in the fall to Mount Sinai medical school. Hershleder was the ideal son-in-law!)

Looking in the mirror, I'd almost convinced myself that all this was true--easy, because it was--and that it was also sustainable (I can feel you rolling your eyes), and, while I was practicing the art of self-deception, that I, too, like Sam Shepard, would win a Pulitzer if I finally wrote a play with three full acts, when the British director barged into the bathroom without knocking.

"Sorry, but I really need to wee," he said.

"Don't let me stop you," I said.

He reached into the fly of his overalls, whipped it out, and aimed straight into the toilet. "I was practically swimming out there."

He'd played the nasty Old Man kind of stiffly, I thought, but then again, he wasn't supposed to be an actor. He was the director, the director who'd coaxed that magnificent performance out of my Miguel. In 30 more awkward seconds, I learned that his name was Walker, and after he buttoned up and politely washed his hands, he shook mine and introduced himself.

"Anna," I said.

Then I turned the bathroom knob, and we exited together. Miguel and Angel were grinning maniacs standing in the middle of the set with their arms around each other's shoulders, like ballplayers after a winning game surrounded by a circle of glowing fans. Miguel was on his tippy-toes, telescoping his neck (shortness being his single physical imperfection), clearly searching the room.

"Anna," he shouted, waving me over and giving Walker the stink eye. "Where have you been? What were you two doing in there? Not coke, I hope, without me."

What choice did I have then but to run to him? It was my job as his wife, his muse! He let go of Angel and swung me around in the air in a little circle, the skirt of my dress billowing, like everything about us, dramatically.

"What did you think, mi amor?" he asked.

"You were so amazing!" I said.

"You liked it?" he whispered in my hair. "It was all for you. For us." And then he smiled. "And a little bit for Angel."

"I did, I did," I said, while he pulled back and held me at arm's length to see if I was telling the truth. My opinion was of the utmost importance to him. "You were great. He was good. But you were truly spectacular."

"I love you so much," he said. "Every day I ask God, 'How did I get this lucky?'"

"I love you too," I said.

Then he put one crazy macho arm possessively around my shoulders. I could smell his underarm when he reached over behind my head, his Old Spice, and the musk of him, like when he ran, or when we had sex; he was painted in sweat from the performance. "I see you've met my wife," he said to Walker.

"Anna?" said Walker, his eyebrows shooting up in cartoonish surprise.

Just then, Hattie's refrigerator loudly buzzed like a timer on a game show. Everyone turned to look at it, and then everyone turned back to look at Walker.

"Well, I guess I have met your wife," Walker said, regaining his footing.

"What were the two of you doing together in the bathroom?" Miguel asked again. Suddenly, we were back at the basketball courts in Fort Tryon Park, surrounded by the Bichos, his tough-guy crew from high school. It was another thing I loved about him--how easily he got territorial and possessive.

"I really had to go," said Walker, shrugging. "I didn't realize someone was already in there."

"We met-cute," I said, hoping to sound flip.

There was a fizzy little blonde in a polka-dot mini and one of those fuzzy sweaters standing impatiently next to Angel. "Anna, this is Jeannie Elbazz," Miguel introduced us.

"She's an agent. She reps Jake Kaminsky."

I knew the name. Jeannie's. Jake's too. He'd been in all those Oliver Stone movies. Clearly, so did Walker.

He stuck out his hand. "Walker Cogdill," he said.

"Nice job directing," said Jeannie, meaningfully. I guessed she didn't think much of his acting ability either. Then she turned to me. "Do you mind if I borrow your hubby for the rest of the evening? I've been invited to a little industry party, and there are some people I'd like for him to meet."

Walker and Angel released a collective sigh of defeat.

I'm not sure anyone else, be they parent or lover or friend, has ever been as attentive to my feelings as he was.

"No, I don't mind," I said, in wifely mode. "Walker and Angel and I were planning on getting dinner anyway." Why on earth did I say that? That's the last thing I wanted. I wanted to go home. Kiss my Siamese cat, Buster. Put on Joni Mitchell. Cry my eyes out in the shower. Smoke a joint and call Hattie and talk to her until either Miguel arrived or we both fell asleep on the phone.

"Lo siento, querida," Angel said to me. "I'm going dancing with the fairies." He pointed to his posse waiting patiently in the corner. One of them was his official boyfriend, Bobby. He was the first to get sick, although he lived long enough to go on AZT.

"I'd be happy to dine with you," said Walker.

Jeannie was already glancing with impatience at her watch.

Miguel looked at me searchingly with his big, dark eyes.

He was sweet that way. He wanted to make sure I was okay. The cynical among you may accuse me of looking back through the rosy gold of a nostalgic haze, but I'm not sure anyone else, be they parent or lover or friend, has ever been as attentive to my feelings as he was.

"Go," I said. "Go." We kissed goodbye, and I gave Jeannie a little wave, but she was already heading out the door, and Miguel was loping across the floor to catch up with her.

Then I turned to Walker. "You really don't have to," I said.

"This is my very first American gig," said Walker. "It's either I eat with you, or I get a couple of slices by my lonesome and go home and watch the telly."

"Do you like Szechuan cold sesame noodles?" I asked him.

They were the rage in those days, and super cheap.

"That's Chinese, hmm? New to me," said Walker. "But new to me is why I'm here. I'm game. Also, I'm pretty fucking hungry."

"Bamboo House," I said. "The sign says Chinese food, but it's really just sesame oil and peanut butter. However, they serve free wine. Just over on Second Avenue." "Free wine, you say?" said Walker. "I'm sold. You lead the way."

"Okay," I said. "But first I have to go thank Hattie."

It took me another 30 minutes or so to extricate myself from the Square, there were so many cheeks to kiss, compliments to collect, and joints to toke. As I finally made it to the door, that guardian angel Hattie offered, sotto voce, "If you want to come back after, Annie, we can have a sleepover," and I nodded, feeling a little teary again.

So I was surprised to find Walker waiting patiently for me on the sidewalk when I finally made my exit. I was sure he would be long gone, but there he was, drinking a beer. When I hopped off the last stoop step onto the street, he produced another bottle for me from the cargo pocket of his overalls. "I know these dungarees seem a bit sad," he said, staring down at his pathetic outfit. "But they are in the stage directions. I got you a Heineken. Sorry if it's warm as piss."

"It took me too long to get out of there," I said. "My fault. Are you still up for this?"

"Stop asking that," said Walker. "It's embarrassing. I have nothing else to do, and I'm grateful for the company."

We started walking over to Second Avenue, past what looked like a little Catholic school on the left, and Cafe Mogador, where they still have belly dancing, I'm told, on the right. The sidewalk was crowded, because the night was just getting started.

"So how long have you and Miguel been hitched?"

He grabbed my waist as I was about to step in a little Carvel curl of dog doo, and swung me past it, just by lifting me off the ground an inch or two. The man was taller and stronger than I'd thought at first blush.

"Three years," I said. "But we've been together six. We did it after my freshman year at the New School."

"Good for you. Though you don't look old enough to be married to anyone," said Walker.

"Well, I am," I said, defiantly.

"Your other half is brilliant," he said. Then, starting over, unadorned admiration leaking out of his mouth, he said, "As a director, I never want to tell the actors what to do, I want to wheedle it out of them, it's more organic that way, but I didn't have to sweet-talk Miguel. He's the real deal, a natural. More than that, I think he will go far."

I swelled with pride out of habit.

We turned the corner; Bamboo House was in the middle of the block. "That's it," I said, pointing to the neon sign in the plate-glass window.

"'Exotic food,'" Walker read out loud. "I guess the free wine isn't enough of a selling point?"

He opened the door and walked right in. Well trained by his loving mama, Miguel always held the door for me. To his credit, Walker sidestepped and held it ajar with one foot. We were seated in a vinyl booth by the window, bordered by snake plants on the sill, red lanterns hanging above our heads. A busy Chinese man wearing a white paper hat placed a teapot and two cups on the Formica table. Chopsticks and forks. Then he handed us menus that had been tucked under one arm. Walker opened his. "What should I have?" he asked.

"Egg rolls, barbecued ribs, fried rice?" Those were Miguel's favorites.

"Done," said Walker, and closed it again.

"What? I was just listing some family favorites. I'm not so sure how balanced a meal that is."

"Well, I'm famished. And we're also getting the peanut macaroni, right?" he said. "Then I think this should be enough."

I looked at the menu and remembered my eating disorder. "I'm getting some brown rice and steamed broccoli," I said.

"And I'll let you eat my noodles," he said, like it was settled. I relaxed a little.

The waiter came back with two cold glasses of fetchingly toxic-looking wine--they were an unnatural shade of Crayola lemon yellow--and placed them on the table. He took out his guest-check pad, and Walker nodded at me, so I did the ordering for both of us.

"What about you?" I asked, once the waiter was out of earshot. "Do you have someone special in your life?" I sounded like my great-aunt Sadie.

"Holly? She's a ballerina," he said. "She's dancing with the Royal Ballet right now. She's supposed to come visit this summer if I last that long."

"Why did you come to New York?" I asked. I took a sip of the wine. It was as sweet and thirst-quenching as Kool-Aid. I liked it. It went down easy, and when the waiter passed by, I motioned for another round, even though I hadn't finished this one yet. By the time he came back with the food, I'd want it.

"I can do things here I can't do back in London. Like tonight, for instance. Like, I also like to stage dance, which is how Holly and I met. I'm not afraid of mixing stuff up," he said. "Music, dance, theater, art, it's all the same to me. Together, it's only more interesting."

"I write plays myself," I said. "It's the only thing I can do, period. I mean, I work in a bookstore, and I'm slowly, slowly creeping toward my B.A., but I'd be a disaster at an office job, or anything else grown-up."

The waiter plopped two new glasses of wine on the table, as if they had been pre-poured on a conveyor belt in the kitchen. Finally, Walker took a tiny sip from his first one.

"This stuff is nasty," he said, making a face.

"We could order you a beer?" I said, chugging mine.

"Nah." He smiled. "It's like this neighborhood. Sweet, cheap, and nasty. I'm thrilled to be here." And indeed, he looked thrilled.

"So what is Holly like?" I asked.

"She's fabulous. Beautiful, talented, smart, kind ..." He trailed off a little.

"But?" I said.

He shook his head and frowned. "I'm not sure I love her enough," he said.

"I don't have that problem," I said.

"Oh, no?" he asked, arching an eyebrow. "You and Miguel?"

"If anything, I love him too much," I said.

"I'm quoting the master himself now," Walker said. "'Love is the only disease that makes you feel better.' Sam Shepard said that in an interview I read. I have fun with Holly, I like her a lot, but I don't know if she makes me feel better."

I felt the power of his stare travel all the way through my brown ones and down my spine and shiver into my knees.

Did Miguel make me feel better? In some very important ways, he did--the ones I'd thought, until this particular night, mattered most. But in one really important way, he made me feel small and lonely.

The waiter came back with a big tray. All of our fried, carby, greasy food at once. He served the dishes around the table like a croupier. Everything was sizzling.

"I want to be in love like that," Walker said, digging into the big bowl of sesame noodles with his fork and plopping a mountain of it on my plate.

"Me too," I said. "I mean, I want that for you." Showily, using my chopsticks, I took a big, delicious bite.

"And I want that for you too," he said. Which startled me; hadn't I just said that was what I already had? I looked up straight into his teal-blue eyes, and I felt the power of his stare travel all the way through my brown ones and down my spine and shiver into my knees. What the fuck?

After dinner, Walker walked me back to Hattie's. I'd lied and told him that I'd left something behind, a purse or a hat, my pet poodle? Something that made no sense at all; I didn't want him to know that I was going to sleep at Hattie's because I figured Miguel would sleep at Angel's, but I don't think Walker was paying too much attention by then. He looked tired. And maybe a little drunk and sick from all that oily food and crappy wine.

When we got to Hattie's stoop, I asked him where he was staying. "With some lads I know from university; they have an apartment up on 14th." He nodded to the north with his handsome head. And then he said, "You know, it's rare to find someone so easy to talk to."

Was it? Maybe it was. I'd never dated anyone but Miguel, and he could chat up the moon. I didn't know what to say. So I nodded in agreement and tucked away the thought for later. "Good night, then," he said, leaning over and kissing me on the cheek.

"Good night," I said, my heart a wild bird trapped inside my chest as I turned and raced up the mountain of steps leading to Hattie's apartment.

The door was unlocked. And who did I find splayed out on Hattie's Murphy bed but my Miguel. He was reading a copy of The Village Voice.

"Hey, you," he said, sitting up and swinging his legs over the edge to rest his feet on the floor.

"Hey, you," I said. "Where's the Hat-ster?"

"She went out with Emile and them. She told me you were coming back here later, so I waited." He patted the bed next to him. I walked over and sat down.

"How was the party?" I asked.

"Pretty cool," Miguel said. "I think that Jeannie wants to sign me."

"That's awesome, Miguel," I said, throwing my arms around him.

He laughed and hugged me back, allowing me to snuggle down into my space under his left arm, near the armpit.

"How was dinner with Walker?" he said.

"He's a nice guy," I said.

"He's a good director," Miguel said. He leaned over and tipped my face up, so I had to look him in the eyes.

He pushed some of my curls behind one of my ears. "I hope tonight wasn't too much for you," he said.

He never had any intention of hurting me, I'm telling you that now sincerely. Nobody loved each other more than me and Miguel. Love was not our problem.

"It was, and it wasn't," I said.

"You are my precious wife," he said.

"And you are my darling husband," I said.

Then we lay back on the bed in each other's arms, and guess what? We fell asleep that way, both of us with our clothes and boots still on, like little kids. Around 3 a.m., Hattie came home, and she crawled into the bed with us. I was aware enough of her to roll over and hand her part of the duvet. As I said, in those days, the Herreras and Hattie Henderson were a family.

There are nights that take you from A to C and nights that take you from A to Z. This night took me from A to W, to Walker. I mean, not right away, of course, but eventually. Inevitably. It was a slow and painful reckoning. And for me, a big motherfucking surprise! I know I'd thought something incredible was coming when I'd left Brentano's earlier that evening, but never did I think it would carry me away from the man I loved with all my heart.

Sometimes it takes forever to act on what you've already known for a long, long time. I imagine it was a little like quitting heroin: the highs, the lows, the anguish and the hunger. Walker waited patiently in the friend zone until, after a while, Miguel was either on the road working or "out" all the time. Crying on Walker's shoulder when Miguel didn't come home one evening led to making love on Walker's futon in his apartment. What can I say? It was revelatory. Finally, I was enough for someone.

"More than enough," Walker whispered into my ear that night. "You are more than enough for me."

When I got the courage to move out of our place and into Hattie's, a protesting Miguel still helped me carry my belongings over to St. Marks. Little lambs that we were, we sobbed ceaselessly in each other's arms, not realizing a sadder day was coming.

In the meanwhile, Jeannie had been doing her job, thank God. Miguel had a great run after Fool. He went on the road as Horst in Bent; in Biloxi Blues, he played Eugene, with Jake Kaminsky as Arnold; and with his inky-black locks dyed sandy brown, he took the crown as Biff in Death of a Salesman on Broadway. During that time, he'd likewise moved on from Angel to Angel's ex Bobby, and then to Marcos. I'd left, but I'd also set him free! There was a new kind of harmony between us.

It was another year before Miguel tested positive. It took encouragement and hand-holding from Walker to get tested myself, so we did it together. I was shaking when they drew my blood, but Walker held me steady. When it was his turn, he just stuck out his arm.

With that out of the way, we moved in together into a Mitchell-Lama sublet on First Avenue and East Second Street.

Angel eventually gave up on theater and entered the world of fashion, and is alive today. As Miguel got sicker, Angel and I and Miguel's mother took turns taking care of him. We hadn't divorced, and even if we had, he would always be my husband. Sometimes Walker would accompany me to the apartment, and sometimes, when I was working, he also went on his own to visit. They were friends, in the end. As Miguel lay dying, I sat by his bedside, day after day after day, the two of us talking a blue streak like always. Once he stopped eating, the conversations stopped too, Miguel's eyes glazing over as I read to him from his beloved Auden, from the New York Post. I sang to him until, one evening, long after he had stopped saying much, he shook his ravaged head, bald and spotted, unrecognizable, and said, "Mi amor, por favor, please, please shut up." It was almost as if he'd come back from the dead. We burst out laughing. We laughed and laughed, our final laugh together.

I'm the worst singer in the world.

After Miguel died, Walker and I kept on working and building our careers. Eventually, we put a ring on it and had a little daughter. Kate. She is the light of both our lives. But from time to time, usually in the darkness of one of those sleepless nights of the midnight soul, I'll text my old pal Hattie Henderson. She's a mother of three now and lives a stay-at-home life in some shmancy town in Westchester--a lot's changed, but a lot hasn't. She is still my unpaid confessor. Like last night, when I wrote to her at 2 o'clock in the morning: Did you know I was fucking nuts back then?

Hattie was up too. Like me, she has demons that no amount of bourgeois posturing can shake. At 2:15, she texted back: Everyone did! But all of us were kind of nuts then too.

I wrote back: Don't tell. It would kill Walky, but sometimes I still miss Miguel so much I bite down on my own fist until it bleeds. There were little red pearls pooling on my knuckles. I stanched them with torn pieces of Kleenex the way Walker did when he cut his neck shaving.

Hattie texted back: You were meant for each other in a better place. Here on earth, it all pretty much sucks. Even though a lot of things are beautiful.

I looked at my hand and saw that the bleeding had stopped.

So I crawled back into bed and closed my eyes.



This story has been excerpted from Helen Schulman's forthcoming book, Fools for Love.
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What Does Khamenei Do Now?

Things could get better. Or much worse.

by Hanna Rosin




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

Remember when President George W. Bush stood in front of the huge Mission Accomplished banner to drive home the point that the Iraq War was over, before it was over? We seem to be in another "mission accomplished" moment, only this time with adjectives. "Obliterated" is how President Donald Trump describes Iran's nuclear program. "Blown to kingdom come" is another term he used. Secretary of State Marco Rubio prefers "wiped out." CIA Director John Ratcliffe opted for the more sober "severely damaged." Of course, we still don't know where Iran's stores of enriched uranium are and how quickly its leaders could reconstitute a nuclear program, should they choose to. But we do know that U.S. leaders appear to be in a hurry to exit the situation. "They had a war. They fought. Now they're going back to their world," Trump said at this week's NATO press conference, leaving unsaid: And we will go back to ours.

This week on Radio Atlantic, the Iranian writer and Atlantic contributor Arash Azizi brings us into "their world," which seems to be waiting for new things to start. As Azizi sees it, Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei's days were already numbered before the bombings. Now these nine days of war have left him weakened and "hiding like a little mouse" in a bunker. If this means a new future for Iran, which one? We talk with Azizi about the massive gap between the Iranian people and their leader, the failures of Khamenei, and the country's many possible futures, which could be better and freer, or much worse.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Donald Trump has said two very memorable things about Iran in recent days. First, this:

Donald Trump: We basically have two countries that have been fighting so long and so hard that they don't know what the fuck they're doing. Do you understand that?


Rosin: The second one was more subtle.

Trump: We're going to talk to them next week, with Iran. We may sign an agreement. I don't know. To me, I don't think it's that necessary. I mean, they had a war. They fought. Now they're going back to their world. I don't care if I have anything--


[Music]

Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. That was Trump in yesterday's NATO press conference, after a reporter asked if he was going to talk to Iran now. The memorable part of what he said was "They're going back to their world," as in: We're going back to regularly scheduled programming.

And what about their world? Today we talk to an Iranian about how the nine days of war could change everything in that world--or nothing at all. Arash Azizi was born in 1988, a year after the current supreme leader, Ayatollah Khamenei, came to power.

Arash Azizi: So I was born the last year of the Iran-Iraq War, and that's really the last that Iranians had seen war and, you know, what it looks like. They had, I think, forgotten it, perhaps, this terrible feeling that there are, you know, bombs in the skies that might fall on you.


Rosin: Azizi is a contributing writer to The Atlantic and the author of What Iranians Want. In that book, he writes about a future that Iranian activists want to build for themselves, as opposed to the precarious future they're facing right now.

Azizi: I think, you know, a lot of Iranians will feel helpless because it's clear that decisions that are determining their lives, I know, are made in a lot of different places, but, you know, not by them.


Rosin: When Israel bombed Iran, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said something which really stuck with me. He said, "The people of Iran must understand this is their moment. A light has been lit. Carry it to freedom." Did it feel that way to you--like, this sudden opportunity? Or was your first thought, This is gonna make things worse? Just initially.

Azizi: Definitely it was that it's going to make things worse, and it's because it's something that is not hypothetical. We've thought about it for a very long time. You know, there were elements in the Iranian opposition who openly or semi-openly had been hoping for that to happen, and not just in the Iranian opposition. If I'm honest, there were people in Iran, people that I have known sometimes, who were thinking, Well, wouldn't it be great if Israel or the United States came out and took care of this regime and, you know, we could move on to a better life? I was always not only just skeptical; I basically thought that frankly foolish, because it was clear to me that this is not going to happen.

Rosin: What's "this is not going to happen"? That it's not going to topple the regime necessarily?

Azizi: Exactly. That it's not going to topple the regime, certainly not going to topple the regime in a good way, right? As in leading to a democracy. It's very fascinating when we talk about, you know, these issues and people have debates. I always like to ask people, you know: "Walk me through it. Like, what do you think is going to happen?"

So Israel starts hitting the heads of the regime, kills these military commanders, which it did. What's the next thing that will happen? Now, if we did have--hypothetically--if we had a large, organized opposition that was really ready to take power, you could imagine, Okay, they could use this opportunity to take power.

And even then, you know, they could have still been against the war and everything, but you say, Okay, realistically, this is an evil way of getting to something good, but you know, you can. But this was not the case in Iran. In fact, it was always clear to me, and I think it's clearer now, that it is the opposite, actually.

The attacks help sort of militarize the situation. They help sort of strengthen the security bodies. And while me and other democracy activists, we are always looking for a way out, the best way out of the bad conditions, the conditions are in many ways worse because of the attack. I'm trying not to be hopeless about it, and I still think that there is a moment of change in Iran that is still going on, and there are positive ways about it.

But yes, Netanyahu's claims that this would lead to some sort of a social uprising or that this would be an opportunity for people to topple the regime were always baseless. And if he really believed them, it would show that. If Israel has great intelligence penetration of Iranian society--obviously, sort of Iranian security services and all that--shows that it lacks understanding of Iranian society and politics. Although, my suspicion is that I don't think he actually believed that.

Rosin: So let's give people a better understanding of Iran and what's actually happening. Ayatollah Khamenei has been in power for 36 years. Is that right?

Azizi: He's been in power since 1989. I was born in '88, so that's, like, my entire life.

Rosin: Yeah, that's what I was going to ask you. Is he the only leader you have ever known?

Azizi: (Laughs.) I was 1 year old when Khomeini passed away. There are stories that I was 1 year old, and a lot of people around us were celebrating and all that. But I don't remember it.

Rosin: So what was your impression of him, growing up? Or how did it evolve over time? Those 36 years, your whole life.

Azizi: I mean, I think Ayatollah Khamenei has been a total failure. And Iranians really think about their history in terms of hundreds of years and thousands of years, right? So when I say he's been a failure, I don't mean he's been the worst leader since the 20th century. I think he's been one of the worst. Like, trying to find someone worse, we need to go back to the last king of the Safavid empire in the 18th century, perhaps. And the reason for that is his track record.

It's quite clear to me what happens. He was a young revolutionary in the '60s and '70s, and like a lot of people in that era, they wanted to change the world, and they were happy to sort of destroy human societies in their paths, sometimes with good intentions, you know, sometimes otherwise. He happened to be part of one of the few experiments in the '60s and '70s that actually won, the Iranian Revolution. And he comes to power as part of the 1979 revolution, and later on as leader in 1989, and he borrowed our country for his Islamist cause.

Rosin: Did you say, "He borrowed our country"?

Azizi: Yeah. That's sort of the expression I use because, you know, the revolution had genuine popular support in 1979. But throughout the years--certainly, I would say, since the '90s, since the mid-'90s-- the population is not revolutionary. They're not supporting these goals of Ayatollah Khamenei, which is what? Which is two things really: To turn Iran, first of all, into a model Islamic society. This model society of Ayatollah Khamenei is one in which women happily wear the veil; men and women don't look at each other, you know, in a way that they would be attracted to each other; is one in which everyone is working toward good Islamic values, as he understands them. And it's been an utter failure on that count, right?

Rosin: How do you know? I mean, how do you know that it's an utter failure, that the population is not in support of him?

Azizi: Well, I think number one, the thinkers of the regime themselves say that. And not only is Iran not a model Islamic society; it's one of the most anti-religious societies in the world. I think, you know, people would be shocked--and they are shocked when they go to Iran and see it. Now, of course, you know, there are devout Muslims, you know, my grandmother included, right? But the kids born after us, they don't care about religion at all. Sometimes, frankly, they're even a little nihilistic, I would say. They could not be further from the image that Ayatollah Khamenei wanted of this Islamic sort of model.

And look--Iran is a country of 90 million. There are differences. There are, obviously, devout people. There are people with different texts. But by and large, this is a society that, really, it couldn't be further from what Ali Khamenei wants. I mean, you know, according to his ideals, he wanted to ban most forms of music in some way. You know, Korean pop bands are super popular in Iran, like everywhere else. There is just, like, a total cultural defeat. And they've recognized that. If you read regime bodies, what they're saying is, We need to give up on this. We know we've lost, because they see what their own sons and daughters are doing.

Rosin: It's funny because from a distance, if you just take the flattest image of Iran--I'm not saying many Americans know that much--it's, like, a country where there are older clerics who rule, and "Death to Israel," "Death to America." That's sort of the shorthand for what happens in Iran.

Azizi: Yeah, and that is the sort of ruling regime. I would say that's not even necessarily a good picture of the ruling regime. And we can talk about it a little bit because, yes, you know, Khamenei believes in death to America and death to Israel, I have no doubt. But that's not true of the rest of the Iranian regime.

I would actually say that, you know, figures in the Iranian regime that I talk to sometimes for my reporting, they always send their kids to Europe and America. This actually goes back to your earlier question as well. So how do I know this is a total culture failure? Where do the sons and daughters of these leading figures of the regime go? They come here. They go to Europe. Let's go look at their Instagram. You know, what are they doing? They're, like, posting about Justin Bieber.

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Azizi: And there are tons of examples like that. The anti-Westernism is a total cultural failure.

Rosin: Is this just the upper classes you're describing? Like, are you describing just rich Iranians?

Azizi: Absolutely not. I'm describing Iranians across the board. In fact, it's sometimes the other way around because if you're college educated, like I am, you might be a bit more skeptical of the West. Like, that's actually a very Western thing, as a college-educated Westerner would be on different levels.

I think there is a base for--let's say radical anti-Westernism has a base in Iranian society. I think if it organized itself politically, it could be, like, maybe 10 or 15 percent of Iranian society, but there's such a small minority. You know, you can look, for example, in the last couple of years on the anti-Israel issue. Isn't it interesting that genuine, mass organized, let's say anti-Israel demonstrations--they happened in dozens of cities in the United States. They happened in dozens of cities in Europe. They obviously happened all over the Middle East. They did not happen in Tehran.

Just a few weeks ago, before the current war, a group of students--sort of leftish students at the University of Tehran--tried to organize a sort of anti-Israel demonstration, and with very beautiful, good intentions on a large part, right? I don't want to diss them. It's a very global cause. They made sure there were people who came without the hijab, right? They didn't want it to be a proregime thing, and, like, 20 people showed up.

Rosin: That is very telling, that at the exact historical moment when it is perhaps the easiest to organize an anti-Israel demonstration, the country that is the originator of "Death to Israel" can only get 20 people to an anti-Israel rally. That's telling.

Azizi: Yeah, because people don't support it. And people don't support it, by the way, for very basic reasons. They don't support it because, first of all, they don't see Iran as a party to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, because we're not, regardless of what we think about it. So Dariush Ashoori, this Iranian socialist intellectual after the 1967 war, you know, he's in a debate with someone else, and he says, The Israeli-Palestine conflict to us is like, I think he says, the Ethiopian-Sudanese conflict, something like that.

Rosin: Meaning what? It's like something happening over there, far away?

Azizi: Exactly. And it's something that we don't have a stake in.

Rosin: The people?

Azizi: Well, the Iranians. He's saying it from a perspective of Iranian people.

Rosin: Wow. This is, like, a very different picture than the picture you get just reading headlines.

Azizi: Yeah, and you don't need to take my word for it. Again, you know, all you need to do is talk to an average Iranian. They talk about it like someone in Europe. So in the U.K., you have people who become very anti-Israel, perhaps, and criticize and become very, you know, pro-Palestine or not, right?

But you also have the opposite, just like somewhere in Europe. My point is: People don't have a direct stake. And the other thing that is important, related to that: They surely don't want the regime to spend their treasures on this conflict and to bring them now, as it has in the last two weeks, to a direct conflict.

It's not because they don't care for the people of Gaza. It's that they don't like the way they're being used. And they don't see it as enlightening in national interest, because it isn't.

[Music]

Rosin: So the leader and the people are at odds. And now the country is at a crisis point. What does that mean for Iran's future? That's after the break.

[Break]

Rosin: Okay, so let's understand what this adds up to. You're saying cultural alienation from what the priorities are of the leadership. Just visually right now, the leadership, and by which I mean Khamenei himself, seems pretty isolated. Like, literally, he's in a bunker somewhere. Many of his top generals are dead.

What are you hearing from Iran, then, about what his state of mind is? Because on the one hand, you said the activists are not organized--like, there isn't some organized internal opposition ready to overthrow him. On the other hand, he's pretty isolated, both from his own culture, his own generals. So where is he?

Azizi: So we are talking on Wednesday morning, a few days after the United States finally attacked Iran, and a few days after the cease-fire and the commander in chief, the head of the state, the grand Ayatollah Khamenei, the leader of the revolution, you know, he is hiding like a little mouse somewhere.

We don't know where he is. He hasn't shown his face. He's given two speeches since the war with Israel began on June 13. If you look at the headlines, there was all this about "the defiant speech," but if you actually listen to the speech and you speak Persian, he does not appear anything like defiant. He really looks like someone who they forced to record--almost like a forced video. He like looks tired and defeated.

Rosin: So you just mean his tone. Like, his tone didn't match his words?

Azizi: His tone didn't match his words. Especially, if--we remember this guy, right? You asked me, sort of, if I grew up with him. I remember a time when he was an impressive figure in some ways. He's a good rhetorician. He's 86, so, I mean, he was going to die soon anyways, right? We are all waiting for that, frankly. Iran has been now in a total waiting [period] for years for this guy to drop dead.

Rosin: There was a term I heard that someone used, which was "a zombie regime."

Azizi: No, certainly. Yeah, a zombie regime. And when I go take a shower, and I come out in half an hour and I haven't looked at my phone, I always have this fantasy that I open it and Khamenei has died, right? So we're really waiting for this moment to arrive. But he's now finished in some very real ways. There is a ferocious conflict in Tehran over the future, some of which we've reported on in The Atlantic, about sort of the plots that are going on to replace him. So he's finished.

But you actually posed that excellently. So the opposition is not organized. Khamenei, as a person, is finished; his policies are total failures, right? I mean, just to recapture it very quickly: His policies have brought Iran economic destruction, international isolation, domestic repression, and now a direct war--and hundreds of Iranian civilians are dead because of that war. So he's finished; the opposition is not ready to take over. So who? You know, who's now calling the shots?

Rosin: So tell us the options. Does he have a succession plan?

Azizi: So according to the letter of the Iranian constitution, the supreme leader--this is a very strange position, so very briefly I'll explain. The supreme leader is a sort of made-up English term that we use. The real term there is the guardian jurist. Basically, the closest example to it is not in Islamic text, but it's from Plato's Republic. It's the philosopher king.

The reality is: There is nobody with those qualities, really, who could be the third supreme leader. So there's a very real possibility that Khamenei will actually end up being the last one, that this position will somehow be abolished, and there would be a constitutional transition.

But if it wasn't abolished, some of the main candidates that are being talked about--surprise, surprise--one of them is Mojtaba, his son, Mojtaba Khamenei. But further surprise, supporters of Mojtaba Khamenei are not selling him as a continuity candidate of his father, knowing that that would be a losing bet. They're actually doing the mirror opposite of that--they're comparing him to [Mohammed bin Salman], the crown prince of Saudi Arabia, as someone who would be a rejuvenating figure who would take Iran away from the clerics and from the anti-Westernism, to a more sort of nationalist path and would open things up. They're selling him as a change candidate.

Rosin: And you, who call yourself a democracy activist, can you get on board with that? Do you see him as a change candidate?

Azizi: I can't get on board with Mojtaba, because we don't know anything about him. He's an entirely shadowy figure. Like, when I say we don't know anything about him, like, there's not a single speech of this guy you can find anywhere. There's a speech of him, because he teaches at Qom. As a cleric, that's what you do, right? So you teach others religious stuff in seminaries in the holy city of Qom, near Tehran. And he stopped teaching, actually, mysteriously last year. So it's entirely vibes. And actually, it's funny: In 2009, when they say Mojtaba, it really felt like something that your weird uncle or, like, the taxi driver would say. But now it's a serious thing.

Rosin: So they're coming up with a narrative about him. They're trying to package him or sell him. So that's over there. That's a mystery. What's another option?

Azizi: So there's a possibility of an actual hard-liner, who would actually be Khamenei continuity--as in anti-Westernism, anti-Israelism, Draconian domestic policy and repression. But I think it's quite likely that they're going to have to move in a pragmatic direction. And what do I mean by pragmatic? I think they're going to lessen domestic repression, not politically but socially, if you know what I mean.

Rosin: Which would look like what?

Azizi: Which would look like most authoritarian countries in the region that are, you know, Politically, you can't organize, but you want to go out and have a drink? That's okay. You want to not cover your hair? That's okay. The kind of domestic repression that exists in Iran and, frankly, doesn't really exist elsewhere in the world to the same degree.
 
 Rosin: So there's some release? This is what people say--like, Iran is a country where you can't even have a cultural release, a social release, dance, drink, whatever. So that gets loosened.

Azizi: That's very important to remember. Iran is a country in which all of us have these memories, right? You're walking with a woman and you could be arrested, you know, asking what your relationship is.

In fact, I was once stopped, working with my mother, and asked, What is your relationship? My mother was very happy.

Rosin: (Laughs.) Yeah, that's like a compliment to your mother.

Azizi: Yes, it was. But it was a sort of a horrifying thought. I also remember my mother and father getting stopped once, and then they started fighting, and the guy said, Well, only a real married couple could fight like this. Definitely genuine.

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Azizi: So it's very important. It's like the daily humiliation and repression in Iran is very important, and that would be lifted. And I think the foreign policy of Iran, I think ultimately, these guys don't share the revolutionary aspirations of Khamenei. They want integration into the Western economy. That's really what they want.

But I'll tell you why it is delicate: Because they want integration to the Western economy, however, the part that introduces another element to it is that they've also been restrained effectively by Khamenei, who was the grand ideologue of anti-Westernism, but he was also a very cautious--actually, I would say cowardly--man who said all these things but never got Iran into a conflict with these countries.

So these guys are less cautious, sometimes more trigger happy, as it often happens with, you know, younger generations of military folks. And they're Iranian nationalists, as opposed to Islamists. But that also means that they would want Iran to play a role in the region and to sort of stand for something.

Rosin: Let me just summarize, so I understand. So we have, on the one hand, the kind of nepotistic regime; that's the son. On the one hand, we have the hard-liners; that's the least possibility. This last category you're describing, we're just calling pragmatics, of all kinds. They can be military. They can be businessmen. They're just the sort of people advocating for a pragmatic future, which would mean economic integration, also might mean a little regional arrogance.

Azizi: Let's call them "developmentalist." I mean, that's what they really want, is for Iran to be developed. They were salivating--when Trump was in Riyadh and gave his speeches, the entire Iranian political sphere was looking to Riyadh and thinking, This is who we want to be. We want the American president to come and say, you know, 'Invest in us, and we'll invest in you, and we'll do AI, and we'll do nanotechnology.' I mean, this is who these people are.

And I want to clarify the Mojtaba nepotistic part. You know, that's a bit of a dark scenario we don't know. But a lot of the people who are supporting him are also some of these developmentalists. So some of the developmentalists are supporting him; some of them are not. So there really is--I would say, majorly, there's two futures.

There are the hard-liners, which I see as a little possibility. And there's developmentalists, but developmentalism can go in different directions and can lead to different choices. And also, the contradictions need to be understood. So a lot of these developmentalists, for example, would've traditionally been in favor of nuclear talks, a nuclear deal like we had in 2015, like the talks that were going on early on this year, and hopefully they might go on again. But some of them are actually in favor of having a nuclear weapon, because you know, they see, Well, maybe this is the only way, you know, Iran can be sovereign, blah, blah.

What I'm hoping is that they'll understand the contradiction in that position--that, you know, as an Iranian, for me, I think the pursuit of a nuclear weapon is going to be a disaster for Iran.

Rosin: So in all the scenarios that you've laid out, you haven't really mentioned democracy. You've mentioned the lifting of cultural repression and a better life. But the thing that you seem to care about is democracy. So what's the future of that?

Azizi: That's an excellent question. I will always fight. I have one life, and, you know, to the day I die, I'll fight for democracy for Iran and figures that I support in the Iranian political scheme--if you will, people like Mostafa Tajzadeh, a former deputy military minister who is now a political prisoner in Evin Prison. His reaction to the war: He called for cease-fire and a democratic transition. So there are people who are calling for these things.

I hope those of us in the Iranian opposition can get organized and offer a real alternative and make this vision true. But you notice in that, hope is doing a lot of the work in that sentence.

So do I think this is a vision that could happen in the next few years? I hope with all my being that I'm wrong, but I don't. I think the movers and shakers of Iranian power are now these factions of the regime, and they're not interested in democratization, because why would they be interested in giving power away?

And frankly, let's be honest with each other, Hanna: This is not exactly a moment of democratic flourishing anywhere in the region, right--anywhere in the world, actually, but also anywhere in the region. The Arab Spring, after all, did not lead to the establishment of democracy anywhere but in Tunisia, and that got overturned.

Now, I do think there are more prodemocracy aspirations in Iran, but I think before we can have democracy, we first of all need two things. We need basic safety and security of our bodies. And secondly, we need prosperity. Like, we need a way to make a living, right? It's funny: I used to ask my students, you know, "Which one would you prefer: prosperity or democracy?" And of course, a lot of them are high-minded; they would say "democracy." Then I'd say, "Where would you prefer to live: Senegal or the [United Arab Emirates]?" And of course, they all say UAE, right? And so I think that those are the realities. Democracy is sometimes not necessarily a priority.

Rosin: Last question: Just as we've been talking, President Trump was speaking at a NATO conference and insisting that the strike completely obliterated Iran's nuclear program, which he's been saying all along, despite some U.S. assessments that it was only set back a few months. So what does it change in terms of Iran and its future if it is only set back a couple months?

Azizi: It's not true that the Iran nuclear program has been destroyed. I mean, that much is clear there. Iranian enriched uranium remains at large, and Iran has different pathways. And the most dangerous thing is that Iran now has pathways to not collaborate with the International Atomic Energy Agency, so people wouldn't know, even, you know, what it was doing.

And it gives huge Saddam vibes, and we know where that ended and where that went. And, I mean, Saddam from, like, the '90s onwards. I think the proponents of Iranian nuclear weapons do exist in Iran. They exist, even surprisingly, in sections of the establishment who might not be hard-liners, even some on the Iranian street. But I think this shows the necessity of nuclear talks. The only durable way to get the nuclear threat of Iran defanged is a nuclear deal that would commit Iran to not go for a nuclear weapon, and that would incentivize Iran not to do that.

Rosin: Right? So the real solution is not a military-strategic solution. It's a political solution.

Azizi: Absolutely, because it's the only way that Iran could commit to not getting nuclear weapons. And look--this will also include seriously degrading Iran's nuclear capabilities. No one is saying not to do that. Any part of a deal is that you've got to close off a couple of nuclear plants. There's no doubt about it. Most importantly, you've got to increase inspection by the IAEA, the UN nuclear watchdog.

But ultimately, whoever is ruling Iran should not want to have nuclear weapons. If they do want to have nuclear weapons, they'll find pathways to it.

Rosin: Arash, thank you so much for giving us the view from inside Iran.

Azizi: Thank you so much.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West and edited by Claudine Ebeid. We had engineering support from Erica Huang. 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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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s August Issue: "Eighty Years on the Edge," Examining Eight Decades of Life in the Atomic Age

With essays by Jeffrey Goldberg, Tom Nichols, Ross Andersen, Noah Hawley, and Andrew Aoyama




For The Atlantic's August issue, "Eighty Years on the Edge," Atlantic writers examine the past eight decades of life in the Atomic Age. Publishing today are two essays from the issue: editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg's "Nuclear Roulette," on how the only way to win at nuclear roulette is to stop playing; and staff writer Tom Nichols on why the power to launch nuclear weapons rests with a single American and the danger that involves. These will be joined in the coming weeks by articles from staff writer Ross Andersen, the writer Noah Hawley, and Andrew Aoyama.
 
 The August issue also features a striking cover: minimal text over a stark photograph of a 1954 bomb test at Bikini Atoll, an image found in a government archive by the photographer Michael Light. The so-called Yankee test released an explosive yield equivalent to 13.5 million tons of TNT, about 900 times that of Little Boy.
 
 "We are living through one of the more febrile periods of the nuclear era," Goldberg writes in "Nuclear Roulette." The contours of World War III are visible in the Russian invasion of Ukraine, with Russia aided by Iran and North Korea and opposed by Europe and the United States. Pakistan and India, two nuclear states, recently fought a near-war; Iran, which has for decades sought the destruction of Israel through terrorism and other means, has seen its nuclear sites come under attack by Israel and the United States, in what could be termed an act of non-proliferation by force; North Korea continues to expand its nuclear arsenal, and South Korea and Japan are considering going nuclear in response. But, as Goldberg writes, "the main challenge of the 80 years since the Trinity atomic test has been that we do not possess the cognitive, spiritual, and emotional capabilities necessary to successfully manage nuclear weapons without the risk of catastrophic failure."
 
 Goldberg writes that the successful end of the Cold War caused many people to believe that the threat of nuclear war had receded, but we forget at our peril: "We forget that 80 years after the world-changing summer of 1945, Russia and the United States alone possess enough nuclear firepower to destroy the world many times over; we forget that China is becoming a near-peer adversary of the U.S.; we forget that the history of the Nuclear Age is filled with near misses, accidents, and wild misinterpretations of reality." He continues, "Most of all, we forget the rule articulated by the mathematician and cryptologist Martin Hellman: that the only way to survive Russian roulette is to stop playing."
 
 In "The President's Weapon," Nichols explores why the power to launch nuclear weapons rests in the hands of a single American. Nichols writes: "If the commander in chief wishes to launch a sudden, unprovoked strike, or escalate a conventional conflict, or retaliate against a single nuclear aggression with all-out nuclear war, the choice is his and his alone. The order cannot be countermanded by anyone in the government or the military. His power is so absolute that nuclear arms for decades have been referred to in the defense community as 'the president's weapon.'" For nearly 30 years after the Cold War, fears of nuclear war seemed to recede. Then relations with Russia froze over and Donald Trump entered politics. Nichols now asks: Even though this has been the system since the end of World War II, does it still make sense today? This will be joined by an additional article from Nichols, also in the August issue, on how Hollywood taught a generation to fear nuclear catastrophe.
 
 Please reach out with any questions or requests to interview The Atlantic's writers on their reporting for the issue.
 
 Press Contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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Pro-Palestine Activists Fell for Iran's Propaganda

Western supporters would do well to note how Tehran's policy has left the Palestinian cause in ruins.

by Ahmed Fouad Alkhatib




Israel's attack on Iran has elicited a predictable response from groups that identify as "pro-Palestine." At protests in several Western cities--some merely anti-war or anti-interventionist, others explicitly anti-Zionist or pro-Iranian--people rushed to criticize the Israeli military action to prevent Tehran from acquiring nuclear weapons. In so doing, they offer succor to a ruthless theocratic regime that has ground its heel upon its own people and brought misery to the entire region for nearly half a century.

By backing various regimes and militias in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Yemen, and Gaza, the Islamic Republic of Iran has been responsible, directly or indirectly, for the death of hundreds of thousands of Arab and Muslim people in the conflicts it has fomented. Iranian meddling in the region has provided Arab dictators such as Syria's Bashar al-Assad with both the moral and material means to suppress dissent, crush reform, and extend their autocratic rule. The pro-Palestine messaging ignores the fact that a nuclear-armed Iran would be far more belligerent and dangerous than the regime already has been for the past three decades.

For the pro-Palestine lobby to take at face value Tehran's claim to lead an "Axis of Resistance" against Israel is at best naive, and at worst malignant in a way that can only be described as anti-Semitic. It means accepting that the Islamic Republic's eliminationist rhetoric about Israel has made it a legitimate advocate for the Palestinian cause. These pro-Palestine voices seem oblivious of the fact that the Palestinian national project for independence and statehood is in ruins, thanks in large part to Iranian influence.

Uri Friedman: How Israel could be changing Iran's nuclear calculus

Back in the 1990s, Iran's Revolutionary Guard Corps and political leadership worked to undermine the Oslo peace process by inciting Hamas's opposition to any settlement that would have led to a two-state solution. Later, they encouraged Palestinian Islamic Jihad and Hamas to carry out suicide bombings inside Israel. Beginning in 2005, Iran increased its arms shipments to Hamas, enabling the group to seize control of Gaza in 2007 and turn it into a one-party Islamist statelet. Iran also financed Hamas's construction of tunnels in Gaza and provided the group with missile technology, funneled via the smuggling networks that Iran effectively sponsored in Egypt's Sinai Peninsula.

Iranian support for terrorism also benefited from Hamas's Qatari financing, which propped up the group's tenure as the government of Gaza. This arrangement also had the tacit assent of Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, because the Islamist-controlled enclave helped keep the Palestinian national movement divided and block any progress toward a two-state solution. In this respect, the backing that Hamas received from the mullahs of Tehran aligned with Netanyahu's security policy--a fact that the pro-Palestine voices expressing solidarity with Iran might do well to reflect on.

Iran's pro-Palestine posture was entirely instrumental. It never cared about any of the Middle East's Muslim or Arab peoples as such. Instead, it used their causes solely as a means to exert influence and build a network of proxy forces in the region. Tehran's realpolitik surfaced memorably in 2011 when Hamas sided with Syrian protesters against Assad; Iran was furious at this affront to its Syrian asset, and cut off Hamas's funding until after it reestablished relations with the Damascus dictatorship.

I realize that many people in the West are furious about what Israel has been doing in Gaza since Hamas's abhorrent attack on October 7, 2023. Israel had a right to self-defense against that incursion and the atrocities perpetrated against its citizens. Yet, in the nearly two years since then, the brutality and intensity of Israel's military campaign in the Gaza Strip have mobilized opposition around the world. I, too, feel sadness and anger about the remorseless violence: Israel's war in Gaza has killed members of both my immediate and my extended family.

Too often, however, I see that harsh criticism of Israel fails to pin blame on the current Netanyahu-led government, which is loathed by a large number of Israelis, and devolves into delegitimization of the Jewish state itself. This inability to distinguish between Netanyahu's far-right coalition and other trends in Israeli politics does a profound disservice to the pro-Palestine cause because it gives credence to Tehran's cynical posture as a Palestinian champion.

The Islamic Republic of Iran will never cease its meddling in the Palestinian issue, because Tehran needs the conflict to feed its propaganda machine. The reality is that a secure, stable, independent Palestine will remain a remote possibility as long as the Islamic Republic exists in its current form and is allowed to maintain its pro-Palestine pose. Only by calling out this evil regime and distancing from it can the pro-Palestine movement hope to be effective.

Read: The case for Palestinian pragmatism

The pro-Palestine lobby would do better to take its cues from the regime's internal opponents, the brave Iranian people who have, in successive waves of a popular movement for reform and freedom, protested their violent, repressive government. The partisans of the Palestinian cause should stop to ask themselves how else Israel's intelligence agencies would have been able to gather the kind of information that has led to its stunning military success in the opening hours of the war. Many Iranians inside Iran today view Israel as their only hope of overthrowing the mullahs. Unfortunately, but understandably, many Iranians have come to resent the Palestinian cause--precisely because the regime has used it as a pretext to squander the country's precious resources on its militia proxies in the name of fighting Israel.

Ultimately, the Iranian people should be the ones to decide their nation's future. This war, which may not be truly over despite the current cease-fire, must avoid the error of mission creep by keeping its focus solely on eliminating Tehran's nuclear program and military capacity to destabilize the region. Confronting the Iranian regime need not repeat Iraq in 2003; at present, the United States seems mindful of that risk.

What onlookers in the West should know is that the Islamic Republic is no true friend of Palestine. The misguided slogans of anti-Israel leftists and overzealous social-justice activists that echo the Iranian regime's anti-Zionist talking points do nothing but harm the Palestinian cause. They are a form of sabotage, not solidarity. Cheering Iranian missiles as they cause death and harm in Israel is no way to advance the Palestinian people's just aspirations for freedom, dignity, and self-determination.
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The Blockbuster That Captured a Growing American Rift

The novel that inspired the film <em>Jaws</em> was decidedly populist. The movie? Not so much.

by Tyler Austin Harper




In a cramped, $50-a-month room above a New Jersey furnace-supply company, Peter Benchley set to work on what he once said, half-jokingly, might be "a Ulysses for the 1970s." A novel resulted from these efforts, one Benchley considered titling The Edge of Gloom or Infinite Evil before deciding on the less dramatic but more fitting Jaws. Its plot is exquisite in its simplicity. A shark menaces Amity, a fictional, gentrifying East Coast fishing village. Chaos ensues: People are eaten. Working-class residents battle with an upper-class outsider regarding the best way to kill the shark. The fish eventually dies in an orgy of blood. And the political sympathies of the novel are clear--it sides with the townspeople, and against the arrogant, credentialed expert who tries to solve Amity's shark problem.

In June 1975, 50 years ago this month, the movie version of Jaws was released in theaters and became the first-ever summer blockbuster. Though the film retains Benchley's basic storyline--shark eats people; shark dies a bloody death--it turns the book's politics upside down. Benchley wrote the first drafts of the screenplay adaptation, but the script was thoroughly revised by his co-writer, Carl Gottlieb, and the result led the novelist to send an ornery letter to one of the film's producers, detailing his qualms with the film's plot and the characterization of its protagonists. Although Benchley didn't explicitly mention disapproving of how the film handles class, the movie's differences from its source material are hard to miss. In the novel, Benchley portrays Amity as a community trying to maintain its dignity in the face of shark-induced uncertainty and the people who live there as mostly noble, if unpolished. But the film, directed by Steven Spielberg, shows little patience for Amity's fishermen and small-business owners, a perspective that at points seems to devolve into contempt.

The differences in the political orientations of the two works become especially clear when you compare the portrayals of three main characters: Brody (played in the film by Roy Scheider), the top cop trying to save Amity; Quint (a wizened Robert Shaw), the local fisherman paid handsomely to help him; and Hooper (Richard Dreyfuss), a hotshot shark scientist who--unlike the other two men--is highly educated and independently wealthy.

Read: The legacy of Jaws

In the novel, Brody--"strong, simple, kind"--is Amity-born, Amity-bred. The paycheck-to-paycheck Brody family operates on a strict budget, living on coupons and discounted meat. His class anxieties are a through line in the novel, as revealed in his constant conflict with Hooper, who is rapacious and sleazy. The tension between these two men is not just socioeconomic but also educational. "What do you know about ecology, Brody?" Hooper says at one point. "I bet all it means to you is someone telling you you can't burn leaves in your back yard." Hooper is similarly dismissive of Quint, balking when Brody suggests hiring the experienced but terse and anti-environmentalist fisherman to help find the shark. "You're joking," he sneers. "You'd really do business with this guy?"

The film, however, dispenses with these frictions. In the movie, Hooper is far more genial than in the novel, and is largely depicted as in the right. Brody is a recent transplant from New York City, living a seemingly idyllic life in Amity with a home on the water. Although he is not college educated, his primary virtue is that he defers to people who are. And he becomes a foil for Amity's working people, who in the film are largely portrayed as unpleasant or obtuse, or at best well meaning but shortsighted. Quint, charmingly weathered, comes off more favorably than the other townspeople, but his folk wisdom is far less exalted than Hooper's scientific knowledge.

The film features an indelible town-hall scene in which Brody pushes for a beach shutdown, nearly causing the townspeople, worried about losing their livelihood, to riot. The chief's promise to "bring in some experts" does little to calm the locals, who are apparently immune to reason. In a different scene, a knuckleheaded islander uses his wife's holiday roast as shark bait, nearly killing himself in the process. In yet another one, a crowd of camo-clad and rain-slickered townies pile into dinghies, off on a shark hunt rendered as a bacchanal of idiocy. They overload their boats, slopping chum everywhere and throwing explosives in the water in their bumbling bid to kill the big fish. The ostensible reason for their fervor is the $3,000 bounty on the shark's head, because they, being down on their luck, could use it. Instead of portraying this as the act of financial desperation that it is, the movie makes the working stiffs the butt of its joke.

None of these scenes appears in the book. The film also omits several plotlines from Benchley's novel that humanize Amity's working class, including one where a local teenager gets fired from his job at a tourist spot and decides to sell drugs to make up for his lost wages so he can pay for college. He seems to determine that a brief life of crime is preferable to a long one of clawing in a world where a degree is more and more essential. "That's quite a choice, isn't it?" the young man tells his date as he considers what to do. "College or jail." (Missing, too, from the film: any mention of Amity's Black community, which gets a fairly nuanced portrayal in the book.)

Movies take liberties with their source material all the time. But the differences between these two works matter because they anticipated a fight that has arguably defined American politics since at least 2016, between a technocratic managerialism that champions college education and a nostalgic workerism that aims to defend and restore stable blue-collar employment and tends to resent members of the highly educated class.

Jaws was released just as critics and political theorists were examining the growing impact of degreed experts on the United States' economy and culture. The author Barbara Ehrenreich, who in 1977 coined the term professional-managerial class with her then-husband, observed that whereas professional-class jobs represented an estimated less than 1 percent of American employment before 1930, they came to comprise about a quarter of all workers by the 1970s, a proportion that has swelled in the decades since. If there is a lesson latent in Jaws, it is that the film was too bullish by half about the new credentialed class. Many of the great quagmires of the 21st century--the global War on Terror, the 2008 financial crisis, the opioid epidemic--unfolded in no small part because of mistakes or negligence by highly educated people in positions of power.

Read: The world might be better off without college for everyone

Perhaps nowhere is the contrast between book and film more apparent than in the latter's treatment of Jaws's violent conclusion. In the book, Hooper's faith in his own brilliance and expensive technological devices predestines him to be eaten by the shark. Quint--with rather little help from the police chief--vanquishes the great white but is killed in the process. The image Benchley leaves us with is one of the townie dying for the town, Quint vanishing into the sucking blue, his arms spread like Christ. Only Brody is left alive. And if he acquits himself admirably throughout the ordeal, his reprieve is not a function of his own heroism, but of Quint's. Benchley also considered calling his book The Survivor--and as Brody swims to shore, one gets the sense that in the end, he is more witness than protagonist, a man whose last job is to tell the people of Amity of their fisherman's bravery and the out-of-town college boy's foolishness.

Compare this with the movie's ending. Quint, the film's only poor main character, is also the only main character to die. He tries and fails to kill the shark, in no small part because he underestimates his quarry, and then is swallowed whole. Brody, who blows up the shark by shooting at a scuba tank that has become lodged in its mouth, saves the town. The film winds to a close with the police chief and the biologist, the two out-of-towners, triumphantly swimming to shore as the sun rises on a new Amity, replacing Benchley's original paean to the virtuous American worker with the film's implicit antipopulism.

The film's final message is clear enough. Quint, the dead avatar for the town's fishing-village past, must give way to the urban transplants with their polished middle-class morality and impressive degrees. Progress dictates that the experts, and those who listen to them, win the day. Benchley, however, seems to have sensed the trouble that lay ahead as the country transitioned to quasi-mandatory higher education. His vision is clear in another grisly image that the book furnished us with but that failed to make it to the screen: a dying shark, gutted and thrown back into the sea, its mouth opening and closing as it feeds unwittingly on its own entrails.
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Thank God for <em>The Bear</em>

Season 4 of the FX show is exactly what it--and we--needed.

by Sophie Gilbert




"You ever feel like you're stuck in the same day, like over and over again?" Carmen Berzatto asks another chef early in the new season of The Bear. Carm, of course, played in fine haunted fashion by Jeremy Allen White, is the jolie laide centerpiece of the series, the sad-eyed Chicago son whose face launched a thousand "Yes, chef" memes and whose grief and PTSD preoccupied almost all of Season 3. Stuck? I can forgive The Bear almost anything, because it's one of the few shows on television now still willing to wrangle with the mess of being human--with what it means to try to live differently. We all know what it's like to feel stuck. Most of us have loved The Bear since it debuted in 2022: an impossibly gorgeous and teeth-grindingly stressful show that put viewers through the restaurant-kitchen wringer so that it could reward us with moments of transcendent payoff. Season 3, relentless in its examination of the sticky contours of Carm's trauma, offered fewer bursts of that kind of respite.

These new episodes, though, bear fruit, in the form of progress, and forward momentum, and the impossible optimism of people changing for the better. In Season 1, Carm--a burner-scarred veteran of some of the world's best kitchens--returned to Chicago to try to save his dead brother's hopelessly dysfunctional sandwich shop, sparring with Richie (Ebon Moss-Bachrach), his coke-dealing "cousin" and a poster boy for woeful masculinity. In Season 2, with the help of his protege, Sydney (Ayo Edebiri), Carm prepared to open the restaurant he'd always dreamed of, while Richie found his own sense of purpose. At the end of Season 3, the Bear--the restaurant--received a thoroughly mixed review from the Chicago Tribune, leaving the team scattered and uncertain.

Read: It's easy to get lost in The Bear

On the plus side, this means there's no time left to waste. The motif of the new season is a clock that Uncle Jimmy (Oliver Platt) unceremoniously plonks down in the kitchen, counting the number of hours until the restaurant runs out of funds. If the team is going to save the Bear, it has to be now. Christopher Storer, the show's creator, turns the last minutes of the first episode into a rousing, synth-scored, preparing-for-battle montage reminiscent of a Cold War action movie. Every Second Counts reads the sign on one wall. "Why am I crying?" I wrote in my notes, as lockers slammed shut and knives rasped against sharpeners ahead of service. The biggest obstacles, beyond money, are the ones in the chefs' heads: Marcus (Lionel Boyce) is still slower and clumsier with the desserts he's trying to perfect than he can afford to be; Tina (Liza Colon-Zayas) can't turn the pasta around quickly enough; Sydney can't decide whether Carm's genius in the kitchen is worth the risk of sinking her own career and mental health.

The Bear has always had an expansive understanding of what restaurants represent--the task not only of elevating food into an art, but also of making every guest feel cared for, affirmed, at home. And for the people who spend 80-hour weeks sweating all the intimate details of service, the job means so much more than work, the team so much more than colleagues. "Please, help me out with this place," Richie prays one night. "If it's fucked, then I am fucked. It's like the last thing that's actually keeping me attached to anything, so please, help me out here. Amen." Ebraheim (Edwin Lee Gibson), whose work in the sandwich window is the lone financial bright spot in the Bear's books, seeks a mentor to try to figure out how he personally might be able to help. Sydney agonizes over the question of whether to abandon Carm and the Bear for a more functional (if annoying) chef who's trying to poach her.

The new season, as is series tradition, makes space for some intriguing curveballs. An episode co-written by Edebiri and Boyce takes Sydney outside the restaurant to a hair appointment at a friend's house, where she considers what it means to have people who really know her, and to feel like she belongs. Another episode that runs upwards of an hour brings together virtually everyone in the show's history for an event that seems to promise chaos and destruction--say, a car driven through a house, a gunfight--but goes somewhere wholly unexpected. Almost more than ever, The Bear is preoccupied with what we as humans inherit and what we pass on in turn, and whether we can actually choose, as Carm wanted in Season 3, to "filter out all the bad." Carm's sister, Natalie (Abby Elliott), trying to raise her own child differently, starts using gentle-parenting techniques at work, almost unintentionally, with understandable lapses in patience. Richie's work on himself continues to, in my opinion, sustain all hope for humanity. ("Neil Jeff, you're beautiful," he whispers to his and Carm's childhood friend, Neil Fak--Matty Matheson--in a heartbreaking instant of pure television.) Marcus and Sydney, both of whom have lost their mothers, interlock neatly with Carm, who still dreads seeing his own. In Season 1, the show seemed intent on conveying how toxic masculinity poisons not just kitchen culture but all hierarchies; now, because the team members have opened themselves up to more nurturing models of care and communication, their potential is fully unfurling.

All of this wrestling with pain and purpose and guilt and growth is intermingled with Storer's musical callbacks and quick cuts of dishes being plated, red lines on charts running menacingly downward, clocks ticking, casual conversations that become so unexpectedly profound that they rip your heart right out. The pace isn't always so rapid-fire--when episodes slow down, it's for a reason. There are still a handful of dream sequences and surreal interludes that seem to want to underscore the show's deep psychological curiosity, and its unwillingness to be an easy watch. But after the slow-drip, languorous suffering of Season 3, it's thrilling to see the characters and the action move so purposefully and gratifyingly forward.
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The President's Weapon

Why does the power to launch nuclear weapons rest with a single American?

by Tom Nichols




In the summer of 1974, Richard Nixon was under great strain and drinking too much. During a White House meeting with two members of Congress, he argued that impeaching a president because of "a little burglary" at the Democrats' campaign headquarters was ridiculous. "I can go in my office and pick up the telephone, and in 25 minutes, millions of people will be dead," Nixon said, according to one congressman, Charles Rose of North Carolina.

The 37th president was likely trying to convey the immense burden of the presidency, not issue a direct threat, but he had already made perceived irrationality--his "madman theory"--part of U.S. foreign policy. He had deployed B-52s armed with nuclear bombs over the Arctic to spook the Soviets. He had urged Henry Kissinger, his national security adviser, to "think big" by considering nuclear targets in Vietnam. Then, as his presidency disintegrated, Nixon sank into an angry paranoia. Yet until the moment he resigned, nuclear "command and control"--the complex but delicate system that allows a president to launch weapons that could wipe out cities and kill billions of people--remained in Nixon's restless hands alone, just as it had for his four post-World War II predecessors, and would for his successors.

For 80 years, the president of the United States has remained the sole authority who can order the use of American nuclear weapons. If the commander in chief wishes to launch a sudden, unprovoked strike, or escalate a conventional conflict, or retaliate against a single nuclear aggression with all-out nuclear war, the choice is his and his alone. The order cannot be countermanded by anyone in the government or the military. His power is so absolute that nuclear arms for decades have been referred to in the defense community as "the president's weapon."

Nearly every president has had moments of personal instability and perhaps impaired judgment, however brief. Dwight Eisenhower was hospitalized for a heart attack, which triggered a national debate over his fitness for office and reelection. John F. Kennedy was secretly taking powerful drugs for Addison's disease, whose symptoms can include extreme fatigue and erratic moods. Ronald Reagan and Joe Biden, in their later years, wrestled with the debilitations of advanced age. And at this very moment, a small plastic card of top-secret codes--the president's personal key to America's nuclear arsenal--is resting in one of President Donald Trump's pockets as he fixates on shows of dominance, fumes about enemies (real and perceived), and allows misinformation to sway his decision making--all while regional wars simmer around the world.

For nearly 30 years after the Cold War, fears of nuclear war seemed to recede. Then relations with Russia froze over and Trump entered politics. Voters handed him the nuclear codes--not once, but twice--even though he has spoken about unleashing "fire and fury" against another nuclear power, and reportedly called for a nearly tenfold increase in the American arsenal after previously asking an adviser why the United States had nuclear weapons if it couldn't use them. The Russians have repeatedly made noise about going nuclear in their war against Ukraine, on the border of four NATO allies. India and Pakistan, both nuclear powers, renewed violent skirmishes over Kashmir in May. North Korea plans to improve and expand its nuclear forces, which would threaten U.S. cities and further agitate South Korea, where some leaders are debating whether to develop the bomb for themselves. And in June, Israel and the United States launched attacks against Iran after Israel announced its determination to end--once and for all--Iran's nascent nuclear threat to its existence.

If any of these conflicts erupts, the nuclear option rests on command and control, which hinges on the authority--and humanity--of the president. This has been the system since the end of World War II. Does it still make sense today?

Here's how the end of the world could begin. Whether the president is directing a first strike on an enemy, or responding to an attack on the United States or its allies, the process is the same: He would first confer with his top civilian and military advisers. If he reached a decision to order the use of nuclear weapons, the president would call for "the football," a leather-bound aluminum case that weighs about 45 pounds. It is carried by a military aide who is never far from the commander in chief no matter where he goes; in many photos of presidents traveling, you can see the aide carrying the case in the background.

There is no nuclear "button" inside this case, or any other way for the president to personally launch weapons. It is a communications device, meant to quickly and reliably link the commander in chief to the Pentagon. It also contains attack options, laid out on laminated plastic sheets. (These look like a Denny's menu, according to those who have seen them.) The options are broadly divided by the size of the strikes. The target sets are classified, but those who work with nuclear weapons have long joked that they could be categorized as "Rare," "Medium," and "Well-Done."

Read: Why do people refer to a nonexistent 'nuclear button'?

Once the president has made his choices, the football connects him to an officer in the Pentagon, who would immediately issue a challenge code using the military phonetic alphabet, such as "Tango Delta." To verify the order, the president must read the corresponding code from the plastic card (nicknamed "the biscuit") in his pocket. He needs no other permission; however, another official in the room, likely the secretary of defense, must affirm that the person who used the code is, in fact, the president.

The Pentagon command center would then, within two minutes, issue specific mission orders to the nuclear units of the Air Force and Navy. Men and women in launch centers deep underground in the Great Plains--or in the cockpits of bombers on runways in North Dakota and Louisiana, or aboard submarines lurking in the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans--would receive target packages, codes, and orders to proceed with the use of their nuclear weapons.

If enemy missiles are inbound, this process would be crammed into a matter of minutes, or seconds. Nuclear weapons launched from Russian submarines in the Atlantic could hit the White House only seven or eight minutes after a launch is detected. Confirmation of the launch could take five to seven minutes, as officials scramble to rule out a technical error.

Errors have happened, multiple times, in both the United States and Russia. In June 1980, President Jimmy Carter's national security adviser, Zbigniew Brzezinski, received a call from his military aide in the middle of the night, according to Edward Luce's new biography of Brzezinski. The aide told Brzezinski that hundreds--no, thousands--of Soviet missiles were inbound, and he should prepare to wake the president. As he waited for the military to confirm the attack, Brzezinski decided not to wake his wife, thinking that she was better off dying in her sleep than knowing what was about to happen.

The aide called back. False alarm. Someone had accidentally fed a training simulation into the NORAD computers.

In an actual attack, there would be almost no time for deliberation. There would be time only for the president to have confidence in the system, and make a snap decision about the fate of the Earth.

The destruction of Hiroshima changed the character of war. Battles might still be fought with conventional bombs and artillery, but now whole nations could be wiped out suddenly by nuclear weapons. World leaders intuited that nuclear weapons were not just another tool to be wielded by military commanders. As British Prime Minister Winston Churchill said to U.S. Secretary of War Henry Stimson in 1945: "What was gunpowder? Trivial. What was electricity? Meaningless. This atomic bomb is the Second Coming in Wrath."

Harry Truman agreed. He never doubted the need to use atomic bombs against Japan, but he moved quickly to take control of these weapons from the military. The day after the bombing of Nagasaki, Truman declared that no other nuclear bombs be used without his direct orders--a change from his permissive "noninterference" in atomic matters until that point, as Major General Leslie Groves, the head of the Manhattan Project, later described it. As a third bomb was readied for use against Japan, Truman established direct, personal control over the arsenal. Truman didn't like the idea of killing "all those kids," Secretary of Commerce Henry Wallace wrote in his diary on August 10, 1945, adding that the president believed that "wiping out another 100,000 people was too horrible" to contemplate.

In 1946, Truman signed the Atomic Energy Act, placing the development and manufacture of nuclear weapons firmly under civilian control. Two years later, a then-top-secret National Security Council document stated clearly who was in charge: "The decision as to the employment of atomic weapons in the event of war is to be made by the Chief Executive."

Military eagerness to use atomic weapons was not an idle concern. When the Soviet Union tested its first atomic bomb, in 1949, some military officials urged Truman to act first and destroy the Soviet nuclear program. "We're at war, damn it!" Major General Orvil Anderson said. "Give me the order to do it, and I can break up Russia's five A-bomb nests in a week! And when I went up to Christ, I think I could explain to him why I wanted to do it--now--before it's too late. I think I could explain to him that I had saved civilization!" The Air Force quickly relieved Anderson, but the general wasn't alone. Influential voices in American political, intellectual, and military circles were in favor of preventive nuclear attack against the Soviet Union. But only the president's voice mattered.

Truman took power over the bomb to limit its use. But as command and control morphed to accommodate more advanced weapons and the rising Soviet threat, the president needed to be able to order a variety of nuclear strikes against a variety of targets. And he could launch any of them without so much as a courtesy call to Congress (let alone waiting for its declaration of war). Should he want to, the president could, in effect, go to war by himself, with his weapon.

In the early 1950s, the United States created a primitive nuclear strategy, aimed at containing the Soviet Union. America and its allies couldn't be everywhere at once, but they could make the Kremlin pay the ultimate price for almost any kind of mischief in the world, not just a nuclear attack on the United States. This idea was called "massive retaliation": a promise to use America's "great capacity to retaliate, instantly, by means and at places of our choosing," in the words of Eisenhower's secretary of state, John Foster Dulles.

When the Soviets launched Sputnik into space in October 1957, Eisenhower's approval rating had already been dropping for months, and he signed off on a major arms buildup, allowing for more targets--even though he remained deeply skeptical about the utility of nuclear weapons. "You can't have this kind of war," he said at a White House meeting a month after Sputnik. "There just aren't enough bulldozers to scrape the bodies off the streets."

Ike's successors would likewise remain suspicious of the nuclear option, even as the U.S. military relied on their willingness to invest in it. And the system was getting trickier to manage: As the power of the arsenal increased, so did the possibilities for misunderstanding and miscalculation.

In 1959, the bomber era gave way to the missile era, which likewise complicated nuclear decision making. Intercontinental ballistic missiles streaking around the globe at many times the speed of sound were more frightening than Soviet bombers sneaking over the Arctic. Suddenly, the president's window to make grave decisions shrank from hours to minutes, rendering broader deliberations impossible and bolstering the need for only one person to have nuclear authority.

At about the same time, the Soviets were surrounding U.S., French, and British forces in Berlin, putting East and West in direct confrontation--making nuclear war more likely, and compounding the strain on the president. If the West refused to back down in any provincial conflict elsewhere in the world, the Soviets could move into West Germany, betting that doing so would collapse NATO and make Washington capitulate. The Americans, in turn, were betting that the threat (or use) of nuclear weapons would prevent (or halt) such an invasion.

But if either side crossed the nuclear threshold on the European battlefield, the game would soon come down to: Which superpower is going to launch an all-out attack on the other's homeland first, and when?

In such nuclear brinkmanship, every decision made by the president could spark a catastrophe. If he stayed in Washington, he would risk being killed. If he evacuated the White House, the Soviets could take it as a sign that the Americans were readying a strike--which in turn could provoke their fears, and move them to strike first. In the midst of this frenzy, billions of lives and the future of civilization would depend on the perceptions and emotions of the American president and his opponents in the Kremlin.

Presidents decide, but planners plan, and what planners do is find targets for ordnance. In late 1960, just before Kennedy entered the White House, the U.S. military developed its first set of options meant to coordinate all nuclear forces in the event of a nuclear war. It was called the Single Integrated Operational Plan, or SIOP, but it wasn't much of a plan.

The 1961 SIOP envisioned throwing everything in the U.S. arsenal not only at the Soviet Union but at China as well, even if it wasn't involved in the conflict. This was not an option so much as an order to kill at least 400 million people, no matter how the war began. Kennedy was told bluntly (and correctly) by his military advisers that even after such a gargantuan strike, some portion of the Soviet arsenal was nonetheless certain to survive--and inflict horrifying damage on North America. Mutual assured destruction, as it would soon be called. At a briefing on the SIOP hosted by General Thomas Power, a voice of reason spoke up, according to a defense official, John Rubel:

"What if this isn't China's war?" the voice asked. "What if this is just a war with the Soviets? Can you change the plan?"
 
 "Well, yeah," said General Power resignedly, "we can, but I hope nobody thinks of it, because it would really screw up the plan."

Power added: "I just hope none of you have any relatives in Albania," because the plan also included nuking a Soviet installation in the tiny Communist nation. The commandant of the Marine Corps, General David Shoup, was among those disgusted by the plan, saying that it was "not the American way," and Rubel would later write that he felt like he was witnessing Nazi officials coordinating mass extermination.




Every president since Eisenhower has been aghast at his nuclear options. Even Nixon was shocked by the level of casualties envisioned by the latest SIOP. In 1974, he ordered the Pentagon to develop options for the "limited" use of nuclear weapons. When Kissinger asked for a plan to stop a notional Soviet invasion of Iran, the military suggested using nearly 200 nuclear bombs along the Soviet-Iranian border. "Are you out of your minds?" Kissinger screamed during a meeting. "This is a limited option?"

In late 1983, Ronald Reagan received a briefing on the latest SIOP, and he wrote in his memoir that "there were still some people at the Pentagon who claimed a nuclear war was 'winnable.' I thought they were crazy." The Reagan adviser Paul Nitze, shortly before his death, told a fellow ambassador: "You know, I advised Reagan that we should never use nuclear weapons. In fact, I told him that they should not be used even, and especially, in retaliation."

By the end of the Cold War, the system--though commanded by the president--had metastasized into something nearly uncontrollable: a highly technical cataclysm generator, built to turn unthinkable options into devastating actions. Every president was boxed in: a single command, basically, and very little control. In 1991, George H. W. Bush began to hack away at the overgrown system by presiding over major cuts in American weapons and the number of nuclear targets. But presidents come and go, and war planners remain: The military increased the target list by 20 percent in the years after Bush left office.

Since the end of the Cold War, the United States has undertaken some meaningful reforms, including negotiating major reductions in U.S. and Russian nuclear inventories, and creating more safeguards against technical failures. In the '90s, for example, American ballistic missiles were targeted at the open ocean, in case of accidental launch. If a nuclear crisis erupts, though, the president will still be presented with plans and options that he didn't design or even desire.

In 2003, the SIOP was replaced by a modern operations plan (OPLAN) that ostensibly gives the president more options than the extinction of humanity, including delayed responses rather than instant retaliation. But that initial OPLAN also reportedly included options to devastate small, nonnuclear nations, and although the details are secret, military exercises and unclassified documents over the past 20 years indicate that modern nuclear plans largely seem imported from the previous century.

The concentration of power in the presidency, the compression of his decision timeline, and the methodical targeting done by military planners have all conspired, over 80 years, to produce a system that carries great and unnecessary risks--and still leaves the president free to order a nuclear strike for any reason he sees fit. There are ways, though, to reduce that risk without undermining the basic strategy of nuclear deterrence.

The first thing the United States could do--to limit an impetuous president, and reduce the likelihood of doomsday--is commit to a policy of "no first use" of nuclear weapons. A law to prohibit a first strike without congressional approval was reintroduced in the House of Representatives earlier this year, though it is unlikely to pass. Absent congressional action, any president could commit to no first use by executive order, which might create breathing room during a crisis (if adversaries believe him, that is).

And every president should insist that the options available in the face of an incoming strike include more limited retaliatory strikes, and fewer all-out responses. In other words: Delete the items we don't need from the Denny's menu, and reduce the existing portions. America may need only a few hundred deployed strategic warheads--rather than the current 1,500 or so--to maintain deterrence. Even at that lower number, no nation has enough firepower to strip away all American retaliatory capabilities with a first strike. A president who orders a reduction in the number of deployed warheads, while still holding key targets at risk, would wrest back some control over the system, just as a functioning Congress could pass legislation to limit the president's nuclear options. The world would be safer.

Of course, none of this solves the fundamental nuclear dilemma: Human survival depends on an imperfect system working perfectly. Command and control relies on technology that must always function and heads that must always stay cool. Some defense analysts wonder if AI--which reacts faster and more dispassionately to information than human beings--could alleviate some of the burden of nuclear decision making. This is a spectacularly dangerous idea. AI might be helpful in rapidly sorting data, and in distinguishing a real attack from an error, but it is not infallible. The president doesn't need instantaneous decisions from an algorithm.

From the June 2023 issue: Ross Andersen on artificial intelligence and the nuclear codes

Vesting sole authority in the president is perhaps the least worst option when it comes to deterring a major attack. In a time crunch, groupthink can be as dangerous as the frenzied judgment of one person, and retaliatory orders must remain the president's decision--above any bureaucracy, and separate from the military and its war games. The choice to strike first, however, should be a political debate. The president should not have the option to start a nuclear war by himself.

But what happens when a president with poor judgment or few morals arrives in the White House, or when a president deteriorates in office? Today, the only immediate checks on a reckless president are the human beings in the chain of command, who would have to choose to abdicate their duties in order to stall or thwart an order they found reprehensible or insane. Members of the military, however, are trained to obey and execute; mutiny is not a fail-safe device. The president could fire and replace anyone who impedes the process. And U.S. service members should never be put in a position to stop orders that defy reason; gaming out such a scenario is corrosive to national security and American democracy itself.

When I asked a former Air Force missile-squadron commander if senior officers could refuse the order to launch nuclear weapons, he said: "We were told we can refuse illegal and immoral orders." He paused. "But no one ever told us what immoral means."

In the end, the American voters are a kind of fail-safe themselves. They decide who sits at the top of the system of command and control. When they walk into a voting booth, they should of course think about health care, the price of eggs, and how much it costs to fill their gas tank. But they must also remember that they are in fact putting the nuclear codes in the pocket of one person. Voters must elect presidents who can think clearly in a crisis and broadly about long-term strategy. They must elevate leaders of sound judgment and strong character.

The president's most important job, as the sole steward of America's nuclear arsenal, is to prevent nuclear war. And a voter's most important job is to choose the right person for that responsibility.



This article appears in the August 2025 print edition with the headline "The President's Weapon."
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Humanity Is Playing Nuclear Roulette

The contours of World War III are visible in the conflicts between Russia and Ukraine, India and Pakistan, and now Israel and Iran.

by Jeffrey Goldberg




On October 27, 1962, the 12th day of the Cuban missile crisis, a bellicose and rattled Fidel Castro asked Nikita Khrushchev, his patron, to destroy America.

"I believe that the imperialists' aggressiveness makes them extremely dangerous," Castro wrote in a cable to Moscow, "and that if they manage to carry out an invasion of Cuba--a brutal act in violation of universal and moral law--then that would be the moment to eliminate this danger forever, in an act of the most legitimate self-defense. However harsh and terrible the solution, there would be no other."

We exist today because Khrushchev rejected Castro's demand. It was Khrushchev, of course, who brought the planet to the threshold of extinction by placing missiles in Cuba, but he had underestimated the American response to the threat. Together with his adversary, John F. Kennedy, he lurched his way toward compromise. "In your cable of October 27 you proposed that we be the first to carry out a nuclear strike against the enemy's territory," Khrushchev responded. "Naturally you understand where that would lead us. It would not be a simple strike, but the start of a thermonuclear world war. Dear Comrade Fidel Castro, I find your proposal to be wrong, even though I understand your reasons."

Castro was 36 years old during the missile crisis. He was 84 when I met him, in Havana, in late summer 2010. He was in semiretirement, though he was still Cuba's indispensable man. I spent a week with him, discussing, among other things, the Nuclear Age and its diabolical complexities. He still embraced the cruel dogmas of Communist revolution, but he was also somewhat reflective about his mistakes. I was deeply curious about his October 27 cable, and I put this question to him: "At a certain point it seemed logical for you to recommend that the Soviets bomb the U.S. Does what you recommended still seem logical now?" His answer: "After I've seen what I've seen, and knowing what I know now, it wasn't worth it."

Read: Jeffrey Goldberg discusses Israel and Iran with Fidel Castro

The problem with wisdom is that it tends to come slowly, if it comes at all. As a species, we are not particularly skilled at making time-pressured, closely reasoned decisions about matters of life and death. The sociobiologist E. O. Wilson described the central problem of humanity this way: "We have Paleolithic emotions, medieval institutions, and godlike technology." The main challenge of the 80 years since the Trinity atomic test has been that we do not possess the cognitive, spiritual, and emotional capabilities necessary to successfully manage nuclear weapons without the risk of catastrophic failure. Khrushchev and Castro both made terrifying mistakes of analysis and interpretation during the missile crisis. So, too, did several of Kennedy's advisers, including General Curtis LeMay, the Air Force chief of staff, who argued that a naval blockade of Cuba, unaccompanied by the immediate bombing of missile sites, was "almost as bad as the appeasement at Munich."

Today, the Global Operations Center of the U.S. Strategic Command, which oversees America's nuclear forces, is housed in an Offutt Air Force Base building named for LeMay. This decision has always struck me as an indirect endorsement by America's nuclear establishment of the bias toward action embodied by the sometimes-Strangelovian LeMay. Bias toward action is an all-purpose phrase, but I first heard it in the context of nuclear warfare many years ago from Bruce Blair, a scholar of nonproliferation and a former Air Force missile-launch officer. It means that the nuclear-decision-making scripts that presidents are meant to follow in a crisis assume that Russia (or other adversaries) will attempt to destroy American missiles while they are still in their silos. The goal of nuclear-war planners has traditionally been to send those missiles on their way before they can be neutralized--in the parlance of nuclear planning, to "launch on warning."

Many of the men who served as president since 1945 have been shocked to learn about the impossibly telescoped time frame in which they have to decide whether to launch. The issue is not one of authority--presidents are absolute nuclear monarchs, and they can do what they wish with America's nuclear weapons (please see Tom Nichols's article "The President's Weapon"). The challenge, as George W. Bush memorably put it, is that a president wouldn't even have time to get off the "crapper" before having to make a launch decision, a decision that could be based on partial, contradictory, or even false information. Ronald Reagan, when he assumed the presidency, was said to have been shocked that he would have as little as six minutes to make a decision to launch. Barack Obama thought that it was madness to expect a president to make such a decision--the most important that would ever be made by a single person in all of human history--in a matter of minutes.

We are living through one of the more febrile periods of the nuclear era. The contours of World War III are visible in the Russian invasion of Ukraine. Russia has been aided by Iran and North Korea and opposed by Europe and, for the time being, the United States. Pakistan and India, two nuclear states, recently fought a near-war; Iran, which has for decades sought the destruction of Israel through terrorism and other means, has seen its nuclear sites come under attack by Israel and the United States, in what could be termed an act of nonproliferation by force; North Korea continues to expand its nuclear arsenal, and South Korea and Japan, as Ross Andersen details elsewhere in this issue, are considering going nuclear in response.

Humans will need luck to survive this period. We have been favored by fortune before, and not only during the Cuban missile crisis. Over the past 80 years, humanity has been saved repeatedly by individuals who possessed unusually good judgment in situations of appalling stress. Two in particular--Stanislav Petrov and John Kelly--spring to my mind regularly, for different reasons. Petrov is worth understanding because, under terrible pressure, he responded skeptically to an attack warning, quite possibly saving the planet. Kelly did something different, but no less difficult: He steered an unstable president away from escalation and toward negotiation.

In September 1983, Petrov was serving as the duty officer at a Soviet command center when its warning system reported that the United States had launched five missiles at Soviet targets. Relations between the U.S. and the U.S.S.R. were tense; just three weeks earlier, the Soviets had shot down a civilian South Korean airliner. Petrov defied established protocols governing such an alert and declared the launch warning to be false. He understood that the detection system was new and only partially tested. He also knew that Soviet doctrine held that an American attack, should it come, would be overwhelming, and not a mere five missiles. He reported to his superiors that he believed the attack warning to be a mistake, and he prevented a nuclear exchange between the two superpowers by doing so. (Later, it was determined that a Soviet satellite had mistakenly interpreted the interplay between clouds and the sun over Montana and North Dakota as missile launches.)

John Kelly, the retired four-star Marine general who served as White House chief of staff for part of Donald Trump's first term, is known for his Sisyphean labors on behalf of order in an otherwise anarchic decision-making environment. Kelly, during his 17 months as chief of staff, understood that Trump was particularly dangerous on matters of national security. Trump was ignorant of world affairs, Kelly believed, and authoritarian by instinct. Kelly experienced these flaws directly in 2017, when Trump regularly insulted the North Korean leader, Kim Jong Un, who was widely regarded as inexperienced and unstable himself. After North Korea threatened "physical action" against its enemies, Trump said, "They will be met with fire and fury and frankly power, the likes of which this world has never seen before."

Read: John Kelly finally lets loose on Trump

Kelly repeatedly warned Trump that such language could cause Kim, eager to prove his bona fides to the senior generals around him, to overreact by attacking South Korea. But Trump continued, tweeting: "Military solutions are now fully in place, locked and loaded, should North Korea act unwisely. Hopefully Kim Jong Un will find another path!" Kim later responded by firing missiles over Japan and calling Trump a "mentally deranged U.S. dotard."

According to reporting in Michael S. Schmidt's book, Donald Trump v. The United States: Inside the Struggle to Stop a President, Kelly told Trump, "You're pushing him to prove he's a man. If you push him into a corner, he may strike out. You don't want to box him in." Schmidt wrote, "The president of the United States had no appreciation for the fact that he could bring the country not just to the brink of a war at any moment--but a nuclear war that could easily escalate into the most dangerous one in world history." Kelly realized that his warnings to Trump weren't penetrating, so he played, instead, on Trump's insecurities, and on his need to be a hero, or, at the very least, a salesman. "No president since North Korea became a communist dictatorship has ever tried to reach out," Kelly told Trump, according to Schmidt. "No president has tried to reason with this guy--you're a big dealmaker, why don't you do that."

Kelly's diversion worked: Trump quickly became enamored of the idea that he would achieve a history-making rapprochement with North Korea. Kelly understood that such a deal was far-fetched, but the pursuit of a chimera would cause Trump to stop threatening nuclear war.

Trump remains an unstable leader in a world far more unstable than it was during his first term. No president has ever been anything close to a perfect steward of America's national security and its nuclear arsenal, but Trump is less qualified than almost any previous leader to manage a nuclear crisis. (Only the late-stage, frequently inebriated Richard Nixon was arguably more dangerous.) Trump is highly reactive, sensitive to insult, and incurious. It is unfair to say that he is likely to wake up one morning and decide to use nuclear weapons--he has spoken intermittently about his loathing of such weapons, and of war more generally--but he could very easily mismanage his way, again, into an escalatory spiral.

From the November 1947 issue: Albert Einstein on avoiding atomic war

The successful end of the Cold War caused many people to believe that the threat of nuclear war had receded. It has historically been difficult to get people to think about the unthinkable. In an article for this magazine in 1947, Albert Einstein explained:

The public, having been warned of the horrible nature of atomic warfare, has done nothing about it, and to a large extent has dismissed the warning from its consciousness. A danger that cannot be averted had perhaps better be forgotten; or a danger against which every possible precaution has been taken also had probably better be forgotten.

We forget at our peril. We forget that 80 years after the world-changing summer of 1945, Russia and the United States alone possess enough nuclear firepower to destroy the world many times over; we forget that China is becoming a near-peer adversary of the U.S.; we forget that the history of the Nuclear Age is filled with near misses, accidents, and wild misinterpretations of reality; and we forget that most humans aren't quite as creative, independent-minded, and perspicacious as Stanislav Petrov and John Kelly.

Most of all, we forget the rule articulated by the mathematician and cryptologist Martin Hellman: that the only way to survive Russian roulette is to stop playing.



This article appears in the August 2025 print edition with the headline "Nuclear Roulette." 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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What America Can Learn From Iran's Failure

The regime's predicament shows what happens when conspiracies, rather than reality, shape decision making.

by Yair Rosenberg




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


The latest round of the Israel-Iran war is over, and the immediate outcome appears decisive. In just 12 days, Israel eliminated the leadership of Iran's military, air force, and intelligence agency; bombed the country's nuclear sites; and took out dozens of missiles and launchers on the ground before they could be used. Iran, by contrast, was unable to take down a single Israeli jet, and was reduced to firing decreasing volleys of ballistic missiles at Israel's population centers, killing 27 civilians and one 18-year-old soldier at home with his family. All active-duty military deaths were on the Iranian side.

Israel's achievements were made possible by their stunning intelligence penetration of the Iranian regime's highest ranks. In the first hours of the conflict, Mossad agents reportedly launched drones from inside Iranian territory to neutralize air defenses, and lured much of Iran's top brass to a supposedly secret bunker that was then pummeled by Israeli forces. These early coups enabled Israel to achieve air dominance over Iran, a country some 1,500 miles away. To understand how the regime's leaders could have failed so utterly to suss out Israeli spooks, one needs to understand another time when Israel was alleged to have taken control of Tehran's skies.

In the summer of 2018, Iran was experiencing a drought. This is not an uncommon occurrence in the Middle East and would not have made international news if not for the response of a regime functionary, who blamed the weather on Israel. "The changing climate in Iran is suspect," Brigadier General Gholam Reza Jalali said at a press conference. "Israel and another country in the region have joint teams which work to ensure clouds entering Iranian skies are unable to release rain." He went on to accuse the Jewish state of "cloud and snow theft."

This story seems like a silly bit of trivia until one realizes that Jalali was also the head of Iran's Civil Defense Organization, tasked with combating sabotage. In other words, a key person in charge of thwarting Israeli spies in Iran was an incompetent conspiracy theorist obsessed with Jewish climate control. About a week after the Hamas attack on October 7, 2023, Jalali celebrated the massacre and boasted in state-run media that Israel's "military and intelligence dominance has collapsed and will not be repaired anymore." Unsurprisingly, it was on his watch that Israel executed an escalating campaign of physical and cybersabotage against Iran's nuclear program, culminating in the war this month.

Jalali is but one of many high-level Iranian functionaries who seemingly believe their own propaganda about their enemies. Former Iranian President Hassan Rouhani once told Fox News that Israel supported the Islamic State, despite ISIS executing attacks against Israelis. His predecessor, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, suggested at the United Nations that 9/11 was an inside job perpetrated by the U.S. government.

It would be easy to dismiss Iran's wartime failures as unique to the country's dysfunctional authoritarian system. But that would be a mistake. Jalali and other top Iranian officials were unable to defeat Israel not just because their own intelligence capabilities didn't match up, but because their adherence to regime-sanctioned fantasies made grasping Israel's actual abilities impossible for them. As a result, once Israel decided, after October 7, that it could no longer tolerate the risks of constant aggression from Iran and its proxies, the regime's defenses quickly folded. In this way, Iran's predicament is a cautionary tale about what happens when loyalty to a ruling ideology--rather than capability--determines who runs a society, and when conspiracies, rather than reality, shape decision making.

Although the Iranian theocracy presents an acute case of this phenomenon, the early symptoms are beginning to manifest in democratic societies, including our own. Consider: Today, the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services is run by Robert F. Kennedy Jr., a man who has cast doubt on decades of scientific research on the effectiveness of vaccines. He recently fired the entire membership of the CDC's Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices and appointed several vaccine skeptics to the panel, which is now planning to review childhood vaccination standards. Kennedy attained his position as a reward for endorsing Donald Trump during the 2024 campaign.

Tulsi Gabbard, the director of national intelligence, has suggested that the former Syrian dictator Bashar al-Assad did not use chemical weapons against his own people in 2017 and 2018, despite extensive documentation of the attacks, including by the Organization for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons and the previous Trump administration. A former Democrat, she also attained her position after endorsing Trump. Thomas Fugate, a 22-year-old recent college graduate who worked on Trump's 2024 campaign, is now the interim director of the Center for Prevention Programs and Partnerships at the Department of Homeland Security, despite having no apparent experience in counterterrorism. And that's to say nothing of Congress, where people such as Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene of Georgia, a conspiracy theorist who once speculated that the Rothschild banking dynasty was setting wildfires with a space laser, now sit on the powerful House Oversight Committee.

Politicians have long rewarded their allies with plum positions. But when allegiance replaces proficiency as the primary qualification for advancement, and conspiracism replaces competency, disaster looms. Flunkies guided by regime ideology lack the capacity to understand and solve national crises. Just look at Iran.

When Jalali blamed his country's drought on Israel, Iran's chief forecaster pushed back, but tentatively, seemingly afraid to upset those in charge. The general "probably has documents of which I am not aware," Ahad Vazifeh, the director of forecasting at Iran's Meteorological Organization, said. "But on the basis of meteorological knowledge, it is not possible for a country to steal snow or clouds." He then offered a warning that is as applicable to America today as it was then to Iran: "Raising such questions not only does not solve any of our problems, but will deter us from finding the right solutions."

Related: 

	A cease-fire without a conclusion
 	The war Israel was ready to fight




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The self-deportation psyop
 	The David Frum Show: Why do billionaires go crazy?
 	The worst sandwich is back.




Today's News

	President Donald Trump said that U.S. and Iranian officials will speak next week, but Iran has not confirmed whether such talks are scheduled.
 	Zohran Mamdani is the presumptive Democratic candidate for the New York City mayoral race; Andrew Cuomo conceded last night.
 	Members of the CDC's vaccine-advisory panel, who were recently appointed by Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr., appeared inclined to overhaul longstanding vaccine recommendations during a meeting today.




More From The Atlantic

	America's incarceration rate is about to fall off a cliff.
 	A military-ethics professor resigns in protest.
 	This Pride month, the backlash has officially arrived.
 	The U.S. is going backwards on vaccines, very fast.




Evening Read
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Brace Yourself for Watery Mayo and Spiky Ice Cream

By Yasmin Tayag

In the kitchen, an ingredient's taste is sometimes less important than its function. Cornstarch has rescued many a watery gravy; gelatin turns juice to Jell-O. Yet the substances that make bread fluffy, hold mayonnaise together, and keep the cream in ice cream have, according to the new stance of the United States government, "no culinary use."
 These natural and synthetic substances, called emulsifiers, are added to processed foods to give them the textures that Americans have come to love. They've also become targets in Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s push to remove many food additives from the American diet.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic



Watch. Our film critic David Sims has a summertime assignment for you: watching these movies.

Read. At night, Toni Morrison worked on her novels. By day, as an editor at Random House, she championed a new generation of writers, Clint Smith 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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What the New York Mayoral Primary Means for Democrats

Zohran Mamdani's success might give the party a few ideas about how to move forward--to a point.

by Jonathan Lemire




After its demoralizing defeat in November, the Democratic Party has undertaken an agonizing, months-long self-autopsy to determine how it lost some of its core voters and how to move past an entrenched, older generation of leaders. Zohran Mamdani, the presumptive winner of yesterday's New York City mayoral primary, might provide some of the answers--to a point.

Mamdani, a 33-year-old, relatively unknown state assemblyman, ran an invigorated, modern campaign while embracing progressive--and in some cases, socialist--ideas to upset former Governor Andrew Cuomo. He is now on the precipice of leading the nation's largest city. According to some Democrats, Mamdani--charismatic, tireless, optimistic, a master of social media--could be a new leader in a party that is desperate to move on from overly familiar faces.

Republicans hope they're right. The GOP is eager to make Mamdani a national figure and hold up some of his ideas (city-run grocery stores! free buses!) as evidence that the Democrats are far to the left of the average voter.

Michael Powell: The magical realism of Zohran Mamdani

There are, of course, risks to drawing national lessons from a local primary election, particularly one in a city where Democrats make up almost two-thirds of the electorate. Moreover, Cuomo had singular, deep flaws and ran a listless campaign. The incumbent mayor, Eric Adams, wasn't on the ballot, relegated to an independent run after facing allegations of corruption and allying himself with President Donald Trump. But for Democrats desperate to make sense of why their party is so unpopular, Mamdani's win could at least provide a burst of energy, and a few ideas about how to move forward.

Democrats have been consumed with questions about what went wrong a year ago. Why didn't more in the party realize that President Joe Biden was too old to win again? How did Trump make inroads with young voters and with the Black and brown voters who have been Democrats' bedrock for generations? How did Trump make gains in some of the nation's biggest and traditionally bluest cities? Did the party move too far to the left, or not far enough? And why was a billionaire ex-president promising tax cuts for the rich seen as the better bet than his opponent to lower prices for working- and middle-class Americans? Since Trump's return to Washington, Democrats have managed to rally around their opposition to Trump's tariffs, DOGE cuts, and hard-line immigration policies. But they have struggled to put forth a coherent positive vision, and to find the right messenger.

Few looked to New York City for hope. The mayor's race at first seemed destined to be defined by Adams's scandals. When Cuomo made his entry into the race, many expected that his name recognition and his support from wealthy backers would give him an easy win over a series of well-meaning but uninspiring challengers. Cuomo positioned himself as someone who would stand up to Trump and urged voters to look past his own scandals--he resigned in 2021 after a series of sexual-harassment allegations, which he denied--and to recall instead his level-headed COVID briefings. Of all the candidates, he argued, only he had the management skills to revive a city that has just seemed off since the pandemic.

But Cuomo ran a desultory campaign, limiting his exposure to reporters and, more important, to voters. His long-held ambivalence toward the city was evident, as were the rumors that he viewed Gracie Mansion merely as a stepping stone to higher office. He couldn't shake his humiliating exit as governor. A late endorsement from former President Bill Clinton only reinforced the notion that Cuomo represented an aging, tarnished generation of Democrats. "Cuomo relied on older establishment endorsements that no longer hold weight in the city," Christina Greer, an associate political-science professor at Fordham University, told me. "Cuomo also underestimated the extent to which New York voters are tired of disgraced politicians using public office as their contingency plan for life." (Bill de Blasio, the former New York City mayor who has feuded with Cuomo for years, told me that he ran a "grim, fear-based campaign with no authentic big ideas.")

David A. Graham: How voters lost their aversion to scandal

To categorize Mamdani at the beginning of the race as an afterthought would have been an insult to afterthoughts. He has served not even five years in the state assembly, and has little of the experience generally thought needed to manage a civic workforce of more than 280,000 people and a budget of $115 billion. (The New York Times' editorial board deemed him unqualified for the job.) But Mamdani did have energy and charm, and no shortage of ideas that were quickly turned into easy-to-digest slogans such as "Free buses" and "Freeze the rent." He relentlessly focused on affordability and economic issues, a welcome message in a city with an extraordinarily high cost of living and stark income stratification.

Mamdani revealed himself to be remarkably adept at communicating his message, mastering social-media memes and delivering powerful speeches that evoked far more of Barack Obama's loft than Biden's whisper. He said yes to seemingly every interview and every podcast, tossing aside the caution traditionally preached by the focus-group-wielding political-consultant class. He tapped into liberal New Yorkers' anger over Gaza. He resonated with young people, including young men, who not only turned out for him but also volunteered for his campaign, creating an enthusiastic army of believers that created a noticeable contrast with Cuomo's support from donors, unions, and establishment figures. In the race's final days, a cheerful Mamdani walked the length of Manhattan, a metaphor for the tirelessness he brought to the race.

"The Democrats nationally need to start doing what Zohran just did. When we metaphorically sit at the kitchen table and empathize and offer passionate solutions, we win," de Blasio told me. "We didn't do that in 2024, and that was a big reason we lost."

Mamdani did what so many Democrats failed to do last fall: He excited new voters, focused on economic issues, and communicated his story well. And most of all, he won, including in racially and economically diverse neighborhoods. As of this writing, it appears that there will be no need to rely on multiple rounds in New York City's new ranked-choice voting system; although Mamdani did not crack the 50 percent threshold last night to win the nomination outright, he surpassed Cuomo by about eight points, and the former governor conceded.

"Mamdani created a movement around his candidacy, and the big lesson for Democrats is that young voters are looking for a larger social-political movement and not just an anti-Trump party," Basil Smikle, a New York-based political strategist who has worked for Cuomo and Hillary Clinton, told me. "His victory suggests there's a needed reformation of the Democratic coalition, and repudiation of incrementalism but also a more wholesale shift from establishment politics."

But the reverberations from Mamdani's candidacy aren't all reassuring ones for Democrats. Republicans have mocked his socialist ideas by evoking the barren supermarkets of the Soviet Union. They've seized on his previous calls to "Defund the police" (Mamdani called for reducing the NYPD budget in 2020; he was the only candidate in the Democratic field this year to not pledge to hire more cops). A few Republicans have trotted out racist and Islamophobic stereotypes (Mamdani is of Ugandan Indian descent and is Muslim). Some Democrats, too, are leery of Mamdani's call for new taxes on businesses and the rich, warning that such policies could lead to a wealth exodus from New York. Republicans have pointed to the sinking poll numbers of Chicago's progressive mayor, Brandon Johnson, as evidence that liberals can't govern. Last night, Vice President J. D. Vance posted on social media, "Congratulations to the new leader of the Democratic Party," tagging Mamdani. Trump today went one step further, posting that Mamdani was a "100% Communist Lunatic."

Mamdani's depiction of Israel's actions in Gaza as a genocide threatens to unnerve some members of the city's large and politically active Jewish population. Within hours of Mamdani's acceptance speech, Republican Representative Elise Stefanik of New York sent a fundraising appeal calling him a "Hamas Terrorist sympathizer." Mamdani has defended the pro-Palestinian slogan "Globalize the intifada" but has denied accusations that he is anti-Semitic. He has said that he supports an Israel that provides equal rights to all of its citizens, but he has repeatedly dodged questions about whether Israel has a right to exist as a Jewish state.

Jonathan Chait: Why won't Zohran Mamdani denounce a dangerous slogan?

"Mamdani is a gift to Republicans. They will link every Democrat to his far-left policy proposals," Susan Del Percio, a Republican strategist who worked in Rudy Giuliani's mayoral administration, told me. "As mayor of New York City, every single thing he does will be held under a microscope by Democrats and Republicans alike. And some of these things are really out there."

When the mayoral race began, the conventional wisdom was that the Democratic primary would be the de facto general election. That is no longer quite the case. Before last night, Cuomo had previously signaled that if he lost the primary, he might run in November on another ballot line, believing that the glow around Mamdani might wear off with more time and scrutiny. (Those close to Cuomo think that an independent run, though possible, might now be less likely given the margin of his defeat this week.) And while the Republican nominee, the anti-crime activist and radio-show host Curtis Sliwa, seems to have little chance, Mamdani's win might open the door again for Adams; in a remarkable plot twist, the mayor has told associates that he can now position himself as the steadier choice to keep the job. A person close to Trump told me that the president might enjoy wading into the race in his former hometown and would consider endorsing Adams, though he might opt against it out of concern that it would hurt Adams more than help him.

Still, the Democratic nominee will be considered the favorite. If Mamdani wins, there will be only so much that his fellow Democrats can learn from the specifics of the race, given New York's liberal tilt. But maybe there will be some lessons that are less about ideology and more about tactics--having energy, communicating clearly and frequently, and focusing on personal economic issues. "I've already heard from some Democrats who worry that this guy is going to get us all labeled as socialists," the Reverend Al Sharpton, the civil-rights leader and Democratic stalwart, told me. "But he hit on something; he connected with something. Mamdani kept showing up. Democrats need to keep showing up."
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The End of Publishing as We Know It

Inside Silicon Valley's assault on the media

by Alex Reisner




When tech companies first rolled out generative-AI products, some critics immediately feared a media collapse. Every bit of writing, imagery, and video became suspect. But for news publishers and journalists, another calamity was on the horizon.



Chatbots have proved adept at keeping users locked into conversations. They do so by answering every question, often through summarizing articles from news publishers. Suddenly, fewer people are traveling outside the generative-AI sites--a development that poses an existential threat to the media, and to the livelihood of journalists everywhere.



According to one comprehensive study, Google's AI Overviews--a feature that summarizes web pages above the site's usual search results--has already reduced traffic to outside websites by more than 34 percent. The CEO of DotDash Meredith, which publishes People, Better Homes & Gardens, and Food & Wine, recently said the company is preparing for a possible "Google Zero" scenario. Some have speculated that traffic drops resulting from chatbots were part of the reason outlets such as Business Insider and the Daily Dot have recently had layoffs. "Business Insider was built for an internet that doesn't exist anymore," one former staffer recently told the media reporter Oliver Darcy.



Not all publishers are at equal risk: Those that primarily rely on general-interest readers who come in from search engines and social media may be in worse shape than specialized publishers with dedicated subscribers. Yet no one is totally safe. Released in May 2024, AI Overviews joins ChatGPT, Claude, Grok, Perplexity, and other AI-powered products that, combined, have replaced search for more than 25 percent of Americans, according to one study. Companies train chatbots on huge amounts of stolen books and articles, as my previous reporting has shown, and scrape news articles to generate responses with up-to-date information. Large language models also train on copious materials in the public domain--but much of what is most useful to these models, particularly as users seek real-time information from chatbots, is news that exists behind a paywall. Publishers are creating the value, but AI companies are intercepting their audiences, subscription fees, and ad revenue.

Read: The unbelievable scale of AI's pirated-books problem

I asked Anthropic, xAI, Perplexity, Google, and OpenAI about this problem. Anthropic and xAI did not respond. Perplexity did not directly comment on the issue. Google argued that it was sending "higher-quality" traffic to publisher websites, meaning that users purportedly spend more time on the sites once they click over, but declined to offer any data in support of this claim. OpenAI referred me to an article showing that ChatGPT is sending more traffic to websites overall than it did previously, but the raw numbers are fairly modest. The BBC, for example, reportedly received 118,000 visits from ChatGPT in April, but that's practically nothing relative to the hundreds of millions of visitors it receives each month. The article also shows that traffic from ChatGPT has in fact declined for some publishers.



Over the past few months, I've spoken with several news publishers, all of whom see AI as a near-term existential threat to their business. Rich Caccappolo, the vice chair of media at the company that publishes the Daily Mail--the U.K.'s largest newspaper by circulation--told me that all publishers "can see that Overviews are going to unravel the traffic that they get from search, undermining a key foundational pillar of the digital-revenue model." AI companies have claimed that chatbots will continue to send readers to news publishers, but have not cited evidence to support this claim. I asked Caccappolo if he thought AI-generated answers could put his company out of business. "That is absolutely the fear," he told me. "And my concern is it's not going to happen in three or five years--I joke it's going to happen next Tuesday."



Book publishers, especially those of nonfiction and textbooks, also told me they anticipate a massive decrease in sales, as chatbots can both summarize their books and give detailed explanations of their contents. Publishers have tried to fight back, but my conversations revealed how much the deck is stacked against them. The world is changing fast, perhaps irrevocably. The institutions that comprise our country's free press are fighting for their survival.



Publishers have been responding in two ways. First: legal action. At least 12 lawsuits involving more than 20 publishers have been filed against AI companies. Their outcomes are far from certain, and the cases might be decided only after irreparable damage has been done.



The second response is to make deals with AI companies, allowing their products to summarize articles or train on editorial content. Some publishers, such as The Atlantic, are pursuing both strategies (the company has a corporate partnership with OpenAI and is suing Cohere). At least 72 licensing deals have been made between publishers and AI companies in the past two years. But figuring out how to approach these deals is no easy task. Caccappolo told me he has "felt a tremendous imbalance at the negotiating table"--a sentiment shared by others I spoke with. One problem is that there is no standard price for training an LLM on a book or an article. The AI companies know what kinds of content they want, and having already demonstrated an ability and a willingness to take it without paying, they have extraordinary leverage when it comes to negotiating. I've learned that books have sometimes been licensed for only a couple hundred dollars each, and that a publisher that asks too much may be turned down, only for tech companies to take their material anyway.

Read: ChatGPT turned into a Studio Ghibli machine. How is that legal?

Another issue is that different content appears to have different value for different LLMs. The digital-media company Ziff Davis has studied web-based AI training data sets and observed that content from "high-authority" sources, such as major newspapers and magazines, appears more desirable to AI companies than blog and social-media posts. (Ziff Davis is suing OpenAI for training on its articles without paying a licensing fee.) Researchers at Microsoft have also written publicly about "the importance of high-quality data" and have suggested that textbook-style content may be particularly desirable.



But beyond a few specific studies like these, there is little insight into what kind of content most improves an LLM, leaving a lot of unanswered questions. Are biographies more or less important than histories? Does high-quality fiction matter? Are old books worth anything? Amy Brand, the director and publisher of the MIT Press, told me that "a solution that promises to help determine the fair value of specific human-authored content within the active marketplace for LLM training data would be hugely beneficial."



A publisher's negotiating power is also limited by the degree to which it can stop an AI company from using its work without consent. There's no surefire way to keep AI companies from scraping news websites; even the Robots Exclusion Protocol, the standard opt-out method available to news publishers, is easily circumvented. Because AI companies generally keep their training data a secret, and because there is no easy way for publishers to check which chatbots are summarizing their articles, publishers have difficulty figuring out which AI companies they might sue or try to strike a deal with. Some experts, such as Tim O'Reilly, have suggested that laws should require the disclosure of copyrighted training data, but no existing legislation requires companies to reveal specific authors or publishers that have been used for AI training material.

Of course, all of this raises a question. AI companies seem to have taken publishers' content already. Why would they pay for it now, especially because some of these companies have argued in court that training LLMs on copyrighted books and articles is fair use?



Perhaps the deals are simply hedges against an unfavorable ruling in court. If AI companies are prevented from training on copyrighted work for free, then organizations that have existing deals with publishers might be ahead of their competition. Publisher deals are also a means of settling without litigation--which may be a more desirable path for publishers who are risk-averse or otherwise uncertain. But the legal scholar James Grimmelmann told me that AI companies could also respond to complaints like Ziff Davis's by arguing that the deals involve more than training on a publisher's content: They may also include access to cleaner versions of articles, ongoing access to a daily or real-time feed, or a release from liability for their chatbot's plagiarism. Tech companies could argue that the money exchanged in these deals is exclusively for the nonlicensing elements, so they aren't paying for training material. It's worth noting that tech companies almost always refer to these deals as partnerships, not licensing deals, likely for this reason.



Regardless, the modest income from these arrangements is not going to save publishers: Even a good deal, one publisher told me, won't come anywhere near recouping the revenue lost from decreased readership. Publishers that can figure out how to survive the generative-AI assault may need to invent different business models and find new streams of revenue. There may be viable strategies, but none of the publishers I spoke with has a clear idea of what they are.



Publishers have become accustomed to technological threats over the past two decades, perhaps most notably the loss of ad revenue to Facebook and Google, a company that was recently found to have an illegal monopoly in online advertising (though the company has said it will appeal the ruling). But the rise of generative AI may spell doom for the Fourth Estate: With AI, the tech industry even deprives publishers of an audience.



In the event of publisher mass extinction, some journalists will be able to endure. The so-called creator economy shows that it's possible to provide high-quality news and information through Substack, YouTube, and even TikTok. But not all reporters can simply move to these platforms. Investigative journalism that exposes corruption and malfeasance by powerful people and companies comes with a serious risk of legal repercussions, and requires resources--such as time and money--that tend to be in short supply for freelancers.



If news publishers start going out of business, won't AI companies suffer too? Their chatbots need access to journalism to answer questions about the world. Doesn't the tech industry have an interest in the survival of newspapers and magazines?

In fact, there are signs that AI companies believe publishers are no longer needed. In December, at The New York Times' DealBook Summit, OpenAI CEO Sam Altman was asked how writers should feel about their work being used for AI training. "I think we do need a new deal, standard, protocol, whatever you want to call it, for how creators are going to get rewarded." He described an "opt-in" regime where an author could receive "micropayments" when their name, likeness, and style were used. But this could not be further from OpenAI's current practice, in which products are already being used to imitate the styles of artists and writers, without compensation or even an effective opt-out.



Google CEO Sundar Pichai was also asked about writer compensation at the DealBook Summit. He suggested that a market solution would emerge, possibly one that wouldn't involve publishers in the long run. This is typical. As in other industries they've "disrupted," Silicon Valley moguls seem to perceive old, established institutions as middlemen to be removed for greater efficiency. Uber enticed drivers to work for it, crushed the traditional taxi industry, and now controls salaries, benefits, and workloads algorithmically. This has meant greater convenience for consumers, just as AI arguably does--but it has also proved ruinous for many people who were once able to earn a living wage from professional driving. Pichai seemed to envision a future that may have a similar consequence for journalists. "There'll be a marketplace in the future, I think--there'll be creators who will create for AI," he said. "People will figure it out."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2025/06/generative-ai-pirated-articles-books/683009/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Your Summer Project: Watching These Movies

Twelve franchises, genres, and filmographies to dig into

by David Sims




The question that beguiles almost every film fan, from the obsessive cineast to the casual enthusiast, is the simplest one: What should I watch next? Endless carousels on streaming services that feature very little of note don't provide much help. As a way to avoid decision paralysis, I always have at least one movie-viewing project going, a way to check boxes and spur myself toward new things to explore--be it running through an influential director's filmography, checking out the cinema of a particular country or era, or going one by one through a long-running series.

Plenty of obvious candidates exist for these kinds of efforts, such as the diverse works of Stanley Kubrick or the films considered part of the French New Wave. But I've identified 12 collections that feel a little more idiosyncratic--more varied, and somewhat harder to find. They're ordered by how daunting they may seem based on the number of entries involved. The list starts with a simple trilogy of masterpieces and ends with a century-spanning challenge that only the nerdiest viewers are likely to undertake.




Pather Panchali, 1955. (TCD/Prod.DB / Alamy)



The Apu Trilogy (1955-59)

The defining work of the director Satyajit Ray's long career, The Apu Trilogy, played a significant role in bringing international attention to Indian cinema. But the films, released in the late '50s, also marked a seminal moment in multipart cinematic storytelling. Ray fashioned a bildungsroman that charts the childhood, adolescence, and adulthood of Apu, a boy who moves from rural Bengal to Calcutta, as his country dramatically changes in the early 20th century. The director's style is careful, poetic, and light on melodrama, but he involves the viewer so intimately in Apu's world that every major development hits with devastating force. The Apu Trilogy sits on every canonical-movie syllabus and has had obvious influence on filmmakers around the world, but this is not some homework assignment to get through; each of these films is sweet, relatable, and engrossing. As a bonus, check out The Music Room, which helped further bolster Ray's reputation around the same time.

Where to start: The three films in the trilogy, Pather Panchali, Aparajito, and The World of Apu, are available to stream on the Criterion Channel, Kanopy, and Max.




Through Olive Trees, 1994. (United Archives GmbH / Alamy)



The Koker trilogy (1987-94)

The Iranian filmmaker Abbas Kiarostami was always somewhat dismissive of the notion that these three movies were linked beyond their setting: the village of Koker, in northern Iran. But in addition to establishing Kiarostami as a globally recognized artist (and possibly his nation's greatest director), the works conjure a beguiling magic when viewed in order of release. The first, Where Is the Friend's House?, follows a grade-schooler who tries to find a schoolmate's home in rural Iran. The second, And Life Goes On, dramatizes the director's efforts to locate the actors involved with the prior movie after a devastating earthquake, and the third, Through the Olive Trees, revolves around the making of a small scene in the second. Together, they illustrate how Kiarostami blended fact and fiction, cinematic tricks and reality, as he examined the complexity of existence. Afterward, watch the wonderful drama Taste of Cherry, which the filmmaker considered to be an unofficial follow-up to the trilogy.

Where to start: All three of the Koker films and Taste of Cherry are available to stream on the Criterion Channel.




The 400 Blows, 1959. (Glasshouse Images / Alamy)



The adventures of Antoine Doinel (1959-79)

Francois Truffaut's Antoine Doinel films have much in common with The Apu Trilogy: They're stunning coming-of-age tales about a boy. But unlike Ray's movies (which were made over the course of four years), Truffaut's series starred the same actor (Jean-Pierre Leaud) over the course of two decades. The five installments chart a young Parisian's life as he grows from a rebellious teenager to a lovesick 20-something, married 30-something, and divorced 40-something. The saga is ambitious but lovely, and a great way to experience Truffaut's own growth as a director. He began as a rebel voice in the French New Wave, and went on to become one of the country's most revered artists.

Where to start: The entire series, beginning with The 400 Blows, is available to stream on the Criterion Channel.




My Night at Maud's, 1969. (Photo 12 / Alamy)



Six Moral Tales (1963-72)

Another titan of the French New Wave, the director Eric Rohmer, has an intimidating (but wonderful) filmography dotted with various thematically linked stories. His most famous project is known as Six Moral Tales: a group of works produced over a nine-year period beginning in the early '60s. The entries each deal with complex, quiet crises of romance and temptation, always told with different characters and with evolving style. While they're often quite meditative and low on action, the tension of each unresolved choice, the flirtatious energy, and the gorgeous vacation settings make them perfect summer viewing.

Where to start: The series begins with the short film The Bakery Girl of Monceau; all six movies, including the outstanding My Night at Maud's and Claire's Knee, are streaming on the Criterion Channel.




Dekalog: Six, 1988. (Photo 12 / Alamy)



Dekalog (1988)

It's clear from watching his work that the Polish filmmaker Krzysztof Kieslowski began his career as a documentarian--many of his dramas starred nonprofessional actors and were typically grounded in social realism. Those aesthetics are all present in his totemic Dekalog, 10 one-hour films that aired on Polish television in 1988. Set in a Warsaw tower block, each installment reckons with one of the Ten Commandments. The series is an austere, challenging, and perhaps overwhelming magnum opus. But while the films are sometimes direct and political, they can also be wryly funny and surreal. Kieslowski went on to create another grand series, the wonderful Three Colors, but there is nothing quite like the experience of taking in every angle of Dekalog.

Where to start: Dekalog is best viewed in Commandment order, but you'll likely need to buy the Criterion box set of the collected works in order to see them. Kieslowski extended two episodes to feature length, and they are more readily accessible: A Short Film About Killing and A Short Film About Love, both available to stream on the Criterion Channel.




Beau Travail, 1999. (United Archives GmbH / Alamy)



The films of Claire Denis

Tackling any director's body of work is a fun challenge--this whole list could have been populated with great artists whose films are a delight to delve through, such as Martin Scorsese, Andrei Tarkovsky, and Wong Kar-wai. Denis is one such great pick: She's among France's most exciting contemporary voices, having pushed the boundaries throughout her nearly 40-year career. Her debut feature, Chocolat, is a period piece that ran directly at the history of French colonial life in Cameroon; it startled audiences at the 1988 Cannes Film Festival. Denis has been surprising viewers ever since, making harsh yet involving works of drama, satire, and spiky romance. There's the thoughtful realism of 35 Shots of Rum and Nenette and Boni, bewildering genre movies such as the space-set High Life and the cannibal horror Trouble Every Day, and her transcendent masterpiece Beau Travail, which transposes the action of Herman Melville's Billy Budd to the French Foreign Legion in Djibouti. There is no "easy" film in her oeuvre, but there's nothing boring, either--and Denis, still working in her late 70s, has shown no interest in slowing down.

Where to start: The best examples of the director's work are Beau Travail (streaming on Max and the Criterion Channel) and 35 Shots of Rum (on Kanopy). After that, move through her filmography from beginning to end.




Twin Peaks, 1990. (Cinematic / Twin Peaks Productions / Alamy)



Twin Peaks (1990-2017)

Much of David Lynch and Mark Frost's sprawling achievement exists on television, and Lynch himself (usually seen as the primary auteur) stepped away from the show for some periods. But as admirers continue to sift through Lynch's legacy after his death in January, it's becoming clearer that Twin Peaks is his most exemplary work. The show has a serialized, soapy premise that hooks the viewer from the first minute; it's also resolutely uninterested in answering big mysteries in a straightforward manner. Its tale is one to puzzle over for the rest of your life: beautiful, haunting, often hilarious, unforgettable. Plus, if you marathon the entire series--including the beguiling prequel film Fire Walk With Me--you'll see how Lynch adapted his distinctive aesthetic across three very different visual mediums: network television, arthouse cinema, and prestige cable.

Where to start: Each of the show's three seasons is streaming on Mubi and Paramount+. Watch Fire Walk With Me (available on the Criterion Channel and Max) right before embarking on Season 3, known as Twin Peaks: The Return.




Smithereens, 1982. (TCD / Prod.DB / Alamy)



"No Wave" cinema

The best known cinematic "new waves" originate from countries such as France, Romania, and Taiwan--places where artistic explosions happened all at once, in many cases spurred by societal upheaval. But one of the most interesting (and still underexplored) is what's known as the American "No Wave" movement, which began in the late 1970s. These films are loosely defined by ultra-indie storytelling and inspired by punk rock, glam fashion, and arthouse cinema. Enduring and vital directors such as Jim Jarmusch, Susan Seidelman, and Lizzie Borden came out of this school, along with less heralded figures such as Jamie Nares and the team of Scott B and Beth B.

Where to start: Begin with Smithereens, a 1982 indie from Seidelman that follows a narcissistic young woman tearing through New York and Los Angeles in search of their disappearing punk scenes; it's streaming on the Criterion Channel and Max. From there, investigate the rest of Seidelman's filmography, then check out Abel Ferrara's early, grimy works (such as The Driller Killer) and Jarmusch's beginnings (starting with Permanent Vacation).




Godzilla, King of the Monsters, 1954. (Collection Christophel / Alamy)



Showa-era Godzilla (1954-75)

Searching for a sprawling genre franchise that doesn't involve caped American superheroes or a British secret agent? Look no further than Godzilla, starting with the original stretch of 15 films released during the Showa era. The experience of plowing through these early films in the character's history is strange and delightful; it's also, thanks to the Criterion Collection's recent efforts, a beautiful one. The Godzilla movies changed over time from raw and frightening reckonings with post-nuclear Japan (in the form of a giant monster) to more fun and cartoonish outings, an evolution this specific period exhibits. Yet even at the franchise's silliest, it maintains a consistent focus on visual flourish and dizzying new monster designs.

Where to start: Begin with 1954's Godzilla. The other biggest highlights of the classic period are Mothra vs. Godzilla; Ghidorah, the Three-Headed Monster; and the final installment, Terror of Mechagodzilla. All of them are streaming on the Criterion Channel and Max.




The End of Evangelion, 1997. (TCD / Prod.DB / Alamy)



Neon Genesis Evangelion (1995-2021)

Digging into the world of anime is just about the most daunting viewing project imaginable: Alongside hundreds of films, there are seemingly countless series. These shows are also usually made up of hundreds or even thousands of episodes, and it can be very difficult to know which ones to check out. Neon Genesis Evangelion is regarded as among the medium's most defining franchises, but it isn't exactly breezy viewing: The story is dark, cataclysmic, and intent on deconstructing the cliches of the "mecha" subgenre, in which teenage heroes pilot giant robotic suits to do battle with some epic threat. But there is nothing quite like this surreal, heady piece of science fiction, which is why it's endured so powerfully since premiering in 1995. Evangelion is also relatively digestible, with just 26 episodes in its original run--though there are also several movies that reimagine the show's controversial finale.

Where to start: With the TV show, which is streaming on Netflix. The first full feature in the series, The End of Evangelion, is essential viewing (and also on Netflix). Approach the four later movies with more caution: Known as the Rebuild of Evangelion, they're a mix of recaps and bizarre narrative twists. (They're streaming on Prime Video.)




The Bridges of Madison County, 1995. (Warner Bros / RGR Collection / Alamy)



The films of Clint Eastwood

Working your way through the 40 films directed by Eastwood is a time-consuming but rewarding enterprise. Not only is he one of America's most iconic actors; he's also a two-time Academy Award winner for directing. Nonetheless, he remains somewhat unheralded for his cinematic eye. His movies span genres and tap many of the great performers of their era, while also offering a healthy mix of vehicles for himself--both those in which he'll often play flawed but charismatic antiheroes, and truly complex departures.

Where to start: Make sure to watch Bird, Unforgiven, The Bridges of Madison County, and Letters From Iwo Jima if you want to view only a handful. (Iwo Jima is streaming on Prime Video; the other three are available to rent or purchase.) But even his most minor works have something special to offer; progressing through the entire oeuvre from his debut (1971's Play Misty for Me) onward is a real delight.




Moonlight, 2016. (Moviestore Collection Ltd / Alamy)



Every Best Picture winner

The 98 winners of the Academy Award for Best Picture are not the 98 best films ever made. A few are downright bad; others are watchable, if forgotten, bits of above-average entertainment. The list includes some undersung gems and, of course, some obvious classics. But watching every Best Picture winner is an incredible way to survey Hollywood's history: its booming golden age, which produced classics such as It Happened One Night and Casablanca; revolutionary moments in film storytelling ranging from kitchen-sink drama (Marty) to something far more lurid (Midnight Cowboy); a run of masterpieces in the '70s, followed by the gaudy '80s and the disjointed '90s. Though the Academy is often late to cinematic trends, the voting body's choices offer a way to understand how those styles will eventually reverberate through mainstream culture. Plus, you'll catch a bunch of interesting movies in the process.

Where to start: They're all listed here. Starting at the beginning, with 1927's Wings, might be a tall order; that film and some of the other early winners are truly forgettable. It might be wiser to move backwards in time, filling in gaps in your personal-viewing history and catching up on classics you may not have seen.
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Brace Yourself for Watery Mayo and Spiky Ice Cream

MAHA is coming for emulsifiers.

by Yasmin Tayag




In the kitchen, an ingredient's taste is sometimes less important than its function. Cornstarch has rescued many a watery gravy; gelatin turns juice to Jell-O. Yet the substances that make bread fluffy, hold mayonnaise together, and keep the cream in ice cream have, according to the new stance of the United States government, "no culinary use."

These natural and synthetic substances, called emulsifiers, are added to processed foods to give them the textures that Americans have come to love. They've also become targets in Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s push to remove many food additives from the American diet. The "Make America Healthy Again" report, published in May, groups emulsifiers with other additives, some of which it says are linked to mental disorders, metabolic syndrome, and cancer. Online, the MAHA crowd echoes claims that emulsifiers are helping drive America's chronic health problems.

Like seed oils and food dyes, emulsifiers have raised some real health concerns, particularly about gut health. But distinguishing their ill effects from those of the foods they're in is challenging--and probably a distraction from the diet changes that would really make Americans healthier.

To anyone who's attempted (and failed) to make a smooth vinaigrette using only oil and vinegar, MAHA's assertion that emulsifiers have no culinary use is an affront. Any recipe that calls for blending two substances that don't mix well together requires emulsifiers' magic touch. Their molecular structure is drawn to watery substances on one end and fat-based ones on the other, bridging ingredients that would otherwise separate. In a vinaigrette, a dollop of mustard does the trick. Mayonnaise, essentially a blend of oil and a water-based acid, such as vinegar, is spreadable thanks to a natural emulsifier: egg yolks. Similarly, adding eggs to milk prevents ice cream from separating into solid milk fat studded with ice shards (yum).

Not all emulsifiers are as recognizable as eggs and mustard. Many commercial ice creams swap eggs for cheaper synthetic emulsifiers. Cake mixes are foolproof because chemicals called propylene glycol esters prevent powdered fats from clumping. Monoglycerides and diglycerides add structure to and extend the shelf life of bread. Xanthan gum thickens creamy salad dressings. The MAHA report makes no distinction between purely chemical emulsifiers and those that are naturally occurring, such as egg yolks and soy lecithin. So far, studies have not definitively identified differences in their effects on human health.

Read: America stopped cooking with tallow for a reason

Perhaps because they are so useful, emulsifiers are in about half of supermarket foods sold in the United Kingdom, according to a 2023 study of the country's four largest supermarkets; one study in France found that they account for seven of the top 10 most-consumed food additives among adults. So far, their prevalence in the U.S. food system hasn't been studied, but given the dominance of processed food in the American diet, it's safe to say that we eat a lot of them.

In Kennedy's view, that abundance of emulsifiers is at least partly responsible for America's chronic-disease epidemic. In May, he promised to investigate and ban food additives that are "really dangerous." But so far, the research on emulsifiers doesn't justify such a label. In 2017, an FDA-led study concluded that seven common emulsifiers didn't raise any safety concerns at the usual levels of consumption. The agency's calculations have "a lot of safety built in," says Renee Leber, a food scientist at the Institute of Food Technologists, a trade group. There's no reason to expect that Americans would ever consume enough emulsifiers to spark serious health concerns.

Still, looking further into emulsifiers' health impacts isn't a bad idea. A growing number of studies suggest that some can harm the gut, perhaps by shifting the balance of the gut microbiome. They may also damage the gut's protective mucus layer, leaving it more vulnerable to inflammation and bacteria. A few studies suggest a link between the inflammation that some emulsifiers cause and certain illnesses, including Crohn's disease, metabolic syndrome, and type 2 diabetes. But other research has turned up conflicting results; a study published last year linked a high-emulsifier diet to a better-protected gut.

Even emulsifier experts aren't sure exactly what the substances do in the body. Research on how they affect intestinal health is "very much a work in progress," Benoit Chassaing, a professor at the Institut Pasteur, in Paris, told me. It also still isn't clear which ones, if any, have the most potential for harm. In a 2021 study, Chassaing and his colleagues used a model to test the effects of 20 common emulsifiers on the gut microbiome. Only two of them--the synthetic emulsifiers carboxymethylcellulose (found in vitamins and dietary supplements) and polysorbate 80 (usually in edible oils and cake icing)--were determined to have lasting negative consequences. Chassaing has also found that some people's microbiomes are more sensitive to emulsifiers--which is to say, conceivably emulsifiers could have different effects on different people. Without large-scale human trials, none of the research on emulsifiers can be considered conclusive. As the authors behind the 2024 study wrote, "For now, do not feel guilty if you eat ice-cream!" (At least, not because you're consuming emulsifiers.)

From the May 2023 issue: Could ice cream possibly be good for you?

None of this has deterred Kennedy from fearmongering about additives like emulsifiers. Instead, he's continuing a pattern that by now has become a MAHA signature: In the health secretary's campaigns against seed oils and food dyes, he has exaggerated modest scientific findings to justify grand allegations that additives drive chronic disease. Some skepticism of these ingredients may be warranted. But Kennedy's critiques lack nuance at a stage when nuance is all that the current research can provide.

A MAHA-led deep dive into these questions could turn up some genuinely useful information. If certain emulsifiers are especially gentle on the gut, the food industry could use them to replace the ones that might be more irritating. Identifying what makes certain people more sensitive to them could shape criteria for prescribing emulsifier-free diets.

But what Kennedy plans to do about emulsifiers beyond investigating their safety is anyone's guess. When I asked the Department of Health and Human Services about it, Emily G. Hilliard, a press secretary, told me that "Secretary Kennedy is committed to ensuring transparency in the food supply so that Americans know exactly what's in their food." Banning any emulsifiers that might be found to cause serious harm would be prudent, but then foods that contain them would have to be reformulated--a costly, time-consuming endeavor. For some foods, that might not even be an option: Without an emulsifier, natural or synthetic, ice cream "just wouldn't be plausible," Leber told me.

If Kennedy aggressively pursues bans or some other type of restrictions, it will be worth stepping back and asking what the administration is really trying to achieve. The health effects of emulsifiers haven't yet been fully distinguished from those of the foods they're in (which tend to have high levels of fat, sugar, or both), nor have those of seed oils and food dyes. In fact, the science points to the likelihood that emulsifiers' potential harms are minor in comparison with more basic nutritional problems. But maybe ditching emulsifiers could act as some roundabout way of nudging Americans toward eating healthier, if Kennedy is prepared to rob us all of ice cream.

Read: RFK Jr. is taking an axe to America's dietary guidelines

In May, Kennedy announced that food additives and processed foods would be the "central focus" of his health administration. But really, that indicates just how unfocused his movement is. The MAHA report rails against American overconsumption of high-sugar, high-fat, ultra-processed foods, yet so far, it hasn't been able to do much to limit their consumption beyond eliciting a nonbinding promise from Kraft-Heinz and General Mills to remove dyes from foods like mac and cheese and Kool-Aid, and encouraging people to cook french fries in beef tallow. Removing or replacing emulsifiers could result in some health gains, but none that are likely to outweigh the health consequences of eating the foods that contain them.
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America's Incarceration Rate Is About to Fall Off a Cliff

Long sentences and recidivism kept prison populations high for decades, but prisons are now starting to empty.

by Keith Humphreys




Updated at 12:35 p.m. ET on June 26, 2025

For more than 40 years, the United States--a nation that putatively cherishes freedom--has had one of the largest prison systems in the world. Mass incarceration has been so persistent and pervasive that reform groups dedicated to reducing the prison population by half have often been derided as made up of fantasists. But the next decade could see this goal met and exceeded: After peaking at just more than 1.6 million Americans in 2009, the prison population was just more than 1.2 million at the end of 2023 (the most recent year for which data are available), and is on track to fall to about 600,000--a total decline of roughly 60 percent.

Discerning the coming prison-population cliff requires understanding the relationship between crime and incarceration over generations. A city jail presents a snapshot of what happened last night (for example, the crowd's football-victory celebration turned ugly). But a prison is a portrait of what happened five, 10, and 20 years ago. Middle-aged people who have been law-abiding their whole life until "something snapped" and they committed a terrible crime are a staple of crime novels and movies, but in real life, virtually everyone who ends up in prison starts their criminal career in their teens or young adulthood. As of 2016--the most recent year for which data are available--the average man in state prison had been arrested nine times, was currently incarcerated for his sixth time, and was serving a 16-year sentence.

Because of that fundamental dynamic, the explanation for why roughly 1.6 million people--more than 500 for every 100,000 Americans--were in a state or federal prison in 2009 has very little to do with what was happening on the streets or with law-enforcement policies that year. Rather, the causes lay in the final decades of the 20th century.

From the end of World War II until the mid-1970s, the proportion of Americans in prison each year never exceeded 120 per 100,000. But starting in the late 1960s, a multidecade crime wave swelled in America, and an unprecedented number of adolescents and young adults were criminally active. In response, the anti-crime policies of most local, state, and federal governments became more and more draconian. The combined result was that the prison population exploded. By 1985, the imprisonment rate had doubled from its historical norm, such that more than 200 in 100,000 Americans were in a state or federal prison. The number of people in prison increased an average of 8 percent a year for the next decade, breaching the 1 million mark in 1994 and continuing to grow until 2009. This had ramifications that were felt for years: Because most people who are released from prison return, the system has been stocked and restocked with the legacy of that American crime-and-punishment wave for a quarter century. That's why the 2009 peak of U.S. imprisonment came 18 years after the 1991 peak in the violent-crime rate. The prison system is like a badly overloaded tractor trailer--it takes a long time to stop even after the brakes are hit.

David A. Graham: The good news about crime

That tractor trailer is finally slowing down, decades after the "great crime decline" began in the 1990s. Until 2009, the lengthier sentences handed down during the preceding crime wave and the tendency of released prisoners to be re-incarcerated kept imprisonment rising even as crime declined. But the falling crime that the U.S. experienced in the 1990s and 2000s is now finally translating into a shrinking prison population.




This chart, using data from the U.S. Department of Justice, shows the collapse of criminal arrests of minors in the 21st century. Rapidly declining numbers of youth are committing crimes, getting arrested, and being incarcerated. This matters because young offenders are the raw material that feeds the prison system: As one generation ages out, another takes its place on the same horrid journey. The U.S. had an extremely high-crime generation followed by a lower-crime generation, meaning that the older population is not being replaced at an equal rate. The impact of this shift on the prison population began more than a decade ago but has been little noticed because it takes so long for the huge prison population of longer provenance to clear.

But such a transformation is now well under way. One statistic vividly illustrates the change: In 2007, the imprisonment rate for 18- and 19-year-old men was more than five times that of men over the age of 64. But today, men in those normally crime-prone late-adolescent years are imprisoned at half the rate that senior citizens are today.




As the snake digests the pig year after year, the American prison system is simply not going to have enough inmates to justify its continued size or staggering costs. Some states that are contemplating expanding their prison capacity will be wasting their money--their facilities will be overbuilt and underused. By 2035, the overall imprisonment rate could be as low as 200 per 100,000 people. States should instead be tearing down their most deteriorated and inhumane correctional facilities, confident that they will not need the space.

This optimistic analysis could have been written in 2019, when the imprisonment rate had been falling for more than a decade and hit a level not seen since 1995. I thought about writing this article then, but a world turned upside down shook my confidence.

COVID initially looked like a boon for decarceration because states reduced prison admissions and accelerated releases in 2020 to reduce transmission, cutting the prison population by 16 percent. But whether it was due to this mass release, COVID, de-policing, other factors, or some combination thereof, crime exploded in 2020 after a long quiescent period, most shockingly with an unprecedented 30 percent increase in homicides. Crime spikes increase incarceration directly because more people are committing crimes and also because they lead the public to demand more aggressive policies, which often translate into longer and more frequent prison sentences. If the turmoil of the early 2020s had led to an extended period of high crime and high punishment similar to what the U.S. experienced in the late 20th century, the COVID-era contraction of the prison population could have been immediately nullified and then some when, in the ensuing years, the prison pipeline was eventually replenished.

But thankfully, the spike was just a spike, not a new equilibrium. Crime stopped rising sometime in 2022, and fell in 2023 and 2024. The prison population inched up 2 percent in 2022 and again in 2023, and it is possible that a similar rise took place in 2024, but even collectively, this is a fraction of the sudden population decline during the early pandemic. The COVID era ended with prison populations lower rather than higher: A recent Vera Institute report found that, on balance, from 2019 to the spring of 2024, the number of federal prisoners declined by 11 percent, and the number of state prisoners declined by 13 percent.

Accelerating the de-prisoning of America is worthwhile and possible. The benefits of a smaller prison population are not limited to those who would otherwise be locked up and the people who love them. Prisons crowd out other policy priorities that many voters would like the government to spend more money on. In all 50 states, the cost to imprison someone for a year significantly exceeds the cost of a year of K-12 education. But even greater than the financial savings would be the prosperity in human terms: Less crime and less incarceration are profound blessings for a society.

Lenore Anderson: The people most ignored by the criminal-justice system

The simplest available policy to accelerate the decarceration trend is to stop building prisons except in cases where a smaller, modern facility is replacing a larger, decaying institution. Though it will be nonintuitive to many reformers, particularly on the left, opposition to any such new facilities being private should be dropped. The principal political barrier to closing half-full prisons is the power of public-sector unions. In contrast, a private prison can be sent to its reward if its contract is canceled. Individual communities in areas of low employment will also fight to keep their prisons. Prison-closing commissions, analogous to military-base-closing commissions, may be necessary and should coordinate with legislators to provide worker retraining and financial assistance to compensate for the loss of high-wage jobs in communities whose economy revolves around corrections.


Doug Dubois and Jim Goldberg / Magnum



Finally, America should not let its prison system become the most expensive and inhumane of nursing homes. The rate of recidivism among senior citizens is near zero, and compassionate release of sick and aging inmates should be the default rather than the exception, a reversal of current practice.

In any given future year, small rises in imprisonment are possible, but the macro trend is ineluctable: Society is going to experience the benefits of past decades of lower crime throughout its prison system. The imprisonment rate will be lower in five years and lower still in 10. Prisons will still exist then and still be needed, but the rate at which Americans are confined in them could be lower than anything in the preceding half century. This is the fruit of a lower-crime society--good in and of itself, surely, particularly for the low-income and majority-minority communities where most crime occurs. It will also, of course, be a blessing for those who avoid prison, and for the taxpayers who no longer have to pay for it. The decline in the prison population will be something everyone in our polarized society will have reason to celebrate.





A chart in this article showing the number of juvenile arrests from 1980 to 2020 has been updated to correct labeling on the Y axis.
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Why Do Billionaires Go Crazy?

Tina Brown on how extreme wealth warps minds. Plus: hopes and fears after Trump's strike against Iran's nuclear program.

by David Frum




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

The Atlantic's David Frum opens this episode of The David Frum Show with a statement about Trump's Iran strikes. The strikes fulfilled commitments of past presidents, who have long maintained that the U.S. would not allow an Iranian nuclear bomb. David also makes the point that Trump, who has already abused peacetime powers, is now a wartime president, a role that will allow him to wield even larger powers--and do even greater damage.

Then David is joined by the author and editor Tina Brown for a conversation about the disorienting effects of extreme wealth. They discuss how billionaires often become detached from reality, how philanthropy is used to consolidate image and influence, and how Brown's personal experience with Donald Trump shaped her understanding of his ego and evolution.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome back to The David Frum Show, in an America that suddenly finds itself at war in the Middle East under the leadership of President Trump. My guest today is Tina Brown, the former editor of Tatler, Vanity Fair, and The New Yorker, author of the Fresh Hell Substack.

I recorded this dialogue with Tina Brown before the outbreak of hostilities. We're going to continue with it because I think it says a lot of important things by Tina about the political culture of the United States today. But I am recording on the Monday morning after the strikes. I'm in a different location, obviously, as you'll see from the location I was in when I recorded the dialogue with Tina.

And of course, we're in a different world, a world in which the United States has struck Iran with air power and which calls for some new thinking and some new approaches.

For many Americans, nothing much has changed politically. They opposed Donald Trump before the war, and they oppose Donald Trump now that he's led the country into a war. For those of us on the center right or on the Never Trump side, things are a little bit more complicated. Among the reasons that me and people like me opposed Donald Trump was not just--along with our many, many coalition partners spreading across the American spectrum--his disdain for democracy, his attempt to overthrow the 2020 election, his authoritarianism, his corruption. We also had very particular political concerns.

The thing that led me and people like me to the political right in the first place was our belief in American global leadership--leadership of willing partners and allies, leadership based on respect, leadership based on mutual benefit, leadership based on commerce and trade. Donald Trump rejected all of those ideas. His vision is one of an America isolated and alone, an America that dominates, an America that may be feared but is not respected and certainly is not liked or trusted, because he's not liked or trusted. And through his first term and the opening months of the second, that logic prevailed.

But by striking the Iranian nuclear program, in support of Israel at war in defense of itself, Donald Trump did something that is more or less in line with what a President McCain might have done or a President Romney might have done--the kind of action that, had it been done by a President McCain or a President Romney, me and people like me would've supported. And so we are in a kind of quandary today: A president whom we fear and reject, and whom we see as a threat to American democracy, has this one time done something in line with established Republican values, established conservative principles, established principles of American global leadership, rather than in defiance and rejection of them.

So what do we do and how do we think about that? Do we forget that this president is unworthy and untrustworthy? Or do we discard our past principles about what America's role in the world should be, and object to this latest act, which we would've supported had it been done by another president, reject it because it was done by a president we reject? So this is the dilemma. So let me just tell you--not to give advice to anybody--about how I think about this. I've written a little bit about this for The Atlantic, but I'm going to talk more about it today.

Donald Trump remains a dangerous and unacceptable leader of the United States, an enemy of democracy and an enemy of America's role in the world, and he's now leading the country into war. Now, we hope that this war will be brief and decisive. We hope that the strike on the Iranian facilities will be one and done, the facilities will be destroyed, the nuclear program will be terminated (as every president since Bill Clinton has wanted to terminate the Iranian nuclear program), it will be done in a decisive and relatively cost-free way, and that things will now return to the usual programming.

But we have to be ready for the possibility that these hopes do not come to pass. That, in fact, Donald Trump has opened his way into a new chapter in American history, that the Iranians will retaliate, that the situation will become more and more unsettled--the Iranians will retaliate not only with conventional military means, or not only with missiles and barrages, but also by a campaign of global terrorism against American interests and other interests in the United States and around the world, and that we are at the beginning of something, not the end of something. I don't predict that, but the mind has to be prepared for it. That is a real possibility. Donald Trump may have converted himself into a wartime president for a long time to come.

And if the powers that Donald Trump has asserted in peacetime were unprecedented, en large, think of what he will do during war. In peacetime, he said that people illegally present in the United States, or those who looked like they might be illegally present, they had no due-process rights. People around him have been itching to say that American citizens and American permanent residents don't have due-process rights either. And in wartime they can maybe make that stick. They have attempted to suppress the free-speech rights of people they don't like, and of institutions they don't like, and of universities they don't like.

Well, in wartime, they may have more ambition against free-speech-like rights of people they don't like. We've seen Donald Trump use bits and pieces of past presidential emergency powers to create a whole tariff system that raises billions of dollars of revenue without Congress, as not an emergency measure but as a permanent measure of presidential one-man revenue without reference to Congress. And in wartime, those powers get bigger still. And again, he'll have larger powers to raise revenue without Congress.

So a presidency that was dangerous before becomes more dangerous still. But the war that he's begun was necessary, and the things he did were the things that a normal president would've done. So we have to find ways to keep true to both our principles about American leadership--and when I say "we," I mean people who think like me and me, and this is advice also to myself--without abating one bit our wariness of the kind of president Donald Trump is.

Donald Trump always wants personal thanks. He's always demanding that people say "thank you" to him. And for those of us who support the action against the Iranian nuclear facilities, he wants thanks from us: Thank you, President Trump. So let me just give him what he wants for a second. Thank you, President Trump, for once in your misbegotten presidency doing a right thing, even if you did it in a high-handed and irresponsible way.

I mean, the idea that you would brief the Republican leaders of House and Senate and not the Democratic leaders of House and Senate, as any president before you he would've done, that's just oafish and churlish and rude and insulting and gratuitous because the suggestion here is: We can't trust Hakeem Jeffries and Chuck Schumer to keep a secret that we trust Mike Johnson and John Thune to keep. Really? Really? That's what you want to say as you lead a united country into a conflict, where you're going to be coming back maybe for supplemental appropriations, and where the work is done by Americans of all points of view, all races, all backgrounds. It's kind of a small point, but the fact that the secretary of defense couldn't remember that there was a woman who was piloting one of the B-2s, and referred only to "our boys." What's the need for that kind of gratuitous insult?

But we don't want to lose sight of either of the truths that it is necessary to shut down the Iranian nuclear program and that American leadership is welcome, and the truth that the president exercising this leadership is a dangerous figure. We'll have to be able to keep track of both, and that's complicated. But politics is sometimes complicated. And that's going to be a challenge for me because, like all of us, I get into the flow of discussion. I can get heated. I can overstate things. I can say things one way too much or one way too little the other way.

We are in a situation of conflict. The conflict was necessary. The leadership is unreliable, untrustworthy, and dangerous. And there is now an ever-present and probably growing danger that the leadership of the United States will use this conflict to expand their powers to do illegitimate things in illegitimate ways. And as much as we mistrusted them before, we must mistrust them even more now.

How do you support all of this out? I often cite a parable--or a fairy story--that was written by the American writer James Thurber. And because I don't want to trust my memory as to how exactly James Thurber said it, I printed it out this morning. It's quite short, so I'm going to read it. And I think it's a lesson that applies to a lot of us in our politics. It's the story of a bear who could take it or leave it alone, and here's how it goes. It's just a couple of paragraphs:

In the woods of the Far West there once lived a brown bear who could take it or let it alone. He would go into a bar where they sold mead, a fermented drink made of honey, and he would have just two drinks. Then he would put some money on the bar and say, 'See what the bears in the back room will have,' and he would go home. But finally he took to drinking by himself most of the day. He would reel home at night, kick over the umbrella stand, knock down the bridge lamps, and ram his elbows through the windows. Then he would collapse on the floor and lie there until he went to sleep. His wife was greatly distressed and his children were very frightened.

At length the bear saw the error of his ways and began to reform. In the end he became a famous teetotaler and a persistent temperance lecturer. He would tell everybody that came to his house about the awful effects of drink, and he would boast about how strong and well he had become since he gave up touching the stuff. To demonstrate this, he would stand on his head and on his hands and he would turn cartwheels in the house, kicking over the umbrella stand, knocking down the bridge lamps, and ramming his elbows through the windows. Then he would lie down on the floor, tired by his healthful exercise, and go to sleep. His wife was greatly distressed and his children were very frightened.

Moral: You might as well fall flat on your face as lean over too far backward.

So that's the moral we all face. We don't want to fall flat on our face, and we don't want to lean over too far backwards. We don't want to let our mistrust of Trump--if those of you who are on the Never Trump and conservative side, on the American leadership side, on the belief in free trade and American military power and the leadership of global alliances--you don't want to let your mistrust of Donald Trump lead you to reject this very necessary shutdown of the Iranian nuclear program, a program that was aimed at extinguishing the state of Israel and committing Act II of the attempted genocide of the Jews that Hitler tried in the 1940s.

You don't want to be led there, but neither do you want to be led by your "thank you, President Trump" attitude to overlooking how dangerous the situation now is, how he will abuse wartime powers in a way that will amplify and extend the abuse of the powers that he's been doing, and that he will try to create an atmosphere in this country of hostility to rights and due process and free speech even worse than that which just prevailed in the first half of this year, in the beginning of his presidency. We face two dangers, and we have to confront both. It's not going be too easy. But I'm now going to forget--I don't want to jumble this quote--but as somebody wise once said, it's not an easy duty being an American. It just got a little bit harder after Donald Trump's actions in Iran. So I will now open our dialogue with Tina Brown.

I want to make--I have two other bits of housekeeping to take up. As I said, I'm recording in the conference room of the Royal Hotel in Picton, Ontario. Thank you to the Royal Hotel for their hospitality. The interview was conducted in my usual recording studio at home in Washington, D.C.

I also want to mention two things leftover from last week's podcast with Karim Sadjadpour, when we talked about Iran and Iran's culture. I referenced Karim's book, but I gracelessly omitted to mention his title. For those of you who'd like to understand better what is going on inside Iran, Karim's book is Reading Khamenei, named for the supreme leader of Iran, and it is the most insightful thing I've ever read about the political ideology, the religious beliefs of the supreme leader of Iran. And that may be a useful thing. Take a look at now: Reading Khamenei, by Karim Sadjadpour.

And I also want to correct a mistake I made in last week's podcast, where I referenced chess as a Persian invention. So I'm corrected by those who know this history better than I do, that chess originated in India and then spread westward via Persia to the Arab world and from there on onto Europe, all in the Middle Ages. So it's an Indian invention spread by the Persians, not a Persian invention. And I thank those who corrected me on that.

We are in for some difficult times. I'm hoping you'll find this conversation with Tina Brown a kind of diversion and tonic in these difficult times. There will be more difficult things to talk about on future episodes of The David Frum Show.

But now my dialogue with Tina Brown, recorded before the strikes on Iran by President Trump.

[Music]

Frum: What a pleasure to be joined today by Tina Brown, who has led one of the most storied careers in journalism on both sides of the Atlantic. Her talent was identified early and rapidly as an undergraduate at Oxford. She was given the job of reviving the moribund Tattler magazine and turning it into the prototype of the great glossy magazines we knew and loved in the 1980s and 1990s. From there, she resurrected the defunct title of Vanity Fair and made it into, again, the true American institution it has remained. She hauled The New Yorker into the modern age, adding--this is gonna be a little bit of a shock for those of you who remember the old magazine--she added photographs to The New Yorker, among many other innovations. That, at the time, was regarded as somewhere between blasphemy and heresy, but she survived it and made The New Yorker, brought it into the modern age.

And then she invented Talk magazine, one of the great journalistic innovations of the early 2000s. From there, she created the Daily Beast website, which flourishes, and where I worked for her--a story that I'll tell in a minute. She founded the Women in the World conference series; wrote six books, including the Vanity Fair Diaries, which I reviewed in The Atlantic; and now she is the author and editor of the Fresh Hell Substack with almost 40,000 subscribers, including my wife and my mother-in-law, both of whom swear by it. They swap it back and forth by email.

It is such a great pleasure to welcome you, Tina, and I have to begin by telling a story of the management secrets of Tina Brown. This is a story you have probably forgotten, but I remember vividly how I was hired. And there's a story there that I think goes into the book Management Secrets of Tina Brown that I think the world needs to know.

So I had been running for three years a website called Frum Forum, and it had a lot of impact--one of our contributors went on to be vice president of the United States--but it wasn't very financially stable, and it was becoming more and more at work. And I was reaching that kind of breakdown point. And just at the moment when I said, "I have to change my life," I got an email, an invitation to lunch with the legendary Tina Brown. And at lunch, she offered me a job at Daily Beast / Newsweek, and she said, Name your price. So I went home and thought about this and decided to take the job. It offered an exit from an intolerable situation, and I thought about, sort of, what I thought my service was worth. I added a little premium to what I thought my service was worth, and I called back and said, I'm delighted to accept, and the figure I propose is X. And Tina, you then said, Would you consider Y? Y being $10,000 a year more than X.

Tina Brown: Oh God. (Laughs.)

Frum: I was stunned. I was stunned. I was so floored by this. And I said, Sure. But what I did not understand was that by accepting Y instead of X, what I'd set myself up for was, at that point, anytime Tina Brown called me at 4 in the morning to say I need 2,000 words by 7 in the morning-- (Laughs.)

Brown: (Laughs.) Of course, it was a complete ploy. I had your nuts in a jar, David.

Frum: (Laughs.) But it worked. And I recommended to people that you just top it up a little bit, and then you can ask for anything. And they will do it.

Tina, the question I wanted to ask you was prompted by an essay you wrote in your brilliant newsletter, where you talked about the secret of the plane. And it struck me--and maybe this was always true; maybe we only know about it because of social media--but so many of the leading figures in American business today, the billionaires at the top of so many institutions, seem to be clinically crazy. And you had a theory that explained what was going wrong with them.

Brown: Well, I believe, strongly, that it all starts with the private plane, and it goes from there, okay?

Frum: (Laughs.)

Brown: I mean, you have to have flown on a private plane to understand that and be kind of empathetic to it. I have actually flown on a couple of very wealthy friends' private planes, and once you've experienced that buttery leather, that sinking into that seat, that running to the tarmac, like, No, it's going to wait for you. There's no such thing as not getting your plane. It waits for you. And it takes off when you are good and ready. And then the steward comes around and gives you what he knows you like, and it goes on like this until you land, sleepily, not even wearing a seatbelt half the time. You land at some gorgeous place. Out of it, you step into a sort of beast of a motorcade kind of car and get whisked to the boat or wherever it is that you are going.

These experiences sort of change you for life, and you think, There is no one that I wouldn't bribe, betray, sleep with to be freed from the armpit of mass transit. I mean, this is the thing. So once they've experienced this, they can never go back. And it gets more and more important to them. I mean, their families all want to be on it. They want to take their friends to the guest villas on it. It sort of starts to dominate the life.

So this, of course, makes corporate executives, for a start--that is always a major part of the negotiation in their raises. So whatever bonus they get, the major thing they have to have is, And I also get to have the private plane, not just a couple of times a year to go to a conference but whenever I want this private plane, with whoever I want on this private plane, and also that I can use it during my vacations. And it goes on and on and on. So finally, this private plane is dominating everything.

A major [mergers and acquisitions] negotiator said to me that one of the things that happens in mergers is the thing that will allow--you know, there's two CEOs. One of them has to go. It's easy to get rid of the one who wants to go if you allow them to deal with, quote, "the social issues," it's known as. And the social issues is: You get the plane whenever you like. You can step down. You won't be CEO, but you get use of the plane. So that, I think, is one of the beginnings of it all.

And then of course, with presidents--ex-presidents--the first thing they have to think about is, when you had Air Force One, I mean, that's the ultimate private plane. So they start thinking about six months before they go, Who's gonna fly me private? I mean, and actually, I would argue that the people who made the cut on Obama's, you know, ill-fated 60th birthday party, when he suddenly found he had to cut the list, it's worth looking at that list and seeing how many of them could provide the Obamas with wheels--wings, rather--because that has become a major factor in the Obamas' life. Obama won't even kind of cross the road without a private plane at this point. It just takes over.

Frum: I'm not going to use names, because it seems invidious. Also, there's some litigation risk. But we have seen this, if you follow social-media platforms, happening in real time, where people start off being the usual kind of CEO with CEO attitudes, the usual kind of rich man with rich man attitudes. And then--maybe it was COVID, maybe something like that--between 2020 and 2025, a lot of people who didn't seem especially crazy before have descended into paranoid madness.

And one of the things I was really struck by--you had this moving recent review, evocation, of your friend Barry Diller's book, and he seems to have been immune to this disease. We can name him as one of the people who's, like, on the other side of this. There's something about him that he seemed to remain levelheaded and morally centered at a time when so many people in his class and category have gone off the rails. Is there some secret there we can learn about why billionaires go crazy?

Brown: Well, I mean, I think in Barry's case, first of all, he has a very strong, sort of ironic sense of humor. Secondly, I think he's always felt something of an outsider, because as we know, as he's now revealed to the world--everyone knew before, but now he's revealed it personally--that he was gay. And that was not something he'd come out about but kind of changed, I think, his outlook a bit to the world, and the sense that he always felt a little bit on the outside, so that he never quite became as complacent as people do when they're superrich. And I think, thirdly, because he's always done the work. He loves the work itself.

I think that most of these kind of high-flying billionaires, as soon as they can kind of extricate themselves from the actual work--the sort of nitty-gritty, grungy process of making a buck, as it were--and that's when they really start to lose it. Barry's always liked the actual work of making films, making deals. He actually likes the work. I think it keeps him grounded. That is my theory. I think, obviously, we saw someone like a Warren Buffet. He never lost his sense of sanity.

I think what's really made them all crazy recently is the numbers, the size of these digital fortunes. There was a huge amount of, I think, wealth envy. Always--there's always been wealth envy. I think, actually, journalists are particularly afflicted by wealth envy because they spend so much time in the company of and reporting on people with so much more money than they have. Now, of course, journalists are now basically walking around with tin cups, seeing if they can get a few bucks here and there, so they feel, particularly, rage at how much better off everybody is.

But I think with, say, bankers, for instance--they always had, you know, massive amounts of money. Earlier in the century, there were people with $1 billion and people with $40-million-a-year bonuses and so on. But these digital fortunes, of the likes of Musk and Bezos and Zuckerberg and all of them, are in such a different level. They make everybody feel impoverished. So now they're all completely obsessed. I mean, $1 billion is no longer a sort of an attainment. It's got to be double-digit billions to feel that you are remotely in that class with those people.

Frum: Well, I have a thought to cheer up the journalists, because one of the things we have learned from this age of social media is: When people have tired, wearied of the work that Barry Diller is doing--when they've made unimaginable amounts of money; when they are truly permanently, generationally rich; when they're so rich that their great-grandchildren will be still among the richest people in America--when they get there and can do anything, what do they want to do? They want a shitpost on Twitter. (Laughs.) That's what they want to do. And if you're a journalist, wait a minute--this angry billionaire who has 175,000 followers, he looks at your 525,000 followers and says, That guy, he's the problem.

And it was all symbolized by Elon Musk's blue-check-mark revolution, that he destroyed Twitter because he was so mad that people who were correspondents for The New York Times or Washington Post had blue check marks, and his billionaire friends who were check-posting away to their 12,000 neo-Nazi followers didn't have blue check marks, and he wrecked Twitter, wasted $40-plus billion all to make a revolution of the blue check marks.

Brown: Yeah. I think they're also obsessed with profile too. I mean, people always want what they haven't got, so it's not enough just to be an obscure billionaire, you know? You also want to have a podcast that someone listens to. I mean, they put out their own YouTube interview things and, like, their Christmas-card list listens to it, if you know what I mean. I mean, it's nothing; nobody listens.

And that is, for them, I think, a very galling thing. Of course, it's even more so when they think about going into politics, because, as we saw with Mike Bloomberg--bam! If you are a billionaire who goes into politics, all of a sudden, you are grounded with a total sort of jolt because people are finally telling you what they think about you, right? I mean, nobody ever tells you what you think about them if they're really, really rich.

I did actually ask a billionaire friend of mine--who I like very much, who's actually very smart, very sort of low-key, whatever--I just said to him, How did money change you? Because I'm rather obsessed with this moment. Like, what is the pivot moment when they lose it, when a person who is a very hardworking, driven guy turns into this other creature. And I said to him, What was the tip? What was the thing that really changed--money changed for you? And he said, It wasn't that money changed me. It changed them. He said, It changed the way people responded to me, and that was the difference. It's like, Now everyone I meet wants something from me, and I know that the conversation is really concealing what they really want from me, which is something, which is not just my conversation, my company, my whatever. It's, I really want you to give me money for my charity, my this, my that; get me a job. So I think that makes them feel extremely insecure, and that makes them only want to mix with one another too.

Frum: Yeah, so you have this phenomena where, Yeah, I've worked hard; I've done these things. I mean, it's nice if they have real achievements delivering real goods and services. This is where Jeff Bezos is a kind of different cat from some of the others. I mean, the world really is a better place because of Jeff Bezos. I'm not sure the world is a better place because of Mark Zuckerberg, and I'm pretty sure that the world is a--

Brown: Oh, my God, no.

Frum: And I'm pretty sure the world is a worst place because of all the crypto billionaires.

Brown: Yeah, without doubt.

Frum: So there are actual social negatives, unlike Bezos. Unlike people like the people who built iron and steel. But then they arrive at the point where they say, I've got some thoughts about Ukraine. I've got some thoughts about the origin of the COVID virus. I've got some thoughts about how universities should be run. And most people listen, and they think, You're full of shit. You don't know anything.

Brown: Yes, but they don't tell them that. They don't tell them that.

Frum: Your thoughts are worthless. You got a C in grade 10 chemistry; don't tell us where the COVID vaccine virus came from. You can't possibly--even if you're right, it's just a lucky guess. You have no thoughts worth hearing on Ukraine. Your thoughts are negatively worth hearing. And they get angry: Why don't people listen to me, and what's the point of all this money if I can't get people to listen attentively and respectfully to my stupid views?

Brown: But you know what? The only other thing that just really makes me nuts, actually, is if I just feel that these billionaires have no respect, essentially, for what we do, for instance. They have no respect for it, and in the same way that Trump has absolutely no respect for what people do in these agencies or in these--it's like they just have no respect for it. They have respect for someone who may be an absolute sort of fool but who has $150 million, which he then makes into $1 billion, but they have no respect for someone who understands science or health or who writes great sentences or whatever. Journalists are really at the--and writers--are at the bottom of the pyramid in terms of having any respect from the digital fortunes in Silicon Valley, as far as I can see.

Frum: I don't care whether they respect me or not. I don't care what their opinions are--my feelings are hard to hurt. But what happens with a lot of these people--Trump is an example of this--is you've got the world's leading expert on gravity in front of you, and maybe he's not a billionaire, so you don't respect him, and you lift a bowling ball over your head and say, I'm about to drop this bowling ball, and watch it float over my head.

Brown: (Laughs.)

Frum: And the world's leading expert on gravity says, That's not what's going to happen. Release that bowling ball. It is going to fall on your head and inflict brain damage.

Nonsense, you don't have a billion dollars. Your opinion is not worth hearing. Watch me hoist this bowling ball. And that is what Trump has been doing on tariffs. That's what his henchmen have been doing on vaccines. I mean, this administration, one of the enduring consequences of the Trump administration is they have paused research on Alzheimer's and Parkinson's at a time when we're about to make huge breakthroughs, I'm told by people who do know what they're talking about. Huge breakthroughs in these areas.

And look--from the point of view of 80 years from now, no one 80 years from now will care whether the cure comes in 2030 or 2040. But if you're one of the people who is fated to develop the condition between 2030 and 2040, it's going to matter a lot to you that Trump shoved off the discovery of the cure by eight years or a decade.

Brown: Well, I think it might actually be affecting us in 80 years, only because you lose a whole generation of talent. I know that scientists, particularly, are feeling this, that these people who've now just been scattered to the winds, you don't just get them back. You don't just blow a whistle and say, Okay, Trump era is over. Come back. Reassemble. To sort of really crater these institutions, it's really hard to rebuild them.

I mean, any of us have seen that with anything, even in the entertainment industry. If you completely trash HBO, you know what I mean? It's like, that was a crown jewel of television, and to reassemble this amazing cadre of people that was, like, one person at a time, one person at a time. This person who was a foil to this person, this person who really balanced that person. It's a very delicate calibration when you build a talent empire, as it were, and I think it's very hard to bring it back.

Frum: You may get back the person at the peak of his or her career who's migrated to the University of British Columbia or gone to France.

Brown: Right.

Frum: You may be able to summon them back, but the person who is today 23 or 24, just finishing a star undergraduate in biology and is deciding where should they apply their talent? Should they apply them to pure research, or should they go and work, make a better antihistamine for a big pharmaceutical company? Not that making a better antihistamine is not a valid way to spend your life, and it certainly pays more. But the purpose of government funding was to say, In addition to antihistamines, we also need cures for Parkinson's and Alzheimer's, and here's a very satisfying, maybe not as lucrative, but very satisfying and fulfilling career with enormous recognition at the peak, should you succeed. And those people will make different choices.

I want ask you--slightly different topic. You were there in the days when--I remember this from the Vanity Fair Diaries--when Donald Trump was fun, speaking of people who have changed. And Danielle and I had--my wife, Danielle, and I had--a brief experience. She sat beside him at a dinner in 2006, just before The Apprentice, and described him as a lot of fun. I mean, kind of a creep and a jerk, but a lot of fun. Where did we lose that? What did we do to forfeit fun Donald Trump?

Brown: Well, I mean, look--he was this big brash, kind of, like, caricature New Yorker. Gold towers, big. I mean, first time I met him was at a lunch that his wife, Ivana at the time, had given. It was some kind of her seasonal holiday lunch. And I was next to Trump. We had a person in between each other--like, he had a boring partner for lunch, and I had a boring partner--so we ended up sort of talking across at each other. And he was going like, Oh, you know, I went to the opera. You know, Ivana dragged me to the opera last night. I mean, never again. Pavarotti, who cares? You know, It was five hours. And he made me laugh. It was funny. He was saying the things--which he's always been good at--that people think but don't say, right? Trashing the opening of the Met with Pavarotti, some might not want to do that in that circle of people, but he didn't care, and he was sort of shouting across the table. So he was entertaining.

But things began to change, I think, with him, first of all, the first time the finances started to go south, when he had his first bankruptcy. I mean, our coverage, which, until then, had been of this funny, glitzy--like one of those magazine pieces about the life and times of Donald Trump, with the gold interior decoration, and the parties and all the rest. And we assigned Marie Brenner to go do a piece about him at that moment of bankruptcy, and she wrote a very tough piece, and she actually had the wonderful detail that keeps getting brought out even now, which is that he had a copy of Hitler's speeches. And he hated the piece--absolutely hated it. And we were all at this dinner at Tavern on the Green, and she was sitting there in an evening dress, and as he passed by behind her, she felt something cold happening. And she turned around, and Donald Trump had emptied a glass of wine down her back.

Okay, so that was a moment when you saw how incredibly, outrageously vindictive he could be when crossed, and he gave her this terrible look. I do actually think that the real darkness set in--and people have said it before--but I was there that evening, and I saw I saw it when Obama roasted him at the famous White House correspondents' dinner just before he really decided to run. I was sitting behind Trump that evening, behind his table, and I saw his neck go from pale salmon to sort of flaming magenta in his absolute fury. And I think that what really angered him was not just this elite cool, effing--you know, Obama, like, bringing him down--but just this room full of what, as he saw it, the liberal media, all laughing. All laughing at him, you know? And with Obama.

And I think he went back to his hotel, and I think he just pounded the pillows and he went, I mean, bananas, I'm sure, that night. Because he has such a wound in him, from God knows what--hideous potty training and parental abuse. But there's a real wound in Trump when it comes to humiliation. I mean, he is so fragile when it comes to that sense of being humiliated, which perhaps came from school. I mean, he went off to that military school, and maybe he was constantly bullied. Who knows? I don't think we've really got to the bottom of, as it were, the real rosebud of Trump's huge vulnerability to any kind of criticism and how he goes into a crouch position if he sees anything coming at him that he views as disrespect.

And I think that's sort of really when he went really seriously dark, and he's got darker and darker because he essentially then needed to find his tribe once and for all. And that tribe was people who felt like him, who felt humiliated. And that was obviously the MAGA genesis. Those people who had been humiliated, they felt, by the elite who were constantly condescending to them. I think they're not wrong. And once he'd found his tribe, I think that he saw the actual political opening to exploit that tribe, as he has gone on to do ever since.

Frum: Well, the world changed around him. I mean, Donald Trump has been running for president since 1987.

Brown: Yeah.

Frum: He seriously explored running in 1988. He took out those big ads in all the newspapers about how we were being ripped off by foreigners. He thought very hard about it in the year 2000. In 2011, people forget this, but he was going into the 2012 cycle for a brief moment--not such a brief moment, a few weeks--the front-runner ahead of Mitt Romney, the man who eventually prevailed. And I think it was in that cycle that he went with the birther lie, and that's what provoked Obama's derision. But it wasn't that he hadn't been thinking about it to that point.

Brown: Right.

Frum: He didn't think about it very hard.

Brown: No. He had.

Frum: Then he decided against the 2012 cycle. He didn't decide it against facing an incumbent, and then entered in 2015. And the world was ready for him. Again, what we forget about that 2015 cycle--he declares in, I think, June of 2015. By mid-July, he's in first place--July of 2015. And although all the wise people, including me, said, This can't last. This is too crazy. He's too absurd, he stayed in first place through the whole race, except for one brief period in the late fall of 2015, when Ben Carson was briefly in first place (was also not a very plausible choice either). But there was no point in the 2015-2016 cycle when the leadership of the party was not in the hands of someone who, a generation ago, had been regarded as laughably unfit to lead a party into a presidential election.

Brown: Absolutely. But I think some of that, as well, is the complete switch into the entertainment culture that America now is, right? Of which he played a big role, in a sense, with The Apprentice. But I think in those years, America became more and more addicted, if you like, to the reality shows--the Kardashians, all of this kind of celebration of glitz that he represented.

You know, I remember when his first kind of Republican convention, when we'd had Hillary Clinton: amazing, every star in the world. It was an incredibly sort of glamorous [Democratic] convention. And his kind of convention was such a--he couldn't even get any big stars to perform, and so on, and it looked like it was this kind of hokey, pathetic, Republican convention. But the Trump plane lands, and streaming across the tarmac is the Trump family with him. And there they all are with their long, blonde hair and him with his red tie and their plane saying Trump.

And I just thought, Oh my God. He's going win, because in a sense, they were like what everybody wanted to be in that moment. I mean, Hillary Clinton's fans sort of thought that every woman wanted to be essentially like a Hillary Clinton, you know, hardworking. No, a lot of women want to sit by the pool in dark glasses, like Melania. I think more women want to be like Melania than they probably did want to be like Hillary Clinton. That's what they're looking to be. I mean, if you're lucky, you get that money, and you have that plane, and you have a husband who's got big shoulders and a red tie.

And the whole thing was just such a kind of fantastic sort of stereotype of a certain kind of aspiration. And it was very powerful to see actually.

Frum: It's like a nightmare version of a kind of star power. Like, to many, it's repelling. You were the great student of American star power, and you've written very vividly about what it felt like when even pre-presidential Bill Clinton entered a room, that you suddenly knew that someone was in the room. Do you, as you look around the world today, see in the realm of politics, people in the nonincumbent sphere who have that kind of light-up-the-room star power.

Brown: I mean, the only one I think who's got any real charisma actually is a woman. And that's Yulia Navalnaya, the widow of Alexei Navalny.

Frum: She's constitutionally ineligible, unfortunately.

Brown: Well, unfortunately she is, but oh my God. I interviewed her in London, in May, and I really didn't feel I'd met anybody that charismatic since Princess Diana. I mean, she's like this column of alabaster, with this fire-and-ice kind of feel, that she's both warm and absolutely sort of sensual in one level and yet also fiercely steely in others, and dressed in this incredible pale, sort of dark blue designer suit. She's 5'11". I mean, my God, she's absolutely extraordinary. But no, the idea that she will become president of Russia is very, very remote.

In terms of the others, as it were, I haven't seen anyone. I was quite a fan of Macron, but ever since his wife slugged him in the face, his kind of charisma has diminished, as far as I'm concerned. (Laughs.)

We haven't really seen any star power. I guess Justin Trudeau at a certain point did have it, but now, again, he just feels like, so yesterday's man. He couldn't maintain it.

Frum: In this country, anyone that you see that makes your Spidey sense tingle?

Brown: I mean, I haven't seen it really. Actually, I was watching the rather good, actually, CNN documentary about the hunt for Osama bin Laden. And I was looking at it and thinking, Oh, Admiral McRaven, why did you never run for office? He is somebody who--he is now a little too old, I think, but talk about charisma. I mean, the guy--and you see him in his white dress suit, and he's got this baritone voice, but he's got this incredible, steady, noble, masculine, but not horrible macho, which is quite different from masculine attributes. So I'd love to see somebody like him. But I don't see that, unless there's a sort of Admiral McRaven sort of brewing in some place that we don't really know.

I think Wes Moore is very charismatic, but I fear maybe too lightweight. It's not enough to have just the magnetism. However, if I had to choose magnetism over, Oh, he's brilliant behind closed doors, but unfortunately, he is not great, forget about it, as far as I'm concerned, because this is an entertainment culture. So if you can't get up there and get that room magnetized, just don't even consider it. Like, go to work at the Brookings. Just get out of my face, is what I feel.

Frum: Well, there's also the problem, as we've learned from the Biden experience, when people say of someone, Oh, he's brilliant behind closed doors, two things may be true: One is he's genuinely brilliant behind closed doors and it doesn't show in public, and the other is he's surrounded by people who lie about him.

Brown: (Laughs.) Well, that's completely, absolutely true. But think about it. I mean, they always--they said it about so many people, though. Like, it's funny about Mitt Romney: When you get him off stage, they'll say. Or Al Gore, He was so different. He wasn't stiff at all off stage. You know what, it is too bad. I mean, what we're all looking at is you on stage, pal. And if you don't have it, don't run.

Frum: Well, we all watched the Mitt Romney documentary and saw how winning and charming he indeed could be in private. But there's a problem, which is: We have this bias that the private self is the true self, and the public self is a construction. But if you're seeking a public career, your public self is a true self. So, you know, it may be that some of these people around Trump are inwardly conscientious, decent people, which is lovely for their families and loved ones and those who rely on them personally. But if in your public role, if you behaved in an unethical way, if you lie in public, then from a public perspective, that's who you are, not the person in private. That's just a matter of interest to your intimates.

Brown: Yeah, I think that's so true. But I mean, I also do think, though, the performative stuff, you've really got to now be very good at it, indeed. I mean, better than you ever--I mean, obviously, we've known ever since the sort of JFK-Nixon debate how important it is to be able to be good on television. But now you've got to be good in every way. You've got to be good at all of it. You have to have that sort of wit that can really genuinely write your own tweets, as it were, because that's the voice that people believe in. It's not going to feel true if it's being written by some sort of campaign aide. You have to be able to do it.

I mean, actually, to go back to Alexei Navalny again. Talk about a charismatic leader. He had these incredible performative skills, and he was able to use social media, deployed video. He was a multi-platform, gifted user of the media, essentially. And that's what I'm sort of looking for. It's almost like I feel we could teach him about geopolitics. You can have an adviser on the side who tells you that, but you've got to be able to sell it to somebody.

Frum: Well, also, one more thing: He was a genuine hero. And that is something you can't synthesize, right? Maybe you can teach someone to be charismatic, but you can't teach someone to be brave and to be great.

I'm going to end, actually, with--that reminds me of something I want to say about the Tina Brown school of management at the end, which is: I remember one of your sayings about training journalists, and you said, I can teach you to write a lede. I can teach you to write an ending. I can teach you how to edit, but I can't teach you to see.

Brown: Right.

Frum: And I have thought--I have thought about the sentence a thousand times. I'm sure it's more than that. And whenever I see young journalists and I'm trying to give them advice, I quote that and just say, You either see things or you don't see things, and if you don't see them, you're never going to learn.

Brown: Right.

Frum: And look--accounting is a stable, well-regarded-for, respected profession. You don't have to do what we do, because not only is there no money, but there's, in fact, no glamor. (Laughs.)

Frum: Tina, thank you so much. It has been one of the joys and honors of my life to know you.

Brown: Thank you. Such fun.

Frum: Thanks for joining the program.

Brown: Loved catching up with you. Thank you, David.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Tina Brown for joining me today--recorded, as I said, before the strikes on Iran by President Trump. If you appreciated this conversation, I hope you will consider supporting our work by subscribing to The Atlantic, which is the best way to support my work and that of my colleagues at The Atlantic and America's most important magazine, more important than ever. I hope you will consider joining us there.

Thank you to my friends at the Royal Hotel in Picton, Ontario, for allowing me the hospitality of their board room here. And thanks to all of you. I hope you will like the podcast, subscribe to it, share it in any way you can.

And one more personal note: You may have noticed that here in Picton, as in the studio in Washington, over my shoulder, there are always flowers. Those are thanks to my wife, Danielle. Danielle Crittenden Frum, who grows them, cuts them, and arranges them. She's done that again for me today, and I'm so grateful to her for that, as I am to you for joining this and, I hope, future episodes of The David Frum Show, brought to you by The Atlantic.

[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.

I also, before we sign off, have to make a correction, an error I made in the last podcast. I referred to Secretary of Defense Esper, who served in the first Trump term--, I referred to him by, gave him his first name as Michael. It is in fact, Mark, and I regret that mistake and I correct it here.

And thanks, thanks to all who brought it to my attention.

That's it for The David Frum Show this week. Please join us again next week for another episode of The David Frum Show.
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A Military-Ethics Professor Resigns in Protest

Over the course of several months, Pauline Shanks Kaurin concluded that she no longer had the academic freedom necessary for doing her job.

by Tom Nichols




Seven years ago, Pauline Shanks Kaurin left a good job as a tenured professor at a university, uprooted her family, and moved across the country to teach military ethics at the Naval War College, in Newport, Rhode Island. She did so, she told me, not only to help educate American military officers, but with a promise from the institution that she would have "the academic freedom to do my job." But now she's leaving her position and the institution because orders from President Donald Trump and Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth, she said, have made staying both morally and practically untenable. Remaining on the faculty, she believes, would mean implicitly lending her approval to policies she cannot support. And she said that the kind of teaching and research the Navy once hired her to do will now be impossible.

The Naval War College is one of many institutions--along with the Army War College, the Air War College, and others--that provide graduate-level instruction in national-security issues and award master's degrees to the men and women of the U.S. armed forces. The Naval War College is also home to a widely respected civilian academic post, the James B. Stockdale Chair in Professional Military Ethics, named for the famous admiral and American prisoner of war in Vietnam. Pauline has held the Stockdale Chair since 2018. (I taught for many years at the Naval War College, where I knew Pauline as a colleague.) Her last day will be at the end of this month.

In January, Trump issued an executive order, Restoring America's Fighting Force, that prohibits the Department of Defense and the entire armed forces from "promoting, advancing, or otherwise inculcating the following un-American, divisive, discriminatory, radical, extremist, and irrational theories," such as "gender ideology," "race or sex stereotyping," and, of course, anything to do with DEI. Given the potential breadth of the order, the military quickly engaged in a panicky slash-and-burn approach rather than risk running afoul of the new ideological line. The U.S. Military Academy at West Point, in New York, for example, disbanded several clubs, including the local chapter of the National Society of Black Engineers. Other military installations, apparently anticipating a wider crackdown on anything to do with race or gender, removed important pages of American history about women and minorities from their websites.

All of this was done by bureaucrats and administrators as they tried to comply with Trump's vague order, banning and erasing anything that the president and Hegseth might construe as even remotely related to DEI or other banned concepts. Some Defense Department workers "deemed to be affiliated with DEI programs or activities" were warned that Trump's orders "required" their jobs to be eliminated. Many professors at military institutions began to see signs that they might soon be prohibited from researching and publishing in their fields of study.

Phillip Atiba Solomon: Am I still allowed to tell the truth in my class?

At first, Pauline was cautious. She knew that her work in the field of military ethics could be controversial--particularly on the issues of oaths and obedience. In the military, where discipline and the chain of command rule daily life, investigating the meaning of oath-taking and obedience is a necessary but touchy exercise. The military is sworn to obey all legal orders, but when that obedience becomes absolute, the results can be ghastly: Pauline wrote her doctoral dissertation at Temple University on oaths, obedience, and the 1969 My Lai massacre in Vietnam, in which a young U.S. officer and his men believed that their orders allowed them to slay hundreds of unarmed civilians. For more than 20 years, she taught these matters in the philosophy department at Pacific Lutheran University, and once at Newport, she wrote a book on the contrasting notions of obedience in military and civilian life.

When the Trump order came down, Pauline told me that Naval War College administrators gave her "vague assurances" that the college would not interfere with ongoing work by her or other faculty, or with academic freedom in general. But one day, shortly after the executive order in January, she was walking through the main lobby, which proudly features display cases with books by the faculty, and she noticed that a volume on LGBTQ issues in the military had vanished. The disappearance of that book led Pauline to seek more clarity from the college's administration about nonpartisanship, and especially about academic freedom.

Academic freedom is an often-misunderstood term. Many people outside academia encounter the idea only when some professor abuses the concept as a license to be an offensive jerk. (A famous case many years ago involved a Colorado professor who compared the victims of 9/11 to Nazis who deserved what they got.) Like tenure, however, academic freedom serves crucial educational purposes, protecting controversial research and encouraging the free exchange of even the most unpopular ideas without fear of political pressure or interference. It is essential to any serious educational institution, and necessary to a healthy democracy.

Conor Friedersdorf: In defense of academic freedom

Professors who teach for the military, as I did for many years, do have to abide by some restrictions not found in civilian schools. They have a duty, as sworn federal employees, to protect classified information. They may not use academic freedom to disrupt government operations. (Leading a protest that would prevent other government workers from getting to their duty stations might be one example.) And, of course, they must refrain from violating the Hatch Act: They cannot use government time or resources to engage in partisan political activity. But they otherwise have--or are supposed to have--the same freedoms as their colleagues in civilian institutions.

Soon, however, jumpy military bureaucrats started tossing books and backing out of conferences. Pauline became more concerned. Newport's senior administrators began to send informal signals that included, as she put it, the warning that "academic freedom as many of us understood it was not a thing anymore." Based on those messages, Pauline came to believe that her and other faculty members' freedom to comment publicly on national issues and choose research topics without institutional interference was soon to be restricted.

During an all-hands meeting with senior college leaders in February, Pauline said that she and other Naval War College faculty were told that the college would comply with Hegseth's directives and that, in Pauline's words, "if we were thinking we had academic freedom in our scholarship and in the classroom, we were mistaken." (Other faculty present at the meeting confirmed to me that they interpreted the message from the college's leadership the same way; one of them later told me that the implication was that the Defense Department could now rule any subject out of bounds for classroom discussion or scholarly research at will.) Pauline said there were audible gasps in the room, and such visible anger that it seemed to her that even the administrators hosting the meeting were taken aback. "I've been in academia for 31 years," she told me, and that gathering "was the most horrifying meeting I've ever been a part of."

I contacted the college's provost, Stephen Mariano, who told me in an email that these issues were "nuanced" but that the college had not changed its policies on academic freedom. (He also denied any changes relating to tenure, a practice predicated on academic freedom.) At the same time, he added, the college is "complying with all directives issued by the President and Department of Defense and following Department of the Navy policy." This language leaves Pauline and other civilian faculty at America's military schools facing a paradox: They are told that academic freedom still exists, but that their institutions are following directives from Hegseth that, at least on their face, seem aimed at ending academic freedom.

In March, Pauline again sought clarity from college leaders. They were clearly anxious to appear compliant with the new political line. ("We don't want to end up on Fox News," she said one administrator told her.) She was told her work was valued, but she didn't believe it. "Talk is cheap," she said. "Actions matter." She said she asked the provost point-blank: What if a faculty member has a book or an article coming out on some controversial topic? His answer, according to her: Hypothetically, they might consider pulling the work from publication. (Mariano denies saying this and told me that there is no change in college policy on faculty publication.)

Every government employee knows the bureaucratic importance of putting things on paper. Pauline's current project is about the concept of honor, which necessarily involves questions regarding masculinity and gender--issues that could turn the DOD's new McCarthyites toward her and her work. So she now proposed that she and the college administration work up a new contract, laying out more clearly--in writing--what the limits on her work and academic freedom would look like.

She might as well have asked for a pony. Administrators, she said, told her that they hoped she wouldn't resign, but that no one was going to put anything in writing. "The upshot," according to her, was a message from the administration that boiled down to: We hope you can just suck it up and not need your integrity for your final year as the ethics chair.

After that, she told me, her choices were clear. "As they say in the military: Salute and execute--or resign." Until then, she had "hoped maybe people would still come to their senses." The promises of seven years ago were gone; the institution now apparently expected her and other faculty to self-censor in the classroom and preemptively bowdlerize their own research. "I don't do DEI work," she said, "but I do moral philosophy, and now I can't do it. I'd have to take out discussions of race and gender and not do philosophy as I think it should be done." In April, she submitted a formal letter of resignation.

Initially, she had no interest in saying anything publicly. Pauline is a native Montanan and single mom of two, and by nature not the type of person to engage in public food fights. (She used to joke with me when we were colleagues that I was the college's resident lightning rod, and she had no interest in taking over that job.) She's a philosopher who admires quiet stoicism, and she was resolved to employ it in her final months.

But she also thought about what she owed her chair's namesake. "Stockdale thought philosophy was important for officers. The Stockdale course was created so that officers would wrestle with moral obligations. He was a personal model of integrity." Even so, she did not try to invoke him as a patron saint when she decided to resign. "I'm not saying he would agree with the choice that I made," she told me. "But his model of moral integrity is part of the chair."

She kept her resignation private until early May, when a professor at the U.S. Military Academy at West Point, Graham Parsons--another scholar who teaches ethics in a military school, and a friend of Pauline's--likewise decided to resign in protest and said that he would leave West Point after 13 years. Hegseth's changes "prevent me from doing my job responsibly," he wrote in The New York Times. "I am ashamed to be associated with the academy in its current form." Hegseth responded on X, sounding more like a smug internet troll than a concerned superior: "You will not be missed Professor Parsons." The episode changed Pauline's mind. She felt she owed her friends and colleagues whatever public support and solidarity she could offer them.

Nor are she and Parsons alone. Tom McCarthy, a professor at the U.S. Naval Academy, in Annapolis, Maryland, recently resigned as chair of the history department rather than remove a paper from an upcoming symposium. And last month, a senior scholar at the Army War College, in Pennsylvania, Carrie Lee, also handed in her resignation, a decision she announced to her friends and followers on Bluesky.

Jason Dempsey: Hegseth has all the wrong enemies

Lee told me in an email that she'd been thinking of leaving after Trump was elected, because it was apparent to her that the Trump administration was "going to try and politicize the military and use military assets/personnel to suppress democratic rights," and that academic freedom in military schools was soon to "become untenable." Like Pauline, Lee felt like she was at a dead end: "To speak from within the institution itself will also do more harm than good. So to dissent, I have little choice but to leave," she said in a farewell letter to her colleagues in April.

I asked Pauline what she thinks might have happened if she had decided to stay and just tough it out from the inside. She "absolutely" thinks she'd have been fired at some point, and she didn't want such a firing "to be part of the legacy of the Stockdale Chair." But then I asked her if by resigning, she was giving people in the Trump administration, such as Office of Management and Budget Director Russell Vought--who once said that his goal was to make federal workers feel "trauma" to the point where they will quit their jobs--exactly what they want: Americans leaving federal service.

She didn't care. "When you make a moral decision, there are always costs." She dismissed what people like Vought want or think. "I'm not accountable to him. I'm accountable to the Lord, to my father, to my legacy, to my children, to my profession, to members of the military-ethics community. So I decided that I needed to resign. Not that it would change anyone's mind, but to say: This is not okay. That is my message."

At the end of our discussion, I asked an uncomfortable question I'd been avoiding. Pauline, I know, is only in her mid-50s, in mid-career, and too young simply to retire. She has raised two sons who will soon enter young adulthood. I asked her if she was worried about her future.

"Sure," she said. "But at the end of the day, as we say in Montana, sometimes you just have to saddle up and ride scared."
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The Worst Sandwich Is Back

Wraps are popular again. So is a certain kind of physique.

by Ellen Cushing




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


Updated at 6:41 p.m. ET on June 25, 2025


Wraps are awful. At best, they ruin perfectly serviceable fillings by bundling them up in a gummy, cold tortilla. At worst, they do this with less-than-serviceable fillings. They're like a salad, but less refreshing, or like a sandwich, but less filling--a worst-of-all-worlds Frankenstein's monster, an indistinguishable food slurry wrapped in edible cardboard, like the world's rudest present. They're desperation food--"the stuff," Lesley Suter wrote a few years ago in the food publication Eater, "of refrigerated airport deli cases, conference center lunch trays, and the dark side of a Subway menu." Every single part of them is the wrong texture.

And yet: This month, McDonald's announced that it would be bringing back its chicken Snack Wrap, after nearly 19,000 people signed a Change.org petition arguing that it was "easily the best thing" on the chain's menu. The announcement came a day after Popeyes introduced three new chicken wraps. TikTok is now filled with wrap-recipe cook-alongs and clips of attractive young people hunting for the best chicken-Caesar wrap in their given city.

Read: The golden age of the fried-chicken sandwich

If you are over 40, this might sound a bit familiar. Wraps were one of the biggest eating fads of the 1990s, after a group of enterprising friends decided to put Peking duck inside a tortilla and see if San Franciscans would buy it. They would, and they did, and then so did the rest of the country. Soon enough, the nation's leading newspapers were running careful, anthropological explainers about wraps, as though a sandwich were a newly discovered animal species. (The Washington Post, 1996: "They're called wraps--big, fat, tortilla-wrapped bundles similar to burritos but with a wild choice of international fillings." The Post again, six months later: "It looks like a giant egg roll.") Tavern on the Green, which had at that point been selling down-the-middle American classics in New York City's Central Park for two generations, introduced a pork-and-potato wrap. Around the country, as The New York Times wrote in 1998, "tiny stores selling wraps sprang up like weeds."

Wraps, like garbage cans, can hold anything; for this reason, they aligned perfectly with the '90s fascination with so-called fusion food, which combines dishes from different culinary traditions. But more important, they were a vessel for the era's body anxieties. Extreme thinness was trending; Dr. Robert Atkins had recently reissued his diet guide, one of the best-selling books in history. Wraps were--in marketing, if not always in reality--lower-calorie and lower-carb than normal sandwiches, all that pillowy, delicious bread having been replaced with a utilitarian tortilla forgery that tasted and looked virtuous, especially when it was flecked with spinach or tomato. If traditional sandwiches were greasy and chaotic, the province of children and cartoon slobs, wraps were tidy and sensible, the province of working women with slim hips and pin-straight hair. They were fuel more than food, practicality more than pleasure. The fact that they didn't taste good was maybe even part of the point. A couple of weeks ago, I was talking with a woman about this story at a party, and she mentioned that she used to eat a lot of wraps. I was incredulous--until she explained, breezily, that she had had an eating disorder for many years.

Read: How snacks took over American life

Trends are pendulums. Wraps and extreme thinness eventually became less fashionable, but not because they were a terrible waste of time and imagination--they became less fashionable simply because new orthodoxy about how to eat and how to look replaced them. Bowls became the dominant healthy-ish working lunch, and a curvier silhouette--less ruler, more Jessica Rabbit; less Kate Moss, more Kim Kardashian--became the aspirational female body type. Third-wave feminism and its attendant media turned dieting (or at least talking about it) into something archaic and deeply uncool. But America's golden age of body positivity had its limitations: People were still expected to fall within a narrow band of acceptable sizes and shapes, and they were expected to have a particular body by accident, without effort or deprivation or shame or depressing sandwiches. For a while, the feminine ideal was a beautiful woman with a tiny waist, a giant butt, and a hamburger in hand, meat juice spilling down her forearm.

But recently, the mood has shifted again. Hip bones are jutting out once more from above low-rise jeans. The Kardashian sisters have been talking about their "weight-loss journeys." Estimates suggest that up to one in eight American adults have taken Ozempic or similar drugs since they were introduced. In the extreme, influencers are building social-media empires by bullying women into cutting calories and exercising for hours a day. Everywhere I look, the aesthetic values of the '90s have returned, even if the vocabulary has changed: Low-carb has been replaced with high-protein; dieting has been replaced with wellness; starvation has been replaced with fasting. Diet culture is being revived, repackaged, and resold for a new era, and so are the foods that fed it.

Two decades ago, when Subway launched a new line of wraps, they were advertised as a "carb-controlled" option compatible with the Atkins diet. In 2024, when Subway launched a new line of wraps, a company press release foregrounded their protein content and promised to "fuel you up without weighing you down." The Snack Wrap Change.org petition explicitly cites the wrap's calorie count, which is typically below 300. On TikTok, fitness bros are bragging about the "macros" on their "XL Grinder Salad Wraps," and women are posting recipes for 300-calorie buffalo-chicken wraps to a chorus of comments such as "YALL THIS IS SOOOOO FILLING. I LOVE HIGH VOLUME LOW CAL EATING ???." A thinness-obsessed nation is turning once again toward joyless tubes of functional slop, borne back ceaselessly into the past.



This article originally misidentified the author of a best-selling diet guide as Dr. Richard Atkins. In fact, the author of the guide is Dr. Robert Atkins.
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This Pride Month, the Backlash Has Officially Arrived

Young LGBTQ people are facing the prospect of losing rights they thought they'd never have to worry about.

by Emma Sarappo




The closing of Dupont Circle felt like a bad omen. The park and its namesake neighborhood, a longtime hub of gay life in Washington, D.C., were expected to be packed during WorldPride 2025. But on June 2, the National Park Service announced that it would be shutting down the place on the celebration's culminating weekend.

The intrusion of federal Washington on the District was unsettling but not unprecedented; the circle, like many of the most popular spaces in the city, is not under local control. More unusual was the chaos that followed. For many residents, there was a sense of fear that the federal government was intentionally excluding queer people from a beloved green space. (The NPS later said that the city's police chief had asked for the closure.) The shutdown order was reversed the next day, then suddenly reinstated. Black security fencing went up on Friday, and then came down again the next morning, opening the circle just in time for the headline parade, on June 7.

The entire affair--the opening, the closing, the paranoia, and then the alarming news of a shooting (which was unrelated and, thankfully, nonfatal)--could be easily put down to the vagaries of big-city life. But it also served as a heavy-handed metaphor for the general vibe of Pride month in the capital and across America: severe emotional whiplash.

For D.C.'s queer community, this was supposed to be an unambiguously triumphant June, one marking multiple important anniversaries. WorldPride, an international LGBTQ festival, had hastily chosen D.C. for its ninth event, after the initial 2025 host, Taiwan, pulled out. The change was fortuitous, in part because it coincided with the 50th anniversary of Pride events in D.C. (first organized in 1975 just a few blocks north of Dupont Circle). And most significantly, this June is the tenth anniversary of the Supreme Court ruling in Obergefell v. Hodges, which legalized same-sex marriage nationwide.

Read: The attack on trans rights won't end there

Every Pride is a commemoration of LGBTQ history, as well as a celebration of how far the community has come. For many in Washington, by some measures the gayest city in America, the marking of a decade since the Obergefell decision in the city where the Court ruled represented the ultimate victory lap. But the actual event was more mixed. Although organizers initially expected 3 million visitors, attendance was reportedly only in the hundreds of thousands. Many foreigners skipped it, citing the United States' recent detainment of travelers and noncitizens over their public statements or social-media posts. Domestic visitors were wary, too, of partying in the federal government's backyard--particularly in the days leading up to President Donald Trump's big military parade. Trump and his party have made the rollback of LGBTQ rights a nationwide priority, and more encroachments--perhaps even the reversal of Obergefell--appear to be on conservatives' radar. Backlash has officially arrived just as some members of Generation Z, the queerest cohort in American history, take their first steps into adulthood. Instead of reveling in their progress, they're having to reenvision their future and wondering which rights are safe and which they might not be able to count on.

Ten years is a long time for a young person. The teens I saw reveling in the streets in rainbow clothes, hair glitter, and body paint were born recently enough that they might not even remember the day of the Obergefell ruling. Older members of their generation were just teenagers when it came down. The bisexual rapper Doechii, who performed at a free concert near the National Mall on Pride weekend, was 16 in 2015; the lesbian pop star Renee Rapp, a grand marshal of the WorldPride parade, was only 15. The youngest Gen Zers, born in 2012, were toddlers at that time. Today, more than one in five Gen Z adults identify as LGBTQ, a greater share than in any generation before them. They grew up, and many of them came out, in the most gay-friendly social climate our country has ever seen. They have had role models in every corner of mainstream American life: Congress, the cover of Time magazine, the NFL, the military, The Bachelor. Things that felt impossible for so many teenagers in decades past--using gender-neutral pronouns; cutting their hair short; bringing a same-sex partner to a high-school dance--were normal for an unprecedented number of them. Target marketed them so much Pride merchandise that they shared memes mocking the collection.

But now that they're reaching maturity, these same young people are watching their status quo erode. The past few years have been marked by harsh, vitriolic backlash. Homophobic language and slurs are back in vogue among a contingent of influencers. The Target jokes stopped being funny when, in 2023, right-wing social-media attacks on its Pride collection got so bad that the company pulled some of the items from its stores, citing threats to employees. The Republican Party has aggressively challenged transgender people's ability to serve in the military, play sports, update their IDs, and medically transition.

And over the past six months, rescinding rights has become official policy. Trump has targeted individual transgender teenage athletes on social media, while his government has cut funding for HIV research and prevention worldwide. State governments and major religious denominations are challenging same-sex marriage, and corporations with a recent history of unfurling rainbow flags--Booz Allen Hamilton, Mastercard, Pepsi--have pulled out of sponsoring Pride events. The White House called LGBTQ-specific suicide-hotline services "radical grooming contractors" and abruptly halted its partnership with the Trevor Project, a nonprofit focused on preventing self-harm by queer youth. The Supreme Court just ruled that a Tennessee ban on gender-affirming care for minors can stand. Meanwhile, support for gay marriage shows a record-high partisan divide, with a major dip in Republican approval and even a slight overall decline.

Read: When a celebrity offers a 'harsh reality check'

Pushback against social progress isn't a new phenomenon, and neither is adversity for LGBTQ people. But prior generations grew up knowing it firsthand, whereas Gen Z has been raised in a world where, each June, huge rainbow parades bearing the imprimaturs of corporations and local governments rolled down the streets of every major U.S. city. That gave them plenty of reasons to believe that the recurrent waves of discrimination their elders faced--the Lavender Scare, Ronald Reagan ignoring the AIDS crisis, the 1996 Defense of Marriage Act--had been relegated to history's dustbin. The milestones of their youth, after all, were victories. But these wins lulled the movement into what Sarah McBride, the 34-year-old transgender representative from Delaware, described to my colleague Hanna Rosin as "a false sense of security." After Obergefell, there was a "dynamic where public opinion was sort of a mile wide but an inch deep," she said. And, in her view, the LGBTQ coalition coasted instead of carrying on the work of public persuasion.

Now the reality of the moment is setting in, and it's taking a psychological toll. "I always say people come to a doctor's office for two reasons: They're either in pain, or they're afraid," Max Doyle, a physician assistant at Whitman-Walker Health, in D.C., who treats many queer Gen Zers and Millennials, told me. "Lately, my patients have been coming in because they're in mental pain and they're afraid." He's been seeing an increase in depression and anxiety in his patients, and referring more of them to psychiatry.

The ebb of LGBTQ acceptance provokes serious, immediate material concerns for people who are beginning their adult lives. They must ask themselves questions like: Where is it safe to live? Should I pursue gender-affirming surgery before it's too late? Should I get married now? Will we still be able to use surrogacy or IVF to start a family if we wait a few years? The freedom these young adults grew up with was, in part, the freedom not to think about these things. That liberty was incomplete--stratified by class, race, region, or pure luck--but wherever it did exist, it represented the fulfillment of a long-held dream, one in which queer people would be able to pursue careers, relationships, and families without fear of being outed or ostracized. Having to ask Where and when can I hold my beloved's hand? is caustic to a person's dignity. Having to wonder Where can I safely use the bathroom? is abrasive to the soul. It fundamentally alters one's brain chemistry to see Sesame Street accused of "grooming" for posting a Pride message.

Doyle is 29, and a Millennial. He says he's not entirely surprised by this climate of backlash, especially because he grew up in the more conservative Midwest. But his co-workers at Whitman-Walker, which has been providing LGBTQ health care in the nation's capital for more than 50 years, belong to many generations, and he finds that his older colleagues and patients, especially those who survived the AIDS epidemic, are "more jaded"--but also "better prepared."

This year's WorldPride was loud, colorful, and full of confetti. As anyone who has spent June in D.C. might have expected, the air was thick and humid, and attendees were dripping with sweat basically as soon as the sun rose. Signs implored the crowd to support trans troops, to get tested for sexually transmitted infections, to stand against queer-book bans, to join IKEA's customer loyalty club. Drag queens threw beads and flags from floats; pop hits and disco classics wafted down 14th Street. There was plenty of good humor and an undercurrent of naughtiness and rebellion.

Despite the political climate, WorldPride felt very much like a regular D.C. Pride. These kinds of family-friendly gatherings contain an implicit but powerful argument for acceptance. They glorify the power and importance of love in the lives of all kinds of people. They make gay life visible and diminish stigma or shame. And, crucially, they emphasize similarities instead of highlighting differences, in the hopes of generating wider approval. That spirit can be found in the majority ruling in Obergefell, in which then-Justice Anthony Kennedy wrote that gay and lesbian couples respect marriage "so deeply that they seek to find its fulfillment for themselves"; in McBride's belief that her allies could have focused more on making the case for expanding trans rights; and in the travel-size trans flag I saw in someone's back pocket branded with the logo of the mayor's office.

Read: Let the Record Show is an essential story of the AIDS movement

That's not the only way LGBTQ people have made progress, though. Today, recognizing that decades of change may not be as irreversible as they'd thought, some Gen Zers look back to their radical elders in search of models for moving forward. They counter homophobia and transphobia with slogans like "The First Pride Was a Riot." They argue that the power of Stonewall came from the open rebellion of an unapologetic, unassimilated group. If even Elmo is getting called a groomer, their line of thinking goes, then being palatable doesn't work: You might as well show up, as many did at WorldPride, in leather and drag.

The first D.C. Gay Pride Day, in 1975, was deliberately split across two sides of the street, the organizer Deacon MacCubbin has recalled over the years. He'd struck a deal with local media: They could film one side of the block; the other was for people who didn't want to be outed to friends, family, or co-workers. In light of that history, this year's parade, documented openly by thousands of iPhones and public Instagram posts, feels less like a typical party than a minor miracle.

About 69 million Gen Z people live in the U.S.; perhaps 10 million or more of them identify as queer. They can't possibly agree on everything and may not have much in common at all, but that is a staggering number of people who acknowledge and share something that many born before them took to their graves. They may make very different choices about what their lives will look like, but even if it becomes much harder to be openly gay or trans in America in the coming years, five decades of history cannot easily be undone.

"We've been through this before, and it's really hard on people, but we're gonna get through this," Doyle told me. This is what he counsels his patients, based on decades of knowledge about how, for instance, AIDS activists made medications more available and affordable, and trans people shared and used hormones long before they were widely prescribed. Those 10 million people represent a durable cultural change because they have grown up feeling entitled to be themselves in private and in public. That word--entitled--is frequently thrown around to insult this generation, but there are some cases in which the unabashed expectation of fair treatment is a clear source of strength. Personal liberty is an American entitlement, and these young people will not readily give it up.
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A Cease-Fire Without a Conclusion

Iran's regime has proved resilient, even in its toughest hour.

by Arash Azizi




The U.S. attacks on Iranian nuclear sites this past weekend don't seem to have launched a new American forever war, as some critics feared they would. Instead, they may have helped conclude, if inconclusively, a brief hot war between Iran and Israel.

Iran retaliated against the United States on Monday in a manner that has become typical by now: Before targeting a U.S. base in Qatar, Tehran gave enough advance notice to assure that no one was hurt. Shortly afterward, President Donald Trump made a statement thanking Iran for the warning--and then announced a cease-fire between Iran and Israel. "God Bless You Both!" Trump proclaimed on Truth Social to the two antagonists, just a day after having publicly considered pursuing regime change in Tehran.

This was not, of course, the end of the story. Iran and Israel fired ferociously at each other in the final few hours before the cease-fire was to take hold. The timing of that cease-fire was the source of some confusion, because there had been no formal agreement between Iran and Israel, just a general understanding. Trump scolded Israel for its attacks on Iran and then complained that the two countries don't "know what the fuck they're doing."

Both Iran and Israel have come away with some small victories, but the big ones have eluded them. Israel once again demonstrated the jaw-dropping extent of its intelligence penetration of Iran, which allowed it to find and kill several high-ranking military leaders and nuclear scientists. But even with the American participation it long coveted, Israel failed to destroy Iran's nuclear program fully or take away its stockpile of highly enriched uranium. Hundreds of Israeli civilians were injured in Iranian attacks, many homes were destroyed, and a few dozen civilians were killed, including five who perished in an Iranian attack on Beersheba minutes before the cease-fire took effect.

For its part, Iran's regime proved resilient, even at the toughest hour of its history. Fantasies about the strikes igniting a popular uprising that would overthrow the regime proved empty. But the Islamic Republic was badly battered and humiliated. It lost control of its airspace, such that even its diplomats could travel only with permission from Israel. And the war's shock to the Iranian system could still help spell doom for Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei.

Read: 'Everybody knows Khamenei's days are numbered'

The 86-year-old leader, still apparently being kept out of public view, came across as inept. That the war happened at all is a testament to the failure of his policies. Khamenei has kept the chants of "Death to America" and "Death to Israel" going for decades. But when Iran finally got into a direct confrontation with Israel, most of the dying was done by Iranian civilians. In the past two weeks, Iranian society showed a remarkable degree of social solidarity. This should not be confused with political support for the regime. On the contrary, many Iranians cursed the regime that had gotten them into this conflict.

A factional battle continues to rage within the Iranian political elite. Ever since 2002, when the Iranian nuclear program was revealed to the world, some elements inside the regime have sought to solve the resulting crisis through normalization with the West and integration with the global economy. These factions understand that getting sanctions lifted means compromising on the country's nuclear program, and that improving relations with the West requires ending the hostile rhetoric and support for anti-Israeli militias. The pragmatists have reason to hope that the Israeli and American bombardment will ultimately strengthen their position by having shown the futility and destructiveness of Khamenei's antagonism.

But other parts of the Islamic Republic remain committed to rejectionism. Upon attacking the U.S. base in Qatar, the Iranian armed forces issued a statement declaring the country's goals to be the expulsion of American forces from the region and the "eradication of the cancerous tumor of Zion." Such extreme slogans do not match the caution of Iran's military actions. But the rhetorical hostility is deeply ingrained in the regime. For years, Iran threatened America and Israel with destruction but avoided getting into a direct war with either of them. Now it has experienced a fight with these enemies and may be forced to rethink its belligerent posture.

Read: Five ways Iran may respond

That hasn't happened yet for some Iranian hard-liners, who are attacking the country's foreign minister, Abbas Araghchi, for accepting a cease-fire. "Iran doesn't need a ceasefire but to continue the resistance until it eradicates the Zionist regime," Soodeh Najafi, a Tehran city councilor, wrote on X. "Israel's defeat is definite and real peace will only come from its disappearance."

Other hard-liners are pushing Iran to stop cooperating with the International Atomic Energy Agency. Doing so would suggest that Tehran was pursuing a nuclear-weapons program in earnest. Saeed Jalili, a former national security adviser, has called on Iran to leave the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, which would amount to the same thing. Hard-liners dominate the Parliament and could pass a bill with that aim.

The Iranian Parliament remains a marginal institution, and extremists such as Najafi and Jalili have limited influence on Iranian policy for the moment. But they do carry special weight within the security apparatus, and they could encourage it to lash out at ordinary Iranians. Hard-liners are already threatening "traitors," meaning anyone critical of the regime, with punishment. Many Iranians now fear that the regime will crack down on them to show its strength and ensure its stability after the Israeli and American attacks.

If the cease-fire holds, however, the U.S. and Israel may seek to bring a weakened Iran back into talks about imposing limits on its nuclear program. Iran will need to decide what sort of diplomacy to pursue, given the damage its nuclear sites have suffered. Israel has shown that it can secure dominion over Iranian skies; Trump has shown that he won't hesitate to use American force on Iranian soil. As Iran decides on its next move, it will be painfully aware of what the alternatives to negotiations can be.
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The U.S. Is Going Backwards on Vaccines, Very Fast

America's vaccine advisory committee is now taking seriously a baseless anti-vaccine flash point.

by Katherine J. Wu




Updated at 9:34 a.m. on June 25, 2025
 
 Vaccine experts in the United States have long considered the case on thimerosal closed. A chemical preservative that stamps out contamination in vaccine vials, thimerosal was removed from most U.S. shots more than two decades ago over worries that its mercury content could trigger developmental delays. But those concerns--as well as baseless claims that thimerosal causes autism--have been proved unfounded, many times over. "We took care of this 20 years ago," Kathryn Edwards, a pediatrician and vaccine expert at Vanderbilt University, told me.

That's not how anti-vaccine activists see the compound. Even the strongest data supporting thimerosal's safety have not quelled the concerns of those who insist on the chemical's harms. And now the CDC's Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices, or ACIP, has signaled that thimerosal's presence in vaccines should remain open for debate. The panel is scheduled on Thursday to discuss the compound, which is present in a minority of flu shots in low or trace amounts, and vote on how vaccines containing it should be used.

The panel that will meet this week is more skeptical of vaccines than any version in ACIP history. Earlier this month, Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. abruptly dismissed all 17 existing members of the panel--among them, some of the nation's foremost experts in vaccinology, infectious disease, pediatrics, and public health--and replaced them with eight new members who largely lack expertise in vaccines and, in several cases, have espoused anti-vaccine viewpoints. This new panel will hear a presentation on thimerosal not from a career vaccine scientist--as is usual ACIP practice--but from Lyn Redwood, one of the first vocal advocates of the false notion that thimerosal causes autism and the former president of Children's Health Defense, the anti-vaccine organization that Kennedy chaired until 2023.

ACIP's charter is to evaluate the data and guide the country's approach to vaccines. By reopening the case on thimerosal, Kennedy's handpicked committee has already chosen to entertain a classic anti-vaccine talking point. If the new ACIP's vote further limits the use of vaccines containing the compound, it will also show, from the get-go, how willing it is to disregard evidence.

A multitude of studies, going back more than 20 years, have shown that thimerosal has no link to autism. Children who have received thimerosal-containing vaccines aren't at higher risk of developing autism. Nor has removing the compound from much of the vaccine supply in multiple countries--including the U.S.--decreased autism rates. Instead, autism rates have gone up. (Experts who study autism attribute that rise largely to more awareness and more sensitive diagnostics; Kennedy, meanwhile, insists, without evidence, that the uptick is the work of an "environmental toxin" that "somebody made a profit" on.)

But around the turn of the millennium, experts felt pressured to remove thimerosal from vaccines, especially those targeted to young children. After studies had linked chronic exposure to high levels of mercury found in fish and whale blubber to developmental delays, scientists began to worry about the element's effects on the young brain. The FDA kick-started a campaign to suss out the mercury content of the products it oversaw. By 1999, researchers had pinpointed thimerosal as suspect: The levels of the type of mercury found in vaccines containing the compound seemed, at the time, worryingly high, Walter Orenstein, who directed the U.S.'s National Immunization Program from 1988 through 2004, told me. "So there were concerns that it might be harmful to children." (Autism, notably, wasn't a consideration.)

No research proved that harm, but the fears seemed theoretically legitimate. "It put us in a very difficult position," Orenstein said. The studies necessary to thoroughly test whether the thimerosal in vaccines was toxic could take years; in the meantime, kids could suffer unnecessarily. Some experts argued that keeping thimerosal in the vaccine supply wasn't worth the risk to children's health--and to public trust in immunization. If the FDA publicized its findings on mercury and the government didn't take action, "we would look pretty stupid or unconcerned," Neal Halsey, who was at the time the chair of the American Academy of Pediatrics' committee on infectious diseases, told me. Plus, thimerosal's role in vaccines wasn't technically essential: Its main use was to stave off harmful contamination in multidose vaccine vials, which clinicians repeatedly dip into; with some tinkering, many manufacturers would likely be able to sub in other preservatives, or switch to pricier single-dose containers.

So in 1999, the government and the AAP asked pharmaceutical companies to get rid of the thimerosal in their vaccines as quickly as they could--and advised health-care providers to delay giving the hepatitis B vaccine, which contained the compound, to low-risk newborns.

As it turned out, the compound never posed serious danger. The form of mercury in thimerosal is different from the one found in fish; scientists soon determined that it was excreted from the body faster--which meant that it didn't pose equivalent risk. No major problems in childhood development could be linked to thimerosal-containing vaccines. At the time of the original decision, "if we'd had full knowledge, we wouldn't have done it," Orenstein told me. Thimerosal was, and is, safe.

But that wasn't the message that anti-vaccine activists took away. Instead, they seized upon the government's decision as an admission of guilt; multiple mercury-focused anti-vaccine activist groups sprang up. Some of them began to insist, without evidence, that thimerosal caused autism; among the most prominent advocates for that claim was Kennedy himself. The fervor around autism "caught us all by surprise," Halsey told me. "That's not what our concern was in 1999."

And yet, those fears ballooned. In the mid-aughts, several states restricted thimerosal-containing vaccines for children and pregnant women. In some parts of the country, the misinformation yielded misguided treatments: In 2005, a family in Pennsylvania had their 5-year-old autistic son injected with a mercury-chelating chemical in hopes of curing his condition; less than an hour later, the boy died of a heart attack.

By 2001, thimerosal had been removed from most vaccines for Americans under 6. But the compound's disappearance had costs. Multidose vials are an especially cheap, efficient way to package vaccines; blacklisting thimerosal made many shots more expensive, Paul Offit, a pediatrician at Children's Hospital of Philadelphia, told me. The speed of the decision spurred confusion too. Shaken by the call to remove thimerosal, some hospitals stopped offering the hepatitis B vaccine to newborns entirely; shortly after, a Michigan baby on a delayed vaccination schedule, born to a mother infected with the virus, died.

Certain scientists, including Offit, still consider the removal of thimerosal a mistake, not least because it made vaccines appear more suspicious. In a press release at the time, the AAP noted that "the current levels of thimerosal will not hurt children, but reducing those levels will make safe vaccines even safer"--a statement that appeared to validate thimerosal's dangers. In an attempt to preserve public trust, the government instead broke it, Offit said. "They were meeting the anti-vaccine activists halfway."

Now ACIP seems poised to make a concession to those same anti-vaccine groups. "The fact that it's come up again is reason for some people to say, 'Well, there was an issue,'" Edwards told me.

In response to a request for comment, an HHS spokesperson said, "The new ACIP committee is committed to evidence-based medicine, gold-standard science, and common sense. Its recommendations will be grounded in data, not ideology or opinion." The spokesperson did not address questions about thimerosal specifically or the evidence for once again bringing it under scrutiny.

But the experts I spoke with weren't optimistic about the forthcoming discussion. In the past, any question the committee voted on was usually published weeks in advance, and subcommittees including ACIP members, CDC officials, and independent subject-matter experts vetted evidence and discussed policy options in advance of meetings, Grace Lee, a Stanford pediatrician who formerly chaired ACIP, told me. The new ACIP panel has had no time for that level of preparation. At least one new member, Vicky Pebsworth, has also argued that thimerosal-containing vaccines are dangerous for children and pregnant people in an article published by Children's Health Defense. And on Tuesday, the night before the meeting began, Kennedy shared a lengthy post on X about thimerosal, citing outdated research, denying the existence of sound studies confirming the safety of thimerosal-containing vaccines, and criticizing "pharma-financed mainstream media's mantric ritual of dutifully parroting the propaganda tropes spoon-fed them by vaccine makers and their captive regulators."

The exact proposal that ACIP will vote on hasn't yet been made public, either. But materials now posted to the CDC's website hint at the question the group might consider. Redwood's presentation, which was officially added to the agenda only on Tuesday, includes a series of slides that largely ignores the strong evidence supporting thimerosal-containing vaccines' safety, misrepresents at least one study, and concludes that "removing a known neurotoxin from being injected into our most vulnerable populations is a good place to start with Making America Healthy Again." In an unusual move, though, the materials pertaining to Redwood's presentation also include a CDC report--flagged as "CDC background briefing material," flanked with asterisks--that reiterates thimerosal's safety, and the evidence that debunks a link to autism. (Redwood, Pebsworth, and the CDC did not respond to a request for comment.)

Even Senator Bill Cassidy--the chair of the Senate's health committee, who helped secure Kennedy's confirmation--seems to be having doubts about these developments. On Monday, he wrote on social media that the new ACIP lacked the expertise to make sound decisions about vaccines, and called for the meeting to be delayed "until the panel is fully staffed with more robust and balanced representation." (A spokesperson for Cassidy did not respond to a request for comment.)

If ACIP does vote to remove recommendations for remaining thimerosal-containing vaccines, it could create practical problems, Halsey told me. Even though only a minority of flu vaccines would be affected, forcing manufacturers to alter their products on a tight timeline could make it harder to prepare for annual vaccination campaigns. Lower-resourced regions might also struggle to afford single-dose vials.

But the bigger issue with that decision would be this new committee's brazen disregard for decades of evidence on thimerosal's safety. The original discussion to remove thimerosal was contentious but understandable: a precaution taken in a vacuum of information. This time around, though, the experts have long had the knowledge they need--enough of it that there should be no discussion or vote at all.
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The Self-Deportation Psyop

With a repurposed app and free teddy bears, the Trump administration is pressuring migrants to leave.

by Nick Miroff




The other night, while watching a baseball game, I saw my first ad for self-deportation. One minute Shohei Ohtani was at the plate and then suddenly there was Kristi Noem, the Department of Homeland Security secretary, looking stern and urging immigrants to self-deport using the administration's new app, CBP Home.

"Do what's right," Noem advised. "Leave now."

The taxpayer-funded ad had started like a campaign commercial, praising President Donald Trump for locking down the southern border. Then it flashed images of rape suspects, alleged gang members, and others arrested by ICE. And then came footage of U.S. deportees sent to El Salvador, stripped to their underwear and forced to kneel before black-clad prison guards in masks.  "If you are here illegally, you're next," Noem said into the camera. She seemed to imply that anyone who doesn't use CBP Home will go straight to the Gulag.

Adam Serwer: The deportation show

"You will never return," Noem said. "But if you register using our CBP Home app and leave now, you could be allowed to return legally."

Noem's carrot-or-stick offer distilled the broader messaging strategy of the mass-deportation campaign at the center of Trump's second term. The campaign, and its goal of 1 million deportations a year, has been designed to generate fear using harsh enforcement tactics and lurid imagery: military flights to Guantanamo, foreign prison cells packed with face-tattooed inmates, federal agents in battle gear fanning out in U.S. streets like they're storming Fallujah.

The more the Trump administration can scare immigrants, the more likely they will opt to leave on their own, officials have told me. They view self-deportation as a more humane alternative to ICE handcuffs and believe that its appeal will grow as the crackdown intensifies. But how to encourage self-deporters and keep track of their departures? That's what CBP Home is for.

The Trump administration has not said how many people have used CBP Home to self-deport. But a senior administration official told me that more than 7,000 people have signed up so far, and of those, more than 3,000 have confirmed departures using the app. Use of the app is growing fast, but that's still fewer than than the number of people ICE officers arrest over an average three-day period. The administration is trying to scare migrants into leaving while expecting their trust and personal information on the way out.

The Trump administration sees the app as a psychological instrument of its policy goals--which, ironically, is how the Biden administration also used it.

In January 2023, when record numbers of migrants were streaming across the U.S.-Mexico border illegally each month, Biden officials turned to CBP One, a scheduling app that had been set up years earlier by U.S. Customs and Border Protection primarily to facilitate cargo inspections for trucking companies. Biden officials rejiggered it to allow asylum seekers to book an appointment at an official border crossing. Instead of hiring a smuggler to cross illegally, smartphone users could upload their personal information and photo, then await an appointment. CBP offered about 1,500 appointments a day all along the border at a time when illegal crossings were averaging more than 8,000 daily.

Immigrant-advocacy groups denounced the move as a ploy to deny safe refuge to people fleeing for their lives. The app was glitchy and prone to crashing, they said, and it forced applicants to wait months in dangerous Mexican border cities. But CBP One soon began to work as intended. Illegal crossings fell as more people waited for an appointment and the chance to make a legal, safe entry. The app became a key component in the Biden administration's effort to tame border chaos by expanding opportunities for migrants to enter lawfully while cracking down on illegal entries.

I went to Ciudad Juarez, Mexico, a few months after the app's debut to see how it was working. Dozens of people with appointments lined up every morning on the bridge to El Paso, Texas, passports and other documents in hand. There were many, many others waiting on the Mexico side for their number to be called. They were anxious and impatient but generally willing to wait if it meant that their families had a better shot at legal status. The app became the primary way for migrants to access the U.S. asylum system and start the process of applying for U.S. protection.

Juliette Kayyem: The border got quieter, so Trump had to act

Joe Biden's critics were not impressed. No administration had ever used executive parole authority--the president's ability to waive people in without a visa--on such a scale. Republicans denounced CBP One as an "open border" app and "Ticketmaster for illegal immigration." On the campaign trail, then-candidate Trump called it "the Kamala phone app for smuggling illegals." Over two years, Biden allowed nearly 1 million migrants to enter the country using CBP One.

Trump froze CBP One entries on his first day in office and canceled the pending appointments of 30,000 migrants who'd finally had their number called. CBP One appeared to be finished. But Stephen Miller, the powerful White House adviser behind Trump's mass-deportation campaign, had been working on a plan to use the app for a completely different purpose.

Trump officials relaunched CBP One in March, changing its name to CBP Home. Its new purpose is to allow migrants to schedule their own self-deportations. DHS has sweetened the offer with a $1,000 "exit bonus" payment to approved participants, along with subsidized airfare and temporary protection from ICE enforcement. The government says it will even provide free rides to the airport. The app, which is also available in Spanish and Haitian Creole, can be used by any migrant without a criminal record who has been "illegally present" in the United States--"for an hour, a month, or 50 years," the government says.

ICE's pitch for CBP Home reads like an HR email to a laid-off employee, gently likening illegal presence to a passing phase in one's life. "Self-deporting simply means you leave the U.S. before you encounter immigration officials," the agency says. "Everyone's process is different. You may want to let your employer, your friends, and your family know you're leaving. You may also want to help find support for the people you care about, pack up the things you'd like to bring with you, or make living arrangements for the next phase of your journey."

I recently spoke at length with a senior administration official involved in the relaunch of CBP Home and the self-deportation strategy. Miller came up with the idea of rebranding the much-maligned CBP app, according to the official, who was not authorized to speak on the record. The political symbolism--using the app to subtract immigrants, rather than schedule their entry--was irresistible.

The app is geared especially toward the growing numbers of immigrants who have been living and working legally in the United States with some form of provisional residency that Trump has taken away. They include the 1 million people who used CBP One to enter as "parolees," along with the more than 500,000 from Cuba, Haiti, Nicaragua, and Venezuela who arrived through a separate Biden program. Trump has told them to leave the United States immediately. Another roughly 1 million immigrants with Temporary Protected Status--from Venezuela, Afghanistan, Honduras, and more than a dozen other nations--are at risk of losing their legal status or already have.

Trump has introduced additional bureaucratic coercions to get more people to leave: $998-a-day fines for migrants who are "illegally present," and potential criminal penalties for those who fail to provide the government with their personal information and whereabouts through a new "registry." Fines will be waived for CBP Home users who self-deport, ICE says.

Read: Trump's deportations aren't what they seem

The Department of Homeland Security recently published a promotional video showing happy-looking families boarding a self-deportation flight to Honduras and Colombia after accepting the cash stipends. DHS called it "Project Homecoming"; staffers handed out free toys on the tarmac. One young family got a stuffed elephant and a handful of Colombian flags before climbing the stairs to the plane. A staffer handed a pink teddy bear to a shy little girl who looked no older than 3. No one in the video explains why they chose to leave or even speaks at all.

DHS wants the self-deportation flights to serve as a "visual contrast" to the fearsome videos of the deportations to the Salvadoran prison, the official told me, where "you get loaded off in handcuffs and get a haircut." The videos promoting self-deportation are part of a $200 million domestic and international DHS ad campaign.

I checked with half a dozen or so immigration attorneys to see if they have clients considering the administration's offer. No takers yet, they said. "I have a feeling that it will start happening soon," Jonathan Ryan, an attorney in Texas who represents asylum seekers and refugees, told me. "People are in shock right now, but I suspect the next step will be to start looking at their options."

Some economists predict that the foreign-born population of the United States could shrink in 2025 for the first time in 50 years as a result of Trump's crackdown. It's unclear how many people have voluntarily left the United States without using the app or telling the government.

Biden officials used the CBP app to tap into migrants' hopes; Trump is banking on their fears. For the app to be a success--and to match the level of usage that Biden officials achieved--the administration is working to make ICE deportations as scary and intimidating as possible.

The administration expects use of CBP Home to grow if it can convince more migrants that it's only a matter of time before ICE finds them, the senior official told me. "It's a very dignified way of leaving on your own terms, as opposed to the harsher version of having to be encountered and apprehended by ICE at an unknown time and place," the official said.

The official told me that the self-deportation plan is easily "scalable" and meant to expand as the pace of ICE arrests and deportations increases. Because parolees had to provide the government with their contact information and other personal data when they entered the country using CBP One, the government has much more ability to reach them and ratchet up the pressure than it has with other migrants who arrived undetected.

DHS is telling migrants that voluntary departure through CBP Home may improve their "future immigration options." Trump officials have not said what that means. Immigrant advocates say it sounds like a ruse to trick people into thinking they'll arrive home and be able to apply for a visa to come right back, which is not the case. The DHS official I spoke with said there is no formal mechanism to reward a visa applicant who previously registered a departure through CBP Home, though their decision would be viewed favorably during the review process.

Andrea Flores, a former Biden-administration immigration adviser who is now a policy director at the advocacy group FWD.us, told me DHS's messaging is "incredibly dishonest." The agency is employing social media "to misuse images of either compassion or to overuse images of harsh criminality," Flores said.

Read: We're about to find out what mass deportations really look like

"They're using every single tool that DHS has to expand the sheer number of removals without putting any thought into how people make their choices or the incentives and disincentives they're creating," Flores said. "All they're doing with CBP Home is to push people further away from trusting the government."

The DHS official I spoke with said the government has no immediate plans to increase the $1,000 exit bonus to entice more people to leave, but the payments could go higher. The average cost to arrest, detain, and deport someone is $17,121, according to the latest DHS figures, and the department said it will save 70 percent of that every time someone uses the app to leave the United States on their own. DHS says it uses a geolocation feature in CBP Home to confirm that someone is at least three miles outside the United States before they're eligible to receive the payment.

Trump officials have another incentive to promote CBP Home: It allows them to count confirmed departures toward the president's deportation goal of 1 million people a year. The latest ICE statistics show that the agency has carried out about 125,000 deportations since Trump took office. DHS will need many, many more people to register with the app to hit the president's target.
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How Voters Lost Their Aversion to Scandal

Andrew Cuomo's strong position in the mayoral race is a reminder that this is a golden age for comebacks.

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.


Jessica Ramos, a Democrat running for mayor of New York, has had scathing words for Andrew Cuomo, the former governor who is also running for mayor. In 2021, the state senator called on Cuomo to resign or be impeached after multiple women accused him of sexual harassment (he denies wrongdoing); the New York state attorney general also found that his administration had undercounted COVID deaths in nursing homes.

On the campaign trail this year, Ramos called Cuomo a "corrupt egomaniac" and a "remorseless bully." She said, "I wish I lived in a city where voters cared about women getting harassed." She also used the scandal to question his acuity: "I imagine having to resign in disgrace must have really taken a toll on, at the very least, at the very least, his ego, but most certainly his mental health," Ramos said, adding that the city could not "afford a Joe Biden moment."

This made it surprising when, earlier this month, Ramos "cross-endorsed" Cuomo in the city's ranked-choice voting system. (My colleague Annie Lowrey recently detailed the complicated system.)

"We need serious governing. We need delivery over dogma. Knowing how to govern matters, and that's why I'm endorsing Andrew Cuomo for mayor today," Ramos said at a joint rally with Cuomo. Making clear that this was a swipe at the leftist candidate Zohran Mamdani, she added that only one of the mayoral candidates has the "experience, toughness, and the knowledge to lead New York for what's about to come." Ramos is hardly alone: Politico found that more than 40 percent of Cuomo's top endorsements by elected officials in the mayoral race came from people who publicly condemned him in 2021.

Voting in the Democratic mayoral primary ends today, and if the polls are right, Cuomo and Mamdani are the likely winners. The ranked-choice voting system means that the outcome is difficult to predict; Cuomo has led most polls, though an Emerson College poll released yesterday suggests that Mamdani could pull ahead once voters' downballot choices are counted.

Cuomo's strong position is a reminder that this is, for better or worse--almost certainly for worse--a golden age for comebacks. President Donald Trump is only the most blatant example. This has led journalists and political scientists to wonder whether scandals even matter anymore, or to bluntly assert that they don't. Such despondency is understandable, but the situation is somewhat more nuanced. Where major scandals used to seem like simple disqualifiers, ending or thwarting many careers, voters and politicians now treat the taint of scandal as just another factor in a cost-benefit analysis.

Cuomo's story illustrates how this has happened. The first relevant dynamic is a shift in how the public views sex scandals. Starting with President Bill Clinton, politicians realized that they could gut out a scandal rather than step down, a path since followed by Senator David Vitter of Louisiana, South Carolina Governor Mark Sanford, Trump, and others. The #MeToo movement complicated that: Consensual-sex scandals might be survivable, but harassment and assault became grounds for banishment. Cuomo was never convicted in a criminal court (the only charge filed against him was dismissed in 2022), but an investigation by New York Attorney General Letitia James found that "Governor Cuomo sexually harassed current and former state employees in violation of both federal and state laws." (Cuomo has admitted to instances that were "misinterpreted as unwanted flirtation," but continues to deny wrongdoing.)

Much has changed in four years. In The New Yorker last week, Alexis Okeowo profiled Tina Johnson, one of the women who accused the Alabama Republican Roy Moore, then a Senate candidate, of sexual assault in 2017 but who now feels forgotten. (Moore has denied the allegations and is suing Johnson and other accusers.) "The #MeToo movement had created a sense of immense possibility for survivors of sexual violence. But, in time, that sense seemed to fade," Okeowo writes. "A general fatigue with 'cancellation' took hold, and conservative media outlets and politicians weaponized this weariness against the movement." Cuomo didn't just ride that wave: He participated in it, launching a podcast to complain about cancel culture and paint himself as a victim.

Second, in a perverse way, Cuomo likely benefited from the sheer number of accusations against him, as well as the nursing-home scandal. A 2021 paper by the political scientists Steven P. Nawara and Mandi Bailey, based on a survey experiment, found that although scandals exact a toll on candidates, multiple scandals don't hurt them more, because the "cognitive load" required of voters to process additional stories is too great. "This finding is troubling from a perspective of democratic accountability, as it suggests voters are either incapable or unwilling to punish politicians involved in multiple instances of wrongdoing beyond the initial hit that those candidates take to their evaluations after a single scandal," they wrote.

A third factor is the polarized, partisan landscape of politics today. Many partisans feel that every election is not just important but existential--if their side loses, they may also lose their way of life. (They aren't necessarily wrong!) You may be more willing to vote for a candidate you dislike if you believe they are more "electable," or if you find their rival's worldview not just worse but also unacceptable. New York's Democratic primary is an intraparty affair, but it is strongly polarized--for a sense of this, see this New York Times rundown of celebrity ballot rankings, which shows a Cuomo faction and a Mamdani/Never Cuomo faction, including most of the other candidates, in various ranked orders. Or look at Ramos's endorsement, in which she doesn't absolve Cuomo but voices a fear that only he can effectively protect the city from Trump's wrath. Other reluctant Cuomo backers have cited Mamdani's leftist politics or inexperience as their motivation.

Trump embodies these dynamics just as much as Cuomo does. His misdeeds instigated #MeToo, and later, he was a beneficiary of its fade; he is embroiled in so many scandals that hardly anyone can keep them all in mind, and his political rise has both encouraged and been fueled by hyperpartisan polarization. Various things should have disqualified Trump from a return to the White House--most notable, his attempt to steal the 2020 election--but saying that the scandals didn't hurt him is too nihilistic. The Times' Nate Cohn has argued that given voter dissatisfaction with President Joe Biden and the economy, Republicans might have done better in 2024 had they not been weighed down by Trump.

The fact that scandals can still hurt a flawed politician, as part of a broader consideration of pluses and minuses, is reassuring. Even so, one can imagine a version of American politics in which voters feel that they can hold their leaders to an even higher moral standard.

Related:

	The great forgetting
 	Annie Lowrey: New York is not a democracy.






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The president Truth Socials his way through the Israel-Iran cease-fire.
 	Elon Musk is playing God.
 	What Chris Murphy learned from the new right
 	Alexandra Petri: "It's me, God. Keep me out of this."




Today's News

	President Donald Trump admonished Iran and Israel for launching attacks after he announced an end to their fighting last night. He added that the cease-fire remains "in effect."
 	An initial U.S. assessment found that the American strikes that hit Iran's nuclear facilities did not collapse their underground buildings and set back Iran's nuclear program by only a few months, according to officials.
 	Senator Bill Cassidy, the chair of the Senate health committee, said yesterday that many appointees to Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s vaccine-advisory panel lack experience.




Evening Read
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The Computer-Science Bubble Is Bursting

By Rose Horowitch

The job of the future might already be past its prime. For years, young people seeking a lucrative career were urged to go all in on computer science. From 2005 to 2023, the number of comp-sci majors in the United States quadrupled.
 All of which makes the latest batch of numbers so startling.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The Adriana Smith case was an ethical disaster.
 	The week's bad weather deserves a name.
 	The archaic sex-discrimination case the Supreme Court is reviving
 	Why won't Zohran Mamdani denounce a dangerous slogan?
 	MAHA is on the brink of its biggest win yet.




Culture Break


Miya Mizuno / Sony Pictures Entertainment



Watch. The 2002 film 28 Days Later messed with the zombie-movie formula; 28 Years Later (out now in theaters) takes it even further, Shirley Li writes.

Read. Fiction is often pushed on allegedly reluctant men as a machine for empathy. "I read it for a different reason," Jeremy Gordon writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.
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It's Me, God. Keep Me Out of This.

Everything that's going on now is so depressing. I had to tune out for the sake of My mental health.

by Alexandra Petri




"I want to just thank everybody, and in particular, God. We love you, God."

-- Donald Trump, announcing strikes on Iran

Hi. It's Me, God.

I know what you're thinking: I always imagined that if God existed, and cared about one thing, it would be peace. Peace, and keeping children from dying, perhaps? How did You get involved in sending those bombers to Iran, to "lower the temperature of global conflict while simultaneously kind of raising it here in order to lower it," in the immortal words of freshman Representative Pat Harrigan of North Carolina?

Does Your involvement imply that anyone has a plan, other than thinking that they are smarter than every other president? There is a Greek word for that, and it isn't plan.

No God worth Their salt would be tangled up in war, you are thinking, least of all a war being waged by the Trump administration, which has the long-term strategic acumen of an enraged opossum stuck in a trash bag. This is a president who thinks he can will a cease-fire into being via Truth Social posts alone.

Didn't you used to make helium and rhinos and the concept of time? What happened to you, God? How did you get mixed up in this?

What can I tell you? Everything that's going on now is so depressing. I had to tune out for the sake of My mental health, and that may have been taken the wrong way.

My days look different now from when I was busy inventing that thing that dew does when it gets stuck in a spider's web and the light catches it just right. Mostly, I spend my time agonizing over who should win Super Bowls and giving people partial piggyback rides across the sand. I lurk perennially just out of range for Margaret.

I care deeply about the outcomes of football games. It matters to me that people pray in the end zone. I pay attention to that kind of thing.

Awards shows, of course, I watch intently, to make certain I am thanked. (I have a long memory for ingratitude.) I am constantly on TikTok, doing oddly specific favors for some people and threatening others, unless they engage in constant prostration. "Nice house," I am always saying. "Nice life. Nice kid. Would be a shame if something happened to it." Remember what I did to Job? (Allegedly.)

I am big into decor. Look for my influence on a driftwood sign between eat and love. I work hard so that influencers have blessed days. I come up with personalized plans for Drake and people who are going through rough breakups. I am always sending messages, especially around lottery-ticket purchases. I made sure Nicole Scherzinger got that Tony Award. I decided whether George Santos stayed in office. I looked out for Bob Menendez, up to a point. I told a pastor in Denver to sell some very dubious cryptocurrency.

When I'm not backseat-driving high-school football coaches' prayers, I love to pose for John McNaughton paintings. I'm there, whispering my thoughts to Mikes (Huckabee, Johnson) and telling them I like that they're in charge. I care if Speaker of the House Mike Johnson watches porn. I care a great deal!

I am involved in everything these days, except what matters. So many small, weird yeses to disguise the enormity of the no's. I help out with awards, and I listen to Speaker Johnson's concerns, and I assist with personal vanity projects, and I ignore everything else. Yes, everything. Need to send more bombs somewhere? Sure, especially if you think it'll help your brand! Just don't ask me to help out a single child or bend the arc of the universe toward justice anymore. I'm taking some time for Me now. You're welcome, Donald Trump. Good luck with everything! So excited to collaborate on collectible Bibles with you!
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        Pro-Palestine Activists Fell for Iran's Propaganda
        Ahmed Fouad Alkhatib

        Israel's attack on Iran has elicited a predictable response from groups that identify as "pro-Palestine." At protests in several Western cities--some merely anti-war or anti-interventionist, others explicitly anti-Zionist or pro-Iranian--people rushed to criticize the Israeli military action to prevent Tehran from acquiring nuclear weapons. In so doing, they offer succor to a ruthless theocratic regime that has ground its heel upon its own people and brought misery to the entire region for nearly h...

      

      
        How Sleeping Less Became an American Value
        Isabel Fattal

        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.In some corners of American culture, one rule applies: The less you sleep, the more impressive you are. Tech CEOs and influencers love to tout their morning routines that begin at 5 a.m. or 4 a.m. or 3 a.m. (though at a certain point we really ought to just call them "night routines"). Many of their "How I start my day" videos have a moralizing tone: Waking up early is...

      

      
        How to Make Your Work Your Calling
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.A favorite Zen Buddhist story of mine--such a favorite, I confess, that I mentioned it once before--tells of a novice monk who, on his first day at the monastery, stands before the head monk to receive his work assignment. "Before you reach enlightenment," the master, or jikijitsu, says, "you will chop wood and carry water." Dutifully, the young monk, or unsui, does as he is told: Day after day, mo...

      

      
        Humanity Is Playing Nuclear Roulette
        Jeffrey Goldberg

        On October 27, 1962, the 12th day of the Cuban missile crisis, a bellicose and rattled Fidel Castro asked Nikita Khrushchev, his patron, to destroy America."I believe that the imperialists' aggressiveness makes them extremely dangerous," Castro wrote in a cable to Moscow, "and that if they manage to carry out an invasion of Cuba--a brutal act in violation of universal and moral law--then that would be the moment to eliminate this danger forever, in an act of the most legitimate self-defense. Howeve...

      

      
        The Blockbuster That Captured a Growing American Rift
        Tyler Austin Harper

        In a cramped, $50-a-month room above a New Jersey furnace-supply company, Peter Benchley set to work on what he once said, half-jokingly, might be "a Ulysses for the 1970s." A novel resulted from these efforts, one Benchley considered titling The Edge of Gloom or Infinite Evil before deciding on the less dramatic but more fitting Jaws. Its plot is exquisite in its simplicity. A shark menaces Amity, a fictional, gentrifying East Coast fishing village. Chaos ensues: People are eaten. Working-class ...

      

      
        The Worst Sandwich Is Back
        Ellen Cushing

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Updated at 6:41 p.m. ET on June 25, 2025Wraps are awful. At best, they ruin perfectly serviceable fillings by bundling them up in a gummy, cold tortilla. At worst, they do this with less-than-serviceable fillings. They're like a salad, but less refreshing, or like a sandwich, but less filling--a worst-of-all-worlds Frankenstein's monster, an indistinguishable food slurry wrapped in edible cardboard, like the w...

      

      
        Thank God for <em>The Bear</em>
        Sophie Gilbert

        "You ever feel like you're stuck in the same day, like over and over again?" Carmen Berzatto asks another chef early in the new season of The Bear. Carm, of course, played in fine haunted fashion by Jeremy Allen White, is the jolie laide centerpiece of the series, the sad-eyed Chicago son whose face launched a thousand "Yes, chef" memes and whose grief and PTSD preoccupied almost all of Season 3. Stuck? I can forgive The Bear almost anything, because it's one of the few shows on television now st...

      

      
        What Does Khamenei Do Now?
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsRemember when President George W. Bush stood in front of the huge Mission Accomplished banner to drive home the point that the Iraq War was over, before it was over? We seem to be in another "mission accomplished" moment, only this time with adjectives. "Obliterated" is how President Donald Trump describes Iran's nuclear program. "Blown to kingdom come" is another term he used. Secretary of State Marco Rubio prefers "wipe...

      

      
        The End of Publishing as We Know It
        Alex Reisner

        When tech companies first rolled out generative-AI products, some critics immediately feared a media collapse. Every bit of writing, imagery, and video became suspect. But for news publishers and journalists, another calamity was on the horizon.Chatbots have proved adept at keeping users locked into conversations. They do so by answering every question, often through summarizing articles from news publishers. Suddenly, fewer people are traveling outside the generative-AI sites--a development that ...

      

      
        This Pride Month, the Backlash Has Officially Arrived
        Emma Sarappo

        The closing of Dupont Circle felt like a bad omen. The park and its namesake neighborhood, a longtime hub of gay life in Washington, D.C., were expected to be packed during WorldPride 2025. But on June 2, the National Park Service announced that it would be shutting down the place on the celebration's culminating weekend.The intrusion of federal Washington on the District was unsettling but not unprecedented; the circle, like many of the most popular spaces in the city, is not under local control...

      

      
        America's Incarceration Rate Is About to Fall Off a Cliff
        Keith Humphreys

        Updated at 12:35 p.m. ET on June 26, 2025For more than 40 years, the United States--a nation that putatively cherishes freedom--has had one of the largest prison systems in the world. Mass incarceration has been so persistent and pervasive that reform groups dedicated to reducing the prison population by half have often been derided as made up of fantasists. But the next decade could see this goal met and exceeded: After peaking at just more than 1.6 million Americans in 2009, the prison population...

      

      
        Brace Yourself for Watery Mayo and Spiky Ice Cream
        Yasmin Tayag

        In the kitchen, an ingredient's taste is sometimes less important than its function. Cornstarch has rescued many a watery gravy; gelatin turns juice to Jell-O. Yet the substances that make bread fluffy, hold mayonnaise together, and keep the cream in ice cream have, according to the new stance of the United States government, "no culinary use."These natural and synthetic substances, called emulsifiers, are added to processed foods to give them the textures that Americans have come to love. They'v...

      

      
        The Self-Deportation Psyop
        Nick Miroff

        The other night, while watching a baseball game, I saw my first ad for self-deportation. One minute Shohei Ohtani was at the plate and then suddenly there was Kristi Noem, the Department of Homeland Security secretary, looking stern and urging immigrants to self-deport using the administration's new app, CBP Home."Do what's right," Noem advised. "Leave now."The taxpayer-funded ad had started like a campaign commercial, praising President Donald Trump for locking down the southern border. Then it ...

      

      
        What America Can Learn From Iran's Failure
        Yair Rosenberg

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.The latest round of the Israel-Iran war is over, and the immediate outcome appears decisive. In just 12 days, Israel eliminated the leadership of Iran's military, air force, and intelligence agency; bombed the country's nuclear sites; and took out dozens of missiles and launchers on the ground before th...

      

      
        Elon Musk Is Playing God
        Hana Kiros

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Updated at 2:28 p.m. ET on June 24, 2025In April, Ezibon Khamis was dispatched to Akobo, South Sudan, to document the horrors as humanitarian services collapsed in the middle of a cholera outbreak. As a representative of the NGO Save the Children, Khamis would be able to show the consequences of massive cuts to U.S. foreign assistance made by the Department of Government Efficiency and the State Department. S...

      

      
        This Awful, Forgettable Heat
        Ross Andersen

        Think of a famous storm--maybe Hurricane Katrina, gathering force over the warming Atlantic surface and pinwheeling toward the mouth of the Mississippi River to flood the great city of New Orleans. You may remember that Katrina killed more than 1,300 people. You may remember other, less deadly storms, such as Sandy, which killed dozens of people in New York City, and at least 147 overall. Now think of a famous heat wave. It's more difficult to do. And yet, heat waves can be fatal too. In 2023, sco...

      

      
        Your Summer Project: Watching These Movies
        David Sims

        The question that beguiles almost every film fan, from the obsessive cineast to the casual enthusiast, is the simplest one: What should I watch next? Endless carousels on streaming services that feature very little of note don't provide much help. As a way to avoid decision paralysis, I always have at least one movie-viewing project going, a way to check boxes and spur myself toward new things to explore--be it running through an influential director's filmography, checking out the cinema of a par...

      

      
        The Atlantic's August Issue: "Eighty Years on the Edge," Examining Eight Decades of Life in the Atomic Age
        The Atlantic

        For The Atlantic's August issue, "Eighty Years on the Edge," Atlantic writers examine the past eight decades of life in the Atomic Age. Publishing today are two essays from the issue: editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg's "Nuclear Roulette," on how the only way to win at nuclear roulette is to stop playing; and staff writer Tom Nichols on why the power to launch nuclear weapons rests with a single American and the danger that involves. These will be joined in the coming weeks by articles from staff ...

      

      
        Why Do Billionaires Go Crazy?
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsThe Atlantic's David Frum opens this episode of The David Frum Show with a statement about Trump's Iran strikes. The strikes fulfilled commitments of past presidents, who have long maintained that the U.S. would not allow an Iranian nuclear bomb. David also makes the point that Trump, who has already abused peacetime powers, is now a wartime president, a role that will allow him to wield even larger powers--and do even gre...

      

      
        A Military-Ethics Professor Resigns in Protest
        Tom Nichols

        Seven years ago, Pauline Shanks Kaurin left a good job as a tenured professor at a university, uprooted her family, and moved across the country to teach military ethics at the Naval War College, in Newport, Rhode Island. She did so, she told me, not only to help educate American military officers, but with a promise from the institution that she would have "the academic freedom to do my job." But now she's leaving her position and the institution because orders from President Donald Trump and Se...

      

      
        A Cease-Fire Without a Conclusion
        Arash Azizi

        The U.S. attacks on Iranian nuclear sites this past weekend don't seem to have launched a new American forever war, as some critics feared they would. Instead, they may have helped conclude, if inconclusively, a brief hot war between Iran and Israel.Iran retaliated against the United States on Monday in a manner that has become typical by now: Before targeting a U.S. base in Qatar, Tehran gave enough advance notice to assure that no one was hurt. Shortly afterward, President Donald Trump made a s...

      

      
        The U.S. Is Going Backwards on Vaccines, Very Fast
        Katherine J. Wu

        Updated at 9:34 a.m. on June 25, 2025

Vaccine experts in the United States have long considered the case on thimerosal closed. A chemical preservative that stamps out contamination in vaccine vials, thimerosal was removed from most U.S. shots more than two decades ago over worries that its mercury content could trigger developmental delays. But those concerns--as well as baseless claims that thimerosal causes autism--have been proved unfounded, many times over. "We took care of this 20 years ago,"...

      

      
        How Voters Lost Their Aversion to Scandal
        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.Jessica Ramos, a Democrat running for mayor of New York, has had scathing words for Andrew Cuomo, the former governor who is also running for mayor. In 2021, the state senator called on Cuomo to resign or be impeached after multiple women accused him of sexual harassment (he denies wrongdoing); the New ...
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Pro-Palestine Activists Fell for Iran's Propaganda

Western supporters would do well to note how Tehran's policy has left the Palestinian cause in ruins.

by Ahmed Fouad Alkhatib




Israel's attack on Iran has elicited a predictable response from groups that identify as "pro-Palestine." At protests in several Western cities--some merely anti-war or anti-interventionist, others explicitly anti-Zionist or pro-Iranian--people rushed to criticize the Israeli military action to prevent Tehran from acquiring nuclear weapons. In so doing, they offer succor to a ruthless theocratic regime that has ground its heel upon its own people and brought misery to the entire region for nearly half a century.

By backing various regimes and militias in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Yemen, and Gaza, the Islamic Republic of Iran has been responsible, directly or indirectly, for the death of hundreds of thousands of Arab and Muslim people in the conflicts it has fomented. Iranian meddling in the region has provided Arab dictators such as Syria's Bashar al-Assad with both the moral and material means to suppress dissent, crush reform, and extend their autocratic rule. The pro-Palestine messaging ignores the fact that a nuclear-armed Iran would be far more belligerent and dangerous than the regime already has been for the past three decades.

For the pro-Palestine lobby to take at face value Tehran's claim to lead an "Axis of Resistance" against Israel is at best naive, and at worst malignant in a way that can only be described as anti-Semitic. It means accepting that the Islamic Republic's eliminationist rhetoric about Israel has made it a legitimate advocate for the Palestinian cause. These pro-Palestine voices seem oblivious of the fact that the Palestinian national project for independence and statehood is in ruins, thanks in large part to Iranian influence.

Uri Friedman: How Israel could be changing Iran's nuclear calculus

Back in the 1990s, Iran's Revolutionary Guard Corps and political leadership worked to undermine the Oslo peace process by inciting Hamas's opposition to any settlement that would have led to a two-state solution. Later, they encouraged Palestinian Islamic Jihad and Hamas to carry out suicide bombings inside Israel. Beginning in 2005, Iran increased its arms shipments to Hamas, enabling the group to seize control of Gaza in 2007 and turn it into a one-party Islamist statelet. Iran also financed Hamas's construction of tunnels in Gaza and provided the group with missile technology, funneled via the smuggling networks that Iran effectively sponsored in Egypt's Sinai Peninsula.

Iranian support for terrorism also benefited from Hamas's Qatari financing, which propped up the group's tenure as the government of Gaza. This arrangement also had the tacit assent of Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, because the Islamist-controlled enclave helped keep the Palestinian national movement divided and block any progress toward a two-state solution. In this respect, the backing that Hamas received from the mullahs of Tehran aligned with Netanyahu's security policy--a fact that the pro-Palestine voices expressing solidarity with Iran might do well to reflect on.

Iran's pro-Palestine posture was entirely instrumental. It never cared about any of the Middle East's Muslim or Arab peoples as such. Instead, it used their causes solely as a means to exert influence and build a network of proxy forces in the region. Tehran's realpolitik surfaced memorably in 2011 when Hamas sided with Syrian protesters against Assad; Iran was furious at this affront to its Syrian asset, and cut off Hamas's funding until after it reestablished relations with the Damascus dictatorship.

I realize that many people in the West are furious about what Israel has been doing in Gaza since Hamas's abhorrent attack on October 7, 2023. Israel had a right to self-defense against that incursion and the atrocities perpetrated against its citizens. Yet, in the nearly two years since then, the brutality and intensity of Israel's military campaign in the Gaza Strip have mobilized opposition around the world. I, too, feel sadness and anger about the remorseless violence: Israel's war in Gaza has killed members of both my immediate and my extended family.

Too often, however, I see that harsh criticism of Israel fails to pin blame on the current Netanyahu-led government, which is loathed by a large number of Israelis, and devolves into delegitimization of the Jewish state itself. This inability to distinguish between Netanyahu's far-right coalition and other trends in Israeli politics does a profound disservice to the pro-Palestine cause because it gives credence to Tehran's cynical posture as a Palestinian champion.

The Islamic Republic of Iran will never cease its meddling in the Palestinian issue, because Tehran needs the conflict to feed its propaganda machine. The reality is that a secure, stable, independent Palestine will remain a remote possibility as long as the Islamic Republic exists in its current form and is allowed to maintain its pro-Palestine pose. Only by calling out this evil regime and distancing from it can the pro-Palestine movement hope to be effective.

Read: The case for Palestinian pragmatism

The pro-Palestine lobby would do better to take its cues from the regime's internal opponents, the brave Iranian people who have, in successive waves of a popular movement for reform and freedom, protested their violent, repressive government. The partisans of the Palestinian cause should stop to ask themselves how else Israel's intelligence agencies would have been able to gather the kind of information that has led to its stunning military success in the opening hours of the war. Many Iranians inside Iran today view Israel as their only hope of overthrowing the mullahs. Unfortunately, but understandably, many Iranians have come to resent the Palestinian cause--precisely because the regime has used it as a pretext to squander the country's precious resources on its militia proxies in the name of fighting Israel.

Ultimately, the Iranian people should be the ones to decide their nation's future. This war, which may not be truly over despite the current cease-fire, must avoid the error of mission creep by keeping its focus solely on eliminating Tehran's nuclear program and military capacity to destabilize the region. Confronting the Iranian regime need not repeat Iraq in 2003; at present, the United States seems mindful of that risk.

What onlookers in the West should know is that the Islamic Republic is no true friend of Palestine. The misguided slogans of anti-Israel leftists and overzealous social-justice activists that echo the Iranian regime's anti-Zionist talking points do nothing but harm the Palestinian cause. They are a form of sabotage, not solidarity. Cheering Iranian missiles as they cause death and harm in Israel is no way to advance the Palestinian people's just aspirations for freedom, dignity, and self-determination.
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How Sleeping Less Became an American Value

Working at the expense of rest has long been a pillar of achievement.

by Isabel Fattal




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


In some corners of American culture, one rule applies: The less you sleep, the more impressive you are. Tech CEOs and influencers love to tout their morning routines that begin at 5 a.m. or 4 a.m. or 3 a.m. (though at a certain point we really ought to just call them "night routines"). Many of their "How I start my day" videos have a moralizing tone: Waking up early is inherently good, the thinking goes. And not getting much sleep is presented as a symbol of hard work: Elon Musk and many of the Silicon Valley figures who came before him have been known to brag about staying up all night because they are so very dedicated to their company or mission.

Americans have been ascribing moral value to sleep, or the lack thereof, for centuries. In 1861, an Atlantic writer railed against newspaper articles in which "all persons are exhorted to early rising, to resolute abridgment of the hours of sleep, and the like." Readers were told "that Sir Walter Raleigh slept but five hours in twentyfour; that John Hunter, Frederick the Great, and Alexander von Humboldt slept but four; that the Duke of Wellington made it an invariable rule to 'turn out' whenever he felt inclined to turn over, and John Wesley to arise upon his first awaking." The writer identified the value judgment lurking behind these examples: "'All great men have been early risers,' says my newspaper."

America was built on a Protestant work ethic, and the idea that hard work is an inherent good has never quite left us. But the Christian ideals that dominated early American culture also helped schedule leisure into the week in the form of the Sunday Sabbath. Throughout much of the 1800s, this day of rest was enforced by individual states, but such enforcement was waning by the end of that century. Americans were so tied to this ritual, however, that some petitioned Congress to legally codify the day. Eventually, the 40-hour workweek was created under the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938, and workers were granted both Saturdays and Sundays as days off.

Even as leisure became part of America's legal structure, the obsession with hard work only grew, especially for higher-paid workers. In the 19th and early 20th centuries, pundits predicted that automation would lead to more leisure time. But another ideology took hold instead, one that the Atlantic contributor Derek Thompson calls workism: Adherents to this quasi-religion, most of whom are college-educated Americans, build their identities and seek fulfillment through their job.

Once the twin pillars of working a lot and sleeping a little became symbols of American achievement, those looking to stay up later became prime targets for product marketing. A nation of people trying to rebel against their body's basic instincts is a nation ready to pay for help. Coffee, for example, was successful in the U.S. in part because employers realized that caffeine would allow workers to toil longer. As time went on, the tools on offer got more varied: Now you can try an ice bath or dubious supplements or a thousand different kinds of energy drinks (some of which may give you a heart attack).

Though in recent years a majority of Americans have acknowledged that they'd feel better with more rest, the mindset that sleep equals laziness is hard to shake. When the actor Dakota Johnson said in 2023 that sleep is her "number one priority in life," adding that she can easily sleep for up to 14 hours, her comments went viral, and she felt compelled to issue a clarification a while later. Sure, 14 hours is a lot of sleep; tech bros somewhere are shuddering at the thought. Perhaps one day, the new brag will be to say, "I sleep so much." But we're not quite there yet.
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How to Make Your Work Your Calling

Three ways to find purpose and meaning in a job

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.

A favorite Zen Buddhist story of mine--such a favorite, I confess, that I mentioned it once before--tells of a novice monk who, on his first day at the monastery, stands before the head monk to receive his work assignment. "Before you reach enlightenment," the master, or jikijitsu, says, "you will chop wood and carry water." Dutifully, the young monk, or unsui, does as he is told: Day after day, month after month, year after year, he chops wood and carries water. It is backbreaking work, and many times he dreams that, after he attains enlightenment, his life's calling will be to become a teacher himself. Or perhaps he will be a pure contemplative, spending his time in prayer and meditation. Either way, his work will involve sitting indoors, without chafed hands and aching muscles.

After decades at the monastery, fulfilling his duties through arduous study and labor, the monk--now not so young--is finally judged to have the desired level of knowledge: He has risen to the level of Zen master himself. Standing before the aged head monk, he asks, "I have faithfully carried out my job all these years, chopping wood and carrying water, as I worked to become a master. What will my job be now?" The jikijitsu smiles and replies, "Chop wood, carry water."

This time of year, the most common question I get from my students who are starting out in their career is about this idea of work as a calling. My response is the same as the Zen story's lesson: Don't wait for your life's calling to find you with the perfect job; turn whatever job you find into the way you seek that calling.

Read: When the status quo doesn't cut it

You don't have to be a career-obsessed go-getter to believe that work should be about more than financial success or just a necessary evil to pay the rent. In Genesis, God places Adam "into the Garden of Eden to dress it and to keep it." In other words, even in the original paradise--before all the unpleasantness with the snake and the apple--God designs the first human, made in his image, to work, not lie about. The Bible makes no mention of Adam's daily labor being easy or fun, but clearly it is meaningful; working in the garden is how he lives in the image of his Creator. Hinduism has a very similar teaching: "By performing one's natural occupation, one worships the Creator from whom all living entities have come into being."

Despite their ostensibly secular orientation, career counselors are taught to help clients find their "transcendent summons" to a particular career. This is because clients demand an ineffable sense that they are supposed to be doing this job. Psychologists have conducted in-depth studies of this desired sense of career calling. Writing in the Journal of Organizational Behavior in 2005, two researchers at Boston University distinguished between "objective careers," which they defined as jobs chosen for entirely practical reasons (such as a paycheck), and "subjective careers," which were selected for a sense of calling. They argued that subjective careers deliver greater satisfaction, even during difficult periods. Think about it: On a really bad day, you might quit your job in anger, but even on the worst of days, you don't quit your calling, because you didn't choose it--it chose you.

The definition of success in an objective career generally revolves around money, power, or prestige. In a subjective career, the definition of success is much more profound than these worldly rewards. That goes deeper than just "I love my job," as a matter of fact. Researchers demonstrated this in 2012 by devising a survey that asked people to agree or disagree with such statements as "I have a good understanding of my calling as it applies to my career." The higher the subjects' scores on these questions, the researchers found, the more those people felt meaning in their life. This is not to say that their life's purpose was work per se; that would be plain workaholism. Rather, their work was a vehicle for that purpose, not an impediment. And a sense of purpose is precisely where meaning begins.

Derek Thompson: Your career is just one-eighth of your life

You might conclude, then, that the luckiest people in the world are those who are sure of their calling. You might look at a terrifically gifted athlete or an amazingly talented musician, and assume that they're blessed to be born with this knowledge. That assumption would be wrong, however, because children who choose their path in life according to an unusual vocational talent can easily wind up quite unhappy. I speak partly from personal experience: For a dozen years, I pursued a career as a classical French-horn player, which I was sure was my calling from the age of 8. By the time I was 28, being a musician felt less like my vocation and more like a prison sentence.

The secret is not finding the perfect job but making your work, whatever that happens to be, your calling. This involves three steps:

1. Look within.
 The first step is to home in on what economists dryly call "intrinsic compensation." This is in contrast to "extrinsic compensation," or the material benefits of employment, such as wage, benefits, and prestige. Intrinsic rewards include the inherent psychological recompense you get from working. Although you do need extrinsic rewards to pay the rent, intrinsic rewards are what give you meaning. Researchers have consistently shown that when people are intrinsically motivated, they like their job more, work harder, and stick with it longer than when they are only extrinsically motivated.

The intrinsic-reward step holds true for life more generally, not just for your work: Studies on students, for example, have shown that when they do puzzles out of purely intrinsic motivation--in effect, for fun--they persevere at them longer than students who are set the same task with only the extrinsic motivation of achieving a performance goal, such as course credit. Similarly, you may have noticed that your relationship with your partner is better when you do nice things for each other purely out of love, rather than for some purpose such as avoiding a fight or winning favor.

2. Focus on fascination.
 One intrinsic reward that especially corresponds to calling is interest. Interest is a basic positive emotion that has a clear evolutionary root: Ancient humans who were motivated to learn were surely more inclined to prosper from exploration, and were therefore more likely to pass on their genes than incurious troglodytic layabouts. So seek a job that is intrinsically interesting to you. Interest is highly personal, of course: One of my sons is an obsessed data scientist; the other talks nonstop about his work as a construction manager. Neither one of them can imagine wanting to do what the other does--or what I do, for that matter.

Understandably, you might be in a particular work situation out of necessity, and would note that you don't have the luxury of being fascinated by what you need to do for a living. That is fair, and no job is interesting all of the time. But even a job taken out of sheer desperation may have some interesting facets. A musician friend who'd taken a temporary job in food service while auditioning for a position in symphony orchestras told me that he'd managed to make his work interesting by focusing on how people around him behaved, as if he were an anthropologist, and keeping a journal at night of what he observed.

3. Be that person.
 A second, important type of intrinsic reward can be found in service to others. You probably won't be surprised to learn that researchers have found the highest satisfaction and morale in workplaces where a strong culture of helping and reciprocity exists. They have also shown that an impulse to assist your co-workers will raise your own job satisfaction. In other words, if you avail yourself of opportunities to help others, your job will become more satisfying--more like a calling, in fact.

Helping others at work can take many forms. One young man, seeking my advice, said he feels like a drudge in his cubicle farm, surrounded by people who got no more meaning from work than he did. I advised him to look for ways to engage, unbidden, in small acts of kindness throughout the day. For example, I said, bring the guy in the next cubicle a fresh cup of coffee after lunch, and notice his happy reaction. Write an email of appreciation to someone for no extrinsic reason. Being that person, I reasoned, would surely change for the better how he sees his role in the workplace.

Read: Career advice: give

When, in my 30s, I finally broke away from music and went back to school in order to change professions, I had a gnawing fear that I was simply a chronic malcontent who would wind up as dissatisfied a social scientist as I had been a miserable French-horn player. I needn't have worried--because what I do now truly feels like my calling, and it's a deep source of satisfaction.

But something else occurs to me: I now see that if I could have shown this column to my younger self, I might have found much more meaning as a musician. I could have appreciated the intrinsic reward of playing some of the greatest music ever written. I could have shown more interest in learning about that music and the people who wrote it. I could have found ways to lighten the daily load of my fellow musicians through small acts of kindness and consideration.

To find a calling is not about the actual work of chopping wood and carrying water. The sense of calling comes in how we make the act of chopping wood meaningful, and in how we serve others by the water we're carrying. That is the path to true enlightenment.
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Humanity Is Playing Nuclear Roulette

The contours of World War III are visible in the conflicts between Russia and Ukraine, India and Pakistan, and now Israel and Iran.

by Jeffrey Goldberg




On October 27, 1962, the 12th day of the Cuban missile crisis, a bellicose and rattled Fidel Castro asked Nikita Khrushchev, his patron, to destroy America.

"I believe that the imperialists' aggressiveness makes them extremely dangerous," Castro wrote in a cable to Moscow, "and that if they manage to carry out an invasion of Cuba--a brutal act in violation of universal and moral law--then that would be the moment to eliminate this danger forever, in an act of the most legitimate self-defense. However harsh and terrible the solution, there would be no other."

We exist today because Khrushchev rejected Castro's demand. It was Khrushchev, of course, who brought the planet to the threshold of extinction by placing missiles in Cuba, but he had underestimated the American response to the threat. Together with his adversary, John F. Kennedy, he lurched his way toward compromise. "In your cable of October 27 you proposed that we be the first to carry out a nuclear strike against the enemy's territory," Khrushchev responded. "Naturally you understand where that would lead us. It would not be a simple strike, but the start of a thermonuclear world war. Dear Comrade Fidel Castro, I find your proposal to be wrong, even though I understand your reasons."

Castro was 36 years old during the missile crisis. He was 84 when I met him, in Havana, in late summer 2010. He was in semiretirement, though he was still Cuba's indispensable man. I spent a week with him, discussing, among other things, the Nuclear Age and its diabolical complexities. He still embraced the cruel dogmas of Communist revolution, but he was also somewhat reflective about his mistakes. I was deeply curious about his October 27 cable, and I put this question to him: "At a certain point it seemed logical for you to recommend that the Soviets bomb the U.S. Does what you recommended still seem logical now?" His answer: "After I've seen what I've seen, and knowing what I know now, it wasn't worth it."

Read: Jeffrey Goldberg discusses Israel and Iran with Fidel Castro

The problem with wisdom is that it tends to come slowly, if it comes at all. As a species, we are not particularly skilled at making time-pressured, closely reasoned decisions about matters of life and death. The sociobiologist E. O. Wilson described the central problem of humanity this way: "We have Paleolithic emotions, medieval institutions, and godlike technology." The main challenge of the 80 years since the Trinity atomic test has been that we do not possess the cognitive, spiritual, and emotional capabilities necessary to successfully manage nuclear weapons without the risk of catastrophic failure. Khrushchev and Castro both made terrifying mistakes of analysis and interpretation during the missile crisis. So, too, did several of Kennedy's advisers, including General Curtis LeMay, the Air Force chief of staff, who argued that a naval blockade of Cuba, unaccompanied by the immediate bombing of missile sites, was "almost as bad as the appeasement at Munich."

Today, the Global Operations Center of the U.S. Strategic Command, which oversees America's nuclear forces, is housed in an Offutt Air Force Base building named for LeMay. This decision has always struck me as an indirect endorsement by America's nuclear establishment of the bias toward action embodied by the sometimes-Strangelovian LeMay. Bias toward action is an all-purpose phrase, but I first heard it in the context of nuclear warfare many years ago from Bruce Blair, a scholar of nonproliferation and a former Air Force missile-launch officer. It means that the nuclear-decision-making scripts that presidents are meant to follow in a crisis assume that Russia (or other adversaries) will attempt to destroy American missiles while they are still in their silos. The goal of nuclear-war planners has traditionally been to send those missiles on their way before they can be neutralized--in the parlance of nuclear planning, to "launch on warning."

Many of the men who served as president since 1945 have been shocked to learn about the impossibly telescoped time frame in which they have to decide whether to launch. The issue is not one of authority--presidents are absolute nuclear monarchs, and they can do what they wish with America's nuclear weapons (please see Tom Nichols's article "The President's Weapon"). The challenge, as George W. Bush memorably put it, is that a president wouldn't even have time to get off the "crapper" before having to make a launch decision, a decision that could be based on partial, contradictory, or even false information. Ronald Reagan, when he assumed the presidency, was said to have been shocked that he would have as little as six minutes to make a decision to launch. Barack Obama thought that it was madness to expect a president to make such a decision--the most important that would ever be made by a single person in all of human history--in a matter of minutes.

We are living through one of the more febrile periods of the nuclear era. The contours of World War III are visible in the Russian invasion of Ukraine. Russia has been aided by Iran and North Korea and opposed by Europe and, for the time being, the United States. Pakistan and India, two nuclear states, recently fought a near-war; Iran, which has for decades sought the destruction of Israel through terrorism and other means, has seen its nuclear sites come under attack by Israel and the United States, in what could be termed an act of nonproliferation by force; North Korea continues to expand its nuclear arsenal, and South Korea and Japan, as Ross Andersen details elsewhere in this issue, are considering going nuclear in response.

Humans will need luck to survive this period. We have been favored by fortune before, and not only during the Cuban missile crisis. Over the past 80 years, humanity has been saved repeatedly by individuals who possessed unusually good judgment in situations of appalling stress. Two in particular--Stanislav Petrov and John Kelly--spring to my mind regularly, for different reasons. Petrov is worth understanding because, under terrible pressure, he responded skeptically to an attack warning, quite possibly saving the planet. Kelly did something different, but no less difficult: He steered an unstable president away from escalation and toward negotiation.

In September 1983, Petrov was serving as the duty officer at a Soviet command center when its warning system reported that the United States had launched five missiles at Soviet targets. Relations between the U.S. and the U.S.S.R. were tense; just three weeks earlier, the Soviets had shot down a civilian South Korean airliner. Petrov defied established protocols governing such an alert and declared the launch warning to be false. He understood that the detection system was new and only partially tested. He also knew that Soviet doctrine held that an American attack, should it come, would be overwhelming, and not a mere five missiles. He reported to his superiors that he believed the attack warning to be a mistake, and he prevented a nuclear exchange between the two superpowers by doing so. (Later, it was determined that a Soviet satellite had mistakenly interpreted the interplay between clouds and the sun over Montana and North Dakota as missile launches.)

John Kelly, the retired four-star Marine general who served as White House chief of staff for part of Donald Trump's first term, is known for his Sisyphean labors on behalf of order in an otherwise anarchic decision-making environment. Kelly, during his 17 months as chief of staff, understood that Trump was particularly dangerous on matters of national security. Trump was ignorant of world affairs, Kelly believed, and authoritarian by instinct. Kelly experienced these flaws directly in 2017, when Trump regularly insulted the North Korean leader, Kim Jong Un, who was widely regarded as inexperienced and unstable himself. After North Korea threatened "physical action" against its enemies, Trump said, "They will be met with fire and fury and frankly power, the likes of which this world has never seen before."

Read: John Kelly finally lets loose on Trump

Kelly repeatedly warned Trump that such language could cause Kim, eager to prove his bona fides to the senior generals around him, to overreact by attacking South Korea. But Trump continued, tweeting: "Military solutions are now fully in place, locked and loaded, should North Korea act unwisely. Hopefully Kim Jong Un will find another path!" Kim later responded by firing missiles over Japan and calling Trump a "mentally deranged U.S. dotard."

According to reporting in Michael S. Schmidt's book, Donald Trump v. The United States: Inside the Struggle to Stop a President, Kelly told Trump, "You're pushing him to prove he's a man. If you push him into a corner, he may strike out. You don't want to box him in." Schmidt wrote, "The president of the United States had no appreciation for the fact that he could bring the country not just to the brink of a war at any moment--but a nuclear war that could easily escalate into the most dangerous one in world history." Kelly realized that his warnings to Trump weren't penetrating, so he played, instead, on Trump's insecurities, and on his need to be a hero, or, at the very least, a salesman. "No president since North Korea became a communist dictatorship has ever tried to reach out," Kelly told Trump, according to Schmidt. "No president has tried to reason with this guy--you're a big dealmaker, why don't you do that."

Kelly's diversion worked: Trump quickly became enamored of the idea that he would achieve a history-making rapprochement with North Korea. Kelly understood that such a deal was far-fetched, but the pursuit of a chimera would cause Trump to stop threatening nuclear war.

Trump remains an unstable leader in a world far more unstable than it was during his first term. No president has ever been anything close to a perfect steward of America's national security and its nuclear arsenal, but Trump is less qualified than almost any previous leader to manage a nuclear crisis. (Only the late-stage, frequently inebriated Richard Nixon was arguably more dangerous.) Trump is highly reactive, sensitive to insult, and incurious. It is unfair to say that he is likely to wake up one morning and decide to use nuclear weapons--he has spoken intermittently about his loathing of such weapons, and of war more generally--but he could very easily mismanage his way, again, into an escalatory spiral.

From the November 1947 issue: Albert Einstein on avoiding atomic war

The successful end of the Cold War caused many people to believe that the threat of nuclear war had receded. It has historically been difficult to get people to think about the unthinkable. In an article for this magazine in 1947, Albert Einstein explained:

The public, having been warned of the horrible nature of atomic warfare, has done nothing about it, and to a large extent has dismissed the warning from its consciousness. A danger that cannot be averted had perhaps better be forgotten; or a danger against which every possible precaution has been taken also had probably better be forgotten.

We forget at our peril. We forget that 80 years after the world-changing summer of 1945, Russia and the United States alone possess enough nuclear firepower to destroy the world many times over; we forget that China is becoming a near-peer adversary of the U.S.; we forget that the history of the Nuclear Age is filled with near misses, accidents, and wild misinterpretations of reality; and we forget that most humans aren't quite as creative, independent-minded, and perspicacious as Stanislav Petrov and John Kelly.

Most of all, we forget the rule articulated by the mathematician and cryptologist Martin Hellman: that the only way to survive Russian roulette is to stop playing.



This article appears in the August 2025 print edition with the headline "Nuclear Roulette." 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 Blockbuster That Captured a Growing American Rift

The novel that inspired the film <em>Jaws</em> was decidedly populist. The movie? Not so much.

by Tyler Austin Harper




In a cramped, $50-a-month room above a New Jersey furnace-supply company, Peter Benchley set to work on what he once said, half-jokingly, might be "a Ulysses for the 1970s." A novel resulted from these efforts, one Benchley considered titling The Edge of Gloom or Infinite Evil before deciding on the less dramatic but more fitting Jaws. Its plot is exquisite in its simplicity. A shark menaces Amity, a fictional, gentrifying East Coast fishing village. Chaos ensues: People are eaten. Working-class residents battle with an upper-class outsider regarding the best way to kill the shark. The fish eventually dies in an orgy of blood. And the political sympathies of the novel are clear--it sides with the townspeople, and against the arrogant, credentialed expert who tries to solve Amity's shark problem.

In June 1975, 50 years ago this month, the movie version of Jaws was released in theaters and became the first-ever summer blockbuster. Though the film retains Benchley's basic storyline--shark eats people; shark dies a bloody death--it turns the book's politics upside down. Benchley wrote the first drafts of the screenplay adaptation, but the script was thoroughly revised by his co-writer, Carl Gottlieb, and the result led the novelist to send an ornery letter to one of the film's producers, detailing his qualms with the film's plot and the characterization of its protagonists. Although Benchley didn't explicitly mention disapproving of how the film handles class, the movie's differences from its source material are hard to miss. In the novel, Benchley portrays Amity as a community trying to maintain its dignity in the face of shark-induced uncertainty and the people who live there as mostly noble, if unpolished. But the film, directed by Steven Spielberg, shows little patience for Amity's fishermen and small-business owners, a perspective that at points seems to devolve into contempt.

The differences in the political orientations of the two works become especially clear when you compare the portrayals of three main characters: Brody (played in the film by Roy Scheider), the top cop trying to save Amity; Quint (a wizened Robert Shaw), the local fisherman paid handsomely to help him; and Hooper (Richard Dreyfuss), a hotshot shark scientist who--unlike the other two men--is highly educated and independently wealthy.

Read: The legacy of Jaws

In the novel, Brody--"strong, simple, kind"--is Amity-born, Amity-bred. The paycheck-to-paycheck Brody family operates on a strict budget, living on coupons and discounted meat. His class anxieties are a through line in the novel, as revealed in his constant conflict with Hooper, who is rapacious and sleazy. The tension between these two men is not just socioeconomic but also educational. "What do you know about ecology, Brody?" Hooper says at one point. "I bet all it means to you is someone telling you you can't burn leaves in your back yard." Hooper is similarly dismissive of Quint, balking when Brody suggests hiring the experienced but terse and anti-environmentalist fisherman to help find the shark. "You're joking," he sneers. "You'd really do business with this guy?"

The film, however, dispenses with these frictions. In the movie, Hooper is far more genial than in the novel, and is largely depicted as in the right. Brody is a recent transplant from New York City, living a seemingly idyllic life in Amity with a home on the water. Although he is not college educated, his primary virtue is that he defers to people who are. And he becomes a foil for Amity's working people, who in the film are largely portrayed as unpleasant or obtuse, or at best well meaning but shortsighted. Quint, charmingly weathered, comes off more favorably than the other townspeople, but his folk wisdom is far less exalted than Hooper's scientific knowledge.

The film features an indelible town-hall scene in which Brody pushes for a beach shutdown, nearly causing the townspeople, worried about losing their livelihood, to riot. The chief's promise to "bring in some experts" does little to calm the locals, who are apparently immune to reason. In a different scene, a knuckleheaded islander uses his wife's holiday roast as shark bait, nearly killing himself in the process. In yet another one, a crowd of camo-clad and rain-slickered townies pile into dinghies, off on a shark hunt rendered as a bacchanal of idiocy. They overload their boats, slopping chum everywhere and throwing explosives in the water in their bumbling bid to kill the big fish. The ostensible reason for their fervor is the $3,000 bounty on the shark's head, because they, being down on their luck, could use it. Instead of portraying this as the act of financial desperation that it is, the movie makes the working stiffs the butt of its joke.

None of these scenes appears in the book. The film also omits several plotlines from Benchley's novel that humanize Amity's working class, including one where a local teenager gets fired from his job at a tourist spot and decides to sell drugs to make up for his lost wages so he can pay for college. He seems to determine that a brief life of crime is preferable to a long one of clawing in a world where a degree is more and more essential. "That's quite a choice, isn't it?" the young man tells his date as he considers what to do. "College or jail." (Missing, too, from the film: any mention of Amity's Black community, which gets a fairly nuanced portrayal in the book.)

Movies take liberties with their source material all the time. But the differences between these two works matter because they anticipated a fight that has arguably defined American politics since at least 2016, between a technocratic managerialism that champions college education and a nostalgic workerism that aims to defend and restore stable blue-collar employment and tends to resent members of the highly educated class.

Jaws was released just as critics and political theorists were examining the growing impact of degreed experts on the United States' economy and culture. The author Barbara Ehrenreich, who in 1977 coined the term professional-managerial class with her then-husband, observed that whereas professional-class jobs represented an estimated less than 1 percent of American employment before 1930, they came to comprise about a quarter of all workers by the 1970s, a proportion that has swelled in the decades since. If there is a lesson latent in Jaws, it is that the film was too bullish by half about the new credentialed class. Many of the great quagmires of the 21st century--the global War on Terror, the 2008 financial crisis, the opioid epidemic--unfolded in no small part because of mistakes or negligence by highly educated people in positions of power.

Read: The world might be better off without college for everyone

Perhaps nowhere is the contrast between book and film more apparent than in the latter's treatment of Jaws's violent conclusion. In the book, Hooper's faith in his own brilliance and expensive technological devices predestines him to be eaten by the shark. Quint--with rather little help from the police chief--vanquishes the great white but is killed in the process. The image Benchley leaves us with is one of the townie dying for the town, Quint vanishing into the sucking blue, his arms spread like Christ. Only Brody is left alive. And if he acquits himself admirably throughout the ordeal, his reprieve is not a function of his own heroism, but of Quint's. Benchley also considered calling his book The Survivor--and as Brody swims to shore, one gets the sense that in the end, he is more witness than protagonist, a man whose last job is to tell the people of Amity of their fisherman's bravery and the out-of-town college boy's foolishness.

Compare this with the movie's ending. Quint, the film's only poor main character, is also the only main character to die. He tries and fails to kill the shark, in no small part because he underestimates his quarry, and then is swallowed whole. Brody, who blows up the shark by shooting at a scuba tank that has become lodged in its mouth, saves the town. The film winds to a close with the police chief and the biologist, the two out-of-towners, triumphantly swimming to shore as the sun rises on a new Amity, replacing Benchley's original paean to the virtuous American worker with the film's implicit antipopulism.

The film's final message is clear enough. Quint, the dead avatar for the town's fishing-village past, must give way to the urban transplants with their polished middle-class morality and impressive degrees. Progress dictates that the experts, and those who listen to them, win the day. Benchley, however, seems to have sensed the trouble that lay ahead as the country transitioned to quasi-mandatory higher education. His vision is clear in another grisly image that the book furnished us with but that failed to make it to the screen: a dying shark, gutted and thrown back into the sea, its mouth opening and closing as it feeds unwittingly on its own entrails.
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The Worst Sandwich Is Back

Wraps are popular again. So is a certain kind of physique.

by Ellen Cushing




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


Updated at 6:41 p.m. ET on June 25, 2025


Wraps are awful. At best, they ruin perfectly serviceable fillings by bundling them up in a gummy, cold tortilla. At worst, they do this with less-than-serviceable fillings. They're like a salad, but less refreshing, or like a sandwich, but less filling--a worst-of-all-worlds Frankenstein's monster, an indistinguishable food slurry wrapped in edible cardboard, like the world's rudest present. They're desperation food--"the stuff," Lesley Suter wrote a few years ago in the food publication Eater, "of refrigerated airport deli cases, conference center lunch trays, and the dark side of a Subway menu." Every single part of them is the wrong texture.

And yet: This month, McDonald's announced that it would be bringing back its chicken Snack Wrap, after nearly 19,000 people signed a Change.org petition arguing that it was "easily the best thing" on the chain's menu. The announcement came a day after Popeyes introduced three new chicken wraps. TikTok is now filled with wrap-recipe cook-alongs and clips of attractive young people hunting for the best chicken-Caesar wrap in their given city.

Read: The golden age of the fried-chicken sandwich

If you are over 40, this might sound a bit familiar. Wraps were one of the biggest eating fads of the 1990s, after a group of enterprising friends decided to put Peking duck inside a tortilla and see if San Franciscans would buy it. They would, and they did, and then so did the rest of the country. Soon enough, the nation's leading newspapers were running careful, anthropological explainers about wraps, as though a sandwich were a newly discovered animal species. (The Washington Post, 1996: "They're called wraps--big, fat, tortilla-wrapped bundles similar to burritos but with a wild choice of international fillings." The Post again, six months later: "It looks like a giant egg roll.") Tavern on the Green, which had at that point been selling down-the-middle American classics in New York City's Central Park for two generations, introduced a pork-and-potato wrap. Around the country, as The New York Times wrote in 1998, "tiny stores selling wraps sprang up like weeds."

Wraps, like garbage cans, can hold anything; for this reason, they aligned perfectly with the '90s fascination with so-called fusion food, which combines dishes from different culinary traditions. But more important, they were a vessel for the era's body anxieties. Extreme thinness was trending; Dr. Robert Atkins had recently reissued his diet guide, one of the best-selling books in history. Wraps were--in marketing, if not always in reality--lower-calorie and lower-carb than normal sandwiches, all that pillowy, delicious bread having been replaced with a utilitarian tortilla forgery that tasted and looked virtuous, especially when it was flecked with spinach or tomato. If traditional sandwiches were greasy and chaotic, the province of children and cartoon slobs, wraps were tidy and sensible, the province of working women with slim hips and pin-straight hair. They were fuel more than food, practicality more than pleasure. The fact that they didn't taste good was maybe even part of the point. A couple of weeks ago, I was talking with a woman about this story at a party, and she mentioned that she used to eat a lot of wraps. I was incredulous--until she explained, breezily, that she had had an eating disorder for many years.

Read: How snacks took over American life

Trends are pendulums. Wraps and extreme thinness eventually became less fashionable, but not because they were a terrible waste of time and imagination--they became less fashionable simply because new orthodoxy about how to eat and how to look replaced them. Bowls became the dominant healthy-ish working lunch, and a curvier silhouette--less ruler, more Jessica Rabbit; less Kate Moss, more Kim Kardashian--became the aspirational female body type. Third-wave feminism and its attendant media turned dieting (or at least talking about it) into something archaic and deeply uncool. But America's golden age of body positivity had its limitations: People were still expected to fall within a narrow band of acceptable sizes and shapes, and they were expected to have a particular body by accident, without effort or deprivation or shame or depressing sandwiches. For a while, the feminine ideal was a beautiful woman with a tiny waist, a giant butt, and a hamburger in hand, meat juice spilling down her forearm.

But recently, the mood has shifted again. Hip bones are jutting out once more from above low-rise jeans. The Kardashian sisters have been talking about their "weight-loss journeys." Estimates suggest that up to one in eight American adults have taken Ozempic or similar drugs since they were introduced. In the extreme, influencers are building social-media empires by bullying women into cutting calories and exercising for hours a day. Everywhere I look, the aesthetic values of the '90s have returned, even if the vocabulary has changed: Low-carb has been replaced with high-protein; dieting has been replaced with wellness; starvation has been replaced with fasting. Diet culture is being revived, repackaged, and resold for a new era, and so are the foods that fed it.

Two decades ago, when Subway launched a new line of wraps, they were advertised as a "carb-controlled" option compatible with the Atkins diet. In 2024, when Subway launched a new line of wraps, a company press release foregrounded their protein content and promised to "fuel you up without weighing you down." The Snack Wrap Change.org petition explicitly cites the wrap's calorie count, which is typically below 300. On TikTok, fitness bros are bragging about the "macros" on their "XL Grinder Salad Wraps," and women are posting recipes for 300-calorie buffalo-chicken wraps to a chorus of comments such as "YALL THIS IS SOOOOO FILLING. I LOVE HIGH VOLUME LOW CAL EATING ???." A thinness-obsessed nation is turning once again toward joyless tubes of functional slop, borne back ceaselessly into the past.



This article originally misidentified the author of a best-selling diet guide as Dr. Richard Atkins. In fact, the author of the guide is Dr. Robert Atkins.
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Thank God for <em>The Bear</em>

Season 4 of the FX show is exactly what it--and we--needed.

by Sophie Gilbert




"You ever feel like you're stuck in the same day, like over and over again?" Carmen Berzatto asks another chef early in the new season of The Bear. Carm, of course, played in fine haunted fashion by Jeremy Allen White, is the jolie laide centerpiece of the series, the sad-eyed Chicago son whose face launched a thousand "Yes, chef" memes and whose grief and PTSD preoccupied almost all of Season 3. Stuck? I can forgive The Bear almost anything, because it's one of the few shows on television now still willing to wrangle with the mess of being human--with what it means to try to live differently. We all know what it's like to feel stuck. Most of us have loved The Bear since it debuted in 2022: an impossibly gorgeous and teeth-grindingly stressful show that put viewers through the restaurant-kitchen wringer so that it could reward us with moments of transcendent payoff. Season 3, relentless in its examination of the sticky contours of Carm's trauma, offered fewer bursts of that kind of respite.

These new episodes, though, bear fruit, in the form of progress, and forward momentum, and the impossible optimism of people changing for the better. In Season 1, Carm--a burner-scarred veteran of some of the world's best kitchens--returned to Chicago to try to save his dead brother's hopelessly dysfunctional sandwich shop, sparring with Richie (Ebon Moss-Bachrach), his coke-dealing "cousin" and a poster boy for woeful masculinity. In Season 2, with the help of his protege, Sydney (Ayo Edebiri), Carm prepared to open the restaurant he'd always dreamed of, while Richie found his own sense of purpose. At the end of Season 3, the Bear--the restaurant--received a thoroughly mixed review from the Chicago Tribune, leaving the team scattered and uncertain.

Read: It's easy to get lost in The Bear

On the plus side, this means there's no time left to waste. The motif of the new season is a clock that Uncle Jimmy (Oliver Platt) unceremoniously plonks down in the kitchen, counting the number of hours until the restaurant runs out of funds. If the team is going to save the Bear, it has to be now. Christopher Storer, the show's creator, turns the last minutes of the first episode into a rousing, synth-scored, preparing-for-battle montage reminiscent of a Cold War action movie. Every Second Counts reads the sign on one wall. "Why am I crying?" I wrote in my notes, as lockers slammed shut and knives rasped against sharpeners ahead of service. The biggest obstacles, beyond money, are the ones in the chefs' heads: Marcus (Lionel Boyce) is still slower and clumsier with the desserts he's trying to perfect than he can afford to be; Tina (Liza Colon-Zayas) can't turn the pasta around quickly enough; Sydney can't decide whether Carm's genius in the kitchen is worth the risk of sinking her own career and mental health.

The Bear has always had an expansive understanding of what restaurants represent--the task not only of elevating food into an art, but also of making every guest feel cared for, affirmed, at home. And for the people who spend 80-hour weeks sweating all the intimate details of service, the job means so much more than work, the team so much more than colleagues. "Please, help me out with this place," Richie prays one night. "If it's fucked, then I am fucked. It's like the last thing that's actually keeping me attached to anything, so please, help me out here. Amen." Ebraheim (Edwin Lee Gibson), whose work in the sandwich window is the lone financial bright spot in the Bear's books, seeks a mentor to try to figure out how he personally might be able to help. Sydney agonizes over the question of whether to abandon Carm and the Bear for a more functional (if annoying) chef who's trying to poach her.

The new season, as is series tradition, makes space for some intriguing curveballs. An episode co-written by Edebiri and Boyce takes Sydney outside the restaurant to a hair appointment at a friend's house, where she considers what it means to have people who really know her, and to feel like she belongs. Another episode that runs upwards of an hour brings together virtually everyone in the show's history for an event that seems to promise chaos and destruction--say, a car driven through a house, a gunfight--but goes somewhere wholly unexpected. Almost more than ever, The Bear is preoccupied with what we as humans inherit and what we pass on in turn, and whether we can actually choose, as Carm wanted in Season 3, to "filter out all the bad." Carm's sister, Natalie (Abby Elliott), trying to raise her own child differently, starts using gentle-parenting techniques at work, almost unintentionally, with understandable lapses in patience. Richie's work on himself continues to, in my opinion, sustain all hope for humanity. ("Neil Jeff, you're beautiful," he whispers to his and Carm's childhood friend, Neil Fak--Matty Matheson--in a heartbreaking instant of pure television.) Marcus and Sydney, both of whom have lost their mothers, interlock neatly with Carm, who still dreads seeing his own. In Season 1, the show seemed intent on conveying how toxic masculinity poisons not just kitchen culture but all hierarchies; now, because the team members have opened themselves up to more nurturing models of care and communication, their potential is fully unfurling.

All of this wrestling with pain and purpose and guilt and growth is intermingled with Storer's musical callbacks and quick cuts of dishes being plated, red lines on charts running menacingly downward, clocks ticking, casual conversations that become so unexpectedly profound that they rip your heart right out. The pace isn't always so rapid-fire--when episodes slow down, it's for a reason. There are still a handful of dream sequences and surreal interludes that seem to want to underscore the show's deep psychological curiosity, and its unwillingness to be an easy watch. But after the slow-drip, languorous suffering of Season 3, it's thrilling to see the characters and the action move so purposefully and gratifyingly forward.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2025/06/the-bear-season-4-tv-review/683324/?utm_source=feed
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What Does Khamenei Do Now?

Things could get better. Or much worse.

by Hanna Rosin




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

Remember when President George W. Bush stood in front of the huge Mission Accomplished banner to drive home the point that the Iraq War was over, before it was over? We seem to be in another "mission accomplished" moment, only this time with adjectives. "Obliterated" is how President Donald Trump describes Iran's nuclear program. "Blown to kingdom come" is another term he used. Secretary of State Marco Rubio prefers "wiped out." CIA Director John Ratcliffe opted for the more sober "severely damaged." Of course, we still don't know where Iran's stores of enriched uranium are and how quickly its leaders could reconstitute a nuclear program, should they choose to. But we do know that U.S. leaders appear to be in a hurry to exit the situation. "They had a war. They fought. Now they're going back to their world," Trump said at this week's NATO press conference, leaving unsaid: And we will go back to ours.

This week on Radio Atlantic, the Iranian writer and Atlantic contributor Arash Azizi brings us into "their world," which seems to be waiting for new things to start. As Azizi sees it, Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei's days were already numbered before the bombings. Now these nine days of war have left him weakened and "hiding like a little mouse" in a bunker. If this means a new future for Iran, which one? We talk with Azizi about the massive gap between the Iranian people and their leader, the failures of Khamenei, and the country's many possible futures, which could be better and freer, or much worse.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Donald Trump has said two very memorable things about Iran in recent days. First, this:

Donald Trump: We basically have two countries that have been fighting so long and so hard that they don't know what the fuck they're doing. Do you understand that?


Rosin: The second one was more subtle.

Trump: We're going to talk to them next week, with Iran. We may sign an agreement. I don't know. To me, I don't think it's that necessary. I mean, they had a war. They fought. Now they're going back to their world. I don't care if I have anything--


[Music]

Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. That was Trump in yesterday's NATO press conference, after a reporter asked if he was going to talk to Iran now. The memorable part of what he said was "They're going back to their world," as in: We're going back to regularly scheduled programming.

And what about their world? Today we talk to an Iranian about how the nine days of war could change everything in that world--or nothing at all. Arash Azizi was born in 1988, a year after the current supreme leader, Ayatollah Khamenei, came to power.

Arash Azizi: So I was born the last year of the Iran-Iraq War, and that's really the last that Iranians had seen war and, you know, what it looks like. They had, I think, forgotten it, perhaps, this terrible feeling that there are, you know, bombs in the skies that might fall on you.


Rosin: Azizi is a contributing writer to The Atlantic and the author of What Iranians Want. In that book, he writes about a future that Iranian activists want to build for themselves, as opposed to the precarious future they're facing right now.

Azizi: I think, you know, a lot of Iranians will feel helpless because it's clear that decisions that are determining their lives, I know, are made in a lot of different places, but, you know, not by them.


Rosin: When Israel bombed Iran, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said something which really stuck with me. He said, "The people of Iran must understand this is their moment. A light has been lit. Carry it to freedom." Did it feel that way to you--like, this sudden opportunity? Or was your first thought, This is gonna make things worse? Just initially.

Azizi: Definitely it was that it's going to make things worse, and it's because it's something that is not hypothetical. We've thought about it for a very long time. You know, there were elements in the Iranian opposition who openly or semi-openly had been hoping for that to happen, and not just in the Iranian opposition. If I'm honest, there were people in Iran, people that I have known sometimes, who were thinking, Well, wouldn't it be great if Israel or the United States came out and took care of this regime and, you know, we could move on to a better life? I was always not only just skeptical; I basically thought that frankly foolish, because it was clear to me that this is not going to happen.

Rosin: What's "this is not going to happen"? That it's not going to topple the regime necessarily?

Azizi: Exactly. That it's not going to topple the regime, certainly not going to topple the regime in a good way, right? As in leading to a democracy. It's very fascinating when we talk about, you know, these issues and people have debates. I always like to ask people, you know: "Walk me through it. Like, what do you think is going to happen?"

So Israel starts hitting the heads of the regime, kills these military commanders, which it did. What's the next thing that will happen? Now, if we did have--hypothetically--if we had a large, organized opposition that was really ready to take power, you could imagine, Okay, they could use this opportunity to take power.

And even then, you know, they could have still been against the war and everything, but you say, Okay, realistically, this is an evil way of getting to something good, but you know, you can. But this was not the case in Iran. In fact, it was always clear to me, and I think it's clearer now, that it is the opposite, actually.

The attacks help sort of militarize the situation. They help sort of strengthen the security bodies. And while me and other democracy activists, we are always looking for a way out, the best way out of the bad conditions, the conditions are in many ways worse because of the attack. I'm trying not to be hopeless about it, and I still think that there is a moment of change in Iran that is still going on, and there are positive ways about it.

But yes, Netanyahu's claims that this would lead to some sort of a social uprising or that this would be an opportunity for people to topple the regime were always baseless. And if he really believed them, it would show that. If Israel has great intelligence penetration of Iranian society--obviously, sort of Iranian security services and all that--shows that it lacks understanding of Iranian society and politics. Although, my suspicion is that I don't think he actually believed that.

Rosin: So let's give people a better understanding of Iran and what's actually happening. Ayatollah Khamenei has been in power for 36 years. Is that right?

Azizi: He's been in power since 1989. I was born in '88, so that's, like, my entire life.

Rosin: Yeah, that's what I was going to ask you. Is he the only leader you have ever known?

Azizi: (Laughs.) I was 1 year old when Khomeini passed away. There are stories that I was 1 year old, and a lot of people around us were celebrating and all that. But I don't remember it.

Rosin: So what was your impression of him, growing up? Or how did it evolve over time? Those 36 years, your whole life.

Azizi: I mean, I think Ayatollah Khamenei has been a total failure. And Iranians really think about their history in terms of hundreds of years and thousands of years, right? So when I say he's been a failure, I don't mean he's been the worst leader since the 20th century. I think he's been one of the worst. Like, trying to find someone worse, we need to go back to the last king of the Safavid empire in the 18th century, perhaps. And the reason for that is his track record.

It's quite clear to me what happens. He was a young revolutionary in the '60s and '70s, and like a lot of people in that era, they wanted to change the world, and they were happy to sort of destroy human societies in their paths, sometimes with good intentions, you know, sometimes otherwise. He happened to be part of one of the few experiments in the '60s and '70s that actually won, the Iranian Revolution. And he comes to power as part of the 1979 revolution, and later on as leader in 1989, and he borrowed our country for his Islamist cause.

Rosin: Did you say, "He borrowed our country"?

Azizi: Yeah. That's sort of the expression I use because, you know, the revolution had genuine popular support in 1979. But throughout the years--certainly, I would say, since the '90s, since the mid-'90s-- the population is not revolutionary. They're not supporting these goals of Ayatollah Khamenei, which is what? Which is two things really: To turn Iran, first of all, into a model Islamic society. This model society of Ayatollah Khamenei is one in which women happily wear the veil; men and women don't look at each other, you know, in a way that they would be attracted to each other; is one in which everyone is working toward good Islamic values, as he understands them. And it's been an utter failure on that count, right?

Rosin: How do you know? I mean, how do you know that it's an utter failure, that the population is not in support of him?

Azizi: Well, I think number one, the thinkers of the regime themselves say that. And not only is Iran not a model Islamic society; it's one of the most anti-religious societies in the world. I think, you know, people would be shocked--and they are shocked when they go to Iran and see it. Now, of course, you know, there are devout Muslims, you know, my grandmother included, right? But the kids born after us, they don't care about religion at all. Sometimes, frankly, they're even a little nihilistic, I would say. They could not be further from the image that Ayatollah Khamenei wanted of this Islamic sort of model.

And look--Iran is a country of 90 million. There are differences. There are, obviously, devout people. There are people with different texts. But by and large, this is a society that, really, it couldn't be further from what Ali Khamenei wants. I mean, you know, according to his ideals, he wanted to ban most forms of music in some way. You know, Korean pop bands are super popular in Iran, like everywhere else. There is just, like, a total cultural defeat. And they've recognized that. If you read regime bodies, what they're saying is, We need to give up on this. We know we've lost, because they see what their own sons and daughters are doing.

Rosin: It's funny because from a distance, if you just take the flattest image of Iran--I'm not saying many Americans know that much--it's, like, a country where there are older clerics who rule, and "Death to Israel," "Death to America." That's sort of the shorthand for what happens in Iran.

Azizi: Yeah, and that is the sort of ruling regime. I would say that's not even necessarily a good picture of the ruling regime. And we can talk about it a little bit because, yes, you know, Khamenei believes in death to America and death to Israel, I have no doubt. But that's not true of the rest of the Iranian regime.

I would actually say that, you know, figures in the Iranian regime that I talk to sometimes for my reporting, they always send their kids to Europe and America. This actually goes back to your earlier question as well. So how do I know this is a total culture failure? Where do the sons and daughters of these leading figures of the regime go? They come here. They go to Europe. Let's go look at their Instagram. You know, what are they doing? They're, like, posting about Justin Bieber.

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Azizi: And there are tons of examples like that. The anti-Westernism is a total cultural failure.

Rosin: Is this just the upper classes you're describing? Like, are you describing just rich Iranians?

Azizi: Absolutely not. I'm describing Iranians across the board. In fact, it's sometimes the other way around because if you're college educated, like I am, you might be a bit more skeptical of the West. Like, that's actually a very Western thing, as a college-educated Westerner would be on different levels.

I think there is a base for--let's say radical anti-Westernism has a base in Iranian society. I think if it organized itself politically, it could be, like, maybe 10 or 15 percent of Iranian society, but there's such a small minority. You know, you can look, for example, in the last couple of years on the anti-Israel issue. Isn't it interesting that genuine, mass organized, let's say anti-Israel demonstrations--they happened in dozens of cities in the United States. They happened in dozens of cities in Europe. They obviously happened all over the Middle East. They did not happen in Tehran.

Just a few weeks ago, before the current war, a group of students--sort of leftish students at the University of Tehran--tried to organize a sort of anti-Israel demonstration, and with very beautiful, good intentions on a large part, right? I don't want to diss them. It's a very global cause. They made sure there were people who came without the hijab, right? They didn't want it to be a proregime thing, and, like, 20 people showed up.

Rosin: That is very telling, that at the exact historical moment when it is perhaps the easiest to organize an anti-Israel demonstration, the country that is the originator of "Death to Israel" can only get 20 people to an anti-Israel rally. That's telling.

Azizi: Yeah, because people don't support it. And people don't support it, by the way, for very basic reasons. They don't support it because, first of all, they don't see Iran as a party to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, because we're not, regardless of what we think about it. So Dariush Ashoori, this Iranian socialist intellectual after the 1967 war, you know, he's in a debate with someone else, and he says, The Israeli-Palestine conflict to us is like, I think he says, the Ethiopian-Sudanese conflict, something like that.

Rosin: Meaning what? It's like something happening over there, far away?

Azizi: Exactly. And it's something that we don't have a stake in.

Rosin: The people?

Azizi: Well, the Iranians. He's saying it from a perspective of Iranian people.

Rosin: Wow. This is, like, a very different picture than the picture you get just reading headlines.

Azizi: Yeah, and you don't need to take my word for it. Again, you know, all you need to do is talk to an average Iranian. They talk about it like someone in Europe. So in the U.K., you have people who become very anti-Israel, perhaps, and criticize and become very, you know, pro-Palestine or not, right?

But you also have the opposite, just like somewhere in Europe. My point is: People don't have a direct stake. And the other thing that is important, related to that: They surely don't want the regime to spend their treasures on this conflict and to bring them now, as it has in the last two weeks, to a direct conflict.

It's not because they don't care for the people of Gaza. It's that they don't like the way they're being used. And they don't see it as enlightening in national interest, because it isn't.

[Music]

Rosin: So the leader and the people are at odds. And now the country is at a crisis point. What does that mean for Iran's future? That's after the break.

[Break]

Rosin: Okay, so let's understand what this adds up to. You're saying cultural alienation from what the priorities are of the leadership. Just visually right now, the leadership, and by which I mean Khamenei himself, seems pretty isolated. Like, literally, he's in a bunker somewhere. Many of his top generals are dead.

What are you hearing from Iran, then, about what his state of mind is? Because on the one hand, you said the activists are not organized--like, there isn't some organized internal opposition ready to overthrow him. On the other hand, he's pretty isolated, both from his own culture, his own generals. So where is he?

Azizi: So we are talking on Wednesday morning, a few days after the United States finally attacked Iran, and a few days after the cease-fire and the commander in chief, the head of the state, the grand Ayatollah Khamenei, the leader of the revolution, you know, he is hiding like a little mouse somewhere.

We don't know where he is. He hasn't shown his face. He's given two speeches since the war with Israel began on June 13. If you look at the headlines, there was all this about "the defiant speech," but if you actually listen to the speech and you speak Persian, he does not appear anything like defiant. He really looks like someone who they forced to record--almost like a forced video. He like looks tired and defeated.

Rosin: So you just mean his tone. Like, his tone didn't match his words?

Azizi: His tone didn't match his words. Especially, if--we remember this guy, right? You asked me, sort of, if I grew up with him. I remember a time when he was an impressive figure in some ways. He's a good rhetorician. He's 86, so, I mean, he was going to die soon anyways, right? We are all waiting for that, frankly. Iran has been now in a total waiting [period] for years for this guy to drop dead.

Rosin: There was a term I heard that someone used, which was "a zombie regime."

Azizi: No, certainly. Yeah, a zombie regime. And when I go take a shower, and I come out in half an hour and I haven't looked at my phone, I always have this fantasy that I open it and Khamenei has died, right? So we're really waiting for this moment to arrive. But he's now finished in some very real ways. There is a ferocious conflict in Tehran over the future, some of which we've reported on in The Atlantic, about sort of the plots that are going on to replace him. So he's finished.

But you actually posed that excellently. So the opposition is not organized. Khamenei, as a person, is finished; his policies are total failures, right? I mean, just to recapture it very quickly: His policies have brought Iran economic destruction, international isolation, domestic repression, and now a direct war--and hundreds of Iranian civilians are dead because of that war. So he's finished; the opposition is not ready to take over. So who? You know, who's now calling the shots?

Rosin: So tell us the options. Does he have a succession plan?

Azizi: So according to the letter of the Iranian constitution, the supreme leader--this is a very strange position, so very briefly I'll explain. The supreme leader is a sort of made-up English term that we use. The real term there is the guardian jurist. Basically, the closest example to it is not in Islamic text, but it's from Plato's Republic. It's the philosopher king.

The reality is: There is nobody with those qualities, really, who could be the third supreme leader. So there's a very real possibility that Khamenei will actually end up being the last one, that this position will somehow be abolished, and there would be a constitutional transition.

But if it wasn't abolished, some of the main candidates that are being talked about--surprise, surprise--one of them is Mojtaba, his son, Mojtaba Khamenei. But further surprise, supporters of Mojtaba Khamenei are not selling him as a continuity candidate of his father, knowing that that would be a losing bet. They're actually doing the mirror opposite of that--they're comparing him to [Mohammed bin Salman], the crown prince of Saudi Arabia, as someone who would be a rejuvenating figure who would take Iran away from the clerics and from the anti-Westernism, to a more sort of nationalist path and would open things up. They're selling him as a change candidate.

Rosin: And you, who call yourself a democracy activist, can you get on board with that? Do you see him as a change candidate?

Azizi: I can't get on board with Mojtaba, because we don't know anything about him. He's an entirely shadowy figure. Like, when I say we don't know anything about him, like, there's not a single speech of this guy you can find anywhere. There's a speech of him, because he teaches at Qom. As a cleric, that's what you do, right? So you teach others religious stuff in seminaries in the holy city of Qom, near Tehran. And he stopped teaching, actually, mysteriously last year. So it's entirely vibes. And actually, it's funny: In 2009, when they say Mojtaba, it really felt like something that your weird uncle or, like, the taxi driver would say. But now it's a serious thing.

Rosin: So they're coming up with a narrative about him. They're trying to package him or sell him. So that's over there. That's a mystery. What's another option?

Azizi: So there's a possibility of an actual hard-liner, who would actually be Khamenei continuity--as in anti-Westernism, anti-Israelism, Draconian domestic policy and repression. But I think it's quite likely that they're going to have to move in a pragmatic direction. And what do I mean by pragmatic? I think they're going to lessen domestic repression, not politically but socially, if you know what I mean.

Rosin: Which would look like what?

Azizi: Which would look like most authoritarian countries in the region that are, you know, Politically, you can't organize, but you want to go out and have a drink? That's okay. You want to not cover your hair? That's okay. The kind of domestic repression that exists in Iran and, frankly, doesn't really exist elsewhere in the world to the same degree.
 
 Rosin: So there's some release? This is what people say--like, Iran is a country where you can't even have a cultural release, a social release, dance, drink, whatever. So that gets loosened.

Azizi: That's very important to remember. Iran is a country in which all of us have these memories, right? You're walking with a woman and you could be arrested, you know, asking what your relationship is.

In fact, I was once stopped, working with my mother, and asked, What is your relationship? My mother was very happy.

Rosin: (Laughs.) Yeah, that's like a compliment to your mother.

Azizi: Yes, it was. But it was a sort of a horrifying thought. I also remember my mother and father getting stopped once, and then they started fighting, and the guy said, Well, only a real married couple could fight like this. Definitely genuine.

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Azizi: So it's very important. It's like the daily humiliation and repression in Iran is very important, and that would be lifted. And I think the foreign policy of Iran, I think ultimately, these guys don't share the revolutionary aspirations of Khamenei. They want integration into the Western economy. That's really what they want.

But I'll tell you why it is delicate: Because they want integration to the Western economy, however, the part that introduces another element to it is that they've also been restrained effectively by Khamenei, who was the grand ideologue of anti-Westernism, but he was also a very cautious--actually, I would say cowardly--man who said all these things but never got Iran into a conflict with these countries.

So these guys are less cautious, sometimes more trigger happy, as it often happens with, you know, younger generations of military folks. And they're Iranian nationalists, as opposed to Islamists. But that also means that they would want Iran to play a role in the region and to sort of stand for something.

Rosin: Let me just summarize, so I understand. So we have, on the one hand, the kind of nepotistic regime; that's the son. On the one hand, we have the hard-liners; that's the least possibility. This last category you're describing, we're just calling pragmatics, of all kinds. They can be military. They can be businessmen. They're just the sort of people advocating for a pragmatic future, which would mean economic integration, also might mean a little regional arrogance.

Azizi: Let's call them "developmentalist." I mean, that's what they really want, is for Iran to be developed. They were salivating--when Trump was in Riyadh and gave his speeches, the entire Iranian political sphere was looking to Riyadh and thinking, This is who we want to be. We want the American president to come and say, you know, 'Invest in us, and we'll invest in you, and we'll do AI, and we'll do nanotechnology.' I mean, this is who these people are.

And I want to clarify the Mojtaba nepotistic part. You know, that's a bit of a dark scenario we don't know. But a lot of the people who are supporting him are also some of these developmentalists. So some of the developmentalists are supporting him; some of them are not. So there really is--I would say, majorly, there's two futures.

There are the hard-liners, which I see as a little possibility. And there's developmentalists, but developmentalism can go in different directions and can lead to different choices. And also, the contradictions need to be understood. So a lot of these developmentalists, for example, would've traditionally been in favor of nuclear talks, a nuclear deal like we had in 2015, like the talks that were going on early on this year, and hopefully they might go on again. But some of them are actually in favor of having a nuclear weapon, because you know, they see, Well, maybe this is the only way, you know, Iran can be sovereign, blah, blah.

What I'm hoping is that they'll understand the contradiction in that position--that, you know, as an Iranian, for me, I think the pursuit of a nuclear weapon is going to be a disaster for Iran.

Rosin: So in all the scenarios that you've laid out, you haven't really mentioned democracy. You've mentioned the lifting of cultural repression and a better life. But the thing that you seem to care about is democracy. So what's the future of that?

Azizi: That's an excellent question. I will always fight. I have one life, and, you know, to the day I die, I'll fight for democracy for Iran and figures that I support in the Iranian political scheme--if you will, people like Mostafa Tajzadeh, a former deputy military minister who is now a political prisoner in Evin Prison. His reaction to the war: He called for cease-fire and a democratic transition. So there are people who are calling for these things.

I hope those of us in the Iranian opposition can get organized and offer a real alternative and make this vision true. But you notice in that, hope is doing a lot of the work in that sentence.

So do I think this is a vision that could happen in the next few years? I hope with all my being that I'm wrong, but I don't. I think the movers and shakers of Iranian power are now these factions of the regime, and they're not interested in democratization, because why would they be interested in giving power away?

And frankly, let's be honest with each other, Hanna: This is not exactly a moment of democratic flourishing anywhere in the region, right--anywhere in the world, actually, but also anywhere in the region. The Arab Spring, after all, did not lead to the establishment of democracy anywhere but in Tunisia, and that got overturned.

Now, I do think there are more prodemocracy aspirations in Iran, but I think before we can have democracy, we first of all need two things. We need basic safety and security of our bodies. And secondly, we need prosperity. Like, we need a way to make a living, right? It's funny: I used to ask my students, you know, "Which one would you prefer: prosperity or democracy?" And of course, a lot of them are high-minded; they would say "democracy." Then I'd say, "Where would you prefer to live: Senegal or the [United Arab Emirates]?" And of course, they all say UAE, right? And so I think that those are the realities. Democracy is sometimes not necessarily a priority.

Rosin: Last question: Just as we've been talking, President Trump was speaking at a NATO conference and insisting that the strike completely obliterated Iran's nuclear program, which he's been saying all along, despite some U.S. assessments that it was only set back a few months. So what does it change in terms of Iran and its future if it is only set back a couple months?

Azizi: It's not true that the Iran nuclear program has been destroyed. I mean, that much is clear there. Iranian enriched uranium remains at large, and Iran has different pathways. And the most dangerous thing is that Iran now has pathways to not collaborate with the International Atomic Energy Agency, so people wouldn't know, even, you know, what it was doing.

And it gives huge Saddam vibes, and we know where that ended and where that went. And, I mean, Saddam from, like, the '90s onwards. I think the proponents of Iranian nuclear weapons do exist in Iran. They exist, even surprisingly, in sections of the establishment who might not be hard-liners, even some on the Iranian street. But I think this shows the necessity of nuclear talks. The only durable way to get the nuclear threat of Iran defanged is a nuclear deal that would commit Iran to not go for a nuclear weapon, and that would incentivize Iran not to do that.

Rosin: Right? So the real solution is not a military-strategic solution. It's a political solution.

Azizi: Absolutely, because it's the only way that Iran could commit to not getting nuclear weapons. And look--this will also include seriously degrading Iran's nuclear capabilities. No one is saying not to do that. Any part of a deal is that you've got to close off a couple of nuclear plants. There's no doubt about it. Most importantly, you've got to increase inspection by the IAEA, the UN nuclear watchdog.

But ultimately, whoever is ruling Iran should not want to have nuclear weapons. If they do want to have nuclear weapons, they'll find pathways to it.

Rosin: Arash, thank you so much for giving us the view from inside Iran.

Azizi: Thank you so much.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West and edited by Claudine Ebeid. We had engineering support from Erica Huang. 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 End of Publishing as We Know It

Inside Silicon Valley's assault on the media

by Alex Reisner




When tech companies first rolled out generative-AI products, some critics immediately feared a media collapse. Every bit of writing, imagery, and video became suspect. But for news publishers and journalists, another calamity was on the horizon.



Chatbots have proved adept at keeping users locked into conversations. They do so by answering every question, often through summarizing articles from news publishers. Suddenly, fewer people are traveling outside the generative-AI sites--a development that poses an existential threat to the media, and to the livelihood of journalists everywhere.



According to one comprehensive study, Google's AI Overviews--a feature that summarizes web pages above the site's usual search results--has already reduced traffic to outside websites by more than 34 percent. The CEO of DotDash Meredith, which publishes People, Better Homes & Gardens, and Food & Wine, recently said the company is preparing for a possible "Google Zero" scenario. Some have speculated that traffic drops resulting from chatbots were part of the reason outlets such as Business Insider and the Daily Dot have recently had layoffs. "Business Insider was built for an internet that doesn't exist anymore," one former staffer recently told the media reporter Oliver Darcy.



Not all publishers are at equal risk: Those that primarily rely on general-interest readers who come in from search engines and social media may be in worse shape than specialized publishers with dedicated subscribers. Yet no one is totally safe. Released in May 2024, AI Overviews joins ChatGPT, Claude, Grok, Perplexity, and other AI-powered products that, combined, have replaced search for more than 25 percent of Americans, according to one study. Companies train chatbots on huge amounts of stolen books and articles, as my previous reporting has shown, and scrape news articles to generate responses with up-to-date information. Large language models also train on copious materials in the public domain--but much of what is most useful to these models, particularly as users seek real-time information from chatbots, is news that exists behind a paywall. Publishers are creating the value, but AI companies are intercepting their audiences, subscription fees, and ad revenue.

Read: The unbelievable scale of AI's pirated-books problem

I asked Anthropic, xAI, Perplexity, Google, and OpenAI about this problem. Anthropic and xAI did not respond. Perplexity did not directly comment on the issue. Google argued that it was sending "higher-quality" traffic to publisher websites, meaning that users purportedly spend more time on the sites once they click over, but declined to offer any data in support of this claim. OpenAI referred me to an article showing that ChatGPT is sending more traffic to websites overall than it did previously, but the raw numbers are fairly modest. The BBC, for example, reportedly received 118,000 visits from ChatGPT in April, but that's practically nothing relative to the hundreds of millions of visitors it receives each month. The article also shows that traffic from ChatGPT has in fact declined for some publishers.



Over the past few months, I've spoken with several news publishers, all of whom see AI as a near-term existential threat to their business. Rich Caccappolo, the vice chair of media at the company that publishes the Daily Mail--the U.K.'s largest newspaper by circulation--told me that all publishers "can see that Overviews are going to unravel the traffic that they get from search, undermining a key foundational pillar of the digital-revenue model." AI companies have claimed that chatbots will continue to send readers to news publishers, but have not cited evidence to support this claim. I asked Caccappolo if he thought AI-generated answers could put his company out of business. "That is absolutely the fear," he told me. "And my concern is it's not going to happen in three or five years--I joke it's going to happen next Tuesday."



Book publishers, especially those of nonfiction and textbooks, also told me they anticipate a massive decrease in sales, as chatbots can both summarize their books and give detailed explanations of their contents. Publishers have tried to fight back, but my conversations revealed how much the deck is stacked against them. The world is changing fast, perhaps irrevocably. The institutions that comprise our country's free press are fighting for their survival.



Publishers have been responding in two ways. First: legal action. At least 12 lawsuits involving more than 20 publishers have been filed against AI companies. Their outcomes are far from certain, and the cases might be decided only after irreparable damage has been done.



The second response is to make deals with AI companies, allowing their products to summarize articles or train on editorial content. Some publishers, such as The Atlantic, are pursuing both strategies (the company has a corporate partnership with OpenAI and is suing Cohere). At least 72 licensing deals have been made between publishers and AI companies in the past two years. But figuring out how to approach these deals is no easy task. Caccappolo told me he has "felt a tremendous imbalance at the negotiating table"--a sentiment shared by others I spoke with. One problem is that there is no standard price for training an LLM on a book or an article. The AI companies know what kinds of content they want, and having already demonstrated an ability and a willingness to take it without paying, they have extraordinary leverage when it comes to negotiating. I've learned that books have sometimes been licensed for only a couple hundred dollars each, and that a publisher that asks too much may be turned down, only for tech companies to take their material anyway.

Read: ChatGPT turned into a Studio Ghibli machine. How is that legal?

Another issue is that different content appears to have different value for different LLMs. The digital-media company Ziff Davis has studied web-based AI training data sets and observed that content from "high-authority" sources, such as major newspapers and magazines, appears more desirable to AI companies than blog and social-media posts. (Ziff Davis is suing OpenAI for training on its articles without paying a licensing fee.) Researchers at Microsoft have also written publicly about "the importance of high-quality data" and have suggested that textbook-style content may be particularly desirable.



But beyond a few specific studies like these, there is little insight into what kind of content most improves an LLM, leaving a lot of unanswered questions. Are biographies more or less important than histories? Does high-quality fiction matter? Are old books worth anything? Amy Brand, the director and publisher of the MIT Press, told me that "a solution that promises to help determine the fair value of specific human-authored content within the active marketplace for LLM training data would be hugely beneficial."



A publisher's negotiating power is also limited by the degree to which it can stop an AI company from using its work without consent. There's no surefire way to keep AI companies from scraping news websites; even the Robots Exclusion Protocol, the standard opt-out method available to news publishers, is easily circumvented. Because AI companies generally keep their training data a secret, and because there is no easy way for publishers to check which chatbots are summarizing their articles, publishers have difficulty figuring out which AI companies they might sue or try to strike a deal with. Some experts, such as Tim O'Reilly, have suggested that laws should require the disclosure of copyrighted training data, but no existing legislation requires companies to reveal specific authors or publishers that have been used for AI training material.

Of course, all of this raises a question. AI companies seem to have taken publishers' content already. Why would they pay for it now, especially because some of these companies have argued in court that training LLMs on copyrighted books and articles is fair use?



Perhaps the deals are simply hedges against an unfavorable ruling in court. If AI companies are prevented from training on copyrighted work for free, then organizations that have existing deals with publishers might be ahead of their competition. Publisher deals are also a means of settling without litigation--which may be a more desirable path for publishers who are risk-averse or otherwise uncertain. But the legal scholar James Grimmelmann told me that AI companies could also respond to complaints like Ziff Davis's by arguing that the deals involve more than training on a publisher's content: They may also include access to cleaner versions of articles, ongoing access to a daily or real-time feed, or a release from liability for their chatbot's plagiarism. Tech companies could argue that the money exchanged in these deals is exclusively for the nonlicensing elements, so they aren't paying for training material. It's worth noting that tech companies almost always refer to these deals as partnerships, not licensing deals, likely for this reason.



Regardless, the modest income from these arrangements is not going to save publishers: Even a good deal, one publisher told me, won't come anywhere near recouping the revenue lost from decreased readership. Publishers that can figure out how to survive the generative-AI assault may need to invent different business models and find new streams of revenue. There may be viable strategies, but none of the publishers I spoke with has a clear idea of what they are.



Publishers have become accustomed to technological threats over the past two decades, perhaps most notably the loss of ad revenue to Facebook and Google, a company that was recently found to have an illegal monopoly in online advertising (though the company has said it will appeal the ruling). But the rise of generative AI may spell doom for the Fourth Estate: With AI, the tech industry even deprives publishers of an audience.



In the event of publisher mass extinction, some journalists will be able to endure. The so-called creator economy shows that it's possible to provide high-quality news and information through Substack, YouTube, and even TikTok. But not all reporters can simply move to these platforms. Investigative journalism that exposes corruption and malfeasance by powerful people and companies comes with a serious risk of legal repercussions, and requires resources--such as time and money--that tend to be in short supply for freelancers.



If news publishers start going out of business, won't AI companies suffer too? Their chatbots need access to journalism to answer questions about the world. Doesn't the tech industry have an interest in the survival of newspapers and magazines?

In fact, there are signs that AI companies believe publishers are no longer needed. In December, at The New York Times' DealBook Summit, OpenAI CEO Sam Altman was asked how writers should feel about their work being used for AI training. "I think we do need a new deal, standard, protocol, whatever you want to call it, for how creators are going to get rewarded." He described an "opt-in" regime where an author could receive "micropayments" when their name, likeness, and style were used. But this could not be further from OpenAI's current practice, in which products are already being used to imitate the styles of artists and writers, without compensation or even an effective opt-out.



Google CEO Sundar Pichai was also asked about writer compensation at the DealBook Summit. He suggested that a market solution would emerge, possibly one that wouldn't involve publishers in the long run. This is typical. As in other industries they've "disrupted," Silicon Valley moguls seem to perceive old, established institutions as middlemen to be removed for greater efficiency. Uber enticed drivers to work for it, crushed the traditional taxi industry, and now controls salaries, benefits, and workloads algorithmically. This has meant greater convenience for consumers, just as AI arguably does--but it has also proved ruinous for many people who were once able to earn a living wage from professional driving. Pichai seemed to envision a future that may have a similar consequence for journalists. "There'll be a marketplace in the future, I think--there'll be creators who will create for AI," he said. "People will figure it out."
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This Pride Month, the Backlash Has Officially Arrived

Young LGBTQ people are facing the prospect of losing rights they thought they'd never have to worry about.

by Emma Sarappo




The closing of Dupont Circle felt like a bad omen. The park and its namesake neighborhood, a longtime hub of gay life in Washington, D.C., were expected to be packed during WorldPride 2025. But on June 2, the National Park Service announced that it would be shutting down the place on the celebration's culminating weekend.

The intrusion of federal Washington on the District was unsettling but not unprecedented; the circle, like many of the most popular spaces in the city, is not under local control. More unusual was the chaos that followed. For many residents, there was a sense of fear that the federal government was intentionally excluding queer people from a beloved green space. (The NPS later said that the city's police chief had asked for the closure.) The shutdown order was reversed the next day, then suddenly reinstated. Black security fencing went up on Friday, and then came down again the next morning, opening the circle just in time for the headline parade, on June 7.

The entire affair--the opening, the closing, the paranoia, and then the alarming news of a shooting (which was unrelated and, thankfully, nonfatal)--could be easily put down to the vagaries of big-city life. But it also served as a heavy-handed metaphor for the general vibe of Pride month in the capital and across America: severe emotional whiplash.

For D.C.'s queer community, this was supposed to be an unambiguously triumphant June, one marking multiple important anniversaries. WorldPride, an international LGBTQ festival, had hastily chosen D.C. for its ninth event, after the initial 2025 host, Taiwan, pulled out. The change was fortuitous, in part because it coincided with the 50th anniversary of Pride events in D.C. (first organized in 1975 just a few blocks north of Dupont Circle). And most significantly, this June is the tenth anniversary of the Supreme Court ruling in Obergefell v. Hodges, which legalized same-sex marriage nationwide.

Read: The attack on trans rights won't end there

Every Pride is a commemoration of LGBTQ history, as well as a celebration of how far the community has come. For many in Washington, by some measures the gayest city in America, the marking of a decade since the Obergefell decision in the city where the Court ruled represented the ultimate victory lap. But the actual event was more mixed. Although organizers initially expected 3 million visitors, attendance was reportedly only in the hundreds of thousands. Many foreigners skipped it, citing the United States' recent detainment of travelers and noncitizens over their public statements or social-media posts. Domestic visitors were wary, too, of partying in the federal government's backyard--particularly in the days leading up to President Donald Trump's big military parade. Trump and his party have made the rollback of LGBTQ rights a nationwide priority, and more encroachments--perhaps even the reversal of Obergefell--appear to be on conservatives' radar. Backlash has officially arrived just as some members of Generation Z, the queerest cohort in American history, take their first steps into adulthood. Instead of reveling in their progress, they're having to reenvision their future and wondering which rights are safe and which they might not be able to count on.

Ten years is a long time for a young person. The teens I saw reveling in the streets in rainbow clothes, hair glitter, and body paint were born recently enough that they might not even remember the day of the Obergefell ruling. Older members of their generation were just teenagers when it came down. The bisexual rapper Doechii, who performed at a free concert near the National Mall on Pride weekend, was 16 in 2015; the lesbian pop star Renee Rapp, a grand marshal of the WorldPride parade, was only 15. The youngest Gen Zers, born in 2012, were toddlers at that time. Today, more than one in five Gen Z adults identify as LGBTQ, a greater share than in any generation before them. They grew up, and many of them came out, in the most gay-friendly social climate our country has ever seen. They have had role models in every corner of mainstream American life: Congress, the cover of Time magazine, the NFL, the military, The Bachelor. Things that felt impossible for so many teenagers in decades past--using gender-neutral pronouns; cutting their hair short; bringing a same-sex partner to a high-school dance--were normal for an unprecedented number of them. Target marketed them so much Pride merchandise that they shared memes mocking the collection.

But now that they're reaching maturity, these same young people are watching their status quo erode. The past few years have been marked by harsh, vitriolic backlash. Homophobic language and slurs are back in vogue among a contingent of influencers. The Target jokes stopped being funny when, in 2023, right-wing social-media attacks on its Pride collection got so bad that the company pulled some of the items from its stores, citing threats to employees. The Republican Party has aggressively challenged transgender people's ability to serve in the military, play sports, update their IDs, and medically transition.

And over the past six months, rescinding rights has become official policy. Trump has targeted individual transgender teenage athletes on social media, while his government has cut funding for HIV research and prevention worldwide. State governments and major religious denominations are challenging same-sex marriage, and corporations with a recent history of unfurling rainbow flags--Booz Allen Hamilton, Mastercard, Pepsi--have pulled out of sponsoring Pride events. The White House called LGBTQ-specific suicide-hotline services "radical grooming contractors" and abruptly halted its partnership with the Trevor Project, a nonprofit focused on preventing self-harm by queer youth. The Supreme Court just ruled that a Tennessee ban on gender-affirming care for minors can stand. Meanwhile, support for gay marriage shows a record-high partisan divide, with a major dip in Republican approval and even a slight overall decline.

Read: When a celebrity offers a 'harsh reality check'

Pushback against social progress isn't a new phenomenon, and neither is adversity for LGBTQ people. But prior generations grew up knowing it firsthand, whereas Gen Z has been raised in a world where, each June, huge rainbow parades bearing the imprimaturs of corporations and local governments rolled down the streets of every major U.S. city. That gave them plenty of reasons to believe that the recurrent waves of discrimination their elders faced--the Lavender Scare, Ronald Reagan ignoring the AIDS crisis, the 1996 Defense of Marriage Act--had been relegated to history's dustbin. The milestones of their youth, after all, were victories. But these wins lulled the movement into what Sarah McBride, the 34-year-old transgender representative from Delaware, described to my colleague Hanna Rosin as "a false sense of security." After Obergefell, there was a "dynamic where public opinion was sort of a mile wide but an inch deep," she said. And, in her view, the LGBTQ coalition coasted instead of carrying on the work of public persuasion.

Now the reality of the moment is setting in, and it's taking a psychological toll. "I always say people come to a doctor's office for two reasons: They're either in pain, or they're afraid," Max Doyle, a physician assistant at Whitman-Walker Health, in D.C., who treats many queer Gen Zers and Millennials, told me. "Lately, my patients have been coming in because they're in mental pain and they're afraid." He's been seeing an increase in depression and anxiety in his patients, and referring more of them to psychiatry.

The ebb of LGBTQ acceptance provokes serious, immediate material concerns for people who are beginning their adult lives. They must ask themselves questions like: Where is it safe to live? Should I pursue gender-affirming surgery before it's too late? Should I get married now? Will we still be able to use surrogacy or IVF to start a family if we wait a few years? The freedom these young adults grew up with was, in part, the freedom not to think about these things. That liberty was incomplete--stratified by class, race, region, or pure luck--but wherever it did exist, it represented the fulfillment of a long-held dream, one in which queer people would be able to pursue careers, relationships, and families without fear of being outed or ostracized. Having to ask Where and when can I hold my beloved's hand? is caustic to a person's dignity. Having to wonder Where can I safely use the bathroom? is abrasive to the soul. It fundamentally alters one's brain chemistry to see Sesame Street accused of "grooming" for posting a Pride message.

Doyle is 29, and a Millennial. He says he's not entirely surprised by this climate of backlash, especially because he grew up in the more conservative Midwest. But his co-workers at Whitman-Walker, which has been providing LGBTQ health care in the nation's capital for more than 50 years, belong to many generations, and he finds that his older colleagues and patients, especially those who survived the AIDS epidemic, are "more jaded"--but also "better prepared."

This year's WorldPride was loud, colorful, and full of confetti. As anyone who has spent June in D.C. might have expected, the air was thick and humid, and attendees were dripping with sweat basically as soon as the sun rose. Signs implored the crowd to support trans troops, to get tested for sexually transmitted infections, to stand against queer-book bans, to join IKEA's customer loyalty club. Drag queens threw beads and flags from floats; pop hits and disco classics wafted down 14th Street. There was plenty of good humor and an undercurrent of naughtiness and rebellion.

Despite the political climate, WorldPride felt very much like a regular D.C. Pride. These kinds of family-friendly gatherings contain an implicit but powerful argument for acceptance. They glorify the power and importance of love in the lives of all kinds of people. They make gay life visible and diminish stigma or shame. And, crucially, they emphasize similarities instead of highlighting differences, in the hopes of generating wider approval. That spirit can be found in the majority ruling in Obergefell, in which then-Justice Anthony Kennedy wrote that gay and lesbian couples respect marriage "so deeply that they seek to find its fulfillment for themselves"; in McBride's belief that her allies could have focused more on making the case for expanding trans rights; and in the travel-size trans flag I saw in someone's back pocket branded with the logo of the mayor's office.

Read: Let the Record Show is an essential story of the AIDS movement

That's not the only way LGBTQ people have made progress, though. Today, recognizing that decades of change may not be as irreversible as they'd thought, some Gen Zers look back to their radical elders in search of models for moving forward. They counter homophobia and transphobia with slogans like "The First Pride Was a Riot." They argue that the power of Stonewall came from the open rebellion of an unapologetic, unassimilated group. If even Elmo is getting called a groomer, their line of thinking goes, then being palatable doesn't work: You might as well show up, as many did at WorldPride, in leather and drag.

The first D.C. Gay Pride Day, in 1975, was deliberately split across two sides of the street, the organizer Deacon MacCubbin has recalled over the years. He'd struck a deal with local media: They could film one side of the block; the other was for people who didn't want to be outed to friends, family, or co-workers. In light of that history, this year's parade, documented openly by thousands of iPhones and public Instagram posts, feels less like a typical party than a minor miracle.

About 69 million Gen Z people live in the U.S.; perhaps 10 million or more of them identify as queer. They can't possibly agree on everything and may not have much in common at all, but that is a staggering number of people who acknowledge and share something that many born before them took to their graves. They may make very different choices about what their lives will look like, but even if it becomes much harder to be openly gay or trans in America in the coming years, five decades of history cannot easily be undone.

"We've been through this before, and it's really hard on people, but we're gonna get through this," Doyle told me. This is what he counsels his patients, based on decades of knowledge about how, for instance, AIDS activists made medications more available and affordable, and trans people shared and used hormones long before they were widely prescribed. Those 10 million people represent a durable cultural change because they have grown up feeling entitled to be themselves in private and in public. That word--entitled--is frequently thrown around to insult this generation, but there are some cases in which the unabashed expectation of fair treatment is a clear source of strength. Personal liberty is an American entitlement, and these young people will not readily give it up.
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America's Incarceration Rate Is About to Fall Off a Cliff

Long sentences and recidivism kept prison populations high for decades, but prisons are now starting to empty.

by Keith Humphreys




Updated at 12:35 p.m. ET on June 26, 2025

For more than 40 years, the United States--a nation that putatively cherishes freedom--has had one of the largest prison systems in the world. Mass incarceration has been so persistent and pervasive that reform groups dedicated to reducing the prison population by half have often been derided as made up of fantasists. But the next decade could see this goal met and exceeded: After peaking at just more than 1.6 million Americans in 2009, the prison population was just more than 1.2 million at the end of 2023 (the most recent year for which data are available), and is on track to fall to about 600,000--a total decline of roughly 60 percent.

Discerning the coming prison-population cliff requires understanding the relationship between crime and incarceration over generations. A city jail presents a snapshot of what happened last night (for example, the crowd's football-victory celebration turned ugly). But a prison is a portrait of what happened five, 10, and 20 years ago. Middle-aged people who have been law-abiding their whole life until "something snapped" and they committed a terrible crime are a staple of crime novels and movies, but in real life, virtually everyone who ends up in prison starts their criminal career in their teens or young adulthood. As of 2016--the most recent year for which data are available--the average man in state prison had been arrested nine times, was currently incarcerated for his sixth time, and was serving a 16-year sentence.

Because of that fundamental dynamic, the explanation for why roughly 1.6 million people--more than 500 for every 100,000 Americans--were in a state or federal prison in 2009 has very little to do with what was happening on the streets or with law-enforcement policies that year. Rather, the causes lay in the final decades of the 20th century.

From the end of World War II until the mid-1970s, the proportion of Americans in prison each year never exceeded 120 per 100,000. But starting in the late 1960s, a multidecade crime wave swelled in America, and an unprecedented number of adolescents and young adults were criminally active. In response, the anti-crime policies of most local, state, and federal governments became more and more draconian. The combined result was that the prison population exploded. By 1985, the imprisonment rate had doubled from its historical norm, such that more than 200 in 100,000 Americans were in a state or federal prison. The number of people in prison increased an average of 8 percent a year for the next decade, breaching the 1 million mark in 1994 and continuing to grow until 2009. This had ramifications that were felt for years: Because most people who are released from prison return, the system has been stocked and restocked with the legacy of that American crime-and-punishment wave for a quarter century. That's why the 2009 peak of U.S. imprisonment came 18 years after the 1991 peak in the violent-crime rate. The prison system is like a badly overloaded tractor trailer--it takes a long time to stop even after the brakes are hit.

David A. Graham: The good news about crime

That tractor trailer is finally slowing down, decades after the "great crime decline" began in the 1990s. Until 2009, the lengthier sentences handed down during the preceding crime wave and the tendency of released prisoners to be re-incarcerated kept imprisonment rising even as crime declined. But the falling crime that the U.S. experienced in the 1990s and 2000s is now finally translating into a shrinking prison population.




This chart, using data from the U.S. Department of Justice, shows the collapse of criminal arrests of minors in the 21st century. Rapidly declining numbers of youth are committing crimes, getting arrested, and being incarcerated. This matters because young offenders are the raw material that feeds the prison system: As one generation ages out, another takes its place on the same horrid journey. The U.S. had an extremely high-crime generation followed by a lower-crime generation, meaning that the older population is not being replaced at an equal rate. The impact of this shift on the prison population began more than a decade ago but has been little noticed because it takes so long for the huge prison population of longer provenance to clear.

But such a transformation is now well under way. One statistic vividly illustrates the change: In 2007, the imprisonment rate for 18- and 19-year-old men was more than five times that of men over the age of 64. But today, men in those normally crime-prone late-adolescent years are imprisoned at half the rate that senior citizens are today.




As the snake digests the pig year after year, the American prison system is simply not going to have enough inmates to justify its continued size or staggering costs. Some states that are contemplating expanding their prison capacity will be wasting their money--their facilities will be overbuilt and underused. By 2035, the overall imprisonment rate could be as low as 200 per 100,000 people. States should instead be tearing down their most deteriorated and inhumane correctional facilities, confident that they will not need the space.

This optimistic analysis could have been written in 2019, when the imprisonment rate had been falling for more than a decade and hit a level not seen since 1995. I thought about writing this article then, but a world turned upside down shook my confidence.

COVID initially looked like a boon for decarceration because states reduced prison admissions and accelerated releases in 2020 to reduce transmission, cutting the prison population by 16 percent. But whether it was due to this mass release, COVID, de-policing, other factors, or some combination thereof, crime exploded in 2020 after a long quiescent period, most shockingly with an unprecedented 30 percent increase in homicides. Crime spikes increase incarceration directly because more people are committing crimes and also because they lead the public to demand more aggressive policies, which often translate into longer and more frequent prison sentences. If the turmoil of the early 2020s had led to an extended period of high crime and high punishment similar to what the U.S. experienced in the late 20th century, the COVID-era contraction of the prison population could have been immediately nullified and then some when, in the ensuing years, the prison pipeline was eventually replenished.

But thankfully, the spike was just a spike, not a new equilibrium. Crime stopped rising sometime in 2022, and fell in 2023 and 2024. The prison population inched up 2 percent in 2022 and again in 2023, and it is possible that a similar rise took place in 2024, but even collectively, this is a fraction of the sudden population decline during the early pandemic. The COVID era ended with prison populations lower rather than higher: A recent Vera Institute report found that, on balance, from 2019 to the spring of 2024, the number of federal prisoners declined by 11 percent, and the number of state prisoners declined by 13 percent.

Accelerating the de-prisoning of America is worthwhile and possible. The benefits of a smaller prison population are not limited to those who would otherwise be locked up and the people who love them. Prisons crowd out other policy priorities that many voters would like the government to spend more money on. In all 50 states, the cost to imprison someone for a year significantly exceeds the cost of a year of K-12 education. But even greater than the financial savings would be the prosperity in human terms: Less crime and less incarceration are profound blessings for a society.

Lenore Anderson: The people most ignored by the criminal-justice system

The simplest available policy to accelerate the decarceration trend is to stop building prisons except in cases where a smaller, modern facility is replacing a larger, decaying institution. Though it will be nonintuitive to many reformers, particularly on the left, opposition to any such new facilities being private should be dropped. The principal political barrier to closing half-full prisons is the power of public-sector unions. In contrast, a private prison can be sent to its reward if its contract is canceled. Individual communities in areas of low employment will also fight to keep their prisons. Prison-closing commissions, analogous to military-base-closing commissions, may be necessary and should coordinate with legislators to provide worker retraining and financial assistance to compensate for the loss of high-wage jobs in communities whose economy revolves around corrections.


Doug Dubois and Jim Goldberg / Magnum



Finally, America should not let its prison system become the most expensive and inhumane of nursing homes. The rate of recidivism among senior citizens is near zero, and compassionate release of sick and aging inmates should be the default rather than the exception, a reversal of current practice.

In any given future year, small rises in imprisonment are possible, but the macro trend is ineluctable: Society is going to experience the benefits of past decades of lower crime throughout its prison system. The imprisonment rate will be lower in five years and lower still in 10. Prisons will still exist then and still be needed, but the rate at which Americans are confined in them could be lower than anything in the preceding half century. This is the fruit of a lower-crime society--good in and of itself, surely, particularly for the low-income and majority-minority communities where most crime occurs. It will also, of course, be a blessing for those who avoid prison, and for the taxpayers who no longer have to pay for it. The decline in the prison population will be something everyone in our polarized society will have reason to celebrate.





A chart in this article showing the number of juvenile arrests from 1980 to 2020 has been updated to correct labeling on the Y axis.
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Brace Yourself for Watery Mayo and Spiky Ice Cream

MAHA is coming for emulsifiers.

by Yasmin Tayag




In the kitchen, an ingredient's taste is sometimes less important than its function. Cornstarch has rescued many a watery gravy; gelatin turns juice to Jell-O. Yet the substances that make bread fluffy, hold mayonnaise together, and keep the cream in ice cream have, according to the new stance of the United States government, "no culinary use."

These natural and synthetic substances, called emulsifiers, are added to processed foods to give them the textures that Americans have come to love. They've also become targets in Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s push to remove many food additives from the American diet. The "Make America Healthy Again" report, published in May, groups emulsifiers with other additives, some of which it says are linked to mental disorders, metabolic syndrome, and cancer. Online, the MAHA crowd echoes claims that emulsifiers are helping drive America's chronic health problems.

Like seed oils and food dyes, emulsifiers have raised some real health concerns, particularly about gut health. But distinguishing their ill effects from those of the foods they're in is challenging--and probably a distraction from the diet changes that would really make Americans healthier.

To anyone who's attempted (and failed) to make a smooth vinaigrette using only oil and vinegar, MAHA's assertion that emulsifiers have no culinary use is an affront. Any recipe that calls for blending two substances that don't mix well together requires emulsifiers' magic touch. Their molecular structure is drawn to watery substances on one end and fat-based ones on the other, bridging ingredients that would otherwise separate. In a vinaigrette, a dollop of mustard does the trick. Mayonnaise, essentially a blend of oil and a water-based acid, such as vinegar, is spreadable thanks to a natural emulsifier: egg yolks. Similarly, adding eggs to milk prevents ice cream from separating into solid milk fat studded with ice shards (yum).

Not all emulsifiers are as recognizable as eggs and mustard. Many commercial ice creams swap eggs for cheaper synthetic emulsifiers. Cake mixes are foolproof because chemicals called propylene glycol esters prevent powdered fats from clumping. Monoglycerides and diglycerides add structure to and extend the shelf life of bread. Xanthan gum thickens creamy salad dressings. The MAHA report makes no distinction between purely chemical emulsifiers and those that are naturally occurring, such as egg yolks and soy lecithin. So far, studies have not definitively identified differences in their effects on human health.

Read: America stopped cooking with tallow for a reason

Perhaps because they are so useful, emulsifiers are in about half of supermarket foods sold in the United Kingdom, according to a 2023 study of the country's four largest supermarkets; one study in France found that they account for seven of the top 10 most-consumed food additives among adults. So far, their prevalence in the U.S. food system hasn't been studied, but given the dominance of processed food in the American diet, it's safe to say that we eat a lot of them.

In Kennedy's view, that abundance of emulsifiers is at least partly responsible for America's chronic-disease epidemic. In May, he promised to investigate and ban food additives that are "really dangerous." But so far, the research on emulsifiers doesn't justify such a label. In 2017, an FDA-led study concluded that seven common emulsifiers didn't raise any safety concerns at the usual levels of consumption. The agency's calculations have "a lot of safety built in," says Renee Leber, a food scientist at the Institute of Food Technologists, a trade group. There's no reason to expect that Americans would ever consume enough emulsifiers to spark serious health concerns.

Still, looking further into emulsifiers' health impacts isn't a bad idea. A growing number of studies suggest that some can harm the gut, perhaps by shifting the balance of the gut microbiome. They may also damage the gut's protective mucus layer, leaving it more vulnerable to inflammation and bacteria. A few studies suggest a link between the inflammation that some emulsifiers cause and certain illnesses, including Crohn's disease, metabolic syndrome, and type 2 diabetes. But other research has turned up conflicting results; a study published last year linked a high-emulsifier diet to a better-protected gut.

Even emulsifier experts aren't sure exactly what the substances do in the body. Research on how they affect intestinal health is "very much a work in progress," Benoit Chassaing, a professor at the Institut Pasteur, in Paris, told me. It also still isn't clear which ones, if any, have the most potential for harm. In a 2021 study, Chassaing and his colleagues used a model to test the effects of 20 common emulsifiers on the gut microbiome. Only two of them--the synthetic emulsifiers carboxymethylcellulose (found in vitamins and dietary supplements) and polysorbate 80 (usually in edible oils and cake icing)--were determined to have lasting negative consequences. Chassaing has also found that some people's microbiomes are more sensitive to emulsifiers--which is to say, conceivably emulsifiers could have different effects on different people. Without large-scale human trials, none of the research on emulsifiers can be considered conclusive. As the authors behind the 2024 study wrote, "For now, do not feel guilty if you eat ice-cream!" (At least, not because you're consuming emulsifiers.)

From the May 2023 issue: Could ice cream possibly be good for you?

None of this has deterred Kennedy from fearmongering about additives like emulsifiers. Instead, he's continuing a pattern that by now has become a MAHA signature: In the health secretary's campaigns against seed oils and food dyes, he has exaggerated modest scientific findings to justify grand allegations that additives drive chronic disease. Some skepticism of these ingredients may be warranted. But Kennedy's critiques lack nuance at a stage when nuance is all that the current research can provide.

A MAHA-led deep dive into these questions could turn up some genuinely useful information. If certain emulsifiers are especially gentle on the gut, the food industry could use them to replace the ones that might be more irritating. Identifying what makes certain people more sensitive to them could shape criteria for prescribing emulsifier-free diets.

But what Kennedy plans to do about emulsifiers beyond investigating their safety is anyone's guess. When I asked the Department of Health and Human Services about it, Emily G. Hilliard, a press secretary, told me that "Secretary Kennedy is committed to ensuring transparency in the food supply so that Americans know exactly what's in their food." Banning any emulsifiers that might be found to cause serious harm would be prudent, but then foods that contain them would have to be reformulated--a costly, time-consuming endeavor. For some foods, that might not even be an option: Without an emulsifier, natural or synthetic, ice cream "just wouldn't be plausible," Leber told me.

If Kennedy aggressively pursues bans or some other type of restrictions, it will be worth stepping back and asking what the administration is really trying to achieve. The health effects of emulsifiers haven't yet been fully distinguished from those of the foods they're in (which tend to have high levels of fat, sugar, or both), nor have those of seed oils and food dyes. In fact, the science points to the likelihood that emulsifiers' potential harms are minor in comparison with more basic nutritional problems. But maybe ditching emulsifiers could act as some roundabout way of nudging Americans toward eating healthier, if Kennedy is prepared to rob us all of ice cream.

Read: RFK Jr. is taking an axe to America's dietary guidelines

In May, Kennedy announced that food additives and processed foods would be the "central focus" of his health administration. But really, that indicates just how unfocused his movement is. The MAHA report rails against American overconsumption of high-sugar, high-fat, ultra-processed foods, yet so far, it hasn't been able to do much to limit their consumption beyond eliciting a nonbinding promise from Kraft-Heinz and General Mills to remove dyes from foods like mac and cheese and Kool-Aid, and encouraging people to cook french fries in beef tallow. Removing or replacing emulsifiers could result in some health gains, but none that are likely to outweigh the health consequences of eating the foods that contain them.
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The Self-Deportation Psyop

With a repurposed app and free teddy bears, the Trump administration is pressuring migrants to leave.

by Nick Miroff




The other night, while watching a baseball game, I saw my first ad for self-deportation. One minute Shohei Ohtani was at the plate and then suddenly there was Kristi Noem, the Department of Homeland Security secretary, looking stern and urging immigrants to self-deport using the administration's new app, CBP Home.

"Do what's right," Noem advised. "Leave now."

The taxpayer-funded ad had started like a campaign commercial, praising President Donald Trump for locking down the southern border. Then it flashed images of rape suspects, alleged gang members, and others arrested by ICE. And then came footage of U.S. deportees sent to El Salvador, stripped to their underwear and forced to kneel before black-clad prison guards in masks.  "If you are here illegally, you're next," Noem said into the camera. She seemed to imply that anyone who doesn't use CBP Home will go straight to the Gulag.

Adam Serwer: The deportation show

"You will never return," Noem said. "But if you register using our CBP Home app and leave now, you could be allowed to return legally."

Noem's carrot-or-stick offer distilled the broader messaging strategy of the mass-deportation campaign at the center of Trump's second term. The campaign, and its goal of 1 million deportations a year, has been designed to generate fear using harsh enforcement tactics and lurid imagery: military flights to Guantanamo, foreign prison cells packed with face-tattooed inmates, federal agents in battle gear fanning out in U.S. streets like they're storming Fallujah.

The more the Trump administration can scare immigrants, the more likely they will opt to leave on their own, officials have told me. They view self-deportation as a more humane alternative to ICE handcuffs and believe that its appeal will grow as the crackdown intensifies. But how to encourage self-deporters and keep track of their departures? That's what CBP Home is for.

The Trump administration has not said how many people have used CBP Home to self-deport. But a senior administration official told me that more than 7,000 people have signed up so far, and of those, more than 3,000 have confirmed departures using the app. Use of the app is growing fast, but that's still fewer than than the number of people ICE officers arrest over an average three-day period. The administration is trying to scare migrants into leaving while expecting their trust and personal information on the way out.

The Trump administration sees the app as a psychological instrument of its policy goals--which, ironically, is how the Biden administration also used it.

In January 2023, when record numbers of migrants were streaming across the U.S.-Mexico border illegally each month, Biden officials turned to CBP One, a scheduling app that had been set up years earlier by U.S. Customs and Border Protection primarily to facilitate cargo inspections for trucking companies. Biden officials rejiggered it to allow asylum seekers to book an appointment at an official border crossing. Instead of hiring a smuggler to cross illegally, smartphone users could upload their personal information and photo, then await an appointment. CBP offered about 1,500 appointments a day all along the border at a time when illegal crossings were averaging more than 8,000 daily.

Immigrant-advocacy groups denounced the move as a ploy to deny safe refuge to people fleeing for their lives. The app was glitchy and prone to crashing, they said, and it forced applicants to wait months in dangerous Mexican border cities. But CBP One soon began to work as intended. Illegal crossings fell as more people waited for an appointment and the chance to make a legal, safe entry. The app became a key component in the Biden administration's effort to tame border chaos by expanding opportunities for migrants to enter lawfully while cracking down on illegal entries.

I went to Ciudad Juarez, Mexico, a few months after the app's debut to see how it was working. Dozens of people with appointments lined up every morning on the bridge to El Paso, Texas, passports and other documents in hand. There were many, many others waiting on the Mexico side for their number to be called. They were anxious and impatient but generally willing to wait if it meant that their families had a better shot at legal status. The app became the primary way for migrants to access the U.S. asylum system and start the process of applying for U.S. protection.

Juliette Kayyem: The border got quieter, so Trump had to act

Joe Biden's critics were not impressed. No administration had ever used executive parole authority--the president's ability to waive people in without a visa--on such a scale. Republicans denounced CBP One as an "open border" app and "Ticketmaster for illegal immigration." On the campaign trail, then-candidate Trump called it "the Kamala phone app for smuggling illegals." Over two years, Biden allowed nearly 1 million migrants to enter the country using CBP One.

Trump froze CBP One entries on his first day in office and canceled the pending appointments of 30,000 migrants who'd finally had their number called. CBP One appeared to be finished. But Stephen Miller, the powerful White House adviser behind Trump's mass-deportation campaign, had been working on a plan to use the app for a completely different purpose.

Trump officials relaunched CBP One in March, changing its name to CBP Home. Its new purpose is to allow migrants to schedule their own self-deportations. DHS has sweetened the offer with a $1,000 "exit bonus" payment to approved participants, along with subsidized airfare and temporary protection from ICE enforcement. The government says it will even provide free rides to the airport. The app, which is also available in Spanish and Haitian Creole, can be used by any migrant without a criminal record who has been "illegally present" in the United States--"for an hour, a month, or 50 years," the government says.

ICE's pitch for CBP Home reads like an HR email to a laid-off employee, gently likening illegal presence to a passing phase in one's life. "Self-deporting simply means you leave the U.S. before you encounter immigration officials," the agency says. "Everyone's process is different. You may want to let your employer, your friends, and your family know you're leaving. You may also want to help find support for the people you care about, pack up the things you'd like to bring with you, or make living arrangements for the next phase of your journey."

I recently spoke at length with a senior administration official involved in the relaunch of CBP Home and the self-deportation strategy. Miller came up with the idea of rebranding the much-maligned CBP app, according to the official, who was not authorized to speak on the record. The political symbolism--using the app to subtract immigrants, rather than schedule their entry--was irresistible.

The app is geared especially toward the growing numbers of immigrants who have been living and working legally in the United States with some form of provisional residency that Trump has taken away. They include the 1 million people who used CBP One to enter as "parolees," along with the more than 500,000 from Cuba, Haiti, Nicaragua, and Venezuela who arrived through a separate Biden program. Trump has told them to leave the United States immediately. Another roughly 1 million immigrants with Temporary Protected Status--from Venezuela, Afghanistan, Honduras, and more than a dozen other nations--are at risk of losing their legal status or already have.

Trump has introduced additional bureaucratic coercions to get more people to leave: $998-a-day fines for migrants who are "illegally present," and potential criminal penalties for those who fail to provide the government with their personal information and whereabouts through a new "registry." Fines will be waived for CBP Home users who self-deport, ICE says.

Read: Trump's deportations aren't what they seem

The Department of Homeland Security recently published a promotional video showing happy-looking families boarding a self-deportation flight to Honduras and Colombia after accepting the cash stipends. DHS called it "Project Homecoming"; staffers handed out free toys on the tarmac. One young family got a stuffed elephant and a handful of Colombian flags before climbing the stairs to the plane. A staffer handed a pink teddy bear to a shy little girl who looked no older than 3. No one in the video explains why they chose to leave or even speaks at all.

DHS wants the self-deportation flights to serve as a "visual contrast" to the fearsome videos of the deportations to the Salvadoran prison, the official told me, where "you get loaded off in handcuffs and get a haircut." The videos promoting self-deportation are part of a $200 million domestic and international DHS ad campaign.

I checked with half a dozen or so immigration attorneys to see if they have clients considering the administration's offer. No takers yet, they said. "I have a feeling that it will start happening soon," Jonathan Ryan, an attorney in Texas who represents asylum seekers and refugees, told me. "People are in shock right now, but I suspect the next step will be to start looking at their options."

Some economists predict that the foreign-born population of the United States could shrink in 2025 for the first time in 50 years as a result of Trump's crackdown. It's unclear how many people have voluntarily left the United States without using the app or telling the government.

Biden officials used the CBP app to tap into migrants' hopes; Trump is banking on their fears. For the app to be a success--and to match the level of usage that Biden officials achieved--the administration is working to make ICE deportations as scary and intimidating as possible.

The administration expects use of CBP Home to grow if it can convince more migrants that it's only a matter of time before ICE finds them, the senior official told me. "It's a very dignified way of leaving on your own terms, as opposed to the harsher version of having to be encountered and apprehended by ICE at an unknown time and place," the official said.

The official told me that the self-deportation plan is easily "scalable" and meant to expand as the pace of ICE arrests and deportations increases. Because parolees had to provide the government with their contact information and other personal data when they entered the country using CBP One, the government has much more ability to reach them and ratchet up the pressure than it has with other migrants who arrived undetected.

DHS is telling migrants that voluntary departure through CBP Home may improve their "future immigration options." Trump officials have not said what that means. Immigrant advocates say it sounds like a ruse to trick people into thinking they'll arrive home and be able to apply for a visa to come right back, which is not the case. The DHS official I spoke with said there is no formal mechanism to reward a visa applicant who previously registered a departure through CBP Home, though their decision would be viewed favorably during the review process.

Andrea Flores, a former Biden-administration immigration adviser who is now a policy director at the advocacy group FWD.us, told me DHS's messaging is "incredibly dishonest." The agency is employing social media "to misuse images of either compassion or to overuse images of harsh criminality," Flores said.

Read: We're about to find out what mass deportations really look like

"They're using every single tool that DHS has to expand the sheer number of removals without putting any thought into how people make their choices or the incentives and disincentives they're creating," Flores said. "All they're doing with CBP Home is to push people further away from trusting the government."

The DHS official I spoke with said the government has no immediate plans to increase the $1,000 exit bonus to entice more people to leave, but the payments could go higher. The average cost to arrest, detain, and deport someone is $17,121, according to the latest DHS figures, and the department said it will save 70 percent of that every time someone uses the app to leave the United States on their own. DHS says it uses a geolocation feature in CBP Home to confirm that someone is at least three miles outside the United States before they're eligible to receive the payment.

Trump officials have another incentive to promote CBP Home: It allows them to count confirmed departures toward the president's deportation goal of 1 million people a year. The latest ICE statistics show that the agency has carried out about 125,000 deportations since Trump took office. DHS will need many, many more people to register with the app to hit the president's target.
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What America Can Learn From Iran's Failure

The regime's predicament shows what happens when conspiracies, rather than reality, shape decision making.

by Yair Rosenberg




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


The latest round of the Israel-Iran war is over, and the immediate outcome appears decisive. In just 12 days, Israel eliminated the leadership of Iran's military, air force, and intelligence agency; bombed the country's nuclear sites; and took out dozens of missiles and launchers on the ground before they could be used. Iran, by contrast, was unable to take down a single Israeli jet, and was reduced to firing decreasing volleys of ballistic missiles at Israel's population centers, killing 27 civilians and one 18-year-old soldier at home with his family. All active-duty military deaths were on the Iranian side.

Israel's achievements were made possible by their stunning intelligence penetration of the Iranian regime's highest ranks. In the first hours of the conflict, Mossad agents reportedly launched drones from inside Iranian territory to neutralize air defenses, and lured much of Iran's top brass to a supposedly secret bunker that was then pummeled by Israeli forces. These early coups enabled Israel to achieve air dominance over Iran, a country some 1,500 miles away. To understand how the regime's leaders could have failed so utterly to suss out Israeli spooks, one needs to understand another time when Israel was alleged to have taken control of Tehran's skies.

In the summer of 2018, Iran was experiencing a drought. This is not an uncommon occurrence in the Middle East and would not have made international news if not for the response of a regime functionary, who blamed the weather on Israel. "The changing climate in Iran is suspect," Brigadier General Gholam Reza Jalali said at a press conference. "Israel and another country in the region have joint teams which work to ensure clouds entering Iranian skies are unable to release rain." He went on to accuse the Jewish state of "cloud and snow theft."

This story seems like a silly bit of trivia until one realizes that Jalali was also the head of Iran's Civil Defense Organization, tasked with combating sabotage. In other words, a key person in charge of thwarting Israeli spies in Iran was an incompetent conspiracy theorist obsessed with Jewish climate control. About a week after the Hamas attack on October 7, 2023, Jalali celebrated the massacre and boasted in state-run media that Israel's "military and intelligence dominance has collapsed and will not be repaired anymore." Unsurprisingly, it was on his watch that Israel executed an escalating campaign of physical and cybersabotage against Iran's nuclear program, culminating in the war this month.

Jalali is but one of many high-level Iranian functionaries who seemingly believe their own propaganda about their enemies. Former Iranian President Hassan Rouhani once told Fox News that Israel supported the Islamic State, despite ISIS executing attacks against Israelis. His predecessor, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, suggested at the United Nations that 9/11 was an inside job perpetrated by the U.S. government.

It would be easy to dismiss Iran's wartime failures as unique to the country's dysfunctional authoritarian system. But that would be a mistake. Jalali and other top Iranian officials were unable to defeat Israel not just because their own intelligence capabilities didn't match up, but because their adherence to regime-sanctioned fantasies made grasping Israel's actual abilities impossible for them. As a result, once Israel decided, after October 7, that it could no longer tolerate the risks of constant aggression from Iran and its proxies, the regime's defenses quickly folded. In this way, Iran's predicament is a cautionary tale about what happens when loyalty to a ruling ideology--rather than capability--determines who runs a society, and when conspiracies, rather than reality, shape decision making.

Although the Iranian theocracy presents an acute case of this phenomenon, the early symptoms are beginning to manifest in democratic societies, including our own. Consider: Today, the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services is run by Robert F. Kennedy Jr., a man who has cast doubt on decades of scientific research on the effectiveness of vaccines. He recently fired the entire membership of the CDC's Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices and appointed several vaccine skeptics to the panel, which is now planning to review childhood vaccination standards. Kennedy attained his position as a reward for endorsing Donald Trump during the 2024 campaign.

Tulsi Gabbard, the director of national intelligence, has suggested that the former Syrian dictator Bashar al-Assad did not use chemical weapons against his own people in 2017 and 2018, despite extensive documentation of the attacks, including by the Organization for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons and the previous Trump administration. A former Democrat, she also attained her position after endorsing Trump. Thomas Fugate, a 22-year-old recent college graduate who worked on Trump's 2024 campaign, is now the interim director of the Center for Prevention Programs and Partnerships at the Department of Homeland Security, despite having no apparent experience in counterterrorism. And that's to say nothing of Congress, where people such as Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene of Georgia, a conspiracy theorist who once speculated that the Rothschild banking dynasty was setting wildfires with a space laser, now sit on the powerful House Oversight Committee.

Politicians have long rewarded their allies with plum positions. But when allegiance replaces proficiency as the primary qualification for advancement, and conspiracism replaces competency, disaster looms. Flunkies guided by regime ideology lack the capacity to understand and solve national crises. Just look at Iran.

When Jalali blamed his country's drought on Israel, Iran's chief forecaster pushed back, but tentatively, seemingly afraid to upset those in charge. The general "probably has documents of which I am not aware," Ahad Vazifeh, the director of forecasting at Iran's Meteorological Organization, said. "But on the basis of meteorological knowledge, it is not possible for a country to steal snow or clouds." He then offered a warning that is as applicable to America today as it was then to Iran: "Raising such questions not only does not solve any of our problems, but will deter us from finding the right solutions."

Related: 

	A cease-fire without a conclusion
 	The war Israel was ready to fight
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Today's News

	President Donald Trump said that U.S. and Iranian officials will speak next week, but Iran has not confirmed whether such talks are scheduled.
 	Zohran Mamdani is the presumptive Democratic candidate for the New York City mayoral race; Andrew Cuomo conceded last night.
 	Members of the CDC's vaccine-advisory panel, who were recently appointed by Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr., appeared inclined to overhaul longstanding vaccine recommendations during a meeting today.




More From The Atlantic

	America's incarceration rate is about to fall off a cliff.
 	A military-ethics professor resigns in protest.
 	This Pride month, the backlash has officially arrived.
 	The U.S. is going backwards on vaccines, very fast.
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Brace Yourself for Watery Mayo and Spiky Ice Cream

By Yasmin Tayag

In the kitchen, an ingredient's taste is sometimes less important than its function. Cornstarch has rescued many a watery gravy; gelatin turns juice to Jell-O. Yet the substances that make bread fluffy, hold mayonnaise together, and keep the cream in ice cream have, according to the new stance of the United States government, "no culinary use."
 These natural and synthetic substances, called emulsifiers, are added to processed foods to give them the textures that Americans have come to love. They've also become targets in Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s push to remove many food additives from the American diet.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic



Watch. Our film critic David Sims has a summertime assignment for you: watching these movies.

Read. At night, Toni Morrison worked on her novels. By day, as an editor at Random House, she championed a new generation of writers, Clint Smith 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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Elon Musk Is Playing God

The tech billionaire wants to shape humanity's future. Not everyone has a place there.

by Charlie Warzel, Hana Kiros




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


Updated at 2:28 p.m. ET on June 24, 2025


In April, Ezibon Khamis was dispatched to Akobo, South Sudan, to document the horrors as humanitarian services collapsed in the middle of a cholera outbreak. As a representative of the NGO Save the Children, Khamis would be able to show the consequences of massive cuts to U.S. foreign assistance made by the Department of Government Efficiency and the State Department. Seven of the health facilities that Save the Children had supported in the region have fully closed, and 20 more have partly ceased operations.



Khamis told us about passing men and women who carried the sick on their shoulders like pallbearers. Children and adults were laid on makeshift gurneys; many vomited uncontrollably. These human caravans walked for hours in up to 104-degree heat in an attempt to reach medical treatment, because their local clinics had either closed completely or run out of ways to treat cholera. Previously, the U.S. government had provided tablets that purified the water in the region, which is home to a quarter-million people, many of whom are fleeing violent conflicts nearby. Not anymore, Khamis says; now many have resorted to drinking untreated river water. He told us that at least eight people--five of them children--had died on their journey that day. As he entered a health facility in Akobo, he was confronted by a woman. "She just said, 'You abandoned us,'" Khamis told us.



Read: The cruel attack on USAID



We heard other such stories in our effort to better understand what happened when DOGE dismantled the United States Agency for International Development. In Nigeria, a mother watched one of her infant twins die after the program that had been treating them for severe acute malnutrition shut down. In South Sudan, unaccompanied children were unable to reunite with surviving relatives at three refugee camps, due to other cuts. Allara Ali, a coordinator for Doctors Without Borders who oversees the group's work at Bay Regional Hospital, in Somalia, told us that children are arriving there so acutely malnourished and "deteriorated" that they cannot speak--a result of emergency-feeding centers no longer receiving funds from USAID to provide fortified milks and pastes. Last month, 14 children died from severe acute malnutrition at Bay Regional, Doctors Without Borders wrote to us. Many mothers who travel more than 100 miles so that a doctor might see their child return home without them.



One man has consistently cheered and helped execute the funding cuts that have exacerbated suffering and death. In February, Elon Musk, acting in his capacity as a leader of DOGE, declared that USAID was "a criminal organization," argued that it was "time for it to die," and bragged that he'd "spent the weekend feeding USAID into the wood chipper."



Musk did not respond to multiple requests for comment for this article. Last month, in an interview with Bloomberg, he argued that his critics have been unable to produce any evidence that these cuts at USAID have resulted in any real suffering. "It's false," he said. "I say, 'Well, please connect us with this group of children so we can talk to them and understand more about their issue,' we get nothing. They don't even try to come up with a show orphan."



Musk is wrong, as our reporting shows--and as multiple other reports (and estimates) have also shown. But the issue here is not just that Musk is wrong. It is that his indifference to the suffering of people in Africa exists alongside his belief that he has a central role to play in the future of the human species. Musk has insisted that people must have as many children as possible--and is committed to siring a "legion" himself--and that we must become multiplanetary. Perhaps more than anyone else on Earth, Musk, the wealthiest man alive, has the drive, the resources, and the connections to make his moon shots a reality. His greatest and most consistent ambition is to define a new era for humankind. Who does he believe is worthy of that future?

For more than 20 years, Musk has been fixated on colonizing Mars. This is the reason he founded his rocket company, SpaceX; Musk recently proclaimed that its Starship program--an effort to create reusable rockets that he believes will eventually carry perhaps millions of humans to the Red Planet--is "the key branching point for human destiny or destiny of consciousness as a whole." This civilizational language is common--he's also described his Mars ambitions as "life insurance for life collectively."



He claims to be philosophically aligned with longtermism, a futurist philosophy whose proponents--self-styled rationalists--game out how to do the most good for the human race over the longest time horizon. Classic pillars of longtermism are guarding against future pandemics and addressing concerns about properly calibrating artificial intelligence, all with a focus on protecting future generations from theoretical threats. Musk's Mars obsession purports to follow this logic: An investment in a program that allows humans to live on other planets would, in theory, ensure that the human race survives even if the Earth becomes uninhabitable. Musk has endorsed the work of at least one longtermist who believes that this achievement would equate to trillions of lives saved in the form of humans who would otherwise not be born.



Saving the lives of theoretical future children appears to be of particular interest to Musk. On X and in interviews, he continuously fixates on declining birth rates. "The birth rate is very low in almost every country. And so unless that changes, civilization will disappear," Musk told Fox News's Bret Baier earlier this year. "Humanity is dying." He himself has fathered many children--14 that we know of--with multiple women. Musk's foundation has also donated money to fund population research at the University of Texas at Austin. An economics professor affiliated with that research, Dean Spears, has argued in The New York Times that "sustained below-replacement fertility will mean tens of billions of lives not lived over the next few centuries--many lives that could have been wonderful for the people who would have lived them."



But Musk's behavior and rhetoric do not track with the egalitarian principles these interests would suggest. The pronatalist community that he is aligned with is a loose coalition. It includes techno-utopians and Peter Thiel acolytes, but also more civic-minded thinkers who argue for better social safety nets to encourage more people to have families. The movement is also linked to regressive, far-right activists and even self-proclaimed eugenicists. In 2023, The Guardian reported that Kevin Dolan, the organizer of a popular pronatalist conference, had said on a far-right podcast that "the pronatalist and the eugenic positions are very much not in opposition, they're very much aligned." Via his X account, Musk has amplified to his millions of followers the talk given by Dolan at that 2023 conference.



Although other prominent pronatalists disavow the eugenics connection, the movement's politics can veer into alarming territory. In November 2024, The Guardian reported that Malcolm and Simone Collins, two of the pronatalist movement's most vocal figures, wrote a proposal to create a futuristic city-state designed to save civilization that included the "mass production of genetically selected humans" to create a society that would "grant more voting power to creators of economically productive agents." Last month, the Times reported that Musk has "privately" spent time with the Collinses.



Musk has also dabbled with scientific racism on X. The centibillionaire has engaged with and reposted statements by Jordan Lasker, a proponent of eugenics who goes by the name Cremieux online, according to reporting from The Guardian. On his Substack, Lasker has written about supposed links between national identity and IQ--defending at length an analysis that suggests that people in sub-Saharan Africa have "very low IQs" on average. Musk may not have explicitly commented on Lasker's work, which implies a relationship between race and intelligence, but in 2024, he responded favorably to an X post that argued that "HBCU IQ averages are within 10 points of the threshold for what is considered 'borderline intellectual impairment.'" The original post was ostensibly criticizing a United Airlines program that gave students at three historically Black colleges and universities an opportunity to interview for a pilot-training program. In his response to that post, Musk wrote, "It will take an airplane crashing and killing hundreds of people for them to change this crazy policy of DIE." ("DIE" is Musk's play on DEI.)



Musk frequently engages in this type of cagey shitposting--comments that seem to endorse scientific racists or eugenicist thinking without outright doing so. Those seeking to understand the worldview of one of the most powerful men on Earth are left to find the context for themselves. That context should include Musk's own family history, starting with his upbringing during the apartheid regime in South Africa and the beliefs of his grandfather Joshua Haldeman, who, as Joshua Benton reported for The Atlantic in 2023, was a radical technocrat and anti-Semite who wrote of the "very primitive" natives of South Africa after he moved there from Canada.



As Benton correctly notes, the sins of the grandfather are not the sins of the grandson; Musk's father, for example, was a member of an anti-apartheid party in South Africa, and Ashlee Vance reported in his biography of Musk that the apartheid system was a primary reason Musk left South Africa. But, as Benton also writes, "when Musk tweets that George Soros 'appears to want nothing less than the destruction of western civilization'--in response to a tweet blaming Soros for an 'invasion' of African migrants into Europe--he is not the first in his family to insinuate that a wealthy Jewish financier was manipulating thousands of Africans to advance nefarious goals."



Musk is also preoccupied with the far-right theory of white genocide, posting at various points in the past couple of years on X about how he feels there is a plot to kill white South Africans. Though South Africa has among the highest murder rates in the world, there is no evidence of a systematic white genocide there. Yet during Musk's political tenure, the Trump administration welcomed 59 white Afrikaner refugees while effectively closing off admission from other countries, including Sudan and the Republic of the Congo.

Here's a thought experiment: Based on the programs that Musk has cut, based on the people he meets with and reads, based on the windows we have into his thinking, who do you imagine might be welcomed on the Starship? On X, Musk has implied that the following are all threats to "Western Civilization": DEI programs, George Soros, the supposedly left-wing judiciary, and much of what gets put under the umbrella of "wokeness." Transgender-youth rights, according to Musk, are a "suicidal mind virus" attacking Western civilization.



Even the idea of empathy, Musk argues, is a kind of existential threat. "The fundamental weakness of Western civilization is empathy, the empathy exploit," Musk said in February on Joe Rogan's podcast. "They're exploiting a bug in Western civilization, which is the empathy response," he said of liberal politicians and activists. Musk, of course, was defending his tenure in the federal government, including his dismantling of USAID. Canceling programs overseas is consistent with his philosophy that "America is the central column that holds up all the places in civilization," as he told Baier during his Fox appearance. Follow that logic: Cutting global aid frees up resources that can be used to help Americans, who, in turn, can work toward advancing Western civilization, in part by pursuing a MAGA political agenda and funding pronatalist programs that allow for privileged people (ideally white and "high IQ") to have more children. The thinking seems to go like this: Who cares if people in South Sudan and Somalia die? Western civilization will thrive and propagate itself across the cosmos.

Graeme Wood: Extreme violence without genocide

Those who believe in this kind of thinking might say that line items on USAID's ledger are only of minor consequence in the grand scheme of things. But the world is not governed by the logic of a science-fiction plot. "The fact is, it's all interconnected," Catherine Connor, the vice president of public policy at the Elizabeth Glaser Pediatric AIDS Foundation, told us when we asked about the grants Musk's team had terminated at USAID. "If you take one thing away, you've broken a link in a chain." She described a situation that her organization is seeing play out on the ground right now, where new HIV-positive mothers take their infants for a dry-blood-spot test to determine if the child has HIV as well. The spot test must be transported to a lab to get results, which will determine if a child is HIV positive and if they should receive lifesaving medication. "In many of our sites, in many of the countries we're working in, that lab transport has been terminated," Connor said. "So we can do all these things, but because we lost the lab part, we don't know if this child's HIV-positive or not." A link in the chain is broken; people are left on their own. The future becomes less certain, a bit darker.



"There's a sense of despondence, a sense of hopelessness that I haven't sensed in my time working in this field," Connor said. "The level of uncertainty and the level of anxiety that's been created is almost as damaging as the cuts themselves." It seems this hopelessness is a feature of a worldview committed to eradicating what Musk calls "suicidal empathy." Regardless, Musk, it appears, is much more interested in talking about his self-landing rockets and a future he promises is just on the horizon.



But much as Musk might want us to divert our eyes upward, something terrible is happening on Earth. The world's richest man is preventing lifesaving aid from reaching the world's poorest children, closing off their future as he fantasizes about another.



Illustration sources: Oranat Taesuwan / Getty; Neutronman / Getty; Win McNamee / Getty; SCIENCE PHOTO LIBRARY / Getty



This article previously misstated the number of children dying of malnutrition at Bay Regional Hospital.
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This Awful, Forgettable Heat

The week's bad weather deserves a name.

by Ross Andersen




Think of a famous storm--maybe Hurricane Katrina, gathering force over the warming Atlantic surface and pinwheeling toward the mouth of the Mississippi River to flood the great city of New Orleans. You may remember that Katrina killed more than 1,300 people. You may remember other, less deadly storms, such as Sandy, which killed dozens of people in New York City, and at least 147 overall. Now think of a famous heat wave. It's more difficult to do. And yet, heat waves can be fatal too. In 2023, scorching weather lingered for more than a month in Phoenix, Arizona, pushing temperatures to 119 degrees and killing an estimated 400 people in the county. Two years later, it's all but forgotten. A major storm is history. A major heat wave is the weather.



This week's heat wave is menacing much of the entire country: Almost three-quarters of America's population--245 million people--have been subjected to temperatures of at least 90 degrees, and more than 30 million people are experiencing triple digits, according to one estimate. Yet few of us will remember this shared misery, unless we ourselves happen to be hospitalized because of it, or lose someone to heat stroke. Instead, these few days will blur together with all the other stretches of "unseasonably warm weather" and "record-setting temperatures" that now define summer in America. They will constitute just one more undifferentiated and unremembered moment from our extended slide into planetary catastrophe.



Heat waves have always been anonymous disasters. They lack the flashy action of earthquakes, volcanoes, or plagues, and they don't show up much in ancient histories and myths. No single heat wave from human history has been assigned the narrative resonance of the Vesuvius eruption, or the mythic power of the storms that imperiled Odysseus. When heat waves do appear in stories, they tend to come in aggregate, after a series of them, occurring over months or years, have intensified droughts and famines. Our main cultural record of these collected runs of extreme heat consists of ruins left behind by civilizations that vanished after too many rainless years and failed harvests.



What if heat waves could be called by name, like Katrina and Sandy? Maybe that would give them greater purchase on our cultural memory. Several organizations have recently argued that we ought to label heat waves as we do tropical storms. (This week's, if it were the first in some new system, might be called "Heat Wave Aaron.") Supposedly, this would make heat loom larger in public discourse: More people would become aware of it and stay indoors. In 2022, a team working with the mayor's office in Seville, Spain, piloted this idea. They assigned a local heat wave that had reached 110 degrees the name Zoe. According to a paper the team published last year, the 6 percent of surveyed residents who could recall the name without prompting also said they'd engaged in more heat-safety behaviors.



No one knows whether that effect would have lasted through other heat waves, once the novelty of naming wore off for the Sevillians. Either way, the idea may be tricky to implement. In the Atlantic Ocean, fewer than 20 tropical storms, on average, are named each year. But the United States alone is subject to hundreds of annual heat waves, and they vary immensely in scale. Some are city-size, and others--like this week's--drape themselves across the country like a thick and invisible down blanket. And unlike tropical storms, which are categorized according to wind speed, heat waves kick in at different temperatures in different places. (Seattle's heat wave might be Santa Fe's average summer day.) So which of these deserve a name tag, and which ones don't? Even if the naming idea catches on, these details will need working out.



Alas, heat waves will likely remain anonymous for most of us for a good while longer, if not forever. But perhaps we should not be so ashamed of this. Our inability to record these sweltering spells in a more conspicuous way is shared by the natural world, which rarely shows the marks of an episode of hot weather in any lasting way. A storm or an earthquake can reconfigure a landscape in a single moment of violence, leaving behind scars that can still be seen with the naked eye millennia later. In nature, as in culture, heat waves tend to show themselves after they have piled up into a larger warming trend. Only then are they visible in tree rings and ice cores, in coastlines that move inland, and in the mass extinctions that glare out from the fossil record--a thought to console yourself with as you wait for this week's heat to break.
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Your Summer Project: Watching These Movies

Twelve franchises, genres, and filmographies to dig into

by David Sims




The question that beguiles almost every film fan, from the obsessive cineast to the casual enthusiast, is the simplest one: What should I watch next? Endless carousels on streaming services that feature very little of note don't provide much help. As a way to avoid decision paralysis, I always have at least one movie-viewing project going, a way to check boxes and spur myself toward new things to explore--be it running through an influential director's filmography, checking out the cinema of a particular country or era, or going one by one through a long-running series.

Plenty of obvious candidates exist for these kinds of efforts, such as the diverse works of Stanley Kubrick or the films considered part of the French New Wave. But I've identified 12 collections that feel a little more idiosyncratic--more varied, and somewhat harder to find. They're ordered by how daunting they may seem based on the number of entries involved. The list starts with a simple trilogy of masterpieces and ends with a century-spanning challenge that only the nerdiest viewers are likely to undertake.




Pather Panchali, 1955. (TCD/Prod.DB / Alamy)



The Apu Trilogy (1955-59)

The defining work of the director Satyajit Ray's long career, The Apu Trilogy, played a significant role in bringing international attention to Indian cinema. But the films, released in the late '50s, also marked a seminal moment in multipart cinematic storytelling. Ray fashioned a bildungsroman that charts the childhood, adolescence, and adulthood of Apu, a boy who moves from rural Bengal to Calcutta, as his country dramatically changes in the early 20th century. The director's style is careful, poetic, and light on melodrama, but he involves the viewer so intimately in Apu's world that every major development hits with devastating force. The Apu Trilogy sits on every canonical-movie syllabus and has had obvious influence on filmmakers around the world, but this is not some homework assignment to get through; each of these films is sweet, relatable, and engrossing. As a bonus, check out The Music Room, which helped further bolster Ray's reputation around the same time.

Where to start: The three films in the trilogy, Pather Panchali, Aparajito, and The World of Apu, are available to stream on the Criterion Channel, Kanopy, and Max.




Through Olive Trees, 1994. (United Archives GmbH / Alamy)



The Koker trilogy (1987-94)

The Iranian filmmaker Abbas Kiarostami was always somewhat dismissive of the notion that these three movies were linked beyond their setting: the village of Koker, in northern Iran. But in addition to establishing Kiarostami as a globally recognized artist (and possibly his nation's greatest director), the works conjure a beguiling magic when viewed in order of release. The first, Where Is the Friend's House?, follows a grade-schooler who tries to find a schoolmate's home in rural Iran. The second, And Life Goes On, dramatizes the director's efforts to locate the actors involved with the prior movie after a devastating earthquake, and the third, Through the Olive Trees, revolves around the making of a small scene in the second. Together, they illustrate how Kiarostami blended fact and fiction, cinematic tricks and reality, as he examined the complexity of existence. Afterward, watch the wonderful drama Taste of Cherry, which the filmmaker considered to be an unofficial follow-up to the trilogy.

Where to start: All three of the Koker films and Taste of Cherry are available to stream on the Criterion Channel.




The 400 Blows, 1959. (Glasshouse Images / Alamy)



The adventures of Antoine Doinel (1959-79)

Francois Truffaut's Antoine Doinel films have much in common with The Apu Trilogy: They're stunning coming-of-age tales about a boy. But unlike Ray's movies (which were made over the course of four years), Truffaut's series starred the same actor (Jean-Pierre Leaud) over the course of two decades. The five installments chart a young Parisian's life as he grows from a rebellious teenager to a lovesick 20-something, married 30-something, and divorced 40-something. The saga is ambitious but lovely, and a great way to experience Truffaut's own growth as a director. He began as a rebel voice in the French New Wave, and went on to become one of the country's most revered artists.

Where to start: The entire series, beginning with The 400 Blows, is available to stream on the Criterion Channel.




My Night at Maud's, 1969. (Photo 12 / Alamy)



Six Moral Tales (1963-72)

Another titan of the French New Wave, the director Eric Rohmer, has an intimidating (but wonderful) filmography dotted with various thematically linked stories. His most famous project is known as Six Moral Tales: a group of works produced over a nine-year period beginning in the early '60s. The entries each deal with complex, quiet crises of romance and temptation, always told with different characters and with evolving style. While they're often quite meditative and low on action, the tension of each unresolved choice, the flirtatious energy, and the gorgeous vacation settings make them perfect summer viewing.

Where to start: The series begins with the short film The Bakery Girl of Monceau; all six movies, including the outstanding My Night at Maud's and Claire's Knee, are streaming on the Criterion Channel.




Dekalog: Six, 1988. (Photo 12 / Alamy)



Dekalog (1988)

It's clear from watching his work that the Polish filmmaker Krzysztof Kieslowski began his career as a documentarian--many of his dramas starred nonprofessional actors and were typically grounded in social realism. Those aesthetics are all present in his totemic Dekalog, 10 one-hour films that aired on Polish television in 1988. Set in a Warsaw tower block, each installment reckons with one of the Ten Commandments. The series is an austere, challenging, and perhaps overwhelming magnum opus. But while the films are sometimes direct and political, they can also be wryly funny and surreal. Kieslowski went on to create another grand series, the wonderful Three Colors, but there is nothing quite like the experience of taking in every angle of Dekalog.

Where to start: Dekalog is best viewed in Commandment order, but you'll likely need to buy the Criterion box set of the collected works in order to see them. Kieslowski extended two episodes to feature length, and they are more readily accessible: A Short Film About Killing and A Short Film About Love, both available to stream on the Criterion Channel.




Beau Travail, 1999. (United Archives GmbH / Alamy)



The films of Claire Denis

Tackling any director's body of work is a fun challenge--this whole list could have been populated with great artists whose films are a delight to delve through, such as Martin Scorsese, Andrei Tarkovsky, and Wong Kar-wai. Denis is one such great pick: She's among France's most exciting contemporary voices, having pushed the boundaries throughout her nearly 40-year career. Her debut feature, Chocolat, is a period piece that ran directly at the history of French colonial life in Cameroon; it startled audiences at the 1988 Cannes Film Festival. Denis has been surprising viewers ever since, making harsh yet involving works of drama, satire, and spiky romance. There's the thoughtful realism of 35 Shots of Rum and Nenette and Boni, bewildering genre movies such as the space-set High Life and the cannibal horror Trouble Every Day, and her transcendent masterpiece Beau Travail, which transposes the action of Herman Melville's Billy Budd to the French Foreign Legion in Djibouti. There is no "easy" film in her oeuvre, but there's nothing boring, either--and Denis, still working in her late 70s, has shown no interest in slowing down.

Where to start: The best examples of the director's work are Beau Travail (streaming on Max and the Criterion Channel) and 35 Shots of Rum (on Kanopy). After that, move through her filmography from beginning to end.




Twin Peaks, 1990. (Cinematic / Twin Peaks Productions / Alamy)



Twin Peaks (1990-2017)

Much of David Lynch and Mark Frost's sprawling achievement exists on television, and Lynch himself (usually seen as the primary auteur) stepped away from the show for some periods. But as admirers continue to sift through Lynch's legacy after his death in January, it's becoming clearer that Twin Peaks is his most exemplary work. The show has a serialized, soapy premise that hooks the viewer from the first minute; it's also resolutely uninterested in answering big mysteries in a straightforward manner. Its tale is one to puzzle over for the rest of your life: beautiful, haunting, often hilarious, unforgettable. Plus, if you marathon the entire series--including the beguiling prequel film Fire Walk With Me--you'll see how Lynch adapted his distinctive aesthetic across three very different visual mediums: network television, arthouse cinema, and prestige cable.

Where to start: Each of the show's three seasons is streaming on Mubi and Paramount+. Watch Fire Walk With Me (available on the Criterion Channel and Max) right before embarking on Season 3, known as Twin Peaks: The Return.




Smithereens, 1982. (TCD / Prod.DB / Alamy)



"No Wave" cinema

The best known cinematic "new waves" originate from countries such as France, Romania, and Taiwan--places where artistic explosions happened all at once, in many cases spurred by societal upheaval. But one of the most interesting (and still underexplored) is what's known as the American "No Wave" movement, which began in the late 1970s. These films are loosely defined by ultra-indie storytelling and inspired by punk rock, glam fashion, and arthouse cinema. Enduring and vital directors such as Jim Jarmusch, Susan Seidelman, and Lizzie Borden came out of this school, along with less heralded figures such as Jamie Nares and the team of Scott B and Beth B.

Where to start: Begin with Smithereens, a 1982 indie from Seidelman that follows a narcissistic young woman tearing through New York and Los Angeles in search of their disappearing punk scenes; it's streaming on the Criterion Channel and Max. From there, investigate the rest of Seidelman's filmography, then check out Abel Ferrara's early, grimy works (such as The Driller Killer) and Jarmusch's beginnings (starting with Permanent Vacation).




Godzilla, King of the Monsters, 1954. (Collection Christophel / Alamy)



Showa-era Godzilla (1954-75)

Searching for a sprawling genre franchise that doesn't involve caped American superheroes or a British secret agent? Look no further than Godzilla, starting with the original stretch of 15 films released during the Showa era. The experience of plowing through these early films in the character's history is strange and delightful; it's also, thanks to the Criterion Collection's recent efforts, a beautiful one. The Godzilla movies changed over time from raw and frightening reckonings with post-nuclear Japan (in the form of a giant monster) to more fun and cartoonish outings, an evolution this specific period exhibits. Yet even at the franchise's silliest, it maintains a consistent focus on visual flourish and dizzying new monster designs.

Where to start: Begin with 1954's Godzilla. The other biggest highlights of the classic period are Mothra vs. Godzilla; Ghidorah, the Three-Headed Monster; and the final installment, Terror of Mechagodzilla. All of them are streaming on the Criterion Channel and Max.




The End of Evangelion, 1997. (TCD / Prod.DB / Alamy)



Neon Genesis Evangelion (1995-2021)

Digging into the world of anime is just about the most daunting viewing project imaginable: Alongside hundreds of films, there are seemingly countless series. These shows are also usually made up of hundreds or even thousands of episodes, and it can be very difficult to know which ones to check out. Neon Genesis Evangelion is regarded as among the medium's most defining franchises, but it isn't exactly breezy viewing: The story is dark, cataclysmic, and intent on deconstructing the cliches of the "mecha" subgenre, in which teenage heroes pilot giant robotic suits to do battle with some epic threat. But there is nothing quite like this surreal, heady piece of science fiction, which is why it's endured so powerfully since premiering in 1995. Evangelion is also relatively digestible, with just 26 episodes in its original run--though there are also several movies that reimagine the show's controversial finale.

Where to start: With the TV show, which is streaming on Netflix. The first full feature in the series, The End of Evangelion, is essential viewing (and also on Netflix). Approach the four later movies with more caution: Known as the Rebuild of Evangelion, they're a mix of recaps and bizarre narrative twists. (They're streaming on Prime Video.)




The Bridges of Madison County, 1995. (Warner Bros / RGR Collection / Alamy)



The films of Clint Eastwood

Working your way through the 40 films directed by Eastwood is a time-consuming but rewarding enterprise. Not only is he one of America's most iconic actors; he's also a two-time Academy Award winner for directing. Nonetheless, he remains somewhat unheralded for his cinematic eye. His movies span genres and tap many of the great performers of their era, while also offering a healthy mix of vehicles for himself--both those in which he'll often play flawed but charismatic antiheroes, and truly complex departures.

Where to start: Make sure to watch Bird, Unforgiven, The Bridges of Madison County, and Letters From Iwo Jima if you want to view only a handful. (Iwo Jima is streaming on Prime Video; the other three are available to rent or purchase.) But even his most minor works have something special to offer; progressing through the entire oeuvre from his debut (1971's Play Misty for Me) onward is a real delight.




Moonlight, 2016. (Moviestore Collection Ltd / Alamy)



Every Best Picture winner

The 98 winners of the Academy Award for Best Picture are not the 98 best films ever made. A few are downright bad; others are watchable, if forgotten, bits of above-average entertainment. The list includes some undersung gems and, of course, some obvious classics. But watching every Best Picture winner is an incredible way to survey Hollywood's history: its booming golden age, which produced classics such as It Happened One Night and Casablanca; revolutionary moments in film storytelling ranging from kitchen-sink drama (Marty) to something far more lurid (Midnight Cowboy); a run of masterpieces in the '70s, followed by the gaudy '80s and the disjointed '90s. Though the Academy is often late to cinematic trends, the voting body's choices offer a way to understand how those styles will eventually reverberate through mainstream culture. Plus, you'll catch a bunch of interesting movies in the process.

Where to start: They're all listed here. Starting at the beginning, with 1927's Wings, might be a tall order; that film and some of the other early winners are truly forgettable. It might be wiser to move backwards in time, filling in gaps in your personal-viewing history and catching up on classics you may not have seen.
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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s August Issue: "Eighty Years on the Edge," Examining Eight Decades of Life in the Atomic Age

With essays by Jeffrey Goldberg, Tom Nichols, Ross Andersen, Noah Hawley, and Andrew Aoyama




For The Atlantic's August issue, "Eighty Years on the Edge," Atlantic writers examine the past eight decades of life in the Atomic Age. Publishing today are two essays from the issue: editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg's "Nuclear Roulette," on how the only way to win at nuclear roulette is to stop playing; and staff writer Tom Nichols on why the power to launch nuclear weapons rests with a single American and the danger that involves. These will be joined in the coming weeks by articles from staff writer Ross Andersen, the writer Noah Hawley, and Andrew Aoyama.
 
 The August issue also features a striking cover: minimal text over a stark photograph of a 1954 bomb test at Bikini Atoll, an image found in a government archive by the photographer Michael Light. The so-called Yankee test released an explosive yield equivalent to 13.5 million tons of TNT, about 900 times that of Little Boy.
 
 "We are living through one of the more febrile periods of the nuclear era," Goldberg writes in "Nuclear Roulette." The contours of World War III are visible in the Russian invasion of Ukraine, with Russia aided by Iran and North Korea and opposed by Europe and the United States. Pakistan and India, two nuclear states, recently fought a near-war; Iran, which has for decades sought the destruction of Israel through terrorism and other means, has seen its nuclear sites come under attack by Israel and the United States, in what could be termed an act of non-proliferation by force; North Korea continues to expand its nuclear arsenal, and South Korea and Japan are considering going nuclear in response. But, as Goldberg writes, "the main challenge of the 80 years since the Trinity atomic test has been that we do not possess the cognitive, spiritual, and emotional capabilities necessary to successfully manage nuclear weapons without the risk of catastrophic failure."
 
 Goldberg writes that the successful end of the Cold War caused many people to believe that the threat of nuclear war had receded, but we forget at our peril: "We forget that 80 years after the world-changing summer of 1945, Russia and the United States alone possess enough nuclear firepower to destroy the world many times over; we forget that China is becoming a near-peer adversary of the U.S.; we forget that the history of the Nuclear Age is filled with near misses, accidents, and wild misinterpretations of reality." He continues, "Most of all, we forget the rule articulated by the mathematician and cryptologist Martin Hellman: that the only way to survive Russian roulette is to stop playing."
 
 In "The President's Weapon," Nichols explores why the power to launch nuclear weapons rests in the hands of a single American. Nichols writes: "If the commander in chief wishes to launch a sudden, unprovoked strike, or escalate a conventional conflict, or retaliate against a single nuclear aggression with all-out nuclear war, the choice is his and his alone. The order cannot be countermanded by anyone in the government or the military. His power is so absolute that nuclear arms for decades have been referred to in the defense community as 'the president's weapon.'" For nearly 30 years after the Cold War, fears of nuclear war seemed to recede. Then relations with Russia froze over and Donald Trump entered politics. Nichols now asks: Even though this has been the system since the end of World War II, does it still make sense today? This will be joined by an additional article from Nichols, also in the August issue, on how Hollywood taught a generation to fear nuclear catastrophe.
 
 Please reach out with any questions or requests to interview The Atlantic's writers on their reporting for the issue.
 
 Press Contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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Why Do Billionaires Go Crazy?

Tina Brown on how extreme wealth warps minds. Plus: hopes and fears after Trump's strike against Iran's nuclear program.

by David Frum




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

The Atlantic's David Frum opens this episode of The David Frum Show with a statement about Trump's Iran strikes. The strikes fulfilled commitments of past presidents, who have long maintained that the U.S. would not allow an Iranian nuclear bomb. David also makes the point that Trump, who has already abused peacetime powers, is now a wartime president, a role that will allow him to wield even larger powers--and do even greater damage.

Then David is joined by the author and editor Tina Brown for a conversation about the disorienting effects of extreme wealth. They discuss how billionaires often become detached from reality, how philanthropy is used to consolidate image and influence, and how Brown's personal experience with Donald Trump shaped her understanding of his ego and evolution.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome back to The David Frum Show, in an America that suddenly finds itself at war in the Middle East under the leadership of President Trump. My guest today is Tina Brown, the former editor of Tatler, Vanity Fair, and The New Yorker, author of the Fresh Hell Substack.

I recorded this dialogue with Tina Brown before the outbreak of hostilities. We're going to continue with it because I think it says a lot of important things by Tina about the political culture of the United States today. But I am recording on the Monday morning after the strikes. I'm in a different location, obviously, as you'll see from the location I was in when I recorded the dialogue with Tina.

And of course, we're in a different world, a world in which the United States has struck Iran with air power and which calls for some new thinking and some new approaches.

For many Americans, nothing much has changed politically. They opposed Donald Trump before the war, and they oppose Donald Trump now that he's led the country into a war. For those of us on the center right or on the Never Trump side, things are a little bit more complicated. Among the reasons that me and people like me opposed Donald Trump was not just--along with our many, many coalition partners spreading across the American spectrum--his disdain for democracy, his attempt to overthrow the 2020 election, his authoritarianism, his corruption. We also had very particular political concerns.

The thing that led me and people like me to the political right in the first place was our belief in American global leadership--leadership of willing partners and allies, leadership based on respect, leadership based on mutual benefit, leadership based on commerce and trade. Donald Trump rejected all of those ideas. His vision is one of an America isolated and alone, an America that dominates, an America that may be feared but is not respected and certainly is not liked or trusted, because he's not liked or trusted. And through his first term and the opening months of the second, that logic prevailed.

But by striking the Iranian nuclear program, in support of Israel at war in defense of itself, Donald Trump did something that is more or less in line with what a President McCain might have done or a President Romney might have done--the kind of action that, had it been done by a President McCain or a President Romney, me and people like me would've supported. And so we are in a kind of quandary today: A president whom we fear and reject, and whom we see as a threat to American democracy, has this one time done something in line with established Republican values, established conservative principles, established principles of American global leadership, rather than in defiance and rejection of them.

So what do we do and how do we think about that? Do we forget that this president is unworthy and untrustworthy? Or do we discard our past principles about what America's role in the world should be, and object to this latest act, which we would've supported had it been done by another president, reject it because it was done by a president we reject? So this is the dilemma. So let me just tell you--not to give advice to anybody--about how I think about this. I've written a little bit about this for The Atlantic, but I'm going to talk more about it today.

Donald Trump remains a dangerous and unacceptable leader of the United States, an enemy of democracy and an enemy of America's role in the world, and he's now leading the country into war. Now, we hope that this war will be brief and decisive. We hope that the strike on the Iranian facilities will be one and done, the facilities will be destroyed, the nuclear program will be terminated (as every president since Bill Clinton has wanted to terminate the Iranian nuclear program), it will be done in a decisive and relatively cost-free way, and that things will now return to the usual programming.

But we have to be ready for the possibility that these hopes do not come to pass. That, in fact, Donald Trump has opened his way into a new chapter in American history, that the Iranians will retaliate, that the situation will become more and more unsettled--the Iranians will retaliate not only with conventional military means, or not only with missiles and barrages, but also by a campaign of global terrorism against American interests and other interests in the United States and around the world, and that we are at the beginning of something, not the end of something. I don't predict that, but the mind has to be prepared for it. That is a real possibility. Donald Trump may have converted himself into a wartime president for a long time to come.

And if the powers that Donald Trump has asserted in peacetime were unprecedented, en large, think of what he will do during war. In peacetime, he said that people illegally present in the United States, or those who looked like they might be illegally present, they had no due-process rights. People around him have been itching to say that American citizens and American permanent residents don't have due-process rights either. And in wartime they can maybe make that stick. They have attempted to suppress the free-speech rights of people they don't like, and of institutions they don't like, and of universities they don't like.

Well, in wartime, they may have more ambition against free-speech-like rights of people they don't like. We've seen Donald Trump use bits and pieces of past presidential emergency powers to create a whole tariff system that raises billions of dollars of revenue without Congress, as not an emergency measure but as a permanent measure of presidential one-man revenue without reference to Congress. And in wartime, those powers get bigger still. And again, he'll have larger powers to raise revenue without Congress.

So a presidency that was dangerous before becomes more dangerous still. But the war that he's begun was necessary, and the things he did were the things that a normal president would've done. So we have to find ways to keep true to both our principles about American leadership--and when I say "we," I mean people who think like me and me, and this is advice also to myself--without abating one bit our wariness of the kind of president Donald Trump is.

Donald Trump always wants personal thanks. He's always demanding that people say "thank you" to him. And for those of us who support the action against the Iranian nuclear facilities, he wants thanks from us: Thank you, President Trump. So let me just give him what he wants for a second. Thank you, President Trump, for once in your misbegotten presidency doing a right thing, even if you did it in a high-handed and irresponsible way.

I mean, the idea that you would brief the Republican leaders of House and Senate and not the Democratic leaders of House and Senate, as any president before you he would've done, that's just oafish and churlish and rude and insulting and gratuitous because the suggestion here is: We can't trust Hakeem Jeffries and Chuck Schumer to keep a secret that we trust Mike Johnson and John Thune to keep. Really? Really? That's what you want to say as you lead a united country into a conflict, where you're going to be coming back maybe for supplemental appropriations, and where the work is done by Americans of all points of view, all races, all backgrounds. It's kind of a small point, but the fact that the secretary of defense couldn't remember that there was a woman who was piloting one of the B-2s, and referred only to "our boys." What's the need for that kind of gratuitous insult?

But we don't want to lose sight of either of the truths that it is necessary to shut down the Iranian nuclear program and that American leadership is welcome, and the truth that the president exercising this leadership is a dangerous figure. We'll have to be able to keep track of both, and that's complicated. But politics is sometimes complicated. And that's going to be a challenge for me because, like all of us, I get into the flow of discussion. I can get heated. I can overstate things. I can say things one way too much or one way too little the other way.

We are in a situation of conflict. The conflict was necessary. The leadership is unreliable, untrustworthy, and dangerous. And there is now an ever-present and probably growing danger that the leadership of the United States will use this conflict to expand their powers to do illegitimate things in illegitimate ways. And as much as we mistrusted them before, we must mistrust them even more now.

How do you support all of this out? I often cite a parable--or a fairy story--that was written by the American writer James Thurber. And because I don't want to trust my memory as to how exactly James Thurber said it, I printed it out this morning. It's quite short, so I'm going to read it. And I think it's a lesson that applies to a lot of us in our politics. It's the story of a bear who could take it or leave it alone, and here's how it goes. It's just a couple of paragraphs:

In the woods of the Far West there once lived a brown bear who could take it or let it alone. He would go into a bar where they sold mead, a fermented drink made of honey, and he would have just two drinks. Then he would put some money on the bar and say, 'See what the bears in the back room will have,' and he would go home. But finally he took to drinking by himself most of the day. He would reel home at night, kick over the umbrella stand, knock down the bridge lamps, and ram his elbows through the windows. Then he would collapse on the floor and lie there until he went to sleep. His wife was greatly distressed and his children were very frightened.

At length the bear saw the error of his ways and began to reform. In the end he became a famous teetotaler and a persistent temperance lecturer. He would tell everybody that came to his house about the awful effects of drink, and he would boast about how strong and well he had become since he gave up touching the stuff. To demonstrate this, he would stand on his head and on his hands and he would turn cartwheels in the house, kicking over the umbrella stand, knocking down the bridge lamps, and ramming his elbows through the windows. Then he would lie down on the floor, tired by his healthful exercise, and go to sleep. His wife was greatly distressed and his children were very frightened.

Moral: You might as well fall flat on your face as lean over too far backward.

So that's the moral we all face. We don't want to fall flat on our face, and we don't want to lean over too far backwards. We don't want to let our mistrust of Trump--if those of you who are on the Never Trump and conservative side, on the American leadership side, on the belief in free trade and American military power and the leadership of global alliances--you don't want to let your mistrust of Donald Trump lead you to reject this very necessary shutdown of the Iranian nuclear program, a program that was aimed at extinguishing the state of Israel and committing Act II of the attempted genocide of the Jews that Hitler tried in the 1940s.

You don't want to be led there, but neither do you want to be led by your "thank you, President Trump" attitude to overlooking how dangerous the situation now is, how he will abuse wartime powers in a way that will amplify and extend the abuse of the powers that he's been doing, and that he will try to create an atmosphere in this country of hostility to rights and due process and free speech even worse than that which just prevailed in the first half of this year, in the beginning of his presidency. We face two dangers, and we have to confront both. It's not going be too easy. But I'm now going to forget--I don't want to jumble this quote--but as somebody wise once said, it's not an easy duty being an American. It just got a little bit harder after Donald Trump's actions in Iran. So I will now open our dialogue with Tina Brown.

I want to make--I have two other bits of housekeeping to take up. As I said, I'm recording in the conference room of the Royal Hotel in Picton, Ontario. Thank you to the Royal Hotel for their hospitality. The interview was conducted in my usual recording studio at home in Washington, D.C.

I also want to mention two things leftover from last week's podcast with Karim Sadjadpour, when we talked about Iran and Iran's culture. I referenced Karim's book, but I gracelessly omitted to mention his title. For those of you who'd like to understand better what is going on inside Iran, Karim's book is Reading Khamenei, named for the supreme leader of Iran, and it is the most insightful thing I've ever read about the political ideology, the religious beliefs of the supreme leader of Iran. And that may be a useful thing. Take a look at now: Reading Khamenei, by Karim Sadjadpour.

And I also want to correct a mistake I made in last week's podcast, where I referenced chess as a Persian invention. So I'm corrected by those who know this history better than I do, that chess originated in India and then spread westward via Persia to the Arab world and from there on onto Europe, all in the Middle Ages. So it's an Indian invention spread by the Persians, not a Persian invention. And I thank those who corrected me on that.

We are in for some difficult times. I'm hoping you'll find this conversation with Tina Brown a kind of diversion and tonic in these difficult times. There will be more difficult things to talk about on future episodes of The David Frum Show.

But now my dialogue with Tina Brown, recorded before the strikes on Iran by President Trump.

[Music]

Frum: What a pleasure to be joined today by Tina Brown, who has led one of the most storied careers in journalism on both sides of the Atlantic. Her talent was identified early and rapidly as an undergraduate at Oxford. She was given the job of reviving the moribund Tattler magazine and turning it into the prototype of the great glossy magazines we knew and loved in the 1980s and 1990s. From there, she resurrected the defunct title of Vanity Fair and made it into, again, the true American institution it has remained. She hauled The New Yorker into the modern age, adding--this is gonna be a little bit of a shock for those of you who remember the old magazine--she added photographs to The New Yorker, among many other innovations. That, at the time, was regarded as somewhere between blasphemy and heresy, but she survived it and made The New Yorker, brought it into the modern age.

And then she invented Talk magazine, one of the great journalistic innovations of the early 2000s. From there, she created the Daily Beast website, which flourishes, and where I worked for her--a story that I'll tell in a minute. She founded the Women in the World conference series; wrote six books, including the Vanity Fair Diaries, which I reviewed in The Atlantic; and now she is the author and editor of the Fresh Hell Substack with almost 40,000 subscribers, including my wife and my mother-in-law, both of whom swear by it. They swap it back and forth by email.

It is such a great pleasure to welcome you, Tina, and I have to begin by telling a story of the management secrets of Tina Brown. This is a story you have probably forgotten, but I remember vividly how I was hired. And there's a story there that I think goes into the book Management Secrets of Tina Brown that I think the world needs to know.

So I had been running for three years a website called Frum Forum, and it had a lot of impact--one of our contributors went on to be vice president of the United States--but it wasn't very financially stable, and it was becoming more and more at work. And I was reaching that kind of breakdown point. And just at the moment when I said, "I have to change my life," I got an email, an invitation to lunch with the legendary Tina Brown. And at lunch, she offered me a job at Daily Beast / Newsweek, and she said, Name your price. So I went home and thought about this and decided to take the job. It offered an exit from an intolerable situation, and I thought about, sort of, what I thought my service was worth. I added a little premium to what I thought my service was worth, and I called back and said, I'm delighted to accept, and the figure I propose is X. And Tina, you then said, Would you consider Y? Y being $10,000 a year more than X.

Tina Brown: Oh God. (Laughs.)

Frum: I was stunned. I was stunned. I was so floored by this. And I said, Sure. But what I did not understand was that by accepting Y instead of X, what I'd set myself up for was, at that point, anytime Tina Brown called me at 4 in the morning to say I need 2,000 words by 7 in the morning-- (Laughs.)

Brown: (Laughs.) Of course, it was a complete ploy. I had your nuts in a jar, David.

Frum: (Laughs.) But it worked. And I recommended to people that you just top it up a little bit, and then you can ask for anything. And they will do it.

Tina, the question I wanted to ask you was prompted by an essay you wrote in your brilliant newsletter, where you talked about the secret of the plane. And it struck me--and maybe this was always true; maybe we only know about it because of social media--but so many of the leading figures in American business today, the billionaires at the top of so many institutions, seem to be clinically crazy. And you had a theory that explained what was going wrong with them.

Brown: Well, I believe, strongly, that it all starts with the private plane, and it goes from there, okay?

Frum: (Laughs.)

Brown: I mean, you have to have flown on a private plane to understand that and be kind of empathetic to it. I have actually flown on a couple of very wealthy friends' private planes, and once you've experienced that buttery leather, that sinking into that seat, that running to the tarmac, like, No, it's going to wait for you. There's no such thing as not getting your plane. It waits for you. And it takes off when you are good and ready. And then the steward comes around and gives you what he knows you like, and it goes on like this until you land, sleepily, not even wearing a seatbelt half the time. You land at some gorgeous place. Out of it, you step into a sort of beast of a motorcade kind of car and get whisked to the boat or wherever it is that you are going.

These experiences sort of change you for life, and you think, There is no one that I wouldn't bribe, betray, sleep with to be freed from the armpit of mass transit. I mean, this is the thing. So once they've experienced this, they can never go back. And it gets more and more important to them. I mean, their families all want to be on it. They want to take their friends to the guest villas on it. It sort of starts to dominate the life.

So this, of course, makes corporate executives, for a start--that is always a major part of the negotiation in their raises. So whatever bonus they get, the major thing they have to have is, And I also get to have the private plane, not just a couple of times a year to go to a conference but whenever I want this private plane, with whoever I want on this private plane, and also that I can use it during my vacations. And it goes on and on and on. So finally, this private plane is dominating everything.

A major [mergers and acquisitions] negotiator said to me that one of the things that happens in mergers is the thing that will allow--you know, there's two CEOs. One of them has to go. It's easy to get rid of the one who wants to go if you allow them to deal with, quote, "the social issues," it's known as. And the social issues is: You get the plane whenever you like. You can step down. You won't be CEO, but you get use of the plane. So that, I think, is one of the beginnings of it all.

And then of course, with presidents--ex-presidents--the first thing they have to think about is, when you had Air Force One, I mean, that's the ultimate private plane. So they start thinking about six months before they go, Who's gonna fly me private? I mean, and actually, I would argue that the people who made the cut on Obama's, you know, ill-fated 60th birthday party, when he suddenly found he had to cut the list, it's worth looking at that list and seeing how many of them could provide the Obamas with wheels--wings, rather--because that has become a major factor in the Obamas' life. Obama won't even kind of cross the road without a private plane at this point. It just takes over.

Frum: I'm not going to use names, because it seems invidious. Also, there's some litigation risk. But we have seen this, if you follow social-media platforms, happening in real time, where people start off being the usual kind of CEO with CEO attitudes, the usual kind of rich man with rich man attitudes. And then--maybe it was COVID, maybe something like that--between 2020 and 2025, a lot of people who didn't seem especially crazy before have descended into paranoid madness.

And one of the things I was really struck by--you had this moving recent review, evocation, of your friend Barry Diller's book, and he seems to have been immune to this disease. We can name him as one of the people who's, like, on the other side of this. There's something about him that he seemed to remain levelheaded and morally centered at a time when so many people in his class and category have gone off the rails. Is there some secret there we can learn about why billionaires go crazy?

Brown: Well, I mean, I think in Barry's case, first of all, he has a very strong, sort of ironic sense of humor. Secondly, I think he's always felt something of an outsider, because as we know, as he's now revealed to the world--everyone knew before, but now he's revealed it personally--that he was gay. And that was not something he'd come out about but kind of changed, I think, his outlook a bit to the world, and the sense that he always felt a little bit on the outside, so that he never quite became as complacent as people do when they're superrich. And I think, thirdly, because he's always done the work. He loves the work itself.

I think that most of these kind of high-flying billionaires, as soon as they can kind of extricate themselves from the actual work--the sort of nitty-gritty, grungy process of making a buck, as it were--and that's when they really start to lose it. Barry's always liked the actual work of making films, making deals. He actually likes the work. I think it keeps him grounded. That is my theory. I think, obviously, we saw someone like a Warren Buffet. He never lost his sense of sanity.

I think what's really made them all crazy recently is the numbers, the size of these digital fortunes. There was a huge amount of, I think, wealth envy. Always--there's always been wealth envy. I think, actually, journalists are particularly afflicted by wealth envy because they spend so much time in the company of and reporting on people with so much more money than they have. Now, of course, journalists are now basically walking around with tin cups, seeing if they can get a few bucks here and there, so they feel, particularly, rage at how much better off everybody is.

But I think with, say, bankers, for instance--they always had, you know, massive amounts of money. Earlier in the century, there were people with $1 billion and people with $40-million-a-year bonuses and so on. But these digital fortunes, of the likes of Musk and Bezos and Zuckerberg and all of them, are in such a different level. They make everybody feel impoverished. So now they're all completely obsessed. I mean, $1 billion is no longer a sort of an attainment. It's got to be double-digit billions to feel that you are remotely in that class with those people.

Frum: Well, I have a thought to cheer up the journalists, because one of the things we have learned from this age of social media is: When people have tired, wearied of the work that Barry Diller is doing--when they've made unimaginable amounts of money; when they are truly permanently, generationally rich; when they're so rich that their great-grandchildren will be still among the richest people in America--when they get there and can do anything, what do they want to do? They want a shitpost on Twitter. (Laughs.) That's what they want to do. And if you're a journalist, wait a minute--this angry billionaire who has 175,000 followers, he looks at your 525,000 followers and says, That guy, he's the problem.

And it was all symbolized by Elon Musk's blue-check-mark revolution, that he destroyed Twitter because he was so mad that people who were correspondents for The New York Times or Washington Post had blue check marks, and his billionaire friends who were check-posting away to their 12,000 neo-Nazi followers didn't have blue check marks, and he wrecked Twitter, wasted $40-plus billion all to make a revolution of the blue check marks.

Brown: Yeah. I think they're also obsessed with profile too. I mean, people always want what they haven't got, so it's not enough just to be an obscure billionaire, you know? You also want to have a podcast that someone listens to. I mean, they put out their own YouTube interview things and, like, their Christmas-card list listens to it, if you know what I mean. I mean, it's nothing; nobody listens.

And that is, for them, I think, a very galling thing. Of course, it's even more so when they think about going into politics, because, as we saw with Mike Bloomberg--bam! If you are a billionaire who goes into politics, all of a sudden, you are grounded with a total sort of jolt because people are finally telling you what they think about you, right? I mean, nobody ever tells you what you think about them if they're really, really rich.

I did actually ask a billionaire friend of mine--who I like very much, who's actually very smart, very sort of low-key, whatever--I just said to him, How did money change you? Because I'm rather obsessed with this moment. Like, what is the pivot moment when they lose it, when a person who is a very hardworking, driven guy turns into this other creature. And I said to him, What was the tip? What was the thing that really changed--money changed for you? And he said, It wasn't that money changed me. It changed them. He said, It changed the way people responded to me, and that was the difference. It's like, Now everyone I meet wants something from me, and I know that the conversation is really concealing what they really want from me, which is something, which is not just my conversation, my company, my whatever. It's, I really want you to give me money for my charity, my this, my that; get me a job. So I think that makes them feel extremely insecure, and that makes them only want to mix with one another too.

Frum: Yeah, so you have this phenomena where, Yeah, I've worked hard; I've done these things. I mean, it's nice if they have real achievements delivering real goods and services. This is where Jeff Bezos is a kind of different cat from some of the others. I mean, the world really is a better place because of Jeff Bezos. I'm not sure the world is a better place because of Mark Zuckerberg, and I'm pretty sure that the world is a--

Brown: Oh, my God, no.

Frum: And I'm pretty sure the world is a worst place because of all the crypto billionaires.

Brown: Yeah, without doubt.

Frum: So there are actual social negatives, unlike Bezos. Unlike people like the people who built iron and steel. But then they arrive at the point where they say, I've got some thoughts about Ukraine. I've got some thoughts about the origin of the COVID virus. I've got some thoughts about how universities should be run. And most people listen, and they think, You're full of shit. You don't know anything.

Brown: Yes, but they don't tell them that. They don't tell them that.

Frum: Your thoughts are worthless. You got a C in grade 10 chemistry; don't tell us where the COVID vaccine virus came from. You can't possibly--even if you're right, it's just a lucky guess. You have no thoughts worth hearing on Ukraine. Your thoughts are negatively worth hearing. And they get angry: Why don't people listen to me, and what's the point of all this money if I can't get people to listen attentively and respectfully to my stupid views?

Brown: But you know what? The only other thing that just really makes me nuts, actually, is if I just feel that these billionaires have no respect, essentially, for what we do, for instance. They have no respect for it, and in the same way that Trump has absolutely no respect for what people do in these agencies or in these--it's like they just have no respect for it. They have respect for someone who may be an absolute sort of fool but who has $150 million, which he then makes into $1 billion, but they have no respect for someone who understands science or health or who writes great sentences or whatever. Journalists are really at the--and writers--are at the bottom of the pyramid in terms of having any respect from the digital fortunes in Silicon Valley, as far as I can see.

Frum: I don't care whether they respect me or not. I don't care what their opinions are--my feelings are hard to hurt. But what happens with a lot of these people--Trump is an example of this--is you've got the world's leading expert on gravity in front of you, and maybe he's not a billionaire, so you don't respect him, and you lift a bowling ball over your head and say, I'm about to drop this bowling ball, and watch it float over my head.

Brown: (Laughs.)

Frum: And the world's leading expert on gravity says, That's not what's going to happen. Release that bowling ball. It is going to fall on your head and inflict brain damage.

Nonsense, you don't have a billion dollars. Your opinion is not worth hearing. Watch me hoist this bowling ball. And that is what Trump has been doing on tariffs. That's what his henchmen have been doing on vaccines. I mean, this administration, one of the enduring consequences of the Trump administration is they have paused research on Alzheimer's and Parkinson's at a time when we're about to make huge breakthroughs, I'm told by people who do know what they're talking about. Huge breakthroughs in these areas.

And look--from the point of view of 80 years from now, no one 80 years from now will care whether the cure comes in 2030 or 2040. But if you're one of the people who is fated to develop the condition between 2030 and 2040, it's going to matter a lot to you that Trump shoved off the discovery of the cure by eight years or a decade.

Brown: Well, I think it might actually be affecting us in 80 years, only because you lose a whole generation of talent. I know that scientists, particularly, are feeling this, that these people who've now just been scattered to the winds, you don't just get them back. You don't just blow a whistle and say, Okay, Trump era is over. Come back. Reassemble. To sort of really crater these institutions, it's really hard to rebuild them.

I mean, any of us have seen that with anything, even in the entertainment industry. If you completely trash HBO, you know what I mean? It's like, that was a crown jewel of television, and to reassemble this amazing cadre of people that was, like, one person at a time, one person at a time. This person who was a foil to this person, this person who really balanced that person. It's a very delicate calibration when you build a talent empire, as it were, and I think it's very hard to bring it back.

Frum: You may get back the person at the peak of his or her career who's migrated to the University of British Columbia or gone to France.

Brown: Right.

Frum: You may be able to summon them back, but the person who is today 23 or 24, just finishing a star undergraduate in biology and is deciding where should they apply their talent? Should they apply them to pure research, or should they go and work, make a better antihistamine for a big pharmaceutical company? Not that making a better antihistamine is not a valid way to spend your life, and it certainly pays more. But the purpose of government funding was to say, In addition to antihistamines, we also need cures for Parkinson's and Alzheimer's, and here's a very satisfying, maybe not as lucrative, but very satisfying and fulfilling career with enormous recognition at the peak, should you succeed. And those people will make different choices.

I want ask you--slightly different topic. You were there in the days when--I remember this from the Vanity Fair Diaries--when Donald Trump was fun, speaking of people who have changed. And Danielle and I had--my wife, Danielle, and I had--a brief experience. She sat beside him at a dinner in 2006, just before The Apprentice, and described him as a lot of fun. I mean, kind of a creep and a jerk, but a lot of fun. Where did we lose that? What did we do to forfeit fun Donald Trump?

Brown: Well, I mean, look--he was this big brash, kind of, like, caricature New Yorker. Gold towers, big. I mean, first time I met him was at a lunch that his wife, Ivana at the time, had given. It was some kind of her seasonal holiday lunch. And I was next to Trump. We had a person in between each other--like, he had a boring partner for lunch, and I had a boring partner--so we ended up sort of talking across at each other. And he was going like, Oh, you know, I went to the opera. You know, Ivana dragged me to the opera last night. I mean, never again. Pavarotti, who cares? You know, It was five hours. And he made me laugh. It was funny. He was saying the things--which he's always been good at--that people think but don't say, right? Trashing the opening of the Met with Pavarotti, some might not want to do that in that circle of people, but he didn't care, and he was sort of shouting across the table. So he was entertaining.

But things began to change, I think, with him, first of all, the first time the finances started to go south, when he had his first bankruptcy. I mean, our coverage, which, until then, had been of this funny, glitzy--like one of those magazine pieces about the life and times of Donald Trump, with the gold interior decoration, and the parties and all the rest. And we assigned Marie Brenner to go do a piece about him at that moment of bankruptcy, and she wrote a very tough piece, and she actually had the wonderful detail that keeps getting brought out even now, which is that he had a copy of Hitler's speeches. And he hated the piece--absolutely hated it. And we were all at this dinner at Tavern on the Green, and she was sitting there in an evening dress, and as he passed by behind her, she felt something cold happening. And she turned around, and Donald Trump had emptied a glass of wine down her back.

Okay, so that was a moment when you saw how incredibly, outrageously vindictive he could be when crossed, and he gave her this terrible look. I do actually think that the real darkness set in--and people have said it before--but I was there that evening, and I saw I saw it when Obama roasted him at the famous White House correspondents' dinner just before he really decided to run. I was sitting behind Trump that evening, behind his table, and I saw his neck go from pale salmon to sort of flaming magenta in his absolute fury. And I think that what really angered him was not just this elite cool, effing--you know, Obama, like, bringing him down--but just this room full of what, as he saw it, the liberal media, all laughing. All laughing at him, you know? And with Obama.

And I think he went back to his hotel, and I think he just pounded the pillows and he went, I mean, bananas, I'm sure, that night. Because he has such a wound in him, from God knows what--hideous potty training and parental abuse. But there's a real wound in Trump when it comes to humiliation. I mean, he is so fragile when it comes to that sense of being humiliated, which perhaps came from school. I mean, he went off to that military school, and maybe he was constantly bullied. Who knows? I don't think we've really got to the bottom of, as it were, the real rosebud of Trump's huge vulnerability to any kind of criticism and how he goes into a crouch position if he sees anything coming at him that he views as disrespect.

And I think that's sort of really when he went really seriously dark, and he's got darker and darker because he essentially then needed to find his tribe once and for all. And that tribe was people who felt like him, who felt humiliated. And that was obviously the MAGA genesis. Those people who had been humiliated, they felt, by the elite who were constantly condescending to them. I think they're not wrong. And once he'd found his tribe, I think that he saw the actual political opening to exploit that tribe, as he has gone on to do ever since.

Frum: Well, the world changed around him. I mean, Donald Trump has been running for president since 1987.

Brown: Yeah.

Frum: He seriously explored running in 1988. He took out those big ads in all the newspapers about how we were being ripped off by foreigners. He thought very hard about it in the year 2000. In 2011, people forget this, but he was going into the 2012 cycle for a brief moment--not such a brief moment, a few weeks--the front-runner ahead of Mitt Romney, the man who eventually prevailed. And I think it was in that cycle that he went with the birther lie, and that's what provoked Obama's derision. But it wasn't that he hadn't been thinking about it to that point.

Brown: Right.

Frum: He didn't think about it very hard.

Brown: No. He had.

Frum: Then he decided against the 2012 cycle. He didn't decide it against facing an incumbent, and then entered in 2015. And the world was ready for him. Again, what we forget about that 2015 cycle--he declares in, I think, June of 2015. By mid-July, he's in first place--July of 2015. And although all the wise people, including me, said, This can't last. This is too crazy. He's too absurd, he stayed in first place through the whole race, except for one brief period in the late fall of 2015, when Ben Carson was briefly in first place (was also not a very plausible choice either). But there was no point in the 2015-2016 cycle when the leadership of the party was not in the hands of someone who, a generation ago, had been regarded as laughably unfit to lead a party into a presidential election.

Brown: Absolutely. But I think some of that, as well, is the complete switch into the entertainment culture that America now is, right? Of which he played a big role, in a sense, with The Apprentice. But I think in those years, America became more and more addicted, if you like, to the reality shows--the Kardashians, all of this kind of celebration of glitz that he represented.

You know, I remember when his first kind of Republican convention, when we'd had Hillary Clinton: amazing, every star in the world. It was an incredibly sort of glamorous [Democratic] convention. And his kind of convention was such a--he couldn't even get any big stars to perform, and so on, and it looked like it was this kind of hokey, pathetic, Republican convention. But the Trump plane lands, and streaming across the tarmac is the Trump family with him. And there they all are with their long, blonde hair and him with his red tie and their plane saying Trump.

And I just thought, Oh my God. He's going win, because in a sense, they were like what everybody wanted to be in that moment. I mean, Hillary Clinton's fans sort of thought that every woman wanted to be essentially like a Hillary Clinton, you know, hardworking. No, a lot of women want to sit by the pool in dark glasses, like Melania. I think more women want to be like Melania than they probably did want to be like Hillary Clinton. That's what they're looking to be. I mean, if you're lucky, you get that money, and you have that plane, and you have a husband who's got big shoulders and a red tie.

And the whole thing was just such a kind of fantastic sort of stereotype of a certain kind of aspiration. And it was very powerful to see actually.

Frum: It's like a nightmare version of a kind of star power. Like, to many, it's repelling. You were the great student of American star power, and you've written very vividly about what it felt like when even pre-presidential Bill Clinton entered a room, that you suddenly knew that someone was in the room. Do you, as you look around the world today, see in the realm of politics, people in the nonincumbent sphere who have that kind of light-up-the-room star power.

Brown: I mean, the only one I think who's got any real charisma actually is a woman. And that's Yulia Navalnaya, the widow of Alexei Navalny.

Frum: She's constitutionally ineligible, unfortunately.

Brown: Well, unfortunately she is, but oh my God. I interviewed her in London, in May, and I really didn't feel I'd met anybody that charismatic since Princess Diana. I mean, she's like this column of alabaster, with this fire-and-ice kind of feel, that she's both warm and absolutely sort of sensual in one level and yet also fiercely steely in others, and dressed in this incredible pale, sort of dark blue designer suit. She's 5'11". I mean, my God, she's absolutely extraordinary. But no, the idea that she will become president of Russia is very, very remote.

In terms of the others, as it were, I haven't seen anyone. I was quite a fan of Macron, but ever since his wife slugged him in the face, his kind of charisma has diminished, as far as I'm concerned. (Laughs.)

We haven't really seen any star power. I guess Justin Trudeau at a certain point did have it, but now, again, he just feels like, so yesterday's man. He couldn't maintain it.

Frum: In this country, anyone that you see that makes your Spidey sense tingle?

Brown: I mean, I haven't seen it really. Actually, I was watching the rather good, actually, CNN documentary about the hunt for Osama bin Laden. And I was looking at it and thinking, Oh, Admiral McRaven, why did you never run for office? He is somebody who--he is now a little too old, I think, but talk about charisma. I mean, the guy--and you see him in his white dress suit, and he's got this baritone voice, but he's got this incredible, steady, noble, masculine, but not horrible macho, which is quite different from masculine attributes. So I'd love to see somebody like him. But I don't see that, unless there's a sort of Admiral McRaven sort of brewing in some place that we don't really know.

I think Wes Moore is very charismatic, but I fear maybe too lightweight. It's not enough to have just the magnetism. However, if I had to choose magnetism over, Oh, he's brilliant behind closed doors, but unfortunately, he is not great, forget about it, as far as I'm concerned, because this is an entertainment culture. So if you can't get up there and get that room magnetized, just don't even consider it. Like, go to work at the Brookings. Just get out of my face, is what I feel.

Frum: Well, there's also the problem, as we've learned from the Biden experience, when people say of someone, Oh, he's brilliant behind closed doors, two things may be true: One is he's genuinely brilliant behind closed doors and it doesn't show in public, and the other is he's surrounded by people who lie about him.

Brown: (Laughs.) Well, that's completely, absolutely true. But think about it. I mean, they always--they said it about so many people, though. Like, it's funny about Mitt Romney: When you get him off stage, they'll say. Or Al Gore, He was so different. He wasn't stiff at all off stage. You know what, it is too bad. I mean, what we're all looking at is you on stage, pal. And if you don't have it, don't run.

Frum: Well, we all watched the Mitt Romney documentary and saw how winning and charming he indeed could be in private. But there's a problem, which is: We have this bias that the private self is the true self, and the public self is a construction. But if you're seeking a public career, your public self is a true self. So, you know, it may be that some of these people around Trump are inwardly conscientious, decent people, which is lovely for their families and loved ones and those who rely on them personally. But if in your public role, if you behaved in an unethical way, if you lie in public, then from a public perspective, that's who you are, not the person in private. That's just a matter of interest to your intimates.

Brown: Yeah, I think that's so true. But I mean, I also do think, though, the performative stuff, you've really got to now be very good at it, indeed. I mean, better than you ever--I mean, obviously, we've known ever since the sort of JFK-Nixon debate how important it is to be able to be good on television. But now you've got to be good in every way. You've got to be good at all of it. You have to have that sort of wit that can really genuinely write your own tweets, as it were, because that's the voice that people believe in. It's not going to feel true if it's being written by some sort of campaign aide. You have to be able to do it.

I mean, actually, to go back to Alexei Navalny again. Talk about a charismatic leader. He had these incredible performative skills, and he was able to use social media, deployed video. He was a multi-platform, gifted user of the media, essentially. And that's what I'm sort of looking for. It's almost like I feel we could teach him about geopolitics. You can have an adviser on the side who tells you that, but you've got to be able to sell it to somebody.

Frum: Well, also, one more thing: He was a genuine hero. And that is something you can't synthesize, right? Maybe you can teach someone to be charismatic, but you can't teach someone to be brave and to be great.

I'm going to end, actually, with--that reminds me of something I want to say about the Tina Brown school of management at the end, which is: I remember one of your sayings about training journalists, and you said, I can teach you to write a lede. I can teach you to write an ending. I can teach you how to edit, but I can't teach you to see.

Brown: Right.

Frum: And I have thought--I have thought about the sentence a thousand times. I'm sure it's more than that. And whenever I see young journalists and I'm trying to give them advice, I quote that and just say, You either see things or you don't see things, and if you don't see them, you're never going to learn.

Brown: Right.

Frum: And look--accounting is a stable, well-regarded-for, respected profession. You don't have to do what we do, because not only is there no money, but there's, in fact, no glamor. (Laughs.)

Frum: Tina, thank you so much. It has been one of the joys and honors of my life to know you.

Brown: Thank you. Such fun.

Frum: Thanks for joining the program.

Brown: Loved catching up with you. Thank you, David.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Tina Brown for joining me today--recorded, as I said, before the strikes on Iran by President Trump. If you appreciated this conversation, I hope you will consider supporting our work by subscribing to The Atlantic, which is the best way to support my work and that of my colleagues at The Atlantic and America's most important magazine, more important than ever. I hope you will consider joining us there.

Thank you to my friends at the Royal Hotel in Picton, Ontario, for allowing me the hospitality of their board room here. And thanks to all of you. I hope you will like the podcast, subscribe to it, share it in any way you can.

And one more personal note: You may have noticed that here in Picton, as in the studio in Washington, over my shoulder, there are always flowers. Those are thanks to my wife, Danielle. Danielle Crittenden Frum, who grows them, cuts them, and arranges them. She's done that again for me today, and I'm so grateful to her for that, as I am to you for joining this and, I hope, future episodes of The David Frum Show, brought to you by The Atlantic.

[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.

I also, before we sign off, have to make a correction, an error I made in the last podcast. I referred to Secretary of Defense Esper, who served in the first Trump term--, I referred to him by, gave him his first name as Michael. It is in fact, Mark, and I regret that mistake and I correct it here.

And thanks, thanks to all who brought it to my attention.

That's it for The David Frum Show this week. Please join us again next week for another episode of The David Frum Show.
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A Military-Ethics Professor Resigns in Protest

Over the course of several months, Pauline Shanks Kaurin concluded that she no longer had the academic freedom necessary for doing her job.

by Tom Nichols




Seven years ago, Pauline Shanks Kaurin left a good job as a tenured professor at a university, uprooted her family, and moved across the country to teach military ethics at the Naval War College, in Newport, Rhode Island. She did so, she told me, not only to help educate American military officers, but with a promise from the institution that she would have "the academic freedom to do my job." But now she's leaving her position and the institution because orders from President Donald Trump and Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth, she said, have made staying both morally and practically untenable. Remaining on the faculty, she believes, would mean implicitly lending her approval to policies she cannot support. And she said that the kind of teaching and research the Navy once hired her to do will now be impossible.

The Naval War College is one of many institutions--along with the Army War College, the Air War College, and others--that provide graduate-level instruction in national-security issues and award master's degrees to the men and women of the U.S. armed forces. The Naval War College is also home to a widely respected civilian academic post, the James B. Stockdale Chair in Professional Military Ethics, named for the famous admiral and American prisoner of war in Vietnam. Pauline has held the Stockdale Chair since 2018. (I taught for many years at the Naval War College, where I knew Pauline as a colleague.) Her last day will be at the end of this month.

In January, Trump issued an executive order, Restoring America's Fighting Force, that prohibits the Department of Defense and the entire armed forces from "promoting, advancing, or otherwise inculcating the following un-American, divisive, discriminatory, radical, extremist, and irrational theories," such as "gender ideology," "race or sex stereotyping," and, of course, anything to do with DEI. Given the potential breadth of the order, the military quickly engaged in a panicky slash-and-burn approach rather than risk running afoul of the new ideological line. The U.S. Military Academy at West Point, in New York, for example, disbanded several clubs, including the local chapter of the National Society of Black Engineers. Other military installations, apparently anticipating a wider crackdown on anything to do with race or gender, removed important pages of American history about women and minorities from their websites.

All of this was done by bureaucrats and administrators as they tried to comply with Trump's vague order, banning and erasing anything that the president and Hegseth might construe as even remotely related to DEI or other banned concepts. Some Defense Department workers "deemed to be affiliated with DEI programs or activities" were warned that Trump's orders "required" their jobs to be eliminated. Many professors at military institutions began to see signs that they might soon be prohibited from researching and publishing in their fields of study.

Phillip Atiba Solomon: Am I still allowed to tell the truth in my class?

At first, Pauline was cautious. She knew that her work in the field of military ethics could be controversial--particularly on the issues of oaths and obedience. In the military, where discipline and the chain of command rule daily life, investigating the meaning of oath-taking and obedience is a necessary but touchy exercise. The military is sworn to obey all legal orders, but when that obedience becomes absolute, the results can be ghastly: Pauline wrote her doctoral dissertation at Temple University on oaths, obedience, and the 1969 My Lai massacre in Vietnam, in which a young U.S. officer and his men believed that their orders allowed them to slay hundreds of unarmed civilians. For more than 20 years, she taught these matters in the philosophy department at Pacific Lutheran University, and once at Newport, she wrote a book on the contrasting notions of obedience in military and civilian life.

When the Trump order came down, Pauline told me that Naval War College administrators gave her "vague assurances" that the college would not interfere with ongoing work by her or other faculty, or with academic freedom in general. But one day, shortly after the executive order in January, she was walking through the main lobby, which proudly features display cases with books by the faculty, and she noticed that a volume on LGBTQ issues in the military had vanished. The disappearance of that book led Pauline to seek more clarity from the college's administration about nonpartisanship, and especially about academic freedom.

Academic freedom is an often-misunderstood term. Many people outside academia encounter the idea only when some professor abuses the concept as a license to be an offensive jerk. (A famous case many years ago involved a Colorado professor who compared the victims of 9/11 to Nazis who deserved what they got.) Like tenure, however, academic freedom serves crucial educational purposes, protecting controversial research and encouraging the free exchange of even the most unpopular ideas without fear of political pressure or interference. It is essential to any serious educational institution, and necessary to a healthy democracy.

Conor Friedersdorf: In defense of academic freedom

Professors who teach for the military, as I did for many years, do have to abide by some restrictions not found in civilian schools. They have a duty, as sworn federal employees, to protect classified information. They may not use academic freedom to disrupt government operations. (Leading a protest that would prevent other government workers from getting to their duty stations might be one example.) And, of course, they must refrain from violating the Hatch Act: They cannot use government time or resources to engage in partisan political activity. But they otherwise have--or are supposed to have--the same freedoms as their colleagues in civilian institutions.

Soon, however, jumpy military bureaucrats started tossing books and backing out of conferences. Pauline became more concerned. Newport's senior administrators began to send informal signals that included, as she put it, the warning that "academic freedom as many of us understood it was not a thing anymore." Based on those messages, Pauline came to believe that her and other faculty members' freedom to comment publicly on national issues and choose research topics without institutional interference was soon to be restricted.

During an all-hands meeting with senior college leaders in February, Pauline said that she and other Naval War College faculty were told that the college would comply with Hegseth's directives and that, in Pauline's words, "if we were thinking we had academic freedom in our scholarship and in the classroom, we were mistaken." (Other faculty present at the meeting confirmed to me that they interpreted the message from the college's leadership the same way; one of them later told me that the implication was that the Defense Department could now rule any subject out of bounds for classroom discussion or scholarly research at will.) Pauline said there were audible gasps in the room, and such visible anger that it seemed to her that even the administrators hosting the meeting were taken aback. "I've been in academia for 31 years," she told me, and that gathering "was the most horrifying meeting I've ever been a part of."

I contacted the college's provost, Stephen Mariano, who told me in an email that these issues were "nuanced" but that the college had not changed its policies on academic freedom. (He also denied any changes relating to tenure, a practice predicated on academic freedom.) At the same time, he added, the college is "complying with all directives issued by the President and Department of Defense and following Department of the Navy policy." This language leaves Pauline and other civilian faculty at America's military schools facing a paradox: They are told that academic freedom still exists, but that their institutions are following directives from Hegseth that, at least on their face, seem aimed at ending academic freedom.

In March, Pauline again sought clarity from college leaders. They were clearly anxious to appear compliant with the new political line. ("We don't want to end up on Fox News," she said one administrator told her.) She was told her work was valued, but she didn't believe it. "Talk is cheap," she said. "Actions matter." She said she asked the provost point-blank: What if a faculty member has a book or an article coming out on some controversial topic? His answer, according to her: Hypothetically, they might consider pulling the work from publication. (Mariano denies saying this and told me that there is no change in college policy on faculty publication.)

Every government employee knows the bureaucratic importance of putting things on paper. Pauline's current project is about the concept of honor, which necessarily involves questions regarding masculinity and gender--issues that could turn the DOD's new McCarthyites toward her and her work. So she now proposed that she and the college administration work up a new contract, laying out more clearly--in writing--what the limits on her work and academic freedom would look like.

She might as well have asked for a pony. Administrators, she said, told her that they hoped she wouldn't resign, but that no one was going to put anything in writing. "The upshot," according to her, was a message from the administration that boiled down to: We hope you can just suck it up and not need your integrity for your final year as the ethics chair.

After that, she told me, her choices were clear. "As they say in the military: Salute and execute--or resign." Until then, she had "hoped maybe people would still come to their senses." The promises of seven years ago were gone; the institution now apparently expected her and other faculty to self-censor in the classroom and preemptively bowdlerize their own research. "I don't do DEI work," she said, "but I do moral philosophy, and now I can't do it. I'd have to take out discussions of race and gender and not do philosophy as I think it should be done." In April, she submitted a formal letter of resignation.

Initially, she had no interest in saying anything publicly. Pauline is a native Montanan and single mom of two, and by nature not the type of person to engage in public food fights. (She used to joke with me when we were colleagues that I was the college's resident lightning rod, and she had no interest in taking over that job.) She's a philosopher who admires quiet stoicism, and she was resolved to employ it in her final months.

But she also thought about what she owed her chair's namesake. "Stockdale thought philosophy was important for officers. The Stockdale course was created so that officers would wrestle with moral obligations. He was a personal model of integrity." Even so, she did not try to invoke him as a patron saint when she decided to resign. "I'm not saying he would agree with the choice that I made," she told me. "But his model of moral integrity is part of the chair."

She kept her resignation private until early May, when a professor at the U.S. Military Academy at West Point, Graham Parsons--another scholar who teaches ethics in a military school, and a friend of Pauline's--likewise decided to resign in protest and said that he would leave West Point after 13 years. Hegseth's changes "prevent me from doing my job responsibly," he wrote in The New York Times. "I am ashamed to be associated with the academy in its current form." Hegseth responded on X, sounding more like a smug internet troll than a concerned superior: "You will not be missed Professor Parsons." The episode changed Pauline's mind. She felt she owed her friends and colleagues whatever public support and solidarity she could offer them.

Nor are she and Parsons alone. Tom McCarthy, a professor at the U.S. Naval Academy, in Annapolis, Maryland, recently resigned as chair of the history department rather than remove a paper from an upcoming symposium. And last month, a senior scholar at the Army War College, in Pennsylvania, Carrie Lee, also handed in her resignation, a decision she announced to her friends and followers on Bluesky.

Jason Dempsey: Hegseth has all the wrong enemies

Lee told me in an email that she'd been thinking of leaving after Trump was elected, because it was apparent to her that the Trump administration was "going to try and politicize the military and use military assets/personnel to suppress democratic rights," and that academic freedom in military schools was soon to "become untenable." Like Pauline, Lee felt like she was at a dead end: "To speak from within the institution itself will also do more harm than good. So to dissent, I have little choice but to leave," she said in a farewell letter to her colleagues in April.

I asked Pauline what she thinks might have happened if she had decided to stay and just tough it out from the inside. She "absolutely" thinks she'd have been fired at some point, and she didn't want such a firing "to be part of the legacy of the Stockdale Chair." But then I asked her if by resigning, she was giving people in the Trump administration, such as Office of Management and Budget Director Russell Vought--who once said that his goal was to make federal workers feel "trauma" to the point where they will quit their jobs--exactly what they want: Americans leaving federal service.

She didn't care. "When you make a moral decision, there are always costs." She dismissed what people like Vought want or think. "I'm not accountable to him. I'm accountable to the Lord, to my father, to my legacy, to my children, to my profession, to members of the military-ethics community. So I decided that I needed to resign. Not that it would change anyone's mind, but to say: This is not okay. That is my message."

At the end of our discussion, I asked an uncomfortable question I'd been avoiding. Pauline, I know, is only in her mid-50s, in mid-career, and too young simply to retire. She has raised two sons who will soon enter young adulthood. I asked her if she was worried about her future.

"Sure," she said. "But at the end of the day, as we say in Montana, sometimes you just have to saddle up and ride scared."
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A Cease-Fire Without a Conclusion

Iran's regime has proved resilient, even in its toughest hour.

by Arash Azizi




The U.S. attacks on Iranian nuclear sites this past weekend don't seem to have launched a new American forever war, as some critics feared they would. Instead, they may have helped conclude, if inconclusively, a brief hot war between Iran and Israel.

Iran retaliated against the United States on Monday in a manner that has become typical by now: Before targeting a U.S. base in Qatar, Tehran gave enough advance notice to assure that no one was hurt. Shortly afterward, President Donald Trump made a statement thanking Iran for the warning--and then announced a cease-fire between Iran and Israel. "God Bless You Both!" Trump proclaimed on Truth Social to the two antagonists, just a day after having publicly considered pursuing regime change in Tehran.

This was not, of course, the end of the story. Iran and Israel fired ferociously at each other in the final few hours before the cease-fire was to take hold. The timing of that cease-fire was the source of some confusion, because there had been no formal agreement between Iran and Israel, just a general understanding. Trump scolded Israel for its attacks on Iran and then complained that the two countries don't "know what the fuck they're doing."

Both Iran and Israel have come away with some small victories, but the big ones have eluded them. Israel once again demonstrated the jaw-dropping extent of its intelligence penetration of Iran, which allowed it to find and kill several high-ranking military leaders and nuclear scientists. But even with the American participation it long coveted, Israel failed to destroy Iran's nuclear program fully or take away its stockpile of highly enriched uranium. Hundreds of Israeli civilians were injured in Iranian attacks, many homes were destroyed, and a few dozen civilians were killed, including five who perished in an Iranian attack on Beersheba minutes before the cease-fire took effect.

For its part, Iran's regime proved resilient, even at the toughest hour of its history. Fantasies about the strikes igniting a popular uprising that would overthrow the regime proved empty. But the Islamic Republic was badly battered and humiliated. It lost control of its airspace, such that even its diplomats could travel only with permission from Israel. And the war's shock to the Iranian system could still help spell doom for Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei.

Read: 'Everybody knows Khamenei's days are numbered'

The 86-year-old leader, still apparently being kept out of public view, came across as inept. That the war happened at all is a testament to the failure of his policies. Khamenei has kept the chants of "Death to America" and "Death to Israel" going for decades. But when Iran finally got into a direct confrontation with Israel, most of the dying was done by Iranian civilians. In the past two weeks, Iranian society showed a remarkable degree of social solidarity. This should not be confused with political support for the regime. On the contrary, many Iranians cursed the regime that had gotten them into this conflict.

A factional battle continues to rage within the Iranian political elite. Ever since 2002, when the Iranian nuclear program was revealed to the world, some elements inside the regime have sought to solve the resulting crisis through normalization with the West and integration with the global economy. These factions understand that getting sanctions lifted means compromising on the country's nuclear program, and that improving relations with the West requires ending the hostile rhetoric and support for anti-Israeli militias. The pragmatists have reason to hope that the Israeli and American bombardment will ultimately strengthen their position by having shown the futility and destructiveness of Khamenei's antagonism.

But other parts of the Islamic Republic remain committed to rejectionism. Upon attacking the U.S. base in Qatar, the Iranian armed forces issued a statement declaring the country's goals to be the expulsion of American forces from the region and the "eradication of the cancerous tumor of Zion." Such extreme slogans do not match the caution of Iran's military actions. But the rhetorical hostility is deeply ingrained in the regime. For years, Iran threatened America and Israel with destruction but avoided getting into a direct war with either of them. Now it has experienced a fight with these enemies and may be forced to rethink its belligerent posture.

Read: Five ways Iran may respond

That hasn't happened yet for some Iranian hard-liners, who are attacking the country's foreign minister, Abbas Araghchi, for accepting a cease-fire. "Iran doesn't need a ceasefire but to continue the resistance until it eradicates the Zionist regime," Soodeh Najafi, a Tehran city councilor, wrote on X. "Israel's defeat is definite and real peace will only come from its disappearance."

Other hard-liners are pushing Iran to stop cooperating with the International Atomic Energy Agency. Doing so would suggest that Tehran was pursuing a nuclear-weapons program in earnest. Saeed Jalili, a former national security adviser, has called on Iran to leave the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, which would amount to the same thing. Hard-liners dominate the Parliament and could pass a bill with that aim.

The Iranian Parliament remains a marginal institution, and extremists such as Najafi and Jalili have limited influence on Iranian policy for the moment. But they do carry special weight within the security apparatus, and they could encourage it to lash out at ordinary Iranians. Hard-liners are already threatening "traitors," meaning anyone critical of the regime, with punishment. Many Iranians now fear that the regime will crack down on them to show its strength and ensure its stability after the Israeli and American attacks.

If the cease-fire holds, however, the U.S. and Israel may seek to bring a weakened Iran back into talks about imposing limits on its nuclear program. Iran will need to decide what sort of diplomacy to pursue, given the damage its nuclear sites have suffered. Israel has shown that it can secure dominion over Iranian skies; Trump has shown that he won't hesitate to use American force on Iranian soil. As Iran decides on its next move, it will be painfully aware of what the alternatives to negotiations can be.
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The U.S. Is Going Backwards on Vaccines, Very Fast

America's vaccine advisory committee is now taking seriously a baseless anti-vaccine flash point.

by Katherine J. Wu




Updated at 9:34 a.m. on June 25, 2025
 
 Vaccine experts in the United States have long considered the case on thimerosal closed. A chemical preservative that stamps out contamination in vaccine vials, thimerosal was removed from most U.S. shots more than two decades ago over worries that its mercury content could trigger developmental delays. But those concerns--as well as baseless claims that thimerosal causes autism--have been proved unfounded, many times over. "We took care of this 20 years ago," Kathryn Edwards, a pediatrician and vaccine expert at Vanderbilt University, told me.

That's not how anti-vaccine activists see the compound. Even the strongest data supporting thimerosal's safety have not quelled the concerns of those who insist on the chemical's harms. And now the CDC's Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices, or ACIP, has signaled that thimerosal's presence in vaccines should remain open for debate. The panel is scheduled on Thursday to discuss the compound, which is present in a minority of flu shots in low or trace amounts, and vote on how vaccines containing it should be used.

The panel that will meet this week is more skeptical of vaccines than any version in ACIP history. Earlier this month, Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. abruptly dismissed all 17 existing members of the panel--among them, some of the nation's foremost experts in vaccinology, infectious disease, pediatrics, and public health--and replaced them with eight new members who largely lack expertise in vaccines and, in several cases, have espoused anti-vaccine viewpoints. This new panel will hear a presentation on thimerosal not from a career vaccine scientist--as is usual ACIP practice--but from Lyn Redwood, one of the first vocal advocates of the false notion that thimerosal causes autism and the former president of Children's Health Defense, the anti-vaccine organization that Kennedy chaired until 2023.

ACIP's charter is to evaluate the data and guide the country's approach to vaccines. By reopening the case on thimerosal, Kennedy's handpicked committee has already chosen to entertain a classic anti-vaccine talking point. If the new ACIP's vote further limits the use of vaccines containing the compound, it will also show, from the get-go, how willing it is to disregard evidence.

A multitude of studies, going back more than 20 years, have shown that thimerosal has no link to autism. Children who have received thimerosal-containing vaccines aren't at higher risk of developing autism. Nor has removing the compound from much of the vaccine supply in multiple countries--including the U.S.--decreased autism rates. Instead, autism rates have gone up. (Experts who study autism attribute that rise largely to more awareness and more sensitive diagnostics; Kennedy, meanwhile, insists, without evidence, that the uptick is the work of an "environmental toxin" that "somebody made a profit" on.)

But around the turn of the millennium, experts felt pressured to remove thimerosal from vaccines, especially those targeted to young children. After studies had linked chronic exposure to high levels of mercury found in fish and whale blubber to developmental delays, scientists began to worry about the element's effects on the young brain. The FDA kick-started a campaign to suss out the mercury content of the products it oversaw. By 1999, researchers had pinpointed thimerosal as suspect: The levels of the type of mercury found in vaccines containing the compound seemed, at the time, worryingly high, Walter Orenstein, who directed the U.S.'s National Immunization Program from 1988 through 2004, told me. "So there were concerns that it might be harmful to children." (Autism, notably, wasn't a consideration.)

No research proved that harm, but the fears seemed theoretically legitimate. "It put us in a very difficult position," Orenstein said. The studies necessary to thoroughly test whether the thimerosal in vaccines was toxic could take years; in the meantime, kids could suffer unnecessarily. Some experts argued that keeping thimerosal in the vaccine supply wasn't worth the risk to children's health--and to public trust in immunization. If the FDA publicized its findings on mercury and the government didn't take action, "we would look pretty stupid or unconcerned," Neal Halsey, who was at the time the chair of the American Academy of Pediatrics' committee on infectious diseases, told me. Plus, thimerosal's role in vaccines wasn't technically essential: Its main use was to stave off harmful contamination in multidose vaccine vials, which clinicians repeatedly dip into; with some tinkering, many manufacturers would likely be able to sub in other preservatives, or switch to pricier single-dose containers.

So in 1999, the government and the AAP asked pharmaceutical companies to get rid of the thimerosal in their vaccines as quickly as they could--and advised health-care providers to delay giving the hepatitis B vaccine, which contained the compound, to low-risk newborns.

As it turned out, the compound never posed serious danger. The form of mercury in thimerosal is different from the one found in fish; scientists soon determined that it was excreted from the body faster--which meant that it didn't pose equivalent risk. No major problems in childhood development could be linked to thimerosal-containing vaccines. At the time of the original decision, "if we'd had full knowledge, we wouldn't have done it," Orenstein told me. Thimerosal was, and is, safe.

But that wasn't the message that anti-vaccine activists took away. Instead, they seized upon the government's decision as an admission of guilt; multiple mercury-focused anti-vaccine activist groups sprang up. Some of them began to insist, without evidence, that thimerosal caused autism; among the most prominent advocates for that claim was Kennedy himself. The fervor around autism "caught us all by surprise," Halsey told me. "That's not what our concern was in 1999."

And yet, those fears ballooned. In the mid-aughts, several states restricted thimerosal-containing vaccines for children and pregnant women. In some parts of the country, the misinformation yielded misguided treatments: In 2005, a family in Pennsylvania had their 5-year-old autistic son injected with a mercury-chelating chemical in hopes of curing his condition; less than an hour later, the boy died of a heart attack.

By 2001, thimerosal had been removed from most vaccines for Americans under 6. But the compound's disappearance had costs. Multidose vials are an especially cheap, efficient way to package vaccines; blacklisting thimerosal made many shots more expensive, Paul Offit, a pediatrician at Children's Hospital of Philadelphia, told me. The speed of the decision spurred confusion too. Shaken by the call to remove thimerosal, some hospitals stopped offering the hepatitis B vaccine to newborns entirely; shortly after, a Michigan baby on a delayed vaccination schedule, born to a mother infected with the virus, died.

Certain scientists, including Offit, still consider the removal of thimerosal a mistake, not least because it made vaccines appear more suspicious. In a press release at the time, the AAP noted that "the current levels of thimerosal will not hurt children, but reducing those levels will make safe vaccines even safer"--a statement that appeared to validate thimerosal's dangers. In an attempt to preserve public trust, the government instead broke it, Offit said. "They were meeting the anti-vaccine activists halfway."

Now ACIP seems poised to make a concession to those same anti-vaccine groups. "The fact that it's come up again is reason for some people to say, 'Well, there was an issue,'" Edwards told me.

In response to a request for comment, an HHS spokesperson said, "The new ACIP committee is committed to evidence-based medicine, gold-standard science, and common sense. Its recommendations will be grounded in data, not ideology or opinion." The spokesperson did not address questions about thimerosal specifically or the evidence for once again bringing it under scrutiny.

But the experts I spoke with weren't optimistic about the forthcoming discussion. In the past, any question the committee voted on was usually published weeks in advance, and subcommittees including ACIP members, CDC officials, and independent subject-matter experts vetted evidence and discussed policy options in advance of meetings, Grace Lee, a Stanford pediatrician who formerly chaired ACIP, told me. The new ACIP panel has had no time for that level of preparation. At least one new member, Vicky Pebsworth, has also argued that thimerosal-containing vaccines are dangerous for children and pregnant people in an article published by Children's Health Defense. And on Tuesday, the night before the meeting began, Kennedy shared a lengthy post on X about thimerosal, citing outdated research, denying the existence of sound studies confirming the safety of thimerosal-containing vaccines, and criticizing "pharma-financed mainstream media's mantric ritual of dutifully parroting the propaganda tropes spoon-fed them by vaccine makers and their captive regulators."

The exact proposal that ACIP will vote on hasn't yet been made public, either. But materials now posted to the CDC's website hint at the question the group might consider. Redwood's presentation, which was officially added to the agenda only on Tuesday, includes a series of slides that largely ignores the strong evidence supporting thimerosal-containing vaccines' safety, misrepresents at least one study, and concludes that "removing a known neurotoxin from being injected into our most vulnerable populations is a good place to start with Making America Healthy Again." In an unusual move, though, the materials pertaining to Redwood's presentation also include a CDC report--flagged as "CDC background briefing material," flanked with asterisks--that reiterates thimerosal's safety, and the evidence that debunks a link to autism. (Redwood, Pebsworth, and the CDC did not respond to a request for comment.)

Even Senator Bill Cassidy--the chair of the Senate's health committee, who helped secure Kennedy's confirmation--seems to be having doubts about these developments. On Monday, he wrote on social media that the new ACIP lacked the expertise to make sound decisions about vaccines, and called for the meeting to be delayed "until the panel is fully staffed with more robust and balanced representation." (A spokesperson for Cassidy did not respond to a request for comment.)

If ACIP does vote to remove recommendations for remaining thimerosal-containing vaccines, it could create practical problems, Halsey told me. Even though only a minority of flu vaccines would be affected, forcing manufacturers to alter their products on a tight timeline could make it harder to prepare for annual vaccination campaigns. Lower-resourced regions might also struggle to afford single-dose vials.

But the bigger issue with that decision would be this new committee's brazen disregard for decades of evidence on thimerosal's safety. The original discussion to remove thimerosal was contentious but understandable: a precaution taken in a vacuum of information. This time around, though, the experts have long had the knowledge they need--enough of it that there should be no discussion or vote at all.
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How Voters Lost Their Aversion to Scandal

Andrew Cuomo's strong position in the mayoral race is a reminder that this is a golden age for comebacks.

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.


Jessica Ramos, a Democrat running for mayor of New York, has had scathing words for Andrew Cuomo, the former governor who is also running for mayor. In 2021, the state senator called on Cuomo to resign or be impeached after multiple women accused him of sexual harassment (he denies wrongdoing); the New York state attorney general also found that his administration had undercounted COVID deaths in nursing homes.

On the campaign trail this year, Ramos called Cuomo a "corrupt egomaniac" and a "remorseless bully." She said, "I wish I lived in a city where voters cared about women getting harassed." She also used the scandal to question his acuity: "I imagine having to resign in disgrace must have really taken a toll on, at the very least, at the very least, his ego, but most certainly his mental health," Ramos said, adding that the city could not "afford a Joe Biden moment."

This made it surprising when, earlier this month, Ramos "cross-endorsed" Cuomo in the city's ranked-choice voting system. (My colleague Annie Lowrey recently detailed the complicated system.)

"We need serious governing. We need delivery over dogma. Knowing how to govern matters, and that's why I'm endorsing Andrew Cuomo for mayor today," Ramos said at a joint rally with Cuomo. Making clear that this was a swipe at the leftist candidate Zohran Mamdani, she added that only one of the mayoral candidates has the "experience, toughness, and the knowledge to lead New York for what's about to come." Ramos is hardly alone: Politico found that more than 40 percent of Cuomo's top endorsements by elected officials in the mayoral race came from people who publicly condemned him in 2021.

Voting in the Democratic mayoral primary ends today, and if the polls are right, Cuomo and Mamdani are the likely winners. The ranked-choice voting system means that the outcome is difficult to predict; Cuomo has led most polls, though an Emerson College poll released yesterday suggests that Mamdani could pull ahead once voters' downballot choices are counted.

Cuomo's strong position is a reminder that this is, for better or worse--almost certainly for worse--a golden age for comebacks. President Donald Trump is only the most blatant example. This has led journalists and political scientists to wonder whether scandals even matter anymore, or to bluntly assert that they don't. Such despondency is understandable, but the situation is somewhat more nuanced. Where major scandals used to seem like simple disqualifiers, ending or thwarting many careers, voters and politicians now treat the taint of scandal as just another factor in a cost-benefit analysis.

Cuomo's story illustrates how this has happened. The first relevant dynamic is a shift in how the public views sex scandals. Starting with President Bill Clinton, politicians realized that they could gut out a scandal rather than step down, a path since followed by Senator David Vitter of Louisiana, South Carolina Governor Mark Sanford, Trump, and others. The #MeToo movement complicated that: Consensual-sex scandals might be survivable, but harassment and assault became grounds for banishment. Cuomo was never convicted in a criminal court (the only charge filed against him was dismissed in 2022), but an investigation by New York Attorney General Letitia James found that "Governor Cuomo sexually harassed current and former state employees in violation of both federal and state laws." (Cuomo has admitted to instances that were "misinterpreted as unwanted flirtation," but continues to deny wrongdoing.)

Much has changed in four years. In The New Yorker last week, Alexis Okeowo profiled Tina Johnson, one of the women who accused the Alabama Republican Roy Moore, then a Senate candidate, of sexual assault in 2017 but who now feels forgotten. (Moore has denied the allegations and is suing Johnson and other accusers.) "The #MeToo movement had created a sense of immense possibility for survivors of sexual violence. But, in time, that sense seemed to fade," Okeowo writes. "A general fatigue with 'cancellation' took hold, and conservative media outlets and politicians weaponized this weariness against the movement." Cuomo didn't just ride that wave: He participated in it, launching a podcast to complain about cancel culture and paint himself as a victim.

Second, in a perverse way, Cuomo likely benefited from the sheer number of accusations against him, as well as the nursing-home scandal. A 2021 paper by the political scientists Steven P. Nawara and Mandi Bailey, based on a survey experiment, found that although scandals exact a toll on candidates, multiple scandals don't hurt them more, because the "cognitive load" required of voters to process additional stories is too great. "This finding is troubling from a perspective of democratic accountability, as it suggests voters are either incapable or unwilling to punish politicians involved in multiple instances of wrongdoing beyond the initial hit that those candidates take to their evaluations after a single scandal," they wrote.

A third factor is the polarized, partisan landscape of politics today. Many partisans feel that every election is not just important but existential--if their side loses, they may also lose their way of life. (They aren't necessarily wrong!) You may be more willing to vote for a candidate you dislike if you believe they are more "electable," or if you find their rival's worldview not just worse but also unacceptable. New York's Democratic primary is an intraparty affair, but it is strongly polarized--for a sense of this, see this New York Times rundown of celebrity ballot rankings, which shows a Cuomo faction and a Mamdani/Never Cuomo faction, including most of the other candidates, in various ranked orders. Or look at Ramos's endorsement, in which she doesn't absolve Cuomo but voices a fear that only he can effectively protect the city from Trump's wrath. Other reluctant Cuomo backers have cited Mamdani's leftist politics or inexperience as their motivation.

Trump embodies these dynamics just as much as Cuomo does. His misdeeds instigated #MeToo, and later, he was a beneficiary of its fade; he is embroiled in so many scandals that hardly anyone can keep them all in mind, and his political rise has both encouraged and been fueled by hyperpartisan polarization. Various things should have disqualified Trump from a return to the White House--most notable, his attempt to steal the 2020 election--but saying that the scandals didn't hurt him is too nihilistic. The Times' Nate Cohn has argued that given voter dissatisfaction with President Joe Biden and the economy, Republicans might have done better in 2024 had they not been weighed down by Trump.

The fact that scandals can still hurt a flawed politician, as part of a broader consideration of pluses and minuses, is reassuring. Even so, one can imagine a version of American politics in which voters feel that they can hold their leaders to an even higher moral standard.

Related:

	The great forgetting
 	Annie Lowrey: New York is not a democracy.






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The president Truth Socials his way through the Israel-Iran cease-fire.
 	Elon Musk is playing God.
 	What Chris Murphy learned from the new right
 	Alexandra Petri: "It's me, God. Keep me out of this."




Today's News

	President Donald Trump admonished Iran and Israel for launching attacks after he announced an end to their fighting last night. He added that the cease-fire remains "in effect."
 	An initial U.S. assessment found that the American strikes that hit Iran's nuclear facilities did not collapse their underground buildings and set back Iran's nuclear program by only a few months, according to officials.
 	Senator Bill Cassidy, the chair of the Senate health committee, said yesterday that many appointees to Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s vaccine-advisory panel lack experience.
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The Computer-Science Bubble Is Bursting

By Rose Horowitch

The job of the future might already be past its prime. For years, young people seeking a lucrative career were urged to go all in on computer science. From 2005 to 2023, the number of comp-sci majors in the United States quadrupled.
 All of which makes the latest batch of numbers so startling.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The Adriana Smith case was an ethical disaster.
 	The week's bad weather deserves a name.
 	The archaic sex-discrimination case the Supreme Court is reviving
 	Why won't Zohran Mamdani denounce a dangerous slogan?
 	MAHA is on the brink of its biggest win yet.




Culture Break


Miya Mizuno / Sony Pictures Entertainment



Watch. The 2002 film 28 Days Later messed with the zombie-movie formula; 28 Years Later (out now in theaters) takes it even further, Shirley Li writes.

Read. Fiction is often pushed on allegedly reluctant men as a machine for empathy. "I read it for a different reason," Jeremy Gordon writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.
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        The President's Weapon
        Tom Nichols

        Photo-illustrations by Mike McQuadeIn the summer of 1974, Richard Nixon was under great strain and drinking too much. During a White House meeting with two members of Congress, he argued that impeaching a president because of "a little burglary" at the Democrats' campaign headquarters was ridiculous. "I can go in my office and pick up the telephone, and in 25 minutes, millions of people will be dead," Nixon said, according to one congressman, Charles Rose of North Carolina.The 37th president was ...

      

      
        Humanity Is Playing Nuclear Roulette
        Jeffrey Goldberg

        On October 27, 1962, the 12th day of the Cuban missile crisis, a bellicose and rattled Fidel Castro asked Nikita Khrushchev, his patron, to destroy America."I believe that the imperialists' aggressiveness makes them extremely dangerous," Castro wrote in a cable to Moscow, "and that if they manage to carry out an invasion of Cuba--a brutal act in violation of universal and moral law--then that would be the moment to eliminate this danger forever, in an act of the most legitimate self-defense. Howeve...

      

      
        What the New York Mayoral Primary Means for Democrats
        Jonathan Lemire

        After its demoralizing defeat in November, the Democratic Party has undertaken an agonizing, months-long self-autopsy to determine how it lost some of its core voters and how to move past an entrenched, older generation of leaders. Zohran Mamdani, the presumptive winner of yesterday's New York City mayoral primary, might provide some of the answers--to a point.Mamdani, a 33-year-old, relatively unknown state assemblyman, ran an invigorated, modern campaign while embracing progressive--and in some c...

      

      
        The Self-Deportation Psyop
        Nick Miroff

        The other night, while watching a baseball game, I saw my first ad for self-deportation. One minute Shohei Ohtani was at the plate and then suddenly there was Kristi Noem, the Department of Homeland Security secretary, looking stern and urging immigrants to self-deport using the administration's new app, CBP Home."Do what's right," Noem advised. "Leave now."The taxpayer-funded ad had started like a campaign commercial, praising President Donald Trump for locking down the southern border. Then it ...

      

      
        Thank You for Your Attention to This Matter!
        Jonathan Lemire

        Updated at 4:05 p.m. ET on June 24, 2025At 1:08 a.m. eastern daylight time, President Donald Trump proclaimed on social media that a cease-fire between Iran and Israel was "NOW IN EFFECT," potentially ending an intense 12 days of violence and allowing all sides to step back from a wider, more destructive regional war. "PLEASE DO NOT VIOLATE IT!" Trump wrote.By 6:50 a.m., the government of Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu had dispatched aircraft on a mission to strike back after what Isra...

      

      
        What Chris Murphy Learned From the New Right
        Gilad Edelman

        The unincorporated town of Saxapahaw, North Carolina, is a 300-mile drive from Washington, D.C. It's about twice as far from Connecticut, the state that Chris Murphy represents in the United States Senate. So what was he doing hosting a town hall there, of all places, one evening this past April? One answer is that he was trolling Saxapahaw's congressional representative, who had recently advised Republican colleagues to stop doing town-hall events. Another is that Saxapahaw is somewhere, and the...

      

      
        The True Impact of Trump's Strike on Iran
        Shane Harris

        By his own account, the military operation that Donald Trump mounted against Iran over the weekend was an unqualified success. Saturday's covert raid, in which U.S. bombers dropped a series of massive, tailor-made bombs onto fortified Iranian sites, left Tehran's nuclear capability "completely and totally obliterated," the president proclaimed in a triumphant White House address late that night.The reality is more complex. Although the operation achieved an impressive level of tactical success, w...

      

      
        Trump Changed. The Intelligence Didn't.
        Shane Harris

        Whenever Donald Trump has contemplated confrontation with Iran, his decisions have been guided less by the consensus of the U.S. intelligence community than by his own calculation of risk and reward. At times he has pulled the trigger. At times he has backed down. All the while, the U.S. assessment of Iranian nuclear intentions has stayed remarkably consistent.Now, Trump has gone all in. His decision this week to drop more than a dozen of the largest conventional bombs in the U.S. arsenal on key ...

      

      
        The Only Iran Hawk Is Trump
        Graeme Wood

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.By carrying out air strikes on three Iranian nuclear sites last night, Donald Trump showed the fundamental error of American political ornithology: There have never been Iran hawks and Iran doves. There have been only doves. Every prior U.S. president, including Trump himself, has refrained from attacking Iranian territory, even in response to killings and attempted killings of Americans not only abroad but...

      

      
        Trump's Two-Week Window for Diplomacy Was a Smoke Screen
        Jonathan Lemire

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.Well, he did it. He actually did it.President Donald Trump had insisted for months that he wanted the ultimate deal with Iran, one that would put a definitive end to the country's ability to produce a nuclear weapon. As late as Thursday, he'd suggested that Iran's leaders would have up to two more weeks to negotiate. But at that point, he had already made up his mind: The United States was going to bomb Ira...

      

      
        The United States Bombed Iran. What Comes Next?
        Tom Nichols

        President Donald Trump has done what he swore he would not do: involve the United States in a war in the Middle East. His supporters will tie themselves in knots (as Vice President J. D. Vance did last week) trying to jam the square peg of Trump's promises into the round hole of his actions. And many of them may avoid calling this "war" at all, even though that's what Trump himself called it tonight. They will want to see it as a quick win against an obstinate regime that will eventually declare ...
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The President's Weapon

Why does the power to launch nuclear weapons rest with a single American?

by Tom Nichols




In the summer of 1974, Richard Nixon was under great strain and drinking too much. During a White House meeting with two members of Congress, he argued that impeaching a president because of "a little burglary" at the Democrats' campaign headquarters was ridiculous. "I can go in my office and pick up the telephone, and in 25 minutes, millions of people will be dead," Nixon said, according to one congressman, Charles Rose of North Carolina.

The 37th president was likely trying to convey the immense burden of the presidency, not issue a direct threat, but he had already made perceived irrationality--his "madman theory"--part of U.S. foreign policy. He had deployed B-52s armed with nuclear bombs over the Arctic to spook the Soviets. He had urged Henry Kissinger, his national security adviser, to "think big" by considering nuclear targets in Vietnam. Then, as his presidency disintegrated, Nixon sank into an angry paranoia. Yet until the moment he resigned, nuclear "command and control"--the complex but delicate system that allows a president to launch weapons that could wipe out cities and kill billions of people--remained in Nixon's restless hands alone, just as it had for his four post-World War II predecessors, and would for his successors.

For 80 years, the president of the United States has remained the sole authority who can order the use of American nuclear weapons. If the commander in chief wishes to launch a sudden, unprovoked strike, or escalate a conventional conflict, or retaliate against a single nuclear aggression with all-out nuclear war, the choice is his and his alone. The order cannot be countermanded by anyone in the government or the military. His power is so absolute that nuclear arms for decades have been referred to in the defense community as "the president's weapon."

Nearly every president has had moments of personal instability and perhaps impaired judgment, however brief. Dwight Eisenhower was hospitalized for a heart attack, which triggered a national debate over his fitness for office and reelection. John F. Kennedy was secretly taking powerful drugs for Addison's disease, whose symptoms can include extreme fatigue and erratic moods. Ronald Reagan and Joe Biden, in their later years, wrestled with the debilitations of advanced age. And at this very moment, a small plastic card of top-secret codes--the president's personal key to America's nuclear arsenal--is resting in one of President Donald Trump's pockets as he fixates on shows of dominance, fumes about enemies (real and perceived), and allows misinformation to sway his decision making--all while regional wars simmer around the world.

For nearly 30 years after the Cold War, fears of nuclear war seemed to recede. Then relations with Russia froze over and Trump entered politics. Voters handed him the nuclear codes--not once, but twice--even though he has spoken about unleashing "fire and fury" against another nuclear power, and reportedly called for a nearly tenfold increase in the American arsenal after previously asking an adviser why the United States had nuclear weapons if it couldn't use them. The Russians have repeatedly made noise about going nuclear in their war against Ukraine, on the border of four NATO allies. India and Pakistan, both nuclear powers, renewed violent skirmishes over Kashmir in May. North Korea plans to improve and expand its nuclear forces, which would threaten U.S. cities and further agitate South Korea, where some leaders are debating whether to develop the bomb for themselves. And in June, Israel and the United States launched attacks against Iran after Israel announced its determination to end--once and for all--Iran's nascent nuclear threat to its existence.

If any of these conflicts erupts, the nuclear option rests on command and control, which hinges on the authority--and humanity--of the president. This has been the system since the end of World War II. Does it still make sense today?

Here's how the end of the world could begin. Whether the president is directing a first strike on an enemy, or responding to an attack on the United States or its allies, the process is the same: He would first confer with his top civilian and military advisers. If he reached a decision to order the use of nuclear weapons, the president would call for "the football," a leather-bound aluminum case that weighs about 45 pounds. It is carried by a military aide who is never far from the commander in chief no matter where he goes; in many photos of presidents traveling, you can see the aide carrying the case in the background.

There is no nuclear "button" inside this case, or any other way for the president to personally launch weapons. It is a communications device, meant to quickly and reliably link the commander in chief to the Pentagon. It also contains attack options, laid out on laminated plastic sheets. (These look like a Denny's menu, according to those who have seen them.) The options are broadly divided by the size of the strikes. The target sets are classified, but those who work with nuclear weapons have long joked that they could be categorized as "Rare," "Medium," and "Well-Done."

Read: Why do people refer to a nonexistent 'nuclear button'?

Once the president has made his choices, the football connects him to an officer in the Pentagon, who would immediately issue a challenge code using the military phonetic alphabet, such as "Tango Delta." To verify the order, the president must read the corresponding code from the plastic card (nicknamed "the biscuit") in his pocket. He needs no other permission; however, another official in the room, likely the secretary of defense, must affirm that the person who used the code is, in fact, the president.

The Pentagon command center would then, within two minutes, issue specific mission orders to the nuclear units of the Air Force and Navy. Men and women in launch centers deep underground in the Great Plains--or in the cockpits of bombers on runways in North Dakota and Louisiana, or aboard submarines lurking in the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans--would receive target packages, codes, and orders to proceed with the use of their nuclear weapons.

If enemy missiles are inbound, this process would be crammed into a matter of minutes, or seconds. Nuclear weapons launched from Russian submarines in the Atlantic could hit the White House only seven or eight minutes after a launch is detected. Confirmation of the launch could take five to seven minutes, as officials scramble to rule out a technical error.

Errors have happened, multiple times, in both the United States and Russia. In June 1980, President Jimmy Carter's national security adviser, Zbigniew Brzezinski, received a call from his military aide in the middle of the night, according to Edward Luce's new biography of Brzezinski. The aide told Brzezinski that hundreds--no, thousands--of Soviet missiles were inbound, and he should prepare to wake the president. As he waited for the military to confirm the attack, Brzezinski decided not to wake his wife, thinking that she was better off dying in her sleep than knowing what was about to happen.

The aide called back. False alarm. Someone had accidentally fed a training simulation into the NORAD computers.

In an actual attack, there would be almost no time for deliberation. There would be time only for the president to have confidence in the system, and make a snap decision about the fate of the Earth.

The destruction of Hiroshima changed the character of war. Battles might still be fought with conventional bombs and artillery, but now whole nations could be wiped out suddenly by nuclear weapons. World leaders intuited that nuclear weapons were not just another tool to be wielded by military commanders. As British Prime Minister Winston Churchill said to U.S. Secretary of War Henry Stimson in 1945: "What was gunpowder? Trivial. What was electricity? Meaningless. This atomic bomb is the Second Coming in Wrath."

Harry Truman agreed. He never doubted the need to use atomic bombs against Japan, but he moved quickly to take control of these weapons from the military. The day after the bombing of Nagasaki, Truman declared that no other nuclear bombs be used without his direct orders--a change from his permissive "noninterference" in atomic matters until that point, as Major General Leslie Groves, the head of the Manhattan Project, later described it. As a third bomb was readied for use against Japan, Truman established direct, personal control over the arsenal. Truman didn't like the idea of killing "all those kids," Secretary of Commerce Henry Wallace wrote in his diary on August 10, 1945, adding that the president believed that "wiping out another 100,000 people was too horrible" to contemplate.

In 1946, Truman signed the Atomic Energy Act, placing the development and manufacture of nuclear weapons firmly under civilian control. Two years later, a then-top-secret National Security Council document stated clearly who was in charge: "The decision as to the employment of atomic weapons in the event of war is to be made by the Chief Executive."

Military eagerness to use atomic weapons was not an idle concern. When the Soviet Union tested its first atomic bomb, in 1949, some military officials urged Truman to act first and destroy the Soviet nuclear program. "We're at war, damn it!" Major General Orvil Anderson said. "Give me the order to do it, and I can break up Russia's five A-bomb nests in a week! And when I went up to Christ, I think I could explain to him why I wanted to do it--now--before it's too late. I think I could explain to him that I had saved civilization!" The Air Force quickly relieved Anderson, but the general wasn't alone. Influential voices in American political, intellectual, and military circles were in favor of preventive nuclear attack against the Soviet Union. But only the president's voice mattered.

Truman took power over the bomb to limit its use. But as command and control morphed to accommodate more advanced weapons and the rising Soviet threat, the president needed to be able to order a variety of nuclear strikes against a variety of targets. And he could launch any of them without so much as a courtesy call to Congress (let alone waiting for its declaration of war). Should he want to, the president could, in effect, go to war by himself, with his weapon.

In the early 1950s, the United States created a primitive nuclear strategy, aimed at containing the Soviet Union. America and its allies couldn't be everywhere at once, but they could make the Kremlin pay the ultimate price for almost any kind of mischief in the world, not just a nuclear attack on the United States. This idea was called "massive retaliation": a promise to use America's "great capacity to retaliate, instantly, by means and at places of our choosing," in the words of Eisenhower's secretary of state, John Foster Dulles.

When the Soviets launched Sputnik into space in October 1957, Eisenhower's approval rating had already been dropping for months, and he signed off on a major arms buildup, allowing for more targets--even though he remained deeply skeptical about the utility of nuclear weapons. "You can't have this kind of war," he said at a White House meeting a month after Sputnik. "There just aren't enough bulldozers to scrape the bodies off the streets."

Ike's successors would likewise remain suspicious of the nuclear option, even as the U.S. military relied on their willingness to invest in it. And the system was getting trickier to manage: As the power of the arsenal increased, so did the possibilities for misunderstanding and miscalculation.

In 1959, the bomber era gave way to the missile era, which likewise complicated nuclear decision making. Intercontinental ballistic missiles streaking around the globe at many times the speed of sound were more frightening than Soviet bombers sneaking over the Arctic. Suddenly, the president's window to make grave decisions shrank from hours to minutes, rendering broader deliberations impossible and bolstering the need for only one person to have nuclear authority.

At about the same time, the Soviets were surrounding U.S., French, and British forces in Berlin, putting East and West in direct confrontation--making nuclear war more likely, and compounding the strain on the president. If the West refused to back down in any provincial conflict elsewhere in the world, the Soviets could move into West Germany, betting that doing so would collapse NATO and make Washington capitulate. The Americans, in turn, were betting that the threat (or use) of nuclear weapons would prevent (or halt) such an invasion.

But if either side crossed the nuclear threshold on the European battlefield, the game would soon come down to: Which superpower is going to launch an all-out attack on the other's homeland first, and when?

In such nuclear brinkmanship, every decision made by the president could spark a catastrophe. If he stayed in Washington, he would risk being killed. If he evacuated the White House, the Soviets could take it as a sign that the Americans were readying a strike--which in turn could provoke their fears, and move them to strike first. In the midst of this frenzy, billions of lives and the future of civilization would depend on the perceptions and emotions of the American president and his opponents in the Kremlin.

Presidents decide, but planners plan, and what planners do is find targets for ordnance. In late 1960, just before Kennedy entered the White House, the U.S. military developed its first set of options meant to coordinate all nuclear forces in the event of a nuclear war. It was called the Single Integrated Operational Plan, or SIOP, but it wasn't much of a plan.

The 1961 SIOP envisioned throwing everything in the U.S. arsenal not only at the Soviet Union but at China as well, even if it wasn't involved in the conflict. This was not an option so much as an order to kill at least 400 million people, no matter how the war began. Kennedy was told bluntly (and correctly) by his military advisers that even after such a gargantuan strike, some portion of the Soviet arsenal was nonetheless certain to survive--and inflict horrifying damage on North America. Mutual assured destruction, as it would soon be called. At a briefing on the SIOP hosted by General Thomas Power, a voice of reason spoke up, according to a defense official, John Rubel:

"What if this isn't China's war?" the voice asked. "What if this is just a war with the Soviets? Can you change the plan?"
 
 "Well, yeah," said General Power resignedly, "we can, but I hope nobody thinks of it, because it would really screw up the plan."

Power added: "I just hope none of you have any relatives in Albania," because the plan also included nuking a Soviet installation in the tiny Communist nation. The commandant of the Marine Corps, General David Shoup, was among those disgusted by the plan, saying that it was "not the American way," and Rubel would later write that he felt like he was witnessing Nazi officials coordinating mass extermination.




Every president since Eisenhower has been aghast at his nuclear options. Even Nixon was shocked by the level of casualties envisioned by the latest SIOP. In 1974, he ordered the Pentagon to develop options for the "limited" use of nuclear weapons. When Kissinger asked for a plan to stop a notional Soviet invasion of Iran, the military suggested using nearly 200 nuclear bombs along the Soviet-Iranian border. "Are you out of your minds?" Kissinger screamed during a meeting. "This is a limited option?"

In late 1983, Ronald Reagan received a briefing on the latest SIOP, and he wrote in his memoir that "there were still some people at the Pentagon who claimed a nuclear war was 'winnable.' I thought they were crazy." The Reagan adviser Paul Nitze, shortly before his death, told a fellow ambassador: "You know, I advised Reagan that we should never use nuclear weapons. In fact, I told him that they should not be used even, and especially, in retaliation."

By the end of the Cold War, the system--though commanded by the president--had metastasized into something nearly uncontrollable: a highly technical cataclysm generator, built to turn unthinkable options into devastating actions. Every president was boxed in: a single command, basically, and very little control. In 1991, George H. W. Bush began to hack away at the overgrown system by presiding over major cuts in American weapons and the number of nuclear targets. But presidents come and go, and war planners remain: The military increased the target list by 20 percent in the years after Bush left office.

Since the end of the Cold War, the United States has undertaken some meaningful reforms, including negotiating major reductions in U.S. and Russian nuclear inventories, and creating more safeguards against technical failures. In the '90s, for example, American ballistic missiles were targeted at the open ocean, in case of accidental launch. If a nuclear crisis erupts, though, the president will still be presented with plans and options that he didn't design or even desire.

In 2003, the SIOP was replaced by a modern operations plan (OPLAN) that ostensibly gives the president more options than the extinction of humanity, including delayed responses rather than instant retaliation. But that initial OPLAN also reportedly included options to devastate small, nonnuclear nations, and although the details are secret, military exercises and unclassified documents over the past 20 years indicate that modern nuclear plans largely seem imported from the previous century.

The concentration of power in the presidency, the compression of his decision timeline, and the methodical targeting done by military planners have all conspired, over 80 years, to produce a system that carries great and unnecessary risks--and still leaves the president free to order a nuclear strike for any reason he sees fit. There are ways, though, to reduce that risk without undermining the basic strategy of nuclear deterrence.

The first thing the United States could do--to limit an impetuous president, and reduce the likelihood of doomsday--is commit to a policy of "no first use" of nuclear weapons. A law to prohibit a first strike without congressional approval was reintroduced in the House of Representatives earlier this year, though it is unlikely to pass. Absent congressional action, any president could commit to no first use by executive order, which might create breathing room during a crisis (if adversaries believe him, that is).

And every president should insist that the options available in the face of an incoming strike include more limited retaliatory strikes, and fewer all-out responses. In other words: Delete the items we don't need from the Denny's menu, and reduce the existing portions. America may need only a few hundred deployed strategic warheads--rather than the current 1,500 or so--to maintain deterrence. Even at that lower number, no nation has enough firepower to strip away all American retaliatory capabilities with a first strike. A president who orders a reduction in the number of deployed warheads, while still holding key targets at risk, would wrest back some control over the system, just as a functioning Congress could pass legislation to limit the president's nuclear options. The world would be safer.

Of course, none of this solves the fundamental nuclear dilemma: Human survival depends on an imperfect system working perfectly. Command and control relies on technology that must always function and heads that must always stay cool. Some defense analysts wonder if AI--which reacts faster and more dispassionately to information than human beings--could alleviate some of the burden of nuclear decision making. This is a spectacularly dangerous idea. AI might be helpful in rapidly sorting data, and in distinguishing a real attack from an error, but it is not infallible. The president doesn't need instantaneous decisions from an algorithm.

From the June 2023 issue: Ross Andersen on artificial intelligence and the nuclear codes

Vesting sole authority in the president is perhaps the least worst option when it comes to deterring a major attack. In a time crunch, groupthink can be as dangerous as the frenzied judgment of one person, and retaliatory orders must remain the president's decision--above any bureaucracy, and separate from the military and its war games. The choice to strike first, however, should be a political debate. The president should not have the option to start a nuclear war by himself.

But what happens when a president with poor judgment or few morals arrives in the White House, or when a president deteriorates in office? Today, the only immediate checks on a reckless president are the human beings in the chain of command, who would have to choose to abdicate their duties in order to stall or thwart an order they found reprehensible or insane. Members of the military, however, are trained to obey and execute; mutiny is not a fail-safe device. The president could fire and replace anyone who impedes the process. And U.S. service members should never be put in a position to stop orders that defy reason; gaming out such a scenario is corrosive to national security and American democracy itself.

When I asked a former Air Force missile-squadron commander if senior officers could refuse the order to launch nuclear weapons, he said: "We were told we can refuse illegal and immoral orders." He paused. "But no one ever told us what immoral means."

In the end, the American voters are a kind of fail-safe themselves. They decide who sits at the top of the system of command and control. When they walk into a voting booth, they should of course think about health care, the price of eggs, and how much it costs to fill their gas tank. But they must also remember that they are in fact putting the nuclear codes in the pocket of one person. Voters must elect presidents who can think clearly in a crisis and broadly about long-term strategy. They must elevate leaders of sound judgment and strong character.

The president's most important job, as the sole steward of America's nuclear arsenal, is to prevent nuclear war. And a voter's most important job is to choose the right person for that responsibility.



This article appears in the August 2025 print edition with the headline "The President's Weapon."
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Humanity Is Playing Nuclear Roulette

The contours of World War III are visible in the conflicts between Russia and Ukraine, India and Pakistan, and now Israel and Iran.

by Jeffrey Goldberg




On October 27, 1962, the 12th day of the Cuban missile crisis, a bellicose and rattled Fidel Castro asked Nikita Khrushchev, his patron, to destroy America.

"I believe that the imperialists' aggressiveness makes them extremely dangerous," Castro wrote in a cable to Moscow, "and that if they manage to carry out an invasion of Cuba--a brutal act in violation of universal and moral law--then that would be the moment to eliminate this danger forever, in an act of the most legitimate self-defense. However harsh and terrible the solution, there would be no other."

We exist today because Khrushchev rejected Castro's demand. It was Khrushchev, of course, who brought the planet to the threshold of extinction by placing missiles in Cuba, but he had underestimated the American response to the threat. Together with his adversary, John F. Kennedy, he lurched his way toward compromise. "In your cable of October 27 you proposed that we be the first to carry out a nuclear strike against the enemy's territory," Khrushchev responded. "Naturally you understand where that would lead us. It would not be a simple strike, but the start of a thermonuclear world war. Dear Comrade Fidel Castro, I find your proposal to be wrong, even though I understand your reasons."

Castro was 36 years old during the missile crisis. He was 84 when I met him, in Havana, in late summer 2010. He was in semiretirement, though he was still Cuba's indispensable man. I spent a week with him, discussing, among other things, the Nuclear Age and its diabolical complexities. He still embraced the cruel dogmas of Communist revolution, but he was also somewhat reflective about his mistakes. I was deeply curious about his October 27 cable, and I put this question to him: "At a certain point it seemed logical for you to recommend that the Soviets bomb the U.S. Does what you recommended still seem logical now?" His answer: "After I've seen what I've seen, and knowing what I know now, it wasn't worth it."

Read: Jeffrey Goldberg discusses Israel and Iran with Fidel Castro

The problem with wisdom is that it tends to come slowly, if it comes at all. As a species, we are not particularly skilled at making time-pressured, closely reasoned decisions about matters of life and death. The sociobiologist E. O. Wilson described the central problem of humanity this way: "We have Paleolithic emotions, medieval institutions, and godlike technology." The main challenge of the 80 years since the Trinity atomic test has been that we do not possess the cognitive, spiritual, and emotional capabilities necessary to successfully manage nuclear weapons without the risk of catastrophic failure. Khrushchev and Castro both made terrifying mistakes of analysis and interpretation during the missile crisis. So, too, did several of Kennedy's advisers, including General Curtis LeMay, the Air Force chief of staff, who argued that a naval blockade of Cuba, unaccompanied by the immediate bombing of missile sites, was "almost as bad as the appeasement at Munich."

Today, the Global Operations Center of the U.S. Strategic Command, which oversees America's nuclear forces, is housed in an Offutt Air Force Base building named for LeMay. This decision has always struck me as an indirect endorsement by America's nuclear establishment of the bias toward action embodied by the sometimes-Strangelovian LeMay. Bias toward action is an all-purpose phrase, but I first heard it in the context of nuclear warfare many years ago from Bruce Blair, a scholar of nonproliferation and a former Air Force missile-launch officer. It means that the nuclear-decision-making scripts that presidents are meant to follow in a crisis assume that Russia (or other adversaries) will attempt to destroy American missiles while they are still in their silos. The goal of nuclear-war planners has traditionally been to send those missiles on their way before they can be neutralized--in the parlance of nuclear planning, to "launch on warning."

Many of the men who served as president since 1945 have been shocked to learn about the impossibly telescoped time frame in which they have to decide whether to launch. The issue is not one of authority--presidents are absolute nuclear monarchs, and they can do what they wish with America's nuclear weapons (please see Tom Nichols's article "The President's Weapon"). The challenge, as George W. Bush memorably put it, is that a president wouldn't even have time to get off the "crapper" before having to make a launch decision, a decision that could be based on partial, contradictory, or even false information. Ronald Reagan, when he assumed the presidency, was said to have been shocked that he would have as little as six minutes to make a decision to launch. Barack Obama thought that it was madness to expect a president to make such a decision--the most important that would ever be made by a single person in all of human history--in a matter of minutes.

We are living through one of the more febrile periods of the nuclear era. The contours of World War III are visible in the Russian invasion of Ukraine. Russia has been aided by Iran and North Korea and opposed by Europe and, for the time being, the United States. Pakistan and India, two nuclear states, recently fought a near-war; Iran, which has for decades sought the destruction of Israel through terrorism and other means, has seen its nuclear sites come under attack by Israel and the United States, in what could be termed an act of nonproliferation by force; North Korea continues to expand its nuclear arsenal, and South Korea and Japan, as Ross Andersen details elsewhere in this issue, are considering going nuclear in response.

Humans will need luck to survive this period. We have been favored by fortune before, and not only during the Cuban missile crisis. Over the past 80 years, humanity has been saved repeatedly by individuals who possessed unusually good judgment in situations of appalling stress. Two in particular--Stanislav Petrov and John Kelly--spring to my mind regularly, for different reasons. Petrov is worth understanding because, under terrible pressure, he responded skeptically to an attack warning, quite possibly saving the planet. Kelly did something different, but no less difficult: He steered an unstable president away from escalation and toward negotiation.

In September 1983, Petrov was serving as the duty officer at a Soviet command center when its warning system reported that the United States had launched five missiles at Soviet targets. Relations between the U.S. and the U.S.S.R. were tense; just three weeks earlier, the Soviets had shot down a civilian South Korean airliner. Petrov defied established protocols governing such an alert and declared the launch warning to be false. He understood that the detection system was new and only partially tested. He also knew that Soviet doctrine held that an American attack, should it come, would be overwhelming, and not a mere five missiles. He reported to his superiors that he believed the attack warning to be a mistake, and he prevented a nuclear exchange between the two superpowers by doing so. (Later, it was determined that a Soviet satellite had mistakenly interpreted the interplay between clouds and the sun over Montana and North Dakota as missile launches.)

John Kelly, the retired four-star Marine general who served as White House chief of staff for part of Donald Trump's first term, is known for his Sisyphean labors on behalf of order in an otherwise anarchic decision-making environment. Kelly, during his 17 months as chief of staff, understood that Trump was particularly dangerous on matters of national security. Trump was ignorant of world affairs, Kelly believed, and authoritarian by instinct. Kelly experienced these flaws directly in 2017, when Trump regularly insulted the North Korean leader, Kim Jong Un, who was widely regarded as inexperienced and unstable himself. After North Korea threatened "physical action" against its enemies, Trump said, "They will be met with fire and fury and frankly power, the likes of which this world has never seen before."

Read: John Kelly finally lets loose on Trump

Kelly repeatedly warned Trump that such language could cause Kim, eager to prove his bona fides to the senior generals around him, to overreact by attacking South Korea. But Trump continued, tweeting: "Military solutions are now fully in place, locked and loaded, should North Korea act unwisely. Hopefully Kim Jong Un will find another path!" Kim later responded by firing missiles over Japan and calling Trump a "mentally deranged U.S. dotard."

According to reporting in Michael S. Schmidt's book, Donald Trump v. The United States: Inside the Struggle to Stop a President, Kelly told Trump, "You're pushing him to prove he's a man. If you push him into a corner, he may strike out. You don't want to box him in." Schmidt wrote, "The president of the United States had no appreciation for the fact that he could bring the country not just to the brink of a war at any moment--but a nuclear war that could easily escalate into the most dangerous one in world history." Kelly realized that his warnings to Trump weren't penetrating, so he played, instead, on Trump's insecurities, and on his need to be a hero, or, at the very least, a salesman. "No president since North Korea became a communist dictatorship has ever tried to reach out," Kelly told Trump, according to Schmidt. "No president has tried to reason with this guy--you're a big dealmaker, why don't you do that."

Kelly's diversion worked: Trump quickly became enamored of the idea that he would achieve a history-making rapprochement with North Korea. Kelly understood that such a deal was far-fetched, but the pursuit of a chimera would cause Trump to stop threatening nuclear war.

Trump remains an unstable leader in a world far more unstable than it was during his first term. No president has ever been anything close to a perfect steward of America's national security and its nuclear arsenal, but Trump is less qualified than almost any previous leader to manage a nuclear crisis. (Only the late-stage, frequently inebriated Richard Nixon was arguably more dangerous.) Trump is highly reactive, sensitive to insult, and incurious. It is unfair to say that he is likely to wake up one morning and decide to use nuclear weapons--he has spoken intermittently about his loathing of such weapons, and of war more generally--but he could very easily mismanage his way, again, into an escalatory spiral.

From the November 1947 issue: Albert Einstein on avoiding atomic war

The successful end of the Cold War caused many people to believe that the threat of nuclear war had receded. It has historically been difficult to get people to think about the unthinkable. In an article for this magazine in 1947, Albert Einstein explained:

The public, having been warned of the horrible nature of atomic warfare, has done nothing about it, and to a large extent has dismissed the warning from its consciousness. A danger that cannot be averted had perhaps better be forgotten; or a danger against which every possible precaution has been taken also had probably better be forgotten.

We forget at our peril. We forget that 80 years after the world-changing summer of 1945, Russia and the United States alone possess enough nuclear firepower to destroy the world many times over; we forget that China is becoming a near-peer adversary of the U.S.; we forget that the history of the Nuclear Age is filled with near misses, accidents, and wild misinterpretations of reality; and we forget that most humans aren't quite as creative, independent-minded, and perspicacious as Stanislav Petrov and John Kelly.

Most of all, we forget the rule articulated by the mathematician and cryptologist Martin Hellman: that the only way to survive Russian roulette is to stop playing.



This article appears in the August 2025 print edition with the headline "Nuclear Roulette." When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2025/08/nuclear-proliferation-risks-iran-trump/683250/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



What the New York Mayoral Primary Means for Democrats

Zohran Mamdani's success might give the party a few ideas about how to move forward--to a point.

by Jonathan Lemire




After its demoralizing defeat in November, the Democratic Party has undertaken an agonizing, months-long self-autopsy to determine how it lost some of its core voters and how to move past an entrenched, older generation of leaders. Zohran Mamdani, the presumptive winner of yesterday's New York City mayoral primary, might provide some of the answers--to a point.

Mamdani, a 33-year-old, relatively unknown state assemblyman, ran an invigorated, modern campaign while embracing progressive--and in some cases, socialist--ideas to upset former Governor Andrew Cuomo. He is now on the precipice of leading the nation's largest city. According to some Democrats, Mamdani--charismatic, tireless, optimistic, a master of social media--could be a new leader in a party that is desperate to move on from overly familiar faces.

Republicans hope they're right. The GOP is eager to make Mamdani a national figure and hold up some of his ideas (city-run grocery stores! free buses!) as evidence that the Democrats are far to the left of the average voter.

Michael Powell: The magical realism of Zohran Mamdani

There are, of course, risks to drawing national lessons from a local primary election, particularly one in a city where Democrats make up almost two-thirds of the electorate. Moreover, Cuomo had singular, deep flaws and ran a listless campaign. The incumbent mayor, Eric Adams, wasn't on the ballot, relegated to an independent run after facing allegations of corruption and allying himself with President Donald Trump. But for Democrats desperate to make sense of why their party is so unpopular, Mamdani's win could at least provide a burst of energy, and a few ideas about how to move forward.

Democrats have been consumed with questions about what went wrong a year ago. Why didn't more in the party realize that President Joe Biden was too old to win again? How did Trump make inroads with young voters and with the Black and brown voters who have been Democrats' bedrock for generations? How did Trump make gains in some of the nation's biggest and traditionally bluest cities? Did the party move too far to the left, or not far enough? And why was a billionaire ex-president promising tax cuts for the rich seen as the better bet than his opponent to lower prices for working- and middle-class Americans? Since Trump's return to Washington, Democrats have managed to rally around their opposition to Trump's tariffs, DOGE cuts, and hard-line immigration policies. But they have struggled to put forth a coherent positive vision, and to find the right messenger.

Few looked to New York City for hope. The mayor's race at first seemed destined to be defined by Adams's scandals. When Cuomo made his entry into the race, many expected that his name recognition and his support from wealthy backers would give him an easy win over a series of well-meaning but uninspiring challengers. Cuomo positioned himself as someone who would stand up to Trump and urged voters to look past his own scandals--he resigned in 2021 after a series of sexual-harassment allegations, which he denied--and to recall instead his level-headed COVID briefings. Of all the candidates, he argued, only he had the management skills to revive a city that has just seemed off since the pandemic.

But Cuomo ran a desultory campaign, limiting his exposure to reporters and, more important, to voters. His long-held ambivalence toward the city was evident, as were the rumors that he viewed Gracie Mansion merely as a stepping stone to higher office. He couldn't shake his humiliating exit as governor. A late endorsement from former President Bill Clinton only reinforced the notion that Cuomo represented an aging, tarnished generation of Democrats. "Cuomo relied on older establishment endorsements that no longer hold weight in the city," Christina Greer, an associate political-science professor at Fordham University, told me. "Cuomo also underestimated the extent to which New York voters are tired of disgraced politicians using public office as their contingency plan for life." (Bill de Blasio, the former New York City mayor who has feuded with Cuomo for years, told me that he ran a "grim, fear-based campaign with no authentic big ideas.")

David A. Graham: How voters lost their aversion to scandal

To categorize Mamdani at the beginning of the race as an afterthought would have been an insult to afterthoughts. He has served not even five years in the state assembly, and has little of the experience generally thought needed to manage a civic workforce of more than 280,000 people and a budget of $115 billion. (The New York Times' editorial board deemed him unqualified for the job.) But Mamdani did have energy and charm, and no shortage of ideas that were quickly turned into easy-to-digest slogans such as "Free buses" and "Freeze the rent." He relentlessly focused on affordability and economic issues, a welcome message in a city with an extraordinarily high cost of living and stark income stratification.

Mamdani revealed himself to be remarkably adept at communicating his message, mastering social-media memes and delivering powerful speeches that evoked far more of Barack Obama's loft than Biden's whisper. He said yes to seemingly every interview and every podcast, tossing aside the caution traditionally preached by the focus-group-wielding political-consultant class. He tapped into liberal New Yorkers' anger over Gaza. He resonated with young people, including young men, who not only turned out for him but also volunteered for his campaign, creating an enthusiastic army of believers that created a noticeable contrast with Cuomo's support from donors, unions, and establishment figures. In the race's final days, a cheerful Mamdani walked the length of Manhattan, a metaphor for the tirelessness he brought to the race.

"The Democrats nationally need to start doing what Zohran just did. When we metaphorically sit at the kitchen table and empathize and offer passionate solutions, we win," de Blasio told me. "We didn't do that in 2024, and that was a big reason we lost."

Mamdani did what so many Democrats failed to do last fall: He excited new voters, focused on economic issues, and communicated his story well. And most of all, he won, including in racially and economically diverse neighborhoods. As of this writing, it appears that there will be no need to rely on multiple rounds in New York City's new ranked-choice voting system; although Mamdani did not crack the 50 percent threshold last night to win the nomination outright, he surpassed Cuomo by about eight points, and the former governor conceded.

"Mamdani created a movement around his candidacy, and the big lesson for Democrats is that young voters are looking for a larger social-political movement and not just an anti-Trump party," Basil Smikle, a New York-based political strategist who has worked for Cuomo and Hillary Clinton, told me. "His victory suggests there's a needed reformation of the Democratic coalition, and repudiation of incrementalism but also a more wholesale shift from establishment politics."

But the reverberations from Mamdani's candidacy aren't all reassuring ones for Democrats. Republicans have mocked his socialist ideas by evoking the barren supermarkets of the Soviet Union. They've seized on his previous calls to "Defund the police" (Mamdani called for reducing the NYPD budget in 2020; he was the only candidate in the Democratic field this year to not pledge to hire more cops). A few Republicans have trotted out racist and Islamophobic stereotypes (Mamdani is of Ugandan Indian descent and is Muslim). Some Democrats, too, are leery of Mamdani's call for new taxes on businesses and the rich, warning that such policies could lead to a wealth exodus from New York. Republicans have pointed to the sinking poll numbers of Chicago's progressive mayor, Brandon Johnson, as evidence that liberals can't govern. Last night, Vice President J. D. Vance posted on social media, "Congratulations to the new leader of the Democratic Party," tagging Mamdani. Trump today went one step further, posting that Mamdani was a "100% Communist Lunatic."

Mamdani's depiction of Israel's actions in Gaza as a genocide threatens to unnerve some members of the city's large and politically active Jewish population. Within hours of Mamdani's acceptance speech, Republican Representative Elise Stefanik of New York sent a fundraising appeal calling him a "Hamas Terrorist sympathizer." Mamdani has defended the pro-Palestinian slogan "Globalize the intifada" but has denied accusations that he is anti-Semitic. He has said that he supports an Israel that provides equal rights to all of its citizens, but he has repeatedly dodged questions about whether Israel has a right to exist as a Jewish state.

Jonathan Chait: Why won't Zohran Mamdani denounce a dangerous slogan?

"Mamdani is a gift to Republicans. They will link every Democrat to his far-left policy proposals," Susan Del Percio, a Republican strategist who worked in Rudy Giuliani's mayoral administration, told me. "As mayor of New York City, every single thing he does will be held under a microscope by Democrats and Republicans alike. And some of these things are really out there."

When the mayoral race began, the conventional wisdom was that the Democratic primary would be the de facto general election. That is no longer quite the case. Before last night, Cuomo had previously signaled that if he lost the primary, he might run in November on another ballot line, believing that the glow around Mamdani might wear off with more time and scrutiny. (Those close to Cuomo think that an independent run, though possible, might now be less likely given the margin of his defeat this week.) And while the Republican nominee, the anti-crime activist and radio-show host Curtis Sliwa, seems to have little chance, Mamdani's win might open the door again for Adams; in a remarkable plot twist, the mayor has told associates that he can now position himself as the steadier choice to keep the job. A person close to Trump told me that the president might enjoy wading into the race in his former hometown and would consider endorsing Adams, though he might opt against it out of concern that it would hurt Adams more than help him.

Still, the Democratic nominee will be considered the favorite. If Mamdani wins, there will be only so much that his fellow Democrats can learn from the specifics of the race, given New York's liberal tilt. But maybe there will be some lessons that are less about ideology and more about tactics--having energy, communicating clearly and frequently, and focusing on personal economic issues. "I've already heard from some Democrats who worry that this guy is going to get us all labeled as socialists," the Reverend Al Sharpton, the civil-rights leader and Democratic stalwart, told me. "But he hit on something; he connected with something. Mamdani kept showing up. Democrats need to keep showing up."
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The Self-Deportation Psyop

With a repurposed app and free teddy bears, the Trump administration is pressuring migrants to leave.

by Nick Miroff




The other night, while watching a baseball game, I saw my first ad for self-deportation. One minute Shohei Ohtani was at the plate and then suddenly there was Kristi Noem, the Department of Homeland Security secretary, looking stern and urging immigrants to self-deport using the administration's new app, CBP Home.

"Do what's right," Noem advised. "Leave now."

The taxpayer-funded ad had started like a campaign commercial, praising President Donald Trump for locking down the southern border. Then it flashed images of rape suspects, alleged gang members, and others arrested by ICE. And then came footage of U.S. deportees sent to El Salvador, stripped to their underwear and forced to kneel before black-clad prison guards in masks.  "If you are here illegally, you're next," Noem said into the camera. She seemed to imply that anyone who doesn't use CBP Home will go straight to the Gulag.

Adam Serwer: The deportation show

"You will never return," Noem said. "But if you register using our CBP Home app and leave now, you could be allowed to return legally."

Noem's carrot-or-stick offer distilled the broader messaging strategy of the mass-deportation campaign at the center of Trump's second term. The campaign, and its goal of 1 million deportations a year, has been designed to generate fear using harsh enforcement tactics and lurid imagery: military flights to Guantanamo, foreign prison cells packed with face-tattooed inmates, federal agents in battle gear fanning out in U.S. streets like they're storming Fallujah.

The more the Trump administration can scare immigrants, the more likely they will opt to leave on their own, officials have told me. They view self-deportation as a more humane alternative to ICE handcuffs and believe that its appeal will grow as the crackdown intensifies. But how to encourage self-deporters and keep track of their departures? That's what CBP Home is for.

The Trump administration has not said how many people have used CBP Home to self-deport. But a senior administration official told me that more than 7,000 people have signed up so far, and of those, more than 3,000 have confirmed departures using the app. Use of the app is growing fast, but that's still fewer than than the number of people ICE officers arrest over an average three-day period. The administration is trying to scare migrants into leaving while expecting their trust and personal information on the way out.

The Trump administration sees the app as a psychological instrument of its policy goals--which, ironically, is how the Biden administration also used it.

In January 2023, when record numbers of migrants were streaming across the U.S.-Mexico border illegally each month, Biden officials turned to CBP One, a scheduling app that had been set up years earlier by U.S. Customs and Border Protection primarily to facilitate cargo inspections for trucking companies. Biden officials rejiggered it to allow asylum seekers to book an appointment at an official border crossing. Instead of hiring a smuggler to cross illegally, smartphone users could upload their personal information and photo, then await an appointment. CBP offered about 1,500 appointments a day all along the border at a time when illegal crossings were averaging more than 8,000 daily.

Immigrant-advocacy groups denounced the move as a ploy to deny safe refuge to people fleeing for their lives. The app was glitchy and prone to crashing, they said, and it forced applicants to wait months in dangerous Mexican border cities. But CBP One soon began to work as intended. Illegal crossings fell as more people waited for an appointment and the chance to make a legal, safe entry. The app became a key component in the Biden administration's effort to tame border chaos by expanding opportunities for migrants to enter lawfully while cracking down on illegal entries.

I went to Ciudad Juarez, Mexico, a few months after the app's debut to see how it was working. Dozens of people with appointments lined up every morning on the bridge to El Paso, Texas, passports and other documents in hand. There were many, many others waiting on the Mexico side for their number to be called. They were anxious and impatient but generally willing to wait if it meant that their families had a better shot at legal status. The app became the primary way for migrants to access the U.S. asylum system and start the process of applying for U.S. protection.

Juliette Kayyem: The border got quieter, so Trump had to act

Joe Biden's critics were not impressed. No administration had ever used executive parole authority--the president's ability to waive people in without a visa--on such a scale. Republicans denounced CBP One as an "open border" app and "Ticketmaster for illegal immigration." On the campaign trail, then-candidate Trump called it "the Kamala phone app for smuggling illegals." Over two years, Biden allowed nearly 1 million migrants to enter the country using CBP One.

Trump froze CBP One entries on his first day in office and canceled the pending appointments of 30,000 migrants who'd finally had their number called. CBP One appeared to be finished. But Stephen Miller, the powerful White House adviser behind Trump's mass-deportation campaign, had been working on a plan to use the app for a completely different purpose.

Trump officials relaunched CBP One in March, changing its name to CBP Home. Its new purpose is to allow migrants to schedule their own self-deportations. DHS has sweetened the offer with a $1,000 "exit bonus" payment to approved participants, along with subsidized airfare and temporary protection from ICE enforcement. The government says it will even provide free rides to the airport. The app, which is also available in Spanish and Haitian Creole, can be used by any migrant without a criminal record who has been "illegally present" in the United States--"for an hour, a month, or 50 years," the government says.

ICE's pitch for CBP Home reads like an HR email to a laid-off employee, gently likening illegal presence to a passing phase in one's life. "Self-deporting simply means you leave the U.S. before you encounter immigration officials," the agency says. "Everyone's process is different. You may want to let your employer, your friends, and your family know you're leaving. You may also want to help find support for the people you care about, pack up the things you'd like to bring with you, or make living arrangements for the next phase of your journey."

I recently spoke at length with a senior administration official involved in the relaunch of CBP Home and the self-deportation strategy. Miller came up with the idea of rebranding the much-maligned CBP app, according to the official, who was not authorized to speak on the record. The political symbolism--using the app to subtract immigrants, rather than schedule their entry--was irresistible.

The app is geared especially toward the growing numbers of immigrants who have been living and working legally in the United States with some form of provisional residency that Trump has taken away. They include the 1 million people who used CBP One to enter as "parolees," along with the more than 500,000 from Cuba, Haiti, Nicaragua, and Venezuela who arrived through a separate Biden program. Trump has told them to leave the United States immediately. Another roughly 1 million immigrants with Temporary Protected Status--from Venezuela, Afghanistan, Honduras, and more than a dozen other nations--are at risk of losing their legal status or already have.

Trump has introduced additional bureaucratic coercions to get more people to leave: $998-a-day fines for migrants who are "illegally present," and potential criminal penalties for those who fail to provide the government with their personal information and whereabouts through a new "registry." Fines will be waived for CBP Home users who self-deport, ICE says.

Read: Trump's deportations aren't what they seem

The Department of Homeland Security recently published a promotional video showing happy-looking families boarding a self-deportation flight to Honduras and Colombia after accepting the cash stipends. DHS called it "Project Homecoming"; staffers handed out free toys on the tarmac. One young family got a stuffed elephant and a handful of Colombian flags before climbing the stairs to the plane. A staffer handed a pink teddy bear to a shy little girl who looked no older than 3. No one in the video explains why they chose to leave or even speaks at all.

DHS wants the self-deportation flights to serve as a "visual contrast" to the fearsome videos of the deportations to the Salvadoran prison, the official told me, where "you get loaded off in handcuffs and get a haircut." The videos promoting self-deportation are part of a $200 million domestic and international DHS ad campaign.

I checked with half a dozen or so immigration attorneys to see if they have clients considering the administration's offer. No takers yet, they said. "I have a feeling that it will start happening soon," Jonathan Ryan, an attorney in Texas who represents asylum seekers and refugees, told me. "People are in shock right now, but I suspect the next step will be to start looking at their options."

Some economists predict that the foreign-born population of the United States could shrink in 2025 for the first time in 50 years as a result of Trump's crackdown. It's unclear how many people have voluntarily left the United States without using the app or telling the government.

Biden officials used the CBP app to tap into migrants' hopes; Trump is banking on their fears. For the app to be a success--and to match the level of usage that Biden officials achieved--the administration is working to make ICE deportations as scary and intimidating as possible.

The administration expects use of CBP Home to grow if it can convince more migrants that it's only a matter of time before ICE finds them, the senior official told me. "It's a very dignified way of leaving on your own terms, as opposed to the harsher version of having to be encountered and apprehended by ICE at an unknown time and place," the official said.

The official told me that the self-deportation plan is easily "scalable" and meant to expand as the pace of ICE arrests and deportations increases. Because parolees had to provide the government with their contact information and other personal data when they entered the country using CBP One, the government has much more ability to reach them and ratchet up the pressure than it has with other migrants who arrived undetected.

DHS is telling migrants that voluntary departure through CBP Home may improve their "future immigration options." Trump officials have not said what that means. Immigrant advocates say it sounds like a ruse to trick people into thinking they'll arrive home and be able to apply for a visa to come right back, which is not the case. The DHS official I spoke with said there is no formal mechanism to reward a visa applicant who previously registered a departure through CBP Home, though their decision would be viewed favorably during the review process.

Andrea Flores, a former Biden-administration immigration adviser who is now a policy director at the advocacy group FWD.us, told me DHS's messaging is "incredibly dishonest." The agency is employing social media "to misuse images of either compassion or to overuse images of harsh criminality," Flores said.

Read: We're about to find out what mass deportations really look like

"They're using every single tool that DHS has to expand the sheer number of removals without putting any thought into how people make their choices or the incentives and disincentives they're creating," Flores said. "All they're doing with CBP Home is to push people further away from trusting the government."

The DHS official I spoke with said the government has no immediate plans to increase the $1,000 exit bonus to entice more people to leave, but the payments could go higher. The average cost to arrest, detain, and deport someone is $17,121, according to the latest DHS figures, and the department said it will save 70 percent of that every time someone uses the app to leave the United States on their own. DHS says it uses a geolocation feature in CBP Home to confirm that someone is at least three miles outside the United States before they're eligible to receive the payment.

Trump officials have another incentive to promote CBP Home: It allows them to count confirmed departures toward the president's deportation goal of 1 million people a year. The latest ICE statistics show that the agency has carried out about 125,000 deportations since Trump took office. DHS will need many, many more people to register with the app to hit the president's target.
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Thank You for Your Attention to This Matter!

The president Truth Socials his way through the Israel-Iran cease-fire.

by Missy Ryan, Shane Harris, Isaac Stanley-Becker, Jonathan Lemire




Updated at 4:05 p.m. ET on June 24, 2025

At 1:08 a.m. eastern daylight time, President Donald Trump proclaimed on social media that a cease-fire between Iran and Israel was "NOW IN EFFECT," potentially ending an intense 12 days of violence and allowing all sides to step back from a wider, more destructive regional war. "PLEASE DO NOT VIOLATE IT!" Trump wrote.

By 6:50 a.m., the government of Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu had dispatched aircraft on a mission to strike back after what Israeli officials said was an Iranian violation of the emerging truce. Trump returned to Truth Social. "ISRAEL. DO NOT DROP THOSE BOMBS," the president wrote. "BRING YOUR PILOTS HOME, NOW!"

Those early-morning hours of whiplash in the most destructive phase of Iran and Israel's decades-long conflict underscored the uniquely Trumpian way that the president has managed the hostilities: with a running social-media commentary that has been at times bellicose, at times conciliatory, and always bountiful with his unfiltered views of the war.

In recent days, Trump has posted real-time information about the conflict, announcing the massive raid the United States conducted on a trio of nuclear sites in Iran on Saturday, suggesting that Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei's regime should be forced from power, and demanding that "EVERYONE" keep oil prices down. (He has also been posting his usual fare of favorable poll ratings and a graphic reading: "TRUMP WAS RIGHT about everything.")

The Israeli ambassador to the United States, Yechiel Leiter, speaking to reporters in Washington this morning, said he found logic in the president's flurry of bombastic and sometimes-contradictory social-media statements. "Alone, they're a one-instrument band," Leiter said. "Together, they form a concert."

Read: The true impact of Trump's strike on Iran

Trump's latest burst of Truth Social diplomacy began yesterday, after Iran launched a counterstrike against the United States, directing missiles at Al Udeid Air Base, in Qatar. Trump boasted on Truth Social about Iran's "very weak response" and said that no missiles had reached their targets. "Perhaps Iran can now proceed to Peace and Harmony in the Region, and I will enthusiastically encourage Israel to do the same," he wrote. He concluded, as he had in other posts over the past week, "Thank you for your attention to this matter!"

Later in the day, around 6 p.m., Trump announced that the two countries had reached a cease-fire deal and that it would take effect in several stages overnight. The truce, "on the assumption that everything works as it should," would end what he called "THE 12 DAY WAR." Late yesterday and into today, at 10:18 p.m. and again at 1:08 a.m., Trump warned both countries to respect the agreement. Many of the details, however, were unclear, especially the timing and the sequencing. Iran initially denied that any such deal had been reached.

According to U.S. and Israeli officials, Israel launched a round of strikes on Iran around 3 a.m. local time, which Israel said had targeted Iranian forces in Tehran. Shortly before 7 a.m. in the Middle East, when the cease-fire was supposed to take effect, Iran launched missiles in response, Iranian and Israeli officials said. Israel accused Iran of firing subsequent volleys after the deal took effect. Israel's air force scrambled to respond, launching jets toward Iran. (Iran denied violating the cease-fire.)

The exchange angered Trump. Before his departure for a NATO summit this morning, he told reporters outside the White House that Iran and Israel "have been fighting so long and so hard that they don't know what the fuck they're doing." Once aboard Air Force One, Trump called Netanyahu, demanding that Israel call off any further strikes. The Israeli leader agreed to limit his country's response, a Trump-administration official told us, speaking on condition of anonymity to describe sensitive matters. According to Netanyahu's office, most of the attacks were called off, and Israel struck only one radar site.

By early evening in the Middle East, the cease-fire was holding, an Israeli security official told us. The official said it was the Iranians who had first violated the cease-fire, prompting the Israeli-air-force raid that Trump had asked Netanyahu to halt. Both countries have denied violating the cease-fire, and Iran accused Israel, as well, of breaching the deal.

Read: American democracy might not survive a war with Iran

Experts predicted a litany of challenges to any lasting cease-fire, among them the president's impulsiveness. "It'll be shaky and Trump's endless use of troll power will risk undercutting the weak foundation at every moment," Brian Katulis, a senior fellow at the Middle East Institute, told us. "But the center of gravity across the region remains more interested in de-escalation, particularly among Gulf states like Oman, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, and Qatar." The Gulf states, Katulis said, "have quietly served as quiet shock absorbers during this war and will continue to play that role."

Aboard Air Force One, the details of the murky early-morning episode seemed to fade as Trump fired off a series of social-media posts on other matters, including European defense spending, his administration's deportation actions, and his use of the National Guard against protesters in California. But he also continued to highlight what he portrayed as a major victory, one that lines him up (as suggested in posts he amplified) for a Nobel Peace Prize. The war was over--for now--but the president's social-media commentary lived on.

"Nobody will be hurt, the ceasefire is in effect," he wrote on Truth Social. "Thank you for your attention to this matter!"



This article has been updated to correct the timeline of Israel's and Iran's strikes.
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What Chris Murphy Learned From the New Right

The standard-issue Northeast progressive wants to take the Democratic Party down a populist path.

by Gilad Edelman




The unincorporated town of Saxapahaw, North Carolina, is a 300-mile drive from Washington, D.C. It's about twice as far from Connecticut, the state that Chris Murphy represents in the United States Senate. So what was he doing hosting a town hall there, of all places, one evening this past April? One answer is that he was trolling Saxapahaw's congressional representative, who had recently advised Republican colleagues to stop doing town-hall events. Another is that Saxapahaw is somewhere, and these days, Murphy seems to be everywhere.

Since Donald Trump's return to the White House, Murphy has emerged as one of the most vocally freaked-out Democrats in Washington. He has become a fixture of cable news and highbrow politics podcasts, as well as a prolific poster of five-alarm-fire social-media content. (His biggest hit so far is a March video of a Senate speech titled "Murphy: Six Weeks In, This White House Is on Its Way to Being the Most Corrupt in U.S. History," which has been viewed more than 5 million times on YouTube.) He recently launched a political action committee, the American Mobilization PAC, that focuses on funding grassroots opposition to Trump.

This behavior is consistent with a politician attempting to raise his profile ahead of a run for higher office, a theory that Murphy dismisses. (The dismissal is itself consistent with the theory.) It also befits a politician who genuinely believes that Trump poses an immediate threat to the survival of American democracy, a premise that Murphy very much endorses.

"You cannot be guaranteed today that there's a free and fair election in 2026," Murphy told me before going onstage at the Haw River Ballroom, where about 1,000 local voters, mostly silver-haired, had packed the venue to hear him speak. It was the first of several conversations I would have with him about how he thinks the Democratic Party should respond to the second Trump term. Just that morning, the president had directed the Department of Justice and Department of Treasury to investigate ActBlue, the primary Democratic Party fundraising platform, for supposedly facilitating election fraud. This, Murphy told me, was "a crystal-clear signal that their agenda is nothing less than the destruction of the opposition." In light of those threats, he said, he felt a moral responsibility to rally public opposition. "I think we are getting close to the point where we are going to have to see hundreds of thousands of people out in the streets, not tens of thousands of people."

To help spur that mass movement, Murphy, who until recently was best known for his gun-control advocacy, is making a Bernie Sanders-style argument about money and power. Onstage, he told the crowd that Trump's antidemocratic actions were designed to neutralize resistance to a pro-billionaire economic agenda. "If you are engaged in something as unpopular as the most massive transfer of wealth from the poor and the middle class," he declared, "the only way you can get away with that is by destroying the means of accountability."

This raises another question: Why is a standard-issue Northeast progressive who parts his hair so neatly and has worked in politics his entire life suddenly talking like a would-be class warrior? Over the past three years, Murphy has been on an intellectual journey, influenced as much by the Trumpist right as by the Sanders left. He has come to think that the Democratic Party can regain working-class support only by calling out the powerful corporate villains who he believes are to blame for the country's problems.

Read: Is this how Democrats win back the working class?

Now, even as he is seeking to muster opposition to Trump, he's trying to persuade fellow Democrats to follow him down the populist path. This might not be easy. After President Joe Biden's experiment with new economic ideas ended in an electoral rout, the party's free-market wing has been feeling vindicated and ready for some infighting. Meanwhile, Murphy, whom National Review recently called the "Most Boring Politician in America," is not an obvious vessel for a rousing appeal to the working class.

Murphy knows that the party brand--out of touch, too focused on social issues, too judgmental--is desperately in need of a reboot. If he is the walking embodiment of Generic Democrat, perhaps that makes him the guy for the job.

Democratic Party politics sometimes feel like a struggle between an old guard and an upstart youth movement. Murphy somehow belongs to both camps. He has held elected office since the Clinton administration, but at 51, he's still the fifth-youngest Democrat in the Senate.

He was just 25 when he won his first election, to the Connecticut state legislature, and 33 when he successfully ran to represent Connecticut's Fifth Congressional District. That district includes Newtown, where, on December 14, 2012, a gunman walked into Sandy Hook Elementary School and murdered six adults and 20 children. Murphy, whose two sons were 1 and 4 at the time, was with some of the Sandy Hook parents when they learned their kids had been killed.

By that point, he was already on his way to the Senate. He had been elected five weeks earlier, defeating Linda McMahon, the future education secretary. Murphy, who was 39 when he took office, would focus for the next decade on passing gun-control legislation.

As the junior senator from Connecticut, Murphy rarely drew national attention. One exception came after the 2022 schoolhouse massacre in Uvalde, Texas. "What are we doing? What are we doing?" Murphy demanded of his colleagues in an emotional speech on the Senate floor. "Why do you spend all this time running for the United States Senate--why do you go through all the hassle of getting this job, of putting yourself in a position of authority--if your answer is that as this slaughter increases, as our kids run for their lives, we do nothing?"

Murphy went on to partner with Senate colleagues on bipartisan gun-control legislation that passed the following month with 15 Republican votes. The law was modest, but it was the first significant federal gun legislation since 1994.

Even as Murphy was building toward his first concrete achievement on a signature issue, he was undergoing a kind of reinvention from gun-control advocate to economic populist. In October 2022, he published an essay in this magazine in which he argued that decades of free-market economic policy, embraced by both parties, had led to a host of ills: the hollowing-out of communities, a rise in loneliness, a sense of lost control and meaning. The Trump movement, he wrote, fed off these frustrations. It was the first of several articles he would publish on the theme.

Murphy's interest in these ideas seemed to come out of nowhere. Other politicians and commentators had been making similar arguments for years, but Murphy was never part of that crew. How had the gun-control guy suddenly become the economic-populism guy?

I recently put that question to him during an interview in his Senate office. Murphy still looks young for a senator, but he has aged out of the boy-wonder era. His face, once doughy, has grown narrow and lined. He recently began sporting a scruffy beard, perhaps in a bid for a more working-dude aesthetic (a suggestion he denied with a laugh). "I watched the economy get better according to all of the metrics we think measure economic health," he told me. "And then I listened to the people I represent, and people all across the country, tell me how shitty the economy was. And that seemed to be a real problem in general, but for Democrats specifically, because at the time, we were running on a growing economy and low unemployment, and we thought we were going to get credit for that if we just kept telling people that the economy was good."

I found this answer unsatisfying. Every Democrat discovered, at some point, that voters were unhappy with the Biden economy. Most did not make the turn that Murphy did. A few weeks later, in a follow-up interview, I asked the question more pointedly.

"Probably the most important thing that happened to me was a decision in the summer of 2022 to go down a deep new-right rabbit hole," he told me. Murphy started with Why Liberalism Failed, by the Notre Dame professor Patrick Deneen. In the book, Deneen argues that liberalism, with its emphasis on individualism and free markets, has sown the seeds of its own demise by undermining traditional social structures and neglecting deeper sources of human flourishing.

"I dog-eared and highlighted the crap out of that book," Murphy said. "While I don't go to all the places Deneen goes, it opened my eyes as to how the market fundamentalism that had creeped into the Democratic Party had really corrupted the country's soul."

"But then I went a step further," Murphy continued, "and started spending time listening to the Red Scare, and reading Curtis Yarvin, and going through the stuff that the Claremont Institute was producing." He came to feel that the new right--skeptical of free-market libertarianism and eager to use state power to impose its values on American institutions, including Big Business--was asking the right questions, even if its answers were alarming. "What I was hearing and what I was reading was a conservative movement that was actually spending real time trying to understand the spiritual crisis that the country was in," Murphy said. "Listen: Blake Masters is a creepy weirdo, but a lot of the stuff he was getting into in 2022--about the emptiness of American life when all that matters is how much you buy and how good a consumer you are--really, it spoke to me."

Chris Murphy: The wreckage of neoliberalism

Where Deneen critiqued liberalism as such, Murphy, like others on the left, saw the culprit as neoliberalism, the philosophy that favors private-sector solutions and defines good policy largely in terms of total economic growth. Neoliberal Democrats, according to their critics, had placed too much faith in free markets, relied too heavily on welfare programs to compensate the economy's have-nots, and overlooked the political perils of concentrated wealth. The Biden administration thus sought to break from neoliberal ideas in key ways: reviving tough antitrust enforcement and consumer protection, strongly supporting labor unions, and directing huge sums of public money into domestic manufacturing. In his Atlantic essay, Murphy argued that this agenda provided Democrats a way to defeat Trump by selling "a new, winning message of actionable economic nationalism."

This is not quite what happened.

Opinions differ on why the 2024 presidential election went so wrong for Democrats. One school of thought holds that Biden had been a fool to reject neoliberalism in the first place. "Policymakers should never again ignore the basics in pursuit of fanciful heterodox solutions," Jason Furman, an influential centrist Democratic economist, wrote in a postelection essay titled "The Post-Neoliberal Delusion."

The other possibility is that the theory was sound, but the implementation wasn't. Perhaps voters would have rewarded the Biden administration if they hadn't been so upset about inflation--a post-pandemic phenomenon that triggered anti-incumbent backlash in democracies around the world and that the administration was slow to recognize as an emergency. Or perhaps what sank Democrats was the fact that, thanks to the slowly turning gears of government, most of Biden's concrete achievements--new infrastructure, reduced drug prices, and so on--had not materialized by the end of his term. (We can set aside the obvious problem of having a president so ravaged by age that he had to abandon his reelection campaign. Opinions don't really differ about that.)

Murphy believes that the decisive factor was communication: The administration failed to sell its own record. "Nobody knew what Lina Khan was doing," he told me, referring to the Biden-appointed chair of the Federal Trade Commission whose aggressive agenda drew the enmity of much of corporate America (and for whom I briefly worked before joining The Atlantic). "Nobody understood that the president actually was in the process of breaking up concentrated corporate power."

David A. Graham: Independent agencies never stood a chance under Trump

As the nominee, Kamala Harris seemed unwilling to lean into a populist economic message. Two moments crystallized the lost opportunity for Murphy: One was when rumors swirled that Harris intended, as president, to reward her Silicon Valley supporters by firing Khan--rumors that Harris did not dispel. Another was when Harris proposed a ban on supermarket price gouging as a way to address voter anger over food costs. That plan was mocked by many economists and pundits, including liberal ones, who insisted that capping the prices businesses can charge for essential goods would lead to Soviet-style shortages. The campaign subsequently downplayed the proposal.

Ali Mortell, the director of research at Blue Rose Research, a leading Democratic-strategy firm, told me that a campaign ad in which Harris promised to "crack down on landlords who are charging too much" and "lower your food and grocery bills by going after price gougers" was in the top 1 percent of effectiveness among the many thousands of ads her firm has tested. But for whatever reason, the ad "was not necessarily what received the most airtime," Mortell said. An analysis published by Jacobin found that Harris mentioned economically populist themes and policies less and less as the campaign went along. When asked during her first and only 2024 presidential debate whether Americans were better off financially than they had been four years earlier, Harris offered a stultifyingly dry sales pitch for what she called her "opportunity economy," which seemed to consist exclusively of tax cuts.

In Murphy's diagnosis, Democratic politicians must adopt a more confrontational style in which "you tell people who's screwing them"--which is to say, giant corporations that wield their power to raise prices, nickel-and-dime consumers, and corrupt the government (and, in the case of tech companies, to addict our children to harmful social-media feeds). For Harris, that would have meant addressing grocery inflation by talking about collusion among monopolistic food companies. Instead, the administration "chose to just take it on the chin, over and over again, on inflation," Murphy said. I asked why he thought that was. He was silent for a moment before saying, in an almost pained whisper, "I don't know."

If pugilistic economic populism is such effective politics, shouldn't Bernie Sanders be president right now? Maybe his problem was the S-word. Maybe a type of populism that aimed at fixing capitalism, rather than replacing it with socialism, would perform better--except that's what Elizabeth Warren tried in 2020. For her troubles, she got to split a New York Times endorsement with Amy Klobuchar and finished behind Sanders in the primary.

But a lot of other things were going on back then. Social-justice issues dominated Democratic politics. Warren and Sanders were among the 2020 primary candidates who declared their support for unpopular left-wing positions such as decriminalizing border crossings, banning fracking, and abolishing private health insurance. To this day, the public overwhelmingly perceives the Democratic Party as caring more about progressive social causes than economic ones.

Murphy puts forward a version of an argument that has been advanced by the likes of Steve Bannon and J. D. Vance: that millions of working-class Americans of all ethnicities are to the left of the GOP on economics and to the right of Democrats on social issues, and whichever party can occupy that sweet spot will reap major benefits. "The race is really a matter of whether Republicans become more genuinely economically populist before Democrats open up their tent and accept in folks who aren't with us on every single issue, from abortion to climate to guns," he said. This approach cuts against both the economic self-interest and the cultural preferences of much of the Democratic donor base. But it seems to have worked for some swing-district Democrats, including Representative Marie Gluesenkamp Perez of Washington and Representative Pat Ryan of New York, social moderates who emphasized anti-corporate themes and ran far ahead of Harris in their congressional districts last year.

Read: Can you really fight populism with populism?

The political writer Matthew Yglesias has accused Murphy of "dog whistle moderation" for implying that Democrats are too "woke" without actually saying anything anti-woke. It's true that Murphy does not offer any particular culture-war takes that defy progressive orthodoxy, perhaps because his record as a blue-state liberal makes this improbable. His critique is more about tone and emphasis.

"It's not just about that specific message of attacking corporate power," he said. "It is also about having the discipline to spend 80 percent of your time on that message." This is hard for Democratic politicians, who are much more comfortable talking about social issues. "Climate, guns, choice, gay rights, voting rights: Every single one of those issues is existential for an important community. But I think right now, if you aren't driving the vast majority of your narrative around the way in which the economy is going to become corrupted to enrich the elites, then you aren't going to be able to capture this potential realignment of the American electorate that's up for grabs."

"And listen--I own part of that responsibility," he added. "I spent a lot of time trying to convince my party to spend more and more time talking about guns."

In my conversations with him, I got the sense that Murphy was better at making the case for populism than at actually doing populism. Perhaps because he came to it relatively recently, he seems at times to still be trying on the ideas. Unlike Sanders or Warren, he doesn't slip naturally into detailed, outraged explanations of how the economy has gone wrong. Even in his essays, he tends to hover at the level of abstract ideas.

And Murphy's economic argument, given its overlap with the intellectual movement surrounding Trump, exists in some tension with his effort to whip up opposition to the real-life Trump agenda. Murphy recognizes this dynamic. "I struggle with the question of how much time to be explaining that tariffs aren't always bad," he said. "That seems like wasted energy right now, because the way he's doing them is definitely bad." To the wing of the party that thinks Bidenomics was a catastrophic blunder, agonizing over whether Trump has a point on the downsides of free trade is political insanity. Yglesias, for example, argues that Murphy's embrace of "pseudoeconomics" is the exact wrong way to broaden the Democratic tent. Better to celebrate cheap goods as the key to prosperity and return to the more corporate-friendly, growth-oriented approach of the Clinton and Obama eras.

Murphy is trying to prevent his colleagues from giving in to that temptation. But he faces skepticism from a party that is still uncomfortable with class-conscious politics. "There has always been a resistance to what very rich people call the demonization of wealth," he said. "Part of the pushback is the idea that it's a mistake to talk about the dangers of concentrated wealth, because it feels like that's an attack on wealth, and people want to be wealthy. I think that's a legitimate criticism, but I think we have to explain that the current structure of power in this country is a barrier to people becoming wealthy. I'd like to have fewer billionaires and a lot more millionaires."

Recently, Murphy made his case at a policy retreat for Democratic senators. I asked how it went over.

He responded, "I wouldn't say that I'm winning."
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The True Impact of Trump's Strike on Iran

The president insists Iran's nuclear facilities were "totally obliterated." Not everyone is so sure.

by Missy Ryan, Jonathan Lemire, Ashley Parker, Isaac Stanley-Becker, Shane Harris






By his own account, the military operation that Donald Trump mounted against Iran over the weekend was an unqualified success. Saturday's covert raid, in which U.S. bombers dropped a series of massive, tailor-made bombs onto fortified Iranian sites, left Tehran's nuclear capability "completely and totally obliterated," the president proclaimed in a triumphant White House address late that night.

The reality is more complex. Although the operation achieved an impressive level of tactical success, with a swarm of warplanes penetrating Iran unchallenged following a long, undetected flight from Missouri, it will be far harder than the president has suggested to reliably evaluate the damage inflicted on Iran's ability to manufacture a nuclear weapon. The information that's emerged so far suggests to experts that Iran's nuclear capacities have been set back significantly but that the two-decade atomic standoff with Iran is by no means over.

In the 48 hours since the strikes, Trump's top advisers have given differing answers about the fate of Iran's stockpiles of enriched uranium, which, satellite imagery suggests, Iranian authorities may have relocated prior to the strikes. Iranian leaders, meanwhile, have given no indication that they are ready to surrender the nuclear program. Facing the likelihood of ongoing U.S. and Israeli attacks, they may be more likely to make the long-feared decision to try to race toward a bomb.

Read: The United States bombed Iran. What comes next?

"This is probably not the end of the program, and certainly not the end of their aspirations," Daniel Shapiro, a former U.S. ambassador to Israel and a top Pentagon official for the Middle East under Presidents Barack Obama and Joe Biden, told us.

He said that, prior to Saturday's strikes, Iran had been "days away" from being able to enrich to weapons-grade levels, and had been working to shorten the time required to turn its material into a bomb. "That means that absent the U.S. and Israeli strikes, we would be sitting on a knife's edge, which was not acceptable," said Shapiro, who is now a fellow at the Atlantic Council. Iranian leaders, however, may now judge it necessary to abandon United Nations restrictions and rush toward weaponization to survive. "And so there's the other side of the knife's edge, which has the potential to be even worse," Shapiro said.

Since Saturday, Trump has shown little tolerance for those who have criticized the wisdom of what the Pentagon has dubbed "Operation Midnight Hammer." The president's allies are now seeking to unseat Representative Thomas Massie, a Kentucky Republican who complained about the sidelining of Congress's constitutional authority to declare war. Trump has also pushed back against skeptical coverage in the press. "The sites that we hit in Iran were totally destroyed, and everyone knows it," he posted today on Truth Social.

His ire has even been directed at some in his own administration. According to one outside adviser, Trump has groused in private about the early assessments from those, including Vice President J. D. Vance and Joint Chiefs Chairman General Dan Caine, who allowed for the possibility that the Iranian sites were anything other than completely wiped out. "The president simply wants a black-and-white success," the adviser told us. (Like others interviewed for this story, the adviser spoke on the condition of anonymity to discuss sensitive matters).

Read: American democracy might not survive war with Iran

Trump has also indicated to senior aides and allies that he would prefer Saturday's strikes be a one-off rather than a sustained campaign against a country that, though weakened after 10 days of extensive bombing by Israel, retains substantial military power, according to the outside adviser and a senior White House official. The president likes the idea of a single, awe-inspiring, nuclear-facility-destroying show of force, and has expressed reluctance to go much beyond that. He has ruled out sending American troops on the ground and is mindful of the divide in his political base about a new foreign entanglement. But he has also left open the possibility of authorizing further attacks if Iran mounts any successful counteraction against the United States.

"He's basking in the success and ability to do these things," another outside adviser told us. "But I don't get the impression that his appetite for prolonged military engagement has changed at this point."



Iran today launched a series of missiles toward a major U.S. air base in Qatar, but U.S. military officials reported no significant damage. Afterwards, Trump derided Iran's "very weak response" and announced that 13 out of 14 missiles had been shot down, while the 14th had been off target. The events suggest that, rather than escalating, military confrontation between the U.S. and Iran is winding down. In the early evening, Trump posted that the U.S., Israel, and Iran have reached agreement on a cease-fire that, he said, will bring "an official END to THE 12 DAY WAR."

Before Iran's counterattack today, Trump had indicated privately that he would be open to letting the exchange conclude so long as no Americans were killed, either at military bases in the Middle East or in the United States at the hands of a sleeper cell, according to the senior White House official and one of the outside advisers. They told us that Trump will have less patience for American military casualties or damage to American facilities than he did five years ago, when Iran struck at a U.S. base in Iraq following Trump's decision to target the military leader Qassem Soleimani. Since the latest flare-up began, Trump has tried, with a series of social-media posts--including an incendiary one about "regime change"--to dissuade Tehran from taking action that would require a forceful response.

"If Iran wants the U.S. to be done, then the U.S. will be done," an American official told us, summarizing Trump's desire to take further military action only if Tehran were to pull off a significant retaliatory strike. A former U.S. intelligence officer told us that Iran's counterstrike today was more symbolic than anything: It appeared aimed at "showing that they have not been completely cowed and that they can demonstrate to their own people, to the region, to their proxies, that they can defend Iranian sovereignty."



Since Saturday, military and intelligence officials have been rushing to collect information about the extent of the damage to Iran's nuclear program and its remaining capability. One senior Israeli official--whose country has perhaps the most granular knowledge of Iran's program and the personnel involved in it--told us that the impact remains unclear but that Iran's nuclear facilities have not been entirely destroyed. Assessing the damage is especially difficult because the country's known centrifuges, at Fordo and Natanz, are buried underground. Although the Air Force's B-2 pilots aimed their munitions at ventilation shafts and officials boasted of a clean hit, the extent of destruction is impossible to know from satellite imagery; international observers have also been unable to access the site. Not even the Iranians may know for sure how much, if anything, remains.

The relative dearth of information offers a sharp contrast to the war in Iraq, where the U.S. occupation that followed the 2003 invasion provided the U.S. military with an opportunity for an up-close study of its own weaponeering. After the initial wave of bombing, American troops' ability to travel freely across Iraq allowed them to conduct inspections of the effects of explosives dropped from the sky. In some cases, U.S. troops climbed into the wreckage of bombed buildings and discovered that the destruction inflicted by U.S. munitions had fallen far short of what military calculations had predicted.

One former senior military official told us that the lessons in "weapons effects" drawn from that conflict also informed the development of newer, more potent bombs. That includes the Massive Ordnance Penetrator, or GBU-57, which is the 30,000-pound "bunker-busting" bomb developed specifically for Iran's underground nuclear sites. "The thing was built for that target," the former official said. Fourteen of them were dropped over the weekend.

But without American personnel on the ground, and with the possibility that international inspectors will never reach the damaged sites, the Trump administration must rely on a combination of satellite imagery, intercepted Iranian communications, and human intelligence to assess the impact. Although Israel has demonstrated a remarkable penetration of Iran's scientific and military establishment over the past year, even it may not know the location and condition of Iran's enriched-uranium supply or the condition of its centrifuges and weapons-making components. No one knows, either, whether Iran, as it suggested earlier this month, can fall back on a third enrichment site it purports to have created, in addition to the damaged facilities at Fordo and Natanz.

After 10 days of Israeli strikes on Iran's air- and missile-defense sites and other security installations, the country's conventional military capability has been seriously weakened. But as Matthew Bunn, a nuclear expert at Harvard Kennedy School, noted to us, the long-term impact on the nuclear program is likely smaller. Meanwhile, any hope of a negotiated solution in which Iran agrees to give up enrichment is likely diminished.


 Iran has long been divided between hard-liners who place high value on attaining a bomb and others who favor negotiations, sanctions relief, and global reintegration. Now the political power of the latter faction "has been destroyed by these strikes," Bunn said. "There's quite a number of people who are saying, Damn, we really need that nuclear weapon now."
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Trump Changed. The Intelligence Didn't.

The president's decision to drop bombs on Iran was opportunistic, not a result of new information.

by Shane Harris




Whenever Donald Trump has contemplated confrontation with Iran, his decisions have been guided less by the consensus of the U.S. intelligence community than by his own calculation of risk and reward. At times he has pulled the trigger. At times he has backed down. All the while, the U.S. assessment of Iranian nuclear intentions has stayed remarkably consistent.



Now, Trump has gone all in. His decision this week to drop more than a dozen of the largest conventional bombs in the U.S. arsenal on key Iranian nuclear facilities was based, he has said, on his belief that Iran is close to being able to make the ultimate weapon.



That's not exactly what his intelligence agencies have concluded. Their official, publicly stated assessment of Iran's nuclear-weapons ambitions is that Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei suspended the country's nuclear-weapons program in 2003, the year that the U.S. invaded Iraq and toppled Saddam Hussein in order to seize his supposed weapons of mass destruction. Those turned out to not exist. But Iran's leaders reasonably feared that the U.S. might next turn its sights on their country and its very real weapons program.



Tulsi Gabbard, the director of national intelligence and (on paper at least) Trump's senior intelligence adviser, reiterated the consensus view in congressional testimony this March. But she also noted that Iran had built up its largest-ever stockpile of enriched uranium, the core ingredient of a weapon, in a manner that was "unprecedented for a state without nuclear weapons."



Her brief remark escaped much scrutiny but turns out to have been telling.



In recent briefings with Trump, CIA Director John Ratcliffe has laid out what the intelligence agencies know, particularly about Iran's uranium stockpiles, and said Iran was clearly trying to build a nuclear weapon, according to officials familiar with his presentation who spoke on the condition of anonymity to discuss a sensitive matter. On its face, that appears to contradict the long-standing intelligence-community position. But Ratcliffe's analysis is actually a more nuanced reading of the available information.



In a separate briefing for lawmakers last week, Ratcliffe used a football analogy to describe Iran's ambitions: If a team had gone 99 yards down the field, its intention was obviously to score a touchdown, not stop at the one-yard line, he said.



International experts agree that Iran has enriched uranium to a point that is close to weapons grade, a fact that Vice President J. D. Vance has emphasized in his own public remarks. Senior administration officials take little comfort in Khamenei's decades-old halt to the nuclear-weapons program. Trump believes that Iran is actively pursuing everything it would need to build a weapon, and in relatively short order, if the supreme leader gave the go-ahead. That's the real threat, and the reason Trump gave the order to strike now, officials told me.



It also helps that Israel has assisted in paving the way. Trump's thinking is in line with Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's; the prime minister has said that Iran may have been months or mere weeks away from building a weapon, and has generally taken the view that the country's leaders are stockpiling uranium precisely for that purpose. In the week leading up to the U.S. strike--which Israeli leaders appear not to have known about in advance--the Israeli air force pummeled nuclear facilities, killed nuclear scientists and experts, and degraded Iranian air defenses.



The Israeli attacks, like the American ones, appear to have been largely driven by a sense of opportunity, after Israel previously weakened the regime and neutralized its longtime proxy forces in the region. There is no reason to think that the Trump administration, or Israel, suddenly had some new window into Khamenei's brain. But the president took an intuitive view of the intelligence the U.S. has long possessed, and a fateful set of actions based on it.



It's too pat to say that Trump has ignored his intelligence advisers, although he certainly created that impression. "Well then my intelligence community is wrong," he said earlier in the week when a reporter noted that the agencies had found no evidence that Iran was trying to build a weapon. Trump had previously said that Gabbard was also wrong when she testified earlier this year.



Officials have told me that they're not just concerned about Iran's ability to build a warhead that could be placed atop a ballistic missile--a complex process that would require Iran to build a device that could survive reentry into Earth's atmosphere and land precisely on its target. The regime could construct a simpler device and hand it over to a third party.



In an interview last month with a state-linked news outlet, Fereydoon Abbasi-Davani, a prominent Iranian nuclear scientist and the former head of the country's Atomic Energy Organization, warned that Iran could use nuclear weapons against the U.S., Great Britain, and Israel without deploying them on missiles or an aircraft. "What if they are attacked from within?" he asked, an unsubtle suggestion that Iran could give a nuclear weapon to one of its proxies.



Israel was apparently listening and thought that Abbassi-Davani might possess the know-how to make such a device. He was killed earlier this month in an Israeli air strike.



Democratic lawmakers and Trump's critics are sure to press for more information on when and how the president came to his decision. Senator Chris Murphy of Connecticut told my colleague Isaac Stanley-Becker that he was briefed last week on the intelligence. It "was clear to me that Iran did not pose an imminent threat, that they are not on the verge of being able to obtain a nuclear weapon that could pose a real threat to neighbors, and that negotiations were ongoing and certainly not at their endpoints," Murphy said.



On Sunday morning, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth briefed reporters about the U.S. operation and was asked whether new information had persuaded Trump to act. Hegseth declined to share many details about Trump's decision making, but he allowed that "the president has made it very clear [that] he's looked at all of this, all of the intelligence, all the information, and come to the conclusion that the Iranian nuclear program is a threat, and was willing to take this precision operation to neutralize that threat."



Ultimately, Trump's decision to bomb Iran had little to do with any sudden change in intelligence assessments. The choice to use military force was a judgment call, and now, it's his to own.


 Isaac Stanley-Becker and Missy Ryan contributed reporting.
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The Only Iran Hawk Is Trump

The president does what his predecessors would not.

by Graeme Wood




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


By carrying out air strikes on three Iranian nuclear sites last night, Donald Trump showed the fundamental error of American political ornithology: There have never been Iran hawks and Iran doves. There have been only doves. Every prior U.S. president, including Trump himself, has refrained from attacking Iranian territory, even in response to killings and attempted killings of Americans not only abroad but also on American soil. Whether this dovish approach was wise is debatable; that it was anomalous among American policies toward hostile countries is not. Imagine if Venezuela relentlessly plotted to kill Americans in locations around the world--and tried to acquire a weapon that would safeguard its campaign of violence for generations to come. Other countries have not been so bold as Iran, and if they had been, the response might have looked like what Iran saw last night in Fordo, Natanz, and Isfahan. At a press conference, Trump said that the nuclear sites were "completely and totally obliterated."

Also beyond debate are the results of that dovish policy, up until yesterday. Some of those results were positive. The United States and Iran were not at war, and American forces in the Middle East were not all on high alert for reprisals. But Iran had gone metastatic. It had, with impunity, set up armed proxies in Lebanon, Yemen, Gaza, and Iraq, and less overt forces around the world. What other country does this? What other country does this without rebuke?

The best argument against attacking Iran's nuclear program has always been that the attack would not work--that it would at best set the program back rather than end it, and that Tehran would respond by building back better, in a deeper bunker and with greater stealth. An enrichment facility capable of producing a nuclear weapon need not be large; it would perhaps have the size and power needs of a Costco or two. The Barack Obama-era nuclear deal secured unprecedented access for monitoring Iran's known nuclear sites. The demolition of those sites means that any future ones will be unmonitored, remaining a secret from outsiders for years, as China's was. Think of the cavernous chemistry lab built below the laundry-processing plant on Breaking Bad, but churning out uranium-235, not blue meth.

If any other country is thinking about going nuclear, it will learn the lesson of last night and start with the Breaking Bad approach, or better yet scrap its plans completely. From the perspective of nonproliferation, Trump's strikes could be good news, in the obvious sense that countries that desire nuclear weapons now have more reason to think their centrifuges will be destroyed before they produce enough material for a bomb. Up until now, most countries that have persevered have eventually succeeded in going nuclear. The most notable counterexamples are Iraq, whose so-called "nuclear mujahideen" (as Saddam Hussein later called them) had their Osirak reactor bombed by Israel in 1981, and Syria, which built a secret plutonium-producing nuclear reactor only to have it destroyed, again by Israel, in 2007. If the strikes last night worked (and it is far too early for anyone, including Trump, to say), Iran will join the small club of nations whose nuclear ambitions have been thwarted by force.

"There will be either peace," Trump said at his press conference last night, "or there will be tragedy for Iran." What might peace and its alternatives look like? Trump did not say, as the Iran dove George W. Bush might have, that peace is conditional on the overthrow of Iran's theocracy. Trump has always seemed open to Iran's continued rule by any authoritarian or scumbag or religious nut who is willing to keep to himself and maybe allow the Trump family to open a hotel someday. So peace could conceivably still take many forms, some of which would disappoint Iranian democrats and secularists.

The alternative to peace, which Trump promises will draw such a tragic reply, could take immediate or longer-term forms. The immediate form would be continued Iranian strikes against Israel and the expansion of those attacks to include U.S. bases in the region. (The logic of international law, for what little it is worth, would seem to permit retaliation against Israeli and U.S. military targets--but not hospitals, apartment buildings, or other civilian infrastructure.) It would at this point be foolhardy for Iran to increase such attacks, rather than ending them or tapering them off.

But no one familiar with Iran's history would expect it to limit its reply to conventional strikes, or to prefer them to the irregular forms of attack that it has practiced avidly for more than 40 years. A barrage of ballistic missiles, the regime understands, may invite tragedy for Iran. But what about the mysterious disappearance of an American from the streets of Dubai, Bahrain, or Prague? Or the blowing-up of a hostel full of Israelis in Bangkok? Or the brakes-cutting of some American or Israeli diplomat's car in Baku? Small acts of harassment such as these force Iran's enemies to make hard choices about how to retaliate. The difficulty of those choices is part of the reason for past presidents' consistent reluctance to attack Iran. Do you attack Iran after the death of one U.S. Marine? How about two? How much proof of Iranian involvement in a diplomat's car crash will it take to trigger a renewed state of war? Iran's history suggests that under normal circumstances, it knows the level of provocation that will keep an American president from responding with direct force. Its estimations seem to have failed it with Trump (and Benjamin Netanyahu), but in the past and in the future, one can expect that it will, like a niggling spouse from hell, know the precise limits of its adversaries' patience. The point of the prolonged pressure, staying a smidge under the threshold of renewed hostility, is to drive Iran's adversaries mad, to tire them out, and to convince them to leave the region out of sheer stress and weariness. Ironically, Trump's foreign policy is--or was, until yesterday--proof that this strategy is effective. Trump came to power as an isolationist in trade and a "bring 'em home" skeptic of U.S. military action abroad. In his first term, he fired John Bolton, a tireless advocate of regime change. In his second, he appointed Tulsi Gabbard, the high priestess of weary isolationism, as a top adviser.

Trump said last night that he will escalate American attacks "if peace does not come quickly." It is possible that peace will come quickly, and that Iran's government will survive in a humiliated form. It is also possible, under those circumstances, that the peace that comes quickly will again be illusory, and that Iran will revert to tactics short of war, so that it can wait out Trump's term and let another dove take his place. In that case, the Middle East and beyond will be a scarier place to be an American than it was a few days ago.
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Trump's Two-Week Window for Diplomacy Was a Smoke Screen

Even as the president suggested that he was open to negotiations, he had already made up his mind.

by Michael Scherer, Missy Ryan, Isaac Stanley-Becker, Shane Harris, Jonathan Lemire


President Donald Trump and Vice President J. D. Vance sit in the Situation Room on Saturday. (The White House / AP)



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


Well, he did it. He actually did it.

President Donald Trump had insisted for months that he wanted the ultimate deal with Iran, one that would put a definitive end to the country's ability to produce a nuclear weapon. As late as Thursday, he'd suggested that Iran's leaders would have up to two more weeks to negotiate. But at that point, he had already made up his mind: The United States was going to bomb Iran.

The president had privately communicated his decision to bomb Iran's nuclear sites after a meeting with national security advisers on Wednesday, two people familiar with his decision told us. His statement on Thursday, suggesting a two-week window and "a substantial chance of negotiation" with Iran, was a feint meant to keep the Iranians off guard, four people familiar with the planning told us. (The White House did not respond to a request for comment on Saturday night.)

Trump declared from the White House on Saturday that the strikes hours earlier had left Iran's nuclear facilities "completely and totally obliterated," and demanded that Iran abandon any remaining nuclear capability. The assault was the culmination of a nearly two-decade effort to contain or end Iran's nuclear program. It thrusts the United States more deeply into a high-stakes confrontation with a country where members of Parliament chant, "Death to America," and quite possibly increases the potential for counterattacks and economic disruption.

"There will be either peace, or there will be tragedy for Iran," Trump said, standing with Vice President J. D. Vance, Secretary of State Marco Rubio, and Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth.

The suggestion of a two-week reprieve Trump announced on Thursday came as the U.S. government prepared for a range of scenarios, flying U.S. citizens out of Israel, moving personnel out of American embassies in the Middle East, and dispersing ships and aircraft from bases in the region to prevent damage in any Iranian attack.

The administration must now brace for the possibility of Iranian retaliation, which current and former officials told us would most likely be aimed at U.S. bases, personnel, or facilities in the Gulf, Iraq, or elsewhere in the region. The attacks could also have commercial repercussions if Tehran moves to attack or block shipping in the waterways off Iran.

The operation was closely coordinated with Israel, now a week into its own highly effective bombing campaign on Iranian nuclear and military sites, a person familiar with the planning told us. After the U.S. strikes concluded, Trump spoke with Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, who has long pushed the United States to act.

Trump chose to initiate his air assault after he was impressed by the success of Israel's offensive, which has further eroded Iran's air-defense capability, and came to believe that "a little push from us would make it incredibly successful," an ally of the president who spoke with him about the decision told us.

U.S. officials told us that Trump had genuinely wanted to strike a nuclear deal with Iran--seven years after he'd ripped up the agreement reached by former President Barack Obama--but had come to an impasse with the Iranians over the issue of the enrichment of uranium. Washington had demanded that Tehran give up enrichment entirely or else submit to strict American and international supervision; Iran had refused those conditions. Some officials held out hope that U.S. bombing will change Iran's calculus and force its leaders to negotiate on the full dismantlement of the nuclear program. In the short term, however, they predicted that Iran will resort to asymmetric warfare, deploying cyberattacks and other operations that could potentially draw the United States further into the conflict.

Retired General Joseph Votel, who served as the commander of U.S. Central Command during the Obama and first Trump administrations, told us that the United States will now employ aerial surveillance, mapping, and signals intelligence to assess the damage to Iranian nuclear sites.

"It's not as great as putting your own eyeballs on it," Votel said, "but it's pretty good."

Trump's announcement of U.S. strikes on Saturday evening came about 90 minutes after the White House told reporters following the president that there would be no more news for the night and that they could go home. European leaders were meeting with an Iranian delegation as recently as Friday, in an effort to further negotiations. It was not clear whether the United States had told even its closest allies that, all the while, Trump had already made up his mind to strike.

Precisely what convinced Trump that Iran was close to making a weapon remains mysterious. For years, including when Trump was last in office, the U.S. intelligence community has publicly stated that Iran is not trying to build a nuclear weapon. Director of National Intelligence Tulsi Gabbard reiterated that bottom-line conclusion during congressional testimony in March.

But Trump dismissed her statement and the information behind it. "She's wrong," Trump told reporters on Friday, days after he had already made the decision to bomb Iranian nuclear facilities. Iran had gathered "a tremendous amount of material," he continued, apparently referring to the enriched uranium necessary to create a bomb. Earlier in the week, Trump had said that he thought Iran was "very close to having" weapons.

The U.S. intelligence community had also said that Iran was enriching uranium that could potentially be used in a weapon, and was stockpiling highly enriched uranium far in excess of what would be needed for a civilian energy program.

But crucially, U.S. intelligence agencies had long ago determined that Iran's supreme leader had suspended the weapons program in 2003. Enriching nuclear material is just one component of a weapon. A nuclear warhead has to be fitted onto a ballistic missile capable of surviving reentry into Earth's atmosphere and landing on its target--not a trivial feat of engineering.

In an apparent attempt to make U.S. intelligence analysis adhere more closely to Trump's own judgments, Gabbard said on Friday that her comments before Congress that Iran was not trying to build a weapon had been deliberately misinterpreted by "dishonest media."

"America has intelligence that Iran is at the point that it can produce a nuclear weapon within weeks to months, if they decide to finalize the assembly," she said in a post on X. She offered no additional information to explain that conclusion.

In a statement after the U.S. strikes, Senator Mark Warner of Virginia, the top Democrat on the Senate Intelligence Committee, argued that Trump had made his decision "without regard to the consistent conclusions of the intelligence community."

Trump had fervently hoped for a negotiated deal but had also been convinced that Iran had never been weaker and would not be able to retaliate in a meaningful way, two people familiar with the matter told us.

"Iran was in trouble," one said, "and now was the moment to pounce."
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The United States Bombed Iran. What Comes Next?

President Trump is taking an enormous risk.

by Tom Nichols




President Donald Trump has done what he swore he would not do: involve the United States in a war in the Middle East. His supporters will tie themselves in knots (as Vice President J. D. Vance did last week) trying to jam the square peg of Trump's promises into the round hole of his actions. And many of them may avoid calling this "war" at all, even though that's what Trump himself called it tonight. They will want to see it as a quick win against an obstinate regime that will eventually declare bygones and come to the table. But whether bombing Iran was a good idea or a bad idea--and it could turn out to be either, or both--it is war by any definition of the term, and something Trump had vowed he would avoid.

So what's next? Before considering the range of possibilities, it's important to recognize how much we cannot know at this moment. The president's statement tonight was a farrago of contradictions: He said, for example, that the main Iranian nuclear sites were "completely and totally obliterated"--but it will take time to assess the damage, and he has no way of knowing this. He claimed that the Iranian program has been destroyed--but added that there are still "many targets" left. He said that Iran could suffer even more in the coming days--but the White House has reportedly assured Iran through back channels that these strikes were, basically, a one-and-done, and that no further U.S. action is forthcoming.

(In a strange moment, Trump added: "I want to just say, we love you, God, and we love our great military." Presidents regularly ask God to bless the American nation and its military forces--as Trump did in his next utterance--but it was a bit unnerving to see a commander in chief order a major military action and then declare how much "we" love the Creator.)

Only one outcome is certain: Hypocrisy in the region and around the world will reach galactic levels as nations wring their hands and silently pray that the B-2s carrying the bunker-buster bombs did their job.

Beyond that, the most optimistic view is that the introduction of American muscle into this war will produce a humiliating end to Iran's long-standing nuclear ambitions, enable more political disorder in Iran, and finally create the conditions for the fall of the mullahs. This may have been the Israeli plan from the start: Despite Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's warnings about the imminence of an Iranian nuclear-weapons capability and the need to engage in preemption, this was a preventive war. The Israelis could not destroy sites such as Fordow without the Americans. Israeli military actions suggest that Netanyahu was trying to increase the chances of regime change in Tehran while making a side bet on dragging Trump into the fray and outsourcing the tougher nuclear targets to the United States.

The very worst outcome is the polar opposite of the optimistic case. In this bleak alternative, the Air Force either didn't find, or couldn't destroy, all of the key parts of the Iranian program; the Iranians then try to sprint across the finish line to a bomb. In the meantime, Tehran lashes out against U.S. targets in the region and closes the Strait of Hormuz. The Iranian opposition fades in importance as angry Iranian citizens take their government's part.

One dangerous possibility in this pessimistic scenario is that the Iranians do real damage to American assets or kill a number of U.S. servicepeople, and Trump, confused and enraged, tries to widen his war against a country more than twice the size of Iraq.

Perhaps the most likely outcome, however, is more mixed. The Iranian program may not be completely destroyed, but if the intelligence was accurate and the bombers hit their targets, Tehran's nuclear clock has likely been set back years. (This in itself is a good thing; whether it is worth the risks Trump has taken is another question.) The Iranian people will likely rally around the flag and the regime, but the real question is whether that effect will last.

The Iranian regime will be wounded but will likely survive; the nuclear program will be delayed but will likely continue; the region will become more unstable but is unlikely to erupt into a full-blown war involving the United States.

But plenty of wild cards are in the deck.

First, as strategists and military planners always warn, the "enemy gets a vote." The Iranians may respond in ways the U.S. does not expect. The classic war-gaming mistake is to assume that your opponent will respond in ways that fit nicely with your own plans and capabilities. But the Iranians have had a long time to think about this eventuality; they may have schemes ready that the U.S. has not foreseen. (Why not spread around radiological debris, for example, and then blame the Americans for a near-disaster?) Trump has issued a warning to Iran not to react, but what might count as "reacting"?

Second, we cannot know the subsequent effects of an American attack. For now, other Middle Eastern regimes may be relieved to see Iran's nuclear clock turned back. But if the Iranian regime survives and continues even a limited nuclear program, those same nations may sour on what they will see as an unsuccessful plan hatched in Jerusalem and carried out by Washington.

Diplomacy elsewhere will likely suffer. The Russians have been pounding Ukraine with even greater viciousness than usual all week and now may wave away the last of Trump's feckless attempts to end the war. Other nations might see American planes flying over Iran and think that the North Koreans had the right idea all along: assemble a few crude nuclear weapons as fast as you can to deter further attempts to end your regime.

Finally, the chances for misperception and accidents are now higher than they were yesterday. In 1965, the United States widened the war in Southeast Asia after two purported attacks from North Vietnam; the Americans were not sure at the time whether both of these attacks had actually happened, and as it turns out, one of them probably had not. The Middle East, moreover, is full of opportunities for screwups and mistakes: If Trump continues action against Iran, he will need excellent intelligence and tight organization at the Pentagon.

And this is where the American strikes were really a gamble: They were undertaken by a White House national-security team staffed by unqualified appointees, some of whom--including the director of national intelligence and the secretary of defense himself--Trump has reportedly frozen out of his inner circle. (Given that those positions are held by Tulsi Gabbard and Pete Hegseth, respectively, it is both terrifying and a relief to know that they may have little real influence.) The American defense and intelligence communities are excellent, but they can function for only so long without competent leadership.
 
 Trump has had preternatural luck as president: He has survived scandals, major policy failures, and even impeachment, events that would have ended other administrations.The American planes dropped their payloads and returned home safely. So he might skate past this war, even if it will be hard to explain to the MAGA faithful who believed him, as they always do, when he told them that he was the peace candidate. But perhaps the biggest and most unpredictable gamble Trump took in bombing Iran was sending American forces into harm's way in the Middle East with a team that was never supposed to be in charge of an actual war.
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        Pro-Palestine Activists Fell for Iran's Propaganda
        Ahmed Fouad Alkhatib

        Israel's attack on Iran has elicited a predictable response from groups that identify as "pro-Palestine." At protests in several Western cities--some merely anti-war or anti-interventionist, others explicitly anti-Zionist or pro-Iranian--people rushed to criticize the Israeli military action to prevent Tehran from acquiring nuclear weapons. In so doing, they offer succor to a ruthless theocratic regime that has ground its heel upon its own people and brought misery to the entire region for nearly h...

      

      
        Humanity Is Playing Nuclear Roulette
        Jeffrey Goldberg

        On October 27, 1962, the 12th day of the Cuban missile crisis, a bellicose and rattled Fidel Castro asked Nikita Khrushchev, his patron, to destroy America."I believe that the imperialists' aggressiveness makes them extremely dangerous," Castro wrote in a cable to Moscow, "and that if they manage to carry out an invasion of Cuba--a brutal act in violation of universal and moral law--then that would be the moment to eliminate this danger forever, in an act of the most legitimate self-defense. Howeve...

      

      
        A Cease-Fire Without a Conclusion
        Arash Azizi

        The U.S. attacks on Iranian nuclear sites this past weekend don't seem to have launched a new American forever war, as some critics feared they would. Instead, they may have helped conclude, if inconclusively, a brief hot war between Iran and Israel.Iran retaliated against the United States on Monday in a manner that has become typical by now: Before targeting a U.S. base in Qatar, Tehran gave enough advance notice to assure that no one was hurt. Shortly afterward, President Donald Trump made a s...

      

      
        The Problem With Trump's Cease-Fire
        Thomas Wright

        Last night, President Donald Trump announced a "total and complete" cease-fire between Israel and Iran. Iran's nuclear program, Trump said, had been "obliterated" and "totally destroyed" by the U.S. strikes, and Iran's retaliation was "very weak" and resulted in "hardly any damage."If the cease-fire holds, this episode would appear to mark a major foreign-policy victory for the president. But Trump may have made a crucial mistake that could bring about the very outcome that successive American pr...

      

      
        Five Ways Iran May Respond
        Uri Friedman

        "NOW IS THE TIME FOR PEACE!" Donald Trump posted on Truth Social right after the United States launched a bombing campaign against three sites crucial to the Iranian nuclear program.But Iran gets a vote on whether that time has indeed come, and its leaders are instead vowing "everlasting consequences." What happens next in this rapidly expanding war largely depends on what exactly Iran means by that.That's not easy to predict, because the next stage of the conflict now hinges on an Iran facing un...

      

      
        Questions From the Bomb Shelter
        Gershom Gorenberg

        Some dreams do come true.At night, I dream of the rising screech of sirens across Jerusalem, of running to a bomb shelter, of thinking wildly about my grown children elsewhere in Israel dashing through dark streets for safety as missiles whoosh overhead. I dream of distant booms that I hope are interceptions and not direct hits on apartment buildings.I wake to a chorus of sirens and to the harsh clack of the army's Home Front Command app on my phone, announcing how many minutes we have to seek co...

      

      
        'Everybody Knows Khamenei's Days Are Numbered'
        Arash Azizi

        America's Saturday-night attacks on Iran have amplified an ever more open debate in Tehran over the future of the country and whether Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei should remain in power.In the days leading up to the American intervention, a group of Iranian businessmen, political and military figures, and relatives of high-ranking clerics, two sources involved in the discussions told me, had begun hatching a plan for running Iran without Khamenei--whether in the event of the 86-year-old l...

      

      
        What Iran Knows About Trump
        David Frum

        President Donald Trump is being pulled toward war in the Middle East by his predator's eye for a victim's weakness and his ego's need to claim the work of others as his own. But since his "unconditional surrender" social-media post on Tuesday, other Trump instincts have asserted themselves: above all, his fear of responsibility.Trump enjoys wielding power. He flinches from accountability. Days ago, Trump seemed to hunger for entry into Israel's war. A dramatic victory seemed poised to tumble into...

      

      
        American Democracy Might Not Survive a War With Iran
        Robert Kagan

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.The current debate over bombing Iran is surreal. To begin with, bombardment is unlikely to lead to a satisfactory outcome. If history has shown one thing, it is that achieving a lasting resolution by bombing alone is almost impossible. There was a reason the United States sent ground forces into Iraq in 2003, and it was not to plant democracy. It was that American officials believed they could not solve the...

      

      
        Venezuela Is Open for Investment*
        Gisela Salim-Peyer

        The end of Nicolas Maduro's vicious dictatorship, many people can agree, would be a good thing. Millions of Venezuelans certainly want it; various members of the Trump administration have said they want it, too. The European Parliament passed a resolution urging world leaders to support Venezuela's opposition to Maduro as a "moral duty." And yet, leaders of that opposition have felt the need to come up with a more persuasive message: Helping Venezuela's democratic cause is not just about doing th...

      

      
        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 ...

      

      
        'This War Is Not Helping Us'
        Arash Azizi

        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 oppor...
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Pro-Palestine Activists Fell for Iran's Propaganda

Western supporters would do well to note how Tehran's policy has left the Palestinian cause in ruins.

by Ahmed Fouad Alkhatib




Israel's attack on Iran has elicited a predictable response from groups that identify as "pro-Palestine." At protests in several Western cities--some merely anti-war or anti-interventionist, others explicitly anti-Zionist or pro-Iranian--people rushed to criticize the Israeli military action to prevent Tehran from acquiring nuclear weapons. In so doing, they offer succor to a ruthless theocratic regime that has ground its heel upon its own people and brought misery to the entire region for nearly half a century.

By backing various regimes and militias in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Yemen, and Gaza, the Islamic Republic of Iran has been responsible, directly or indirectly, for the death of hundreds of thousands of Arab and Muslim people in the conflicts it has fomented. Iranian meddling in the region has provided Arab dictators such as Syria's Bashar al-Assad with both the moral and material means to suppress dissent, crush reform, and extend their autocratic rule. The pro-Palestine messaging ignores the fact that a nuclear-armed Iran would be far more belligerent and dangerous than the regime already has been for the past three decades.

For the pro-Palestine lobby to take at face value Tehran's claim to lead an "Axis of Resistance" against Israel is at best naive, and at worst malignant in a way that can only be described as anti-Semitic. It means accepting that the Islamic Republic's eliminationist rhetoric about Israel has made it a legitimate advocate for the Palestinian cause. These pro-Palestine voices seem oblivious of the fact that the Palestinian national project for independence and statehood is in ruins, thanks in large part to Iranian influence.

Uri Friedman: How Israel could be changing Iran's nuclear calculus

Back in the 1990s, Iran's Revolutionary Guard Corps and political leadership worked to undermine the Oslo peace process by inciting Hamas's opposition to any settlement that would have led to a two-state solution. Later, they encouraged Palestinian Islamic Jihad and Hamas to carry out suicide bombings inside Israel. Beginning in 2005, Iran increased its arms shipments to Hamas, enabling the group to seize control of Gaza in 2007 and turn it into a one-party Islamist statelet. Iran also financed Hamas's construction of tunnels in Gaza and provided the group with missile technology, funneled via the smuggling networks that Iran effectively sponsored in Egypt's Sinai Peninsula.

Iranian support for terrorism also benefited from Hamas's Qatari financing, which propped up the group's tenure as the government of Gaza. This arrangement also had the tacit assent of Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, because the Islamist-controlled enclave helped keep the Palestinian national movement divided and block any progress toward a two-state solution. In this respect, the backing that Hamas received from the mullahs of Tehran aligned with Netanyahu's security policy--a fact that the pro-Palestine voices expressing solidarity with Iran might do well to reflect on.

Iran's pro-Palestine posture was entirely instrumental. It never cared about any of the Middle East's Muslim or Arab peoples as such. Instead, it used their causes solely as a means to exert influence and build a network of proxy forces in the region. Tehran's realpolitik surfaced memorably in 2011 when Hamas sided with Syrian protesters against Assad; Iran was furious at this affront to its Syrian asset, and cut off Hamas's funding until after it reestablished relations with the Damascus dictatorship.

I realize that many people in the West are furious about what Israel has been doing in Gaza since Hamas's abhorrent attack on October 7, 2023. Israel had a right to self-defense against that incursion and the atrocities perpetrated against its citizens. Yet, in the nearly two years since then, the brutality and intensity of Israel's military campaign in the Gaza Strip have mobilized opposition around the world. I, too, feel sadness and anger about the remorseless violence: Israel's war in Gaza has killed members of both my immediate and my extended family.

Too often, however, I see that harsh criticism of Israel fails to pin blame on the current Netanyahu-led government, which is loathed by a large number of Israelis, and devolves into delegitimization of the Jewish state itself. This inability to distinguish between Netanyahu's far-right coalition and other trends in Israeli politics does a profound disservice to the pro-Palestine cause because it gives credence to Tehran's cynical posture as a Palestinian champion.

The Islamic Republic of Iran will never cease its meddling in the Palestinian issue, because Tehran needs the conflict to feed its propaganda machine. The reality is that a secure, stable, independent Palestine will remain a remote possibility as long as the Islamic Republic exists in its current form and is allowed to maintain its pro-Palestine pose. Only by calling out this evil regime and distancing from it can the pro-Palestine movement hope to be effective.

Read: The case for Palestinian pragmatism

The pro-Palestine lobby would do better to take its cues from the regime's internal opponents, the brave Iranian people who have, in successive waves of a popular movement for reform and freedom, protested their violent, repressive government. The partisans of the Palestinian cause should stop to ask themselves how else Israel's intelligence agencies would have been able to gather the kind of information that has led to its stunning military success in the opening hours of the war. Many Iranians inside Iran today view Israel as their only hope of overthrowing the mullahs. Unfortunately, but understandably, many Iranians have come to resent the Palestinian cause--precisely because the regime has used it as a pretext to squander the country's precious resources on its militia proxies in the name of fighting Israel.

Ultimately, the Iranian people should be the ones to decide their nation's future. This war, which may not be truly over despite the current cease-fire, must avoid the error of mission creep by keeping its focus solely on eliminating Tehran's nuclear program and military capacity to destabilize the region. Confronting the Iranian regime need not repeat Iraq in 2003; at present, the United States seems mindful of that risk.

What onlookers in the West should know is that the Islamic Republic is no true friend of Palestine. The misguided slogans of anti-Israel leftists and overzealous social-justice activists that echo the Iranian regime's anti-Zionist talking points do nothing but harm the Palestinian cause. They are a form of sabotage, not solidarity. Cheering Iranian missiles as they cause death and harm in Israel is no way to advance the Palestinian people's just aspirations for freedom, dignity, and self-determination.
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Humanity Is Playing Nuclear Roulette

The contours of World War III are visible in the conflicts between Russia and Ukraine, India and Pakistan, and now Israel and Iran.

by Jeffrey Goldberg




On October 27, 1962, the 12th day of the Cuban missile crisis, a bellicose and rattled Fidel Castro asked Nikita Khrushchev, his patron, to destroy America.

"I believe that the imperialists' aggressiveness makes them extremely dangerous," Castro wrote in a cable to Moscow, "and that if they manage to carry out an invasion of Cuba--a brutal act in violation of universal and moral law--then that would be the moment to eliminate this danger forever, in an act of the most legitimate self-defense. However harsh and terrible the solution, there would be no other."

We exist today because Khrushchev rejected Castro's demand. It was Khrushchev, of course, who brought the planet to the threshold of extinction by placing missiles in Cuba, but he had underestimated the American response to the threat. Together with his adversary, John F. Kennedy, he lurched his way toward compromise. "In your cable of October 27 you proposed that we be the first to carry out a nuclear strike against the enemy's territory," Khrushchev responded. "Naturally you understand where that would lead us. It would not be a simple strike, but the start of a thermonuclear world war. Dear Comrade Fidel Castro, I find your proposal to be wrong, even though I understand your reasons."

Castro was 36 years old during the missile crisis. He was 84 when I met him, in Havana, in late summer 2010. He was in semiretirement, though he was still Cuba's indispensable man. I spent a week with him, discussing, among other things, the Nuclear Age and its diabolical complexities. He still embraced the cruel dogmas of Communist revolution, but he was also somewhat reflective about his mistakes. I was deeply curious about his October 27 cable, and I put this question to him: "At a certain point it seemed logical for you to recommend that the Soviets bomb the U.S. Does what you recommended still seem logical now?" His answer: "After I've seen what I've seen, and knowing what I know now, it wasn't worth it."

Read: Jeffrey Goldberg discusses Israel and Iran with Fidel Castro

The problem with wisdom is that it tends to come slowly, if it comes at all. As a species, we are not particularly skilled at making time-pressured, closely reasoned decisions about matters of life and death. The sociobiologist E. O. Wilson described the central problem of humanity this way: "We have Paleolithic emotions, medieval institutions, and godlike technology." The main challenge of the 80 years since the Trinity atomic test has been that we do not possess the cognitive, spiritual, and emotional capabilities necessary to successfully manage nuclear weapons without the risk of catastrophic failure. Khrushchev and Castro both made terrifying mistakes of analysis and interpretation during the missile crisis. So, too, did several of Kennedy's advisers, including General Curtis LeMay, the Air Force chief of staff, who argued that a naval blockade of Cuba, unaccompanied by the immediate bombing of missile sites, was "almost as bad as the appeasement at Munich."

Today, the Global Operations Center of the U.S. Strategic Command, which oversees America's nuclear forces, is housed in an Offutt Air Force Base building named for LeMay. This decision has always struck me as an indirect endorsement by America's nuclear establishment of the bias toward action embodied by the sometimes-Strangelovian LeMay. Bias toward action is an all-purpose phrase, but I first heard it in the context of nuclear warfare many years ago from Bruce Blair, a scholar of nonproliferation and a former Air Force missile-launch officer. It means that the nuclear-decision-making scripts that presidents are meant to follow in a crisis assume that Russia (or other adversaries) will attempt to destroy American missiles while they are still in their silos. The goal of nuclear-war planners has traditionally been to send those missiles on their way before they can be neutralized--in the parlance of nuclear planning, to "launch on warning."

Many of the men who served as president since 1945 have been shocked to learn about the impossibly telescoped time frame in which they have to decide whether to launch. The issue is not one of authority--presidents are absolute nuclear monarchs, and they can do what they wish with America's nuclear weapons (please see Tom Nichols's article "The President's Weapon"). The challenge, as George W. Bush memorably put it, is that a president wouldn't even have time to get off the "crapper" before having to make a launch decision, a decision that could be based on partial, contradictory, or even false information. Ronald Reagan, when he assumed the presidency, was said to have been shocked that he would have as little as six minutes to make a decision to launch. Barack Obama thought that it was madness to expect a president to make such a decision--the most important that would ever be made by a single person in all of human history--in a matter of minutes.

We are living through one of the more febrile periods of the nuclear era. The contours of World War III are visible in the Russian invasion of Ukraine. Russia has been aided by Iran and North Korea and opposed by Europe and, for the time being, the United States. Pakistan and India, two nuclear states, recently fought a near-war; Iran, which has for decades sought the destruction of Israel through terrorism and other means, has seen its nuclear sites come under attack by Israel and the United States, in what could be termed an act of nonproliferation by force; North Korea continues to expand its nuclear arsenal, and South Korea and Japan, as Ross Andersen details elsewhere in this issue, are considering going nuclear in response.

Humans will need luck to survive this period. We have been favored by fortune before, and not only during the Cuban missile crisis. Over the past 80 years, humanity has been saved repeatedly by individuals who possessed unusually good judgment in situations of appalling stress. Two in particular--Stanislav Petrov and John Kelly--spring to my mind regularly, for different reasons. Petrov is worth understanding because, under terrible pressure, he responded skeptically to an attack warning, quite possibly saving the planet. Kelly did something different, but no less difficult: He steered an unstable president away from escalation and toward negotiation.

In September 1983, Petrov was serving as the duty officer at a Soviet command center when its warning system reported that the United States had launched five missiles at Soviet targets. Relations between the U.S. and the U.S.S.R. were tense; just three weeks earlier, the Soviets had shot down a civilian South Korean airliner. Petrov defied established protocols governing such an alert and declared the launch warning to be false. He understood that the detection system was new and only partially tested. He also knew that Soviet doctrine held that an American attack, should it come, would be overwhelming, and not a mere five missiles. He reported to his superiors that he believed the attack warning to be a mistake, and he prevented a nuclear exchange between the two superpowers by doing so. (Later, it was determined that a Soviet satellite had mistakenly interpreted the interplay between clouds and the sun over Montana and North Dakota as missile launches.)

John Kelly, the retired four-star Marine general who served as White House chief of staff for part of Donald Trump's first term, is known for his Sisyphean labors on behalf of order in an otherwise anarchic decision-making environment. Kelly, during his 17 months as chief of staff, understood that Trump was particularly dangerous on matters of national security. Trump was ignorant of world affairs, Kelly believed, and authoritarian by instinct. Kelly experienced these flaws directly in 2017, when Trump regularly insulted the North Korean leader, Kim Jong Un, who was widely regarded as inexperienced and unstable himself. After North Korea threatened "physical action" against its enemies, Trump said, "They will be met with fire and fury and frankly power, the likes of which this world has never seen before."

Read: John Kelly finally lets loose on Trump

Kelly repeatedly warned Trump that such language could cause Kim, eager to prove his bona fides to the senior generals around him, to overreact by attacking South Korea. But Trump continued, tweeting: "Military solutions are now fully in place, locked and loaded, should North Korea act unwisely. Hopefully Kim Jong Un will find another path!" Kim later responded by firing missiles over Japan and calling Trump a "mentally deranged U.S. dotard."

According to reporting in Michael S. Schmidt's book, Donald Trump v. The United States: Inside the Struggle to Stop a President, Kelly told Trump, "You're pushing him to prove he's a man. If you push him into a corner, he may strike out. You don't want to box him in." Schmidt wrote, "The president of the United States had no appreciation for the fact that he could bring the country not just to the brink of a war at any moment--but a nuclear war that could easily escalate into the most dangerous one in world history." Kelly realized that his warnings to Trump weren't penetrating, so he played, instead, on Trump's insecurities, and on his need to be a hero, or, at the very least, a salesman. "No president since North Korea became a communist dictatorship has ever tried to reach out," Kelly told Trump, according to Schmidt. "No president has tried to reason with this guy--you're a big dealmaker, why don't you do that."

Kelly's diversion worked: Trump quickly became enamored of the idea that he would achieve a history-making rapprochement with North Korea. Kelly understood that such a deal was far-fetched, but the pursuit of a chimera would cause Trump to stop threatening nuclear war.

Trump remains an unstable leader in a world far more unstable than it was during his first term. No president has ever been anything close to a perfect steward of America's national security and its nuclear arsenal, but Trump is less qualified than almost any previous leader to manage a nuclear crisis. (Only the late-stage, frequently inebriated Richard Nixon was arguably more dangerous.) Trump is highly reactive, sensitive to insult, and incurious. It is unfair to say that he is likely to wake up one morning and decide to use nuclear weapons--he has spoken intermittently about his loathing of such weapons, and of war more generally--but he could very easily mismanage his way, again, into an escalatory spiral.

From the November 1947 issue: Albert Einstein on avoiding atomic war

The successful end of the Cold War caused many people to believe that the threat of nuclear war had receded. It has historically been difficult to get people to think about the unthinkable. In an article for this magazine in 1947, Albert Einstein explained:

The public, having been warned of the horrible nature of atomic warfare, has done nothing about it, and to a large extent has dismissed the warning from its consciousness. A danger that cannot be averted had perhaps better be forgotten; or a danger against which every possible precaution has been taken also had probably better be forgotten.

We forget at our peril. We forget that 80 years after the world-changing summer of 1945, Russia and the United States alone possess enough nuclear firepower to destroy the world many times over; we forget that China is becoming a near-peer adversary of the U.S.; we forget that the history of the Nuclear Age is filled with near misses, accidents, and wild misinterpretations of reality; and we forget that most humans aren't quite as creative, independent-minded, and perspicacious as Stanislav Petrov and John Kelly.

Most of all, we forget the rule articulated by the mathematician and cryptologist Martin Hellman: that the only way to survive Russian roulette is to stop playing.



This article appears in the August 2025 print edition with the headline "Nuclear Roulette." When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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A Cease-Fire Without a Conclusion

Iran's regime has proved resilient, even in its toughest hour.

by Arash Azizi




The U.S. attacks on Iranian nuclear sites this past weekend don't seem to have launched a new American forever war, as some critics feared they would. Instead, they may have helped conclude, if inconclusively, a brief hot war between Iran and Israel.

Iran retaliated against the United States on Monday in a manner that has become typical by now: Before targeting a U.S. base in Qatar, Tehran gave enough advance notice to assure that no one was hurt. Shortly afterward, President Donald Trump made a statement thanking Iran for the warning--and then announced a cease-fire between Iran and Israel. "God Bless You Both!" Trump proclaimed on Truth Social to the two antagonists, just a day after having publicly considered pursuing regime change in Tehran.

This was not, of course, the end of the story. Iran and Israel fired ferociously at each other in the final few hours before the cease-fire was to take hold. The timing of that cease-fire was the source of some confusion, because there had been no formal agreement between Iran and Israel, just a general understanding. Trump scolded Israel for its attacks on Iran and then complained that the two countries don't "know what the fuck they're doing."

Both Iran and Israel have come away with some small victories, but the big ones have eluded them. Israel once again demonstrated the jaw-dropping extent of its intelligence penetration of Iran, which allowed it to find and kill several high-ranking military leaders and nuclear scientists. But even with the American participation it long coveted, Israel failed to destroy Iran's nuclear program fully or take away its stockpile of highly enriched uranium. Hundreds of Israeli civilians were injured in Iranian attacks, many homes were destroyed, and a few dozen civilians were killed, including five who perished in an Iranian attack on Beersheba minutes before the cease-fire took effect.

For its part, Iran's regime proved resilient, even at the toughest hour of its history. Fantasies about the strikes igniting a popular uprising that would overthrow the regime proved empty. But the Islamic Republic was badly battered and humiliated. It lost control of its airspace, such that even its diplomats could travel only with permission from Israel. And the war's shock to the Iranian system could still help spell doom for Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei.

Read: 'Everybody knows Khamenei's days are numbered'

The 86-year-old leader, still apparently being kept out of public view, came across as inept. That the war happened at all is a testament to the failure of his policies. Khamenei has kept the chants of "Death to America" and "Death to Israel" going for decades. But when Iran finally got into a direct confrontation with Israel, most of the dying was done by Iranian civilians. In the past two weeks, Iranian society showed a remarkable degree of social solidarity. This should not be confused with political support for the regime. On the contrary, many Iranians cursed the regime that had gotten them into this conflict.

A factional battle continues to rage within the Iranian political elite. Ever since 2002, when the Iranian nuclear program was revealed to the world, some elements inside the regime have sought to solve the resulting crisis through normalization with the West and integration with the global economy. These factions understand that getting sanctions lifted means compromising on the country's nuclear program, and that improving relations with the West requires ending the hostile rhetoric and support for anti-Israeli militias. The pragmatists have reason to hope that the Israeli and American bombardment will ultimately strengthen their position by having shown the futility and destructiveness of Khamenei's antagonism.

But other parts of the Islamic Republic remain committed to rejectionism. Upon attacking the U.S. base in Qatar, the Iranian armed forces issued a statement declaring the country's goals to be the expulsion of American forces from the region and the "eradication of the cancerous tumor of Zion." Such extreme slogans do not match the caution of Iran's military actions. But the rhetorical hostility is deeply ingrained in the regime. For years, Iran threatened America and Israel with destruction but avoided getting into a direct war with either of them. Now it has experienced a fight with these enemies and may be forced to rethink its belligerent posture.

Read: Five ways Iran may respond

That hasn't happened yet for some Iranian hard-liners, who are attacking the country's foreign minister, Abbas Araghchi, for accepting a cease-fire. "Iran doesn't need a ceasefire but to continue the resistance until it eradicates the Zionist regime," Soodeh Najafi, a Tehran city councilor, wrote on X. "Israel's defeat is definite and real peace will only come from its disappearance."

Other hard-liners are pushing Iran to stop cooperating with the International Atomic Energy Agency. Doing so would suggest that Tehran was pursuing a nuclear-weapons program in earnest. Saeed Jalili, a former national security adviser, has called on Iran to leave the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, which would amount to the same thing. Hard-liners dominate the Parliament and could pass a bill with that aim.

The Iranian Parliament remains a marginal institution, and extremists such as Najafi and Jalili have limited influence on Iranian policy for the moment. But they do carry special weight within the security apparatus, and they could encourage it to lash out at ordinary Iranians. Hard-liners are already threatening "traitors," meaning anyone critical of the regime, with punishment. Many Iranians now fear that the regime will crack down on them to show its strength and ensure its stability after the Israeli and American attacks.

If the cease-fire holds, however, the U.S. and Israel may seek to bring a weakened Iran back into talks about imposing limits on its nuclear program. Iran will need to decide what sort of diplomacy to pursue, given the damage its nuclear sites have suffered. Israel has shown that it can secure dominion over Iranian skies; Trump has shown that he won't hesitate to use American force on Iranian soil. As Iran decides on its next move, it will be painfully aware of what the alternatives to negotiations can be.
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The Problem With Trump's Cease-Fire

Abandoning diplomacy could make Iranian nuclear progress harder to stop.

by Thomas Wright




Last night, President Donald Trump announced a "total and complete" cease-fire between Israel and Iran. Iran's nuclear program, Trump said, had been "obliterated" and "totally destroyed" by the U.S. strikes, and Iran's retaliation was "very weak" and resulted in "hardly any damage."

If the cease-fire holds, this episode would appear to mark a major foreign-policy victory for the president. But Trump may have made a crucial mistake that could bring about the very outcome that successive American presidents have sought to prevent: an Iranian nuclear weapon.

The problem is that the cease-fire is not linked to a diplomatic agreement with Iran on the future of its nuclear program. Trump apparently sees no need for further negotiation, because the military strikes were, to him, an unqualified success. But as the chair of the Joint Chiefs of Staff said on Sunday morning, assessing the damage to the sites will take some time. A preliminary assessment from the Defense Intelligence Agency found that the strikes had failed to destroy some core components of the nuclear program, CNN reported today.

Read: The true impact of Trump's strike on Iran

If parts of the program survived, or if Iran stockpiled and hid enriched uranium in advance of the strikes, then Tehran's next steps seem clear. It will end cooperation with the International Atomic Energy Agency and withdraw from the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. Without eyes and ears on the ground, the international community will lose the ability to monitor Iran's program. Iran could then choose to build a bomb covertly.

There is a worrisome parallel here to North Korea, which ended cooperation with the IAEA, pulled out of the NPT, and slowly resumed production of highly enriched uranium. A few years later, Pyongyang tested a nuclear device, much to everyone's surprise.

The Iranian regime may conclude that withdrawing from the NPT is its most effective form of retaliation. At the start of the Trump administration, the Islamic Republic was in its weakest position since coming to power in 1979, because of its own catastrophic choices. On October 8, 2023--the day after Hamas attacked Israel--Hezbollah, Iran's proxy force in Lebanon, joined the war against Israel at a low level. Within a year, Israel had decimated the Lebanese militia. Since then, Israel has significantly weakened Hamas, and another Iranian ally, Syria's leader, Bashar al-Assad, was toppled by local militias. Iran launched two massive air attacks on Israel in 2024--in April and October--with the clear intent of killing hundreds, if not thousands, of Israelis. The United States led a regional coalition to shoot down practically all of Iran's missiles, and Israeli counterstrikes destroyed much of Iran's air defenses.

Tehran has been left with no good options for retaliating against the Israeli and American strikes that just took place. If it seeks to kill large numbers of Americans, either in assaults on U.S. bases or by carrying out a terrorist attack in the United States, it will risk enraging Trump and drawing the U.S. into a prolonged conflict that could threaten the regime. Iran could try to close the Strait of Hormuz, but sustaining that would be difficult given Tehran's shortage of missile launchers and vessels, and the likelihood of a significant international response. And if it expands the war to Saudi Arabia, Iran will just be bringing more enemies into the fray.

Hunkering down, buying time, and perhaps building a nuclear weapon is a much more viable option by comparison.

Tom Nichols: The United States bombed Iran. What comes next?

So long as Iran is a member of the NPT, it has a commitment to allow the IAEA access to its nuclear sites for inspections and a framework under which to accept strict limits on its uranium-enrichment program. If it withdraws, none of that will be enforceable. A robust diplomatic deal was preferable to a military strike because it would have provided a verifiable way of permanently preventing Iran from developing a nuclear weapon rather than a temporary reprieve.

Iran's weak position before the air assault gave the United States enormous diplomatic leverage, and Trump had been pursuing such a deal. Exactly why that fell apart isn't known. Perhaps Israel acted militarily because it feared that a U.S.-Iran deal wouldn't fully dismantle Iran's nuclear program, or perhaps new intelligence about Iran's program came to light.

Regardless of the reason, once Israel acted, Trump was in a tough position. If he didn't follow suit, Iran's deeply buried Fordo facility could survive largely intact, and Iran might make a dash for the bomb. If he did act, the United States could get dragged into a protracted war without a clearly defined end goal.

Trump sought to address these dangers by ordering precise strikes on Fordo, Natanz, and Isfahan and then almost immediately leaning on Israel to accept a cease-fire so that the United States would not get drawn into a forever war. But the primary risk of the military option remains: If it was not completely successful, Iran could withdraw from the NPT and make the decision to build nuclear weapons.

Trump could have managed that risk by telling the public that although the strikes appeared to have been successful, fully ascertaining their results would take time. He could then have insisted on a week-long cease-fire for the purpose of concluding a diplomatic agreement with Iran--one that would have insisted on limits to Iran's nuclear program and continued access for the IAEA, whose inspectors remain in Iran but have not been admitted into nuclear sites. Given the likely damage done to the program, he could have afforded to stop short of demanding full dismantlement and settled instead for strict limits on enrichment, as well as round-the-clock inspections with no expiration date.

But Trump took a very different path by declaring the problem fully solved and not using the moment of leverage to extract commitments from Tehran.

Read: Trump's two-week window for diplomacy was a smoke screen

Tensions between Washington and Jerusalem seem all but inevitable in the aftermath of this choice. Trump has made abundantly clear that he expects only one answer from the U.S. intelligence agencies now poring over the evidence to assess the extent of damage to Iran's nuclear program. Congressional intelligence committees may need to step up to get at the truth. Israel, meanwhile, has a pressing interest in finding out whether or not the strikes succeeded. If they didn't, and Iran is able to rebuild its program within a year or two, the Israeli government will presumably want to deal with that and not pretend that the strikes ended the threat for good.

Trump does have one means at his disposal for tacking back to diplomacy without fully reversing his position. The Obama-era nuclear deal had a provision, called "snapback," that allowed its signatories to reimpose United Nations Security Council sanctions on Iran without a Russian or Chinese veto should Tehran be found acting in violation of the agreement's constraints. The United States withdrew from that agreement in 2018, so it can't activate snapback--but France, Germany, and Britain are still signatories, and they have until October to make use of the clause.

The United States could continue to insist that Iran's nuclear program was completely destroyed and is no longer operable. This would make snapback more difficult to activate. But if Trump still wants a diplomatic deal, he can work with the Europeans to present Iran with a clear choice: If it agrees to inspections and strict limits on its program, it can have sanctions relief. If it doesn't, snapback will take effect. This may not be enough to persuade Iran to stay in the NPT. But without it or something like it, Trump may find himself confronted with a new Iranian nuclear crisis later in his term.
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Five Ways Iran May Respond

The history of the Islamic Republic illuminates how it may answer the U.S. strikes.

by Uri Friedman




"NOW IS THE TIME FOR PEACE!" Donald Trump posted on Truth Social right after the United States launched a bombing campaign against three sites crucial to the Iranian nuclear program.

But Iran gets a vote on whether that time has indeed come, and its leaders are instead vowing "everlasting consequences." What happens next in this rapidly expanding war largely depends on what exactly Iran means by that.

That's not easy to predict, because the next stage of the conflict now hinges on an Iran facing unprecedented circumstances. The Iranian regime is arguably more enfeebled and imperiled than it has been since the 1979 revolution ushered the Islamic Republic into existence. Even before Israel launched its sweeping military campaign against Iranian nuclear and military targets just over a week ago, it had dramatically degraded two of the three pillars of Iran's defenses: Tehran's regional network of proxy groups (such as Hamas in Gaza and Hezbollah in Lebanon) and its conventional military arsenal (assets like missiles, drones, and air defenses). Now Israel and the United States may have reduced the third pillar--the country's nuclear program and its position at the threshold of acquiring nuclear weapons--to smoldering ruins as well.

Read: 'Everybody knows Khamenei's days are numbered'

Given these conditions, past behavior by the Iranian regime may not be a reliable indicator of its future actions. Iran's leaders, for example, have developed a reputation for biding their time for months or even years before retaliating against foes, but the speed and scale at which their nuclear program and the regime itself are coming under threat may force their hand.

For Iran experts, the north-star assumption tends to be that the regime's overriding priority is ensuring its survival. Viewed through that prism, the Iranian government currently lives in the land of bad options. If Iran responds forcefully to the United States, it could enter an escalatory cycle with the world's leading military power and an archenemy already pummeling it, which in turn could endanger the regime. If Tehran responds in a limited manner or not at all, it could look weak in ways that could also endanger the regime from within (enraged hard-liners) or without (emboldened enemies).

"There are no good options, but Iran still has options," Sanam Vakil, an expert on Iran and the broader region at the think tank Chatham House, told me. She ticked off the goals of any Iranian retaliation: "Inflict pain. Transfer the costs of the war outside of Iran. Showcase resilience, survivability."

In my conversations with experts, five potential Iranian moves kept surfacing.

1. Close the Strait of Hormuz

Iran could take a big step and use its military to disrupt shipping or even seek to shut down commerce in the Strait of Hormuz, a crowded international waterway near southern Iran through which roughly one-fifth of the world's oil supply passes.

Indeed, in the hours after the U.S. strikes, the Iranian Parliament reportedly granted its support for such a measure, though Iran's leadership hasn't yet followed through with action along these lines.

Such a move would affect the global economy, driving down financial markets, driving up the price of oil, and inflicting steep costs on economies around the world. It would likely get the attention of the economic-minded American president.

But in addition to the fact that the U.S. military might contest such a move, the dispersed pain of this measure could ultimately make it an unattractive option for Iran. The economic shock would boomerang back to Iran, in addition to harming Iran's patron, oil-importing China, as well as oil-exporting Gulf Arab states. In recent years, Iran has been improving its relations with Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates--the Saudis even restored diplomatic ties with the Iranians in 2023. The Iranian regime will likely be wary of alienating partners at a time when it is so isolated and diminished.

2. Attack U.S. personnel or interests in the Middle East

Iran could also choose, either directly or through what remains of its regional proxy groups, to attack U.S. forces, bases, or other interests in the region.

That could include attacks on U.S. personnel or energy-related infrastructure based in Gulf countries allied with the United States, with the latter option serving as another way to induce economic shock. But Tehran's assessment here may be similar to its calculations regarding the Strait of Hormuz. If the Iranians hit targets in the Gulf, that could "bite the hand that feeds" Iran, Vakil told me. "They need the Gulf to play a de-escalation role and perhaps a broader regional stabilization role. I think they will try to protect their relationship with the Gulf at all costs."

Vakil deemed it more probable that Iran would strike U.S. targets in nearby countries that don't have close relations with Tehran, such as Iraq, Syria, and Bahrain, which hosts the headquarters of U.S. Naval Forces Central Command (NAVCENT).

If Iran were to take this approach, much would depend on whether its strikes are relatively restrained--essentially designed to claim that it has avenged the U.S. attack without provoking a major response from Washington--or whether it decides to go bigger, perhaps galvanized by the devastation wrought by the U.S. attacks and the U.S. government's sharp public messaging.

Read: Trump changed. The intelligence didn't.

"If the Iranians really strike all of the NAVCENT base in Bahrain," Jonathan Panikoff, a former U.S. deputy national-intelligence officer for the Near East who is now my colleague at the Atlantic Council, told me, they may "open up a world of hurt." Such an attack might embarrass Trump and spur him to make good on his threat in his address to the nation on Saturday evening to respond to Iran with even greater force. The United States could, for example, hit Iranian oil and gas facilities or other energy sites, army and navy targets, or even political and military leaders. The war in Iran could quickly metastasize into a regional conflict.

Consider, as one case study, what transpired after the United States killed the Iranian general Qassem Soleimani during the first Trump administration in 2020. Analysts predicted all sorts of potential Iranian retaliatory measures of various sizes and scales, but Iran ultimately opted for an intense but circumscribed missile attack on the Al-Asad Airbase in Iraq, resulting in no fatalities but more than 100 U.S. personnel with traumatic brain injuries. The Trump administration downplayed the attack and limited its response to imposing more economic sanctions on Iran, and the two countries even swapped messages via the Swiss embassy in Tehran to defuse tensions.

3. Attack U.S. personnel or interests beyond the Middle East

An even more escalatory approach would be for Iran to directly attack U.S. targets beyond the region, Panikoff noted, referencing countries such as Turkey, Pakistan, and Central Asian nations.

But he thinks such a move is "very unlikely" because the Iranians would be taking a "hugely retaliatory" step and inviting conflict with those countries. "Having an actual missile attack--say, into Pakistan against the U.S. embassy--would be devastating and shocking," Panikoff told me, adding that he could envision Iranian leaders doing this only if they believed that the end of their regime was near and they had "nothing to lose."

Alternatively, the Iranians could revert to more rudimentary, older-school practices of theirs such as directly executing terrorist attacks or sponsoring proxy-group terrorist attacks against U.S., Israeli, or Jewish targets around the world. That "would be a lower bar" for the Iranians, Panikoff said, and "is something to be worried about."

4. Dash toward a nuclear weapon

The Iranian regime could draw the lesson from its escalating war with Israel and the United States that only possession of a nuclear weapon can save it. Even before Israel's military operation, Iran seemed to be tentatively moving in the direction of trading its position on the brink of nuclear-weapons power for actual nuclear weapons, which appears to have contributed to the timing of Israel's campaign.

But although prior to the war Iran may have been capable of enriching uranium to 90 percent, or weapons-grade, within days or weeks, it was further away--perhaps months or more--from the capability of turning that weapons-grade uranium into a usable nuclear weapon. And now its nuclear program has been seriously degraded, though the extent of the damage isn't yet entirely clear: Iran may have retained its stockpile of enriched uranium. Any push for the bomb could also invite further economic sanctions and military operations against Iran. That makes a race for a nuclear bomb in the immediate aftermath of the U.S. strikes, with whatever resources it has left, unlikely, although Iran could take steps short of that such as seeking to develop and possibly use a crude nuclear device, scrambling to rebuild its nuclear program, or withdrawing from the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty.

Iran will emerge from this war with dead nuclear scientists and destroyed physical nuclear infrastructure, but what will persist in some form is the technical expertise that enabled it to enrich uranium to 60 percent, and that probably can be applied to further enriching the material to weapons-grade, because that isn't much of an additional leap. The longer-term threat of a nuclear Iran is unlikely to be wiped out as long as the current Iranian regime, or any like-minded or even harder-line one, remains in power.

5. Strike a nuclear deal with the United States

It may seem like the most improbable scenario, given the bellicosity of Iranian rhetoric, but another potential outcome is that Iran concludes that the regime will be existentially threatened by an escalatory spiral with a militarily superior Israel and the United States and that, beyond a muted response, its next move should be striking a new nuclear deal with the United States that results in the end of the war and the regime in Tehran still in place.

Read: The only Iran hawk is Trump

But this would require Iran to agree to U.S. conditions that it forswear any nuclear enrichment, to which Iran hasn't given any indication of being amenable. So for the moment, this outcome appears unlikely as well.

Iran may want to carefully calibrate its response to the U.S. strikes, but calibration in volatile conflicts isn't always possible.

The Iranian attack on U.S. forces in Iraq after Soleimani's killing five years ago may have been smaller than some anticipated, but it has still been described as "the largest ballistic-missile attack against Americans ever." Troops later recounted that one soldier in a shelter behind the base's blast walls was nearly blown up by the barrage. Frank McKenzie, then the commander of U.S. Central Command, has estimated that had he not ordered a partial evacuation of the airbase, an additional 100 to 150 Americans might have been wounded or killed.

If that had happened, the Trump administration might have responded much more forcefully, which in turn could have sparked further escalation from Iran. The effort to achieve a calibrated response might have produced a full-blown war. All actors in this current war now contemplating their next moves should keep that lesson in mind.
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Questions From the Bomb Shelter

The sirens keep going off in Jerusalem, but they aren't the only thing keeping me awake.

by Gershom Gorenberg




Some dreams do come true.

At night, I dream of the rising screech of sirens across Jerusalem, of running to a bomb shelter, of thinking wildly about my grown children elsewhere in Israel dashing through dark streets for safety as missiles whoosh overhead. I dream of distant booms that I hope are interceptions and not direct hits on apartment buildings.

I wake to a chorus of sirens and to the harsh clack of the army's Home Front Command app on my phone, announcing how many minutes we have to seek cover. Outside, running to the shelter, I see the red flash of rocket engines overhead and their long white trails, and I hear far-off explosions. After the all clear, I get texts from my children: "Safe." News flashes appear of buildings hit in other cities by Iranian missiles that evaded interception, and of the search for the wounded and dead.

I do not sleep again. Until dawn, I ask questions about why this is happening: Are the reasons we have been given for war true; can we possibly trust the people who gave those reasons; how in the world will this end?

Life is a warped jigsaw puzzle: The pieces of the normal and the abnormal do not fit together. The small grocery on the next street seems fully stocked; the air-conditioning works in my apartment; faucets give water. The streets have not been this quiet since the pandemic lockdowns. I take morning runs through my untouched neighborhood, with my map app set to show public bomb shelters. Sometimes a workout ends with a sprint for cover. A news site shows pictures of an apartment building in another town: The "before" image looks like my building, a 1950s housing project; "after" shows savaged concrete and the gaping squares of what were people's homes.

Everyone I know is sleepless because of the nighttime attacks. People who do not have bomb shelters or the reinforced rooms required by regulation in newer buildings camp out with friends or family members, if they can. Leaving Israel is virtually impossible, because all flights out have been canceled. In WhatsApp groups, friends trade long lists of suggestions for dealing with stress: dance and laugh with your family, breathe slowly, don't scarf sweets, stop doomscrolling war news an hour before bedtime (who are you kidding?). I receive a text message purporting to be from the Israeli military warning that terrorists will target bomb shelters, so people should stay away from them. A news item cautions citizens to ignore such digital warfare. As a journalist, I get repeated emails from the military censor, reminding me that the location of direct hits cannot be published, lest it help the enemy aim better.

Some people work from home; some are not working. Many are serving in the reserves, as they have, off and mostly on, since the other war started more than 600 days ago. The Israelis killed by missiles get less coverage, my daughter points out, than if they'd been killed in terror bombings during the Second Intifada. The dead in Tehran are only a number. The dead in Gaza--our soldiers, many more Palestinian civilians--have mostly been relegated to back pages. Mass protests demanding that Israel's government reach a deal with Hamas for the release of our hostages and the end of the war have stopped, because a missile could hit a crowd. Iran is the news.

That the unfinished war in Gaza has now barely become background is, itself, a reason to begin asking questions.

On June 12, media reports said a nighttime meeting of senior ministers would be held to discuss hostage-deal negotiations. Afterward, it emerged that the announced topic was a ruse, a diversion aimed at Iran. In reality, the ministers moved from the normal meeting room to a bunker, where they approved the attack.

Or, I ask: Is this new conflict itself a diversion from Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's war in Gaza, where he has promised but cannot deliver "absolute victory"?

Read: Netanyahu takes desperate measures

At 3 a.m. on June 13, sirens woke everyone in Israel. The Houthis again, I assumed. Just another single missile from Yemen that would be intercepted within 10 minutes, as has happened often over the past months. My wife and I ran for shelter, where we learned from news bulletins that Israel was bombing Iran. And yet, no missiles had been fired at Israel. The messages on the Home Front Command app, we realized once we had caught our breaths, warned only that we must be ready for Home Front Command instructions in case of an attack.

This was strange, as people around me noticed. Sirens normally sound only when missiles are on their way, when danger is immediate. At a press conference that first day, the army spokesperson explained that the aim was that citizens would "be alert and attentive" to instructions. This may be the full explanation. But trust in this government has been so strained that I consider other possibilities. I find myself wondering whether the oddly timed alert had a political origin, meant to create the sudden solidarity and support for fighting that sweeps a country when war begins.

At the outset of the Iran campaign, that support appeared to materialize. A survey conducted from the third to the fifth day found that 70 percent of Israelis favored the offensive. Prominent commentators repeated and expanded on Netanyahu's explanation: that "within a short amount of time" Iran could build nuclear weapons. "The knife is at [our] throat," one columnist wrote. "Israeli intelligence has uncovered the fact that Iran has begun the process of the 'breakthrough'" to creating a bomb.

I cannot dismiss this evaluation. If it's true, it's nightmarish. What if one of those warheads that hit Tel Aviv were nuclear?

But, lacking our own sources of data, we journalists cannot verify or challenge this claim. Governments publish or leak intelligence for political purposes, which may not require that what is made public offers a complete or true picture of what secretive agencies have uncovered. And even when an intelligence community is convinced of its conclusions, it can be mistaken. Americans need only recall the lead-up to the Iraq War in 2003. Israeli espionage obviously penetrated Iran to an extraordinary extent, as shown by the ability to locate Iranian generals. But this doesn't mean its evaluations of Iranian intent are accurate. The U.S. assessment that Iran was not on the verge of building a bomb is at least as questionable.

Regardless, the attack on Iran is under way. How long can Israel, already exhausted by the Gaza war, keep fighting on a new front? Would Netanyahu, who rejected Barack Obama's diplomatic agreement to stop Iran's nuclear effort, accept a new one? Without an accord, how long would it take Iran to rebuild, and create a nuclear weapon? Iran's air defenses have failed. Its stock of ballistic missiles did not deter Israel. For Tehran, a nuclear deterrent may have just grown all the more attractive. This danger did not end with the U.S. bombing of Iranian nuclear sites, including the deep-underground Fordo facility. Arms-control experts have warned that Iran already had a significant supply of highly enriched uranium, and Tehran has now threatened to withdraw openly from the Non-Proliferation Treaty.

Read: Israel plunges into darkness

I am turning over these questions not just because they are the unanswerable anxieties of war but because we Israelis have so many reasons to distrust the man who has led us here. Perhaps no one said it better than Benjamin Netanyahu himself, back in 2008. At that time, Prime Minister Ehud Olmert was under police investigation even as he was exploring peace talks with Syria. Netanyahu challenged Olmert's motives in a television interview: "We're talking about a prime minister who is up to his neck in investigations, and who doesn't have a public and moral mandate to decide such fateful matters for the state of Israel. There's a real concern ... that he will make decisions on the basis of his personal interest in political survival and not the national interest."

The same is now true of Netanyahu, who has refused to leave office despite being indicted in three corruption cases in 2019. His trial has dragged on for five years, and the prosecution finally began cross-examining him early this month. Because of the war with Iran, though, courts are holding only urgent hearings and the trial is on hold. Since the Hamas attack of October 7, Netanyahu has resisted public pressure for a judicial inquiry into the catastrophe. Last week, his government just barely survived a coalition crisis. These conditions hardly inspire confidence in his decision to drag the country into a potentially calamitous war.

These questions yield few answers so early in this war. But even without sirens wailing in dark hours, they would be enough to keep me awake.
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'Everybody Knows Khamenei's Days Are Numbered'

A well-placed group of Iranian insiders considers a future without the supreme leader.

by Arash Azizi




America's Saturday-night attacks on Iran have amplified an ever more open debate in Tehran over the future of the country and whether Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei should remain in power.

In the days leading up to the American intervention, a group of Iranian businessmen, political and military figures, and relatives of high-ranking clerics, two sources involved in the discussions told me, had begun hatching a plan for running Iran without Khamenei--whether in the event of the 86-year-old leader's death or of his being pushed aside. Constitutionally, the Assembly of Experts, a body of 88 clerics, would need to vote to dismiss Khamenei from his position, but organizing such a vote under current circumstances is unlikely. The leader could also be more informally sidelined, say, by insiders who pressure or persuade him to pass real power to a temporary replacement. The plotters have agreed that a leadership committee consisting of a few high-ranking officials would take over running the country and negotiate a deal with the United States to stop the Israeli attacks.

The sources were fearful of being discovered but said that they were telling me of their conversations in the hope that the exposure could help them gauge regional and international response. Among the details they shared with me are that former President Hassan Rouhani, who is not involved in the discussions, is being considered for a key role on the leadership committee, and that some of the military officials involved have been in regular contact with their counterparts from a major Gulf country, seeking buy-in for changing Iran's trajectory and the composition of its leadership.

Read: The collapse of the Khamenei doctrine

"Ours is just one idea," one person involved in conversations told me. "Tehran is now full of such plots. They are also talking to Europeans about the future of Iran. Everybody knows Khamenei's days are numbered. Even if he stays in office, he won't have actual power."

This was before the U.S. bombardment. I reached out to this person just after the explosions in Natanz, Fordo, and Isfahan, and he said, "I think the chances of us succeeding to somehow sideline Khamenei have now increased. But we are all worried and not sure. It could also go exactly the opposite way."

The other person I spoke with who was involved in the conversations told me that he was less optimistic now about the group's plan securing peace with the U.S. and Israel. "But even if Iran ends up choosing a belligerent position against the United States, Khamenei might have to be pushed aside," he said.

The extent of last night's damage is currently subject to a war of narratives between Washington and Tehran. The U.S. has averred that its bombing was a spectacular success--President Donald Trump claims to have "obliterated" Iran's nuclear program--while Iran has sought to downplay the destruction, claiming that it had already moved its nuclear materiel and that the strikes had not penetrated fortified sites. Either way, the mood in Iranian circles close to the regime has bifurcated, I'm told. Some insiders, including the plotters I spoke with, want to sue for a deal with Trump, even if that means ditching Khamenei. Others believe that Iran must fight back, because otherwise it will invite further aggression.

Read: The only Iran hawk is Trump

"Iran will respond and the war will expand, even if only for the time being," Mostafa Najafi, a Tehran-based expert close to the Iranian security establishment, told me shortly after the attacks.

I'd spoken with Najafi a day earlier. At that time, he told me that Iran had already readied itself for American intervention and several months of war. Despite a week of harsh Israeli assaults, Iran's missile and drone capacities were still considerable, he'd said, adding that Iran's long experience in asymmetric warfare left it well situated for a prolonged battle with the United States and Israel. Iran had so far sought to avoid dragging America into the war with Israel, Najafi said--Tehran had not unleashed its regional militia allies on American interests in the region--but a U.S. direct hit could change that calculus.

Iran's options would be limited in this regard, however. Lebanon's Hezbollah is a shadow of its former self and has shown little interest in joining Iran's fight with Israel and the United States. Iraq is in the midst of a national electoral campaign, making its pro-Tehran militias unlikely to want to be seen as dragging the country into a new conflict.

Some in the Iranian ruling establishment have suggested that the country will now leave the Non-Proliferation Treaty and openly pursue nuclear weaponization. This fits the belligerent tone emanating even from some centrist elements. For example, before the U.S. attack, Ali Larijani, a former speaker of Parliament, personally threatened Rafael Grossi, the head of the International Atomic Energy Agency, saying that Iran would "come after" him after the war.

But events may be moving too fast for Khamenei to carry out long-term plans. In the days ahead, Iran may well respond with a symbolic attack, likely on U.S. bases in Iraq, Mojtaba Dehghani, a Europe-based expert with intimate knowledge of Iran's leadership, told me. But Dehghani speculated that such a move would probably expand the war and end in Khamenei's downfall, as a rival faction would then be motivated to seize the reins and seek peace with the United States.

For years, Khamenei has led his country in chants of "Death to America" and "Death to Israel" while avoiding fighting either on Iran's home turf. Now Iranian territory is under fire from both. The country faces a stark choice: Either it expands the war and risks additionally antagonizing the Gulf countries that host American bases, or it seeks a historic compromise with the U.S. that would mean giving up its decades-long hostility. Khamenei's stance is at once recalcitrant and cautious to the point of cowardice. Elites around him are wondering whether he will have to be tossed aside in pursuit of either course.
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What Iran Knows About Trump

The mullahs of Iran join the bet that Trump always chickens out.

by David Frum




President Donald Trump is being pulled toward war in the Middle East by his predator's eye for a victim's weakness and his ego's need to claim the work of others as his own. But since his "unconditional surrender" social-media post on Tuesday, other Trump instincts have asserted themselves: above all, his fear of responsibility.

Trump enjoys wielding power. He flinches from accountability. Days ago, Trump seemed to hunger for entry into Israel's war. A dramatic victory seemed poised to tumble into somebody's lap. Why not his? But as the hours passed, Trump reconsidered. Instead of acting, he postponed. He said that a decision would come within "two weeks."

Time for diplomacy to work? Perhaps that might be the case in another administration. In this one, as attentive Trump watchers have learned, the "two weeks" promise is a way of shirking a decision altogether, whether on Russia sanctions (deadline lapsed June 11, without action), trade deals (deadline lapsed June 12, without result), or a much-heralded infrastructure program (deadline lapsed May 20, 2017, without action then or ever).

During his first term, Trump claimed to have taken the U.S. to the verge of war with Iran in the summer of 2019, only to cancel the mission (again, by his own account) 10 minutes before mission launch. The story, as Trump told it, can hardly have impressed the rulers of Iran with the U.S. president's commitment and resolve. But the experience of 2019 could suggest to the Iranian regime a strategy for 2025:

Step 1: Absorb the Israeli strikes, as painful and humiliating as they are.
 Step 2: Mobilize Russian President Vladimir Putin to dissuade Trump from military action.
 Step 3: Agree to return to negotiations if Trump forces a cease-fire on Israel.
 Step 4: Dawdle, obfuscate, and generally play for time.
 Step 5: Reconstitute whatever remains of the Iranian nuclear program.


This strategy would play on all of Trump's pressure points, especially his unwillingness to ever do anything that Putin does not want. It would leave Israel in the lurch, but over the years Trump has left many other allies like that.

Trump is vulnerable to the negotiate-to-delay strategy because he has not taken any of the necessary steps to lead the nation into the war he once seemed ready to join.

Trump has not asked Congress for any kind of authorization. The decision, he insists, will be his and his alone. Which will be feasible if the operation turns out as Ronald Reagan's invasion of Grenada did in 1983: over in a few days with few U.S. casualties and at minimal cost. But Grenada was a nearby island nation with a population of less than 100,000; Iran is a regional power with a population of more than 90 million.

War with Iran will also need real money. The 78-day air war against Serbia in 1998 cost the U.S. and its NATO allies a comparatively modest $7 billion (about $14 billion in today's dollars). Iran is likely to prove a more dangerous enemy than Serbia was. Israel's air war against Iran costs about $1 billion a day, according to estimates published by Ynet News. A fight with Iran will likely require some kind of supplemental appropriation above the present defense budget. Congress may balk at funding a costly war it did not approve in the first place.

Trump has not put competent leadership in charge of the nation's defense or domestic security. Trump's secretary of defense is accused by his own former advisers and friends of playacting a role that completely exceeds his abilities. If Iran retaliates with terror attacks inside the United States or on American interests abroad, it will find the U.S. desperately vulnerable. Trump purged experienced leaders from counterterrorism jobs. He installed underqualified culture warriors atop the FBI, and appointed at the Department of Homeland Security a cosplaying partisan who diverted $200 million of agency resources to a "Thank You Trump" advertising campaign.

Trump has not mobilized allies other than Israel. The United States has generally fought its major wars alongside coalition partners. Even Trump did so in his first term. France, the United Kingdom, and many other partners shouldered heavy burdens in the 2014-17 campaign in Syria and Iraq against the Islamic State terror group. But Trump did not assemble that coalition; he inherited it from the Obama administration. Trump shows no inclination to try assembling his own in 2025.

Trump has not rallied domestic public opinion. Before this year, only a minority of Republicans and not even a third of Democrats regarded Iran as an important security threat to the United States. George W. Bush went to war in Iraq with almost three-quarters of Americans behind him. As late as the spring of 2006, half the country still supported Bush's war. Trump will begin a war with Iran with less support than Bush could muster after three years in Iraq. Nor does Trump have any evident path to broadening support. As my former Atlantic colleague Ronald Brownstein quips, Trump is governing as a wartime president, but the war into which he has led the country is red America's culture war against blue America: Even as Trump weighs the deployment of U.S. air power against Iran, he's leading a federal military occupation of California.

Trump seems to recognize that he cannot unify the nation and therefore dares not lead it into any arduous or hazardous undertaking. That may be the secret self-awareness behind Trump's "two weeks" hesitation. This is not a self-awareness that will help Israel or secure the United States'  long-term interest in depriving Iran of a nuclear weapon. But in the absence of any strategic planning or preparedness, that self-awareness is all we have to guide the country through the next fortnight and, very possibly, a long succession of "two weeks" after that.



Illustration Sources: Iranian Leader Press Office / Handout/ Anadolu / Getty; Brendan Smialowski / AFP; Getty.
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American Democracy Might Not Survive a War With Iran

The United States is well down the road to dictatorship. Imagine what Trump would do with a state of war.

by Robert Kagan




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


The current debate over bombing Iran is surreal. To begin with, bombardment is unlikely to lead to a satisfactory outcome. If history has shown one thing, it is that achieving a lasting resolution by bombing alone is almost impossible. There was a reason the United States sent ground forces into Iraq in 2003, and it was not to plant democracy. It was that American officials believed they could not solve the problem of Saddam Hussein's weapons programs simply by bombing. They had tried that. The Clinton administration bombed Iraq for four days in 1998. At the end, they had no idea what they had destroyed and what they hadn't. They certainly knew they had not put a permanent end to the program. In 2003, if George W. Bush thought he could have permanently ended Saddam's weapons programs by bombing alone, he would have taken that option.

Iran today poses the same dilemma. America's weapons may be better than they were in 2003, its intelligence capabilities greater, and Iran may be weaker than it was even a year ago, but the problem remains. Bombing alone will not achieve a verifiable and lasting end to Iran's nuclear program. It can buy time, and Israel's strikes have done that. American strikes could extend that period, but a determined Iranian regime will likely try again. A permanent solution would require a far more intrusive international verification regime, which in turn would require a ground presence for protection.

However, that is not the main reason I oppose bombing Iran. Nor is it the reason I find the discussion of all of this so bizarre. You would never know, as The New York Times churns out its usual policy-option thumb-suckers, that the United States is well down the road to dictatorship at home.

That is the context in which a war with Iran will occur. Donald Trump has assumed dictatorial control over the nation's law enforcement. The Justice Department, the police, ICE agents, and the National Guard apparently answer to him, not to the people or the Constitution. He has neutered Congress by effectively taking control of the power of the purse. And, most relevant in Iran's case, he is actively and openly turning the U.S. military into his personal army, for use as he sees fit, including as a tool of domestic oppression. Whatever action he does or doesn't take in Iran will likely be in furtherance of these goals. When he celebrates the bombing of Iran, he will be celebrating himself and his rule. The president ordered a military parade to honor his birthday. Imagine what he will do when he proclaims military success in Iran. The president is working to instill in our nation's soldiers a devotion to him and him alone. Imagine how that relationship will blossom if he orders what he will portray as a successful military mission.

Read: The three dramatic consequences of Israel's attack on Iran

Indeed, I can think of nothing more perilous to American democracy right now than going to war. Think of how Trump can use a state of war to strengthen his dictatorial control at home. Trump declared a state of national emergency in response to a nonexistent "invasion" by Venezuelan gangs. Imagine what he will do when the United States is actually at war with a real country, one that many Americans fear. Will he tolerate dissent in wartime? Woodrow Wilson locked up peace activists, including Eugene V. Debs. You think Trump won't? He has been locking people up on flimsier excuses in peacetime. Even presidents not bent on dictatorship have taken measures in wartime that would otherwise be unthinkable.

Then there is the matter of terrorism. What if Iran is able to pull off a terrorist attack on U.S. soil in retaliation for an American strike? Or even just tries and fails? The courts will permit a president almost anything in the aftermath of an attack: Any restraints they've put on Trump will vanish. The administration may claim that anti-terrorism laws permit it to violate the rights of American citizens in the same way that it is currently violating the rights of the noncitizens being scooped off the streets by masked men. The attorney general has already threatened to use terrorism statutes to prosecute people who throw stones at Tesla dealerships. Imagine what she will do to anti-war protesters with the justification of a real terrorist threat.

Finally, there are the global implications. The United States is currently ruled by anti-liberal forces trying to overturn the Founders' universalist liberal ideals and replace them with a white, Christian ethnoreligious national identity. American officials are actively supporting similar anti-liberal forces all around the world, including the current anti-liberal ethnoreligious government of Israel. Any success Trump claims in Iran, whatever its other consequences, will be a victory for the anti-liberal alliance and will further the interests of anti-liberalism across the globe. This is true even though the current regime in Iran is itself anti-liberal. Should the mullahs fall, Trump and Israel are likely to support a military strongman against any democratic forces that might emerge there. That has been Israel's policy throughout the region, and even presidents who did not share Trump's proclivity for dictators, such as Barack Obama, have acquiesced to Israel's preferences. I'm not interested in using American military power to make the world safer for dictatorship.

Read: Isn't Trump supposed to be anti-war?

I might feel differently if Iran posed a direct threat to the United States. It doesn't. The U.S. policy of containing Iran was always part of a larger strategy to defend a liberal world system with a liberal America at its center. Americans need to start thinking differently about our foreign policy in light of what is happening in our country. We can no longer trust that any Trump foreign-policy decision will not further illiberal goals abroad or be used for illiberal ends at home.

Today, the United States itself is at risk of being turned into a military dictatorship. Its liberal-democratic institutions have all but crumbled. The Founders' experiment may be coming to an end. War with Iran is likely to hasten its demise. Not that it matters, but count me out.
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Venezuela Is Open for Investment*

*Provided the dictatorship falls.

by Gisela Salim-Peyer




The end of Nicolas Maduro's vicious dictatorship, many people can agree, would be a good thing. Millions of Venezuelans certainly want it; various members of the Trump administration have said they want it, too. The European Parliament passed a resolution urging world leaders to support Venezuela's opposition to Maduro as a "moral duty." And yet, leaders of that opposition have felt the need to come up with a more persuasive message: Helping Venezuela's democratic cause is not just about doing the right thing, they imply. It's also a chance to make bank.

Last Thursday, members of the press were invited to a Gilded Age mansion in Manhattan for a presentation titled "A Trillion-Dollar Opportunity: The Global Upside of a Democratic Venezuela." At the center of the event was Maria Corina Machado, the woman who campaigned for president of Venezuela last year and would very likely have won, had Maduro's regime not banned her from running and then declared victory over her substitute in what a Washington, D.C.-based think tank called "the mother of all electoral frauds." (The Organization of American States agrees that "electoral fraud" took place.)

On a videochat from her hiding place in Caracas, Machado told the audience, in English, "Today, Venezuela stands on the brink of a historic transformation." She was referring to a democratic transition, which she expressed confidence would soon happen--and to "the immense wealth-generation potential" that this transition would unleash. "This opportunity extends beyond our borders," she said. International investors would "benefit from unparalleled conditions starting on day one."

What followed was not so much a press conference as a pitch to Wall Street. Sary Levy-Carciente, an economist on Machado's team, took the microphone. Should the opposition come to power, "we are talking about 10 percent per year growth," Levy-Carciente said, as aides handed out flyers listing sectors that would blossom under a hypothetical Machado-led government. These included tourism, where Venezuela is a "sleeping giant"; real estate, where "huge, huge profits" await; and, of course, fossil fuels, given that "Venezuela boasts the world's largest oil reserves and the eighth-largest natural-gas reserves." In 15 years, the money to be made from a democratic Venezuela--based on "conservative assumptions," investors could rest assured--amounted to $1.7 trillion.

Machado's team did not explicitly address the precondition for unlocking this bonanza: the end of a 26-year dictatorship whose leader doesn't seem to be going anywhere anytime soon. In the past year, Maduro has ramped up repression, disappeared prominent activists, and imprisoned even low-profile protesters. An atmosphere of fear has swept Venezuela. The presentation called for investment in a democratic Venezuela that doesn't yet exist, without providing any guidance as to how exactly it was going to come into being. If Machado's team had anyone in mind to facilitate this transition--say, someone in the Trump administration--no one said so.

Still, given that American financiers can do very little on their own to usher in the end of dictatorships in South America, Trump officials, if not Donald Trump himself, seemed to be the ultimate audience for the Machado team's new message--suggesting a new perception, among Venezuelan opposition leaders, of what will move the Trump administration to help their cause.

During the first Trump administration, the notion that Washington might deliver Venezuela from Maduro didn't seem all that far-fetched (and didn't seem to require a profit motive). Trump often condemned Venezuela's dictatorship. In front of an excited crowd of Venezuelans in Miami in 2019, the president proclaimed that Maduro's days were numbered. He recognized Juan Guaido, an opposition leader, as the interim president of Venezuela until the country could have free and fair elections. Dozens of nations around the world followed suit. The excitement fizzled out when it became clear that Maduro had no intention of relinquishing power, and Trump wasn't willing or able to make him.

Since that time, the Venezuelan opposition has gotten stronger. Machado is much more popular than Guaido, who emerged seemingly out of nowhere. Guaido won Washington's backing because he happened to fill a certain role--he was the majority leader of the legislature--at a moment when that put him in line for the presidency. But Machado has a face that every Venezuelan recognizes because she has dedicated more than 20 years to fighting the country's dictatorship. She can rally crowds in the most remote parts of Venezuela. Even so, the second Trump administration appears to be more interested in deporting Venezuelans from America than in supporting a politician who could make Venezuela more livable. Gone are the days when Trump vowed to apply "maximum pressure" on Maduro.

Read: Venezuela passed the torch, even if Maduro didn't

I had a chance to ask Machado, just a couple weeks after Inauguration Day this year, what she expected from the new Trump administration. She said that she thought Trump would understand helping the Venezuelan opposition as a matter of "national security and hemispheric security," given the regional threats posed by the Venezuelan government. Maduro, after all, was the reason for the migrant outflows; he has also tolerated the rise of Tren de Aragua, the criminal gang Trump so frequently references. She didn't mention anything about economic interests.

Machado had worked out a theory for how regime change could come about in Venezuela. If other countries exerted sufficient pressure on Maduro's government, she suggested, the "cost of preserving the status quo" would go up. Top officials would eventually figure that their interests were better served by negotiating an exit deal with the opposition. That's why she supported American sanctions on Venezuela, regardless of what American think tanks and academics had to say about the pain they inflicted on Venezuelans. "Sanctions to those who violate human rights harm the Venezuelan people?" Machado scoffed. "What really harms the people is a criminal government that intentionally brought down our productive apparatus."

Machado does have one ally in the Trump administration: Secretary of State Marco Rubio, who recently praised her as "the personification of resilience, tenacity, and patriotism." In November 2022, President Joe Biden issued a license to allow the oil company Chevron to evade sanctions in order to extract oil in Venezuela. Rubio has called this a "pro-Maduro" gift and pushed to let it expire. Unfortunately, for Machado at least, Rubio is not the only person in Washington trying to set policy on Venezuela. Trump's presidential envoy, Richard Grenell, appears to think that America stands to benefit from having a transactional relationship with Maduro. Shortly after the inauguration, Grenell traveled to Caracas to urge Maduro to accept deportation flights, and Maduro agreed to free six Americans detained in Venezuela. Grenell and Maduro shook hands and smiled for the camera--not exactly the "maximum pressure" Trump once promised to put on Maduro.

Late last month, as the Chevron license's expiration date approached, Rubio and Grenell duked it out online. Grenell met with Maduro officials in the Caribbean, then went on a podcast to announce that the license would be extended-only for Rubio to contradict him the next day on X, where the secretary of state announced that the license would expire as scheduled. Eventually, the Trump administration settled on a compromise, extending the license but making it more restrictive. Observers have since talked about Rubio and Grenell as leaders of two competing factions within the Trump administration: the principled Venezuela hawks versus the pragmatists willing to make deals with Maduro.

Read: The price of humiliating Nicolas Maduro

Now Machado appears to be trying to reconcile both sides. And she has a message for the pragmatists: Working with us will bring more financial benefits than dealing with Maduro.

The stance has required an awkward bit of pragmatism from Machado herself. Her team has publicly urged the Trump administration not to revoke the protected status the Biden administration extended to Venezuelan immigrants. But Machado has also spoken in favor of deporting Venezuelan gang members to El Salvador, without questioning the Trump administration's allegations that the Venezuelans it deported were, in fact, gang members. When I asked a question about this at the press conference, a moderator demurred, saying that such "political questions" would be answered at the end and asking if there were any more questions regarding the economic plan proposed.

In a profile for The Spectator last July, the writer Paola Romero described Machado as mixing "the crowd-pulling allure of Evita Peron with the politics of Margaret Thatcher." Those are indeed the two Machados: one who tours her country to bring consoling messages of hope to Venezuela's poorest, and another who wears a pantsuit and jewels and praises the merits of free markets and privatization. Last year, Machado's presidential campaign was mostly Evita. The press conference was all Thatcher.

In her closing remarks, Machado said that the interests of "the people of Venezuela, democratic governments in the Western Hemisphere, and certainly investors" were all aligned. "This is a win-win situation."
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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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'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 the 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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The End of Publishing as We Know It

Inside Silicon Valley's assault on the media

by Alex Reisner




When tech companies first rolled out generative-AI products, some critics immediately feared a media collapse. Every bit of writing, imagery, and video became suspect. But for news publishers and journalists, another calamity was on the horizon.



Chatbots have proved adept at keeping users locked into conversations. They do so by answering every question, often through summarizing articles from news publishers. Suddenly, fewer people are traveling outside the generative-AI sites--a development that poses an existential threat to the media, and to the livelihood of journalists everywhere.



According to one comprehensive study, Google's AI Overviews--a feature that summarizes web pages above the site's usual search results--has already reduced traffic to outside websites by more than 34 percent. The CEO of DotDash Meredith, which publishes People, Better Homes & Gardens, and Food & Wine, recently said the company is preparing for a possible "Google Zero" scenario. Some have speculated that traffic drops resulting from chatbots were part of the reason outlets such as Business Insider and the Daily Dot have recently had layoffs. "Business Insider was built for an internet that doesn't exist anymore," one former staffer recently told the media reporter Oliver Darcy.



Not all publishers are at equal risk: Those that primarily rely on general-interest readers who come in from search engines and social media may be in worse shape than specialized publishers with dedicated subscribers. Yet no one is totally safe. Released in May 2024, AI Overviews joins ChatGPT, Claude, Grok, Perplexity, and other AI-powered products that, combined, have replaced search for more than 25 percent of Americans, according to one study. Companies train chatbots on huge amounts of stolen books and articles, as my previous reporting has shown, and scrape news articles to generate responses with up-to-date information. Large language models also train on copious materials in the public domain--but much of what is most useful to these models, particularly as users seek real-time information from chatbots, is news that exists behind a paywall. Publishers are creating the value, but AI companies are intercepting their audiences, subscription fees, and ad revenue.

Read: The unbelievable scale of AI's pirated-books problem

I asked Anthropic, xAI, Perplexity, Google, and OpenAI about this problem. Anthropic and xAI did not respond. Perplexity did not directly comment on the issue. Google argued that it was sending "higher-quality" traffic to publisher websites, meaning that users purportedly spend more time on the sites once they click over, but declined to offer any data in support of this claim. OpenAI referred me to an article showing that ChatGPT is sending more traffic to websites overall than it did previously, but the raw numbers are fairly modest. The BBC, for example, reportedly received 118,000 visits from ChatGPT in April, but that's practically nothing relative to the hundreds of millions of visitors it receives each month. The article also shows that traffic from ChatGPT has in fact declined for some publishers.



Over the past few months, I've spoken with several news publishers, all of whom see AI as a near-term existential threat to their business. Rich Caccappolo, the vice chair of media at the company that publishes the Daily Mail--the U.K.'s largest newspaper by circulation--told me that all publishers "can see that Overviews are going to unravel the traffic that they get from search, undermining a key foundational pillar of the digital-revenue model." AI companies have claimed that chatbots will continue to send readers to news publishers, but have not cited evidence to support this claim. I asked Caccappolo if he thought AI-generated answers could put his company out of business. "That is absolutely the fear," he told me. "And my concern is it's not going to happen in three or five years--I joke it's going to happen next Tuesday."



Book publishers, especially those of nonfiction and textbooks, also told me they anticipate a massive decrease in sales, as chatbots can both summarize their books and give detailed explanations of their contents. Publishers have tried to fight back, but my conversations revealed how much the deck is stacked against them. The world is changing fast, perhaps irrevocably. The institutions that comprise our country's free press are fighting for their survival.



Publishers have been responding in two ways. First: legal action. At least 12 lawsuits involving more than 20 publishers have been filed against AI companies. Their outcomes are far from certain, and the cases might be decided only after irreparable damage has been done.



The second response is to make deals with AI companies, allowing their products to summarize articles or train on editorial content. Some publishers, such as The Atlantic, are pursuing both strategies (the company has a corporate partnership with OpenAI and is suing Cohere). At least 72 licensing deals have been made between publishers and AI companies in the past two years. But figuring out how to approach these deals is no easy task. Caccappolo told me he has "felt a tremendous imbalance at the negotiating table"--a sentiment shared by others I spoke with. One problem is that there is no standard price for training an LLM on a book or an article. The AI companies know what kinds of content they want, and having already demonstrated an ability and a willingness to take it without paying, they have extraordinary leverage when it comes to negotiating. I've learned that books have sometimes been licensed for only a couple hundred dollars each, and that a publisher that asks too much may be turned down, only for tech companies to take their material anyway.

Read: ChatGPT turned into a Studio Ghibli machine. How is that legal?

Another issue is that different content appears to have different value for different LLMs. The digital-media company Ziff Davis has studied web-based AI training data sets and observed that content from "high-authority" sources, such as major newspapers and magazines, appears more desirable to AI companies than blog and social-media posts. (Ziff Davis is suing OpenAI for training on its articles without paying a licensing fee.) Researchers at Microsoft have also written publicly about "the importance of high-quality data" and have suggested that textbook-style content may be particularly desirable.



But beyond a few specific studies like these, there is little insight into what kind of content most improves an LLM, leaving a lot of unanswered questions. Are biographies more or less important than histories? Does high-quality fiction matter? Are old books worth anything? Amy Brand, the director and publisher of the MIT Press, told me that "a solution that promises to help determine the fair value of specific human-authored content within the active marketplace for LLM training data would be hugely beneficial."



A publisher's negotiating power is also limited by the degree to which it can stop an AI company from using its work without consent. There's no surefire way to keep AI companies from scraping news websites; even the Robots Exclusion Protocol, the standard opt-out method available to news publishers, is easily circumvented. Because AI companies generally keep their training data a secret, and because there is no easy way for publishers to check which chatbots are summarizing their articles, publishers have difficulty figuring out which AI companies they might sue or try to strike a deal with. Some experts, such as Tim O'Reilly, have suggested that laws should require the disclosure of copyrighted training data, but no existing legislation requires companies to reveal specific authors or publishers that have been used for AI training material.

Of course, all of this raises a question. AI companies seem to have taken publishers' content already. Why would they pay for it now, especially because some of these companies have argued in court that training LLMs on copyrighted books and articles is fair use?



Perhaps the deals are simply hedges against an unfavorable ruling in court. If AI companies are prevented from training on copyrighted work for free, then organizations that have existing deals with publishers might be ahead of their competition. Publisher deals are also a means of settling without litigation--which may be a more desirable path for publishers who are risk-averse or otherwise uncertain. But the legal scholar James Grimmelmann told me that AI companies could also respond to complaints like Ziff Davis's by arguing that the deals involve more than training on a publisher's content: They may also include access to cleaner versions of articles, ongoing access to a daily or real-time feed, or a release from liability for their chatbot's plagiarism. Tech companies could argue that the money exchanged in these deals is exclusively for the nonlicensing elements, so they aren't paying for training material. It's worth noting that tech companies almost always refer to these deals as partnerships, not licensing deals, likely for this reason.



Regardless, the modest income from these arrangements is not going to save publishers: Even a good deal, one publisher told me, won't come anywhere near recouping the revenue lost from decreased readership. Publishers that can figure out how to survive the generative-AI assault may need to invent different business models and find new streams of revenue. There may be viable strategies, but none of the publishers I spoke with has a clear idea of what they are.



Publishers have become accustomed to technological threats over the past two decades, perhaps most notably the loss of ad revenue to Facebook and Google, a company that was recently found to have an illegal monopoly in online advertising (though the company has said it will appeal the ruling). But the rise of generative AI may spell doom for the Fourth Estate: With AI, the tech industry even deprives publishers of an audience.



In the event of publisher mass extinction, some journalists will be able to endure. The so-called creator economy shows that it's possible to provide high-quality news and information through Substack, YouTube, and even TikTok. But not all reporters can simply move to these platforms. Investigative journalism that exposes corruption and malfeasance by powerful people and companies comes with a serious risk of legal repercussions, and requires resources--such as time and money--that tend to be in short supply for freelancers.



If news publishers start going out of business, won't AI companies suffer too? Their chatbots need access to journalism to answer questions about the world. Doesn't the tech industry have an interest in the survival of newspapers and magazines?

In fact, there are signs that AI companies believe publishers are no longer needed. In December, at The New York Times' DealBook Summit, OpenAI CEO Sam Altman was asked how writers should feel about their work being used for AI training. "I think we do need a new deal, standard, protocol, whatever you want to call it, for how creators are going to get rewarded." He described an "opt-in" regime where an author could receive "micropayments" when their name, likeness, and style were used. But this could not be further from OpenAI's current practice, in which products are already being used to imitate the styles of artists and writers, without compensation or even an effective opt-out.



Google CEO Sundar Pichai was also asked about writer compensation at the DealBook Summit. He suggested that a market solution would emerge, possibly one that wouldn't involve publishers in the long run. This is typical. As in other industries they've "disrupted," Silicon Valley moguls seem to perceive old, established institutions as middlemen to be removed for greater efficiency. Uber enticed drivers to work for it, crushed the traditional taxi industry, and now controls salaries, benefits, and workloads algorithmically. This has meant greater convenience for consumers, just as AI arguably does--but it has also proved ruinous for many people who were once able to earn a living wage from professional driving. Pichai seemed to envision a future that may have a similar consequence for journalists. "There'll be a marketplace in the future, I think--there'll be creators who will create for AI," he said. "People will figure it out."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2025/06/generative-ai-pirated-articles-books/683009/?utm_source=feed
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Elon Musk Is Playing God

The tech billionaire wants to shape humanity's future. Not everyone has a place there.

by Charlie Warzel, Hana Kiros




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


Updated at 2:28 p.m. ET on June 24, 2025


In April, Ezibon Khamis was dispatched to Akobo, South Sudan, to document the horrors as humanitarian services collapsed in the middle of a cholera outbreak. As a representative of the NGO Save the Children, Khamis would be able to show the consequences of massive cuts to U.S. foreign assistance made by the Department of Government Efficiency and the State Department. Seven of the health facilities that Save the Children had supported in the region have fully closed, and 20 more have partly ceased operations.



Khamis told us about passing men and women who carried the sick on their shoulders like pallbearers. Children and adults were laid on makeshift gurneys; many vomited uncontrollably. These human caravans walked for hours in up to 104-degree heat in an attempt to reach medical treatment, because their local clinics had either closed completely or run out of ways to treat cholera. Previously, the U.S. government had provided tablets that purified the water in the region, which is home to a quarter-million people, many of whom are fleeing violent conflicts nearby. Not anymore, Khamis says; now many have resorted to drinking untreated river water. He told us that at least eight people--five of them children--had died on their journey that day. As he entered a health facility in Akobo, he was confronted by a woman. "She just said, 'You abandoned us,'" Khamis told us.



Read: The cruel attack on USAID



We heard other such stories in our effort to better understand what happened when DOGE dismantled the United States Agency for International Development. In Nigeria, a mother watched one of her infant twins die after the program that had been treating them for severe acute malnutrition shut down. In South Sudan, unaccompanied children were unable to reunite with surviving relatives at three refugee camps, due to other cuts. Allara Ali, a coordinator for Doctors Without Borders who oversees the group's work at Bay Regional Hospital, in Somalia, told us that children are arriving there so acutely malnourished and "deteriorated" that they cannot speak--a result of emergency-feeding centers no longer receiving funds from USAID to provide fortified milks and pastes. Last month, 14 children died from severe acute malnutrition at Bay Regional, Doctors Without Borders wrote to us. Many mothers who travel more than 100 miles so that a doctor might see their child return home without them.



One man has consistently cheered and helped execute the funding cuts that have exacerbated suffering and death. In February, Elon Musk, acting in his capacity as a leader of DOGE, declared that USAID was "a criminal organization," argued that it was "time for it to die," and bragged that he'd "spent the weekend feeding USAID into the wood chipper."



Musk did not respond to multiple requests for comment for this article. Last month, in an interview with Bloomberg, he argued that his critics have been unable to produce any evidence that these cuts at USAID have resulted in any real suffering. "It's false," he said. "I say, 'Well, please connect us with this group of children so we can talk to them and understand more about their issue,' we get nothing. They don't even try to come up with a show orphan."



Musk is wrong, as our reporting shows--and as multiple other reports (and estimates) have also shown. But the issue here is not just that Musk is wrong. It is that his indifference to the suffering of people in Africa exists alongside his belief that he has a central role to play in the future of the human species. Musk has insisted that people must have as many children as possible--and is committed to siring a "legion" himself--and that we must become multiplanetary. Perhaps more than anyone else on Earth, Musk, the wealthiest man alive, has the drive, the resources, and the connections to make his moon shots a reality. His greatest and most consistent ambition is to define a new era for humankind. Who does he believe is worthy of that future?

For more than 20 years, Musk has been fixated on colonizing Mars. This is the reason he founded his rocket company, SpaceX; Musk recently proclaimed that its Starship program--an effort to create reusable rockets that he believes will eventually carry perhaps millions of humans to the Red Planet--is "the key branching point for human destiny or destiny of consciousness as a whole." This civilizational language is common--he's also described his Mars ambitions as "life insurance for life collectively."



He claims to be philosophically aligned with longtermism, a futurist philosophy whose proponents--self-styled rationalists--game out how to do the most good for the human race over the longest time horizon. Classic pillars of longtermism are guarding against future pandemics and addressing concerns about properly calibrating artificial intelligence, all with a focus on protecting future generations from theoretical threats. Musk's Mars obsession purports to follow this logic: An investment in a program that allows humans to live on other planets would, in theory, ensure that the human race survives even if the Earth becomes uninhabitable. Musk has endorsed the work of at least one longtermist who believes that this achievement would equate to trillions of lives saved in the form of humans who would otherwise not be born.



Saving the lives of theoretical future children appears to be of particular interest to Musk. On X and in interviews, he continuously fixates on declining birth rates. "The birth rate is very low in almost every country. And so unless that changes, civilization will disappear," Musk told Fox News's Bret Baier earlier this year. "Humanity is dying." He himself has fathered many children--14 that we know of--with multiple women. Musk's foundation has also donated money to fund population research at the University of Texas at Austin. An economics professor affiliated with that research, Dean Spears, has argued in The New York Times that "sustained below-replacement fertility will mean tens of billions of lives not lived over the next few centuries--many lives that could have been wonderful for the people who would have lived them."



But Musk's behavior and rhetoric do not track with the egalitarian principles these interests would suggest. The pronatalist community that he is aligned with is a loose coalition. It includes techno-utopians and Peter Thiel acolytes, but also more civic-minded thinkers who argue for better social safety nets to encourage more people to have families. The movement is also linked to regressive, far-right activists and even self-proclaimed eugenicists. In 2023, The Guardian reported that Kevin Dolan, the organizer of a popular pronatalist conference, had said on a far-right podcast that "the pronatalist and the eugenic positions are very much not in opposition, they're very much aligned." Via his X account, Musk has amplified to his millions of followers the talk given by Dolan at that 2023 conference.



Although other prominent pronatalists disavow the eugenics connection, the movement's politics can veer into alarming territory. In November 2024, The Guardian reported that Malcolm and Simone Collins, two of the pronatalist movement's most vocal figures, wrote a proposal to create a futuristic city-state designed to save civilization that included the "mass production of genetically selected humans" to create a society that would "grant more voting power to creators of economically productive agents." Last month, the Times reported that Musk has "privately" spent time with the Collinses.



Musk has also dabbled with scientific racism on X. The centibillionaire has engaged with and reposted statements by Jordan Lasker, a proponent of eugenics who goes by the name Cremieux online, according to reporting from The Guardian. On his Substack, Lasker has written about supposed links between national identity and IQ--defending at length an analysis that suggests that people in sub-Saharan Africa have "very low IQs" on average. Musk may not have explicitly commented on Lasker's work, which implies a relationship between race and intelligence, but in 2024, he responded favorably to an X post that argued that "HBCU IQ averages are within 10 points of the threshold for what is considered 'borderline intellectual impairment.'" The original post was ostensibly criticizing a United Airlines program that gave students at three historically Black colleges and universities an opportunity to interview for a pilot-training program. In his response to that post, Musk wrote, "It will take an airplane crashing and killing hundreds of people for them to change this crazy policy of DIE." ("DIE" is Musk's play on DEI.)



Musk frequently engages in this type of cagey shitposting--comments that seem to endorse scientific racists or eugenicist thinking without outright doing so. Those seeking to understand the worldview of one of the most powerful men on Earth are left to find the context for themselves. That context should include Musk's own family history, starting with his upbringing during the apartheid regime in South Africa and the beliefs of his grandfather Joshua Haldeman, who, as Joshua Benton reported for The Atlantic in 2023, was a radical technocrat and anti-Semite who wrote of the "very primitive" natives of South Africa after he moved there from Canada.



As Benton correctly notes, the sins of the grandfather are not the sins of the grandson; Musk's father, for example, was a member of an anti-apartheid party in South Africa, and Ashlee Vance reported in his biography of Musk that the apartheid system was a primary reason Musk left South Africa. But, as Benton also writes, "when Musk tweets that George Soros 'appears to want nothing less than the destruction of western civilization'--in response to a tweet blaming Soros for an 'invasion' of African migrants into Europe--he is not the first in his family to insinuate that a wealthy Jewish financier was manipulating thousands of Africans to advance nefarious goals."



Musk is also preoccupied with the far-right theory of white genocide, posting at various points in the past couple of years on X about how he feels there is a plot to kill white South Africans. Though South Africa has among the highest murder rates in the world, there is no evidence of a systematic white genocide there. Yet during Musk's political tenure, the Trump administration welcomed 59 white Afrikaner refugees while effectively closing off admission from other countries, including Sudan and the Republic of the Congo.

Here's a thought experiment: Based on the programs that Musk has cut, based on the people he meets with and reads, based on the windows we have into his thinking, who do you imagine might be welcomed on the Starship? On X, Musk has implied that the following are all threats to "Western Civilization": DEI programs, George Soros, the supposedly left-wing judiciary, and much of what gets put under the umbrella of "wokeness." Transgender-youth rights, according to Musk, are a "suicidal mind virus" attacking Western civilization.



Even the idea of empathy, Musk argues, is a kind of existential threat. "The fundamental weakness of Western civilization is empathy, the empathy exploit," Musk said in February on Joe Rogan's podcast. "They're exploiting a bug in Western civilization, which is the empathy response," he said of liberal politicians and activists. Musk, of course, was defending his tenure in the federal government, including his dismantling of USAID. Canceling programs overseas is consistent with his philosophy that "America is the central column that holds up all the places in civilization," as he told Baier during his Fox appearance. Follow that logic: Cutting global aid frees up resources that can be used to help Americans, who, in turn, can work toward advancing Western civilization, in part by pursuing a MAGA political agenda and funding pronatalist programs that allow for privileged people (ideally white and "high IQ") to have more children. The thinking seems to go like this: Who cares if people in South Sudan and Somalia die? Western civilization will thrive and propagate itself across the cosmos.

Graeme Wood: Extreme violence without genocide

Those who believe in this kind of thinking might say that line items on USAID's ledger are only of minor consequence in the grand scheme of things. But the world is not governed by the logic of a science-fiction plot. "The fact is, it's all interconnected," Catherine Connor, the vice president of public policy at the Elizabeth Glaser Pediatric AIDS Foundation, told us when we asked about the grants Musk's team had terminated at USAID. "If you take one thing away, you've broken a link in a chain." She described a situation that her organization is seeing play out on the ground right now, where new HIV-positive mothers take their infants for a dry-blood-spot test to determine if the child has HIV as well. The spot test must be transported to a lab to get results, which will determine if a child is HIV positive and if they should receive lifesaving medication. "In many of our sites, in many of the countries we're working in, that lab transport has been terminated," Connor said. "So we can do all these things, but because we lost the lab part, we don't know if this child's HIV-positive or not." A link in the chain is broken; people are left on their own. The future becomes less certain, a bit darker.



"There's a sense of despondence, a sense of hopelessness that I haven't sensed in my time working in this field," Connor said. "The level of uncertainty and the level of anxiety that's been created is almost as damaging as the cuts themselves." It seems this hopelessness is a feature of a worldview committed to eradicating what Musk calls "suicidal empathy." Regardless, Musk, it appears, is much more interested in talking about his self-landing rockets and a future he promises is just on the horizon.



But much as Musk might want us to divert our eyes upward, something terrible is happening on Earth. The world's richest man is preventing lifesaving aid from reaching the world's poorest children, closing off their future as he fantasizes about another.



Illustration sources: Oranat Taesuwan / Getty; Neutronman / Getty; Win McNamee / Getty; SCIENCE PHOTO LIBRARY / Getty



This article previously misstated the number of children dying of malnutrition at Bay Regional Hospital.
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The Amazonification of Everything, Now as a Video Game

In <em>Death Stranding 2</em>, players control a courier who trips over rocks, experiences sunburn, and faces his own possible obsolescence.

by Simon Parkin




Amazon delivery can be tough, unglamorous work. Workers must often reckon with complicated geography, demanding bosses, ever more biblical weather, and schedules that force time-conscious drivers to urinate in bottles. Surprising, then, that this is effectively the role in which one of the year's most anticipated video games casts the player. In Death Stranding 2, you arrange packages into swaying towers on your back, nudge the controller's left- and right-shoulder buttons to keep your weight balanced as you trip down rocky hills, and incur financial penalties for scuffing the merchandise if you take a tumble. The premise is a long trek from the super-soldier games, such as Call of Duty and Helldivers, that dominate the sales charts--even if you must occasionally battle the odd spectral marauder from a parallel dimension to clear the way to the next address on your delivery sheet.



In the game, written and directed by Hideo Kojima, one of the medium's few household-name directors, you play as Sam Porter Bridges, a dour, unsmiling courier, whose voice and likeness were provided by the Walking Dead actor Norman Reedus. In the game's rugged vision of the future, much of human civilization and its infrastructure have been destroyed; society has collapsed into isolated pockets, connected only by the delivery people who haul essentials between them, and connect them to the game's fictional version of the internet. You play, in essence, a cross between a haunted Amazon deliveryman and a telecoms engineer.



These are not vocations well suited to big-screen trailers (although the game's publisher, Sony, has carefully edited together an action-sequence trailer showing in movie theaters), but they do provide an eccentric, yet effective premise through which Kojima explores two intertwined anxieties shaping our current moment: the creeping erosion of human intimacy by digital substitutes, and our growing unease about building technologies that might render our own roles obsolete. Kojima, beneath the idiosyncratic approach to storytelling and the distracting Hollywood cameos (Reedus is one of more than a dozen familiar faces in the game, drawn from Kojima's deep pool of celebrity acquaintances), is inviting players to consider how technology can quietly alienate us--not simply from one another, but from our physical selves, grounding the game's sprawling oddness in timely concerns that extend beyond our screens.

Read: Video games are better without stories

Released at the end of 2019, the first Death Stranding arrived at a painfully opportune moment. Though the game might have seemed niche, the pandemic worked in its favor. When the world locked its doors, this weird, lavish video game about delivering headache pills, vitamin supplements, first-aid kits, and cuddly toys to isolated communities felt searingly urgent. (More than 19 million people have played the game since its release, according to Kojima.)

This sequel emerges in a different moment, when anxieties around our simultaneous reliance on, and unease with, digital connectivity and computing power are at a crescendo. These are Kojima and his team's chosen themes. Now that remote working has become normalized and loneliness rates surge despite constant digital interaction, most question whether our social apps and productivity tools genuinely bring us closer, or merely accelerate a hollowing-out of communities. Simultaneously, advances in AI and automation invite uncomfortable questions about who will be displaced by these new technologies.

In this sequel, you make your first deliveries on foot, using ladders to bridge rivers and climbing gear to rappel down mountains as you slog across rugged Mexico. When you arrive at your destination, you're typically greeted by a hologram version of its residents, who speak to you as if through a digital doorbell, not so different from the Ring cameras that postal workers interact with today. Once you've made a connection, you're given additional errands by these residents, with whom you interact via a kind of social-media platform that allows you to frantically dispense likes by mashing a button on your controller.

Whenever you bring a settlement onto the figurative network, that region comes online in real terms as well: roads, electric-vehicle charging points, and other useful features that have been installed by other Death Stranding 2 players begin to appear in your own game, saving you from having to spend time and resources building them yourself. You, too, can contribute materials to improve or repair these structures when they break down. In this way, the game provides a convincing metaphor for the benefits of living in an interconnected society; you profit from the efforts and inputs of others, and enjoy the satisfaction of making your own contributions to the shared world.

Bridges eventually relocates to Australia and begins the work of connecting a new continent, gaining access to off-road vehicles, zip lines, and monorails--equipment that hastens the task of making deliveries across precarious terrains, increasing the number of packages and materials you can move around the game world in ways that mimic the Amazonification of society. It's a compelling gameplay loop, designed to leave us feeling conflicted. Bridges slowly builds himself out of a job by assembling the tools and systems that will ultimately replace him.

Read: A chatbot is secretly doing my job

These mechanical advances evolve into an extended metaphor for modern life's digital paradox. Death Stranding 2 emphasizes how technology, though ostensibly uniting us, often strips interactions of humanity. The game's narrative eventually shows the player how digital systems can be co-opted for political purposes by the companies that run them, and how the spectral frisson of virtual likes and online exchanges can, in time, flatten us. "Communicating with someone via hologram is no substitute for being able to reach out and touch" them, one character remarks, late in the game. In this way, Death Stranding 2, a digital artifact that encourages remote cooperation among strangers, argues that a life lived virtually is no replacement for physicality.

The game is preoccupied with this idea. On his delivery routes, Bridges drinks from a flask to keep hydrated, and catches and eats bugs when peckish. A dedicated on-screen gauge even provides a readout of his urine levels. Then, at the end of each day, Bridges returns to his private quarters, relieves himself, and showers the dust and blood from his body. We are physical beings, the game emphasizes in these moments, who defecate and eat, who need sleep and water. We are used to viewing video-game protagonists as tireless ciphers. Bridges, by contrast, will become sunburned if he stays too long at work.

Yet Kojima is also concerned with the more spiritual elements of humanity. Early in the game, Bridges suffers an emotional loss that distorts reality as the game continues, shadowing him with hallucinations and night terrors. Wounding a character in such a blunt way could, in the hand of a middling fiction writer, feel like a cheap lunge at profundity. But the depiction lands with the weight of lived experience.

Kojima has spoken recently about his own childhood experience with grief. A collaboration with Prada in Tokyo, celebrating the director's work, includes the footage and transcript of a recorded conversation between Kojima and the Danish film director Nicolas Winding Refn (another cameo in Death Stranding 2). Kojima tells Refn that, when he was a child, his father died suddenly soon after he'd returned home from work. Kojima was 13 at the time. He accompanied his father in the ambulance: "His eyes were open," Kojima recalls, "but he could not talk because his body was shaking. I think he was trying to tell me something, but I did not know what he wanted to say. After that, I did not have a father."

In the game, although the presence of other players is suggested through shared items and social-media likes, Bridges ultimately travels alone, echoing Kojima's lasting uncertainty about what remains unsaid between even the closest people, whether still alive or lost to death. By the end, Death Stranding 2 feels less like a rebuke of digital life and more like a poignant appeal for balance. Kojima doesn't merely caution against our digital reliance; he reminds us of the tactile truths we risk leaving behind--of what it feels like to soothe a crying child; to shoulder physical burdens; to exist in the immediate, tangible moment, without a hungry eye on a smartphone screen. The game underscores that the physical bonds we share with one another are easily obscured by the convenient illusions of digital connection, yet still remain our most meaningful refuge in a transient world and a momentary existence.
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I See Your Smartphone-Addicted Life

I've never owned the device, and I'm not sure I ever want to.

by Franklin Schneider




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


Unlike nearly 98 percent of Americans under the age of 50, I don't have a smartphone. Actually, I've never had a smartphone. I've never called an Uber, never "dropped a pin," never used Venmo or Spotify or a dating app, never been in a group chat, never been jealous of someone on Instagram (because I've never been on Instagram). I used to feel ashamed of this, or rather, I was made to feel ashamed. For a long time, people either didn't believe me when I told them that I didn't have a smartphone, or reacted with a sort of embarrassed disdain, like they'd just realized I was the source of an unpleasant odor they'd been ignoring. But over the past two years, the reaction has changed. As the costs of being always online have become more apparent, the offline, air-gapped, inaccessible person has become an object of fascination, even envy. I have to confess that I've become a little smug about being a Never-Phoner--a holdout who somehow went from being left behind to ahead of the curve.

How far ahead is difficult to say. I think I've avoided the worst effects of the smartphone: the stunned, preoccupied affect; the social atrophy; the hunched posture and long horizontal neck creases of the power scroller. I'm pretty sure my attention span is better than many others', based on the number of people I've observed in movie theaters who either check their phone every few minutes (about half) or scroll throughout the entire movie (always a handful). I will, by the way, let you know if I witness you engaging in similar behavior: If you look at your phone more than once an hour, I will call you an "iPad baby"; if you put on an auto-generated Spotify playlist, I'll call you "a hog at the slop trough."

Being phoneless has definitely had downsides. The pockets of every jacket I own are filled with maps scrawled on napkins, receipts, and utility bills torn in half to get me to unfamiliar places. I once missed an important job interview because I'd mislabeled the streets on my hastily sketched map. At the end of group dinners, when someone says, "Everyone Venmo me $37.50," the two 20s I offer are taken up like a severed ear. And I'd be lying if I said I didn't occasionally get wistful about all the banter I'm probably missing out on in group chats.

Still, I've held out, though it's hard to articulate exactly why. The common anti-smartphone angles don't really land with me. The cranky "Get off your darn phone!" seems a little too close to "Get off my lawn!"--a knee-jerk aversion to new things is, if not the root of all evil, then the root of all dullness. The popular exhortations to "be fully present in the moment" also seem misguided. I think the person utterly absorbed in an Instagram Reel as they shuffle into the crosswalk against the light, narrowly saved by the "Ahem, excuse me" double-tap on the horn that bus drivers use to tell you that you're a split second from being reunited with your childhood dog, is probably living in the moment to a degree usually achieved only by Buddhist monks; the problem is just that it's the wrong moment.

Read: Why are there so many "alternative devices" all of a sudden?

Mostly, I think the reason I don't opt for the more frictionless phone life is that I can't help noticing how much people have changed in the decade or so since smartphones have become ubiquitous. I used to marvel at the walking scroller's ability to sightlessly navigate the crowd, possibly using some kind of batlike sonar. But then, on occasion, whether out of a vague antisocial impulse (not infrequent) or simple necessity (as in navigating a narrow aisle at the grocery store), I'd play a game of chicken with one of these people, walking directly toward them to see when they'd veer off. A surprising percentage of the time, they didn't, and after the collision, they'd always blame me. Eventually, I realized they're not navigating anything; they've just outsourced responsibility for their corporeal self to everyone else around them, much as many people have outsourced their memory to their phone.

You're probably saying, well, at least they're on foot, and not driving a car. But many people look at their phones behind the wheel too. At a four-way stop, oftentimes the driver who yields to the crossing vehicle will steal a half-second look at their phone while they wait. At red lights, I see people all the time who don't look up from their phone when the light turns green--they just depress the gas when the car in front of them moves. Less hazardous but somehow more disturbing are the people I see scrolling in parked cars late at night. When I glance over--startled by the sudden appearance of a disembodied, underlit face on an otherwise deserted block--these people typically glare back, looking aggrieved and put-upon, as if I've broken a contract I didn't know I'd agreed to. I try to give them the benefit of the doubt; maybe they share a bed with a light sleeper, or have six annoying kids bouncing off the walls at home. But it happens often enough that I've come to think of them as the embodiment of contemporary alienation. Twenty-five years ago, we had Bowling Alone; today, we have scrolling alone.

Read: The smartphone kids are not all right

Of course, a phone is just a medium, no different on some level from a laptop or a book, and the blanket "phone bad" position elides the fact that people could be doing a nearly infinite number of things on them, many of them productive. The guy hunched intently over his phone at the gym might be reading the latest research on novel cancer treatments. But probably not. Once, a guy at my gym, whose shoulder I looked over as he used the stationary bike in front of me, was talking to an AI-anime-schoolgirl chatbot on his phone. She was telling him, in a very small, breathy voice, how she'd been in line at the store earlier, and when someone had cut in front of her, she'd politely spoken up and asked them to go to the back of the line. "That's great, baby," he said. "I'm so proud of you for standing up for yourself."

This is more or less typical of the stuff I spy people doing on their phone--self-abasing, a devitalized substitute for some real-life activity, and incredibly demoralizing, at least in the eyes of a phoneless naif. Many times, I've watched friends open a group chat, sigh, and go through a huge backlog of unread messages, mechanically dispensing heart eyes and laughing emoji--friendship as a data-entry gig you aren't paid for, yet can't quit. I have a girlfriend, but one of my friends often lets me watch as he uses the dating apps. Like most men (including myself), he overestimates his attractiveness while underestimating the attractiveness of the women he swipes on. "I guess I'll give her a chance," he'll say, swiping right on a woman whom ancient civilizations would've gone to war over.

As long as this friend does his daily quota of swipes, he's "out there and on the market," he tells me, and there's "nothing more he can do." Yet we go to the same coffee shop, and several times a week, we see a woman who seems to be his perfect match. Each day, he comes in, reads his little autofiction book, then takes out his laptop to peck away at a little autofiction manuscript. Each day, she comes in, reads her little autofiction book, then takes out her laptop to peck away at what we've theorized must also be a little autofiction manuscript. Sometimes they sit, by chance, at adjacent tables, so close that I'm sure he can smell her perfume. On these occasions, I try to encourage him from across the room--I raise my eyebrows suggestively, I subtly thrust my hips under the table. After she leaves, I go over and ask why he didn't talk to her; he reacts as if I suggested a self-appendectomy. "Maybe I'll see her on the apps," he says, of the woman he's just seen in real life for the 300th time.

Read: The slow, quiet demise of American romance

I don't blame him. He's 36 and has only ever dated through apps. Meeting people in public does seem exponentially harder than it was just 10 years ago. The bars seem mostly full of insular friend groups and people nervously awaiting their app dates. (Few things are more depressing than witnessing the initial meeting of app users. "Taylor ... ? Hi, Riley." The firm salesmanlike handshake, the leaning hug with feet kept at maximum distance, both speaking over each other in their job-interview voices.) I often see people come into a bar, order a single drink, sit looking at their phone for 20 to 30 minutes, and then leave. Maybe they're being ghosted. Or maybe they're doing exactly what they intended to do. But they frequently look disappointed; I imagine that their visit was an attempt at something--giving serendipity an opportunity to tap them on the shoulder and say, Here you go, here's the encounter that will fix you.

Witnessing all of this, I sense that a huge amount of social and libidinal energy has been withdrawn from the real world. Where has it all gone? Data centers? The comments? Many critics of smartphones say that phones have made people narcissists, but I don't think that's right. Narcissists need other people; the emotional charge of engagement is their lifeblood. What the oblivious walking scroller, the driving texter, the unrealistic dating-app swiper have in common is almost the opposite--a quality closer to the insularity of solipsism, the belief that you're the one person who actually exists and that other people are fundamentally unreal. Solipsism, though, is a form of isolation, and to become accustomed to it is to make yourself a kind of recluse, capable of mimicking normalcy yet only truly comfortable shuffling among your feeds, muttering darkly to yourself.

I know that my refusal to get a smartphone is an implicit admission that I would become just as addicted to it as anyone else. Recently, my girlfriend handed me her phone and told me to put on music for sex; a few minutes later, she leaned over to see what was taking so long. I had been looking at the Wikipedia page for soft-serve ice cream. I have no idea why I was looking at that or even how I'd gotten there. It's like the sudden availability of unlimited information had sent me into a fugue state, and I just started swiping and scrolling. I guess I looked into the void and fell in. I won't lie; it felt kind of nice, giving up.
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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." (Debatable.) 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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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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Brace Yourself for Watery Mayo and Spiky Ice Cream

MAHA is coming for emulsifiers.

by Yasmin Tayag




In the kitchen, an ingredient's taste is sometimes less important than its function. Cornstarch has rescued many a watery gravy; gelatin turns juice to Jell-O. Yet the substances that make bread fluffy, hold mayonnaise together, and keep the cream in ice cream have, according to the new stance of the United States government, "no culinary use."

These natural and synthetic substances, called emulsifiers, are added to processed foods to give them the textures that Americans have come to love. They've also become targets in Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s push to remove many food additives from the American diet. The "Make America Healthy Again" report, published in May, groups emulsifiers with other additives, some of which it says are linked to mental disorders, metabolic syndrome, and cancer. Online, the MAHA crowd echoes claims that emulsifiers are helping drive America's chronic health problems.

Like seed oils and food dyes, emulsifiers have raised some real health concerns, particularly about gut health. But distinguishing their ill effects from those of the foods they're in is challenging--and probably a distraction from the diet changes that would really make Americans healthier.

To anyone who's attempted (and failed) to make a smooth vinaigrette using only oil and vinegar, MAHA's assertion that emulsifiers have no culinary use is an affront. Any recipe that calls for blending two substances that don't mix well together requires emulsifiers' magic touch. Their molecular structure is drawn to watery substances on one end and fat-based ones on the other, bridging ingredients that would otherwise separate. In a vinaigrette, a dollop of mustard does the trick. Mayonnaise, essentially a blend of oil and a water-based acid, such as vinegar, is spreadable thanks to a natural emulsifier: egg yolks. Similarly, adding eggs to milk prevents ice cream from separating into solid milk fat studded with ice shards (yum).

Not all emulsifiers are as recognizable as eggs and mustard. Many commercial ice creams swap eggs for cheaper synthetic emulsifiers. Cake mixes are foolproof because chemicals called propylene glycol esters prevent powdered fats from clumping. Monoglycerides and diglycerides add structure to and extend the shelf life of bread. Xanthan gum thickens creamy salad dressings. The MAHA report makes no distinction between purely chemical emulsifiers and those that are naturally occurring, such as egg yolks and soy lecithin. So far, studies have not definitively identified differences in their effects on human health.

Read: America stopped cooking with tallow for a reason

Perhaps because they are so useful, emulsifiers are in about half of supermarket foods sold in the United Kingdom, according to a 2023 study of the country's four largest supermarkets; one study in France found that they account for seven of the top 10 most-consumed food additives among adults. So far, their prevalence in the U.S. food system hasn't been studied, but given the dominance of processed food in the American diet, it's safe to say that we eat a lot of them.

In Kennedy's view, that abundance of emulsifiers is at least partly responsible for America's chronic-disease epidemic. In May, he promised to investigate and ban food additives that are "really dangerous." But so far, the research on emulsifiers doesn't justify such a label. In 2017, an FDA-led study concluded that seven common emulsifiers didn't raise any safety concerns at the usual levels of consumption. The agency's calculations have "a lot of safety built in," says Renee Leber, a food scientist at the Institute of Food Technologists, a trade group. There's no reason to expect that Americans would ever consume enough emulsifiers to spark serious health concerns.

Still, looking further into emulsifiers' health impacts isn't a bad idea. A growing number of studies suggest that some can harm the gut, perhaps by shifting the balance of the gut microbiome. They may also damage the gut's protective mucus layer, leaving it more vulnerable to inflammation and bacteria. A few studies suggest a link between the inflammation that some emulsifiers cause and certain illnesses, including Crohn's disease, metabolic syndrome, and type 2 diabetes. But other research has turned up conflicting results; a study published last year linked a high-emulsifier diet to a better-protected gut.

Even emulsifier experts aren't sure exactly what the substances do in the body. Research on how they affect intestinal health is "very much a work in progress," Benoit Chassaing, a professor at the Institut Pasteur, in Paris, told me. It also still isn't clear which ones, if any, have the most potential for harm. In a 2021 study, Chassaing and his colleagues used a model to test the effects of 20 common emulsifiers on the gut microbiome. Only two of them--the synthetic emulsifiers carboxymethylcellulose (found in vitamins and dietary supplements) and polysorbate 80 (usually in edible oils and cake icing)--were determined to have lasting negative consequences. Chassaing has also found that some people's microbiomes are more sensitive to emulsifiers--which is to say, conceivably emulsifiers could have different effects on different people. Without large-scale human trials, none of the research on emulsifiers can be considered conclusive. As the authors behind the 2024 study wrote, "For now, do not feel guilty if you eat ice-cream!" (At least, not because you're consuming emulsifiers.)

From the May 2023 issue: Could ice cream possibly be good for you?

None of this has deterred Kennedy from fearmongering about additives like emulsifiers. Instead, he's continuing a pattern that by now has become a MAHA signature: In the health secretary's campaigns against seed oils and food dyes, he has exaggerated modest scientific findings to justify grand allegations that additives drive chronic disease. Some skepticism of these ingredients may be warranted. But Kennedy's critiques lack nuance at a stage when nuance is all that the current research can provide.

A MAHA-led deep dive into these questions could turn up some genuinely useful information. If certain emulsifiers are especially gentle on the gut, the food industry could use them to replace the ones that might be more irritating. Identifying what makes certain people more sensitive to them could shape criteria for prescribing emulsifier-free diets.

But what Kennedy plans to do about emulsifiers beyond investigating their safety is anyone's guess. When I asked the Department of Health and Human Services about it, Emily G. Hilliard, a press secretary, told me that "Secretary Kennedy is committed to ensuring transparency in the food supply so that Americans know exactly what's in their food." Banning any emulsifiers that might be found to cause serious harm would be prudent, but then foods that contain them would have to be reformulated--a costly, time-consuming endeavor. For some foods, that might not even be an option: Without an emulsifier, natural or synthetic, ice cream "just wouldn't be plausible," Leber told me.

If Kennedy aggressively pursues bans or some other type of restrictions, it will be worth stepping back and asking what the administration is really trying to achieve. The health effects of emulsifiers haven't yet been fully distinguished from those of the foods they're in (which tend to have high levels of fat, sugar, or both), nor have those of seed oils and food dyes. In fact, the science points to the likelihood that emulsifiers' potential harms are minor in comparison with more basic nutritional problems. But maybe ditching emulsifiers could act as some roundabout way of nudging Americans toward eating healthier, if Kennedy is prepared to rob us all of ice cream.

Read: RFK Jr. is taking an axe to America's dietary guidelines

In May, Kennedy announced that food additives and processed foods would be the "central focus" of his health administration. But really, that indicates just how unfocused his movement is. The MAHA report rails against American overconsumption of high-sugar, high-fat, ultra-processed foods, yet so far, it hasn't been able to do much to limit their consumption beyond eliciting a nonbinding promise from Kraft-Heinz and General Mills to remove dyes from foods like mac and cheese and Kool-Aid, and encouraging people to cook french fries in beef tallow. Removing or replacing emulsifiers could result in some health gains, but none that are likely to outweigh the health consequences of eating the foods that contain them.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2025/06/maha-emulsifiers-health/683304/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The U.S. Is Going Backwards on Vaccines, Very Fast

America's vaccine advisory committee is now taking seriously a baseless anti-vaccine flash point.

by Katherine J. Wu




Updated at 9:34 a.m. on June 25, 2025
 
 Vaccine experts in the United States have long considered the case on thimerosal closed. A chemical preservative that stamps out contamination in vaccine vials, thimerosal was removed from most U.S. shots more than two decades ago over worries that its mercury content could trigger developmental delays. But those concerns--as well as baseless claims that thimerosal causes autism--have been proved unfounded, many times over. "We took care of this 20 years ago," Kathryn Edwards, a pediatrician and vaccine expert at Vanderbilt University, told me.

That's not how anti-vaccine activists see the compound. Even the strongest data supporting thimerosal's safety have not quelled the concerns of those who insist on the chemical's harms. And now the CDC's Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices, or ACIP, has signaled that thimerosal's presence in vaccines should remain open for debate. The panel is scheduled on Thursday to discuss the compound, which is present in a minority of flu shots in low or trace amounts, and vote on how vaccines containing it should be used.

The panel that will meet this week is more skeptical of vaccines than any version in ACIP history. Earlier this month, Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. abruptly dismissed all 17 existing members of the panel--among them, some of the nation's foremost experts in vaccinology, infectious disease, pediatrics, and public health--and replaced them with eight new members who largely lack expertise in vaccines and, in several cases, have espoused anti-vaccine viewpoints. This new panel will hear a presentation on thimerosal not from a career vaccine scientist--as is usual ACIP practice--but from Lyn Redwood, one of the first vocal advocates of the false notion that thimerosal causes autism and the former president of Children's Health Defense, the anti-vaccine organization that Kennedy chaired until 2023.

ACIP's charter is to evaluate the data and guide the country's approach to vaccines. By reopening the case on thimerosal, Kennedy's handpicked committee has already chosen to entertain a classic anti-vaccine talking point. If the new ACIP's vote further limits the use of vaccines containing the compound, it will also show, from the get-go, how willing it is to disregard evidence.

A multitude of studies, going back more than 20 years, have shown that thimerosal has no link to autism. Children who have received thimerosal-containing vaccines aren't at higher risk of developing autism. Nor has removing the compound from much of the vaccine supply in multiple countries--including the U.S.--decreased autism rates. Instead, autism rates have gone up. (Experts who study autism attribute that rise largely to more awareness and more sensitive diagnostics; Kennedy, meanwhile, insists, without evidence, that the uptick is the work of an "environmental toxin" that "somebody made a profit" on.)

But around the turn of the millennium, experts felt pressured to remove thimerosal from vaccines, especially those targeted to young children. After studies had linked chronic exposure to high levels of mercury found in fish and whale blubber to developmental delays, scientists began to worry about the element's effects on the young brain. The FDA kick-started a campaign to suss out the mercury content of the products it oversaw. By 1999, researchers had pinpointed thimerosal as suspect: The levels of the type of mercury found in vaccines containing the compound seemed, at the time, worryingly high, Walter Orenstein, who directed the U.S.'s National Immunization Program from 1988 through 2004, told me. "So there were concerns that it might be harmful to children." (Autism, notably, wasn't a consideration.)

No research proved that harm, but the fears seemed theoretically legitimate. "It put us in a very difficult position," Orenstein said. The studies necessary to thoroughly test whether the thimerosal in vaccines was toxic could take years; in the meantime, kids could suffer unnecessarily. Some experts argued that keeping thimerosal in the vaccine supply wasn't worth the risk to children's health--and to public trust in immunization. If the FDA publicized its findings on mercury and the government didn't take action, "we would look pretty stupid or unconcerned," Neal Halsey, who was at the time the chair of the American Academy of Pediatrics' committee on infectious diseases, told me. Plus, thimerosal's role in vaccines wasn't technically essential: Its main use was to stave off harmful contamination in multidose vaccine vials, which clinicians repeatedly dip into; with some tinkering, many manufacturers would likely be able to sub in other preservatives, or switch to pricier single-dose containers.

So in 1999, the government and the AAP asked pharmaceutical companies to get rid of the thimerosal in their vaccines as quickly as they could--and advised health-care providers to delay giving the hepatitis B vaccine, which contained the compound, to low-risk newborns.

As it turned out, the compound never posed serious danger. The form of mercury in thimerosal is different from the one found in fish; scientists soon determined that it was excreted from the body faster--which meant that it didn't pose equivalent risk. No major problems in childhood development could be linked to thimerosal-containing vaccines. At the time of the original decision, "if we'd had full knowledge, we wouldn't have done it," Orenstein told me. Thimerosal was, and is, safe.

But that wasn't the message that anti-vaccine activists took away. Instead, they seized upon the government's decision as an admission of guilt; multiple mercury-focused anti-vaccine activist groups sprang up. Some of them began to insist, without evidence, that thimerosal caused autism; among the most prominent advocates for that claim was Kennedy himself. The fervor around autism "caught us all by surprise," Halsey told me. "That's not what our concern was in 1999."

And yet, those fears ballooned. In the mid-aughts, several states restricted thimerosal-containing vaccines for children and pregnant women. In some parts of the country, the misinformation yielded misguided treatments: In 2005, a family in Pennsylvania had their 5-year-old autistic son injected with a mercury-chelating chemical in hopes of curing his condition; less than an hour later, the boy died of a heart attack.

By 2001, thimerosal had been removed from most vaccines for Americans under 6. But the compound's disappearance had costs. Multidose vials are an especially cheap, efficient way to package vaccines; blacklisting thimerosal made many shots more expensive, Paul Offit, a pediatrician at Children's Hospital of Philadelphia, told me. The speed of the decision spurred confusion too. Shaken by the call to remove thimerosal, some hospitals stopped offering the hepatitis B vaccine to newborns entirely; shortly after, a Michigan baby on a delayed vaccination schedule, born to a mother infected with the virus, died.

Certain scientists, including Offit, still consider the removal of thimerosal a mistake, not least because it made vaccines appear more suspicious. In a press release at the time, the AAP noted that "the current levels of thimerosal will not hurt children, but reducing those levels will make safe vaccines even safer"--a statement that appeared to validate thimerosal's dangers. In an attempt to preserve public trust, the government instead broke it, Offit said. "They were meeting the anti-vaccine activists halfway."

Now ACIP seems poised to make a concession to those same anti-vaccine groups. "The fact that it's come up again is reason for some people to say, 'Well, there was an issue,'" Edwards told me.

In response to a request for comment, an HHS spokesperson said, "The new ACIP committee is committed to evidence-based medicine, gold-standard science, and common sense. Its recommendations will be grounded in data, not ideology or opinion." The spokesperson did not address questions about thimerosal specifically or the evidence for once again bringing it under scrutiny.

But the experts I spoke with weren't optimistic about the forthcoming discussion. In the past, any question the committee voted on was usually published weeks in advance, and subcommittees including ACIP members, CDC officials, and independent subject-matter experts vetted evidence and discussed policy options in advance of meetings, Grace Lee, a Stanford pediatrician who formerly chaired ACIP, told me. The new ACIP panel has had no time for that level of preparation. At least one new member, Vicky Pebsworth, has also argued that thimerosal-containing vaccines are dangerous for children and pregnant people in an article published by Children's Health Defense. And on Tuesday, the night before the meeting began, Kennedy shared a lengthy post on X about thimerosal, citing outdated research, denying the existence of sound studies confirming the safety of thimerosal-containing vaccines, and criticizing "pharma-financed mainstream media's mantric ritual of dutifully parroting the propaganda tropes spoon-fed them by vaccine makers and their captive regulators."

The exact proposal that ACIP will vote on hasn't yet been made public, either. But materials now posted to the CDC's website hint at the question the group might consider. Redwood's presentation, which was officially added to the agenda only on Tuesday, includes a series of slides that largely ignores the strong evidence supporting thimerosal-containing vaccines' safety, misrepresents at least one study, and concludes that "removing a known neurotoxin from being injected into our most vulnerable populations is a good place to start with Making America Healthy Again." In an unusual move, though, the materials pertaining to Redwood's presentation also include a CDC report--flagged as "CDC background briefing material," flanked with asterisks--that reiterates thimerosal's safety, and the evidence that debunks a link to autism. (Redwood, Pebsworth, and the CDC did not respond to a request for comment.)

Even Senator Bill Cassidy--the chair of the Senate's health committee, who helped secure Kennedy's confirmation--seems to be having doubts about these developments. On Monday, he wrote on social media that the new ACIP lacked the expertise to make sound decisions about vaccines, and called for the meeting to be delayed "until the panel is fully staffed with more robust and balanced representation." (A spokesperson for Cassidy did not respond to a request for comment.)

If ACIP does vote to remove recommendations for remaining thimerosal-containing vaccines, it could create practical problems, Halsey told me. Even though only a minority of flu vaccines would be affected, forcing manufacturers to alter their products on a tight timeline could make it harder to prepare for annual vaccination campaigns. Lower-resourced regions might also struggle to afford single-dose vials.

But the bigger issue with that decision would be this new committee's brazen disregard for decades of evidence on thimerosal's safety. The original discussion to remove thimerosal was contentious but understandable: a precaution taken in a vacuum of information. This time around, though, the experts have long had the knowledge they need--enough of it that there should be no discussion or vote at all.
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The Adriana Smith Case Was an Ethical Disaster

Georgia's fetal-personhood law pushed doctors into an extraordinarily troubling situation.

by Christine Henneberg




In the early hours of June 13, a baby was born to a brain-dead woman in Atlanta. That woman, Adriana Smith, had suffered a catastrophic stroke in February, in the early weeks of her pregnancy. When the baby, Chance, was born via C-section, he weighed less than two pounds. Last week, doctors at Emory University Hospital, where Smith was initially declared brain-dead, turned off the machines that had been sustaining her organs--and finally returned her body to the care of her family.

Usually, when a patient is declared brain-dead, their family is allowed a few hours or days to say their goodbyes before medical staff disconnect the body from a ventilator. This process hasn't changed since I was a resident in the intensive-care unit nearly a decade ago. Due to patient-privacy rules, Emory hasn't said what exactly happened in February following Smith's apparently devastating and irreversible brain damage, but the standard procedure for a brain-dead patient clearly did not play out. Smith's mother, April Newkirk, told reporters that the hospital instead kept Smith's body on life support for more than four months without the family's input or consent.

In a statement last month, Emory said that its treatment decisions are based, in part, on "compliance with Georgia's abortion laws." Georgia's LIFE Act, which has been in effect since the Supreme Court overturned Roe v. Wade, in 2022, grants full constitutional rights to any "unborn child with a detectable human heartbeat" (usually occurring around six weeks of gestation). This concept is known as fetal personhood, and in Smith's case, it seems to have pushed doctors into an extraordinary--and extraordinarily troubling--situation.

Four fundamental principles underlie health-care ethics: beneficence, non-maleficence, autonomy, and justice. In my experience practicing women's reproductive health care, including abortion care, applying these principles simultaneously to the mother and the fetus can be--at the very least--fraught. The needs of the pregnant woman and the fetus are often in conflict, and many of the body's physiological mechanisms to protect the fetus put even the healthiest pregnant woman at risk. Obstetricians often quip that their field is the hardest and most interesting because they must care for two patients at once, but any doctor who tries to truly uphold their ethical duties to two patients simultaneously risks landing in very murky territory.

To be clear, Smith, as a brain-dead patient, was legally and medically deceased, so precepts about doing good and avoiding harm would not have applied to her, at least clinically speaking. But the ethical principle of autonomy applies even after a patient's death. (Consider the United States' strict consent laws around organ donation.) In the difficult cases when a patient--including a pregnant patient--is in such dire condition that she cannot speak for herself, a proxy decision maker, typically the next of kin, must be the one to make decisions about withdrawing care based on knowledge of the patient's wishes or values. Some people might argue that a fetus, unable to speak for itself, should also be regarded as having some degree of autonomy; still, in Smith's case, the fetus's next of kin, not doctors, should have acted as a proxy decision maker.

Yet Newkirk told reporters that prior to Chance's birth, she was given no say in what happened to her daughter's body, nor to the fetus inside her. Emory doctors simply followed what they believed the law prescribed. Since Smith's case came to public attention last month, a spokesperson for the Georgia attorney general's office has insisted that "there is nothing in the LIFE Act that requires medical professionals to keep a woman on life support after brain death." But in all the months that Smith was kept on organ support (a more accurate term than life support), the attorney general refused to issue a formal legal opinion.

If Smith's case sets a standard in Georgia and in other states with fetal-personhood laws, the implications could be far-reaching. Doctors might feel compelled to conduct a pregnancy test on any woman of reproductive age who dies in the hospital or is brought in dead. Some women might even sign an advance directive requesting that, should they die at any point in pregnancy, their organs be sustained so their fetus has a chance of survival. In the most extreme interpretation of the law, one can imagine an entire ward filled with dead women on ventilators, their bodies being used as incubators for tiny embryos.

Read: The anti-abortion movement's attack on wanted pregnancies

This image invokes a crucial debate about justice that already permeates the American health-care system. The United States spends extraordinary amounts of money on medical care at the extremes of life: neonatal intensive care on the one end, and ICU care for the elderly on the other. (As of Sunday night, Chance remains in the NICU. Newkirk has said that she hopes he will make it home, as most babies born at 27 weeks do, typically after weeks of intensive care.) In part, routine critical care for the very, very old and very, very prematurely born reflects a strong cultural pressure against assigning relative value to any individual life. But it does not always reflect the values of individual patients and their families. And it can raise uncomfortable questions about both benefits and costs--for example, how to measure the value of keeping one very sick patient alive versus, say, distributing large-scale public-health benefits to underserved populations.

Such questions become especially pointed if you consider how often the health-care system fails people before they reach the brink of death--and how it fails certain people more often, and more egregiously, than others. Research shows that doctors in the U.S. routinely ignore the health concerns of Black women such as Smith, and that Black mothers and their babies die at dramatically high rates compared with their white peers. Justice, then, is not only a question of how doctors assign value to a given human life, but also a question of whose voices they listen to, and whose voices are ignored or silenced. According to Newkirk, back in February, Smith went to Atlanta's Northside Hospital complaining of severe headaches; doctors sent her home without imaging her brain. (Neither Northside nor Emory Healthcare responded to requests for comment.) A day later, her boyfriend found her struggling to breathe and called 911. She was rushed to a different hospital and at some point fell unconscious. She never woke up.

As a doctor who cares for pregnant women, I know that patients rarely get to choose between a "right" and "wrong" decision. My job is to present all of the imperfect but ethically permissible options, and their implications for the fetus, to the person in front of me. Those options might include seeking treatment elsewhere if my care is limited by the law or other factors. But my years of practice have taught me that the patient, and the patient alone, must be the one to make that difficult, imperfect decision. This approach is a fairly good summary of how most abortion care works in the United States today. But it's not how all doctors handle such choices. It certainly isn't what happened at the time of Adriana Smith's tragic death. Instead, Newkirk's remarks indicate that no one explained to her exactly how doctors' decisions may have been constrained by Georgia law, and no one suggested that she might transfer her daughter's body to another hospital--even another state--where she might have had a say in those decisions.

Elizabeth Bruenig: Whose choice? Whose life?

The case of Adriana Smith, though not about abortion, is very much about the ethics of choice. April Newkirk never publicly asked for her daughter's body to be removed from organ support, but she did insist that the decision should have rested with her family. In an interview last week, Newkirk reiterated that what had happened to her daughter was a breach of autonomy. "I think all women should have a choice about their body," she said. "And I think I want people to know that."
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RFK Jr. Is Taking an Axe to America's Dietary Guidelines

MAHA is on the brink of its biggest win yet.

by Nicholas Florko




Every five years, America's top nutrition experts jockey to be part of a rite of passage in the field. The federal government chooses a small group of researchers to serve on a committee that spends months poring over scientific literature to answer questions such as: What is the relationship between sweetened beverages and risk of type 2 diabetes? And how does eating saturated fat influence a person's chance of heart disease? The end result is something called the Dietary Guidelines for Americans--in other words, the government's official nutrition recommendations. The whole process might seem a bit excessive, if not pointless. Presumably, few Americans even know about this document, and even fewer intentionally use it to guide what they eat. But the recommendations touch the diets of tens of millions of Americans, affecting what food is served in schools and in the military. They also influence the food industry. After the dietary guidelines began more explicitly warning about the risks of added sugar, several major food companies committed to reducing added sugar in their products.



Those guidelines are now on the brink of getting MAHA-ed. It just so happens that 2025 marks five years since the previous version, so they're now due for an update. Much of the work has already been completed. In December, the Biden administration released the scientific report that is supposed to undergird the guidelines. But Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has since promised to start from scratch and remake the recommendations to match his convictions about how Americans should be eating. Last month, he told Congress that the new dietary guidelines could be released "before August," teasing big changes. The current version of the document is 149 pages. The forthcoming update, he said, will stand at just four pages that tell people to "eat whole food; eat the food that's good for you."



Beyond that, RFK Jr. hasn't given any more specifics on what his dietary guidelines will include. (A Department of Health and Human Services spokesperson didn't respond to a request for comment.) It's a reasonable bet that RFK Jr. will come after his least-favorite foods, such as seed oils, ultra-processed snacks, and synthetic food dyes. If so, he will pave the way for the MAHA diet to become part of many more people's lives. Kennedy's dietary guidelines could have a much larger impact on what Americans eat than anything else he has done to date.



For all of his big talk about how Americans are eating unhealthy food that's making us sick, RFK Jr. has had only middling success so far at enacting change in his short tenure as health secretary. Take food dyes: Kennedy has tried to rid the food supply of most dyes through a handshake agreement with the food industry. The agreement allows food-company executives to decide for themselves whether and when to phase out these products. But by formally discouraging food dyes in the dietary guidelines, Kennedy could effectively block their use in millions of school lunches. Although the lunch program does not need to follow the guidelines word for word, it must be "consistent with the goals" of the government's official recommendations.





Even if Kennedy doesn't outright use the dietary guidelines to come for synthetic dyes or any other MAHA villain, his promise to keep the guidelines to just four pages--essentially a leaflet--would mean trashing much of the existing nutritional advice. Nevertheless, RFK Jr. might be onto something, at least directionally. Consider the 2020 version of the dietary guidelines. I read all 149 pages, and at times, they left me utterly perplexed about what a healthy meal actually looks like. The word guidelines implies simple instructions that a person can actually follow. "Don't eat Oreos" would be a useful nutrition guideline--one that I, myself, should observe more often. "Customize and Enjoy Food and Beverage Choices to Reflect Personal Preferences, Cultural Traditions, and Budgetary Considerations" is not. The report advocates, for example, that people meet their "food group needs with nutrient-dense foods and beverages," but it struggles to explain exactly what makes a food nutrient-dense. If the concept seems self-explanatory, consider that the guidelines claim that both vegetable oil and sparkling water are nutrient-dense. (They also state that a nutrient-dense burrito bowl would have sliced avocado, but a "typical burrito bowl" would have guacamole.)



Look, nutrition can be complicated. And this is not to say that the guidelines are entirely useless. They do, for example, outline the amount of vegetables that the average person should eat in a day: two and a half cups. But clear directives like these are the exception. Part of the issue is that the dietary guidelines are not written for regular people with questions about their diet. In the early 2000s, the guidelines changed from a document explicitly focused on providing everyday people with actionable advice into a report whose stated goal, according to the heads of the Departments of Agriculture and Health and Human Services at the time, was "to be a primary source of dietary health information for policymakers, nutrition educators, and health providers." But the fact that the document is meant for experts doesn't obviate the need for its overarching message to at least be decipherable to the public.



In Kennedy's telling, the guidelines' increasing complexity over time is the nefarious work of the food industry. Before even being nominated to lead HHS, Kennedy posted a video decrying that "corporate interests have hijacked" the guidelines. When he promised lawmakers last month to cut the document down to four pages, he also alleged that the guidelines were "clearly written by industry." It's true that a sizable portion of the experts who have served on the advisory panel developing the guidelines have had ties to the food industry. One study found that 19 of the 20 experts on the advisory committee for the 2020 guidelines had conflicts of interest. (It's common for nutrition experts to receive funding from food companies for their research.)



But there's another potential explanation for the bloat plaguing the guidelines. "I don't think a conspiracy theory is needed here," Marion Nestle, an emeritus professor of nutrition at NYU who served on the dietary-guidelines advisory committee in 1995, told me via email. She added that every committee "thought it had to improve on what was done previously." Consider the 1980 guidelines, a mere 18 pages in total. By 2000, the size of the document had more than doubled, to 39 pages. By 2010, 95 pages. The growing complexity of the guidelines is all the more perplexing because the government's overarching advice on how to eat healthier hasn't changed that much over the past 35 years. "They all say the same thing no matter how many pages they use: eat more plant foods; restrict salt, sugar, saturated fat; balance calories," Nestle said.



One of Kennedy's particular skills is finding messages that get through to people. So many of his views on nutrition seem to have resonated precisely because they are not full of mealy-mouthed verbiage and caveats. It's easier to grasp that seed oils are poisonous than it is to understand the nuances of how the fatty acids in these oils are digested in the body. For Kennedy to actually benefit Americans' health, however, his guidelines still have to reflect reality. (You shouldn't freak out about seed oils.) Going too far in simplifying dietary messages could further degrade the credibility of the guidelines all the same, warns Michael Pollan, the writer who's perhaps the most famous concise food messenger. "The challenge always is: How do you simplify science without distorting it?" he told me.



Kennedy's views of individual ingredients oscillate between commonsense dietary maxims and conspiratorial musings. His views about the risks of added sugar, for example, are far more scientifically founded than his love of beef tallow. That is one of the most troubling elements of Kennedy's tenure as HHS secretary: Especially when it comes to food, he mixes mainstream views with conspiracy theories. No one can predict exactly which of these views he will glom on to from one day to the next--or which will appear in four pages of dietary guidelines.
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The Protein Madness Is Just Getting Started

Americans are taking their obsession with supplements to new extremes.

by Lila Shroff




In the early 1950s, "Hi-Proteen" powder, one of the first modern protein supplements, hit the market. Initially, it tasted awful. But after its creator, Bob Hoffman, added in Hershey's chocolate, the flavor improved. (He used a canoe paddle to stir his mixture in a giant vat.) Protein products have come a long way since then. Perhaps, they have come too far: Last weekend, at the gym, I was offered a can of lemon-flavored "protein ice tea." The summery, yellow-striped packaging advertised 15 grams of protein per can, or about the same as what you might get from three eggs.



Apparently protein shakes and protein bars don't cut it anymore. Americans are so obsessed with protein that even an Arnold Palmer comes infused with it. Perhaps protein iced tea was inevitable. Whenever something is trendy, the food industry can't help but push things to the extreme--consider "plant-based" peanut butter (as if the spread was not already vegetarian) and gluten-free pumpkin dog biscuits. But even compared with other food trends, the protein situation has gotten out of hand. Just last week, Starbucks announced that it's piloting a high-protein, banana-flavored cold foam. There is protein water, Kardashian-branded protein popcorn, and "macho" protein pasta sauce. If you want to get drunk while bulking up, consider a protein-fortified pale ale or a "Swoleberry" spiked protein seltzer. Nothing is safe from the protein pandemonium. Name a food, and the protein version of it probably exists.



Even if you, like me, aren't trying to maximize your protein intake, all of these products can be hard to escape. They have infiltrated every inch of the supermarket: On Monday, I went grocery shopping with the mission of finding the most ridiculous protein-enriched ingredients possible. While preparing my meal, I crunched on ranch-flavored protein tortilla chips (13 grams) and sipped from a bottle of grapefruit-flavored protein water (20 grams). Dinner began with a salad made of "OrganicGirl Protein Greens," which feature an assortment of mixed greens including naturally protein-rich sweet-pea leaves (5 grams). My main course was chickpea protein pasta (20 grams) and salmon (40 grams). I topped it all off with a frozen peanut-butter-banana bar for dessert (another 5 grams).

Read: The drink Americans can't quit

In total, I ate more than 170 grams of protein on Monday, or the equivalent of 31 medium eggs. According to the federal government's recommendations, that's almost four times what someone of my build and activity level needs in a day to maintain a "nutritionally adequate" diet. The official dietary guidelines suggest that a person needs at least 0.36 grams of protein per pound of body weight to stay healthy. That's not all that much protein. Before my dinner experiment, I had gone through the day without thinking about my protein consumption, and had already surpassed my recommended amount by more than 30 percent. The average American adult regularly exceeds the federal recommendation.



So why is protein showing up in iced tea? Some health experts think that the current federal recommendation is insufficient. They believe that for optimal health--to get beyond simply meeting basic nutritional needs--we should be consuming double, if not triple, the recommended amount. Some people--those who strength train, for instance--certainly benefit from increased intake. But for the average person, most experts don't see the point in going wild with protein, as my colleague Katherine J. Wu has written.

Read: Should we all be eating like the Rock?

What makes protein so appealing is that it has been offered as an answer for lots of people's dietary goals. Want to build muscle? Eat protein. Want to feel fuller for longer? Eat protein. Want to lose weight? Eat protein. The nutrient can indeed help with all of those, but sometimes, the claims turn absurd. Cargill, the food giant, recently suggested that protein might help solve broken marriages: "Protein helps individuals become better parents, partners and employees," the company wrote in a report this spring. In other words, protein has become synonymous with "healthy." The message seems to be resonating: Last year, 71 percent of American adults said they were trying to consume more of it.



For food companies, adding protein to virtually everything is an easy way to make their products more alluring. No Starbucks executive is going to suggest a new line of "fat enhanced" cold foam or iced tea with extra carbs. But extra protein--sure. And that's how we end up in a world of protein mania. The protein shake has given way to protein coffees and protein matchas and protein energy drinks and protein sodas. The protein bar has similarly descended into madness: Last week, Hershey's announced a "Double Chocolate flavored protein bar" that looks like its normal chocolate bar (Hoffman would be proud). For the purists, there's the recently launched David bar, named after Michelangelo's, which bills itself as "the most effective portable protein on this planet." You can eat protein-fortified vanilla glazed donuts for breakfast, top your double cheeseburger with protein-laced ketchup, and finish the day with protein powder mixed with melatonin that promises a good night's sleep.



If you're suspicious of these products, it's for good reason. Shoppers might think that certain foods are healthier now that they have a protein label slapped on them. Some of the new products are truly good for you--but eating a ton of protein-packed candy (or even just lots of red meat) comes with health risks that could offset whatever dubious benefit all that added protein might provide. A Snickers bar with 20 grams of protein is still a Snickers bar.



By the time I finished my protein dinner, I was starting to feel bloated. Still, I wasn't quite done. I cued up the trailer for Protein, a film that debuted in U.K. cinemas last weekend. The movie tells the story of "a gym-obsessed serial killer" who "murders and eats a local drug dealer" for--what else?--protein. I took a bite of a protein-packed double-chocolate cookie and hit "Play."
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The 'Fantasy We Have of Vaccines' Is in Trouble

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 United States 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, noted 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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2025/06/hpv-vaccine-acip/683236/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	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 asks 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."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2025/06/ivermectin-miracle-drug-right-wing-aspirin/683197/?utm_source=feed
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        Think of a famous storm--maybe Hurricane Katrina, gathering force over the warming Atlantic surface and pinwheeling toward the mouth of the Mississippi River to flood the great city of New Orleans. You may remember that Katrina killed more than 1,300 people. You may remember other, less deadly storms, such as Sandy, which killed dozens of people in New York City, and at least 147 overall. Now think of a famous heat wave. It's more difficult to do. And yet, heat waves can be fatal too. In 2023, sco...
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This Awful, Forgettable Heat

The week's bad weather deserves a name.

by Ross Andersen




Think of a famous storm--maybe Hurricane Katrina, gathering force over the warming Atlantic surface and pinwheeling toward the mouth of the Mississippi River to flood the great city of New Orleans. You may remember that Katrina killed more than 1,300 people. You may remember other, less deadly storms, such as Sandy, which killed dozens of people in New York City, and at least 147 overall. Now think of a famous heat wave. It's more difficult to do. And yet, heat waves can be fatal too. In 2023, scorching weather lingered for more than a month in Phoenix, Arizona, pushing temperatures to 119 degrees and killing an estimated 400 people in the county. Two years later, it's all but forgotten. A major storm is history. A major heat wave is the weather.



This week's heat wave is menacing much of the entire country: Almost three-quarters of America's population--245 million people--have been subjected to temperatures of at least 90 degrees, and more than 30 million people are experiencing triple digits, according to one estimate. Yet few of us will remember this shared misery, unless we ourselves happen to be hospitalized because of it, or lose someone to heat stroke. Instead, these few days will blur together with all the other stretches of "unseasonably warm weather" and "record-setting temperatures" that now define summer in America. They will constitute just one more undifferentiated and unremembered moment from our extended slide into planetary catastrophe.



Heat waves have always been anonymous disasters. They lack the flashy action of earthquakes, volcanoes, or plagues, and they don't show up much in ancient histories and myths. No single heat wave from human history has been assigned the narrative resonance of the Vesuvius eruption, or the mythic power of the storms that imperiled Odysseus. When heat waves do appear in stories, they tend to come in aggregate, after a series of them, occurring over months or years, have intensified droughts and famines. Our main cultural record of these collected runs of extreme heat consists of ruins left behind by civilizations that vanished after too many rainless years and failed harvests.



What if heat waves could be called by name, like Katrina and Sandy? Maybe that would give them greater purchase on our cultural memory. Several organizations have recently argued that we ought to label heat waves as we do tropical storms. (This week's, if it were the first in some new system, might be called "Heat Wave Aaron.") Supposedly, this would make heat loom larger in public discourse: More people would become aware of it and stay indoors. In 2022, a team working with the mayor's office in Seville, Spain, piloted this idea. They assigned a local heat wave that had reached 110 degrees the name Zoe. According to a paper the team published last year, the 6 percent of surveyed residents who could recall the name without prompting also said they'd engaged in more heat-safety behaviors.



No one knows whether that effect would have lasted through other heat waves, once the novelty of naming wore off for the Sevillians. Either way, the idea may be tricky to implement. In the Atlantic Ocean, fewer than 20 tropical storms, on average, are named each year. But the United States alone is subject to hundreds of annual heat waves, and they vary immensely in scale. Some are city-size, and others--like this week's--drape themselves across the country like a thick and invisible down blanket. And unlike tropical storms, which are categorized according to wind speed, heat waves kick in at different temperatures in different places. (Seattle's heat wave might be Santa Fe's average summer day.) So which of these deserve a name tag, and which ones don't? Even if the naming idea catches on, these details will need working out.



Alas, heat waves will likely remain anonymous for most of us for a good while longer, if not forever. But perhaps we should not be so ashamed of this. Our inability to record these sweltering spells in a more conspicuous way is shared by the natural world, which rarely shows the marks of an episode of hot weather in any lasting way. A storm or an earthquake can reconfigure a landscape in a single moment of violence, leaving behind scars that can still be seen with the naked eye millennia later. In nature, as in culture, heat waves tend to show themselves after they have piled up into a larger warming trend. Only then are they visible in tree rings and ice cores, in coastlines that move inland, and in the mass extinctions that glare out from the fossil record--a thought to console yourself with as you wait for this week's heat to break.
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A New View Into the Universe

At the summit of Cerro Pachon, the Vera C. Rubin Observatory has started its work.

by Michael Jones McKean






The 18-story silhouette of the nearly completed Vera C. Rubin Observatory loomed above as I looked over a field of construction remnants a few weeks back. Beside me were two-ton custom jigs and dozens of shipping mounts resembling modern art. Within eyeshot were one-to-one-scale mass surrogates representing complex telescope parts and a swimming-pool-size bulletproof crate that had held the observatory's large reflecting mirror--a 37,000-pound glass object as fragile as a teacup--on its journey across continents and waves to this mountaintop, Cerro Pachon.



This ridge, on the edge of the Atacama Desert in Chile, some 9,000 feet above sea level, is now home to three of the world's most powerful telescopes, including Rubin. It's also probably one of the most unforgiving locations in the world to try to build anything, let alone something as complex as an observatory. Yet these same conditions--distance from anthropogenic light sources, a mountainous altitude above the cloud line, a crisp desert atmosphere--provide the baselines for Rubin to access the faintest of faint celestial objects.

The first mind-bending images taken by the observatory were released today in the tradition of "first light," a new observatory's ceremonial opening. The images represent a decades-long effort by a globally dispersed team of astrophysicists, data scientists, engineers, administrators, machinists, welders, bus drivers, cooks, and thousands of others completing one of the most sophisticated objects that humans have ever built.



Since 2022, I've been the observatory's artist in residence, and I've been closely shadowing Rubin's work since 2017 as part of a planetary sculpture I'm making called Twelve Earths. As an artist, I find it hard not to imagine Rubin as a sculptural entity, an object that in its complexity has stretched the limits of what Earth's storehouse of materials can accomplish. Yet for all its sheer matter--steel, glass, silver, aluminum, copper, ferroconcrete, silicon--the observatory seems to lift off into a mytho-poetic dimension.



Rubin is what's called a "survey telescope," making its principal artifact a map. In this case, the most elaborate, 4-D, data-dense, Borgesian map of the cosmos in motion that humans at this moment conceivably can make. It will catalog 37 billion discrete astronomical objects, revisiting them every three nights again and again, for 10 years.
 
 To process this enormous volume of information, arguably astronomy's first full-throated foray into big data, a physical data pipeline was built to connect the observatory to the SLAC National Accelerator Laboratory in California, where images collected from the summit will be analyzed and delivered to the inboxes of astronomers around the world--approximately 10 million alerts issued each night. In this way, Rubin is an amplifier system for existing observatories around the world: It will hand off precise coordinates so they can linger on supernovas, tidal-disruption events, gamma-ray-burst afterglow, interstellar visitors, neutrino triggers, comets, and more. Some people also liken the observatory to a planetary insurance policy, detecting near-Earth objects before they could ram into us. Others are predicting that it could generate evidence that points toward alien intelligence. Among the many charismatic analogies for Rubin, my current favorite imagines the observatory as the largest, most elaborate movie camera shooting a cosmic film that will take 10 years to complete.



Rubin is also a rare scientific megaproject that feels excitingly relatable. Instruments such as particle accelerators, neutrino detectors, and even radio telescopes might command our awe, but they roam in realms far outside sensorial experience. At its core, Rubin is an optical telescope. This links it to a long continuum of prosthetic tools that help our bodies better do what they already do naturally--see and process light.






Still, witnessing the observatory's core photon-capturing operations means taking in an unusual amount of choreography. Tons of steel and glass whirl with a precision that would make Swiss watchmakers envious. Enclosed within Rubin's dome--a 360-degree rotating structure as big as an apartment building--is a gimbal-esque object called the telescope mount assembly. The machine is anchored to an island of reinforced concrete that stretches deep into the mountain, helping the telescope achieve absolute stillness for its balletic operations. The telescope assembly pivots, torques, and tilts with vertigo-inducing velocity while also balancing a camera as big as a car and an array of three massive mirrors that, together, are heavier than a tractor trailer.



Rubin's mirrors--its de facto spiritual center--live in a zone of rare alchemic perfection. Each is the result of years of jewel-like polishing and honing. The mirrors work in unison, in a unique stacked system, to coax Rubin's gaze to a functional limit, gathering as much primordial light as possible. Riding under the mirrors is a system that autocorrects the tiny imperfections that gravity secretly imposes on tons of ultra-stiff, honeycombed glass. Every 40 seconds, as the mirrors are repositioned for their next long exposure, the actuators perform a new calculus to make a reflective surface that's seemingly already perfect even more so. An infinitesimally small aberration here or there can foul up an otherwise good night of astronomy, if you're hoping to catch a glimpse of an object a billion light-years away.



After the photons bounce among Rubin's mirrors, their final stop before being transformed into data is the world's largest digital camera. It has 189 CCD sensors producing massive 3.2-gigapixel images. Four hundred ultra-high-definition monitors would be needed to see the pixels generated in a single 30-second exposure.



In the dusk at Cerro Pachon, the field of construction bits and pieces began to feel like an archaeological site, its objects becoming artifacts of the observatory's origins. The sun was waning toward the Andean peaks, bounding like waves toward the Pacific. Framing the view were acres of sky crossfading to the deepest cerulean on the horizon, hinting at the starscape waiting for its nightly reveal.



A gleam of light careened off the construction debris and ricocheted into my eyes. The surplus of photons triggered a signal through my optic nerves, and in a millisecond, a web of electrical signals reached across my brain, branching into billions of neurons and trillions of synapses. Together, they formed a unique constellation, a thought: that this same light staggering my sight--in fact all light, all around us, everywhere--was composed of not only nine-minute-old local sunlight but also light from billions of the faintest space objects. Rubin hopes to tally these same sorts of deep-space particles, the kind that all of Earth is constantly microdosing, phantom starlight from the farthest reaches of the universe.



My eyes found a place to rest on Rubin. The thought melted into another: The tiny sliver of photons that somehow do find this observatory will be pretty special.



Regaining a bit of balance, I could make out Aaron Roodman, the deputy director of construction and the camera-program lead, walking in my direction with a small team from SLAC. I fell into step with the group, headed to the cafeteria, and asked how the afternoon went. "Really well. It's time to chill the camera's CCDs to 100 degrees below Celsius," Roodman said. "The sensors each generate a tiny bit of light--it's something we call 'dark current.' Chilling everything makes the electrons behave less energetically. It makes everything darker."



Our conversation followed us into dinner, which we finished quickly: The team had much to wrap before the observing crew arrives for its night shift. On the walk back to the observatory, our group reached a familiar bend in the path. We pivoted slightly and were met with a panoramic Andean vista, the sun illuminating Rubin's facade in the last of the evening's golden-red glow. Our group paused to linger. "This never gets old. Just incredible," Roodman let out.



He was right: The sight, in its totality of overwhelming landscape and human achievement, was awesome. Here on a secluded peak, people have made real a thesis about the limits of long-form human coordination while managing a psychedelic balancing act, calibrating a machine to the smallest units of measurement in order to seek out the biggest objects in the universe.



In the distance, I could see a small crew putting the final touches on a safety railing near Pachon's ridgeline. Someone held a pole while someone else attached it to another. These were two touchpoints within a continuum of billions of others--a typed-out line of code, a welded seam, a bolt tightened--each moment of contact balanced by those of ancestors who'd learned to sharpen flint, fuse glass, or dream in femtoseconds.



Here on this summit, it was not much of a sideways leap to imagine the observatory as a mountaintop cathedral nested above the clouds. One generation's gift to the next--a modern iteration of an ancient sky ritual held in the darkest hours--to sustain communion with the oldest cosmic light, rendering the invisible visible for everyone to see.
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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 asks 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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        The Atlantic's August Issue: "Eighty Years on the Edge," Examining Eight Decades of Life in the Atomic Age
        The Atlantic

        For The Atlantic's August issue, "Eighty Years on the Edge," Atlantic writers examine the past eight decades of life in the Atomic Age. Publishing today are two essays from the issue: editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg's "Nuclear Roulette," on how the only way to win at nuclear roulette is to stop playing; and staff writer Tom Nichols on why the power to launch nuclear weapons rests with a single American and the danger that involves. These will be joined in the coming weeks by articles from staff ...
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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s August Issue: "Eighty Years on the Edge," Examining Eight Decades of Life in the Atomic Age

With essays by Jeffrey Goldberg, Tom Nichols, Ross Andersen, Noah Hawley, and Andrew Aoyama




For The Atlantic's August issue, "Eighty Years on the Edge," Atlantic writers examine the past eight decades of life in the Atomic Age. Publishing today are two essays from the issue: editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg's "Nuclear Roulette," on how the only way to win at nuclear roulette is to stop playing; and staff writer Tom Nichols on why the power to launch nuclear weapons rests with a single American and the danger that involves. These will be joined in the coming weeks by articles from staff writer Ross Andersen, the writer Noah Hawley, and Andrew Aoyama.
 
 The August issue also features a striking cover: minimal text over a stark photograph of a 1954 bomb test at Bikini Atoll, an image found in a government archive by the photographer Michael Light. The so-called Yankee test released an explosive yield equivalent to 13.5 million tons of TNT, about 900 times that of Little Boy.
 
 "We are living through one of the more febrile periods of the nuclear era," Goldberg writes in "Nuclear Roulette." The contours of World War III are visible in the Russian invasion of Ukraine, with Russia aided by Iran and North Korea and opposed by Europe and the United States. Pakistan and India, two nuclear states, recently fought a near-war; Iran, which has for decades sought the destruction of Israel through terrorism and other means, has seen its nuclear sites come under attack by Israel and the United States, in what could be termed an act of non-proliferation by force; North Korea continues to expand its nuclear arsenal, and South Korea and Japan are considering going nuclear in response. But, as Goldberg writes, "the main challenge of the 80 years since the Trinity atomic test has been that we do not possess the cognitive, spiritual, and emotional capabilities necessary to successfully manage nuclear weapons without the risk of catastrophic failure."
 
 Goldberg writes that the successful end of the Cold War caused many people to believe that the threat of nuclear war had receded, but we forget at our peril: "We forget that 80 years after the world-changing summer of 1945, Russia and the United States alone possess enough nuclear firepower to destroy the world many times over; we forget that China is becoming a near-peer adversary of the U.S.; we forget that the history of the Nuclear Age is filled with near misses, accidents, and wild misinterpretations of reality." He continues, "Most of all, we forget the rule articulated by the mathematician and cryptologist Martin Hellman: that the only way to survive Russian roulette is to stop playing."
 
 In "The President's Weapon," Nichols explores why the power to launch nuclear weapons rests in the hands of a single American. Nichols writes: "If the commander in chief wishes to launch a sudden, unprovoked strike, or escalate a conventional conflict, or retaliate against a single nuclear aggression with all-out nuclear war, the choice is his and his alone. The order cannot be countermanded by anyone in the government or the military. His power is so absolute that nuclear arms for decades have been referred to in the defense community as 'the president's weapon.'" For nearly 30 years after the Cold War, fears of nuclear war seemed to recede. Then relations with Russia froze over and Donald Trump entered politics. Nichols now asks: Even though this has been the system since the end of World War II, does it still make sense today? This will be joined by an additional article from Nichols, also in the August issue, on how Hollywood taught a generation to fear nuclear catastrophe.
 
 Please reach out with any questions or requests to interview The Atlantic's writers on their reporting for the issue.
 
 Press Contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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        How Sleeping Less Became an American Value
        Isabel Fattal

        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.In some corners of American culture, one rule applies: The less you sleep, the more impressive you are. Tech CEOs and influencers love to tout their morning routines that begin at 5 a.m. or 4 a.m. or 3 a.m. (though at a certain point we really ought to just call them "night routines"). Many of their "How I start my day" videos have a moralizing tone: Waking up early is...

      

      
        What America Can Learn From Iran's Failure
        Yair Rosenberg

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.The latest round of the Israel-Iran war is over, and the immediate outcome appears decisive. In just 12 days, Israel eliminated the leadership of Iran's military, air force, and intelligence agency; bombed the country's nuclear sites; and took out dozens of missiles and launchers on the ground before th...
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How Sleeping Less Became an American Value

Working at the expense of rest has long been a pillar of achievement.

by Isabel Fattal




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


In some corners of American culture, one rule applies: The less you sleep, the more impressive you are. Tech CEOs and influencers love to tout their morning routines that begin at 5 a.m. or 4 a.m. or 3 a.m. (though at a certain point we really ought to just call them "night routines"). Many of their "How I start my day" videos have a moralizing tone: Waking up early is inherently good, the thinking goes. And not getting much sleep is presented as a symbol of hard work: Elon Musk and many of the Silicon Valley figures who came before him have been known to brag about staying up all night because they are so very dedicated to their company or mission.

Americans have been ascribing moral value to sleep, or the lack thereof, for centuries. In 1861, an Atlantic writer railed against newspaper articles in which "all persons are exhorted to early rising, to resolute abridgment of the hours of sleep, and the like." Readers were told "that Sir Walter Raleigh slept but five hours in twentyfour; that John Hunter, Frederick the Great, and Alexander von Humboldt slept but four; that the Duke of Wellington made it an invariable rule to 'turn out' whenever he felt inclined to turn over, and John Wesley to arise upon his first awaking." The writer identified the value judgment lurking behind these examples: "'All great men have been early risers,' says my newspaper."

America was built on a Protestant work ethic, and the idea that hard work is an inherent good has never quite left us. But the Christian ideals that dominated early American culture also helped schedule leisure into the week in the form of the Sunday Sabbath. Throughout much of the 1800s, this day of rest was enforced by individual states, but such enforcement was waning by the end of that century. Americans were so tied to this ritual, however, that some petitioned Congress to legally codify the day. Eventually, the 40-hour workweek was created under the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938, and workers were granted both Saturdays and Sundays as days off.

Even as leisure became part of America's legal structure, the obsession with hard work only grew, especially for higher-paid workers. In the 19th and early 20th centuries, pundits predicted that automation would lead to more leisure time. But another ideology took hold instead, one that the Atlantic contributor Derek Thompson calls workism: Adherents to this quasi-religion, most of whom are college-educated Americans, build their identities and seek fulfillment through their job.

Once the twin pillars of working a lot and sleeping a little became symbols of American achievement, those looking to stay up later became prime targets for product marketing. A nation of people trying to rebel against their body's basic instincts is a nation ready to pay for help. Coffee, for example, was successful in the U.S. in part because employers realized that caffeine would allow workers to toil longer. As time went on, the tools on offer got more varied: Now you can try an ice bath or dubious supplements or a thousand different kinds of energy drinks (some of which may give you a heart attack).

Though in recent years a majority of Americans have acknowledged that they'd feel better with more rest, the mindset that sleep equals laziness is hard to shake. When the actor Dakota Johnson said in 2023 that sleep is her "number one priority in life," adding that she can easily sleep for up to 14 hours, her comments went viral, and she felt compelled to issue a clarification a while later. Sure, 14 hours is a lot of sleep; tech bros somewhere are shuddering at the thought. Perhaps one day, the new brag will be to say, "I sleep so much." But we're not quite there yet.
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What America Can Learn From Iran's Failure

The regime's predicament shows what happens when conspiracies, rather than reality, shape decision making.

by Yair Rosenberg




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


The latest round of the Israel-Iran war is over, and the immediate outcome appears decisive. In just 12 days, Israel eliminated the leadership of Iran's military, air force, and intelligence agency; bombed the country's nuclear sites; and took out dozens of missiles and launchers on the ground before they could be used. Iran, by contrast, was unable to take down a single Israeli jet, and was reduced to firing decreasing volleys of ballistic missiles at Israel's population centers, killing 27 civilians and one 18-year-old soldier at home with his family. All active-duty military deaths were on the Iranian side.

Israel's achievements were made possible by their stunning intelligence penetration of the Iranian regime's highest ranks. In the first hours of the conflict, Mossad agents reportedly launched drones from inside Iranian territory to neutralize air defenses, and lured much of Iran's top brass to a supposedly secret bunker that was then pummeled by Israeli forces. These early coups enabled Israel to achieve air dominance over Iran, a country some 1,500 miles away. To understand how the regime's leaders could have failed so utterly to suss out Israeli spooks, one needs to understand another time when Israel was alleged to have taken control of Tehran's skies.

In the summer of 2018, Iran was experiencing a drought. This is not an uncommon occurrence in the Middle East and would not have made international news if not for the response of a regime functionary, who blamed the weather on Israel. "The changing climate in Iran is suspect," Brigadier General Gholam Reza Jalali said at a press conference. "Israel and another country in the region have joint teams which work to ensure clouds entering Iranian skies are unable to release rain." He went on to accuse the Jewish state of "cloud and snow theft."

This story seems like a silly bit of trivia until one realizes that Jalali was also the head of Iran's Civil Defense Organization, tasked with combating sabotage. In other words, a key person in charge of thwarting Israeli spies in Iran was an incompetent conspiracy theorist obsessed with Jewish climate control. About a week after the Hamas attack on October 7, 2023, Jalali celebrated the massacre and boasted in state-run media that Israel's "military and intelligence dominance has collapsed and will not be repaired anymore." Unsurprisingly, it was on his watch that Israel executed an escalating campaign of physical and cybersabotage against Iran's nuclear program, culminating in the war this month.

Jalali is but one of many high-level Iranian functionaries who seemingly believe their own propaganda about their enemies. Former Iranian President Hassan Rouhani once told Fox News that Israel supported the Islamic State, despite ISIS executing attacks against Israelis. His predecessor, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, suggested at the United Nations that 9/11 was an inside job perpetrated by the U.S. government.

It would be easy to dismiss Iran's wartime failures as unique to the country's dysfunctional authoritarian system. But that would be a mistake. Jalali and other top Iranian officials were unable to defeat Israel not just because their own intelligence capabilities didn't match up, but because their adherence to regime-sanctioned fantasies made grasping Israel's actual abilities impossible for them. As a result, once Israel decided, after October 7, that it could no longer tolerate the risks of constant aggression from Iran and its proxies, the regime's defenses quickly folded. In this way, Iran's predicament is a cautionary tale about what happens when loyalty to a ruling ideology--rather than capability--determines who runs a society, and when conspiracies, rather than reality, shape decision making.

Although the Iranian theocracy presents an acute case of this phenomenon, the early symptoms are beginning to manifest in democratic societies, including our own. Consider: Today, the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services is run by Robert F. Kennedy Jr., a man who has cast doubt on decades of scientific research on the effectiveness of vaccines. He recently fired the entire membership of the CDC's Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices and appointed several vaccine skeptics to the panel, which is now planning to review childhood vaccination standards. Kennedy attained his position as a reward for endorsing Donald Trump during the 2024 campaign.

Tulsi Gabbard, the director of national intelligence, has suggested that the former Syrian dictator Bashar al-Assad did not use chemical weapons against his own people in 2017 and 2018, despite extensive documentation of the attacks, including by the Organization for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons and the previous Trump administration. A former Democrat, she also attained her position after endorsing Trump. Thomas Fugate, a 22-year-old recent college graduate who worked on Trump's 2024 campaign, is now the interim director of the Center for Prevention Programs and Partnerships at the Department of Homeland Security, despite having no apparent experience in counterterrorism. And that's to say nothing of Congress, where people such as Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene of Georgia, a conspiracy theorist who once speculated that the Rothschild banking dynasty was setting wildfires with a space laser, now sit on the powerful House Oversight Committee.

Politicians have long rewarded their allies with plum positions. But when allegiance replaces proficiency as the primary qualification for advancement, and conspiracism replaces competency, disaster looms. Flunkies guided by regime ideology lack the capacity to understand and solve national crises. Just look at Iran.

When Jalali blamed his country's drought on Israel, Iran's chief forecaster pushed back, but tentatively, seemingly afraid to upset those in charge. The general "probably has documents of which I am not aware," Ahad Vazifeh, the director of forecasting at Iran's Meteorological Organization, said. "But on the basis of meteorological knowledge, it is not possible for a country to steal snow or clouds." He then offered a warning that is as applicable to America today as it was then to Iran: "Raising such questions not only does not solve any of our problems, but will deter us from finding the right solutions."

Related: 

	A cease-fire without a conclusion
 	The war Israel was ready to fight




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The self-deportation psyop
 	The David Frum Show: Why do billionaires go crazy?
 	The worst sandwich is back.




Today's News

	President Donald Trump said that U.S. and Iranian officials will speak next week, but Iran has not confirmed whether such talks are scheduled.
 	Zohran Mamdani is the presumptive Democratic candidate for the New York City mayoral race; Andrew Cuomo conceded last night.
 	Members of the CDC's vaccine-advisory panel, who were recently appointed by Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr., appeared inclined to overhaul longstanding vaccine recommendations during a meeting today.




More From The Atlantic

	America's incarceration rate is about to fall off a cliff.
 	A military-ethics professor resigns in protest.
 	This Pride month, the backlash has officially arrived.
 	The U.S. is going backwards on vaccines, very fast.




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Paul Morigi / Getty; Floortje / Getty.



Brace Yourself for Watery Mayo and Spiky Ice Cream

By Yasmin Tayag

In the kitchen, an ingredient's taste is sometimes less important than its function. Cornstarch has rescued many a watery gravy; gelatin turns juice to Jell-O. Yet the substances that make bread fluffy, hold mayonnaise together, and keep the cream in ice cream have, according to the new stance of the United States government, "no culinary use."
 These natural and synthetic substances, called emulsifiers, are added to processed foods to give them the textures that Americans have come to love. They've also become targets in Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s push to remove many food additives from the American diet.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic



Watch. Our film critic David Sims has a summertime assignment for you: watching these movies.

Read. At night, Toni Morrison worked on her novels. By day, as an editor at Random House, she championed a new generation of writers, Clint Smith 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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How Voters Lost Their Aversion to Scandal

Andrew Cuomo's strong position in the mayoral race is a reminder that this is a golden age for comebacks.

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.


Jessica Ramos, a Democrat running for mayor of New York, has had scathing words for Andrew Cuomo, the former governor who is also running for mayor. In 2021, the state senator called on Cuomo to resign or be impeached after multiple women accused him of sexual harassment (he denies wrongdoing); the New York state attorney general also found that his administration had undercounted COVID deaths in nursing homes.

On the campaign trail this year, Ramos called Cuomo a "corrupt egomaniac" and a "remorseless bully." She said, "I wish I lived in a city where voters cared about women getting harassed." She also used the scandal to question his acuity: "I imagine having to resign in disgrace must have really taken a toll on, at the very least, at the very least, his ego, but most certainly his mental health," Ramos said, adding that the city could not "afford a Joe Biden moment."

This made it surprising when, earlier this month, Ramos "cross-endorsed" Cuomo in the city's ranked-choice voting system. (My colleague Annie Lowrey recently detailed the complicated system.)

"We need serious governing. We need delivery over dogma. Knowing how to govern matters, and that's why I'm endorsing Andrew Cuomo for mayor today," Ramos said at a joint rally with Cuomo. Making clear that this was a swipe at the leftist candidate Zohran Mamdani, she added that only one of the mayoral candidates has the "experience, toughness, and the knowledge to lead New York for what's about to come." Ramos is hardly alone: Politico found that more than 40 percent of Cuomo's top endorsements by elected officials in the mayoral race came from people who publicly condemned him in 2021.

Voting in the Democratic mayoral primary ends today, and if the polls are right, Cuomo and Mamdani are the likely winners. The ranked-choice voting system means that the outcome is difficult to predict; Cuomo has led most polls, though an Emerson College poll released yesterday suggests that Mamdani could pull ahead once voters' downballot choices are counted.

Cuomo's strong position is a reminder that this is, for better or worse--almost certainly for worse--a golden age for comebacks. President Donald Trump is only the most blatant example. This has led journalists and political scientists to wonder whether scandals even matter anymore, or to bluntly assert that they don't. Such despondency is understandable, but the situation is somewhat more nuanced. Where major scandals used to seem like simple disqualifiers, ending or thwarting many careers, voters and politicians now treat the taint of scandal as just another factor in a cost-benefit analysis.

Cuomo's story illustrates how this has happened. The first relevant dynamic is a shift in how the public views sex scandals. Starting with President Bill Clinton, politicians realized that they could gut out a scandal rather than step down, a path since followed by Senator David Vitter of Louisiana, South Carolina Governor Mark Sanford, Trump, and others. The #MeToo movement complicated that: Consensual-sex scandals might be survivable, but harassment and assault became grounds for banishment. Cuomo was never convicted in a criminal court (the only charge filed against him was dismissed in 2022), but an investigation by New York Attorney General Letitia James found that "Governor Cuomo sexually harassed current and former state employees in violation of both federal and state laws." (Cuomo has admitted to instances that were "misinterpreted as unwanted flirtation," but continues to deny wrongdoing.)

Much has changed in four years. In The New Yorker last week, Alexis Okeowo profiled Tina Johnson, one of the women who accused the Alabama Republican Roy Moore, then a Senate candidate, of sexual assault in 2017 but who now feels forgotten. (Moore has denied the allegations and is suing Johnson and other accusers.) "The #MeToo movement had created a sense of immense possibility for survivors of sexual violence. But, in time, that sense seemed to fade," Okeowo writes. "A general fatigue with 'cancellation' took hold, and conservative media outlets and politicians weaponized this weariness against the movement." Cuomo didn't just ride that wave: He participated in it, launching a podcast to complain about cancel culture and paint himself as a victim.

Second, in a perverse way, Cuomo likely benefited from the sheer number of accusations against him, as well as the nursing-home scandal. A 2021 paper by the political scientists Steven P. Nawara and Mandi Bailey, based on a survey experiment, found that although scandals exact a toll on candidates, multiple scandals don't hurt them more, because the "cognitive load" required of voters to process additional stories is too great. "This finding is troubling from a perspective of democratic accountability, as it suggests voters are either incapable or unwilling to punish politicians involved in multiple instances of wrongdoing beyond the initial hit that those candidates take to their evaluations after a single scandal," they wrote.

A third factor is the polarized, partisan landscape of politics today. Many partisans feel that every election is not just important but existential--if their side loses, they may also lose their way of life. (They aren't necessarily wrong!) You may be more willing to vote for a candidate you dislike if you believe they are more "electable," or if you find their rival's worldview not just worse but also unacceptable. New York's Democratic primary is an intraparty affair, but it is strongly polarized--for a sense of this, see this New York Times rundown of celebrity ballot rankings, which shows a Cuomo faction and a Mamdani/Never Cuomo faction, including most of the other candidates, in various ranked orders. Or look at Ramos's endorsement, in which she doesn't absolve Cuomo but voices a fear that only he can effectively protect the city from Trump's wrath. Other reluctant Cuomo backers have cited Mamdani's leftist politics or inexperience as their motivation.

Trump embodies these dynamics just as much as Cuomo does. His misdeeds instigated #MeToo, and later, he was a beneficiary of its fade; he is embroiled in so many scandals that hardly anyone can keep them all in mind, and his political rise has both encouraged and been fueled by hyperpartisan polarization. Various things should have disqualified Trump from a return to the White House--most notable, his attempt to steal the 2020 election--but saying that the scandals didn't hurt him is too nihilistic. The Times' Nate Cohn has argued that given voter dissatisfaction with President Joe Biden and the economy, Republicans might have done better in 2024 had they not been weighed down by Trump.

The fact that scandals can still hurt a flawed politician, as part of a broader consideration of pluses and minuses, is reassuring. Even so, one can imagine a version of American politics in which voters feel that they can hold their leaders to an even higher moral standard.

Related:

	The great forgetting
 	Annie Lowrey: New York is not a democracy.






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The president Truth Socials his way through the Israel-Iran cease-fire.
 	Elon Musk is playing God.
 	What Chris Murphy learned from the new right
 	Alexandra Petri: "It's me, God. Keep me out of this."




Today's News

	President Donald Trump admonished Iran and Israel for launching attacks after he announced an end to their fighting last night. He added that the cease-fire remains "in effect."
 	An initial U.S. assessment found that the American strikes that hit Iran's nuclear facilities did not collapse their underground buildings and set back Iran's nuclear program by only a few months, according to officials.
 	Senator Bill Cassidy, the chair of the Senate health committee, said yesterday that many appointees to Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s vaccine-advisory panel lack experience.




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: CoreDesignKEY / Getty.



The Computer-Science Bubble Is Bursting

By Rose Horowitch

The job of the future might already be past its prime. For years, young people seeking a lucrative career were urged to go all in on computer science. From 2005 to 2023, the number of comp-sci majors in the United States quadrupled.
 All of which makes the latest batch of numbers so startling.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The Adriana Smith case was an ethical disaster.
 	The week's bad weather deserves a name.
 	The archaic sex-discrimination case the Supreme Court is reviving
 	Why won't Zohran Mamdani denounce a dangerous slogan?
 	MAHA is on the brink of its biggest win yet.




Culture Break


Miya Mizuno / Sony Pictures Entertainment



Watch. The 2002 film 28 Days Later messed with the zombie-movie formula; 28 Years Later (out now in theaters) takes it even further, Shirley Li writes.

Read. Fiction is often pushed on allegedly reluctant men as a machine for empathy. "I read it for a different reason," Jeremy Gordon 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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It's Me, God. Keep Me Out of This.

Everything that's going on now is so depressing. I had to tune out for the sake of My mental health.

by Alexandra Petri




"I want to just thank everybody, and in particular, God. We love you, God."

-- Donald Trump, announcing strikes on Iran

Hi. It's Me, God.

I know what you're thinking: I always imagined that if God existed, and cared about one thing, it would be peace. Peace, and keeping children from dying, perhaps? How did You get involved in sending those bombers to Iran, to "lower the temperature of global conflict while simultaneously kind of raising it here in order to lower it," in the immortal words of freshman Representative Pat Harrigan of North Carolina?

Does Your involvement imply that anyone has a plan, other than thinking that they are smarter than every other president? There is a Greek word for that, and it isn't plan.

No God worth Their salt would be tangled up in war, you are thinking, least of all a war being waged by the Trump administration, which has the long-term strategic acumen of an enraged opossum stuck in a trash bag. This is a president who thinks he can will a cease-fire into being via Truth Social posts alone.

Didn't you used to make helium and rhinos and the concept of time? What happened to you, God? How did you get mixed up in this?

What can I tell you? Everything that's going on now is so depressing. I had to tune out for the sake of My mental health, and that may have been taken the wrong way.

My days look different now from when I was busy inventing that thing that dew does when it gets stuck in a spider's web and the light catches it just right. Mostly, I spend my time agonizing over who should win Super Bowls and giving people partial piggyback rides across the sand. I lurk perennially just out of range for Margaret.

I care deeply about the outcomes of football games. It matters to me that people pray in the end zone. I pay attention to that kind of thing.

Awards shows, of course, I watch intently, to make certain I am thanked. (I have a long memory for ingratitude.) I am constantly on TikTok, doing oddly specific favors for some people and threatening others, unless they engage in constant prostration. "Nice house," I am always saying. "Nice life. Nice kid. Would be a shame if something happened to it." Remember what I did to Job? (Allegedly.)

I am big into decor. Look for my influence on a driftwood sign between eat and love. I work hard so that influencers have blessed days. I come up with personalized plans for Drake and people who are going through rough breakups. I am always sending messages, especially around lottery-ticket purchases. I made sure Nicole Scherzinger got that Tony Award. I decided whether George Santos stayed in office. I looked out for Bob Menendez, up to a point. I told a pastor in Denver to sell some very dubious cryptocurrency.

When I'm not backseat-driving high-school football coaches' prayers, I love to pose for John McNaughton paintings. I'm there, whispering my thoughts to Mikes (Huckabee, Johnson) and telling them I like that they're in charge. I care if Speaker of the House Mike Johnson watches porn. I care a great deal!

I am involved in everything these days, except what matters. So many small, weird yeses to disguise the enormity of the no's. I help out with awards, and I listen to Speaker Johnson's concerns, and I assist with personal vanity projects, and I ignore everything else. Yes, everything. Need to send more bombs somewhere? Sure, especially if you think it'll help your brand! Just don't ask me to help out a single child or bend the arc of the universe toward justice anymore. I'm taking some time for Me now. You're welcome, Donald Trump. Good luck with everything! So excited to collaborate on collectible Bibles with you!
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Trump Wants to 'Make Iran Great Again'

The president's call for "regime change" brings unpleasant echoes of the Iraq War.

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.


When Donald Trump raised the idea of toppling Iranian Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei yesterday, it wasn't just the idea that was surprising. It was the particular phrase he used to describe it.

"It's not politically correct to use the term, 'Regime Change,' but if the current Iranian Regime is unable to MAKE IRAN GREAT AGAIN, why wouldn't there be a Regime change??? MIGA!!!" he posted yesterday on Truth Social.

The phrase became toxic for a reason. Two years ago, an essay in the Claremont Review of Books noted that regime change entered the popular lexicon in "the early days of the 9/11 wars, when the Bush (43) Administration argued that the security of America and of the entire world depended not merely on defeating hostile countries militarily but on changing their governments into ones more inherently peaceable and favorable to our interests." Of course, regimes change all the time, but regime change came to mean "external, forcible transformation from 'authoritarianism' or 'dictatorship.'"

This sounds very much like what Trump is discussing. Having switched from discouraging Israeli military strikes against Iran to joining them, he appears to now be toying with broader ambitions. (Trump offers few endorsements stronger than calling something "politically incorrect.") But the writer of the Claremont Review essay, a prominent right-wing intellectual, warned about such projects. "We know how that worked out. Regimes were changed all right, but not into democracies," he wrote. "And some of them--e.g., the one in Afghanistan--20 years later changed back to the same regime American firepower had overthrown in 2001."

That writer was Michael Anton. Today he is the director of the policy-planning staff at the State Department (a bit of an oxymoron in this administration), and in April, the White House named him to lead the U.S. delegation at technical talks with Iran on a nuclear deal--negotiations that are presumably irrelevant for the time being.

Trump's abrupt shift has thrown the MAGA right into acrimony. In truth, the president has never been a pacificist, as I wrote last week. During the 2016 GOP primary, Trump cannily grasped public anger at the Iraq War and turned it against his rivals. Thinkers such as Anton and politicians such as Vice President J. D. Vance then tried to retrofit a more complete ideology of retrenchment and restraint onto it, but Trump is an improviser, not an ideologue. No one should have been too surprised by the president's order to bomb.

Still, his rhetorical embrace of regime change was stunning even to those who never bought into his identity as a dove, and certainly to some of his aides. Perhaps Anton was not surprised to see his view so cavalierly discarded; after all, he once likened backing Trump to playing Russian roulette. But Vance and Secretary of State Marco Rubio were unprepared for the change in rhetoric. Rubio solemnly told Fox Business that the U.S. is not at war with the country it just dropped hundreds of thousands of pounds of ordnance on. Vance, on Meet the Press, insisted, "Our view has been very clear that we don't want a regime change. We do not want to protract this or build this out any more than it's already been built out." A few hours later, Trump contradicted him directly, in what would have been embarrassing for someone still capable of the emotion.

Vance's views on foreign policy are deeply shaped by the Iraq War, in which he served. Now his boss is at risk of speedwalking that conflict one country to the east. The Iraq War was the product of months of preparation by the George W. Bush administration: military mobilization, avid though unsuccessful attempts to rally international support, an extended period of manufacturing consensus in Congress and in the American public. Yet despite that work, and as even proponents of regime change in Iran acknowledge, the Bush administration's handling of the Iraq War was a disaster, perhaps the worst American foreign-policy blunder in history. The U.S. government had good war plans for getting rid of Saddam Hussein's regime but had not effectively thought through what would happen after that.

Trump has done even less of that thinking, and leads a nation far more politically divided and warier of foreign intervention. Americans have long viewed Iran negatively: A Fox News poll before this weekend's airstrikes found that roughly three-quarters of them view Iran as a "real security threat." Still, another poll earlier this month found that most don't want the U.S. to get involved in armed conflict there. A Pew Research Center poll in May even found that slightly more Americans think that the United States is its own "greatest threat" than that Iran is.

Trump's flippant transformation of "Make America great again" into "Make Iran great again" exemplifies the hubris of the Iraq War project that he had promised to leave behind. Just as U.S. officials claimed that Iraq could be easily and quickly converted into an American-style democracy, Trump wants to export his catchphrase to Iran, where the implementation would be even hazier than it is here. Iran is a country of some 90 million people, not a dollhouse to be rearranged.

Can regime change work? The answer depends on how success is defined. In 1973, for example, the U.S. backed a coup in Chile, toppling the leftist leader Salvador Allende. It worked: Allende was killed and replaced by Augusto Pinochet, who created a stable, market-based, U.S.-friendly Chilean government. But doing that involved horrifying repression and the killing and disappearances of thousands of critics, leaving a black mark on the U.S. record.

In another case of regime change, the U.S. government helped topple Iranian leader Mohammed Mossadegh in 1953. This, too, was an immediate success. Mossadegh was removed, and the Washington-friendly Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi was restored to power. But the legacy of the moment stretched on much longer. The shah was also brutally repressive, and Iranians remembered the 1953 coup bitterly. In 1979, a revolution swept Iran, deposing Pahlavi and installing a virulently anti-American government. That regime still rules in Tehran--for now, at least.

Related:

	Trump says he decides what "America First" means.
 	Trump changed. The intelligence didn't.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Jeffrey Goldberg on Sinwar's march of folly
 	The Republican megabill's horrible compromise
 	David Frum: Right move, wrong team




Today's News

	Iran launched strikes on a U.S. base in Qatar, which were intercepted by Qatar's air-defense system, according to the Qatari government.
 	The Supreme Court temporarily allowed the Trump administration to deport migrants to countries other than their own without giving them the chance to contest their removals.
 	President Donald Trump called on "everyone" to "keep oil prices down" after America's recent attack on Iranian nuclear sites sparked fear of higher oil prices.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: How do you deal with insults? Isabel Fattal compiles stories on different ways to control your experience when you feel insulted.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


A fenced driveway leading to farmland belonging to the South African farmer Stefan van Huyssteen outside Senekal (Marco Longari / AFP / Getty)



Extreme Violence Without Genocide

By Graeme Wood

Signs of violent criminality are ubiquitous in South Africa. Electric fences and guard dogs protect homes containing something worth stealing. Reported rapes, carjackings, and armed robberies all occur far more frequently than in the United States. In Bloemfontein, one of the safer cities, I asked a hotel clerk for directions to a coffee shop, and she said it was "just across the road," not more than 500 feet away. When I headed out on foot, she stopped me and said that for my safety, "I would prefer that you drive."


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Inside the plot to push Khamenei aside
 	Attacking Iran without Congress's blessing leaves citizens with no recourse.
 	Latinos vote differently under threat.




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Sony



Play. In Death Stranding 2, people play as an unlikely hero: a courier who trips over rocks and experiences sunburn. It's the Amazonification of everything, now as a video game, Simon Parkin writes.

Disconnect. Franklin Schneider has never owned a smartphone. And, based on the amount of social and libidinal energy that phones seem to have sucked from the world, he's not sure he ever wants to.

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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How to Deal With Insults

The sting comes fast, and it can stick around for a while unless you do something to move forward.

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.


Being offended can make a person feel powerless. Someone says (or posts) something hurtful, and the sting comes fast. It doesn't dissipate just because you tell it to.

But there are some ways to control our experience when we feel insulted. One of the simplest is to laugh it off: "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," Arthur C. Brooks wrote recently. Today's newsletter collects some advice for dealing with insults and anger.

On Insults

The Strength You Gain by Not Taking Offense

By Arthur C. Brooks

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

Read the article.

The Worst Insult I Ever Heard as an Opera Singer

By James Parker

I'm not sure how to recover from this.

Read the article.

I Gave Myself Three Months to Change My Personality

By Olga Khazan

The results were mixed.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	Trolls aren't like the rest of us: Online jerks and offline jerks are largely one and the same. Here's how to keep them from affecting your happiness.
 	Stop firing your friends: Just make more of them, Olga Khazan wrote in 2023.




Other Diversions

	What porn taught a generation of women
 	The new old sound of adult anxiety
 	The dumbest phone is parenting genius




P.S.


Courtesy of Joyce T.



I asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. Joyce T., 71, shared this image of Copalis Beach, Washington.

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel
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ICE Agent or Just Some Person?

There's a dress code to help you make that determination.

by Alexandra Petri




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.


As a member of ICE, you may be wondering: How are the people we thrust into our vans supposed to know that we are, in fact, acting under color of law and not just kidnapping them? Can I really do this job while wearing either an Army uniform that I have assembled myself in a confusing, over-the-top way or the same T-shirt I just wore to my failed custody hearing?

Sure! Here's what to wear to let everyone who interacts with you know that you are an agent of ICE!

Do we have a uniform? No.

Uniforms show that you are part of something and that there is someone to call if anyone interacting with you has a complaint. A uniform indicates that you are not a rogue criminal seizing someone's mom and hurling her into an unmarked van without reading her her rights: You're an officer of the law doing that.

Who are they going to call about some guy in an ill-fitting T-shirt and long shorts? Why, behind that face covering, he could be the billionaire Mark Zuckerberg! Better treat him as though he is worth billions and accountable to no one, just in case!

If you're wearing a uniform, people will be disappointed when you fail to show them an arrest warrant before entering their place of work. If you're not wearing a uniform of any kind, they won't know whether to be disappointed until it's too late!

If you decide to wear some sort of uniform anyway (Army Surplus? January 6 Surplus? Your choice!), you can still send the message that you intend to be accountable to no one by wearing a face covering.

A face mask can say so many things: "I'm trying to do my part to protect those around me," or  the exact opposite. A balaclava can say, "I'm skiing!" or, "I'm about to commit a jewelry heist," depending on how you accessorize it.

The point is, we want you to feel free to express yourself! ICE believes in freedom of expression, except for graduate students who want to lead protests or write op-eds. Your clothing should tell a story about you! Just not who you are or that you are acting in any kind of official capacity. Wear a pink button-down, a shirt, a jacket, and some sort of backwards hat. Wear something that looks like what Ben Affleck would wear if he were really going through it and was visiting the Dunkin' drive-through on foot. Wear something that, if you showed up at a costume party in this outfit, would make people say, "A soldier, but wrong somehow, like he's in a video game," or, "Did I see you at Charlottesville?"

If the person you are shoving into a van has any inkling that you are an officer of the law, you are doing it wrong. You should look like someone who is going to Home Depot because you forgot something (what you forgot was an arrest warrant for your next stop).

As Coco Chanel said, whenever you assemble an outfit, before you leave the house, look in the mirror, and take one thing off! Specifically, your badge identifying you as an officer of the law. Coco collaborated with the Nazis.

Remember, the right ensemble and accessories can say: I'm accountable to the people of the United States, and we are still operating under rule of law. So before you get dressed each morning, think about the message you want your outfit to send. It shouldn't be that.
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How a Book Can Change a Graduate's Life

After I finished college, Leslie Jamison's <em>The Empathy Exams</em> won my allegiance immediately and forever.

by Emma Sarappo




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


For many people in their early 20s, graduating from college is both a significant milestone--perhaps the most important of their young life--and a rupture that leaves them utterly unmoored. (It has been this way for a long time; just ask Dustin Hoffman on that pool float.) A week ago, as the class of 2025 began heading into the world, my colleague Xochitl Gonzalez wrote about times we find ourselves without direction, and the books that can help guide us out of the wilderness. She names seven that helped her through upheavals in her own life, and specifically calls out transitional moments such as weddings (or breakups), job changes, and, of course, graduations.

First, here are five new stories from The Atlantic's books section:

	A provocative argument about what creates serial killers
 	Yes I will read Ulysses yes
 	"A Father's Prayer," a poem by Gioncarlo Valentine
 	Fathers don't just protect--they prepare
 	"Weepers," a short story by Peter Mendelsund


My own college commencement ceremony took place some years ago this week. On paper, it was the perfect celebration: I donned my cap and gown, posed for my mother's Facebook pictures, and took an exciting phone call about a full-time job. But in reality, I wasn't even graduating that day: I'd been mailed my diploma the previous December and had spent the intervening six months underemployed and sick, subsisting on meals I was still learning how to cook and bottles of Two-Buck Chuck.

Perhaps because my final college years coincided with the height of the #MeToo movement, I'd been reading a lot of work by female essayists and memoirists. I was looking for someone to distill and clarify what I was experiencing as a young woman, to help me move firmly into the category of "adult" while taking stock of all the baggage I was still carrying from my teens. I bought Maggie Nelson's The Argonauts from a feminist bookstore in Atlanta. I got Mary Karr's Lit from a books-by-the-pound store in my college town, and devoured it. I read Eula Biss, Roxane Gay, Rebecca Solnit, Margo Jefferson, and Joan Didion. But the book that most defined those months and years was Leslie Jamison's The Empathy Exams.

Jamison's essay collection alternates between measured analysis and naked emotion. Across chapters, the author takes on different roles: a medical actor, a journalist investigating a dubious diagnosis, a tourist in Nicaragua, a theorist of female suffering. In self-aware prose, she deftly avoids the labels that too often entrap women who write about their life and their feelings--self-obsessed, hysterical, histrionic. But Jamison also understands how good it feels to be melodramatic, and how warranted it can be. There's a big, bloody heart inside her sentences, and its insistent beat won my allegiance immediately and forever. At the time, I felt fragile, like my shell might crack at any moment, and between Jamison's covers I found a writer who understood that sensation.

The margins of my copy, I see now, are crammed with annotations marking moments of reflection and identification. They're also full of craft notes, breaking down how Jamison deploys a phrase or a pronoun, charting allusions and noting connections between her ideas and the ones I'd encountered while earning my degree. Her book was a guiding star, not just emotionally but also professionally: It reminded me why I wanted to write and edit, and why I cared about great prose in the first place. It encouraged me to make room for my many overwhelming feelings--and then to keep moving toward the life I have today.




Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani / The Atlantic



Seven Books for People Figuring Out Their Next Move

By Xochitl Gonzalez

These titles are great tools for anyone trying to navigate new opportunities, new places, or new phases of life.

Read the full article.



What to Read

Drinking: A Love Story, by Caroline Knapp

Knapp's memoir of sobriety is just one entry in a robust genre, standing among books such as Confessions of an English Opium-Eater, by Thomas De Quincey; The Night of the Gun, by David Carr; The Recovering, by Leslie Jamison; Lit, by Mary Karr; and The Basketball Diaries, by Jim Carroll. But Drinking: A Love Story was pivotal for me; I borrowed it from a sober person when I first started trying to stop. Knapp's depiction of addiction as a doomed love affair struck home. "For a long time," she writes, "when it's working, the drink feels like a path to a kind of self-enlightenment, something that turns us into the person we wish to be, or the person we think we really are." Every book about abstinence is also, inevitably, a book about indulgence--and what lies at its bottom, eventually demanding that we go without. As Knapp puts it, "In some ways the dynamic is this simple: alcohol makes everything better until it makes everything worse." Her book details the glory and devastation that precede the liberation of quitting, including the way that our excesses can subtly (or violently) affect our intimate relationships. Knapp's lushly written story illustrates the insidious way that romanticizing a dependency of any kind distorts its true impact on our lives. -- Melissa Febos

From our list: What to read when you're ready to say no





Out Next Week

? Room on the Sea: Three Novellas, by Andre Aciman

? The Girls Who Grew Big, by Leila Mottley


? Access: Inside the Abortion Underground and the Sixty-Year Battle for Reproductive Freedom, by Rebecca Grant







Your Weekend Read


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic



The Entire Internet Is Reverting to Beta

By Matteo Wong

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.

Read the full article.





When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.


Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.


Explore all of our newsletters.
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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.




Edward Hopper / Artothek / Bridgeman Images



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.
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Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.
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