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The Trump Administration Is Trying to Have Its Vaccine Policy Both Ways

Robert F. Kennedy Jr. and his subordinates want Americans to have more conversations with their physicians. But they also can't seem to stop disparaging the medical establishment.

by Benjamin Mazer

Thu, 05 Mar 2026




Updated at 1:20 p.m. ET on March 5, 2026


The surgeon general may be the nation's doctor, but she's not your doctor. At least that's the view of Casey Means, the physician turned wellness influencer who is vying for the role. When asked during her recent Senate confirmation hearing whether she would encourage parents to vaccinate their children against measles--hardly a theoretical question, given the country's ongoing outbreak--Means delivered an elliptical response. She supported vaccines as a public-health tool but wouldn't necessarily encourage someone to get them. "I am not an individual's doctor," she said. (In fact, she is no one's doctor at the moment, because she lacks an active medical license.) "And every individual needs to talk to their doctor before putting a medication into their body."


Means's nonanswer was more than a dodge. It represents a paradox in the Trump administration's approach to public health. Means, Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr., and their allies have consistently eroded confidence in the medical establishment--even as they propose to solve the widespread mistrust of public health by encouraging Americans to talk to their doctor.


Kennedy and his subordinates have spent the past year infusing this approach into federal immunization policy. In October, the CDC announced that it would no longer encourage universal COVID boosters for either adults or children. Instead, a process known as "shared clinical decision-making," in which doctors engage their patient in a detailed conversation about the pros and cons of the vaccine without defaulting to an endorsement, was the recommended approach. Jim O'Neill, the acting CDC director at the time, said in a press release that the previous guidance "deterred health care providers from talking about the risks and benefits of vaccination for the individual patient or parent." In January, the CDC went one step further, striking several more vaccines--those against rotavirus, influenza, meningococcal disease, and hepatitis A and B--from the routine-childhood-immunization schedule. Shared decision making would be the preferred approach for these immunizations as well. On a podcast, Kennedy touted the move as returning "freedom of choice to American mothers."


Who could argue against freedom of choice? The difficulty is that in medicine, shared decision making is not simply a synonym for allowing a patient to ask questions and decide for themselves. That sequence of events is covered by informed consent, a process that takes place before any medical intervention, including vaccination. Shared decision making, in contrast, is a somewhat nebulous term reserved for clinical borderlands: scenarios in which the trade-offs are nuanced or the best course of action is unclear.


Perhaps the most notable example of shared decision making in my area of medical practice is prostate-cancer screening. A handful of large, randomized studies have examined whether the prostate-specific-antigen blood test truly saves lives by detecting cancers earlier. These trials have yielded mixed results, suggesting that, at most, only a small number of men might avoid dying from cancer by getting checked. In contrast, the potential harms of treating an asymptomatic tumor that would not otherwise have been discovered--lifelong urinary and sexual problems, for example--are common. Given the intimate risks and modest benefits, prostate-cancer screening is not explicitly recommended by public-health or physician groups; instead, patients and their doctors are left to their own devices. I have heard from many urologists and primary-care doctors that this process can be baffling and unsatisfying for them and their patients alike. Patients may feel overwhelmed by the complexity of the scientific data, and doctors often feel that they are abandoning their responsibility to offer patients a clear recommendation.


Routine immunizations do not inhabit the sort of gray zone that would warrant such an elaborate discussion. Take the hepatitis-B shot. Everyone who doesn't get it is susceptible at some point in their life to infection with the virus, which, if it becomes chronic, commonly results in serious liver damage and liver cancer. The vaccine is highly effective at preventing this infection, and its potential harms are either very mild or extremely rare. Vaccination also benefits entire communities by reducing spread of the disease. What would a shared decision even look like in this case? On one hand, a doctor might tell her patient, a very safe immunization can effectively prevent a potentially deadly disease across your child's entire life. On the other hand, anti-vaccine activists have asserted, without convincing evidence, that vaccination comes with a host of possible dangers.


Shrouding established immunizations in the confusion of shared decision making does not add nuance; it introduces only ambiguity. The Department of Health and Human Services, the Office of the Surgeon General, and public health as a whole exist in large part to offer scientifically accurate advice that doesn't take a physician to understand. The system that Means seemed to be proposing for the measles shot during her confirmation hearing is so absurd that it left Senator Bill Cassidy--a doctor himself--apparently dumbfounded. At one point, Cassidy wondered whether Means was likening immunizations to something as risky as a bypass surgery, which does require a doctor and patient to intensively discuss the risks and benefits. (Means did not directly answer the question, and instead responded, "The constraints on doctors are monumental, and many American parents are frustrated by what they feel like is lack of transparency on the issue of vaccines.") The comparison was clarifying. The risks of coronary-artery-bypass surgery, which involves cracking someone's chest open and stopping their heart, are hardly in the same league as a vaccine-induced sore arm or a mild fever--or even the statistically minuscule risk of a serious side effect, such as anaphylaxis.


Read: Well, that didn't sound like Casey Means

Kush Desai, a White House spokesperson, wrote in an email after this article was published that "forcing decisions down the throats of patients is what is driving confusion and mistrust, not Dr. Means suggesting that patients should play an active role in their health care." Means herself declined to comment. Andrew Nixon, a spokesperson for HHS, wrote in an email that the CDC "has an established tradition of applying shared clinical decision-making when individuals may benefit from vaccination, but broad vaccination of people in that group is unlikely to have population-level impacts." Nixon cited COVID vaccines, which provide only modest protection against infection, as appropriate candidates for shared clinical decision making. But in seeming contrast to Means's testimony, he indicated that such an approach would not be appropriate for the measles shot.


The administration's defenders might argue that shared clinical decision making is a way to ensure that informed-consent discussions occur reliably, or that the practice constitutes a calculated retreat from the sort of public-health paternalism that lost credibility during the coronavirus pandemic. Nixon suggested as much, writing that this story's framing is an attempt at "reputation rehabilitation of the experts who presided over a sharp decline in public trust."


Yet the administration is applying epistemic modesty selectively. When HHS announced the government's new set of dietary guidelines earlier this year, the instructions were unambiguous: Americans "must prioritize whole, nutrient-dense foods--protein, dairy, vegetables, fruits, healthy fats, and whole grains--and dramatically reduce highly processed foods," Kennedy said in an accompanying press release. President Trump and Kennedy have also confidently instructed Americans on what they say is the proper use of Tylenol. "You shouldn't take it during pregnancy," Kennedy told the podcaster Joe Rogan recently, due to what his administration perceives as a heightened risk of autism associated with the painkiller. At a September press conference, Trump instructed pregnant women to "fight like hell" not to take the drug. Nixon defended the administration's definitive language, writing, "Delivering a message about a specific neurological risk for babies is another example of our commitment to telling the truth about public health." But among scientists, the alleged connection between Tylenol and developmental disorders remains quite controversial.


Meanwhile, many leaders of the Make America Healthy Again movement have repeatedly undermined the very professionals whom they now insist patients consult before every shot. FDA Commissioner Marty Makary has accused doctors of relying on "dogma" and "groupthink." Vinay Prasad, the FDA's top vaccine regulator, aggressively sowed distrust in public-health authorities before becoming one himself. Kennedy has celebrated "the pediatricians who earn families' trust every day," but also has accused the American Academy of Pediatrics of being beholden to pharmaceutical companies; in an interview last summer, Kennedy said that "trusting the experts is not a feature of either science or democracy." Means, too, has seemingly contradicted the advice she is now giving. A chapter of Means's book, Good Energy, is titled "Trust Yourself, Not Your Doctor"; in a 2024 Free Press essay adapted from the book, Means wrote, "Most health advice ends with a disclaimer to 'consult your doctor.' I have a different conclusion: When it comes to preventing and managing chronic disease, you should not trust the medical system."


Read: America's would-be surgeon general says to trust your 'heart intelligence'

The Medicaid and Medicare administrator, Mehmet Oz, a former cardiothoracic surgeon, seems to be one of the few federal health officials who understand the stakes of instructing Americans to embark on in-depth conversations with their doctor before getting routine vaccinations. Oz has counseled countless patients about major heart surgery, but he hasn't felt the need to prevaricate about something as straightforward as the measles shot. "Take the vaccine, please," he pleaded recently in an interview on CNN. It's just the sort of clarity that was once prosaic in medicine and public health, but risks extinction under Kennedy's leadership.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/2026/03/means-kennedy-vaccines-doctors-trust/686245/?utm_source=feed
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'The Most Dangerous Man in the World'

Mojtaba Khamenei, a candidate to succeed his father as Iran's supreme leader, is no reformer.

by Graeme Wood

Thu, 05 Mar 2026




Iran still has not formally announced the identity of its new supreme leader. The new guy will be, according to Israeli Defense Minister Israel Katz, "an unequivocal target for elimination." Israel's success in this department raises the possibility of certain efficiencies for Iran's cash-strapped government: serving, as in Hamlet, the remains of the new supreme leader's inaugural banquet as cold leftovers at the same man's funeral the next day. Most likely, the Assembly of Experts charged with appointing the supreme leader will delay the announcement in order to consider how best to protect the designee's life and prepare for smooth succession if it cannot.

The choice the group makes will determine a great deal about Iran's future as a theocratic state. So far, the name that has been mentioned most often is that of Mojtaba Khamenei, the 56-year-old son of Ali Khamenei, who was assassinated in a joint U.S.-Israeli operation on Saturday after ruling Iran since 1989. Some have suggested that Mojtaba might be a modernizing autocrat, ready to consolidate power brutally but institute much-needed reform. That is pure fantasy. Last month, before the outbreak of war, one acquaintance of Mojtaba's told me that he was "the most dangerous man in the world" and considerably more violent and ideological than his father.

Karim Sadjadpour: The death of Khamenei and the end of an era

One thing Mojtaba is not is a religious scholar, fit to lead a country whose founding revolutionary purpose was to place the state under the total authority of the most distinguished Shiite jurist. His father came up short on this score too--but not as short as Mojtaba. Upon appointment, Ali was a hojjat al-Islam, a journeyman jurist, one grade below ayatollah. (In elevating Ali, the Assembly of Experts passed over Hussein-Ali Montazeri, a grand ayatollah, whose scholarly chops eclipsed Khamenei's but who had recently fallen out with the regime.) Mojtaba has studied religion but is not even a hojjat al-Islam. The typical currency of clerical power is the number of people who freely choose to follow your guidance when you deliver rulings on what Islam commands, whether in personal matters or political ones. Very few deferred to Ali Khamenei in matters of Islamic law when he was elevated, and no one at all cares what his son has to say on these issues. Many fear Mojtaba, but they fear his secular clout. In U.S. diplomatic cables released by WikiLeaks, Iranian sources complained even 18 years ago that Mojtaba had grown too strong and was running his father's office. (They also claimed that he traveled repeatedly to London for impotency treatment.)

Being the son of the previous leader is, if anything, a drawback. The Islamic Revolution that toppled the shah mocked the idea of hereditary succession, and boasted that scholarship alone--religious merit--determined their choice of leader. In their system, Shiite scholars never designated their sons as anything but office managers. "Sons don't succeed their fathers," the historian Meir Litvak told me before the war. "Appointing Mojtaba would violate this taboo." He suggested that the Islamic Republic could sidestep the taboo by appointing some decrepit nonagenarian ayatollah to occupy the supreme leadership for a couple of years, then let Mojtaba take over. Perhaps none of this matters, because whoever leads Iran next will have a life expectancy measured in weeks or even days. But the appointment of someone who has no religious credentials at all would be a final act of self-delegitimation for a regime that already lacks legitimacy in the eyes of most Iranians.

The regime could look for a real ayatollah to succeed Khamenei. But if they want an ayatollah whose views are compatible with the hard-liners', and who is himself a true believer in the Iranian theocratic system, the options are few. "The cupboard is bare," David Patel, an expert on political Shiism at Harvard, told me. But he said that no matter which cleric Iran's leaders choose, a reckoning is coming for Shiism. Iran's most famous cleric's death will soon be followed by the actuarially imminent death of Iraq's most famous cleric, 95-year-old Ali Sistani. This moment of turnover will be a generational shift, an opportunity for younger clerics to assert themselves as candidates to replace them. "If I were an aspiring second-tier ayatollah, I might see my chance to stake out positions, either reformist or jihad-against-America," Patel said.

Quinta Jurecic: Trump's unauthorized war

Other candidates for the job of supreme leader include the interim supreme leader, Ayatollah Alireza Arafi. He is an academic administrator and might have the authority to keep these upstarts in line. Having a religious lightweight like Mojtaba in charge would mean even more space for these younger clerics to innovate and take unusual positions. Whether the current war will change Iran's regime is still unclear. But it has already changed, or at least accelerated, the dynamics of the clergy.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/2026/03/mojtaba-khamenei-iran-supreme-leader/686243/?utm_source=feed
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Announces Sarah A. Topol and Jenisha Watts as Staff Writers



Thu, 05 Mar 2026


Sarah Topol and Jenisha Watts



The Atlantic is announcing two journalists who are becoming staff writers: Sarah A. Topol and Jenisha Watts. Sarah will join The Atlantic in May; in her magazine career, she has reported from more than 40 countries on the effects of geopolitical change on ordinary lives.

Jenisha is now a staff writer after more than five years as a senior editor at The Atlantic. She is the author of the memorable 2023 cover story "Jenisha from Kentucky," in which she wrote for the first time about the circumstances of her childhood. In a new piece published online this week, and in the April issue, Jenisha writes about what it is like to be uninsured in America through the story of her aunt, who suffered a debilitating aneurysm last fall.

Below is the staff announcement from editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg:

Dear everyone,
 I'm writing this morning with excellent news about two wonderful new staff writers. One is someone we already know and adore: Jenisha Watts, who has been doing excellent work for The Atlantic as a senior editor (and cover-story writer; more on that in a moment). The second is someone most of you are familiar with, at least by reputation: Sarah Topol, one of America's leading feature writers and foreign correspondents, and a two-time winner of the National Magazine Award for Feature Writing.
 First, Sarah, who comes to us from The New York Times Magazine. Sarah is easily one of the most admired and talented magazine writers working today. She has reported from more than 40 countries on a breathtaking range of complicated and dangerous subjects: She's spent time with the boy soldiers of Boko Haram, deserters from the Russian army, and women who find themselves on the dark side of the global surrogacy market. She won the ASME award in 2020 for her Times cover story on the Rohingya genocide, and again last year for her epic (35,000 words) story about a Russian deserter. She has also won two Overseas Press Club Awards, the George Polk Award's Sydney Schanberg Prize, and most recently the Michael Kelly Award. Having Sarah join our team is a dream come true for many of us, including and especially me. Her combination of bravery, rigor, relentlessness, and humanity is almost unique in journalism.
 Next, Jenisha, who is one of the best, most talented, smartest, and most supportive colleagues we have on our team. Her talents are obvious to the world, especially after we published her stunning 2023 cover story, "Jenisha From Kentucky." This piece remains one of the most moving and imperishable features I have ever had the privilege of publishing. Her most recent piece, "The Impossible Predicament of the Uninsured," tells the story of America's badly broken health-care system in memorable and personal detail.
 Jenisha has long served as a key editor on the Ideas team, working on a wide range of subjects, from political analysis and sports commentary to a growing collection of beautiful personal essays. Jenisha has always been a writer's editor, someone who sees literary potential in so much of what she encounters. Having her as a full-time writer is a great gift to our readers, and I'm so happy that she will be taking on this new role.
 This is a very good day. Please join me in congratulating Jenisha and welcoming Sarah to The Atlantic.


Press Contact:
 Anna Bross
 press@theatlantic.com




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/press-releases/2026/03/sarah-topol-jenisha-watts-staff-writers/686242/?utm_source=feed
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A Western That Goes Where Cormac McCarthy Wouldn't

Alvaro Enrigue's <em>Now I Surrender</em> scraps the simplistic binary of cowboys and Indians in favor of a wild, multifaceted war story.

by Carolina A. Miranda

Thu, 05 Mar 2026




In 1836, Apaches raided a remote ranch near Janos, a tiny town on the northern fringes of the state of Chihuahua, in the newly independent republic of Mexico. The Natives absconded with some cattle, as well as with a young widow named Camila. Setting off in pursuit was Jose Maria Zuloaga, a taciturn lieutenant colonel in the Mexican army supported by a band of irregulars. Among them: a self-possessed teenager who served as an aide-de-camp, a pair of Yaqui brothers whose permanent address was the town jail, and a sharp-shooting nun named Elvira, who was actually a singer of zarzuelas dressed up in a habit.

This is not a history but a delirious, pivotal set piece in Alvaro Enrigue's novel Now I Surrender, which was published in Spanish in 2018 and is finally available in English this week. Camila's kidnapping will tie into the true story of Geronimo, the famed Apache warrior and medicine man. Enrigue's novel is inspired by the long-running Apache Wars of the 19th century, a series of brutal skirmishes between various Apache bands and the armies of the United States and Mexico. The trouble began in 1861, after Apaches kidnapped a boy from a ranch in Arizona, and it didn't end until 1886, when Geronimo surrendered to the U.S. Army. Now I Surrender takes its title from the indelible words he uttered on that occasion: "Once I moved about like the wind. Now I surrender to you and that is all." This is a sentence, writes Enrigue, "so broken and sad that there's no way we can forgive ourselves for it."

The author's approach to this cataclysmic history is to shred it, reassemble it, and reframe it, offering the satisfactions of Westerns, historical epics, and metafiction even as he overturns all three traditions. Enrigue has a penchant for shooting the facts of history through a prism of the absurd. His 2013 novel, Sudden Death, about the forces that shaped Renaissance-era Europe, revolves around a fictional tennis match between the Italian painter Caravaggio and the Spanish poet Francisco de Quevedo, who face off with a ball fabricated from Anne Boleyn's hair. You Dreamed of Empires, published in 2022, imagines the encounter between the Aztec leader Moctezuma and the Spanish conquistador Hernan Cortes as a hallucinatory dream induced by mushrooms. In one startlingly funny scene, Moctezuma has a vision of Enrigue writing the novel.

For his story about the Apaches, a group that resisted colonization from the earliest days of the Spanish empire, Enrigue weaves in the tale of the novel's creation more directly:

The idea is to write a book about a country that still exists but was erased from the maps. A country that worked just as well or badly as any other country, and that was taken away from us like cassette tapes or incandescent light bulbs. Where Sonora, Chihuahua, and New Mexico meet today was an Atlantis, an in-between country. And straddling it were the Mexicans and the gringos, like two children, eyes shut, their backs to each other, while the Apaches scuttled back and forth between their legs, not sure where to go with strangers bubbling up everywhere, filling their lands.

Read: A new history of the Western hemisphere

The resulting novel about this vanished country, Apacheria, is slightly unclassifiable; I'd start by describing it as a darkly comic, revisionist Western for the age of autofiction. But there's more to it than gleeful perversions of genre. Enrigue is examining a rupture, a moment when the colonial map was reorganized into "Mexico" and "the United States," amorphous concepts that were being whittled into definition through a combination of land grabs, crass politicking, acts of war, and promises made and broken. By bringing to life the individuals caught up in these events, Enrigue helps us understand the choices that history is always forcing upon us--even now.

Now I Surrender hopscotches among three principal, intertwined stories. The first is the absorbing tale of Camila's abduction, an event that predates the Apache Wars by several decades. This storyline gives contour to the parched territories of Apacheria before they were overtaken by ranches, railroads, and the armies of two nations, and it is the part that most evokes a traditional Western, as Zuloaga and his ragged band confront unforgiving violence both natural and human. The second braid is rooted in the trappings of historical fiction, tracing the political and military tactics (all the way to the White House) that finally led Geronimo, who for decades had eluded capture with practically supernatural skill, to surrender his freedom to the United States. Finally, layered over these two is a fictionalized account of a road trip that Enrigue made with his family to Apache historical sites, including Geronimo's grave in Lawton, Oklahoma. (This same journey was also fictionalized by Valeria Luiselli, Enrigue's ex-wife, in her 2019 novel about migrants, Lost Children Archive.)

Enrigue is an erudite, charismatic raconteur--the sort who will tell you the most abject story with a wink--and his novel distills a byzantine swirl of historical events through the lives of a handful of very colorful characters. Just as compelling are the ways that he freshly revises the Western, a genre that's already been well turned over. Now I Surrender is set in roughly the same time and place as Cormac McCarthy's 1985 novel, Blood Meridian. In fact, McCarthy's scalp hunters dine with Zuloaga (a real historical figure) and, at one point, ride into Janos. Blood Meridian throws out the Western trope of good versus evil in favor of a nihilist view of a world consumed by violence. But even as McCarthy helped remake the form, he also adhered to some of its conventions. The Natives in his book are largely presented as plot devices, not flesh-and-blood individuals.

Enrigue offers a more nuanced portrait of the U.S.-Mexico borderlands, scrapping the binary of cowboy and Indian while also eschewing pat depictions of victimized Natives. His Apacheria holds a complex society inhabited by criollos, mestizos, and people of several Indigenous ethnicities, some of whom have acculturated to European ways (indio de razon, or "Indian of reason," in the lingo of the era). Zuloaga's smart-mouthed troop functions as a lively microcosm of this world. The lieutenant colonel is a powerful criollo. His steely aide-de-camp, Mauricio Corredor (also based on a historical figure), is of Raramuri heritage but has assimilated into Mexican culture. The rambunctious Yaqui brothers, Guadalupe and Victoria--named for the Mexican independence leader Guadalupe Victoria--aren't keen to be called Mexican, but they consider the Apaches to be an ancestral enemy. The group reflects a place where boundaries, identities, and allegiances are always in flux. Today, the southern U.S. border is depicted by right-wing figures as a hard line between us and them, two groups with irreconcilable interests. In fact, it is--and has always been--a polyglot meeting point.

Read: The death of the pioneer myth

The author gives his version of the Western a distinctly Mexican cast. A subplot involving the burial of an itinerant musician bears echoes of the Mexican writer Juan Rulfo's influential 1955 novel, Pedro Paramo, which depicts a world where the living and the dead are in constant communion. Enrigue also makes a convincing case that the story of Geronimo--its glory and its shame--does not belong to the United States alone. In the 140 years since his capture, the Apache leader has been transformed into a kitschy, all-American icon, his weary visage appearing on cheap Etsy merch bearing slogans such as Never Quit. Even the military that imprisoned him has appropriated his name: During World War II, U.S. paratroopers cried "Geronimo!" as they leaped from their planes, and today, the U.S. Army's 1st Battalion, 509th Infantry Regiment is nicknamed for the Apache leader.

Yet Geronimo was never "American." He was given the name Goyahkla ("one who yawns"), born to the Bedonkohe band of Chiricahua Apaches in 1829 in a part of Mexico that only later became U.S. territory. He was therefore technically a Mexican citizen--one who spoke not a lick of English, only Spanish and his native Athabaskan. Still, he would have never identified as Mexican. And he developed an intense hatred for Mexico after many members of his family were brutally murdered by a Sonoran militia in 1851. (Whenever he came near his father's grave or "saw anything to remind me of former happy days," he said years later, "my heart would ache for revenge upon Mexico.") His surrender to the U.S. Army rather than to the Mexicans--a gripping sequence in the novel--was an attempt to keep what remained of his people together. Perhaps surprising, the U.S. presented the less brutal alternative. What Mexicans offered Geronimo, Enrigue writes, "was a fitting death for their warriors and assimilation for their children." What the Americans had in store were years of incarceration and "a life of humiliation, but one in which their difference would be recognized."

English can never entirely capture the musical cadences of Enrigue's Mexican Spanish, but Natasha Wimmer's artful translation channels the author's wry, conversational tone. Colloquial Mexican expressions such as hijos de la chingada (roughly, "sons of bitches") are left in the original Spanish, and the author's observations retain their poetry. The Apaches, along with the Mexican revolutionaries who followed them, are described as "people from the end of one world and the beginning of another."

With so many stories rolled into more than 450 pages, the novel does slow down in parts. Enrigue's reflections on the history of the Apaches and the borderlands are insightful, but the tensions he describes within his own family as they travel across the Southwest feel extraneous to the epic tale surrounding them. As in his other novels, however, loose ends in many cases get tied up later on, and a seemingly chaotic tangle of yarns suddenly becomes cohesive.

What ultimately binds together the disparate elements of Now I Surrender is a sense of tenacity and defiance. Geronimo's last words, spoken to his nephew, were "I should have never surrendered. I should have fought until I was the last man alive." Recently, Enrigue told an interviewer that he wrote this book "in response to the worst vulgarity in the world: the first election of Donald Trump." A willingness to face very long odds feels resonant in a time of great instability, a moment when old empires are crumbling and new ones are being born. In this light, Geronimo's life and death seem intended to send a message: Continue the fight until the end.

*Sources: Library of Congress; Catherine McQueen / Getty; Smithsonian American Art Museum, Bequest of Carolann Smurthwaite in memory of her mother, Caroline Atherton Connell Smurthwaite
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Trump's Unauthorized War

The Constitution grants Congress, not the president, the power to mobilize the military--and for good reason.

by Quinta Jurecic

Thu, 05 Mar 2026




Days after the United States and Israel started bombing Iran, the Trump administration has yet to offer a clear and consistent account of the legal authority behind the strikes. In a brief letter to Congress on Monday, Donald Trump asserts that he "acted pursuant to my constitutional authority as Commander in Chief." No mention of international law appears in the letter at all. Meanwhile, Democrats in Congress have criticized Trump's use of force as not just unwise but also unlawful: Speaking on Face the Nation, Senator Chris Murphy of Connecticut condemned what he called "a war of vanity, a war of choice, an illegal war."

The dynamic between the president and Congress over Iran reflects the problem that has plagued the American political system since Trump's 2025 inauguration. Trump has pushed and exceeded the limits of executive power. Congress, though weakened, could respond if it wanted to. But under the control of a GOP subservient to the president, the legislature refuses to take up its constitutional responsibilities. Trump's willingness to single-handedly drag the country into conflict reflects his approach to executive authority more broadly: He takes already extreme conceptions of expansive presidential power and stretches them even further, remaking the presidency into something more like the monarchies reviled by America's Founders.

A president does not have the constitutional authority to send the country to war on his own. Trump is, as he writes in his letter, the commander in chief of the U.S. military, but the Constitution explicitly grants Congress the power to declare war. That design choice represented a radical break from the monarchies of Europe, where kings and queens had the ability to decide when to mobilize their countries to war.

Adam Serwer: The American king goes to war

Yet during the days after Trump's initial air strikes, Congress has been largely absent. Reporting from Washington, D.C., has instead revolved around the president's psyche and his erratic theorizing about Iran's future. Yesterday, Republican senators voted down a measure that would have represented a preliminary step under the War Powers Resolution toward limiting the president's ability to use force in Iran. The House will proceed with its own vote today, which will also likely fail. In some sense, then, Congress has weighed in--but declining to limit Trump's use of force is not the same as approving it beforehand. This vote merely underscores that the constitutional system meant to regulate war powers has broken down.

Trump's disregard for Congress's prerogative did not come out of nowhere; checks on executive authority have been weakening for decades. Since 1973, when the historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr. published his book The Imperial Presidency, scholars have fretted about the expansion of presidential power over war-making in an unpredictable world. That same year, in response to the catastrophe of the Vietnam War and revelations about Richard Nixon's secret bombing of Cambodia, Congress passed the War Powers Resolution. The law is meant to constrain presidential uses of force that lack legislative approval. In practice, though, almost everyone agrees that it has been a failure--unable to provide a bulwark against the slow creep of U.S. military deployments and bombings around the globe.

After 9/11, the pace of this constitutional decay accelerated. Under George W. Bush and then Barack Obama, presidents stretched legal arguments to use force abroad in pursuit of the War on Terror--particularly under the Obama administration through a "light footprint" approach that emphasized targeted strikes and one-off raids over sustained deployments. This movement toward presidential unilateralism established both the legal and the political precedents that Trump has drawn on to bomb Iranian nuclear facilities, target boats in the Caribbean, and capture Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro. "Both Congress and the public have gotten used to presidents using military force without going back to Congress for fresh authorization," Brian Finucane, a senior adviser at the International Crisis Group, told me.

Each branch of government bears responsibility for this state of affairs. Within the executive branch, the Justice Department's Office of Legal Counsel has built an edifice of permissive legal reasoning, cobbling together the appearance of authoritative precedent in a process that one group of experts has described as "OLC citing itself citing itself." Within Congress, lawmakers are often only too happy to avoid responsibility for potentially tough votes on whether and how to use force. The judiciary, meanwhile, has taken itself largely out of the picture, limiting the legal avenues available for challenging the president's use of force. When Congress passed the War Powers Resolution, it established a means by which the legislature could instruct the president to halt war-making. But the Supreme Court's 1983 decision in Immigration and Naturalization Service v. Chadha gutted that enforcement mechanism and required that Congress go through the normal legislative process--meaning that any resolution disapproving of executive use of force can simply be vetoed by the president.

Trump's second-term military adventures have stretched even the permissive limits of these structures. This weekend's attack on Iran smashes through those limits altogether. "The president has unilaterally kicked off a regional war," Finucane said. "That is a real departure from prior unilateral uses of military force in recent decades." In the years since the end of the Cold War, OLC has developed an internal legal test, under which the president may use force without congressional approval if doing so would "serve sufficiently important national interests"--interests, of course, defined by the president--and if the engagement in question would not "rise to the level of war in a constitutional sense." As my former Lawfare colleague Scott R. Anderson has pointed out, under OLC's own reasoning, the serious risks of escalation in the Middle East and of American deaths should have weighed heavily against any argument that a conflict with Iran would stay below this level. Already, six U.S. service members have died; yesterday morning, NATO air defenses shot down an Iranian missile headed into Turkey.

Yair Rosenberg: The real reason Trump went to war

So far, most GOP members of Congress appear to be sticking with the president. Senator Rand Paul was the only Republican who voted with Senate Democrats to prevent Trump's attack on Iran without congressional authorization. (Democratic Senator John Fetterman cast his vote against the resolution as well.) In the House, few Republicans are expected to support the companion resolution being voted on today. And even if the GOP had joined with Democrats to pass the measure, Trump would have been able to veto it. Going forward, though, Congress will have other opportunities to rein Trump in, chief among them the ability to restrict funding for a war effort steadily mounting in cost. The congressional power to declare war may have eroded, but the legislature retains the power of the purse--the question is whether it wants to fight for it.

Reserving for Congress the authority to declare war does not mean that Congress will always use its power wisely. The United States has fought its share of legally declared but foolish wars. Still, the requirements of deliberation and debate can press something of a brake on the process of entering into a conflict. Democracy allows people the freedom to make stupid decisions, so long as they make them collectively. But a system that allows a country to be dragged into war at the whims of a single person is not much of a democracy at all.
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Don't Call It 'Intelligence'

Humans are question machines. AI is an answer machine.

by Charles Yu

Thu, 05 Mar 2026




I am occasionally asked by colleges to give a version of a talk on how I became a writer.  The easy thing to do is to give a sort of guided tour through the woods of literary self-formation: a string of anecdotes designed to elicit a few chuckles, a moment or two of reflection about the inevitable bends in the road, things that felt momentous but turned out not to matter, or things that didn't seem significant at the time but with hindsight turned out to be the most important of all.

Typically, these tours end in the same place: The author has found a path through the wilderness, and discovered a voice along the way. Voice is what leads us out of the woods.

The trouble, at least for me, is that this kind of speech is mostly fiction; the path is only a path in retrospect. Telling the story this way elides, smooths over, and underestimates the role of circumstance and dumb luck. Most of what a writer experiences is failure. Developing a voice takes years. The point is not to make it out of the woods quickly or unscathed. Getting lost is not the rough part. It's the whole thing.

Now along comes AI, purporting to be our GPS through the woods. Not just any guide: tireless, fearless, knows all the shortcuts. AI obviates the need to enter the woods in the first place. Why face the blank page and the blinking cursor? Why struggle to understand what you mean and how to articulate it? Why listen to your own croaky, warbly voice when you can push the button for fluid, facile, polished language, available anytime, on any subject? Voice on demand.

When I speak to high-school and college students (including my own children), I worry that at the time when they should be developing their own voices, they're being told they don't need to bother. AI writes for us, reads for us, thinks for us. It replaces our voice with its own.

Except that AI doesn't have a voice. It's lip-syncing ours. It's an average, a remix. Initially, the large language models had no ingredients other than our human language. Without the natural voice, there could never have been an artificial one. But if we become content to substitute AI-generated language for our own, we end up in a closed loop in which the same outputs are recycled back as inputs.

What I fear is that we're losing the ability to tell the difference between our voice and the machines'. Or worse, losing the will to argue that there is one.

And it is an argument. Those who are the most bullish on machine learning argue that artificial general intelligence, or AGI--artificial intelligence models that match or surpass human cognitive capabilities on any task--is imminent, just two or three years away. Some say 10 years, or more. It's a rolling target, always just over the horizon. But regardless of timeline, the idea is that all of our "cognitive work" will soon be automated. They believe this is possible because they believe that the language we produce is fungible with that generated by LLMs.

I'm not interested in predictions or timelines, or in who is right or wrong and by how much. I'm no AI expert, nor am I even an AI amateur. I'm not a neuroscientist or a cognitive scientist or any kind of scientist at all. What I am is a parent of teenagers, a human, a reader, and a writer, in roughly that order. What I am struggling with, like many others, is how to think about AI, and what it means for work, school, and life--and how to talk about all of that with my children (who surely have much more insight into AI than I do).

What I'm most interested in is the "I" in AGI. What does it actually mean? And why have we let a small number of wealthy businesspeople define it?

Sam Altman, the CEO of OpenAI, promised that engaging with Chat GPT-5 would be like talking "to a legitimate Ph.D.-level expert in anything." I can't stop thinking about how revealing--and weird--that definition of intelligence is.

Don't get me wrong. It's incredible that we are even having this conversation. I don't want to minimize the distance the technology has traveled, the speed with which it has done so, or how far it might still go. What I do want to do is ask a question: How can we create intelligence when we don't fully understand--can't even really define--what intelligence is?

Back to Altman's formulation: General intelligence means being a Ph.D.-level expert in anything. Such expertise is no doubt impressive, and certainly related to, or even a component of, intelligence, however defined. But it's only one small part of intelligence. My alma mater, UC Berkeley, offers doctoral programs in 94 fields of study. Presumably AGI will cover all of those.

But the achievement of a degree does not cover, does not even purport to touch, emotional intelligence. What is a Ph.D. in reading the room? In teaching your kid to ride a bike? In crying because you were moved by a piece of music? We consider elephants intelligent because they mourn their dead. What is a Ph.D. in grief, awe, wonder, curiosity?

Perhaps no one should be surprised that some of the world's best scientists and engineers have defined intelligence the way they have. Even if the AGI champions' motives were entirely altruistic, they would still be biased by their own way of seeing the world, by their own experiences and successes. Researchers at the forefront of AI are among the most brilliant and accomplished minds on Earth--and they make up a very narrow, self-selected group of people primed to understand certain kinds of knowledge better than others: explicit, well-defined, tokenizable knowledge; knowledge that forms the basis of our most far-reaching, wildly accurate theories of the universe; knowledge that has allowed us to create world-changing technologies. But that is only a small subset of all knowledge--the sliver that can be expressed symbolically, as language or mathematics.

The rest is what the philosopher Michael Polanyi called "tacit knowledge," which makes up a much larger amount of data, and interacts in many more ways. His philosophy of knowledge can be summed up by: "We know more than we can say."

Is that part of AGI? I don't believe so. I won't believe it until ChatGPT texts me a link to a video that made it laugh or cry or reconsider its opinions on that thing we were talking about the last time we spoke.

Until it does, I'd argue that the "I" these engineers are chasing is a proxy--or even a misnomer. It's nothing like intelligence as we understand it.

You might say this argument is flawed, based on an anthropocentric view of intelligence. Maybe we have to let go of preconceptions and embrace the idea that machine intelligence can--and perhaps must--be radically different from human intelligence. Maybe machine intelligence doesn't require sentience, or autonomy, or curiosity, or feeling.

Read: The alien intelligence in your pocket

Say I concede all that. What I am arguing is that, whatever the machines can do--as incredible and useful and potentially economically valuable as their capabilities may be--none of it merits the word intelligence.

A couple of outliers aside, even the most enthusiastic proponents of AGI don't believe that the frontier AI models are capable of feeling. Meaning they must assume that intelligence can be decoupled from embodiment and emotion. They are saying: We understand what intelligence is, in its distilled and isolated form.

To which I would say: Please share that definition with the rest of us.

If they're right, we'll know soon enough.

But if they're wrong, the relentless pursuit of AGI poses real risks: to social policy, to education, to our power grid, to the economy, to the environment. Already, generative AI feels like supply in search of demand. The need to scale up, plus the ever-present pressure to seek higher rates of return, have combined to create a mind-boggling movement of capital and societal resources into one industry. Generative AI is the tech equivalent of high-fructose corn syrup: a possibly useful ingredient that is now being inserted into much of what we consume, without our consent.

But perhaps just as important are the potential harms to our own self-conception, both as individuals and as a species.

AI will continue to improve. It might change the world; arguably, it already has. But for now--and perhaps always--it is no substitute for the human voice.

Voice is what we use to communicate with one another. Voice is the sound we make as we navigate the unknown--our echolocation, mapping the world, attempting to place ourselves within it. Voice encodes experience, loss, pain, joy. We don't acquire voice in spite of failure, but through it. Because of it.

AI doesn't have a voice, and it's not communicating with us. Not really. It answers our questions. That's what it was built to do. It's an answer machine. But we are question machines. Questions are essential to intelligence. Without them, we are static, stagnant. Without them, we don't evolve. We can learn answers, but only by asking questions. Questions are how we recursively self-improve. We humans are constantly prompting one another in endlessly creative ways. We prompt. We answer. Our answers become new prompts. Our context windows are our lifetimes; our tokens are uncountable.

This is about more than semantics. By calling what AI can do "intelligence," we are conflating a technological capability with a human attribute. We are dumbing ourselves down--not by talking to AI but by measuring ourselves against it. The danger isn't that we are overestimating AI. It's that we are underestimating ourselves.



This essay was adapted from Charles Yu's 2026 Joel Connaroe Lecture, given at Davidson College on February 10.
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The Humiliation of J. D. Vance

Trump's war with Iran shows that, within the administration, the vice president's opinions matter less and less.

by Idrees Kahloon

Thu, 05 Mar 2026




If J. D. Vance promised one thing during the 2024 presidential campaign, it was that America would not enter into a war with Iran of the kind that is currently raging. "America doesn't have to constantly police every region of the world," Vance told the comedian Tim Dillon on his podcast. He continued: "Our interest, I think very much, is in not going to war with Iran. It would be a huge distraction of resources. It would be massively expensive to our country." In another podcast interview, with Shawn Ryan, in September 2024, Vance even said that a war between Israel and Iran was in fact "the most likely and most dangerous scenario" for provoking World War III.

These arguments look farcical now that President Trump has chosen--months after bombing Iran's nuclear facilities and pronouncing its enrichment efforts "completely and totally obliterated"--to join Israel in launching a war on the Islamic Republic. The ensuing conflagration now involves a dozen countries in the Middle East. Trump says that he will do "whatever it takes" militarily and that "wars can be fought 'forever.'" Vance's X account, normally hyperactive, went silent in the days after bombs began falling on Saturday morning. The vice president was not at Mar-a-Lago with Trump as he oversaw the attack. The administration instead released a photo of him running a secondary meeting at the White House, flanked by a can of Diet Mountain Dew and a sullen-looking Tulsi Gabbard, the director of national intelligence.

Jonathan Chait: A very stable war

Vance entered the White House as a man full of ideas--about a more modest place for the United States in world affairs; a new, worker-friendly version of Republican economics; and aggressive, Teddy Roosevelt-style regulation of Big Business. Yet Iran is just the latest example of a noticeable trend: Within the Trump administration, Vance's opinions seem to matter less and less.

On foreign affairs, Vance was on the isolationist end of the MAGA coalition, which now includes people, such as Secretary of State Marco Rubio, who have previously been fervid advocates of American intervention abroad. Vance had a coherent, well-articulated theory for his beliefs: America could not fight on multiple fronts and should not pointlessly expend its scarce munitions on regional conflicts, such as the war between Russia and Ukraine, because it was competing with the rising superpower China. Yet, as vice president, he has been forced to square his stance with the administration's January capture of the Venezuelan dictator Nicolas Maduro--a raid that Vance defended as a law-enforcement action rather than an act of war. He has gamely taken up Trump's desire to control Greenland, donning a parka and visiting the island.

In private, Vance seems more consistent with his prior positions. In Signal chats accidentally disclosed to The Atlantic last year, he registered his opposition to strikes on Houthi militants. (After he was overruled, he quickly acquiesced.) His extreme skepticism of Ukraine's war effort--as a senator, Vance described Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky's lobbying for more U.S. aid as "grotesque"--initially seemed to gain purchase within the Trump administration. In an Oval Office meeting with Trump and Zelensky, Vance berated the Ukrainian president by asking, "Have you said thank you once?" One of the few close Vance allies who secured a major administration post, Elbridge Colby, the Pentagon's top policy official, was behind the decision last summer to suspend arms shipments to Ukraine.

Still, Trump reversed this decision within days. The president is not just allowing previously passed American aid packages to go to the Ukrainians; he is also expanding access through a new program that lets European countries pay for weapons and transfer them. America is still assisting Ukraine significantly in other ways. Its intelligence agencies are providing extensive support; the military is squeezing Russia's economy by seizing "shadow fleet" ships that evade U.S. sanctions; the Trump ally Elon Musk deactivated Starlink terminals that Russian forces were using to guide drones.

The irony now is that, as Vance feared, American missile interceptors necessary to deter the Chinese military are being burned through at an astonishing rate--just not by the Ukrainians. The Trump administration is using them in a discretionary war in the Middle East.

Vance's heterodoxy within conservative circles was even more marked on economic matters. The hillbilly elegist turned venture capitalist once seemed poised to remake Reaganite Republican dogma. Vance wanted to boost American fertility rates by expanding the child tax credit, perhaps to as much as $5,000 per kid. He wanted to protect American workers by expanding unionization, breaking up big tech companies, accelerating antitrust enforcement, raising tariffs, and implementing an industrial strategy. Aside from tariffs--a decades-long obsession of Trump's, anyway--little Vanceism is discernible in the administration's actions. The One Big Beautiful Bill Act, the administration's signature legislative achievement, modestly increased child tax credits to $2,200 per child. It also created special tax-advantaged "Trump accounts" for children, but these will exist only through 2028--a mere teaser of pronatalist policy. The pillars of Hungarian-style family policy, which Vance repeatedly praised, are nowhere near codification in America. Vance once entertained grand ideas of putting workers on corporate boards, as in Germany, and letting unions negotiate across an entire industry at once, as in Scandinavia, rather than company by company. But far from taking up such proposals, the Trump administration is instead priming the National Labor Relations Board for rollbacks of prior decisions.

George Packer: The talented Mr. Vance

In the Senate, Vance worked with Democrats on legislation to claw back compensation from bank executives and remove tax breaks for corporate mergers. But his past antagonism toward corporations is not apparent in Trump's policies. Vance's former policy adviser Gail Slater recently lost her job as the Justice Department's head of antitrust enforcement, in an apparent power struggle with Attorney General Pam Bondi. Roger Alford, a Slater deputy who was ousted before her, alleged in a speech last year that "MAGA-in-Name-Only lobbyists and DOJ officials enabling them are pursuing a different agenda" and are seeking to "enrich themselves as long as their friends and supplicants are in power." You seldom hear the slogan "Drain the swamp" from this administration anymore.

The Trump administration's embrace of an all-out culture war, particularly in its aggressive campaign against Ivy League institutions, does echo some of Vance's favorite themes. So does its castigation of Europe as being so enthralled by multiculturalism that it faces, as the 2025 National Security Strategy put it, "civilizational erasure." But these moves are also in line with the views of Stephen Miller, the president's deputy chief of staff for policy, who appears to exercise far more power in the White House.

Vance seemed poised to be a serious policy maker on artificial intelligence after he delivered a major speech in Paris last year, in which he argued against "excessive regulation of the AI sector" and pledged to "safeguard American AI and chip technologies from theft and misuse." Yet the Trump administration has gone the other direction by, in December, granting export licenses of advanced chips to China in exchange for a 25 percent cut of the proceeds, and last month by trying to hamstring Anthropic, the frontier AI company, over failed negotiations with the Pentagon. He remains the White House's best television surrogate, and is valued for his loyalty. But when policy views clash in the White House, it is hard to see where Vance is triumphing.

In some sense, Vance is suffering the typical fate of the vice president, who is forever on display but seldom listened to. This is a major comedown from the role he once seemed likely to fill. Vance's nomination as vice president was not a concession to the Republican Party of old, but a promise of the Republican Party to come, of Trumpism after Trump. Instead, he has receded in importance in the past year, less essential to economic policy than Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent, less influential on immigration than Miller, less persuasive on foreign affairs than Rubio and the special envoy Steve Witkoff. That may help explain why, after the Iran strike, Vance ended up alongside not Trump but Gabbard, who like the vice president seems out of sync with the administration's policies. (During her 2020 presidential campaign, Gabbard sold T-shirts emblazoned with the logo No War With Iran.)

Yair Rosenberg: J. D. Vance finally found a use for the vice presidency

Vance came to public attention as a resounding critic of Trump who could nonetheless explain his appeal among heartland Americans to coastal elites. Before his Senate campaign in Ohio in 2022, he emerged as the personification of national conservatism--the new populism-inflected strain of thought that was becoming dominant in America and Europe. He angrily rejected the so-called forever wars of the George W. Bush administration--disillusioned from his experience as a young soldier deployed to fight them. Reinvention is obviously possible for a man who has reinvented himself before. But if he seeks the Republican nomination for president in 2028, he may find himself bound to an unpopular series of policies that the 2024 version of Vance would oppose.
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A War Begun on Instinct

The president is trusting his gut, not Congress.

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 05 Mar 2026




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

In Othello, the villain Iago gives varied and constantly shifting reasons for why he wants to destroy Othello. Shakespeare scholars have generally interpreted that to mean that although none of the individual explanations are all that convincing, the sentiment behind them is crushingly powerful. Iago's will to destroy has simply gathered so much momentum that it can no longer be stopped.

President Trump's reasons for striking Iran are similarly shifty and unpersuasive. Is it nuclear weapons? Ballistic missiles? The killing of protesters? A response to a move by Israel?

No explanation alone quite adds up, except one: "a new element of Trump's foreign-policy doctrine that we're seeing here, because he and the people around him are willing to take risks and they're willing to kind of go with their gut in a new way," says Missy Ryan, an Atlantic staff writer who covers national security and has worked in the Middle East.

"Based on the way the negotiation was going, I think they were going to attack first," Trump told reporters on Tuesday, without offering evidence. "So if anything, I might have forced Israel's hand."

The advantage of a gut-driven war decision is that it can yield sudden dramatic results. Ayatollah Ali Khamenei had been a brutal Iranian dictator for nearly four decades. Past American presidents have weighed taking him on, and then decided against it. After Trump ordered strikes, Khamenei was dead within 24 hours. The disadvantage is that following your gut doesn't account for the past or the future. Trump did not confer with most of our allies, and barely alerted Congress, let alone sought their approval. He did not seem to think through who would succeed Khamenei, or at least, what would happen if certain successors aren't available. ("Most of the people we had in mind are dead," Trump told reporters on Tuesday.) The administration didn't even have adequately prepared U.S. personnel stationed in countries that might be in danger of attack, according to Senator Jeanne Shaheen, the ranking member of the Foreign Relations Committee.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk to Missy about what Trump did and did not consider in starting this war. And we talk to Senator Shaheen about how Democrats can responsibly act as a check on the president now that the war has started.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth:  The two most powerful air forces in the world will have complete control of Iranian skies--uncontested airspace.


Hanna Rosin: "Operation Epic Fury" continues, with more casualties, more Middle Eastern countries being drawn in, and more swagger from Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth.

Hegseth:  Flying over their capital, flying over the IRGC [Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps], Iranian leaders looking up and seeing only U.S. and Israeli airpower, every minute of every day until we decide it's over.


[Music]

Rosin: The administration seems to have a great appetite for describing the theater of war in the moment: leaders killed, warships sunk, airspace conquered--

Hegseth: Death and destruction from the sky, all day long.


Rosin: But much less so for the more abstract questions of the war: Why did the U.S. go in in the first place? Why is American blood and money worth the cost? And what is the ultimate goal?

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. Later in the show, I talk to Jeanne Shaheen, the top Democrat on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, about what legislators can do to get answers.

President [Donald] Trump, after all, took the U.S. to war without Congress's approval, barely notifying them.

When Secretary of State Marco Rubio visited the Hill on Monday, he made it seem like Israel had more say in the matter than the branch of the U.S. government that has the actual power to declare war.

Although when Trump was asked the following day if Israel had forced his hand, he replied, essentially, that he had a gut feeling that this was the right moment.

President Donald Trump: We were having negotiations with these lunatics, and it was my opinion that they were gonna attack first. They were going to attack--if we didn't do it, they were going to attack first. I felt strongly about that.


Missy Ryan: It's been out there for many years that Israel wanted to take care of the Iranian threat, as they thought about it.


Rosin: Atlantic staff writer Missy Ryan.

Ryan: But there's been a lot of reticence from U.S. leaders in the past because of the fears of the potential effects of unleashing this conflict.


Rosin: Missy spent years as a foreign correspondent based in Baghdad, covering the war in Iraq. She now writes about defense and foreign policy for the magazine. I talked to her about how Trump got past that reticence.

Rosin (in interview): Missy, welcome to the show.

Ryan: Thank you.

Rosin: Were you surprised that we struck at all, or were you surprised that we coordinated this closely with Israel?

Ryan: I don't think either of those things was particularly surprising, given the months of lead-up that we've seen on a military level. There's been a shifting of military buildup. They've had two aircraft carriers. They positioned extra air defenses, extra planes, extra ships in the region.

And President Trump himself has been kind of hinting that it was time that they "do something," as he said, to take care of Iran's nuclear threat, which is a little confusing 'cause he did strikes last year that he said, at that time, completely "obliterated" their nuclear capability.

But larger than that, he also said we can't let Iran be this bad actor in the world in the way it's been in past decades. And that was a reference to the long history of shadow war between the United States and Iran, and the attacks dating back to the 1980s on American personnel and assets.

It wasn't surprising that this happened, because we had kind of the prologue in the first administration, where the president would occasionally talk about doing something against Iran. But there were kind of constrainers around him at that time, and that's no longer the case.

I think it's also important to mention that President Trump, at this time, is kind of feeling his oats in terms of foreign policy. He has a lot more confidence in his second term in his instincts. And so after the success in the 12-day war last year, where the United States and Israel struck Iran, struck nuclear sites; after the success in toppling Nicolas Maduro in Venezuela; I think Trump comes to the situation--this conversation between him and the Israeli leadership about whether or not to strike [Iran]--he comes to it with a lot of confidence in what American military might can do, about what he personally can do. And I think it's just a very different moment for his presidency and for him as a leader than we saw in the first term.

Rosin: It's interesting because some senators and some critics have characterized Israel as controlling or driving the foreign policy. It sounds like you don't necessarily think Israel had as great a role as people are saying today.

Ryan: I think they do have a role in kind of making the case for this being the moment.

Trump has a complicated relationship with [Israeli Prime Minister] Benjamin Netanyahu, like most American presidents before him have had.

On one hand, Trump has acted strongly and kind of broken with past precedent repeatedly on U.S. policy vis-a-vis Israel. In his first term, he recognized the Golan Heights. He moved the U.S. embassy to Jerusalem. He has had a very different position vis-a-vis the whole question of the West Bank than the Biden administration, which was constantly kind of trying to constrain Israeli action in the West Bank and chide the Israelis publicly for what they were doing in the West Bank and in Gaza after the Gaza war began in 2023.

So he has been very supportive of Israel in most ways, but at the same time, he's also occasionally shown publicly that he gets annoyed with Bibi. I think he felt like Israel has, at times, undermined his agenda, and his agenda was striking big sweeping deals that he could claim as victory.

So I think, clearly, it's a close relationship and they see shared interest, but I think that Trump also had his own reasons for wanting to do this. I think he sees it as showing himself to be the president that other presidents were too afraid to be: The ayatollah and the Islamic Republic has been a thorn in the side of the United States for decades, and no other president could do it, and Trump did.

Rosin: Just because Israel's role in this decision making is likely to be very closely scrutinized by a lot of different factions on the right and the left, I just want us to listen to what Secretary of State Marco Rubio said and analyze it, keeping in mind the caveat that Trump himself at a press conference said, No, they didn't force my hand. If anything, I might have forced Israel's hand. So keeping in mind that Trump forcefully denied it, I just wanna listen to what Marco Rubio said and get your brain on dissecting it.

Secretary of State Marco Rubio: We knew that there was going to be an Israeli action, we knew that that would precipitate an attack against American forces, and we knew that if we didn't preemptively go after them before they launched those attacks, we would suffer higher casualties.


Rosin: Can you analyze that? Because it sounds both like, Yes, we did hit Iran because of Israel, and they forced our hand, but, No, we were doing our own thing, and it's not because of Israel. So--

Ryan: Yeah, it is a little confusing, to be honest, and it's interesting to me because how can it be an imminent threat if the imminent threat is your partner that you're doing this with? And the administration is pushing back strongly on that.

And Rubio is hanging most of the urgency around this as what he's describing as a tipping point for Iran's ballistic-missile capability and what he is saying is a buildup, where they're adding hundreds of missiles every month. And he's describing it as a tipping point in terms of they're getting more and more powerful every month, not just on the drones, which they kind of now, at this point, have an endless supply of, but ballistic missiles.

And he says that, at a certain point, the U.S. and Israeli ability to produce enough air-defense interceptors to keep up with the Iranian production, that their ability to do that will slip out of their hands.

Rosin: I need one more level of interpretation. So to a Pentagon person, is that convincing? Are you following the logic, or is it a strain?

Ryan: I follow the logic because, actually, my colleague Nancy Youssef and I reported, in an article that posted this week, the United States does have a problem in terms of its air-defense supplies. It has only a finite number of air-defense interceptor missiles, which are the missiles that you fire up to kind of collide with the incoming enemy missiles.

And Iran has something in the order of 2,000 medium-range ballistic missiles that can reach Israel and 6,000 to 8,000 short-range ballistic missiles that can reach the Gulf. And the United States' stockpile of air-defense missiles, the number is classified, but it is much smaller than those numbers.

And so the United States has some other systems it can use for drones, but there is a deficit that the United States already has, and the production of those interceptors, which are very high-tech, is much slower.

And so it is true that they have this deficit, but the thing that was puzzling to me is the Iranians have been building up their ballistic-missile supplies for a long time now. And that was before October 7, before the wars that came after that. That was before they got into this kind of cycle of conflict with Israel and then the United States, where they were actually expending a lot of those missiles.

So you would think that they maybe have less now than they did; I don't know that to be the case. But in any event, the calculus there is somewhat confusing, but we are not privy to the intelligence and the precise numbers on each side, and you have to think the United States has pretty precise numbers.

So that's the argument that Rubio is making. But I will add, it's interesting because he kind of pivoted to the ballistic missiles following this briefing that he did for congressional leadership. But Pete Hegseth was talking about the nuclear program. Trump himself has talked about the nuclear program. And then Hegseth also was talking about "retribution" for attacks that the Iranians launched in Iraq against U.S. forces back in the day.

So there's this whole panoply, cornucopia of different reasons, and none of them feel to me immediate.

Rosin: Like, none of them answer--'cause, as you're talking, I'm counting five. We've got nuclear weapons, ballistic weapons, a worry about our own munitions. We haven't mentioned regime change yet.

Ryan: (Laughs.) Regime change and also defending protesters and--

Rosin: Oh, right. And Israel and a preemptive launch. So what do you make of this constantly shifting menu of rationale?

Ryan: I think that they were ready to do it and that the circumstances were right for Trump. This may not have been the ideal time from a purely military perspective in terms of when is Iran at its weakest.

It's no doubt Iran is much weaker than it was in 2022 or the beginning of 2023. That's for sure. Its proxies are decimated. Israel has talked a lot about the volume of missile launchers that it's taken out, missile sites, all of that. It's very true that it is a conducive time from that perspective.

At the end of the day, I think this is more about President Trump and him feeling more ready to use the American military and use military force in a way that other presidents haven't wanted to and in a way that he thinks is shaping his legacy.

This is, I think, a new element of Trump's foreign-policy doctrine that we're seeing here, because he and the people around him are willing to take risks and they're willing to kind of go with their gut in a new way. And they don't have the people like [former Defense Secretary] Jim Mattis, they don't have the people like [former Defense Secretary] Mark Esper being like, Sir, I think we need to think about the second- or third-order effects here. You're seeing those impulses come to life in a different way.

Rosin: You have covered American wars in the Middle East for such a long time. The idea of war with Iran has always been hanging out there in the background, sort of Iran as an actor. Now that it's happened in, I would say, a somewhat abrupt way--we knew about the buildup, but it's not like we got a long explanation, a long debate--how does it land with you?

Ryan: Yeah, it's interesting because I actually felt--it feels a little bit more familiar because Israel already assassinated, killed, struck Hassan Nasrallah in Lebanon, the Hezbollah commander; the United States already sent the Delta Force into Caracas to take Nicolas Maduro. So I kind of feel like I'm like the boiling frog a little bit in that none of it is as shocking as it might've been if you hadn't had this kind of incremental lead-up over the course of several years.

But really, this is, like, the big one that we all talked about and feared for so long. I remember being in Iraq in 2007, 2008, 2009. People would talk about, Oh, the Bush administration really just wanted to keep going and go to Tehran, and that just seemed kind of so out of the realm of possibility to be absurd because it would just be so crazily risky, and now you have a scenario that isn't quite there but very close to it.

Rosin: Right. If someone had told you this in 2010 in Iraq, would it have felt surreal or possible?

Ryan: Oh, yeah, 100 percent. That's why I feel like the boiling frog, because on one hand, I was, at that time, living with the impacts of a huge use of American military force. When I first went to Iraq, there were, like, 180,000 American troops in Iraq. And we're not doing that. And so it's not like there hasn't been a big, very risky, and ill-conceived use of the American military in the Middle East before, 'cause there has been.

But this is a different setting. It's a different country. And also, we learned a lot from that war--or we thought we learned a lot--and there are figures within the Trump administration, including J.D. Vance, who fought in those wars and came home and were like, No, those were dumb. My friends died for no reason.

And so I think that their hope, clearly, is that they're doing it in a smarter, more prudent, less direct risk to Americans type of way, but we obviously just can't know how it'll play out.

[Music]

Rosin: After the break, I talk to New Hampshire Senator Jeanne Shaheen. I ask what, if anything, Congress can do now that the U.S. is already involved in this conflict with Iran.

[Break]

[Music]
 
 Rosin: Hours before the Senate voted against the War Powers Resolution this week, which would've tried to limit President Trump's power to use military force without explicit authorization from Congress, I talked to Senator Jeanne Shaheen.

Rosin (in interview): Senator Shaheen, welcome to the show.
 Senator Jeanne Shaheen: Thank you.


Rosin: She's the top-ranking Democrat on the Foreign Relations Committee, and I started out by asking her if she'd received any kind of advanced warning about the strikes in Iran.

Shaheen: Well, I didn't get any. There was a briefing with the so-called Gang of Eight last week, before the strikes happened over the weekend. And my understanding from talking to some of the people who were in that briefing is that there was no clear explanation of what was coming, but just a hint that some action might be taken.

Rosin (in interview): And how unusual is that? Just put that in some historical context for us.

Shaheen: Well, that has not been the case at any time since I've been here, and whether it was Republican or Democratic presidents, the history and tradition has been to brief at least the leaders of the House and Senate and the relevant committees before an action like this is taken.

Rosin: Right. So the one time when an explanation came is when Marco Rubio came to the Hill after the war had started, and that's when he mentioned Israel's role in the attack on Iran to the press. Were you surprised by that explanation?

Shaheen: I was. But, as you know, a number of explanations have been given by the president and by other members of the Cabinet about the reasons for the war. And I think that's one of the things that raises real concerns, not just in Congress but among the American people, about what the strategy is, what the endgame is, what we're trying to do.

I don't think anyone--or, at least, nobody I know--is concerned that the ayatollah is no longer in charge. So I don't think that anyone mourns his loss. The question is: What happens next? What's the endgame? What are we trying to do? And are we in charge of our foreign policy, or, as Secretary Rubio suggested, are we responding to Israel and what they want for their foreign policy?

Rosin: So when you said the American people would be concerned, you had put it, who controls America's foreign policy, what do you exactly mean? What did you make of that rationale that we were responding to Israel?

Shaheen: Well, it's a concern. The question is: Did we ever try to dissuade Israel from taking this action? Were we as prepared as we should be? I'm looking at scenes coming from the Middle East from Americans who have been stranded in countries across the Middle East, and it doesn't seem like there's been any provision for the fact that that was going to happen or plans for how to evacuate Americans as attacks have increased.

So I think all of those are concerns and also just transparency with the American people, with Congress about why President Trump thought this was necessary, again, what he's trying to accomplish. Now, they've given some limited military goals of the campaign, but no real explanation for why now, why this was necessary, and what the endgame is, what the strategy is we're trying to accomplish.

Rosin: Right. So when you said the American people would be concerned, the concern is that we're doing another country's bidding or putting another country's concerns before our own?

Shaheen: Well, I think the American people are concerned because Donald Trump campaigned saying he was gonna end "forever wars." Right now, my constituents are concerned about the cost of living. And what we're seeing as the result of this action is not only are we spending a lot of money in the Middle East, but now gasoline prices are also going up, so people are going to be feeling even more strain.

Again, none of that has been explained to the American people in a way that says, You need to sacrifice in order to do this because America was under threat of attack. There's no intelligence that I've seen that suggests that America was under threat of attack by Iran.

Rosin: So do you have a sense of what the president actually does want from this war and why now?

Shaheen: No, no. And again, I think we've heard a lot of different explanations, but there's been no overriding explanation to the American people or to Congress about what he's trying to do here.

Rosin: Mm-hmm. So now we're in this war, so I wanna talk more about the role Congress could play now: the vote on the War Powers Resolution. Why is that important at this moment, given that the war's already started, we're in it, there are casualties, the Ayatollah is gone?

Shaheen: Well, when our Founding Fathers and Mothers set up our government in the beginning and wrote the Constitution, one of the things they did was give the power to declare war to Congress, not to the president, because there was real concern about whether we should give that kind of power to one individual leader or whether it should be the result of the will of the people of the country, who are reflected in the Congress.

And unfortunately, this president hasn't been willing to come to Congress not only to brief us about what his actions are but to ask for an authorization for use of military force, as has been done in the past. So I think it is appropriate for Congress to take action to rein in this president who doesn't seem to be concerned about what Congress and the American people think about his actions with respect to going to war.

Rosin: It feels important--it's something we write about at The Atlantic all the time--but it also feels abstract at this moment, given that we're in it. So I'm wondering what would constitute a responsible check on the president's power now? What would that actually look like? Would it be about the future of the war, how the war unfolds, or do you think of this as a symbolically important vote?

Shaheen: Well, sadly, I think it's not gonna pass, so it is only gonna be a symbolic vote. But Congress has another ability to rein in the president, and that's the appropriations process. We have not yet heard how much this war is costing, but it's very clear it was not budgeted for. And so, at some point, the president's gonna have to come back to Congress and ask for funding, and at that point, or before, we have the ability to get our questions answered.

Rosin: I see. So responsible check on presidential power would look like postwar engagement about expenses, about what we are willing to do in Iran, to have sort of buy-in from the American people?

Shaheen: Well, a responsible check on the president's power would be if the majority in Congress were willing to take back what is Congress's authority to declare war. And unfortunately, we haven't seen a willingness from our Republican colleagues to do that.

Rosin: Yeah. It's not the first time that Congress and the president have struggled over a war declaration--

Shaheen: Right.

Rosin: --the War Powers Resolution grew out of Vietnam. I'm wondering what's different now about how the current executive branch is handling war and what Congress's oversight role is.

Shaheen: Well, one thing that's different is we have all three branches of government controlled by the Republicans. It's very difficult for the opposition to be able to move legislation or to raise concerns. What else is different is that this White House is not briefing Congress--not only are they not briefing Democrats, they're not briefing Republicans, either. So it appears that this White House doesn't think they need to talk to Congress at all.

Rosin: Are there other ways you think the Democrats could be fighting that they're not?

Shaheen: Well, I think the most important way we can be fighting is by making sure that we elect enough Democrats in November to take back the House and to make gains in the Senate--I'd love to have us take back the Senate, too, because that's the way we're gonna curb this president's power.

Rosin: Mm-hmm. Do you have a name for his foreign policy? What would you call it? We seem to be going in, extracting leaders, and sort of that's the extent of it. How would you describe what the foreign policy is now? It's not noninterventionist; we're intervening. I'm just wondering how you think of it.

Shaheen: I think of it as very inconsistent. On the one hand, the administration talks about the greatest threat to the United States is the competition from China, the military threat from China, and yet we just heard from the undersecretary of policy at the Department of Defense, who was before the Armed Services Committee, talking about how we need to come to some sort of a mutual understanding with China. He used different language, but that was essentially what he was saying.

Well, that's inconsistent. And when this president is making policy decisions around things like shutting down our whole foreign-assistance program, shutting off our global-health programs, and allowing China to come in and pick up those programs and present to our former countries we were working with that China's the reliable ally and people can't count on the United States, that is not a consistent foreign policy that benefits the national security of the United States.

Right now, the White House has said there are 14 countries that Americans need to leave in the Middle East. In those 14 countries, we only have six ambassadors, and only four of them have career and diplomatic experience. We have two ambassadors in Lebanon and Israel who are political appointees who have no diplomatic experience. And yet we've got Americans all across the Middle East who are saying, I need help to get out of here. I'm being told to leave. I can't get flights. There's no evacuation plan. And we have nobody in the embassy to help them.

So that is not in America's interest. That is not consistent American foreign policy that benefits the national security of Americans and makes us safer.

Rosin: Well, Senator Shaheen, thank you so much for joining us today.

Shaheen: Thank you.
 
 [Music]

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

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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Things Are About to Get Ugly in Texas

A runoff, resentments, and the question of whether a Democrat can win statewide

by Elaine Godfrey

Thu, 05 Mar 2026




In the end, it wasn't particularly close. Democrats in last night's Texas Senate primary decisively chose their fighter for November: James Talarico, a 36-year-old state lawmaker who looks--and sounds--like a youth pastor.

At certain moments, the primary between Talarico and Representative Jasmine Crockett felt ugly. Online, supporters slung insults and accusations of racism. Crockett had harsh words for Talarico's allies, and her campaign was hostile to the press, which it demonstrated by kicking me out of a rally.

But all of that drama was just a small taste of what's coming next. On the right, the primary between incumbent Senator John Cornyn and Texas Attorney General Ken Paxton is heading to a runoff, which likely promises nearly three months of nastiness. "The second wave is going to be a bitch," Chris LaCivita, a top adviser to President Trump's 2024 campaign who is working for an independent group supporting Cornyn, wrote on X, tagging Paxton.

On the left, Talarico now faces the uphill climb toward winning statewide as a Democrat in Texas--a climb that, depending on which Republican emerges from the primary, will be somewhere between big and enormous. The real ugliness, in other words, starts now. It's "open season," Vinny Minchillo, a Republican consultant in Texas who is not affiliated with either candidate, told me. "They're going to release the hounds."

The two Democrats couldn't have run more different campaigns. And last night, their strategies yielded very different results. Talarico, whose message is a careful blend of Christianity and economic populism, won the northern suburbs of Dallas, his hometown of Austin, and San Antonio. Crockett, who'd touted her opposition to Trump and promised to expand turnout among the party's base, earned the support of more voters in Dallas and Houston--just not enough. Some voters in Dallas County were turned away from the polls because of a change in where people could cast ballots on Election Day, but not enough to have altered the outcome. Ultimately, Talarico won by more than six points.

Given Crockett's slightly Trumpian tendencies, including her low tolerance for critical coverage and her apparent willingness to deny reality, it seemed plausible, at least for a moment, that the congresswoman might refuse to concede. But this morning, she called Talarico to congratulate him. "Texas is primed to turn blue," Crockett said in a statement, "and we must remain united because this is bigger than any one person."

Still, Crockett seems to hold some lingering bitterness. After her call to Talarico, she did not directly respond to a New York Times reporter's question about whether she would campaign with him. She added that she was concerned that her supporters might feel disenfranchised by the confusion in Dallas and be reluctant to turn out in the general election.

It is Talarico's job now to earn their votes; he'll have to if he wants to win statewide in Texas. Black voters, who polls showed overwhelmingly supported Crockett, are a crucial part of the Democratic electorate. "We're not writing off any voter," Talarico told me last week. "As folks get to know me, our approval ratings among Black Texans have gone up."

Read: 'Elaine from Atlantic ... she needs to leave'

For Texas Democrats, who see Talarico as their best chance in decades to elect one of their own to the Senate, the hardest work starts now. Talarico has never run a race at this scale, making him relatively untested. As he attempts to bring moderates and regretful Trump voters into his campaign, Talarico is also particularly vulnerable to attacks from Republicans who seek to paint him as too progressive for Texas.

They've got plenty of votes and video clips to choose from. In the state House, for example, Talarico once spoke in opposition to Republican legislation that would prohibit transgender girls from playing in girls' sports, arguing that there are "many more than two biological sexes." Online, Republican activists are already sharing a 2021 X post from Talarico in which he wrote that "radicalized white men are the greatest domestic terrorist threat in our country." Last night, the National Republican Senatorial Committee sent out a clip of the lawmaker saying in a floor speech that "God is nonbinary." Minchillo, the Republican consultant, told me that Talarico's position on these issues, and especially on gender, "is a real problem with the audience that he wants to attract."

Talarico's campaign is already preparing to defend those positions, sometimes on biblical grounds. I got a sampling of this last week when I asked Talarico, who is a Presbyterian seminarian, how he plans to respond when, for example, Republicans criticize his line about God being genderless. "Most Texans understand that God is beyond gender. The Apostle Paul says as much in his letter to the Galatians," Talarico said. If Republicans have an issue with that, he added, "they should take it up with the Apostle Paul." The line might sound like a banger to some of Talarico's supporters, but it's hardly a given that his progressive interpretation of scripture will appeal to conservative evangelicals.

The big fear for Democrats is that Talarico will go the way of Beto O'Rourke, whose 2018 candidacy attracted the party's funds and fizzy optimism but who ultimately failed to defeat Senator Ted Cruz. Some Democrats argue that Talarico is different. "He knows how to talk to a lot of people who are turned off by partisan rhetoric," Matt Angle, a Texas-based Democratic strategist, told me. "It allows him to identify himself as a different type of Democrat--a uniquely Texas Democrat."

Read: Trump is expected to endorse Cornyn

The good news for Talarico is that, for the next 11 weeks, his two potential Republican opponents will probably be focused on each other. Cornyn has vowed to rain hellfire on Paxton, who was impeached in 2023 on charges including bribery and abuse of the public trust. A pro-Cornyn ad refers to Paxton as a "wife-cheater and fraud." "Judgment Day is coming to Ken Paxton," Cornyn said menacingly during a press conference last night. While those two "beat the crap out of each other," Talarico will have time "to talk to Texans and contrast himself," Angle said.

A last-minute endorsement from Trump might pour ice-cold water on some of that hellfire as well as on Talarico's hopes for an opponent who may be easier to beat. Even though Cornyn is unpopular among some Republicans for being insufficiently MAGA, the president seems to recognize Paxton's weakness in a general election--and, according to my colleagues Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer, is planning to give his support to Cornyn, which could help the senator. (Trump said on Truth Social that he plans to make an endorsement soon and to call on the other candidate to drop out, but he did not specify whom he would endorse.)

In Texas, Democrats and Republicans are weighing the same uncertainties ahead of the November election. Many believe that with Cornyn as the Republican nominee, a statewide victory for Talarico in November would be possible but unlikely. A Paxton win, however, would set up a much riskier general election, given his heavy baggage. In the coming days and weeks, as some Republicans do everything they can to avoid this outcome, Talarico's party will be praying for it.
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Trump Has Lost the Plot in Iran

Tehran hopes that he will declare a hollow victory and abort the mission.

by Karim Sadjadpour

Wed, 04 Mar 2026




Like many of his predecessors over the past five decades, Donald Trump risks having his presidency hijacked by Iran. The 1979 revolution and subsequent hostage crisis ended Jimmy Carter's presidency. The Iran-Contra affair tainted Ronald Reagan's. Iranian machinations in postwar Iraq sabotaged George W. Bush's. The Iran nuclear deal--and the bitter partisan fight over it--consumed the second half of Barack Obama's presidency. The October 7 attacks on Israel by Hamas, a member of Iran's "Axis of Resistance," triggered a brutal war that subsumed Joe Biden's. Trump may have envisioned a second term spent striking deals to resolve wars, but Iran has now sucked him in, too.

What Trump seems to have hoped would be a Venezuela redux--a quick decapitation of the regime followed by a swift deal with the leader's successor--has deteriorated into a regional war. Tehran telegraphed that this would happen, but it still apparently caught Trump by surprise. Now the United States is approaching a quagmire as news reports suggest that the CIA is arming Kurdish groups inside Iran.

In Venezuela, Delcy Rodriguez--who concurrently oversaw the ministry of petroleum and the ministry of economy and finance while serving as vice president--maintained deep foreign connections, including a private back channel to the Trump administration even before President Nicolas Maduro's capture. Her willingness to meet with CIA Director John Ratcliffe for a two-hour summit in Caracas underscored her authority to pivot the entire state apparatus toward a new energy partnership with the West.

Read: The real reason Trump went to war

The post-Khamenei landscape in Iran lacks any such singular, empowered interlocutor. The Islamic Republic's parallel power structure, coupled with a 47-year ideology of resistance, has for decades created an enduring dilemma: Those who want to make amends with America cannot deliver, while those who may be able to deliver do not want to make amends. No one currently in Tehran has the will or the weight to break from the inherited stance of resistance and broker a deal a la Delcy Rodriguez.

Given the pace of Israeli political assassinations inside Iran, the architecture of power in the Islamic Republic is constantly changing. Mojtaba Khamenei, the 56-year-old son of the assassinated supreme leader, is now reportedly the top contender to replace his father. Within the regime's hard-line circles--men who command little popular support but control every organ of repression--his stock has risen in the wake of the attacks that killed his father, mother, and wife. Although there are reports that he may have been wounded, Mojtaba is reportedly keen to take the reins of power. Backed by two particularly ruthless strongmen of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, Hossein Taeb and Ahmad Vahidi, he would resume his father's ruinous legacy.

Yet Mojtaba faces a crisis of both legitimacy and longevity. He lacks a public mandate, a recent Bloomberg report ties him to extensive overseas money laundering, and he would have to elude Israel's continuous campaign of decapitation. His father ruled for 37 years--Mojtaba might not last 37 days.

In the meantime, sources inside Tehran suggest that the country is essentially being administered by two individuals: Ali Larijani and Mohammed Baqer Qalibaf. Larijani is managing political affairs and Qalibaf, a former IRGC commander, is managing military affairs. During normal times, these two men have a rivalrous relationship--both are former presidential candidates who aspire to lead the country--but during war, they have banded together.

Larijani sees himself as a pragmatic revolutionary insider in the style of China's Deng Xiaoping. But his record thus far--he was reportedly one of the architects of Iran's January crackdown, which according to some accounts killed 30,000 people--appears long on massacring and short on modernizing.

Qalibaf, a trained pilot with a public record of corruption, has long sought to portray himself as a modern strongman--the technocratic face of the IRGC. Despite these modern pretensions, he has closely aligned himself with Mojtaba Khamenei, a bet on the past rather than on the future.

These two pretenders reflect an insider debate whose subject is not the existence of the Islamic Republic but the best method of its survival. Both are committed to preserving the regime, including by means of domestic brutality. Their disagreement is over the strategic posture of resistance that has defined the past 47 years: One camp favors internal brutality coupled with external resistance; the other favors internal brutality coupled with external detente. Trump has never been troubled by how a regime treats its own people--only by whether it treats him with deference. Tehran's embattled new leaders must decide whether a pact with him will save the revolution's life or destroy its soul.

Trump has treated the opening week of the war as an improvisational jazz session, riffing on different analyses, strategies, and endgames in conversations with numerous reporters. This is not deliberate strategic ambiguity to throw an adversary off base, but rather a symptom of genuine confusion. I have spoken with current and former U.S. officials privy to the decision making (none was authorized to speak to the public), who describe a total lack of planning and contradictory aims among those worried about the war effort and those more concerned about the war's domestic political implications. One official claimed that the administration has weighed easing the sanctions on Iran's oil exports--the lifeblood of its economy--to reduce the spike in oil prices the war has brought.

Brynn Tannehill: The dangerous mismatch between American missiles and Iranian drones

Tehran has recognized for decades that American public opinion is one of its most potent allies in restraining the regional ambitions of U.S. presidents. This lesson first came clear in 1983, when the Iranian-directed bombing of the U.S. Marine barracks in Beirut eventually compelled President Reagan to withdraw American forces from Lebanon. Today, the regime is reaching for the same playbook. By wreaking havoc on its Gulf neighbors and threatening the transit of 20 million barrels of oil through the Strait of Hormuz, Tehran aims to spike global energy prices and soil the domestic political climate in the United States. The goal is to weaken Trump's resolve by making him choose between a protracted war and the pocketbooks of his voters. Tehran's hope is that he will abruptly declare a hollow victory and abort the mission.

Amid this brutal game of power politics is the spark that ostensibly lit the fuse: Trump's warning to the Iranian authorities to stop the killing of protesters. Less than one week into this war, the hope that it would spawn an Iranian spring is already withering. At the moment, Iranian citizens are not participants but observers of this war, trying to steer clear for safety.

Populations living under tyranny understandably yearn for a "magic bullet"--a surgical strike that would destroy the oppressor while sparing the innocent. But like all wars, "Operation Epic Fury" has been far less precise than this fantasy. Only hours into the conflict, an errant strike on the Shajareh Tayyebeh girls' school in southern Iran served as a gut-wrenching reminder of the cost of such illusions, and a testament to the grim truth that those who pay most dearly for the fog of war are almost always the innocent.

As of right now, this is a war that virtually all sides are losing.
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Pete Hegseth Treats Fallen American Soldiers as a PR Problem

His use of the Iran-war dead to attack the media was disgraceful.

by Tom Nichols

Wed, 04 Mar 2026




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

The United States is at war. Americans, at such a time, might expect their government to speak to them regularly and report on U.S. goals--and casualties--but so far, they have gotten little beyond prerecorded videos of the president and some sound bites from various officials. Even Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth has held only a few briefings.

Perhaps the Pentagon chief's reluctance to speak to the press is just as well, because many Americans would be alarmed to realize that their sons and daughters in combat are being overseen by a person as callous as Pete Hegseth.

This morning, the defense secretary gave a briefing on the war that quickly degenerated into Trumplike bombast. (Wisely, the Pentagon scheduled this at 8 a.m. eastern time, when most of the country is either sleeping or busy starting their day.) Hegseth apparently prefers to sound more like a Call of Duty player leading a raid than a sober and judicious secretary of defense: "Death and destruction from the sky all day," he said, along with other empty phrases such as "We're playing for keeps." (As opposed to what, exactly?)

Most reporters are now accustomed to Hegseth's drama-laden antics. But even by the low standards he has set, he managed to shock many of them when he cynically used the deaths of U.S. military personnel to air his own grievances with the press.

On Sunday morning (local time), an Iranian drone hit a makeshift operations center in Kuwait. The Pentagon says that six Americans are dead. Not only is this event a tragedy, but it also requires an explanation: The drone reportedly snuck through U.S. defenses without setting off any alerts, and struck a target that now seems to have been unduly vulnerable to aerial attack.

The defense secretary, the man who is supposed to carry this news to the American public and mourn with them, instead whined about the unfairness of it all. "When a few drones get through or tragic things happen, it's front-page news. I get it," Hegseth told the reporters, military personnel, and civilians gathered this morning in the Pentagon. "The press only wants to make the president look bad, but try for once to report the reality. The terms of this war will be set by us at every step. As I said Monday, the mission is laser-focused."

"Tragic things happen"? Hegseth said this as though it is unreasonable to look any closer at such events. He seems unable to grasp that the deaths of Americans are not merely a public-relations problem: When a drone slips through U.S. defenses and kills six members of America's armed forces, the deaths of those servicepeople are the story. The people of the United States deserve to know what happened and why. Hegseth complaining that he's not getting credit for all of the drones that didn't get through is like an airline executive responding to an air disaster by growling about all of the planes his company made that didn't crash.

My colleague Nancy Youssef was at the Pentagon this morning, sitting just three rows from the podium. I asked her what the atmosphere was like after Hegseth's heartless remark. She told me that his comments "sent a stunned silence through the briefing room." Even members of Hegseth's staff, she said, seemed to flinch at what he was saying. "Some put their heads down," she said, while others just looked around. Someone in the room then said: "That was one of the most insulting things I have ever heard," quietly but audibly and, as far as Nancy could tell, to no one in particular.

Unlike Hegseth, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Dan Caine opened his remarks by grieving the deaths of the fallen soldiers, saying that "it's with profound sadness and gratitude that I share the names of four of our six fallen heroes." He didn't have the names of the other two, because while Hegseth was griping about media coverage, the U.S. military was completing the next-of-kin notification. (The names could be publicly released as soon as later today.) "Our nation stands with you," Caine told Gold Star parents, wounded warriors, and their families, "and we are eternally grateful for your courage, your resiliency, your devotion to this mission and to our nation."

The contrast was unsettling. For years, defense secretaries and top generals have carried the anguish of decisions that have led to troop deaths. Former Defense Secretary Robert Gates has said that he wept as he read the stories of the fallen; some generals have carried photos of those lost under their command--even into their retirement. Hegseth, instead, noted the losses almost in passing, and used them as a vehicle for his ongoing beefs with the press.

But Hegseth wasn't content merely to carp about the coverage of American deaths. After expressing his irritation at the press, he decided to trash America's allies. Instead of simply praising Israel--America's only ally in this war--he took a needless shot at other nations, saying that U.S. allies in the past provided only "ancillary benefits" in global conflicts because they were "maybe willing but not as capable" as the Israelis. Hegseth made this preposterous claim in front of military people who had fought in previous wars alongside these allies--and who saw many service members from these nations sacrifice their life alongside their American comrades.

Hegseth is now holding more press conferences, according to Nancy's reporting, because some White House officials have privately conceded that they are losing the communications war. The Trump team should have seen this coming: When Hegseth kicked the press corps out of the Pentagon last fall--including reporters from The Atlantic--for not agreeing to publish only Pentagon-approved news, some reporters warned department officials that such a move might make it harder for the public to understand America's operations overseas, Nancy told me. Now the United States is involved in a major war, and no one in the Pentagon, the White House, or the State Department seems able to explain why without contradicting one another.

In the midst of all this, Hegseth provided at least one moment of clarity: He showed, yet again, why he is an execrable choice to lead the Pentagon. Like his boss, he does not talk to the American people so much as put on performances for them, and this morning, he played the role of the Fox News pundit castigating other journalists. But the people in the briefing room were doing their job trying to get the facts. Unlike Hegseth, they are taking their responsibilities seriously: This is not a game, it's not a TV show, and it's not some adolescent test of wills.

Pete Hegseth, if he does not resign, should at least get out of the way and let better men than him talk to the nation and to the press. No one is asking for classified details to be revealed in public; no one expects Periclean rhetoric from a talk-show host. But the people of the United States deserve more of an explanation of what's happening in this war, and they certainly deserve more of an encomium for their fallen children than "Tragic things happen."

Related:

	The last days of the Pentagon press corps
 	Pete Hegseth's Pentagon is becoming a bubble. (From August)




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Adam Serwer: The American king goes to war.
 	The coming invasion of Iran
 	California's deadliest avalanche turned on one choice.




Today's News

	NATO air defenses shot down an Iranian missile headed toward Turkey, and Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth said that a U.S. submarine sank an Iranian naval ship with a torpedo--allegedly the first such sinking of an enemy ship with a torpedo since World War II.
 	The Republican-led House Oversight Committee voted to subpoena Attorney General Pam Bondi over the Justice Department's role in the release of the Jeffrey Epstein files, as part of its ongoing investigation into the federal government's handling of the case against the convicted sex offender.
 	The Texas Republican Senate primary is headed to a runoff between Senator John Cornyn and state Attorney General Ken Paxton. Texas State Representative James Talarico won the Democrats' Senate primary against U.S. Representative Jasmine Crockett.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: How many wolves is enough? Now that thousands live in the United States, some people would like to kill more of them, Katherine J. Wu writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read
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The Tyranny of the Relationship Gap

By Faith Hill

Every so often, I hear a time-honored dinner-party question that always leads to lively debate: Would you sleep with your clone?
 It's hard to say where the conversation starter came from. Perhaps it originated with a 2015 BuzzFeed article titled "Can We Ask You a Really Weird Question?," which inquired--well, you know. Or maybe it can be traced much further back, to works of science fiction that explored similar puzzles. Is a clone conscious? Does it have rights? But today's clone query, in my experience, tends to prompt chatter about something a little less heady: whether engaging sexually or romantically with someone just like yourself sounds like a creepy nightmare--or whether it sounds like a dream of convenience, of perfectly aligned interests and interactions as frictionless as silk.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Trump is expected to endorse Cornyn in Texas.
 	The real reason Trump went to war, by Yair Rosenberg
 	Tesla's secret weapon is a giant metal box.
 	The David Frum Show: Trump's war with Iran, and a new danger at home
 	The dangerous munitions mismatch between America and Iran
 	A dire warning from the tech world




Culture Break


Illustration by Alisa Gao / The Atlantic



Explore. The skin-care industry is coming for toddlers, Nancy Walecki writes.

Hungry? Restaurant chains are rolling out smaller and cheaper options for customers who just want a little treat, Yasmin Tayag writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The American King Goes to War

This is not what the Founders intended.

by Adam Serwer

Wed, 04 Mar 2026




America has been at war for nearly a week, but the president who started the war can't explain why.

Either Iran's nuclear program needed to be destroyed because Iran was "probably a week away" from having the material for a bomb, according to the Trump adviser Steve Witkoff, or Iran was "not enriching" uranium, according to Secretary of State Marco Rubio, or maybe Iran was threatening the United States and its allies bases in the region, according to Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth. One adviser told CNN that there was "evidence" Iran was preparing to strike U.S. forces in the Middle East, but Rubio later said Iran was an "imminent threat" because it would respond if attacked by Israel, which is not what "imminent threat" means. The U.S. is going to war to force regime change in Iran, or maybe it isn't--it depends who you ask and when. The operation will be short--or maybe it won't be.

A simpler explanation is that the administration did not plan well before attacking another country and igniting a regional conflagration in the Middle East, nor has it planned for what comes next. The potential consequences are devastating, including both the cost in individual human lives and the long-term implications for the region and its people. The economic aftereffects, given Iran's oil production and its control over the Strait of Hormuz, could be also substantial. The American government had no plan for evacuating its citizens from the region, let alone for who would take over Iran once its leadership had been deposed or killed. No one has any idea what the fallout here will be, nor does anyone in a position of authority seem to be particularly concerned.

Listen: Trump's war with Iran and a new danger at home

In the aftermath of President Trump launching an unprovoked attack on Iran with no immediate justification, plan, or exit strategy, many Democrats have called for a vote on a war-powers resolution that could restrict military operations in Iran. The procedural objection is a perennial Democratic favorite. It allows Democrats to complain about Republicans having broken the rules, while letting them avoid taking a position on the actual conflict--a position that might later turn out to be unpopular, if voters end up thinking that the war went well. In this case, the vote also papers over Democrats' internal divisions, given that the caucus is divided between hawkish Democrats sympathetic to attacking Iran and those who reject the attack outright.

As tempting as it may be to dismiss this vote as typical Democratic timidity, the procedure is nevertheless extremely important here. Who can decide when a country goes to war is one of the crucial distinctions between a republic and a monarchy. The Founders' decision to give Congress the authority to declare war is not a coincidence. It was one of several deliberate moves to limit the ability of an executive to wage war based on grudge, impulse, or personal profit. The restraints on the executive branch's ability to wage war exist to ensure that if the nation makes a choice to go to war, it does so only after careful planning and deliberation. That is to say, the opposite of what happened here.

Republicans supposedly worship at the cult of the Founders, but they do not actually venerate the Founders' beliefs and democratic principles. Rather, they see the Founders as symbolic figures to be deployed in favor of whatever the current GOP talking point is. In quasi-religious fashion, as the representatives of the Founders on Earth, Republicans are allowed to project their contemporaneous views backwards onto men who have been dead for centuries.

As the constitutional scholar Akhil Reed Amar writes in America's Constitution: A Biography, dividing the authority to wage war between the executive and the legislature was a deliberate innovation because "in England, the king had the power to both declare war and command troops." The king was seen as the embodiment of the people, and therefore his decisions regarding war and peace did not require their consent. America is famously founded on the opposite proposition. A monarch can take their nation to war for petty or personal reasons; a president should not be able to.

The authority that Trump has asserted in taking America to war against Iran is, like many of his other power grabs, an expression of the very tyranny the Framers were seeking to prevent.

"Kings had always been involving and impoverishing their people in wars, pretending generally, if not always, that the good of the people was the object," a young congressman named Abraham Lincoln wrote in 1848. This was "understood to be the most oppressive of all Kingly oppressions and they resolved to so frame the Constitution that no one man should hold the power of bringing this oppression upon us." This quote, incidentally, is immortalized on the House's website, if any members of Congress are looking for it.

James Madison and Alexander Hamilton famously disagreed about how strong an executive should be. Nevertheless, they both saw Congress's authority to declare war as a constraint on the president's authority to engage in it, as Damon Root noted in Reason after Trump struck Iran last summer.

George Packer: Hubris without idealism

Proponents of the "imperial presidency" generally point out that the belief that the president would always need to ask Congress for permission to use military force ran into complications very early. The second president, John Adams, entered into the undeclared "quasi-war" with France from 1798 to 1800, after Revolutionary-era France targeted American merchant ships at sea. The third, Thomas Jefferson, fought the Barbary pirates without a formal declaration. But in both cases, these conflicts were limited and defensive in nature.

Despite that, presidents from both parties have asserted the authority to act unilaterally--such as President Obama's decision to intervene in Libya's civil war. The Founders did not anticipate that lawmakers, instead of jealously guarding their legislative authority, would prefer to leave the president holding the bag in case military action turns out to be unpopular. Although the War Powers Resolution of 1973 was passed to limit unilateral presidential war making, presidents have often ignored it and Congress has frequently allowed them to.

Still, those past presidents attempted to articulate why they were taking the country to war--even if many of their reasons were unconvincing. With Iran, Trump hasn't bothered. The president blew past the constitutional restraints erected to prevent Americans from being drawn into a military conflict they do not support or want. Yet that is happening, because Congress is too weak and supplicant to assert its constitutional power against an unhinged executive.

The procedural objection to Trump's war in Iran is not a minor, or superficial, issue, despite how it may appear. The objection is central to the Constitution's design for heeding the consent of the governed: Presidents are not allowed to take the country to war, to commit its power to the inevitable mass destruction of human lives, without the people's permission.

That is what kings do. America is not supposed to have one of those.



*Illustration sources: The New York Historical / Getty; GraphicaArtis / Getty; Leon Neal / Getty.
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Tesla's Secret Weapon Is a Giant Metal Box

Elon Musk's car company is quietly poised to power the AI boom.

by Andrew Moseman

Wed, 04 Mar 2026




Elon Musk's vision for the future of Tesla has finally rolled off the assembly line. Last month, a Tesla factory in Texas built the first Cybercab, a driverless electric car with neither a steering wheel nor pedals. With typical bombast, Musk has promised that the Cybercab will cost less than $30,000 by next year, and said that it could perhaps even pay for itself: Owners will conceivably be able to nap at home while the car is out hailing riders and earning them money.



The Cybercab is among the splashiest parts of Tesla's pivot away from its core business of selling cars (or at least those driven by humans). Musk is dead set on turning Tesla into a company that makes robots and robotaxis. Earlier this year, he killed the Model S--the vehicle that initially made Tesla into an electric-car giant--freeing up factory space to manufacture Optimus, a humanoid robot he says has the potential to be the "biggest product of all time." The world's richest man has a lot riding on the success of Tesla's robots and robotaxis, namely a pay package worth up to $1 trillion.



So far, the transformation has been chaotic. For all the hype surrounding the Cybercab, it's not clear that Tesla can legally sell a car without a steering wheel. The technology also remains unproven: Tesla operates a fleet of robotaxis in Austin, where they have crashed at roughly eight times the rate of American drivers, according to an analysis of Tesla's self-reported crash data. Musk has even further to go with his Optimus robots. The program has been dogged by public embarrassments and failures: At a Tesla event in December, an Optimus robot tasked with handing out water to guests lost its balance and dramatically tumbled backwards. Meanwhile, Tesla's car sales are tumbling as Musk has seemingly lost interest in making human-driven cars. Besides the Cybertruck, which has proved to be a flop, Tesla has not released an entirely new car model since 2020. (Tesla and Musk did not respond to my requests for comment.)

Tesla is undergoing a transformation--just not one oriented around the Cybercab or an army of humanoids that will do the dishes. The product that is poised to define the near future of the company is a metal box the size of a shipping container. It's the Tesla Megapack, an enormous rechargeable battery that is used by power plants to balance out the energy supply--for example, Megapacks store solar energy created on a sunny day so that it can be used at night. The Megapack has become the cornerstone of Tesla's booming energy division. Batteries and solar panels are not glamorous compared with robots, but they are "the here and now," Ben Kallo, a Tesla expert at the investment firm Baird, told me.



Tesla has always been in the energy business. Electric vehicles, in a basic sense, are just batteries on wheels, giving Tesla a head start in developing larger units such as the Megapack, which launched in 2019. Tesla also makes the Powerwall, a four-foot-tall battery that has become popular among homeowners who want to keep their lights on during a blackout without firing up a generator. And because the rest of the electric-car industry now uses Tesla's charging plug, Musk owns a network of fast and reliable Superchargers that is ready to sell electrons to everyone.

Read: Tesla is not the next Ford. It's the next Con Ed.

Now, though, something bigger is afoot. Tesla's energy business is surging as America needs more electricity than ever, in large part for the data centers powering the AI boom. Much of this energy is forecasted to come from solar power and batteries, if only because it's become the cheapest way to quickly add power to the grid. "We need electrons," Kallo said. "We need power. And batteries are going up everywhere." New facilities near San Antonio and Houston are using Tesla batteries to store hundreds of megawatts, helping to meet rising demand and to steady a Texas power grid that has seen devastating blackouts during winter storms. Data centers are also installing their own large-scale batteries, including Tesla's, as a contingency against power outages. Last year, Tesla sold $430 million in Megapacks to xAI, meaning Musk's own batteries are powering a barrage of Grok requests.



The political winds are blowing Tesla's way, too. Although the Trump White House has slashed incentives for renewable energy, it has gone easier on batteries. Chinese companies lead the world in battery manufacturing, but they face steep tariffs in the United States--leaving Tesla primed to swoop in with American-made Megapacks. To be clear, Tesla is not making most of its money from batteries. The company's energy division contributed 23 percent of Tesla's total profits during the first half of last year, and much of the rest came from cars. But as Tesla's EV sales slide, Musk may be forced to lean into batteries. Energy can bring in the steady revenue that he needs to pull off Tesla's pivot to robots and robotaxis. "It's very important to Tesla from a cash-flow perspective," Kallo said.

Read: Tesla wants out of the car business

Perhaps that also explains why Musk's passion for solar power has reignited. A decade ago, Tesla bought the solar-panel start-up SolarCity--only to let it gather dust while Musk chased obsessions such as tunnel-boring machines and reusable space rockets. In January, Tesla announced plans to build its own solar panels at a factory in Buffalo, New York, and to make enough solar panels to generate 100 gigawatts of solar energy by 2028. For comparison, that's more than twice the entire amount of solar power that's projected to be added to the U.S. power grid this year. Here, the mundane business of making and storing energy gets roped into Musk's sci-fi dreams: The investment firm Morgan Stanley predicts that Tesla's plan to create all this energy hinges on the existence of data centers in outer space powered by solar panels that orbit where the sun never sets. That remains an exotic ambition. "Let's give it a haircut and say they do 25 gigawatts." Kallo said. "That's still massive."



Even as Tesla backs away from selling electric cars, the success of its energy business suggests that the company still has the potential to do enormous good for the planet. In November, the company soft-launched Oasis, the largest Tesla Supercharging station in the world, featuring more than 160 plugs. The pit stop, located at a dusty highway interchange north of Los Angeles, is lined with solar panels to provide the juice and Megapack batteries to store energy for when it's not sunny. In effect, Tesla has created a zero-emissions charging station that runs off the grid. Similar projects that pair Tesla's batteries and solar panels could help make sure that the coming armada of AI data centers isn't powered by dirty energy.



For Musk, though, the crux of all this may not be to save the planet. It's control. A burgeoning energy business gives Musk more sway over the future of AI. "Energy is a big part of the arms race right now," Kallo said. Even if the future of AI doesn't go Musk's way--if the Cybercab never catches on and his humanoid robots never learn to manipulate objects with the grace of the human hand--he could wind up as AI's energy baron. That may be a consolation prize, but it's still one that will make Musk a fortune.
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Today's <em>Atlantic</em> Trivia: Do You Know What Buttigieg Knows?

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 04 Mar 2026




Updated with new questions at 4 p.m. ET on March 4, 2026.

There's an old rule of thumb that you retain about 10 percent of what you read, 20 percent of what you hear, 30 percent of what you see via image or video, and so on up the ladder of experiential learning, until you get to a 90 percent retention rate for the things you learn by doing yourself.

The teeny problem is that none of this is backed by science; it's a bastardization of the "cone of learning" that the education theorist Edgar Dale developed but never intended to be prescriptive.

But doesn't it feel right? So don't just read Atlantic stories. Do them, with this week's Atlantic Trivia.

Find previous questions here, and to get Atlantic Trivia in your inbox every day, sign up for The Atlantic Daily.

Wednesday, March 4, 2026

The questions in today's double-wide Atlantic Trivia all come from Graeme Wood's profile of Pete Buttigieg and his time away (sorta, kinda) from politics.

	In high school, Buttigieg wrote an essay contending that what still-sitting senator's identification as a socialist was a "self-inflicted gunshot wound"?
 	What hockey legend played 25 seasons, from 1946 to 1971, for the Detroit Red Wings?
 	What handheld baked good originating in (and named for) the county on England's southwestern tip is also a culinary symbol of Michigan's Upper Peninsula?
 	What tool, heavier and with a wider head than an axe's, is used for splitting large, dense logs? Its four-letter name, fittingly, is also a verb that means "to violently cut or tear flesh."
 	What partially recognized state on the Horn of Africa shares the first six letters of its name with the country from which it declared independence in 1991?
 	In the Roman republic, the defined track that a political aspirant followed from low to high office was known by what Latin name meaning "course of honors"?




And by the way, did you know that just north of Michigan's Upper Peninsula lies the largest island in the largest freshwater lake on the largest island in the world's largest freshwater lake?

Let's break that down: The northern shore of the UP abuts Lake Superior; within Lake Superior is Isle Royale; on Isle Royale is Siskiwit Lake; and the biggest island in Siskiwit Lake is Ryan Island.

For a time, it was claimed that a seasonal pond existed on Ryan Island and that out from the center of that pond jutted a boulder--the largest "island" in the largest "lake" on the largest island in the largest lake on the largest island in the largest lake.

Alas, that was debunked when a mother and son visiting the area verified that no such pond exists. Too much of a good thing, eh.

See you tomorrow!



Answers:

	Bernie Sanders. Buttigieg admired Sanders's integrity in using the label, Graeme reports, but also Sanders's "courageous" decision to endorse the very un-socialist Bill Clinton for president--it was, as Graeme writes, "perhaps a preview of Buttigieg's later pragmatism." Read more.
 	Gordie Howe. Graeme asked Buttigieg, now a resident of Traverse City, Michigan, whether he knew where Howe had operated a restaurant in town in the 1990s: "I noticed Buttigieg tense up, as if unsure whether he might alienate a key demographic, Detroit Red Wings fans over the age of 65, by admitting that he had no idea what I was talking about."
 	Cornish pasty. Buttigieg, meanwhile, told Graeme that pasties are "quintessentially a UP thing" because "you can take them camping or hunting." It's a thing he's learned in adulthood, Graeme notes, not from a childhood spent taking "hunting trips up north."
 	Maul (or splitting maul). Likewise, Buttigieg recently became the owner of a splitting maul and chops his own wood, as part of what Graeme sees as a remaking of himself into the Everyman.
 	Somaliland. Yet Buttigieg is not the Everyman; the Everyman doesn't take a pleasure trip to a breakaway region of Somalia just out of curiosity. As Graeme writes, "Every candidate hopes to be the guy you want to have a beer and talk football with. Buttigieg ... is the candidate you want to sit down and have Somali camel stew with while you banter about Arabic verb forms."
 	Cursus honorum. Graeme writes that Buttigieg has followed the modern version of the cursus from local to national office: "In some ways Buttigieg is a perfect candidate, and in some ways he feels like a candidate perfect for an era that has slipped away."




How did you do? Come back tomorrow for more questions, and if you think up a great question after reading an Atlantic story--or simply want to share a fact--send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Tuesday, March 3, 2026

	"People grew up, got married, got divorced, had children, got old and all the time the portrait of [him] hung over their heads," wrote the Soviet poet Joseph Brodsky in March 1973, 20 years after the death of what man?
 -- From Gal Beckerman's essay on crying at moments of dramatic change
 	Which two members of Congress introduced the piece of legislation enacted in summer 2010 that overhauled financial regulation after the Great Recession?
 -- From Annie Lowrey's article on the disappearing American mortgage
 	In what film does a cowboy explain to peers who are impressed by an interloper's seemingly advanced weaponry that "it's not a laser. It's a--it's a little light bulb that blinks"?
 -- From Jacob Stern's article on modern militaries' use of lasers




And by the way, did you know that a sufficient supply of standard-issue laser pointers, arrayed so as to focus their beams on a single point, could theoretically burn clean through an eyeball?

Some back-of-the-napkin math from a scientist at the American Physical Society found that 200,000 or so laser pointers mounted on the inside curve of a sphere the size of a small car would do the trick--and melt the brain, too, if the laser-ee sat still for long enough.

A grisly end to be sure, but also delicious vindication for all the moms who ever said Careful where you point that thing.



Answers:

	Joseph Stalin. Brodsky understood what Gal has seen in the days since the death of Iran's Ayatollah Ali Khamenei: Loyalists and dissidents alike cry when a dictator who has deeply wormed into their consciousness is suddenly no longer there. It is a reaction to the loss, Gal writes, of "what felt like a fixed reality." Read more.
 	Chris Dodd and Barney Frank. One of the effects of the Dodd-Frank Act, Annie writes, was the tightening of mortgage lending and underwriting standards, which "made the financial system safer, but also made buying a home harder for many people." Now, even amid low unemployment and rising wages, the share of U.S. homeowners hasn't increased in half a decade, Annie reports; young and working-class people are missing out on the "property ladder." Read more.
 	Toy Story. The lasers that militaries are starting to deploy today are rather more powerful than Buzz Lightyear's piddly facsimile. Stern provides an overview of the technology and the geopolitical implications--but he also warns that by focusing too much on the details, one risks losing sight of "something arguably even more profound: Laser guns are real now." Read more.




Monday, March 2, 2026

	In a 1977 book by Beverly Cleary, what titular little girl suddenly finds herself spending more time with Mr. Quimby, her out-of-work father?
 -- From Eric Magnuson's essay on literary depictions of stay-at-home dads
 	What term collectively refers to the mysterious and debilitating health issues that have affected dozens of U.S. personnel in Cuba since the mid-2010s?
 -- From Vivian Salama's article on where Cuba fits into President Trump's interventionism
 	The popular Thai beverage Krating Daeng--named after a horned bovine of Southeast Asia--was adapted for the West in the 1980s by an Austrian businessman who gave it what English name?
 -- From Ellen Cushing's article on how a certain category of drink is pivoting toward women




And by the way, did you know that the United States once reportedly planned to assassinate Cuban President Fidel Castro with a booby-trapped seashell? U.S. intelligence knew that Castro was an avid scuba diver, so it allegedly planned to load a particularly irresistible-looking mollusk with explosives and hope that Castro drifted by to investigate.

The scheme stands out as particularly outlandish, which is really saying something: The retired Cuban counterintelligence chief Fabian Escalante alleged that the CIA came up with 638 plans in total to assassinate Castro.



Answers:

	Ramona. Magnuson, who recently pulled together what he reckons is literature's most comprehensive list of stay-at-home dads, notes that Ramona's time with her father isn't of particularly high quality; he mostly smokes and watches TV. It's a sad stereotype of the incompetent at-home dad, Magnuson writes, that persists even decades later. Read more.
 	Havana syndrome. For decades, Vivian writes, Cuba has been a "persistent and bipartisan annoyance," and now, after dramatic interventions in Venezuela and Iran, Trump might think he has the momentum to end that annoyance once and for all. She expects that the pressure for regime change will only grow. Read more.
 	Red Bull. The energy-drink market has transformed time and again since then, Ellen writes. In the early 2000s, it aligned itself with masculinity. After that, energy drinks were all about fitness. Now, in pastels and pinks and such flavors as Guava Lava, Ellen says, the drinks are coming for the ladies. Read more.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2026/03/daily-trivia-questions-answers-week-19/686213/?utm_source=feed
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Trump Is Expected to Endorse Cornyn

Republican strategists hope the endorsement will make the Texas Senate race less expensive and less competitive.

by Michael Scherer, Ashley Parker

Wed, 04 Mar 2026




Updated at 3:18 p.m. ET on March 4, 2026.

President Trump's political advisers expect him to endorse Senator John Cornyn in Texas's May 26 Republican-primary runoff election following the incumbent's better-than-expected finish against Texas Attorney General Ken Paxton in the first round of voting yesterday, three people briefed on the deliberations told us.

Trump declined to get involved in the race before the first round of voting, and Republican Senate strategists had been worried that he wouldn't endorse Cornyn, who has been critical of the president in the past. Strategists have also warned that Paxton, a scandal-scarred favorite of Trump's MAGA base, would need more money from top GOP donors than Cornyn would require to defeat the Democratic nominee, James Talarico. Estimates of the added cost of Paxton being the nominee in the general election range from about $80 million to more than $200 million, according to several top strategists, given the Democrats' ability to raise massive sums of money in the state from individual donors if the race is perceived as winnable.

Senate Majority Leader John Thune told Punchbowl News this morning that an early Trump endorsement "saves everybody a lot of money." "If the president can weigh in, it would make it enormously helpful," Thune told the outlet. The White House did not respond to requests for comment. Minutes after this story published, the president wrote on Truth Social that he will soon endorse one of the candidates and ask the other to drop out of the race. Trump wrote that "for the good of the Party, and our Country," the primary fight cannot continue.

Republicans have been working for months to rebuild the relationship between Cornyn and Trump, culminating in an invitation last week for the senator to ride on Air Force One with the president from Washington to a rally in Texas. The trip happened as Trump gave the green light for the U.S. attack on Iran. "It takes a lot of political courage, because, you know, these things are easier to start than to end," Cornyn told CBS News Saturday about his conversations with the president about the strikes. "I told him I really respected the fact he would take the chance--the political risk, really--to strike Iran's nuclear-weapons program."

The three people we spoke with noted that they have long expected Trump to endorse Cornyn in a runoff--a prospect made even more likely by Cornyn's strong showing last night. Paxton consistently led Cornyn in polls leading up to the primary, but Cornyn eked out a top-place finish, albeit not a resounding-enough victory to avoid a runoff. The president has not yet made a final decision, however, and is prone to last-minute vacillation, they noted. Both the National Republican Senatorial Committee and the Senate Leadership Fund, a super PAC aligned with Thune, have supported Cornyn's reelection. Chris LaCivita and Tony Fabrizio, two top political advisers to Trump's 2024 campaign, have been working for Cornyn's effort as well.

"I just haven't made a decision on that race yet. It has a ways to go," Trump told reporters in February about his endorsement decision. "Those are the toughest races. They've all supported me. They're all good. And you're supposed to pick one."

Trump personally likes Representative Wesley Hunt, the third candidate in the Republican primary, and was reluctant to weigh in against him, even though Hunt was unlikely to make it to the runoff, let alone win outright.

A mid-January Emerson poll found that Cornyn was slightly stronger in a hypothetical matchup with Talarico, with Cornyn beating the Democrat by about three points and Paxton drawing even. But strategists on both sides say the difference in their prospects is likely wider, given the significant baggage that Paxton would bring to a general-election fight.

Paxton was impeached by the Republican-led Texas House of Representatives in May 2023 on charges including bribery, abuse of the public trust, and obstruction of justice, after Paxton was accused of persuading a donor to hire a woman with whom he was having an affair. He was later acquitted by the Texas Senate. Paxton's wife, Angela, filed for divorce from her husband in 2025, citing "biblical grounds" as the justification and "recent discoveries" as the cause. A pro-Cornyn ad last week called Paxton "the wife cheater and fraud."

Steven Law, who for a decade headed the Senate Leadership Fund--the top super PAC for Senate Republicans--told us in a text message that if Cornyn is the nominee, Democrats will be much less likely to regain control of the Senate. "Republicans would be able to focus entirely on exposing Talarico's far-left views rather than wasting time and money on fixing Paxton's problems," he wrote. "There are few certainties in politics but this happens to be one of them."

But Cornyn has a rocky past with Trump. After Cornyn won reelection in 2020, he was one of the few Republican senators who pushed back early against Trump's baseless claims of election fraud. Cornyn was critical of Trump's decision soon after the 2020 election to fire Chris Krebs, who led the Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency at the Department of Homeland Security, after Krebs said Trump's claims of election fraud were "unsubstantiated."

Read: Donald Trump's plan to subvert the midterms is already under way

"Who is a worse Senator, John 'The Stiff' Cornyn of Texas, or Mitt 'The Loser' Romney of Massachusetts (Utah?)? They are both weak, ineffective, and very bad for the Republican Party," Trump posted on social media in 2023, after Cornyn told a reporter that he doubted Trump's ability to win the 2024 campaign.

Gregg Keller, a spokesperson for the pro-Paxton Lone Star Liberty PAC, told us in a statement that Paxton has a strong chance of winning the runoff, noting that polls show he's more "more popular with the MAGA base than Cornyn."

"Insurgent Ken Paxton is the prohibitive favorite heading into the May runoff after coming within a point of defeating career RINO John Cornyn in the primary and being outspent 10-1," Keller said. "Runoff electorates are substantially more conservative than in the general election."

In recent weeks, Trump advisers have been pointing to Cornyn's voting record, which is closely aligned with the president's agenda, as a reason for an endorsement, and have tried to facilitate communication between the two men.

LaCivita, who is working for an independent group supporting Cornyn, warned Paxton and his political consultant Jeff Roe last night about the coming runoff battle, writing on X: "The second wave is going to be a bitch ..."



*Sources: Brandon Bell / Getty; Cell Genes / Anadolu / Getty; Sepia Times / Getty
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Trump's War With Iran and a New Danger at Home

Tom Nichols on Donald Trump's war with Iran, forgotten lessons from the Iraq War, and fears about the intentions of America's leaders. Plus: Why Trump's wartime powers could be extremely dangerous for American freedoms.

by David Frum

Wed, 04 Mar 2026




Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube

On this week's episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum discusses the recent shooting in Austin. David warns that the shooting is an example of how Trump could use the threat of terror from Iran to crack down on American freedoms.

Then David is joined by The Atlantic's Tom Nichols to discuss the outbreak of war between the United States and Iran. David and Tom discuss Trump's motives for launching another regime-change war and assess the competence of the administration to achieve its goals. They discuss the mistakes that were made in Iraq by the Bush administration and how, 23 years later, none of those lessons seem to have been learned. David and Tom wonder if the Trump administration has any plan for an end game in Iran, - and discuss how not having one could lead to suffering among the Iranian people and turmoil in the region. Frum and Nichols observe that the United States has embarked on a costly state building project--but the question of whether the Trump administration realizes that is a different matter.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. I'm recording the show at a grave moment in American history. My guest this week will be Tom Nichols, my colleague at The Atlantic, former professor at the Naval War College. And we'll be discussing our anxieties about the way the war with Iran has been managed, our fears about the uses to which the war will be put by the Trump administration, and our hopes for a better future for the people of Iran, but a future that cannot be separated from the dangers that this war poses to the people of the United States.

There will be no book talk this week; our conversation will be too substantial for that. So I will just preface now with some thoughts before the dialogue about what is at hand.

I should stress, I record this program midday Monday, March 2. It will not be released on audio for a day and a half. It will not be released on video for two days. So there may be intervals. There may be gaps in the things you know about the situation at home and abroad and what I know as I speak to you. But I wanna speak about something that just happened very few minutes ago that is a real indicator, a real warning, of the dangers that the United States faces in this war with Iran.

Shortly before I began the recording, CBS News obtained and published images, or purported images, of the alleged shooter in the Austin, Texas, mass shooting. The alleged shooter was wearing a T-shirt, which, apparently, according to the images that have been released, reveals an image of the Iranian flag.

Now, I personally very much doubt that the shooter was in any way an agent or operative of the Iranian state or was in any way operating on behalf of the Iranian state--might be wrong, but I doubt it. But there's no question that Iran is the world's leading state sponsor of terrorism and that it has, over many decades, not only built networks all over the world but activated, triggered networks that have committed acts of terrorism all over the planet: Buenos Aires; Berlin; Washington, D.C. Any prudent administration in a war with such a power would have to anticipate that one resource available to that world's leading state sponsor of terrorism would be to activate terrorist networks in the United States. You simply have to plan for that, even the best administration with the greatest respect for American liberties.

What if you have an administration that does not respect those liberties? What if you have an administration with a proven record of falsely accusing Americans of terrorism for acts like legally recording the operations of immigration authorities, that has repeatedly lied about what the Department of Homeland Security is doing and why it's doing it, that has covered up casualties of American citizens at the hands of the Department of Homeland Security? What if you have that kind of government?

Well, that possibility of Iranian sleeper cells inside the United States, that's not just a resource for the Iranian regime to use against the United States; that's a resource that the Trump administration can use against the liberties of American people. After all, if it's really possible that there about to be acts of terrorism by Iran inside the United States, how can Congress continue to blockade funds for the Department of Homeland Security until it gets reforms in the way that the Department of Homeland Security operates, including an end to the lying that has been such a disgrace of the Department of Homeland Security?

You're gonna see a real press by the Trump administration to say, Release the funds and let the Department of Homeland Security resume its operations exactly the way it wants to, including falsely calling people terrorists if they operate a camera near an immigration agent. You're going to see attacks on the freedom of the press. This administration has already made it clear that it regards it as illegal, criminal, for reporters simply to ask questions of Pentagon employees about what they're doing with the American people's money, about what they're doing with the American people's security, about what they're doing with the lives of soldiers entrusted to their care. Now, that has been the view of this administration: No, you are not allowed to ask any of these questions, and we're gonna yank your press credentials if you have any unauthorized conversations with anybody in the building. You're not allowed to do that. Only the designated leaders of the building get to speak at all, and if they're not speaking or if they're saying things that look like they might not be true, you can't second-guess or question them.

We have had many instances over the first year of the Trump administration of false invocations of emergency powers. The whole tariff nonsense, the tariffs that were struck down by the Supreme Court, those tariffs rested on false claims by the president of the United States about economic emergency. Well, now there's a real war, and there's a real risk of terrorist activity inside the United States. That's a much more plausible emergency than anything Trump invoked about tariffs. And what court will say, You know what? We don't think you're telling the truth about this, either. Courts will be very reluctant to do that. So there'll be new assertions of emergency power in all kinds of contexts. We know that people around the president, people who have the president's ear, have been urging him to use emergency powers against the elections of 2026. The possibility of that temptation being accepted are much higher today than they were 10 days ago or a week ago. And there may be more legal predicates to allow him to do it.

In every way we can imagine, and in many ways we cannot, we're moving into a terrain of extraordinary danger to democratic institutions. The war in Iran is not just a foreign-policy question; it is an urgent domestic-policy question. It is a massive grant of power to a president and administration that have proven again and again that they will abuse any powers that they are entrusted with.

We all wish, of course, a safe and swift return to American personnel in danger. We wish a safe and swift return home to all the allied personnel in danger. And we wish, urgently, a better future for the oppressed people of Iran, who've been so maltreated and murdered by the most aggressive and most repressive regime, maybe on the entire planet.

But Americans also are entitled to think about their safety, their security, and their freedom. And that is suddenly called into question in a way that has been quite theoretical until the Trump administration came along, and even in the early days of the second Trump administration, while it has been less theoretical and more actual, has not been as imminent and ominous as it is today. But the threat now is as imminent and ominous as it possibly could be, or as it yet has been; perhaps it can get even worse. And as an American, it's your job now not to lose either your ideals or your confidence. The courts still work. The liberties of the Constitution are still on paper. And it's going to be up to all of us to make sure that the courts continue to operate and that those liberties remain real against an administration that will use any excuse to try to avoid the courts, neuter Congress, and negate those liberties--any excuse--and now they've got a better excuse than they've ever had before.

So, as I said, a grave moment in American history, a dangerous moment in American history. Not blind to the opportunities for a better Middle East, but don't be blind either to the risks of a much worse future for Americans here at home.

And now, my dialogue with Tom Nichols.

[Music]

Frum: Tom Nichols is an ex-professor at the Naval War College, an expert in nuclear weapons, and of course, a colleague at The Atlantic, who filed early in the morning of the first hours of this war, in an act of amazing summary of knowledge and expertise.

Tom is a five-time Jeopardy! champion and now a returning two-time guest on The David Frum Show. I'm very grateful to him for making the time on this busy day.

I'm going to, just for the information of listeners and viewers, point out we're recording midday Monday. The audio will post early morning Wednesday, video midday Wednesday, so there's a gap for a lot of events to happen in the United States and around the world, but we're going to do the best we can to focus on some domestic issues raised by President [Donald] Trump's action in Iran.

Tom, let me just start with this. I think you and I belong to that tiny little section of the Venn diagram that is broadly sympathetic to action against the Iranian regime and deeply worried about action by the Trump administration.

Tom Nichols: Absolutely. No one should be shedding any tears for the mullahs, and we should all be hoping that, now that we're committed to this, whatever this is--I suppose one of the things we should talk about--but if it's regime change, that this goes well. But not only am I worried about the history of regime change--I supported, as you did, the Iraq War, and we saw that regime change becomes a very dicey business--but I'm also concerned about the competence of this administration to pull off something of this size and I think because of the people who are in it. The president is the president, but I wish he had a better team around him.

So, yeah, I'm concerned. I hope the Iranian regime transforms into something else, but I'm very concerned about this team trying to do it.

Frum: Okay, let's break this into pieces. Here are the pieces that I think we should address. The first is your question, "What is this?" The second is competence of the team. And the third is intentions of the team, both for the region and here at home. I'm gonna try to get to all of those points.

Let's talk about what this is. I listened to the recent press conference by [Secretary of Defense] Pete Hegseth, who denounced other wars, [in] very personal terms, waged by Presidents [Barack] Obama and [Joe] Biden and President [George] W. Bush, I presume. And he said, This is not gonna be a war of regime change. There's no nation building. There's no democracy building. And I thought, What kind of guy looks at the Iraq War and says, You know what we did wrong in Iraq? We spent too much time planning for the end state? Everyone thought the problem was we did too little planning for the end state, but Hegseth and company say, No, too much. The answer is: Launch a war, then see what happens, with no particular idea about what's to come next.

Nichols: You and I were alive during that war and paying attention, and one of the things that I heard constantly, especially from the officers who were coming back to us from their assignments and coming back through the Naval War College, is that it was completely the other way around. Donald Rumsfeld would pretty much throw--the secretary of defense at the time--would throw you out of his office if you started talking about Phase IV and what comes after and nation building and all that stuff. He didn't want to hear any of that stuff. He was more like Hegseth, maybe, than Hegseth wants to admit. He wanted to prove that a transformed small force could knock over what was, at the time, the fourth-largest army in the world, right, that we could go in, and we did that in '91, and then we knocked over that army, and then we came back in and that we could do it again with this kind of Jedi force. That's all Rumsfeld was interested in. So the idea that, somehow, these previous wars, we spent all this time chin-pulling about "What comes next?"--the mistakes that happened were because we didn't do that.

Frum: Right. The Trump people think they're doing the opposite, but they're doing, as you say, Rumsfeld on steroids or Rumsfeld without the good manners.

Nichols: (Laughs.)

Frum: Not that Rumsfeld's manners were so good--

Nichols: Rumsfeld without the tact. (Laughs.)

Frum: Rumsfeld without the tact. (Laughs.)

All right, let's talk here about the team at home. I think you and I are worried about slightly different things. You're worried about the competence of the team. I'm worried that war empowers presidents inevitably, and President Trump and his domestic team have proven they can't be trusted with those powers. And then now they're going to have greater powers to, for example, crack down on media reporting. It's a war--you can't put troops at risk, obviously. So if Pete Hegseth texts you the war plans by mistake, as he did to our colleague Jeff Goldberg, now there's a real case for punishing the people who receive Pete Hegseth's mistaken texts.

Nichols: Well, hold on, let me just check Signal, see if anything's coming in today. (Laughs.)

Look, I share both of those concerns. One of them is more proximate. Here in the first few days of the war, what I'm really concerned about--our military is, operationally, the most capable in the world; they're just the best. But they can only do the missions that they're assigned to do. They can't run the war. That has to come from the White House and the Pentagon. I suppose I take some comfort in the fact that Pete Hegseth has been relegated to giving cheerleader speeches at 8 o'clock in the morning, when he knows nobody's listening, to a Pentagon briefing room that's full of his political allies.

I, like you, the first thing I thought--look, why are we going into Iran? I think it is the president's vainglory. He thinks he's on a roll, that this is easy to do, that you can knock off dictatorships like Venezuela and then have a parade, that this solves a lot of his problems. It gets people not talking about the Epstein files. I really believe that a huge chunk of Donald Trump's foreign policy is rooted in trying to get people to stop talking about the Epstein files. I think he is that narrow and crass.

I had exactly the same thought you did, David, which is, Great, now he's gonna to say, I'm a war president. That means you can't criticize me. It means I can stomp on the press. It means that I can declare a national emergency. Maybe, as the British Parliament said in 1944, I think it was, This is not a propitious time for an election. There's all kinds of mischief that comes with a war because, as you say, presidential war powers, especially once a conflict is underway, become almost unchallengeable.

Frum: President Trump has invoked war powers to justify his stupid tariffs, and the Supreme Court said--no, emergency powers, I should say--and the Supreme Court, correctly, in my opinion, said, There's no emergency. You don't have these powers. You can't oppose the tariffs. But this is a real shooting war. There's no question; this is a war. Powers come with that. If anybody else were president right now, I think you and I would agree the president needs a broader range of powers to bring the war to a successful conclusion, achieve American aims, protect American lives, protect allied lives. But you fear he will make wicked use of those powers.

Nichols: "What presidential powers does he not make wicked use of?" is really the way to put it. Why would anyone assume that this is the set of powers that he will use with prudence and responsibility? Especially when you cannot trust the rationale behind this war. There was no gathering of allies. Bush 43 took a lot of static for the way he went into Iraq. Compared to this, that was lawyered up like a corporate merger compared to what Donald Trump has done: going to the UN, going to Congress, getting all those ducks in the row, going back to the UN a second time, even though, as you know, President Bush didn't wanna do that that second time around. There's none of that here. And so I don't trust why this war was launched in the first place.

Right now, all I can say is our men and women are in action, and I wish them every success and to come home safely. But that doesn't mean that we should stop asking questions about things like curtailing the president's war powers, because--I think I can say with confidence--he will abuse them because he has abused all the other powers of his office and these are the most tempting powers there are.

Frum: Now, let me steelman this for a minute. Let me invoke people I know and I think you know who I know what they're saying and thinking. And I don't know how many people in the listenership or viewership will agree with this point of view, but it's a point of view that is important in my social and personal circle, and maybe, Tom, in yours. So here's the steelman: David, everything you say about Trump, true. Got it. Don't disagree with you. But Iran has been a lethal danger to Americans since 1979--one atrocity after another, unceasing aggression, unceasing repression at home. Past presidents have all agreed something needed to be done, but nobody knew what to do. The Obama people sent them money. The Biden people allowed them to seize a warship and paid them more money to get the warship back. They've committed assassinations, acts of terrorism, and now we know that they're massively rejected by their own people, who have sacrificed their lives by the thousands in a bid for freedom. This is the moment. This is the president who happens to be in charge at the moment. How can you say no to the Iranian people, and how can you forget all the crimes that Iran has inflicted against the United States and America's friends all around the world?

Nichols: I'm going to answer with something Ken Adelman said after Iraq. You may have remembered, David, that some years ago, there was a piece in Vanity Fair called "Neo Culpa," and it was a group of conservatives who had pushed for the second Gulf War who were now asked their second thoughts. It was people like [Richard] Perle and [Kenneth] Adelman and [Paul] Wolfowitz and others. And Adelman said, Look, your cause can be absolutely right but that you have to put it in the drawer that says Can't do for now.

If we really decided that this was the moment, because of the regime's weakness, to say, This is the time that we excise this malignancy from the planetary body politic, then do it by assembling your allies, by explaining your cause to the American people, by getting authorization of some kind from Congress. And by the way, as a side note here, my boss in 1991, Senator John Heinz, he wanted to invoke the War Powers Act. And I felt so strongly about presidential prerogative here that I actually kind of strong-armed my boss about why that's a bad idea. He and a group of Republicans were going to enact it. And I said, Don't do this. This is--


 Frum: Against Gulf War One?

Nichols: Bush 41. Yeah, this was in the winter of 1990. And I said, Don't do it, because I think it would be dangerous. So if you're going to do it, I would say I still would be worried about this team and their motives doing it, but if somehow we have reached a national consensus, which we have not, and perhaps even something like an international consensus--maybe just our top five or six allies, as we did in 2003--to say, This is the time, then fine, do it.

This is not the way--just showing up and dropping a lot of steel on a lot of Iranian targets, and then saying, Well, we'll see what happens. My biggest fear is that the steelman case about "How can you abandon the Iranian people at a time like this?," my answer is, the way Trump does things and the way it's looking right now, this is gonna be, as I think you and others have pointed out, this is a moral peril not seen since the Hungarian Revolution. We're telling people to go out there and oppose their government and risk getting killed. If we're gonna do that, we'd better be there.

Frum: So 1956, American radio, Voice of America and stations like that, were saying throughout the month of October of '56 to the Hungarians, at a time when Soviet power looked a little wobbly, Rise up. Rise up. This is the moment. You will be helped. And they did rise up. And the United States did nothing to help them. And the Suez crisis erupted in the Middle East at the same time, and that had something to do with it, but basically, President [Dwight] Eisenhower was not going to touch it. And as you say, I think hundreds were killed. Thousands were made prisoner. A quarter of a million, I believe, were driven into exile.

Let me continue with the steelman now, remembering that, which is to say, Okay, it's not the time, not the team. These guys can't do it. That said, the president of the United States a month ago promised the Iranian people that help was on the way. You know he's a bozo who speaks without meaning it. I know he's a bozo who speaks without meaning it. But the Iranian people didn't know that he's--they thought he was a normal president, more or less, and they didn't know that his word was worthless , and he said, I promise the United States of America, for whom I speak, promises to help you. Rise up. They did. They got killed in the thousands. They're being tortured. They're in prisons. And that promissory note has been issued, and, yes, it's by President Bozo, but he's authorized to speak on behalf of a great and good nation.

Nichols: To answer that steelman argument, so the argument is, because we screwed up and baited the Iranian people into thinking we were going to do this, we have now maneuvered ourselves into a corner where, on the fly, pretty much by the seat of our pants, we're going to do this because of a situation of our own creation. It's kind of like the argument that the administration was making that we had to go because the Iranians were kind of forward-leaning and were about to hit us. Turns out that wasn't true. But the reason we were worried that they were going to hit us is because we had amassed a giant armada packed into a pretty convenient set of target packages around Iran. This is the kind of "killing your parents and then claiming you're an orphan" problem.

If we wanna do this, state it clearly; go to the American people. We had a State of the Union just before this, and it was a carnival. It was a variety show. It was embarrassing. No explanation to the American people that their sons or daughters may be killed. No discussion with Congress, not even bullying of Congress to say, Look, I'm gonna have to do things, and you're gonna have to get on board, which is what previous presidents did. No after explanation.

The other day, I put up on social media a screenshot of Ronald Reagan, who went on television in prime time from the Oval Office to address the American people in 1986 about a one-night strike on [Libyan ruler Muammar] Gaddafi, on a nation of 7.5 million people. We have gone to war against 92 million people with an eight-minute video of Grandpa in his silly hat.

So again, my answer to the steelman case is, I grant you everything--that this is a terrible regime, it should be gone--but you cannot defend the way this is being done. And in the end, if the Iranian people are again destroyed by their own government, that blood is gonna be on our hands because we baited them into it.

You know--then I'll get off this soapbox, David--but one thing that really bothered me is Centcom and the White House both saying to the Iranian government and the Iranian security and military forces, Lay down your arms. Surrender. Surrender to whom? There's nobody there. To ask Iranian cops--forget about the IRGC [Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps] or the real heavies--asking any local security forces to lay down their weapons, you might as well ask them to blow their own brains out.

It's ironic, right, that Hegseth says, We're not like these previous [administrations], but as you say, Rumsfeld on steroids. Trump loathes Barack Obama, and yet his strategy here seems to be exactly what Obama did, minus a few more allies, in Libya.

Frum: Well, the State of the Union point that you make is very powerful because there was Trump, I think just hours before, days before the beginning of the strike, and he went to Congress--he didn't just not make the case for a war. He went out and humiliated members of Congress: Stand up; sit down. Stand up; sit down. Why won't you stand up when I tell you to stand up? I'm the king. Everyone rises when the king speaks. He insulted them. He berated them. He had previously called the Supreme Court, or six of nine judges, in the sway of a foreign power. Then he said, Oh, by the way, I'm gonna be back in a few days for a multibillion-dollar supplemental appropriation to pay for this war I never asked you to authorize. So that's bad.

But what's also bad--and here's, again, to continue with what this imagined, or not so imagined, circle of my friends would say, is, Look, Trump does actually have a plan. He's a little shy about admitting it because it doesn't sound very nice. But his plan is the same plan as in Venezuela but on a bigger scale, which is, with the Israelis, to kill everybody in the top 40 positions in the government and then to keep killing people until you find someone who says, Okay, I'll do what you want. And then when you find the guy who says, I'll do what you want, you say, Okay, good. You're now in charge. And that plan, although unlovely--Anne Applebaum, our colleague, has written very powerfully about the abandonment of Iranian democracy--if the goal is: We have to get from here to there while keeping the electricity going, the water projects working. There are hospitals in Iran that have to keep functioning. Children do need to go to school. I presume there's some kind of pension system; the pensions need to get to be paid. And on your way to whatever a better future is, in the six months after the collapse of the old regime, someone needs to run the place, and maybe a former insider is the best way to get you from point here to point there. And that seems to be Trump's plan, to the extent he's got a plan, is what would be said.

Nichols: Well, yeah, I'm having flashbacks now because these were the same arguments that I had,and I'm sure you had back during the second Gulf War, where I did say--I admit it--I said, Look, I don't know what comes after [Iraqi President] Saddam [Hussein], but it has to be better than Saddam. Chaos would be better than Saddam because of WMD [weapons of mass destruction] and terrorism and all the things. And I admit it--I said, I couldn't really imagine things getting much worse. And then we made it worse, right? We disbanded the Iraqi army. We did all kinds of stupid things.

But to take this and to compare it, say, to Venezuela, we eliminated exactly one level of leadership in one person, and then we said to the vice president, Okay, fine, you can run things. That's not gonna happen here. This is a total--

Frum: Well, the 40 top leaders are already dead, so.

Nichols: They're already dead. At some point, this is an ideological regime. This is a totalitarian ideological regime. Now, there is a huge amount of corruption. I read--I think it was somebody writing in The Atlantic pointed out--that it used to be 80 percent true believers, 20 percent kind of charlatans and hangers-on. Now it's the other way around: It's 80 percent charlatans and 20 percent true believers.

Great. But in the meantime, you have a gigantic country. This isn't even Iraq, and Iraq was hard enough. You have this gigantic country of 92 million people that could fracture into some authorities--you'll get a patchwork of authorities across the country, and that leaves open a lot of mischief.

Frum: It's only about 60 percent ethnically Persian, as we're all about to learn.

Nichols: Yes, we're all about to learn some things. We're all about to go through some things.

So I think part of the problem is the steelman case rests on, Yeah, these are all valid objections, but we're in it now. Well, that's a hell of a way to do foreign policy. The car's off the cliff and turning to the guy in the next seat and saying, Well, fine, you drive.

Frum: Okay, well, we are--okay, but--

Nichols: But we are in it.

Frum: We are in it. (Laughs.)

Nichols: We're in it, so that's--

Frum: And some tactical military successes have been [achieved]. That underwrites it: Some very important tactical military successes have been achieved, as much by the Israelis as by the United States. And part of the problem--and I say this as a great friend of Israel and on their side--but it does seem like they have a clear idea of where they're driving the car to, and the United States is a little bit along for the ride.

Nichols: Well, yeah, and I suspect that [Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin] Netanyahu has learned how, as most world leaders have, they've learned how to manipulate Donald Trump. And I'm sure there's been whispering in Donald Trump's ear about You're gonna be the liberator of Iran. There will be songs written to you for centuries. There will be statues in Tehran. Look, Bill Clinton's got a statue in Bosnia; you need one. I'm sure he's hearing all that stuff and responding to it the way we know Donald Trump responds to visions of glory and flattery.

But here's where I wanna be a War College professor for a minute. One of the things we always warn our students is: Operational successes do not by themselves translate into strategic success. The first two years, the first year and a half of World War II was nothing but a string of Japanese operational successes. Things don't turn around until midway, and we, frankly--let's face it--too, at midway, we caught a huge amount of breaks and some real luck to turn that around. But the Japanese in 1945, saying, How can this be? It was two years of winning.

So you really have to be careful with--and I've said this both to the steelman arguers, Look, this isn't over; hold the U.S.A chants, just as to the doomers, of whom I am not one, by the way; I'm concerned, but I'm not a doomer. Saying, Listen, there are some ways this can go right, even under Donald Trump, even with this team in charge. They could, in fact, find their way to a better outcome, and we'd all have to be the first one to say, Not a fan of Donald Trump, would never vote for him, but if he does manage to liberate Iran, send our congratulations.

Frum: I just finished reading a book. It was a book based on the Japanese war archives, and the question is: "Okay, what did they think they were doing when they struck Pearl Harbor?" And the answer is: It was exactly Hegsethism. The civilian leadership was intimidated and weak, and they said, Well, what we're going to do is we're going to seize Southeast Asia, hit the American fleet, and then see. (Laughs.)

Nichols: Right. There were some Japanese--

Frum: And what then? Who knows. Your guess is as good as mine. (Laughs.) Something good, maybe. (Laughs.)

Nichols: Fate is a harsh mistress, David. There were some guys in the room who went, The Americans are not--that's a big country you're tangling with. And the answer they got was--literally, there were people in the Japanese high command saying, Once we destroy their fleet in Pearl Harbor, they won't like it, but they'll understand.

This is something I worry about--again, sort of basic strategic analysis, right? I'm worried that the people in Washington are doing a lot of mirror-imaging. They're doing a lot of what strategic analysis calls "script writing": If we do this, they're gonna do that. And then when they do that, that opens it for us to do this. And it's all very convenient and congenial to your own assumptions. And I think that a lot of that is going on. But as you say, have they thought through what happens if the Iranians decide, We don't care. We'll go out in a blaze of glory. We'll fire everything at everybody? Are we gonna put ground troops in?

Frum: Well, as we saw in Iraq, I think the military does think a lot about questions like "What if they decide to go out in a place of glory and fire every missile at once?" I'm sure there's a good plan for that. What is never planned for is "What if everything collapses? And what if you kill everybody, the IRGC take their money and flee, and the electricity stops; the water stops?" It's not a very forgiving human environment, and there are chronic water problems. What happens if the waterworks stop working? What happens if there isn't a government and then, whatever organized crime networks exist in Tehran, they become the most powerful force or the IRGC turns into a mafia?

Nichols: I was just gonna say, we should learn from other cases of regime collapse--not just regime change by war, but regime collapse--the former Soviet Union. What happens to the KGB? Well, it turns out they become a powerful mafia and they run the country. What if the IRGC says, We're the most organized group in this shitshow here, if I can use one expletive, and we'll get the water back on; we'll get the electricity going?

But I think the other problem is: Who decides when a war is over? The loser, right? That's an old adage of strategy. The loser decides when the war is over, unless you literally kill every single person. But it's the losers who say when it's done. What if they say, Look, we'll drag this on forever. We'll commit terrorist acts. We'll keep stuff in reserve and blow the occasional thing up. Fine, you're gonna scuttle part of our fleet; we'll make the [Strait] of Hormuz practically unnavigable for insurance companies.

In my article--and I know it's a line you know well from the old days--Barbara Bodine, talking after the war in Iraq, she said, There's 500 ways to do this wrong and only two or three ways to do it right. And what I didn't count on is that we were gonna try all 500 ways first.

Frum: Yeah, well, on your point about the loser deciding, I remember reading a memoir of post-war Japan and the memoir writer just marveling that, in the spring of 1946, individual American officers unarmed could go to the market and shop and buy things, and everybody was polite to them. There is no assassination. There was no harassment. They didn't have to put on a sidearm to go buy things in the market. The society jad collectively decided, We accept you. We accept this outcome. And the United States, in turn, by the way, one of the reasons the Japanese occupation went the way that it did, said to everybody, And by the way, just about everybody here is forgiven. And whoever was the assistant minister of streetcars before is still assistant minister of streetcars today.

Nichols: It was a completely different approach to war. And this administration, it's almost like the president's speeches are foreign-policy Mad Libs, where we're "fire" and just "like I've never seen" and "lay down your weapon," but "this is your moment" and "freedom" and "we're not--" Who is he talking to? In both Gulf Wars, we, the United States, made an effort to reach out to some of these guys and say, Listen--in Gulf One, I know, particularly--if you use chemical weapons, you are not going to be able to try a Nuremberg defense. We sent word to various generals. Understand what will happen to you. Instead, Trump says, Everybody out there, if you resist us, you get certain death, blood, gore in the streets, but lay down your weapons. I feel like, was there any preparation for this?

Frum: What should you and I, what should anyone who cares about our voices, what should anyone who is watching or listening who shares broadly our perspective, what should we do now? Because American personnel are in harm's way. We want the United States to succeed in its foreign-policy objectives. This seems, in the abstract, a good cause. And, yeah, it's run by unworthy--the clowns are the best one. It's [run] by unworthy people, both morally and intellectually unworthy. But it's done. There's no undoing this. What does Tom Nichols, what does David Frum, what do people who care what we think, what should we think and say?

Nichols: Well, if somehow tomorrow Trump fired everybody and he said, Okay, Tom and David, come on in. You've got your shot. You got five minutes for an elevator pitch, I would say, This is the time to find somebody that you can talk to. Don't keep doing this damage that you don't wanna have to fix later. Go to Congress now--because even I'm getting to the point where I think Congress should invoke the War Powers [Resolution] because there's a whole issue of constitutionality here that I think we alighted in previous wars that is now completely thrown out the window. And to say to the Iranians, Here's the new deal: You are going to change your type of government. You are going to stop killing people. Here's the list of demands. Sign here and you may get away with what's left of your regime.

Trump's answer seems to be--and I would say, if I were standing there, I'd say, Mr. President, you can't kill everybody in Tehran and then say, Now form a government. That's just not how it works. So you've killed the worst guys. Now find the less-worst guys and, basically, get them to seal their own doom over time. But the more that it's done at the point of American weapons, the more opening there is for all kinds of chaos that could make even worse people more empowered and lose the--this is something very important to point out, not to you, David, but I know that a lot of folks think of Iran as "Death to America" and the whole country hates us. That is not true. The Iranians are an educated, modern people who, actually, a lot of them have a fair amount of affection for the United States, as ironic as that is after everything we've been involved with going back to 1953. But you don't wanna lose that by creating a serious situation where everything gets just pounded into rubble and then people start blaming the nations around the world.

And speaking of blame, I will jump on one thing. Yeah, I think we're here in this terrible situation because of people like Obama. I don't take back anything I wrote about Obama's feckless foreign policy in the Middle East. But the answer to it was not to throw all the cards up in the air and say, Screw it. Let's just bomb the crap out of everything and see what happens. That is the pendulum in completely the other direction, and I am still really anxious that this is not gonna turn out well.

Frum: Yeah, I have a particular dog in this fight because I'm on record as saying--and people often say this is contradictory, and I keep insisting it's not--I was against the Iran deal while it was being negotiated. I was against signing the Iran deal. And I was against it in great part because Iran got its benefits up front; the United States got its benefits on the back end. Once signed, once you have made the mistake of signing a deal where the other guy gets his benefits up front, you don't tear up the deal. He's already got the $90 billion of unfrozen assets that the Iranians got. At that point, your next choice is, having signed this stupid thing, enforce it, and don't exit. (Laughs.)

Nichols: For anybody out there who thinks that all of us conservatives from the old days are meeting at the meadows and coordinating our views, the fact that I was exactly--and I was not yet at The Atlantic; you and I were not yet regularly talking--that was exactly my position as well. I was against this thing while it was being negotiated for exact--I said, This violates some basic rules of diplomacy, which is that you don't front them the hamburger for the money you're gonna get Tuesday. You don't do any of that.

Frum: (Laughs.) Right.

Nichols: But once you're in it and the whole rest of the international community, including your closest allies, have signed on to it, you're stuck with it, and then you have to make it work. Then it's the only game in town. And the Iranians,, they were as happy as could be when Trump said, Fine, screw it. We're out of this. And they said, Great, so are we.

Frum: Well, at that point, the alternative was war, the war we've now got.

Nichols: The war we've got. But, again, let's not fall down that hole, either. We're not fighting this war over nuclear weapons.

Frum: No. We're fighting over regime change that the administration won't acknowledge that it's doing. This is a problem of going in without allies and having alienated all the allies. Supposing we get real lucky, supposing we find somebody who's assistant to the assistant to the president, he survives, he's got enough juice to make his writ run, and he says, Right, we're dealing with the Americans, and we're undertaking a transition to a better future, and we're leaving aside the anti-American ideology. We're giving up terrorism, and we win. We really win; we win the war we want. At that point, it's still going to be true that Iran doesn't have enough water for its cities. It's still going to be true that this country that was on its way to being, had it not--and I quoted this chart where, from 1960 to 1980, the growth in the Iranian and the Portuguese standard of living is identical. Today, in 2020, Iran is really no richer per person than it was in 1980, and Portugal is a fully paid-up member of the first world, the OECD. It's a wonderful place. And Iran today could be Portugal, but they're not; they're poor. So we're gonna have to help them. We're gonna have to make sure they have drinking water. And that's going to cost a lot of money, more, maybe, than the war itself. And Trump has, again and again, made it clear to his base: The United States is not putting up that money. Well, who is?

Nichols: I can think of at least one country that'd be more than happy to do it: China. Or other countries that, perhaps, do not have America's best interests at heart. The Chinese have been masters at the game of walking in and saying, Listen, the American money always comes with strings, and they're annoying, and democracy, blah, blah, blah. Here, we'll just help you build stuff, and we won't ask any questions.

Frum: And you can take 10 percent off the top, and we budgeted for that.

Nichols: And we budgeted for that, exactly. (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.)

Nichols: It's a lot of overhead. Everybody's got overhead, David.

But I think it's a serious problem, right? This does kind of put the screws to Russia a bit. Again, in that mythical moment where you and I get to walk into the Oval and say, Okay, here's things you oughta do, and say, Oh, and by the way, Mr. President, now is the time to put the screws to Russia and help the Ukrainians really push this thing, because now the Russians have lost a friend, and that's a good thing. But when Trump talks about this war going on for five weeks, my answer is: To do what?

Frum: To do what. Well, and this is where the refusal to think about reconstruction becomes an impediment to the war aims, because one of the things that the United States came out of World War II with a reputation for was: If you do fight the Americans and you do lose, they help you.

Nichols: Right? What's the movie I'm trying to think of? The Mouse That Roared, right?

Frum: The Mouse That Roared.

Nichols: We're a poor country. We need reconstruction. We'll pick a war with the Americans, and they'll come in, and they'll think--it was a hilarious movie, from the '60s, even, that people knew that. So, yeah, that was part of the deal.

Frum: And there used to be a Twitter account called Good President Trump, imagining him--

Nichols: (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.)

Nichols: I imagine that person just gave up.

Frum: That gave up. Actually, it was interesting because it was illustrated with an image of Donald Trump with a bald head, like he'd accepted it.

Nichols: (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) But Good President Trump would say, And by the way, if you do lay down your arms, that we and our allies are going to be there with the money you need to have proper waterworks, to have the electricity, to improve your roads, to send people back to school, to make universities more broadly accessible. Our goal for you is that those 40 years of development or 45 years of development or 50 years of development you missed since 1979, we're gonna put you back on that track. And the vision is, 40 years from now, you will look like Portugal.

Nichols: And the United States will now have several friends and allies in that region, including a country of 92 million people who, just as Germany and Japan did, are gonna feel pretty warmly about what happened. None of that is on the table, none of it. As you know, I was working through the weekend and working nights, so I purposely slept through Hegseth's 8 a.m. briefing, which is why I think he has them at 8 a.m., by the way, 'cause he doesn't think anybody's watching. But caught up on it later, it's just insane. It's all chest-thumping, Conan the Barbarian stuff, not the kind of thing that's gonna make anybody in Iran say, You know what I oughta do? I oughta trust Pete Hegseth that I should lay down my arms and everything will be okay. To some extent, by what we're doing, we're putting some of these guys on death ground. And that's a bad plan.

Frum: This is the part that they really seem unconstitutionally capable of dealing with, which is to say to whomever emerges, And if you have a plan for a transition to democracy and if you stop repressing, you will live. We won't ask too many questions about your bank accounts. There's a role for you. We are not actually planning on killing you all. We offer amnesty and exit if [it's] as part of a plan to make a transition to a better future for Iran, which is gonna be defined by the Iranians but shaped by the values of all the people who are going to--and this is the key point--help you pay for it.

Nichols: Yes, and the thing I was gonna say about a transition to democracy--or something less oppressive than the thing we just overthrew. We get it, that it's not gonna happen tomorrow. We've learned our lessons. We're not gonna send you copies of The Federalist Papers and say, Here's your homework. Just as I think we should have done in Iraq--there was a plan, I guess, from the British to say, Look, if we don't disband the military, we take a bunch of generals, and we say, We're gonna put this country under military rule for now, and we're watching you, and you're gonna have to transition to a civilian government, and all the time, with Uncle Sam and the allies saying, Don't screw this up, because we can come back here any time. Instead, we're simply saying, Hey, people in Iran, kill your government, and go take power. And we're not coming, by the way.

Everything that Trump is saying, and I really wanna emphasize this, so much of what Trump is talking about would be more credible if he were talking about doing it backed by ground troops, and I don't want him to do that. Even though we're off the cliff, there are still dumb things we can do. Even as the car is plunging, we can unbuckle our seat belts and try and stand on the roof. There are things that we shouldn't do and that I'm worried that, because Trump is a man who can never admit a mistake, that he will double down. 'Cause you know him, David, that's what he does with everything. This administration always does that, and sooner or later, I think something could happen where Trump's gonna wanna double down.

This is the time to think about "What do we want? What are we satisfied with? Who's gonna guide what happens next?" And I don't think anybody's thinking about that right now--or let me put it a different way: I'm sure there are people thinking about that that no one's listening to right now.

Frum: Yeah. Well, let's finish here but with this thought, which is: We all wish a safe return home for the Americans in harm's way. We all wish a better future for the people of Iran. We all wish this situation will be resolved quickly and with minimal harm to innocent people. And as much as our mental skepticism is engaged, our hearts are in sympathy with all of those who face danger in this war that didn't have to happen but has begun.

Nichols: And I'll add only one other thing: that whatever my thoughts about this particular government, that the good Lord guides them and grants them some insight and wisdom in doing this because they are the civil authorities right now and they have to do this, and so I think it's important to point out that I hope they do it well, despite my worries.

Frum: Look, God's probably doing his part as best he can, but Trump doesn't listen to him, either. (Laughs.)

Nichols: (Laughs.)

Frum: All right. Always a pleasure to talk to you.

Nichols: It was great to see you, David.

Frum: Thank you so much.

Nichols: Thank you.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Tom Nichols for joining me today. As I mentioned at the top of the show, there will be no book talk this week. But I do wanna thank you for viewing and listening to the show and remind you that if you wanna support the work of Tom and me, the best way to do that is by subscribing to The Atlantic. I hope you will like and share this dialogue on whatever platform you use. Thank you so much for watching and listening to The David Frum Show, and I look forward to joining you again next week on The David Frum Show. Bye-bye.
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The Coming Invasion of Iran

The U.S. and Israel are arming Kurdish groups to stage an incursion. What could go wrong?

by Arash Azizi

Wed, 04 Mar 2026




Days after the United States and Israel killed Iran's leader, the war is set to enter a dramatic new phase. Thousands of Iranian Kurdish militants are gathering in Iraqi Kurdistan, set to receive American and Israeli financial and military support to launch a major attack on Iranian territory, according to several people with close knowledge of the plan. Other armed militants, such as the Mojahedin-e-Khalq (MEK), an exiled opposition group that has long carried out violent operations inside Iran, and Baloch militias that operate on Iran's southeastern border with Pakistan, are also rumored to be involved.

Last month, five Kurdish Iranian political parties came together to form the Coalition of Political Forces of Iranian Kurdistan, signaling their desire for joint political action. The five parties, all of which have military wings, have gathered thousands of their members in Iraq's autonomous Kurdistan Region, a leader of an Iranian opposition group who has been privy to the plans told me. (He requested anonymity, like others I spoke with for this story, because of the sensitivity of the operation.)

According to this person, the operation is to be led by the Democratic Party of Iranian Kurdistan (known by its Kurdish initials PDKI), whose leader, Mustafa Hijri, spoke by phone with Donald Trump yesterday. The PDKI has deep roots among Iran's Kurds. It's the oldest Kurdish party and a consultative member of the Socialist International. According to the opposition leader who spoke with me, as well as the leader of one of the Kurdish groups aware of but not included in the plan, the U.S. and Israel have set aside significant funds for arms and logistical support to the five Iranian Kurdish groups. (A spokesperson for the Israel Defense Forces said the organization had "no comment on this matter." The Pentagon did not immediately respond to a request for comment.) The Komala Party of Iranian Kurdistan, also a consultative member of the Socialist International but more left-leaning than the PDKI, joined the coalition today, becoming its sixth member party. The party had already received arms and financial support separately, my opposition source told me. Khalid Azizi, PDKI's spokesperson, declined to comment when I reached him by phone.

I spoke with a Kurdish Iranian analyst who is normally based in the United States but has close ties to the Kurdish forces. He was about to leave for Iraq to embed with them. He told me that, to his knowledge, the militants taking part in the operation are Iranian citizens and mostly Kurds. The question of whether the MEK or the Communist Party of Iran (which has roots in Iranian Kurdistan but doesn't have a military wing) are directly involved was not one I could settle at the time of writing; this source suggested that the Communists were but the MEK was not, but the information could not be confirmed.

Iranian Kurdish forces have long awaited such an opportunity, Shukriya Bradost, a Kurdish Iranian security analyst based in Washington, D.C., told me. "Kurdish parties want to protect the interests of their people," Bradost said. "They have sought to do so peacefully but, when they get no results, they try other means."

Missy Ryan and Nancy A. Youssef: The one variable that could decide the war

The operation is likely to face fierce opposition from many non-Kurdish Iranians. That will be especially true if the plan involves the MEK, which was once designated by the State Department as a terrorist organization before it was delisted in 2012. The group is seen by many Iranians as a cult whose eclectic ideology, which mixes Islam and Marxism, is easily as unpalatable as the Islamic Republic's. As for the Kurdish parties, they have substantial support in Iran's Kurdish-majority areas, but many other Iranians fear that empowering groups whose agendas may be sectarian will lead to civil war and state collapse.

Other ethnicity-based parties may raise even more concerns. The main Baloch militia, Army of Justice (Jaish al-Adl), is jihadist and alleged to have roots in al-Qaeda. (The Balochs, like the Kurds, are mostly Sunni, making both communities part of a religious minority within a nation that is 90 percent Shiite.) The militia formed a political group called the Popular Fighters Front in December, perhaps choosing a secular-sounding name to allay outside worries. But jihadists still make up the backbone of its forces.

The fear among many Iranians and other observers is that the agendas of the ethnic militias are territorial and separatist and could lead Iran to disintegration or civil war. "Fostering an armed ethnic insurgency in Iran would be the mother of all strategic, moral, and political mistakes," Behnam Ben Taleblu, a senior fellow at the Foundation for Defense of Democracies, told me. "This is almost guaranteed to end in a failed state."

Anticipating such objections, Bradost claimed that the Kurdish parties "saw their future in a democratic Iran, not separation from Iran." And most Iranian Kurdish parties indeed advocate federalism rather than independence. The Kurdistan Freedom Party (known by its Kurdish acronym, PAK) is an exception and openly seeks an independent Republic of Kurdistan. But the PAK has agreed to commit to the program set forth by the coalition, which doesn't include separatism, Bradost told me.

Taleblu, an expert on Kurdish politics, cautioned that the appeal of these parties is "limited to their own ethnic constituencies." But Bradost said that the Kurdish parties were open to working with most Iranian political forces--just not the Islamic Republic, which is now too weakened to be a partner, or Reza Pahlavi, the son of the late shah of Iran, who has been publicly hostile to the Kurdish parties. The Kurdish attitude toward Pahlavi will change only if the U.S. and Israel successfully pressure him to switch his position, she added.

Suspicion of a Kurdish insurgency, however, might not be so easily quelled, not only among Pahlavi's supporters but across Iran's political spectrum. Amir Hossein Ganjbakhsh, a pro-democracy political activist based in the United States, told me that the U.S. and Israel would "commit their biggest mistake" if they pursue this plan. "This would unite many Iranians who cherish Iran's territorial integrity above all. It would be a recipe for civil war." In response to the threat to Iran's sovereignty, he said, "a large coalition of Iranians, whether they are monarchist or republican, whether they are religious or secular, would unite against these parties."

Nesan Nodinian, the head of the Kurdistan Committee of the Worker-Communist Party of Iran, said that his party won't oppose the others if they "liberate Kurdistan from the Islamic Republic by driving out the regime's armed forces." But his party has called on Kurdish civil society to "self-organize" and hopes to take part in local elections that the Kurdish parties have promised to stage if they seize Iranian territory. He also said that his party doesn't share the hostility of much of the Iranian opposition to the MEK. "We are neither worried about them, nor optimistic, but they lack a social base," he said. He told me he did not think Iran would descend into civil war, but rather that anti-regime Iranians would rally to the Kurds in a united struggle against the Islamic Republic.

Read: What anti-regime Iranians can't agree on

That scenario may be far too optimistic. Many cities in western Iran are inhabited not just by Kurds but also by other ethnic groups, such as Azeri Turks, who could be mobilized against the Kurds, producing the sort of internecine conflict that is all too familiar in the Middle East. Brushing off such worries, Bradost claimed that Kurds and Azeris would unite over their shared non-Persian identity. But defining coalitions in terms of ethnic contrast will not inspire confidence in many other Iranians.

At the moment, the regime itself remains a formidable opponent to all of these plans. "Iran can muster up to 1 million people in military uniform," Ganjbakhsh noted. Ali Larijani, Iran's national security adviser, has repeatedly warned against ethnic insurgency in recent days. Iraqi Kurdish authorities, who have often collaborated with Tehran, had previously agreed to restrict Iranian Kurdish parties' access to arms. But these restrictions were recently lifted, Nodinian told me, and yesterday, the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps staged attacks on bases in Iraqi Kurdistan. Today a top Iraqi Kurdish official declared that his region will "completely keep its neutrality" in the war.

Taleblu warned that the regime has "played ethnic minorities against each other for quite some time" and said that it was well equipped to "take on a local armed insurgency."

Finally, the American president remains a wild card. Even as forces in the Iranian opposition compete for Trump's support and attention, he periodically signals that he might yet change tack and work with remnants of the regime, as he did in Venezuela. That would presumably pull the plug on the Kurdish operation.

But the battle seems to be already on. This morning, the regime asked residents to evacuate Marivan, a Kurdish-majority city with a population of 200,000. IRGC forces dispatched 230 attack drones against targets in Iraqi Kurdistan "to fight off terrorist and separatist grouplets," a media channel close to the force reported.

For many years, as they fought off the brutal dictatorship ruling over them, Iranians have worried that their struggle might lead to civil war and chaos. That scenario now seems closer than ever.
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California's Deadliest Avalanche Turned on One Choice

Why did a group of 15 skiers take a risky route on a dangerous day?

by Joshua Partlow

Wed, 04 Mar 2026




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

On the morning of the deadliest avalanche in California's modern history, Cody Townsend was skiing above the west shore of Lake Tahoe. People like him, who live for untracked expanses of wilderness snow, had found little to celebrate this season. Across much of the American West, the temperatures had been high, and the hills bare and brown. According to the Central Sierra Snow Lab, operating from a cabin nearby, accumulation had been running seven feet below normal.



But now snow was dumping. Dry, light flakes swirled around him, and with every turn, Townsend disappeared into great clouds of powder. It was the storm of the year in the Sierras, he would write that day. Yet something felt off. The wind was picking up. The temperature seemed odd. Townsend is a professional backcountry skier who learned the sport around Tahoe, and "it was just the consistency of the snowfall, the way that the flakes were coming down, the winds that were coming through, that had just something different, something I wasn't used to," he told me. He and his wife, Elyse Saugstad, a professional freeskier who had survived a 2012 avalanche that left three others in her group dead, decided to bail.



When he got home, Townsend posted on Instagram, warning his followers to be wary: "It's fun out there for sure but definitely not time for full-send mode." The light powder was piling up on a crust that had melted and refrozen, creating slabs of unstable snow.



In his comments, someone shared the news: "There was already a slide at Castle Peak."

That morning, elsewhere around Lake Tahoe, a group of 15 skiers ventured out into the storm from the Frog Lake Backcountry Huts, a cluster of coveted off-the-grid cabins, where they had stayed for the past two nights. The group included several women who were close friends and relatives--accomplished working mothers, many of whom lived in the Bay Area and whose kids attended a Tahoe ski school--and was led by four guides employed by a local company, Blackbird Mountain Guides.



The group was there to ski far from chairlifts and groomed runs, to trek uphill aided by grips on the bottom of skis and glide down untracked bowls. The huts, set on the lakeshore at 7,600 feet amid red fir and Jeffrey pine, opened in 2022 and quickly became regarded as a jewel of the country's network of wilderness cabins. The huts are rustic but, in some ways, luxurious: They come with access to hot water, leather couches, a roaring fireplace, and a pair of North Face slippers; booking them can cost more than $1,000 for a multiday trip. Some trips include chefs to prepare meals in the commercial-grade kitchen. When reservations become available, they normally book within minutes.



This group was scheduled to return home that day, and despite the storm, the skiers set off along a route of more than three miles that begins with a climb, proceeds through a gap in the mountains, and runs along a forested ridge. They had gone less than a mile when someone shouted, "Avalanche," a local sheriff's deputy would later report. Then a slab of snow about the length of a football field crashed down onto them, catching all but two of the skiers. Ultimately, only six of the group would survive.



Two weeks after this tragedy, the guides' decisions--to ski through a blizzard; to travel a risky route--remain the mystery at its center, as law enforcement and the wider community look for answers. The Nevada County sheriff's office and California's workplace-safety agency are investigating potential safety violations or criminal negligence by Blackbird. Zeb Blais, the owner of Blackbird, has offered condolences in a statement, but he has not otherwise spoken publicly. (His company referred questions to a public-relations firm that did not respond to requests for comment.) Blais himself has skied and guided in Alaska and Antarctica, Japan and the Himalayas; in a podcast a couple of years ago, while describing how guides monitor avalanche conditions, he allowed that "there's just a certain degree of uncertainty that we just can't eliminate."



The Frog Lake huts would have been a good place to ride out a storm. The guides and avalanche experts I talked with wondered why the group ventured out in such conditions, but even more so how they chose their path home. "The question is: Why did they go into the terrain that they went to?" Townsend told me. "What led them to believe their way out was the correct way out that day? It was an obvious mistake."



From the beginning of the trip, the Sierra Avalanche Center, a nonprofit that works with a local Forest Service field office, had been warning about worsening avalanche danger, including near the Frog Lake huts. On the morning of the slide, the center put the avalanche danger at "high"--the fourth of five threat levels. "Travel in, near, or below avalanche terrain is not recommended today," read the report issued at 6:29 a.m. that day.



The unusually warm conditions in the weeks before had melted some snow, even at high altitudes. A dry stretch had created a layer of weak, sugary grains, and the incoming storm had buried that in feet of heavy snow. The center's observers had skied out to this area the day before the avalanche and witnessed widespread cracks and areas of unstable snow.



David Reichel, the center's executive director, described the movement of such snow layers to me like sliding apart an Oreo cookie. A slab avalanche sends the top part of the cookie, the upper layer of snow, sliding over a weaker layer below, the cookie's soft middle frosting. "This weak layer is expected to reach the point of failure today in some areas," the center warned in its report.



On a backcountry trip, ski guides typically meet in the morning and evening to discuss conditions and plan routes. They closely follow these avalanche warnings. They know which parts of their route have avalanche risks and where runout zones exist for sliding snow. On the morning that the group at the Frog Lake huts was set to leave, the four guides had multiple ways out to choose from, including routes to the southeast that would have avoided exposure to avalanche risk, Dave Miller, a backcountry ski guide and avalanche instructor with 25 years of experience, told me. "Our standard is we don't go in or under avalanche terrain when the level is high," said Miller, who owns International Alpine Guides, which has operated in the Tahoe area for decades.



The solar-powered huts do have an internet connection, but it's generally not accessible to guests. When Dustin Weatherford worked there for two winters, as the huts' first caretaker, he printed out the avalanche and weather reports for guests each morning. He kept a couple of weeks' worth of food in case anyone needed to extend their stay. "We were always, always ready, willing, and welcome to anybody staying if they weren't feeling safe," he told me. "Even if there isn't avalanche danger, and someone just feels scared or they want to rest their hurting ankle, we'll find them a place to sleep." (The Truckee Donner Land Trust, which owns and operates the huts, does not charge for extra time in such a circumstance.)



The guides knew that the risks to the group were rising: They nixed part of the morning's plan, and told the group they needed to head home, two of the trip's survivors told The New York Times. The day of the avalanche, the four guides reportedly met without their clients to choose their route out.



Other guides told me that Blackbird had skilled employees and a good reputation for safety. Regardless of conditions, guides often choose the routes, Brennan Lagasse, a Tahoe ski guide who has led trips to the huts, told me. "Most clients are hiring guides to make those decisions for them," he said. The four on this trip had varying degrees of experience. One of them was certified by the American Mountain Guides Association to guide people on splitboards--snowboards that split into skis for trekking uphill. Two others were apprentice ski guides, earlier in a training process that can take years; the last, the only one to survive the day, was an "assistant" ski guide, one notch below certified in the AMGA accreditation process.



Blackbird said in a statement that its senior guides communicate remotely with those leading trips to discuss routes and conditions. A former Blackbird guide, who requested anonymity owing to the sensitivity of the situation, told me that, typically, senior guides would have participated in a morning meeting with the on-site guides before the groups left the hut, and surely that happened the morning of the avalanche. But exactly how much discussion the guides and leadership had over routes is unclear. The surviving guide may be the only one who knows why, exactly, the group chose the route it did. He did not respond to my attempts to reach him.



When it left the huts that morning, the group started with a deviation from the typical path: It wrapped around Perry's Peak from the north, rather than passing through Frog Lake Notch, an area with avalanche hazards. It was one of the shorter routes out and, the Times reported, the one that would put the skiers closest to their cars. But it still included stretches of avalanche terrain that are marked on the cellphone apps that skiing guides regularly consult, Miller said.



The guides would have known their choice carried real risk, especially under the conditions they faced--or they should have known. Snow was piling up that morning at four inches an hour--twice the rate that experts view as a threshold for increased avalanche danger. Because those first minutes after an avalanche are so crucial, guides will often consider, too, the added risk of venturing out in storm conditions that would make helicopter access impossible. "You're generally going to take a lot less risk," Miller said, "when the weather is bad and you're not going to get a quick rescue."



The 911 call came in at 11:30 a.m. on February 17. The Nevada County sheriff's office started marshaling dozens of rescuers, many of them volunteers, from across multiple counties. They'd be split into two teams and sent in via different routes in motorized snowcats--a sort of truck on tracks--and on skis. By that time, wind-whipped snow was making it nearly impossible to see, and authorities had closed down Interstate 80, the highway that runs over the mountain pass. "We didn't know what they were going to run into on their way in," Lieutenant Dennis Haack, the incident commander throughout the recovery process, told me.



Authorities did know, from the satellite messages that were coming through, that several people had survived the crush. Some had stayed clear enough of the slide that they'd been able to dig out others in the group. "Knowing that we had six subjects who were alive in there, we were willing to risk a little bit more," Haack said. But going in would be dangerous because of the treacherous weather and the risk of another avalanche. The authorities kept extra rescuers on hand in case they faced an "incident within an incident," Haack said.



Blais, Blackbird's owner, along with another employee of the company, headed out with skiers from the Tahoe Nordic Search & Rescue group, despite being advised against it by authorities, according to a spokesperson for the Nevada County sheriff's office. To reach the avalanche site, the rescuers fought through whiteout conditions. The snowcats reached the Frog Lake huts, where they had to stop. Beyond that point, the slope got steeper. Only the rescue skiers could get there.



That rescuers were able to reach the area safely suggests to other guides that the backcountry skiers had strayed from a less dangerous path. If they had stayed across a creek north of what's known in summer as the Red Dot trail, they'd have been in safer territory. "As to how or why they deviated only slightly--only 50 to 100 yards off of that route--and put themselves into that spot, is a big question that I think all of us would like to know," the former Blackbird guide said.



When the rescuers found the survivors, six hours after the initial call, two survivors had injuries. But all six were able to move under their own power back to the huts, where snowcats had parked to drive them out. The nine dead skiers remained on the mountain that night.



Over the next days, snow kept falling. One hallmark of our warming climate is the whiplash from periods of extended drought to extreme precipitation. The Central Sierra Snow Lab would record more than nine feet of snow in 120 hours--the most to accumulate in any five-day period since April 1982, and the third-highest total since 1971, according to its director, Andrew Schwartz.



For two days, the authorities waited for a window in the weather to recover the dead. Eight of the nine had been found in the initial search, and their locations had been marked with poles. By 11:30 a.m. on the following Friday, Chad Weiland, a flight paramedic with Care Flight and a ski patrolman at Sugar Bowl Resort, was heading towards the site in a helicopter with two others.



Weiland circled Perry's Peak four or five times, trying to see if rescue teams could go in safely to recover the bodies. On the north-facing slope where the avalanche occurred, he saw large banks of snow piled up by the winds. "The avalanche path looked heavily loaded," he told me. It was still dangerous.



Using the traditional option for dislodging potential avalanches--explosives--would be difficult, given the timing and the aircrafts the sheriff's office had available. But the night before, at a high-school basketball game, a utility worker with Pacific Gas and Electric Company happened to tell a local sheriff's deputy about an unusual method of dealing with risky slopes. Three years earlier, the company needed to rescue employees and their families who were snowed in at a power plant, and approval for explosives was taking too long. So PG&E had tried dumping water on the slope using a firefighting bucket, Pete Anderson, the senior manager of helicopter operations, told me. It had worked well, and they kept doing it.

By Friday morning, Anderson was on the phone explaining the technique to Haack; a few hours later, one of the company's UH-60 Blackhawk helicopters was dangling a 660-gallon bucket full of water from a nearby lake and dumping it on the avalanche slope. The helicopter made seven drops, until the water in the bucket started freezing. Then it dragged the bucket through the slope, like a wrecking ball. "That was pretty effective too," Anderson told me.

That day, rescue workers found the last missing skier. They had all been buried within a 20-by-20-foot area near the toe of the avalanche debris, under as much as eight feet of snow. A lingering question is why the group was clustered together if the guides knew the group was traveling below avalanche terrain. Standard backcountry protocol is to expose only one person at a time if traveling through an avalanche path.



When the area was finally safe, helicopters from the California Highway Patrol and the California Army National Guard hoisted the dead skiers' bodies from the slope and airlifted them back to the huts, where they were driven out by snowcats. Rescuers worked at this over the next two days, until the last person was recovered.



The community of skiers and guides in the cozy mountain towns ringing Lake Tahoe is close-knit. Many of the people who participated in the five-day rescue and recovery effort knew people caught under the snow or were friends of friends. One volunteer with Tahoe Nordic Search & Rescue lost a spouse in the slide. A Blackbird guide lost his brother.



This community thrives on skiing, reveres skiing, even with the dangers of mountain life. In Truckee, the closest town to the avalanche site, neighbors and loved ones have written messages at a memorial to the skiers--nine light-blue hearts on wood posts in front of an eagle statue. "You'll shred with me forever buddy," someone wrote to Andrew Alissandratos, a 34-year-old guide from Nevada.



One day after the last bodies were recovered, dozens of people in hats and parkas crowded together at the vigil for a moment of silence and to pay their respects. "Why do we do this? Why do we put ourselves in harm's way?" Kyle Konrad, a bearded backcountry skier, asked as he held a candle. "It comes from a place of love and joy."



Peter Atkin, whose wife, Carrie, died in the avalanche, said something similar in a statement: "Some of our most precious family memories were built at the Frog Lake Huts." Carrie was a leadership coach and mother of two; their family lived in the Tahoe area and had been to the cabins many times. Her husband described the huts as "a place where she felt truly at home." The people who live here, who love these mountains, know even small mistakes can be unforgiving. And they know why people take those risks anyway.
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The Real Reason Trump Went to War

Trump has called for sending American forces to Iran since 1980. He finally has, and must own the consequences.

by Yair Rosenberg

Wed, 04 Mar 2026




Why did President Trump decide to attack Iran? It depends on what day of the week you ask. On Saturday, the president claimed in a recorded address that he acted because Iran's rulers refused to "renounce their nuclear ambitions" and were developing long-range missiles that threatened America and its allies. On Sunday, a senior administration official told reporters that Iran and its proxies "posed an imminent threat to U.S. personnel and allies in the region." On Monday, House Speaker Mike Johnson and Secretary of State Marco Rubio suggested that Trump acted preemptively to protect U.S. forces in advance of an unavoidable Israeli attack on Iran that would inevitably lead Iran to retaliate against America. The next day, Trump rejected this framing, telling reporters that "if anything, I might have forced Israel's hand" because he believed Iran was "going to attack if we didn't do it."

All of these pretexts present problems. Why would America need to destroy Iran's nuclear facilities if, as Trump previously claimed, they'd been "completely and totally obliterated" eight months ago in Operation Midnight Hammer? In 2025, the Defense Intelligence Agency assessed that Iran's missile program was a decade away from being able to target American shores. That hardly sounds like an imminent threat. As for the Israel excuse, Trump is the senior partner in the U.S.-Israel relationship, and he sets the terms. When he wanted Israel to end its June 2025 war with Iran, he publicly forced the country to recall its fighter jets, even without avenging a closing strike that had left four Israelis dead.

Read: Trump is successfully bullying Netanyahu

Trump could have dissuaded the Israelis once again. Instead, the president ordered the largest U.S. air-power buildup in the Middle East since the invasion of Iraq. Then, according to The New York Times, his CIA gave Israel the intelligence to locate and kill Iran's supreme leader, Ali Khamenei. (Axios reported instead that the intelligence was Israel's and the CIA confirmed it.) "He was unable to avoid our Intelligence and Highly Sophisticated Tracking Systems," Trump crowed on Truth Social, announcing Khamenei's death. The two countries reportedly had planned the ensuing assault for weeks.

The shifting explanations for Trump's war and the alleged imminent threat that prompted it suggest poor planning and internal confusion about the president's motives. They are also a smoke screen. Fundamentally, a war ordered by the most powerful man in the world, commanding the most advanced military in the world, is the responsibility of the man who ordered it. Trump is a two-term president with agency, and he has long telegraphed and demonstrated his eagerness to use military force around the world--and in particular, in Iran.

In 1980, NBC interviewed a young Trump about the ongoing Iran hostage crisis. He did not hold back. "That this country sits back and allows a country such as Iran to hold our hostages, to my way of thinking, is a horror, and I don't think they'd do it with other countries," he said. When the interviewer asked if that meant "you're advocating that we should have gone in there with troops," Trump replied, "I absolutely feel that, yes," adding that had America done so, "I think right now we'd be an oil-rich nation." (Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu recently said that he had dreamed of being able to "smite the terror regime" in Iran for 40 years; it turns out Trump had him beat.)

In 1987, the Times reported that Trump declared in a New Hampshire speech that "the United States should attack Iran and seize some of its oil fields in retaliation for what he called Iran's bullying of America." In 1988, Trump told The Guardian that "I'd be harsh on Iran. They've been beating us psychologically, making us look a bunch of fools."

Trump's instinctive hawkishness and abiding belief in military coercion as a solution to American problems extend well beyond Iran. He supported the 2003 invasion of Iraq and the 2011 intervention in Libya to topple Muammar Qaddafi, before turning against both. In his first term as president, Trump ordered the assassination of Qassem Soleimani, the head of Iran's Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps. In his second term, he has fast-tracked arms sales to the Middle East, menaced Canada, threatened to "get Greenland," and abducted the dictator of Venezuela.

Read: Trump's new imperialism

Believing that Trump was somehow a "peace president" devoted to American restraint, as some credulous commentators claimed, required ignoring everything he'd said before he was president and everything he'd done after he became president. As Andrew Kaczynski, a CNN reporter who, during the 2016 presidential campaign, exposed Trump's early support for the Iraq War, put it: "Important context for Trump's opposition to regime change wars or interventions is that he never actually opposed them at the time and only did so after they went bad."

Trump's officials and allies have fumbled around to find an "imminent threat" to justify the president's decision to strike Iran. But the real impetus for such action was Trump's imperial approach to American power, which was decades in the making. The president specializes in exploiting the weaknesses of his opponents; having watched Israel decimate Iran's proxy armies and air defenses over the past few years, he sought to capitalize on the regime's moment of maximum vulnerability. Other countries--most notably Israel and Saudi Arabia--potentially stand to benefit from Trump's war. But the decision to start it was his alone, and no amount of spin from his surrogates should obscure this fact.
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The Tyranny of the Relationship Gap

Age gaps, swag gaps, woke gaps--where does it end?

by Faith Hill

Wed, 04 Mar 2026




Every so often, I hear a time-honored dinner-party question that always leads to lively debate: Would you sleep with your clone?

It's hard to say where the conversation starter came from. Perhaps it originated with a 2015 BuzzFeed article titled "Can We Ask You a Really Weird Question?," which inquired--well, you know. Or maybe it can be traced much further back, to works of science fiction that explored similar puzzles. Is a clone conscious? Does it have rights? But today's clone query, in my experience, tends to prompt chatter about something a little less heady: whether engaging sexually or romantically with someone just like yourself sounds like a creepy nightmare--or whether it sounds like a dream of convenience, of perfectly aligned interests and interactions as frictionless as silk.

I've been thinking about this because lately, I keep hearing about the differences between lovers. You've probably heard of age-gap relationships. But what about the "job importance gap," the "woke gap," the "growth gap," the "AI gap"? The "being able to breathe through your nose properly gap"? (That one hits for me.) Within a period of four months last year, the culture magazine Dazed published articles on "swag gaps," "intelligence gaps," and "party gaps." You can pop "gap" on the end of just about any attribute--and when you get in the habit, analyzing your own relationship dynamics in these terms becomes easy. Come to think of it, I've experienced anxiety gaps (I was the more nervous one), cooking gaps (call me chef; I don't order in every meal), and sleep gaps (I need my eight hours).

Read: The bots that women use in a world of unsatisfying men

In the wilds of the internet, some "gap" references are played solely for laughs; others appear completely serious. Many fall somewhere in between: They go for cheeky and knowing while making a sincere point--usually about approaching the gap in question with caution, or avoiding it entirely. And this category is the kind that can get in your head; any perceived distance, if you squint, might turn from a sliver into a canyon. Take the swag gap. On its face, it means a mere discordance in stylishness. Perhaps you throw the phrase around at brunch while unpacking a recent flirtation. But then The Wall Street Journal suggests that it may be "less about aesthetic misalignment than imbalance of self-worth." The article is full of quotes from people apparently regarding the swag gap with solemn earnestness. Suddenly the bagginess of your pants, in stark contrast to a crush's skinny jeans, may seem to reveal a deeper truth about the soul.

I'm not surprised that people are wrestling with what it means to desire someone different from them. Since the rise of dating apps, singles--instead of coupling up with people in their social bubble, who are likely to be similar to them--have become more likely to date across race, education, and religious lines. This is a big societal shift, but within individual relationships, the change tends to be felt in idiosyncratic little ways. A museum-appreciation gap could be a class gap in disguise. A camping gap could indicate disparate upbringings: Maybe one partner grew up riding city subways and naming the rats, whereas the other was tromping through woods, singing with the birds.

The irony is that although online dating has allowed people to mingle with a greater diversity of romantic prospects, it also gives the illusion of control over any perceived incompatibilities. On apps, you can filter out anyone with an age or faith or ethnicity unlike yours. You can drop hints about your background--by sharing your Ivy League alma mater and an obscure literary reference, or including a photo of yourself beaming with a caught fish--and swipe past profiles without similar signals. You can decide that traveling a few neighborhoods away would be too much of a pain. It's never been this easy to encounter difference in a dating pool--or to evade it.

Not all reservations about gaps are unwarranted. Asymmetries can, for instance, result in lopsided power dynamics. Just think of the granddaddy of today's hyperspecific divisions: the age gap, which is far more likely to involve an older man and a younger woman, and can truly be troubling when the younger party is very young. Some would be glad that the average age difference between partners, according to the Pew Research Center, has been declining since 1880.

Read: The slow, quiet demise of American romance

Indeed, gaps of many kinds have been presented as obstacles to equality--perhaps especially for women. The swag gap became notorious when a certain tabloid photo of Justin and Hailey Bieber dropped: Hailey strutting ahead in a bright-red minidress, her hair pinned into a bun, the shimmer in her eye shadow and necklace catching the light; Justin slouching behind in a heather-gray sweat suit, the zipper halfway down and no shirt underneath, his face enclosed by a drawn hood. The image seemed to capture something a lot of women had already felt: that they were expected to doll themselves up, make the plans, do the chores, work the charisma, all for what Olivia Rodrigo has called a "second string loser"--a man who doesn't do his own laundry or schedule in advance, because he has no need to. "I've watched the smartest, hottest, kindest, most talented women of our generation fall for the guy who didn't utter a word at happy hour," one writer, considering men's role in the swag gap, grieved on the lifestyle website InsideHook.

This kind of resentment has been simmering in the culture for a while now. Back in 2016, Vulture published an article--a portent of the true gap era to come--about the "attractiveness gap" trope on screen. (Think Everybody Loves Raymond, The King of Queens, nearly anything in the oeuvres of Judd Apatow and Rob Schneider.) Some filmmakers, the article pointed out, have been criticized for selling viewers "the male fantasy that you, too, can be a lazy zhlub with barely any redeeming qualities and still get a super-hot wife willing to put up with it." But it's not a fantasy at all, the article argued; it's just an observation of life.

If gaps reflect societal inequities, then closing them could be seen as a just and necessary corrective. To what end, though? Should partners be like clones of each other, neither one hotter or funnier or more able to breathe through their nose? That may be difficult to actualize. And when power differentials do exist, they're rarely clean-cut. That is a major insight of Sally Rooney's Normal People: When a hunky and popular young man from a loving, working-class home gets involved with a lonely and "plain-looking" young woman from a wealthy, emotionally frigid family, they each wield their specific types of privilege and envy the types they don't have. They wound each other in a million different ways. And they fascinate each other in just as many.

Read: The people who quit dating

People might be doing themselves a real disservice, in other words, by paying gaps too much mind. Sure, a woman deserves a partner who matches her level of emotional commitment. But does she need one with identical career ambition? Why not go for someone with a chiller schedule who can give her snacks and foot massages while she's on the grind? Even age-gap critiques can go too far. In a recent HuffPost article investigating why "Gen Z Is Particularly Weird About Relationship Age Gaps," Justin Lehmiller, a research fellow at the Kinsey Institute, told the author that more and more young people seem to view age differences as "inherently exploitative." But he and other experts were concerned that nuance was getting lost. Lehmiller has been studying age-gap relationships for years, and said he believes that in many of them, "nothing untoward is happening."

Psychologists generally agree that similarity isn't a good predictor of romantic compatibility. Nor is "complementarity"; opposites don't necessarily attract. Gaps, then, aren't a hugely helpful frame with which to consider relationships at all. And besides, isn't it a bit navel-gazey to think so much about yourself in comparison to others? Freud called that impulse the "narcissism of small differences": the frivolous ways we strive to neatly differentiate ourselves. In truth, we all exist on messy spectrums of an endless number of qualities, and we act differently at different times. You might cook more than your current partner but less than plenty of other people. Your job may be important to you--but who knows, maybe you'll lose it. If 10 years from now you look back on this day, will you really think you had that much swag?

Better to try seeing someone in their own right: for who they are, not just who they are in relation to you. "Love," the novelist Iris Murdoch wrote, "is the extremely difficult realization that something other than oneself is real." If I could invite her to a dinner party, I might ask a certain question--and I think I know how she would answer.
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The Dangerous Mismatch Between American Missiles and Iranian Drones

The United States has only so many expensive munitions to send after Iran's cheap and plentiful arms.

by Brynn Tannehill

Wed, 04 Mar 2026




The American air campaign against Iran would seem to be a tactical and an operational success. The United States has struck 1,700 targets in Iran and apparently suffered only six fatalities. The Iranian leadership has been disrupted and dozens of senior figures killed, including Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei.

But a price must be paid for these short-term successes, and it makes the bigger, strategic picture far less clear. The United States, Israel, and their Gulf allies are using up scarce and costly munitions at an astounding rate. These losses can't be replenished nearly quickly enough to avoid possible global repercussions, as far more formidable adversaries than Iran--Russia and China--assess the war-fighting capacity that America holds in reserve. If they conclude that the West has burned through too many interceptors to defend itself, Russia might pursue aggressive action against NATO, or China could move against Taiwan.



Two kinds of missiles are in hot demand on the battlefield. Interceptors, such as Patriot missiles, are designed to shoot down other missiles and drones. Offensive weapons, such as Tomahawk cruise missiles, are meant to destroy targets on the ground. Both are in short supply, but the situation with interceptors is particularly dire.

The American interceptors in greatest demand are Terminal High Altitude Area Defense missiles, which are best for defense against short- and medium-range ballistic missiles, and Patriots, which are somewhat less expensive and more numerous than THAADs. Last summer, during the 12-day war, the U.S. expended roughly a quarter of its THAAD missiles in defending Israel from the Iranian barrage. Each THAAD missile costs more than $12.8 million, and American defense contractors produce only 96 a year. The Trump administration has allocated funds to increase their production to 400 a year, but this could take up to seven years. That the U.S. will use up in just the next few weeks more than a third of the THAADs that it has stockpiled over the past year is entirely imaginable.

Jonathan Chait: A very stable war

The situation with Patriots is somewhat similar. In 2023, the United States was making approximately 370 Patriot missiles a year. Production of these fell short of demand for many years, and then the demand spiked with Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine. The U.S. ramped up manufacturing: Approximately 500 Patriots were produced in 2024, and roughly 650 a year are expected by 2027. Each missile costs approximately $5 million. But even with the increase in production, according to The Guardian, the United States estimated last year that it had only 25 percent of the Patriots that the Pentagon's planning required.

Iranian missiles and drones, by contrast, are cheaper and quite numerous. Israeli sources estimate that Iran began the current conflict with approximately 2,500 ballistic missiles on hand and may be producing "hundreds" more each month, with a goal of increasing the production rate to something close to 1,000. The New York Times estimates output at "dozens" a month, but even this lower-end estimate outstrips current U.S. THAAD production by a significant margin. By one expert's estimate, each Iranian ballistic missile costs about $1 million to $2 million to produce. Consider that in many cases, two or three Patriots are needed to down a single one of them.

Together with Russia, meanwhile, Iran has been producing Shahed-136 so-called suicide drones at a rate of about 5,000 to 6,000 a month, mostly for Russia's use in Ukraine, at a cost as low as $50,000 a copy. These are the majority of the munitions that Iran has launched against the United States and its allies in recent days. They serve to saturate air defenses and drain supplies of interceptor munitions.

Thus, the U.S. is expending scarce resources to destroy targets that cost less and take less time to produce than the weapons used to destroy them. Iran simply has less to lose by swarming its weapons: It fired 550 ballistic missiles and launched more than 1,000 drones against Israel during the 12-day war last year. In the first 48 hours of the current conflict, it sent 186 missiles and 812 drones into the United Arab Emirates alone, while also targeting nine other countries in the region.

American planners are well aware that this is an unsustainable rate of trade, which is why both Israel and the United States have made destroying ballistic-missile launchers a top priority. The logic is that you don't have to use a THAAD or a Patriot against a missile that cannot launch. According to the Times, Israeli officials estimate that they have destroyed 50 percent of Iran's missile launchers. This certainly helps slow Iran's launch rate, which in turn stanches its ability to swamp air defenses--but it does little to cut down the total number of ballistic missiles that Iran still has in its inventory and will eventually deploy.

So that's the interceptor problem. America's traditional long-range, precision-guided munitions, including the Tomahawk and others, cost about $2.2 million apiece and are produced in relatively small quantities. They are designed for conflict with an adversary whose air-defense systems are much more modern, functional, and densely integrated than Iran's. In this sense, their use in the current theater is wasted: Lesser munitions could easily get through Iran's air defenses, which have been starved by sanctions and physically battered into submission. However, early reports suggest that U.S. warships initiated the campaign with a wave of Tomahawks.

One American answer to the resource mismatch in this regard is a Shahed-136 knockoff  called the Low-Cost Uncrewed Combat Attack System, which comes in at about $35,000 to $40,000 a drone. However, its production is still ramping up, and the drones are primarily land-based (firing them from the helicopter deck of a Navy ship is technically possible but not efficient). For this reason, the Navy still relies on Tomahawks.

George Packer: Hubris without idealism

President Trump has said that combat operations could go on for a month or longer. At the current rate of fire, according to Bloomberg, U.S. interceptors could run low within days. Another source claimed that Qatar could run out in as little as four days. Gulf allies are urgently seeking additional military support from the United States. Some reports suggest that the U.S. has been "stonewalling" such requests because it has urgent needs of its own. Iran's missile-and-drone volleys are tapering off somewhat as launchers are destroyed and inventories expended, but Shaheds are so simple that Iran will likely be able to keep manufacturing and firing them in small numbers nearly indefinitely.

For the United States, nearly every action in this campaign comes with an opportunity cost in the form of what it can no longer do because it has depleted its missile stockpile. The most significant loss is deterrence. Russia and China are watching the United States spend down its missiles and are factoring that into decisions about possible offensive actions against NATO allies or Taiwan.

This is not idle speculation: The Department of Defense has warned that Chinese President Xi Jinping is preparing his military to be ready to successfully invade Taiwan by 2027. In pursuit of this goal, China has doubled its inventory of ballistic-missile launchers and almost tripled its number of missiles available since 2020. American and Japanese forces throughout the region will be subject to attack if the United States chooses to defend Taiwan. China will be keeping close tabs on U.S. munitions expenditures as it calculates whether (and if so, when) it will have enough of an advantage to assure victory. The war in Iran is likely advancing that timeline and increasing the odds that China will invade.

The draining of U.S. missile stockpiles poses a serious problem for national security. In choosing this conflict with Iran, the United States privileged likely ephemeral gains against an adversary that was a marginal threat over deterrence of peer and near-peer adversaries that have the will and the means to profoundly endanger global stability.
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A Dire Warning From the Tech World

Dean Ball, Trump's former AI adviser, says that the targeting of Anthropic is just one piece of a much larger political breakdown.

by Matteo Wong

Tue, 03 Mar 2026




Dean Ball helped devise much of the Trump administration's AI policy. Now he cannot believe what the Department of Defense has done to one of its major technology partners, the AI firm Anthropic.



After weeks of negotiations, the Pentagon was unable to force Anthropic to accede to terms that, in Anthropic's telling, could involve using AI for autonomous weapons and the mass surveillance of Americans, as my colleague Ross Andersen reported over the weekend. So the government has labeled the company a supply-chain risk, effectively plastering it with a scarlet letter. The Pentagon says that this means Anthropic will be unable to work with any company that contracts with the administration. That could include major technology companies that provide infrastructure for Anthropic's AI models, such as Amazon. The supply-chain-risk designation is normally reserved for companies run by foreign adversaries, and if the order holds up legally, it could be a death blow for Anthropic.

Read: Inside Anthropic's killer-robot dispute with the Pentagon

Ball, now a senior fellow at the Foundation for American Innovation, was traveling in Europe as all of this was unfolding last week, staying up as late as 2 a.m. to urge people in the administration to take a less severe approach: simply canceling the contract with Anthropic, without the supply-chain-risk designation. When his efforts failed, Ball told me in an interview yesterday, "my reaction was shock, and sadness, and anger."



In the aftermath of the decision, Ball published an essay on his Substack casting the conflict in civilizational terms; the Pentagon's ultimatum, in his reckoning, is "a kind of death rattle of the old republic, the outward expression of a body that has thrown in the towel." The action, he wrote, is a repudiation of private property and freedom of speech, two of the most fundamental principles of the United States. In today's America, Ball argued, the executive branch has become so unstoppable--and passing laws has become so challenging--that the president and his officials can do whatever they want. (When reached for comment, a White House spokesperson told me in a statement that "no company has the right to interfere in key national security decision-making.")



Yesterday, I called Ball to discuss his essay and why the standoff with Anthropic feels, to him, like such a dire sign for America. Ball is far from a likely source of such harsh criticism: He's a Republican with close ties to the Trump administration who departed on good terms after its AI Action Plan was published, and an avid believer that AI is a transformational technology. Other figures who are influential among conservatives in the tech world, including the Anduril Industries co-founder Palmer Luckey and the Stratechery tech analyst Ben Thompson, have vigorously supported Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth's move. Luckey, a billionaire who builds drones for the military, suggested on X that crushing Anthropic is necessary to defend democracy from oligarchy. Thompson wrote yesterday in his widely read newsletter that "it simply isn't tolerable for the U.S. to allow for the development of an independent power structure--which is exactly what AI has the potential to undergird--that is expressly seeking to assert independence from U.S. control." Thompson likened the necessity of destroying Anthropic to that of bombing Iran.



But Ball sees the Trump administration's strong-arming of the tech industry as a sign of his country falling apart--a decline, he told me, that he has been watching for decades, and which the AI revolution might only accelerate.



This conversation has been edited for length and clarity.



Matteo Wong: A number of people have described the Pentagon's designation of Anthropic as a supply-chain risk as illegal or poorly thought-out. Why did you take a step further in saying that this is not just bad policy, but catastrophic?



Dean Ball: What Secretary Pete Hegseth announced is a desire to kill Anthropic. It is true that the government has abridged private-property rights before. But it is radical and different to say, brazenly: If you don't do business on our terms, we will kill you; we will kill your company. I can't imagine sending a worse signal to the business community. It cuts right at heart at everything that makes us different from China, which roots in this idea that the government can't just kill you if you say you don't want to do business with it, literally or figuratively. Though in this case, I'm speaking figuratively.



Wong: Walk me through the multi-decade decline you situate the Pentagon-Anthropic dispute in. What precisely about the American project do you see as being in decay?



Ball: America rests on a foundation of ordered liberty. The state sets broad rules that are intended to be timeless and universal, and implements those rules. We have not always done that perfectly, but the idea was that we were always getting better. And during my lifetime, a lot of things have started to break down.



It reminds me very much of the science of aging. A very large number of systems start to break down, all at similar times for correlated reasons, and then each one breaking down causes the others to do worse. I think that something similar happens with the institutions of our republic. The fact that you can't, for example, really change laws means that more and more gets pushed onto executive power. Once that's the case, you have this boomerang--I only know that I'm going to be in power for four years in the White House, so what I need to do is use as much executive power as I can to cram through as much of my agenda as possible. And we've seen that just get more and more and more extreme, really, since George W. Bush. It's just these swings back and forth, and it feels like we're departing from the equilibrium more and more. It's possible for something to go from being a crime in one presidential administration to not a crime in another, with no law changing. The state can deprive you of your liberty--that's the most important thing in the world. We can't have that at the stroke of the executive's pen.

Read: Anthropic is at war with itself

There are already Democrats who are talking about how if you work too closely with the Trump administration, when they get in power, they're going to break your companies up. Right now, with Anthropic, Republicans are punishing a company that is associated with the Democrats, and I suppose in some sense that because I'm a Republican, I can cheer that on. But the point of ordered liberty is for that never to happen--because if I do that to you, when you take power, you're going to do it to me even worse, and then around and around we'll go.



If you read any "new tech right" thinker on these topics--Ben Thompson, whom I've loved for years--saying it's a dog-eat-dog world, that's the way it goes. Palmer Luckey, same thing--equating property expropriation with democracy. These are people who have fully accepted that we live in the tribal world and that the republic is already dead.



Wong: You were the primary author of the White House's main AI-policy document. How does the Pentagon's targeting of Anthropic differ from your own vision for good AI policy?



Ball: I don't think the actions of the Department of War are consistent with the persuasion toward AI laid out in the AI Action Plan. But more important than that, they're not consistent with the persuasions toward AI articulated by the president in many, many public appearances.



The people who were involved with this incident were not, by and large, involved in the creation of the AI Action Plan. They looked at the cards on the table and made their calls. I assume that they did what they thought was best at the time. I don't think they acted with particularly great wisdom. Maybe I'm wrong; I don't know. But they made very different decisions from the ones I would have made.



Wong: As all of these negotiations were happening, the Pentagon was also preparing to bomb Iran. The war seems like a pretty clear example of the stakes of the growing executive authority you're describing.



Ball: We live in a state of perpetual emergency being declared, and that has all sorts of corrosive effects. Because then it's like, Oh, well, did you know that Anthropic attempted to impose usage restrictions on the U.S. military during a national-security emergency? And it's like, yeah, we've been living in a national-security emergency for my entire life, or at least since 9/11. We've been living in a state of endless emergency, perpetual emergencies, perpetual war. This is just cancerous.



Wong: One other possibility, of course, is that the growing backlash to the Pentagon's decision to target Anthropic could actually strengthen the nation's institutions--that the courts or Congress, for instance, could ultimately protect Anthropic or prevent such future standoffs.



Ball: The optimistic version of my interpretation is that there's enough about the American system that's resilient that these things will be reined in by the judiciary. I don't think you can bet against America. The country has been remarkably resilient over time. At the same time, I view the sickness that we face as being pretty deep. And I also view the challenges that we have to navigate together as being more profound than any we've faced in our history. So I harbor fairly significant concerns that this time will be different. But I remain fundamentally an optimist. If I were a pessimist, I wouldn't be sitting here talking to you.
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What Anti-Regime Iranians Can't Agree On

A conversation with Arash Azizi about Iranians' hopes for their country and what it will take to get there

by Stephanie Bai

Tue, 03 Mar 2026




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

In the days since the U.S. and Israel first launched strikes against Iran, nearly 800 Iranians, six American service members, and at least ten Israelis have been killed. Israeli forces took out Iran's supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, over the weekend. On Saturday, a bombing at a girls' elementary school in southern Iran killed more than 100 people, most of them likely children, according to Iranian officials. President Trump said today that new strikes had targeted more Iranian leaders (some of whom may have been among the administration's top picks to lead the country next). As the war continues, his administration has yet to offer a clear plan for how long the fighting will last and what will happen to Iranians after the fighting ceases.

Iranians' lives have been upended, but their domestic struggles have long predated this latest war. I spoke with Arash Azizi, the author of What Iranians Want and a contributing writer for The Atlantic, about what Iranians hope for their country this time around and what it will take to get there.



Stephanie Bai: In January, shortly after the mass protests in Iran resulted in the massacres of Iranians by the government's security forces, you spoke with Iranians about their hopes for their country. What have you been hearing from people in Iran after the recent strikes? Are they optimistic that a revolution could be under way, or are they concerned that the killing of Khamenei will turn him into a martyr and further entrench the regime's power?

Arash Azizi: I've been in touch with Iranians, including my own family, several times each day throughout the past few months. I just spoke with my family members, some of whom are leaving Tehran for the north to escape the daily bombardments. In situations like this, just like we saw during the 12-day war with Israel in 2025, people prioritize staying alive more than anything else.

Naturally, many Iranians have hope that something better could emerge out of this. What else can they do but hope? Iranians are a diverse population in temperament, in politics, in goals. But I think I can speak for many when I say that they're far too aware of the possibilities of a state collapse, of civil war, of the regime surviving, and worse. Even the most optimistic scenario of a democratic transition doesn't look very easy.

Stephanie: President Trump has offered mixed messages on his postwar plans for Iran, but he was pretty clear about his regime-change intentions when he told the Iranian populace, "The hour of your freedom is at hand." How would you evaluate the strength and unity of the anti-regime opposition in Iran at this moment?

Arash: The anti-regime Iranians remain divided. The idea that they could rise up in the midst of this war and stage a revolution and take power--it's not based on reality, I think. And I speak as an anti-regime Iranian myself; I would have liked to see nothing more.

Stephanie: What are they divided over?

Arash: They're divided over the kind of future that they want for Iran. I think we can agree, for example, on democratic elections, the territorial integrity of Iran, the creation of a constitutional assembly that decides the future of Iran. But there are divisions over whether Iran should be a republic or should restore a constitutional monarchy, whether we should be a federal state or a unitary state, as it is now. Some Iranians hail to the left and some want a return to the pre-1979 regime, which was authoritarian but much better than the current regime. If I sum it up, I can say that these differences over the past have tragically stopped Iranians from uniting over their future.

I have long been a proponent of national reconciliation among Iranians. But unfortunately, as often happens in dissident movements, Iranians have been much better at tearing one another down than finding points of commonality.

Stephanie: How do you foster national reconciliation in a country where people have such varying feelings about their own national history?

Arash: I think it's entirely acceptable for people to have different takes on their national history. Every country's history, recent or distant, will have these points of division. We should accept that we're not going to have a shared view of what each historical point means, but we can find national consensus and a way to agree to disagree.

Surely, most Iranians want Iran's GDP to grow. Surely, most Iranians want women to be equal citizens, not second-class citizens. Surely, most Iranians want the country's environment to be safeguarded. A large majority of Iranians oppose many policies of the Islamic Republic--there is ample evidence for this. A large majority oppose many of the policies of Khamenei. So I think national reconciliation for Iranians will come when we remember that we do have a shared national future.

Stephanie: In January, there was a massive internet blackout following the protests. What's the current state of communication in Iran, and how does this information ecosystem affect Iranians' ability to mobilize right now?

Arash: It has made mobilizing quite difficult. There is somewhat of an internet blackout now, but it appears that the phone lines are more open than they were during the massacre in January: I personally have been able to call my family just to make sure they're alive, and to make sure that our grandmother is safe. (Although she doesn't like that we show so much attention to her--she believes she can take care of herself.) The massive internet disruption creates problems small and large. Communication among Iranians for any sort of activity, even something as simple as checking whether someone has their medicine, is disrupted. I am concerned that people will struggle to organize and find rides to leave their homes to go to parts of the country where they think they'll be safer. Not to mention the economic issues--imagine how hard it has been for many to make a living because your job is closed, online shops are closed.

Stephanie: What kind of assistance do you think the United States would need to provide to Iranians to help ensure a change in governance that is both enduring and democratic?

Arash: First of all, not just as sort of a slogan: I firmly believe that you cannot achieve democracy in most conditions unless you're in the driver's seat. If the United States was interested in the democratic transition in Iran, what it should have been doing is getting Iranian democratic groups and opposition groups together. Help them build power. Tell them that if the U.S. works with them, they must unite with one another and with democratic proponents inside Iran. But frankly, that's a moot point. There's no evidence whatsoever that the Trump administration has shown interest in a democratic transition in Iran.

Related:

	"Our resources are done."
 	What Iranians want from Trump (From January)




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The one variable that could decide the war
 	Pete Buttigieg in the wilderness
 	"America doesn't want my children or grandchildren."




Today's News

	The State Department urged Americans in 14 Middle Eastern countries--including Iran, Israel, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates--plus the West Bank and Gaza to leave immediately, citing "serious safety risks."
 	U.S. stocks dipped and oil prices surged as fears of a prolonged war with Iran rattled markets. Rising crude-oil prices are already increasing gas costs--the U.S. average is up 18 cents from last week, to $3.106 a gallon.
 	The first primary elections begin today in Arkansas, North Carolina, and Texas, including a closely watched Democratic Senate race in Texas between U.S. Representative Jasmine Crockett and Texas Representative James Talarico.




Evening Read


Illustration by Paul Spella / The Atlantic. Sources: Roger Viollet / Getty; Jose A. Bernat Bacete / Getty.



Why Iranians Are Weeping for a Tyrant

By Gal Beckerman

The Iranian state television announcer was gasping for air. I almost felt bad for him. That's how hard he was weeping when he delivered the news of Ayatollah Ali Khamenei's demise. He reached for a tissue, blew his nose. His cheeks glistened. This was not Walter Cronkite choking up for a second while delivering the news of John F. Kennedy's assassination. The Iranian announcer was heaving.
 In New York City, Masih Alinejad, a dissident who was targeted for death by the Islamic Republic, of which Khamenei was the supreme leader, burst out into the streets when she heard the news. "The dictator of my country is dead! He's dead!" she shouted, wailing hoarsely. A stranger stopped to hug her--uncertain, surely, if she was experiencing joy or sadness, relief or exhaustion, or even if she was sane. On a street corner, by herself, she looked into her phone's camera at her nearly 9 million Instagram followers, and cried and cried.


Read the full article.
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	Jonathan Chait: A very stable war
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 	Trump opens the Pandora's box of assassination.
 	This joke explains Iran today.
 	American snacking habits are transforming the restaurant industry.
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Illustration by Kristina Tzekova



Read. The wildly popular Norwegian novelist Vigdis Hjorth returns to a dark past, Honor Jones writes.

Explore. Ben Appel writes in defense of effeminate boys.

Play our daily crossword.
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This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2026/03/anti-regime-iranians-hope-struggles/686225/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



This Joke Explains Iran Today

Dark humor is sometimes the most reliable weapon.

by David Frum

Tue, 03 Mar 2026




The agent asks an Iranian: "Are you willing to work for Israel and the United States to overthrow the Khamenei theocratic regime?"

The Iranian replies: "I am willing!"

The agent says: "That's awesome! A hundred thousand dollars!"

The Iranian looks troubled, hesitates for a moment, grits his teeth and says: "A hundred thousand it is! But I can't come up with that much all at once--can I pay in installments?"

That joke, which I happened to come across today, sheds light on what's happening in Iran.

On Saturday--the first day of the present air war against Iran--the United States and Israel reportedly killed 48 regime leaders, including the supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. Today an Israeli strike flattened the site in Qom where the regime's most senior clerics gathered to elect a new supreme leader--though it's unclear just how many were in the building at the time.
 
 This targeting success surely owes much to advanced electronic surveillance and deep cyber penetration of Iran's weapons systems and infrastructure. But in this war, as in the 12-day war last year, Israel and the United States are obviously benefiting from intelligence from some Iranians themselves, who are willing to risk their lives to help bring down the Islamic Republic.

The Iranian regime has oppressed, humiliated, and murdered its people. In anger and pain, those people make a joke out of their readiness to accept rescue from any source--and to aid and welcome that rescuer in any way they can.

Rescue does not always arrive as yearned for. But one weapon that's always available to the oppressed is the subversive joke. Dark humor expresses an inner refusal to acquiesce in one's own oppression. When other forms of truth are suppressed, the joke must serve instead.

Anne Applebaum: Trump has no plan for the Iranian people

This joke comes from Fascist Italy:

A mother heads to the market to buy food for her children. It's harvest season, yet there is nothing to buy. She cannot restrain herself from speaking aloud: "He has ruined everything! He has destroyed this country!" 

She feels a tap on her shoulder. She wheels around to see a policeman. He asks in a menacing voice, "Of whom are you speaking, signora?" 

Thinking quickly, the mother replies: "Of my husband! I was speaking of my husband." 

The policeman snaps to respectful attention. "I beg your pardon, Signora Mussolini!"

A good joke could exact a heavy price from those who told it.

A Soviet judge exits his courtroom, laughing enthusiastically. A fellow judge approaches him. 

"What's so funny?"

"It's a joke, but I can't tell you," answers the laughing judge. "I just sentenced the man who told it to me to five years in a labor battalion!" 

Laughter is one way to sustain hope until the day of liberation. Or as a Nazi-era German joke puts it:

Every day, a shabbily dressed man pauses at the same newsstand to scan the front pages. He then moves on without buying anything. At last the news seller confronts him. 

"I know times are tough, but you must be able to afford at least one single newspaper."

"I don't need to buy the whole paper. I only care about the obituaries."

"You do need to buy the paper, because the obituaries are in the back pages."

"Not the one I'm looking for. That one will be right up front."

It appears that Iranian citizens are not merely telling grim jokes or waiting for the obituaries they hope to read. They're doing their part to speed those obituaries into reality. Until then, one more Soviet-era joke expresses the nightmare the tyrannical Islamic regime has made of Iranian lives:

A man is walking down a Moscow street, weeping uncontrollably. A policeman stops him.

"Why are you crying?"

"I'm not allowed to say."

The policeman grabs him: "Tell me or I'll arrest you."

The man wipes his eyes and says: "Fine. I'm crying because it's the only thing they haven't banned yet."
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The One Variable That Could Decide the War

The U.S. and Israel are racing to destroy Iran's missile supplies before their own air defenses are exhausted.

by Missy Ryan, Nancy A. Youssef

Tue, 03 Mar 2026




Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.

When General Mark Milley outlined the U.S. Army's future priorities in 2017, he said that new long-range missiles, improved tanks, and better-armed, better-trained infantrymen were vital to America's domination of the next major conflict. But those plans, the then-Army chief and soon-to-be chairman of the Joint Chiefs said, came with an important caveat: The upgrades would be useless unless the military came up with a more effective air defense. "None of the above," he noted, "will matter if you are dead."

The Trump administration is finding out just how much air defense matters in its war with Iran. The open-ended campaign poses the biggest-ever test of America's 21st-century sky shield, a network of weapons to protect against incoming missiles, drones, and ordnance.

So far, that system has mostly held up against the barrage of drones and missiles that Iran has fired at U.S., Arab, and Israeli targets since Saturday morning. But that won't remain true indefinitely. U.S. military leaders may soon be forced to choose between protecting troops and civilians near Iran and maintaining U.S. combat readiness against larger, more consistent threats from Russia and China. Even though President Trump and other officials have suggested that the war could last at least four or five weeks, and maybe longer, the conflict in some ways has already become a race to weaken Iran's missile-launch capacity before Tehran can deplete Washington's finite air-defense supplies.

Trump appears aware of the threat. In a late-night post on Truth Social yesterday, he said that the U.S. munitions stockpiles "have, at the medium and upper medium grade, never been higher or better" but added, "At the highest end, we have a good supply, but are not where we want to be." He went on to blame Joe Biden for not replacing weapons provided to Ukraine.

Tom Karako, who heads the missile-defense project at the Center for Strategic and International Studies, told us that the strain on U.S. weapons stockpiles could become so severe that the Trump administration would be forced to dispatch troops to Iran--a move that Trump has not ruled out--to neutralize underground missile-launch sites and hunt down Soviet-designed Scud missiles. "We can't afford to keep doing this," Karako said. "That's why there's such an urgency to finish the job."

Before Trump launched Operation Epic Fury on Saturday, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Dan Caine and other officials had expressed concerns about the supply of interceptor missiles and about the threat to troops of not having enough, U.S. officials told us. Even with plentiful supplies, U.S. air-defense systems are not impregnable. Six American service members have been killed since the war began, all of them in an Iranian retaliatory strike on a U.S. facility in Kuwait. Iranian attacks also killed civilians in Israel and the United Arab Emirates, hit a British base in Cyprus, grounded much of the region's airline travel, and brought maritime commerce to a near halt in some of the world's busiest shipping lanes. The State Department closed embassies in Kuwait and Saudi Arabia after a drone attack on the U.S. diplomatic compound in Riyadh and urged hundreds of thousands of American citizens to depart 14 Middle Eastern nations.

Read: Trump opens the Pandora's box of assassination

The buildup for Iran has already come at a strategic cost: The military added to Middle Eastern stockpiles ahead of Epic Fury by pulling supplies from Asia and the Western Hemisphere, the two areas the administration has identified as its national-security priorities. Last summer, the Trump administration cited a limited supply of interceptors as a reason to temporarily suspend a shipment of weapons, including missiles that run on the Patriot defense system, to Ukraine.

"We were told some months ago that they were worried about what we could supply to Ukraine because it would deplete our magazine capacity," Senator Angus King of Maine told us. "That implies that there is a limit to what we have."

At the outset of the war, Iran was estimated to have roughly 2,000 medium-range ballistic missiles capable of hitting Israel, and 6,000 to 8,000 short-range ballistic missiles capable of striking the Gulf, former U.S. and Israeli officials told us. The bottleneck for Tehran, however, is missile launchers, Daniel Shapiro, a former Pentagon official and former ambassador to Israel who is now a fellow at the Atlantic Council, told us. Medium-range missile launchers, which Israeli and U.S. forces are now racing to destroy, are believed to number in the mid-hundreds, Shapiro said. But the United States and Israel have far fewer interceptor missiles available to shoot down those Iranian projectiles. That means that U.S. success may hinge on being prudent about when it fires those interceptors. Experts say that Iran will have little trouble replenishing its massive supply of drones, which can be made relatively quickly and cheaply while still causing serious damage. (U.S. Central Command declined to comment on the matter.)

A formidable ballistic arsenal has for decades been Iran's most potent offensive weapon, considering that its air force has been neutralized by past conflicts and years of sanctions. Now those missiles are the central pillar of Iran's defense against the U.S.-led attacks on its leadership, its conventional weapons, and its nuclear facilities. Every time Iran launches a missile toward a U.S. base or ally in the region, the U.S., Israel, and Gulf states must fire costly interceptors. The rate of attrition is all the greater because air defenders typically fire two interceptor missiles at an incoming projectile to ensure its destruction.

Read: The death of Khamenei and the end of an era

The U.S. military hasn't provided a precise figure on Iranian ballistic-missile launches since the conflict began. Qatar said today that it has been the target of more than 100 in the past four days; the UAE said today that it has intercepted more than 170 ballistic missiles since Saturday. Iran has at times launched a cluster of missiles and drones simultaneously at the same target. Some experts calculate that the United States and Israel have, between them, enough supplies to blunt Iranian attacks at their current pace for several weeks; longer than that would be more difficult, though Trump sought in his Truth Social post to downplay the risk. "Wars can be fought 'forever,' and very successfully, using just these supplies," he wrote.

Mick Mulroy, a former Pentagon official and Marine Corps and CIA officer, told us that the conflict may come down to a battle of logistics and supplies. "Broadly, this is really about attriting Iran's ability to wage war," he said.

The U.S. uses interceptor missiles to knock down enemy missiles before they can reach their target, which experts liken to hitting a bullet with a bullet. Defensive platforms now in the Middle East include the THAAD system, which can intercept ballistic missiles; Patriot batteries that can shoot down ballistic and cruise missiles (in addition to U.S. Patriots, some Arab partners have their own); and sea-launched standard missiles. The military also has shorter-range defense systems to deploy outside an embassy or base, such as the C-RAM and the drone-targeting Coyote. The Pentagon uses electronic warfare systems to jam or disrupt drones, and military pilots can shoot down cruise missiles and drones before they land.

So far, Operation Epic Fury has aimed its fire in large part at Iran's ballistic-missile capabilities, a tactic designed to eradicate the threat at its source. In more than 1,700 strikes, the U.S. has targeted launch sites, command-and-control centers, missile warehouses, and roads used to transport both missiles and launchers. In previous conflicts with the United States and Israel in 2024 and 2025, Tehran fired massive retaliatory barrages, including dozens of missiles in each salvo. This time, Iran has fired smaller clusters of missiles in an apparent attempt to preserve firepower and maintain a steady rhythm of strikes over a longer period, Danny Citrinowicz, a former senior Israeli military-intelligence official, told us. Israel is now battling on another front, after missile strikes from the Iranian proxy Hezbollah. If other Iran-linked militias jump into the fight, strains on U.S. supplies will be even more severe.

The war with Iran, however long it lasts, will require the United States and its allies to replenish their stockpiles. The production of interceptors has been plodding. The U.S. made an average of 270 advanced Patriot missiles a year from 2015 to 2024, according to the Center for Strategic and International Studies; the number of THAAD missiles produced was even lower. In a high-tempo fight, those interceptors can be used astonishingly quickly. The Pentagon is now prioritizing air defense as it seeks to accelerate weapons manufacturing and revitalize the United States' sclerotic military-industrial base, recently unveiling a deal for Lockheed Martin to more than triple its production of Patriot missiles over the next seven years. But no contract has been signed, and if congressional budgetary fights persist, it's unclear whether those missiles will be delivered on schedule.

Kelly Grieco, a fellow at the Stimson Center, a think tank, told us that because of the U.S.'s military dominance and annual budget of roughly $1 trillion, Americans don't often have to consider the need for strategic sacrifices. But there is likely to be a dearth of air-defense supplies. "This is one of the few places where the defense trade-offs are really acute and really visible," she said. Even if those supplies outlast Iran's ability to retaliate, the Pentagon may have to ration what it can spare for other theaters, whether that's the demands of Ukraine as it seeks to repel Russian forces after four years of war or the western Pacific, where U.S. forces are in a constant state of alert should China decide that the time is ripe to move on Taiwan.
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The Humiliation of J. D. Vance

Trump's war with Iran shows that, within the administration, the vice president's opinions matter less and less.

by Idrees Kahloon

Thu, 05 Mar 2026




If J. D. Vance promised one thing during the 2024 presidential campaign, it was that America would not enter into a war with Iran of the kind that is currently raging. "America doesn't have to constantly police every region of the world," Vance told the comedian Tim Dillon on his podcast. He continued: "Our interest, I think very much, is in not going to war with Iran. It would be a huge distraction of resources. It would be massively expensive to our country." In another podcast interview, with Shawn Ryan, in September 2024, Vance even said that a war between Israel and Iran was in fact "the most likely and most dangerous scenario" for provoking World War III.

These arguments look farcical now that President Trump has chosen--months after bombing Iran's nuclear facilities and pronouncing its enrichment efforts "completely and totally obliterated"--to join Israel in launching a war on the Islamic Republic. The ensuing conflagration now involves a dozen countries in the Middle East. Trump says that he will do "whatever it takes" militarily and that "wars can be fought 'forever.'" Vance's X account, normally hyperactive, went silent in the days after bombs began falling on Saturday morning. The vice president was not at Mar-a-Lago with Trump as he oversaw the attack. The administration instead released a photo of him running a secondary meeting at the White House, flanked by a can of Diet Mountain Dew and a sullen-looking Tulsi Gabbard, the director of national intelligence.

Jonathan Chait: A very stable war

Vance entered the White House as a man full of ideas--about a more modest place for the United States in world affairs; a new, worker-friendly version of Republican economics; and aggressive, Teddy Roosevelt-style regulation of Big Business. Yet Iran is just the latest example of a noticeable trend: Within the Trump administration, Vance's opinions seem to matter less and less.

On foreign affairs, Vance was on the isolationist end of the MAGA coalition, which now includes people, such as Secretary of State Marco Rubio, who have previously been fervid advocates of American intervention abroad. Vance had a coherent, well-articulated theory for his beliefs: America could not fight on multiple fronts and should not pointlessly expend its scarce munitions on regional conflicts, such as the war between Russia and Ukraine, because it was competing with the rising superpower China. Yet, as vice president, he has been forced to square his stance with the administration's January capture of the Venezuelan dictator Nicolas Maduro--a raid that Vance defended as a law-enforcement action rather than an act of war. He has gamely taken up Trump's desire to control Greenland, donning a parka and visiting the island.

In private, Vance seems more consistent with his prior positions. In Signal chats accidentally disclosed to The Atlantic last year, he registered his opposition to strikes on Houthi militants. (After he was overruled, he quickly acquiesced.) His extreme skepticism of Ukraine's war effort--as a senator, Vance described Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky's lobbying for more U.S. aid as "grotesque"--initially seemed to gain purchase within the Trump administration. In an Oval Office meeting with Trump and Zelensky, Vance berated the Ukrainian president by asking, "Have you said thank you once?" One of the few close Vance allies who secured a major administration post, Elbridge Colby, the Pentagon's top policy official, was behind the decision last summer to suspend arms shipments to Ukraine.

Still, Trump reversed this decision within days. The president is not just allowing previously passed American aid packages to go to the Ukrainians; he is also expanding access through a new program that lets European countries pay for weapons and transfer them. America is still assisting Ukraine significantly in other ways. Its intelligence agencies are providing extensive support; the military is squeezing Russia's economy by seizing "shadow fleet" ships that evade U.S. sanctions; the Trump ally Elon Musk deactivated Starlink terminals that Russian forces were using to guide drones.

The irony now is that, as Vance feared, American missile interceptors necessary to deter the Chinese military are being burned through at an astonishing rate--just not by the Ukrainians. The Trump administration is using them in a discretionary war in the Middle East.

Vance's heterodoxy within conservative circles was even more marked on economic matters. The hillbilly elegist turned venture capitalist once seemed poised to remake Reaganite Republican dogma. Vance wanted to boost American fertility rates by expanding the child tax credit, perhaps to as much as $5,000 per kid. He wanted to protect American workers by expanding unionization, breaking up big tech companies, accelerating antitrust enforcement, raising tariffs, and implementing an industrial strategy. Aside from tariffs--a decades-long obsession of Trump's, anyway--little Vanceism is discernible in the administration's actions. The One Big Beautiful Bill Act, the administration's signature legislative achievement, modestly increased child tax credits to $2,200 per child. It also created special tax-advantaged "Trump accounts" for children, but these will exist only through 2028--a mere teaser of pronatalist policy. The pillars of Hungarian-style family policy, which Vance repeatedly praised, are nowhere near codification in America. Vance once entertained grand ideas of putting workers on corporate boards, as in Germany, and letting unions negotiate across an entire industry at once, as in Scandinavia, rather than company by company. But far from taking up such proposals, the Trump administration is instead priming the National Labor Relations Board for rollbacks of prior decisions.

George Packer: The talented Mr. Vance

In the Senate, Vance worked with Democrats on legislation to claw back compensation from bank executives and remove tax breaks for corporate mergers. But his past antagonism toward corporations is not apparent in Trump's policies. Vance's former policy adviser Gail Slater recently lost her job as the Justice Department's head of antitrust enforcement, in an apparent power struggle with Attorney General Pam Bondi. Roger Alford, a Slater deputy who was ousted before her, alleged in a speech last year that "MAGA-in-Name-Only lobbyists and DOJ officials enabling them are pursuing a different agenda" and are seeking to "enrich themselves as long as their friends and supplicants are in power." You seldom hear the slogan "Drain the swamp" from this administration anymore.

The Trump administration's embrace of an all-out culture war, particularly in its aggressive campaign against Ivy League institutions, does echo some of Vance's favorite themes. So does its castigation of Europe as being so enthralled by multiculturalism that it faces, as the 2025 National Security Strategy put it, "civilizational erasure." But these moves are also in line with the views of Stephen Miller, the president's deputy chief of staff for policy, who appears to exercise far more power in the White House.

Vance seemed poised to be a serious policy maker on artificial intelligence after he delivered a major speech in Paris last year, in which he argued against "excessive regulation of the AI sector" and pledged to "safeguard American AI and chip technologies from theft and misuse." Yet the Trump administration has gone the other direction by, in December, granting export licenses of advanced chips to China in exchange for a 25 percent cut of the proceeds, and last month by trying to hamstring Anthropic, the frontier AI company, over failed negotiations with the Pentagon. He remains the White House's best television surrogate, and is valued for his loyalty. But when policy views clash in the White House, it is hard to see where Vance is triumphing.

In some sense, Vance is suffering the typical fate of the vice president, who is forever on display but seldom listened to. This is a major comedown from the role he once seemed likely to fill. Vance's nomination as vice president was not a concession to the Republican Party of old, but a promise of the Republican Party to come, of Trumpism after Trump. Instead, he has receded in importance in the past year, less essential to economic policy than Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent, less influential on immigration than Miller, less persuasive on foreign affairs than Rubio and the special envoy Steve Witkoff. That may help explain why, after the Iran strike, Vance ended up alongside not Trump but Gabbard, who like the vice president seems out of sync with the administration's policies. (During her 2020 presidential campaign, Gabbard sold T-shirts emblazoned with the logo No War With Iran.)

Yair Rosenberg: J. D. Vance finally found a use for the vice presidency

Vance came to public attention as a resounding critic of Trump who could nonetheless explain his appeal among heartland Americans to coastal elites. Before his Senate campaign in Ohio in 2022, he emerged as the personification of national conservatism--the new populism-inflected strain of thought that was becoming dominant in America and Europe. He angrily rejected the so-called forever wars of the George W. Bush administration--disillusioned from his experience as a young soldier deployed to fight them. Reinvention is obviously possible for a man who has reinvented himself before. But if he seeks the Republican nomination for president in 2028, he may find himself bound to an unpopular series of policies that the 2024 version of Vance would oppose.
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Pete Hegseth Treats Fallen American Soldiers as a PR Problem

His use of the Iran-war dead to attack the media was disgraceful.

by Tom Nichols

Wed, 04 Mar 2026




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

The United States is at war. Americans, at such a time, might expect their government to speak to them regularly and report on U.S. goals--and casualties--but so far, they have gotten little beyond prerecorded videos of the president and some sound bites from various officials. Even Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth has held only a few briefings.

Perhaps the Pentagon chief's reluctance to speak to the press is just as well, because many Americans would be alarmed to realize that their sons and daughters in combat are being overseen by a person as callous as Pete Hegseth.

This morning, the defense secretary gave a briefing on the war that quickly degenerated into Trumplike bombast. (Wisely, the Pentagon scheduled this at 8 a.m. eastern time, when most of the country is either sleeping or busy starting their day.) Hegseth apparently prefers to sound more like a Call of Duty player leading a raid than a sober and judicious secretary of defense: "Death and destruction from the sky all day," he said, along with other empty phrases such as "We're playing for keeps." (As opposed to what, exactly?)

Most reporters are now accustomed to Hegseth's drama-laden antics. But even by the low standards he has set, he managed to shock many of them when he cynically used the deaths of U.S. military personnel to air his own grievances with the press.

On Sunday morning (local time), an Iranian drone hit a makeshift operations center in Kuwait. The Pentagon says that six Americans are dead. Not only is this event a tragedy, but it also requires an explanation: The drone reportedly snuck through U.S. defenses without setting off any alerts, and struck a target that now seems to have been unduly vulnerable to aerial attack.

The defense secretary, the man who is supposed to carry this news to the American public and mourn with them, instead whined about the unfairness of it all. "When a few drones get through or tragic things happen, it's front-page news. I get it," Hegseth told the reporters, military personnel, and civilians gathered this morning in the Pentagon. "The press only wants to make the president look bad, but try for once to report the reality. The terms of this war will be set by us at every step. As I said Monday, the mission is laser-focused."

"Tragic things happen"? Hegseth said this as though it is unreasonable to look any closer at such events. He seems unable to grasp that the deaths of Americans are not merely a public-relations problem: When a drone slips through U.S. defenses and kills six members of America's armed forces, the deaths of those servicepeople are the story. The people of the United States deserve to know what happened and why. Hegseth complaining that he's not getting credit for all of the drones that didn't get through is like an airline executive responding to an air disaster by growling about all of the planes his company made that didn't crash.

My colleague Nancy Youssef was at the Pentagon this morning, sitting just three rows from the podium. I asked her what the atmosphere was like after Hegseth's heartless remark. She told me that his comments "sent a stunned silence through the briefing room." Even members of Hegseth's staff, she said, seemed to flinch at what he was saying. "Some put their heads down," she said, while others just looked around. Someone in the room then said: "That was one of the most insulting things I have ever heard," quietly but audibly and, as far as Nancy could tell, to no one in particular.

Unlike Hegseth, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Dan Caine opened his remarks by grieving the deaths of the fallen soldiers, saying that "it's with profound sadness and gratitude that I share the names of four of our six fallen heroes." He didn't have the names of the other two, because while Hegseth was griping about media coverage, the U.S. military was completing the next-of-kin notification. (The names could be publicly released as soon as later today.) "Our nation stands with you," Caine told Gold Star parents, wounded warriors, and their families, "and we are eternally grateful for your courage, your resiliency, your devotion to this mission and to our nation."

The contrast was unsettling. For years, defense secretaries and top generals have carried the anguish of decisions that have led to troop deaths. Former Defense Secretary Robert Gates has said that he wept as he read the stories of the fallen; some generals have carried photos of those lost under their command--even into their retirement. Hegseth, instead, noted the losses almost in passing, and used them as a vehicle for his ongoing beefs with the press.

But Hegseth wasn't content merely to carp about the coverage of American deaths. After expressing his irritation at the press, he decided to trash America's allies. Instead of simply praising Israel--America's only ally in this war--he took a needless shot at other nations, saying that U.S. allies in the past provided only "ancillary benefits" in global conflicts because they were "maybe willing but not as capable" as the Israelis. Hegseth made this preposterous claim in front of military people who had fought in previous wars alongside these allies--and who saw many service members from these nations sacrifice their life alongside their American comrades.

Hegseth is now holding more press conferences, according to Nancy's reporting, because some White House officials have privately conceded that they are losing the communications war. The Trump team should have seen this coming: When Hegseth kicked the press corps out of the Pentagon last fall--including reporters from The Atlantic--for not agreeing to publish only Pentagon-approved news, some reporters warned department officials that such a move might make it harder for the public to understand America's operations overseas, Nancy told me. Now the United States is involved in a major war, and no one in the Pentagon, the White House, or the State Department seems able to explain why without contradicting one another.

In the midst of all this, Hegseth provided at least one moment of clarity: He showed, yet again, why he is an execrable choice to lead the Pentagon. Like his boss, he does not talk to the American people so much as put on performances for them, and this morning, he played the role of the Fox News pundit castigating other journalists. But the people in the briefing room were doing their job trying to get the facts. Unlike Hegseth, they are taking their responsibilities seriously: This is not a game, it's not a TV show, and it's not some adolescent test of wills.

Pete Hegseth, if he does not resign, should at least get out of the way and let better men than him talk to the nation and to the press. No one is asking for classified details to be revealed in public; no one expects Periclean rhetoric from a talk-show host. But the people of the United States deserve more of an explanation of what's happening in this war, and they certainly deserve more of an encomium for their fallen children than "Tragic things happen."

Related:

	The last days of the Pentagon press corps
 	Pete Hegseth's Pentagon is becoming a bubble. (From August)




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Adam Serwer: The American king goes to war.
 	The coming invasion of Iran
 	California's deadliest avalanche turned on one choice.




Today's News

	NATO air defenses shot down an Iranian missile headed toward Turkey, and Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth said that a U.S. submarine sank an Iranian naval ship with a torpedo--allegedly the first such sinking of an enemy ship with a torpedo since World War II.
 	The Republican-led House Oversight Committee voted to subpoena Attorney General Pam Bondi over the Justice Department's role in the release of the Jeffrey Epstein files, as part of its ongoing investigation into the federal government's handling of the case against the convicted sex offender.
 	The Texas Republican Senate primary is headed to a runoff between Senator John Cornyn and state Attorney General Ken Paxton. Texas State Representative James Talarico won the Democrats' Senate primary against U.S. Representative Jasmine Crockett.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: How many wolves is enough? Now that thousands live in the United States, some people would like to kill more of them, Katherine J. Wu writes.
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The Tyranny of the Relationship Gap

By Faith Hill

Every so often, I hear a time-honored dinner-party question that always leads to lively debate: Would you sleep with your clone?
 It's hard to say where the conversation starter came from. Perhaps it originated with a 2015 BuzzFeed article titled "Can We Ask You a Really Weird Question?," which inquired--well, you know. Or maybe it can be traced much further back, to works of science fiction that explored similar puzzles. Is a clone conscious? Does it have rights? But today's clone query, in my experience, tends to prompt chatter about something a little less heady: whether engaging sexually or romantically with someone just like yourself sounds like a creepy nightmare--or whether it sounds like a dream of convenience, of perfectly aligned interests and interactions as frictionless as silk.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Trump is expected to endorse Cornyn in Texas.
 	The real reason Trump went to war, by Yair Rosenberg
 	Tesla's secret weapon is a giant metal box.
 	The David Frum Show: Trump's war with Iran, and a new danger at home
 	The dangerous munitions mismatch between America and Iran
 	A dire warning from the tech world
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Explore. The skin-care industry is coming for toddlers, Nancy Walecki writes.

Hungry? Restaurant chains are rolling out smaller and cheaper options for customers who just want a little treat, Yasmin Tayag writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.
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The Trump Administration Is Trying to Have Its Vaccine Policy Both Ways

Robert F. Kennedy Jr. and his subordinates want Americans to have more conversations with their physicians. But they also can't seem to stop disparaging the medical establishment.

by Benjamin Mazer

Thu, 05 Mar 2026




Updated at 1:20 p.m. ET on March 5, 2026


The surgeon general may be the nation's doctor, but she's not your doctor. At least that's the view of Casey Means, the physician turned wellness influencer who is vying for the role. When asked during her recent Senate confirmation hearing whether she would encourage parents to vaccinate their children against measles--hardly a theoretical question, given the country's ongoing outbreak--Means delivered an elliptical response. She supported vaccines as a public-health tool but wouldn't necessarily encourage someone to get them. "I am not an individual's doctor," she said. (In fact, she is no one's doctor at the moment, because she lacks an active medical license.) "And every individual needs to talk to their doctor before putting a medication into their body."


Means's nonanswer was more than a dodge. It represents a paradox in the Trump administration's approach to public health. Means, Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr., and their allies have consistently eroded confidence in the medical establishment--even as they propose to solve the widespread mistrust of public health by encouraging Americans to talk to their doctor.


Kennedy and his subordinates have spent the past year infusing this approach into federal immunization policy. In October, the CDC announced that it would no longer encourage universal COVID boosters for either adults or children. Instead, a process known as "shared clinical decision-making," in which doctors engage their patient in a detailed conversation about the pros and cons of the vaccine without defaulting to an endorsement, was the recommended approach. Jim O'Neill, the acting CDC director at the time, said in a press release that the previous guidance "deterred health care providers from talking about the risks and benefits of vaccination for the individual patient or parent." In January, the CDC went one step further, striking several more vaccines--those against rotavirus, influenza, meningococcal disease, and hepatitis A and B--from the routine-childhood-immunization schedule. Shared decision making would be the preferred approach for these immunizations as well. On a podcast, Kennedy touted the move as returning "freedom of choice to American mothers."


Who could argue against freedom of choice? The difficulty is that in medicine, shared decision making is not simply a synonym for allowing a patient to ask questions and decide for themselves. That sequence of events is covered by informed consent, a process that takes place before any medical intervention, including vaccination. Shared decision making, in contrast, is a somewhat nebulous term reserved for clinical borderlands: scenarios in which the trade-offs are nuanced or the best course of action is unclear.


Perhaps the most notable example of shared decision making in my area of medical practice is prostate-cancer screening. A handful of large, randomized studies have examined whether the prostate-specific-antigen blood test truly saves lives by detecting cancers earlier. These trials have yielded mixed results, suggesting that, at most, only a small number of men might avoid dying from cancer by getting checked. In contrast, the potential harms of treating an asymptomatic tumor that would not otherwise have been discovered--lifelong urinary and sexual problems, for example--are common. Given the intimate risks and modest benefits, prostate-cancer screening is not explicitly recommended by public-health or physician groups; instead, patients and their doctors are left to their own devices. I have heard from many urologists and primary-care doctors that this process can be baffling and unsatisfying for them and their patients alike. Patients may feel overwhelmed by the complexity of the scientific data, and doctors often feel that they are abandoning their responsibility to offer patients a clear recommendation.


Routine immunizations do not inhabit the sort of gray zone that would warrant such an elaborate discussion. Take the hepatitis-B shot. Everyone who doesn't get it is susceptible at some point in their life to infection with the virus, which, if it becomes chronic, commonly results in serious liver damage and liver cancer. The vaccine is highly effective at preventing this infection, and its potential harms are either very mild or extremely rare. Vaccination also benefits entire communities by reducing spread of the disease. What would a shared decision even look like in this case? On one hand, a doctor might tell her patient, a very safe immunization can effectively prevent a potentially deadly disease across your child's entire life. On the other hand, anti-vaccine activists have asserted, without convincing evidence, that vaccination comes with a host of possible dangers.


Shrouding established immunizations in the confusion of shared decision making does not add nuance; it introduces only ambiguity. The Department of Health and Human Services, the Office of the Surgeon General, and public health as a whole exist in large part to offer scientifically accurate advice that doesn't take a physician to understand. The system that Means seemed to be proposing for the measles shot during her confirmation hearing is so absurd that it left Senator Bill Cassidy--a doctor himself--apparently dumbfounded. At one point, Cassidy wondered whether Means was likening immunizations to something as risky as a bypass surgery, which does require a doctor and patient to intensively discuss the risks and benefits. (Means did not directly answer the question, and instead responded, "The constraints on doctors are monumental, and many American parents are frustrated by what they feel like is lack of transparency on the issue of vaccines.") The comparison was clarifying. The risks of coronary-artery-bypass surgery, which involves cracking someone's chest open and stopping their heart, are hardly in the same league as a vaccine-induced sore arm or a mild fever--or even the statistically minuscule risk of a serious side effect, such as anaphylaxis.


Read: Well, that didn't sound like Casey Means

Kush Desai, a White House spokesperson, wrote in an email after this article was published that "forcing decisions down the throats of patients is what is driving confusion and mistrust, not Dr. Means suggesting that patients should play an active role in their health care." Means herself declined to comment. Andrew Nixon, a spokesperson for HHS, wrote in an email that the CDC "has an established tradition of applying shared clinical decision-making when individuals may benefit from vaccination, but broad vaccination of people in that group is unlikely to have population-level impacts." Nixon cited COVID vaccines, which provide only modest protection against infection, as appropriate candidates for shared clinical decision making. But in seeming contrast to Means's testimony, he indicated that such an approach would not be appropriate for the measles shot.


The administration's defenders might argue that shared clinical decision making is a way to ensure that informed-consent discussions occur reliably, or that the practice constitutes a calculated retreat from the sort of public-health paternalism that lost credibility during the coronavirus pandemic. Nixon suggested as much, writing that this story's framing is an attempt at "reputation rehabilitation of the experts who presided over a sharp decline in public trust."


Yet the administration is applying epistemic modesty selectively. When HHS announced the government's new set of dietary guidelines earlier this year, the instructions were unambiguous: Americans "must prioritize whole, nutrient-dense foods--protein, dairy, vegetables, fruits, healthy fats, and whole grains--and dramatically reduce highly processed foods," Kennedy said in an accompanying press release. President Trump and Kennedy have also confidently instructed Americans on what they say is the proper use of Tylenol. "You shouldn't take it during pregnancy," Kennedy told the podcaster Joe Rogan recently, due to what his administration perceives as a heightened risk of autism associated with the painkiller. At a September press conference, Trump instructed pregnant women to "fight like hell" not to take the drug. Nixon defended the administration's definitive language, writing, "Delivering a message about a specific neurological risk for babies is another example of our commitment to telling the truth about public health." But among scientists, the alleged connection between Tylenol and developmental disorders remains quite controversial.


Meanwhile, many leaders of the Make America Healthy Again movement have repeatedly undermined the very professionals whom they now insist patients consult before every shot. FDA Commissioner Marty Makary has accused doctors of relying on "dogma" and "groupthink." Vinay Prasad, the FDA's top vaccine regulator, aggressively sowed distrust in public-health authorities before becoming one himself. Kennedy has celebrated "the pediatricians who earn families' trust every day," but also has accused the American Academy of Pediatrics of being beholden to pharmaceutical companies; in an interview last summer, Kennedy said that "trusting the experts is not a feature of either science or democracy." Means, too, has seemingly contradicted the advice she is now giving. A chapter of Means's book, Good Energy, is titled "Trust Yourself, Not Your Doctor"; in a 2024 Free Press essay adapted from the book, Means wrote, "Most health advice ends with a disclaimer to 'consult your doctor.' I have a different conclusion: When it comes to preventing and managing chronic disease, you should not trust the medical system."


Read: America's would-be surgeon general says to trust your 'heart intelligence'

The Medicaid and Medicare administrator, Mehmet Oz, a former cardiothoracic surgeon, seems to be one of the few federal health officials who understand the stakes of instructing Americans to embark on in-depth conversations with their doctor before getting routine vaccinations. Oz has counseled countless patients about major heart surgery, but he hasn't felt the need to prevaricate about something as straightforward as the measles shot. "Take the vaccine, please," he pleaded recently in an interview on CNN. It's just the sort of clarity that was once prosaic in medicine and public health, but risks extinction under Kennedy's leadership.
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A Western That Goes Where Cormac McCarthy Wouldn't

Alvaro Enrigue's <em>Now I Surrender</em> scraps the simplistic binary of cowboys and Indians in favor of a wild, multifaceted war story.

by Carolina A. Miranda

Thu, 05 Mar 2026




In 1836, Apaches raided a remote ranch near Janos, a tiny town on the northern fringes of the state of Chihuahua, in the newly independent republic of Mexico. The Natives absconded with some cattle, as well as with a young widow named Camila. Setting off in pursuit was Jose Maria Zuloaga, a taciturn lieutenant colonel in the Mexican army supported by a band of irregulars. Among them: a self-possessed teenager who served as an aide-de-camp, a pair of Yaqui brothers whose permanent address was the town jail, and a sharp-shooting nun named Elvira, who was actually a singer of zarzuelas dressed up in a habit.

This is not a history but a delirious, pivotal set piece in Alvaro Enrigue's novel Now I Surrender, which was published in Spanish in 2018 and is finally available in English this week. Camila's kidnapping will tie into the true story of Geronimo, the famed Apache warrior and medicine man. Enrigue's novel is inspired by the long-running Apache Wars of the 19th century, a series of brutal skirmishes between various Apache bands and the armies of the United States and Mexico. The trouble began in 1861, after Apaches kidnapped a boy from a ranch in Arizona, and it didn't end until 1886, when Geronimo surrendered to the U.S. Army. Now I Surrender takes its title from the indelible words he uttered on that occasion: "Once I moved about like the wind. Now I surrender to you and that is all." This is a sentence, writes Enrigue, "so broken and sad that there's no way we can forgive ourselves for it."

The author's approach to this cataclysmic history is to shred it, reassemble it, and reframe it, offering the satisfactions of Westerns, historical epics, and metafiction even as he overturns all three traditions. Enrigue has a penchant for shooting the facts of history through a prism of the absurd. His 2013 novel, Sudden Death, about the forces that shaped Renaissance-era Europe, revolves around a fictional tennis match between the Italian painter Caravaggio and the Spanish poet Francisco de Quevedo, who face off with a ball fabricated from Anne Boleyn's hair. You Dreamed of Empires, published in 2022, imagines the encounter between the Aztec leader Moctezuma and the Spanish conquistador Hernan Cortes as a hallucinatory dream induced by mushrooms. In one startlingly funny scene, Moctezuma has a vision of Enrigue writing the novel.

For his story about the Apaches, a group that resisted colonization from the earliest days of the Spanish empire, Enrigue weaves in the tale of the novel's creation more directly:

The idea is to write a book about a country that still exists but was erased from the maps. A country that worked just as well or badly as any other country, and that was taken away from us like cassette tapes or incandescent light bulbs. Where Sonora, Chihuahua, and New Mexico meet today was an Atlantis, an in-between country. And straddling it were the Mexicans and the gringos, like two children, eyes shut, their backs to each other, while the Apaches scuttled back and forth between their legs, not sure where to go with strangers bubbling up everywhere, filling their lands.

Read: A new history of the Western hemisphere

The resulting novel about this vanished country, Apacheria, is slightly unclassifiable; I'd start by describing it as a darkly comic, revisionist Western for the age of autofiction. But there's more to it than gleeful perversions of genre. Enrigue is examining a rupture, a moment when the colonial map was reorganized into "Mexico" and "the United States," amorphous concepts that were being whittled into definition through a combination of land grabs, crass politicking, acts of war, and promises made and broken. By bringing to life the individuals caught up in these events, Enrigue helps us understand the choices that history is always forcing upon us--even now.

Now I Surrender hopscotches among three principal, intertwined stories. The first is the absorbing tale of Camila's abduction, an event that predates the Apache Wars by several decades. This storyline gives contour to the parched territories of Apacheria before they were overtaken by ranches, railroads, and the armies of two nations, and it is the part that most evokes a traditional Western, as Zuloaga and his ragged band confront unforgiving violence both natural and human. The second braid is rooted in the trappings of historical fiction, tracing the political and military tactics (all the way to the White House) that finally led Geronimo, who for decades had eluded capture with practically supernatural skill, to surrender his freedom to the United States. Finally, layered over these two is a fictionalized account of a road trip that Enrigue made with his family to Apache historical sites, including Geronimo's grave in Lawton, Oklahoma. (This same journey was also fictionalized by Valeria Luiselli, Enrigue's ex-wife, in her 2019 novel about migrants, Lost Children Archive.)

Enrigue is an erudite, charismatic raconteur--the sort who will tell you the most abject story with a wink--and his novel distills a byzantine swirl of historical events through the lives of a handful of very colorful characters. Just as compelling are the ways that he freshly revises the Western, a genre that's already been well turned over. Now I Surrender is set in roughly the same time and place as Cormac McCarthy's 1985 novel, Blood Meridian. In fact, McCarthy's scalp hunters dine with Zuloaga (a real historical figure) and, at one point, ride into Janos. Blood Meridian throws out the Western trope of good versus evil in favor of a nihilist view of a world consumed by violence. But even as McCarthy helped remake the form, he also adhered to some of its conventions. The Natives in his book are largely presented as plot devices, not flesh-and-blood individuals.

Enrigue offers a more nuanced portrait of the U.S.-Mexico borderlands, scrapping the binary of cowboy and Indian while also eschewing pat depictions of victimized Natives. His Apacheria holds a complex society inhabited by criollos, mestizos, and people of several Indigenous ethnicities, some of whom have acculturated to European ways (indio de razon, or "Indian of reason," in the lingo of the era). Zuloaga's smart-mouthed troop functions as a lively microcosm of this world. The lieutenant colonel is a powerful criollo. His steely aide-de-camp, Mauricio Corredor (also based on a historical figure), is of Raramuri heritage but has assimilated into Mexican culture. The rambunctious Yaqui brothers, Guadalupe and Victoria--named for the Mexican independence leader Guadalupe Victoria--aren't keen to be called Mexican, but they consider the Apaches to be an ancestral enemy. The group reflects a place where boundaries, identities, and allegiances are always in flux. Today, the southern U.S. border is depicted by right-wing figures as a hard line between us and them, two groups with irreconcilable interests. In fact, it is--and has always been--a polyglot meeting point.

Read: The death of the pioneer myth

The author gives his version of the Western a distinctly Mexican cast. A subplot involving the burial of an itinerant musician bears echoes of the Mexican writer Juan Rulfo's influential 1955 novel, Pedro Paramo, which depicts a world where the living and the dead are in constant communion. Enrigue also makes a convincing case that the story of Geronimo--its glory and its shame--does not belong to the United States alone. In the 140 years since his capture, the Apache leader has been transformed into a kitschy, all-American icon, his weary visage appearing on cheap Etsy merch bearing slogans such as Never Quit. Even the military that imprisoned him has appropriated his name: During World War II, U.S. paratroopers cried "Geronimo!" as they leaped from their planes, and today, the U.S. Army's 1st Battalion, 509th Infantry Regiment is nicknamed for the Apache leader.

Yet Geronimo was never "American." He was given the name Goyahkla ("one who yawns"), born to the Bedonkohe band of Chiricahua Apaches in 1829 in a part of Mexico that only later became U.S. territory. He was therefore technically a Mexican citizen--one who spoke not a lick of English, only Spanish and his native Athabaskan. Still, he would have never identified as Mexican. And he developed an intense hatred for Mexico after many members of his family were brutally murdered by a Sonoran militia in 1851. (Whenever he came near his father's grave or "saw anything to remind me of former happy days," he said years later, "my heart would ache for revenge upon Mexico.") His surrender to the U.S. Army rather than to the Mexicans--a gripping sequence in the novel--was an attempt to keep what remained of his people together. Perhaps surprising, the U.S. presented the less brutal alternative. What Mexicans offered Geronimo, Enrigue writes, "was a fitting death for their warriors and assimilation for their children." What the Americans had in store were years of incarceration and "a life of humiliation, but one in which their difference would be recognized."

English can never entirely capture the musical cadences of Enrigue's Mexican Spanish, but Natasha Wimmer's artful translation channels the author's wry, conversational tone. Colloquial Mexican expressions such as hijos de la chingada (roughly, "sons of bitches") are left in the original Spanish, and the author's observations retain their poetry. The Apaches, along with the Mexican revolutionaries who followed them, are described as "people from the end of one world and the beginning of another."

With so many stories rolled into more than 450 pages, the novel does slow down in parts. Enrigue's reflections on the history of the Apaches and the borderlands are insightful, but the tensions he describes within his own family as they travel across the Southwest feel extraneous to the epic tale surrounding them. As in his other novels, however, loose ends in many cases get tied up later on, and a seemingly chaotic tangle of yarns suddenly becomes cohesive.

What ultimately binds together the disparate elements of Now I Surrender is a sense of tenacity and defiance. Geronimo's last words, spoken to his nephew, were "I should have never surrendered. I should have fought until I was the last man alive." Recently, Enrigue told an interviewer that he wrote this book "in response to the worst vulgarity in the world: the first election of Donald Trump." A willingness to face very long odds feels resonant in a time of great instability, a moment when old empires are crumbling and new ones are being born. In this light, Geronimo's life and death seem intended to send a message: Continue the fight until the end.

*Sources: Library of Congress; Catherine McQueen / Getty; Smithsonian American Art Museum, Bequest of Carolann Smurthwaite in memory of her mother, Caroline Atherton Connell Smurthwaite
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Things Are About to Get Ugly in Texas

A runoff, resentments, and the question of whether a Democrat can win statewide

by Elaine Godfrey

Thu, 05 Mar 2026




In the end, it wasn't particularly close. Democrats in last night's Texas Senate primary decisively chose their fighter for November: James Talarico, a 36-year-old state lawmaker who looks--and sounds--like a youth pastor.

At certain moments, the primary between Talarico and Representative Jasmine Crockett felt ugly. Online, supporters slung insults and accusations of racism. Crockett had harsh words for Talarico's allies, and her campaign was hostile to the press, which it demonstrated by kicking me out of a rally.

But all of that drama was just a small taste of what's coming next. On the right, the primary between incumbent Senator John Cornyn and Texas Attorney General Ken Paxton is heading to a runoff, which likely promises nearly three months of nastiness. "The second wave is going to be a bitch," Chris LaCivita, a top adviser to President Trump's 2024 campaign who is working for an independent group supporting Cornyn, wrote on X, tagging Paxton.

On the left, Talarico now faces the uphill climb toward winning statewide as a Democrat in Texas--a climb that, depending on which Republican emerges from the primary, will be somewhere between big and enormous. The real ugliness, in other words, starts now. It's "open season," Vinny Minchillo, a Republican consultant in Texas who is not affiliated with either candidate, told me. "They're going to release the hounds."

The two Democrats couldn't have run more different campaigns. And last night, their strategies yielded very different results. Talarico, whose message is a careful blend of Christianity and economic populism, won the northern suburbs of Dallas, his hometown of Austin, and San Antonio. Crockett, who'd touted her opposition to Trump and promised to expand turnout among the party's base, earned the support of more voters in Dallas and Houston--just not enough. Some voters in Dallas County were turned away from the polls because of a change in where people could cast ballots on Election Day, but not enough to have altered the outcome. Ultimately, Talarico won by more than six points.

Given Crockett's slightly Trumpian tendencies, including her low tolerance for critical coverage and her apparent willingness to deny reality, it seemed plausible, at least for a moment, that the congresswoman might refuse to concede. But this morning, she called Talarico to congratulate him. "Texas is primed to turn blue," Crockett said in a statement, "and we must remain united because this is bigger than any one person."

Still, Crockett seems to hold some lingering bitterness. After her call to Talarico, she did not directly respond to a New York Times reporter's question about whether she would campaign with him. She added that she was concerned that her supporters might feel disenfranchised by the confusion in Dallas and be reluctant to turn out in the general election.

It is Talarico's job now to earn their votes; he'll have to if he wants to win statewide in Texas. Black voters, who polls showed overwhelmingly supported Crockett, are a crucial part of the Democratic electorate. "We're not writing off any voter," Talarico told me last week. "As folks get to know me, our approval ratings among Black Texans have gone up."

Read: 'Elaine from Atlantic ... she needs to leave'

For Texas Democrats, who see Talarico as their best chance in decades to elect one of their own to the Senate, the hardest work starts now. Talarico has never run a race at this scale, making him relatively untested. As he attempts to bring moderates and regretful Trump voters into his campaign, Talarico is also particularly vulnerable to attacks from Republicans who seek to paint him as too progressive for Texas.

They've got plenty of votes and video clips to choose from. In the state House, for example, Talarico once spoke in opposition to Republican legislation that would prohibit transgender girls from playing in girls' sports, arguing that there are "many more than two biological sexes." Online, Republican activists are already sharing a 2021 X post from Talarico in which he wrote that "radicalized white men are the greatest domestic terrorist threat in our country." Last night, the National Republican Senatorial Committee sent out a clip of the lawmaker saying in a floor speech that "God is nonbinary." Minchillo, the Republican consultant, told me that Talarico's position on these issues, and especially on gender, "is a real problem with the audience that he wants to attract."

Talarico's campaign is already preparing to defend those positions, sometimes on biblical grounds. I got a sampling of this last week when I asked Talarico, who is a Presbyterian seminarian, how he plans to respond when, for example, Republicans criticize his line about God being genderless. "Most Texans understand that God is beyond gender. The Apostle Paul says as much in his letter to the Galatians," Talarico said. If Republicans have an issue with that, he added, "they should take it up with the Apostle Paul." The line might sound like a banger to some of Talarico's supporters, but it's hardly a given that his progressive interpretation of scripture will appeal to conservative evangelicals.

The big fear for Democrats is that Talarico will go the way of Beto O'Rourke, whose 2018 candidacy attracted the party's funds and fizzy optimism but who ultimately failed to defeat Senator Ted Cruz. Some Democrats argue that Talarico is different. "He knows how to talk to a lot of people who are turned off by partisan rhetoric," Matt Angle, a Texas-based Democratic strategist, told me. "It allows him to identify himself as a different type of Democrat--a uniquely Texas Democrat."

Read: Trump is expected to endorse Cornyn

The good news for Talarico is that, for the next 11 weeks, his two potential Republican opponents will probably be focused on each other. Cornyn has vowed to rain hellfire on Paxton, who was impeached in 2023 on charges including bribery and abuse of the public trust. A pro-Cornyn ad refers to Paxton as a "wife-cheater and fraud." "Judgment Day is coming to Ken Paxton," Cornyn said menacingly during a press conference last night. While those two "beat the crap out of each other," Talarico will have time "to talk to Texans and contrast himself," Angle said.

A last-minute endorsement from Trump might pour ice-cold water on some of that hellfire as well as on Talarico's hopes for an opponent who may be easier to beat. Even though Cornyn is unpopular among some Republicans for being insufficiently MAGA, the president seems to recognize Paxton's weakness in a general election--and, according to my colleagues Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer, is planning to give his support to Cornyn, which could help the senator. (Trump said on Truth Social that he plans to make an endorsement soon and to call on the other candidate to drop out, but he did not specify whom he would endorse.)

In Texas, Democrats and Republicans are weighing the same uncertainties ahead of the November election. Many believe that with Cornyn as the Republican nominee, a statewide victory for Talarico in November would be possible but unlikely. A Paxton win, however, would set up a much riskier general election, given his heavy baggage. In the coming days and weeks, as some Republicans do everything they can to avoid this outcome, Talarico's party will be praying for it.
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'The Most Dangerous Man in the World'

Mojtaba Khamenei, a candidate to succeed his father as Iran's supreme leader, is no reformer.

by Graeme Wood

Thu, 05 Mar 2026




Iran still has not formally announced the identity of its new supreme leader. The new guy will be, according to Israeli Defense Minister Israel Katz, "an unequivocal target for elimination." Israel's success in this department raises the possibility of certain efficiencies for Iran's cash-strapped government: serving, as in Hamlet, the remains of the new supreme leader's inaugural banquet as cold leftovers at the same man's funeral the next day. Most likely, the Assembly of Experts charged with appointing the supreme leader will delay the announcement in order to consider how best to protect the designee's life and prepare for smooth succession if it cannot.

The choice the group makes will determine a great deal about Iran's future as a theocratic state. So far, the name that has been mentioned most often is that of Mojtaba Khamenei, the 56-year-old son of Ali Khamenei, who was assassinated in a joint U.S.-Israeli operation on Saturday after ruling Iran since 1989. Some have suggested that Mojtaba might be a modernizing autocrat, ready to consolidate power brutally but institute much-needed reform. That is pure fantasy. Last month, before the outbreak of war, one acquaintance of Mojtaba's told me that he was "the most dangerous man in the world" and considerably more violent and ideological than his father.

Karim Sadjadpour: The death of Khamenei and the end of an era

One thing Mojtaba is not is a religious scholar, fit to lead a country whose founding revolutionary purpose was to place the state under the total authority of the most distinguished Shiite jurist. His father came up short on this score too--but not as short as Mojtaba. Upon appointment, Ali was a hojjat al-Islam, a journeyman jurist, one grade below ayatollah. (In elevating Ali, the Assembly of Experts passed over Hussein-Ali Montazeri, a grand ayatollah, whose scholarly chops eclipsed Khamenei's but who had recently fallen out with the regime.) Mojtaba has studied religion but is not even a hojjat al-Islam. The typical currency of clerical power is the number of people who freely choose to follow your guidance when you deliver rulings on what Islam commands, whether in personal matters or political ones. Very few deferred to Ali Khamenei in matters of Islamic law when he was elevated, and no one at all cares what his son has to say on these issues. Many fear Mojtaba, but they fear his secular clout. In U.S. diplomatic cables released by WikiLeaks, Iranian sources complained even 18 years ago that Mojtaba had grown too strong and was running his father's office. (They also claimed that he traveled repeatedly to London for impotency treatment.)

Being the son of the previous leader is, if anything, a drawback. The Islamic Revolution that toppled the shah mocked the idea of hereditary succession, and boasted that scholarship alone--religious merit--determined their choice of leader. In their system, Shiite scholars never designated their sons as anything but office managers. "Sons don't succeed their fathers," the historian Meir Litvak told me before the war. "Appointing Mojtaba would violate this taboo." He suggested that the Islamic Republic could sidestep the taboo by appointing some decrepit nonagenarian ayatollah to occupy the supreme leadership for a couple of years, then let Mojtaba take over. Perhaps none of this matters, because whoever leads Iran next will have a life expectancy measured in weeks or even days. But the appointment of someone who has no religious credentials at all would be a final act of self-delegitimation for a regime that already lacks legitimacy in the eyes of most Iranians.

The regime could look for a real ayatollah to succeed Khamenei. But if they want an ayatollah whose views are compatible with the hard-liners', and who is himself a true believer in the Iranian theocratic system, the options are few. "The cupboard is bare," David Patel, an expert on political Shiism at Harvard, told me. But he said that no matter which cleric Iran's leaders choose, a reckoning is coming for Shiism. Iran's most famous cleric's death will soon be followed by the actuarially imminent death of Iraq's most famous cleric, 95-year-old Ali Sistani. This moment of turnover will be a generational shift, an opportunity for younger clerics to assert themselves as candidates to replace them. "If I were an aspiring second-tier ayatollah, I might see my chance to stake out positions, either reformist or jihad-against-America," Patel said.

Quinta Jurecic: Trump's unauthorized war

Other candidates for the job of supreme leader include the interim supreme leader, Ayatollah Alireza Arafi. He is an academic administrator and might have the authority to keep these upstarts in line. Having a religious lightweight like Mojtaba in charge would mean even more space for these younger clerics to innovate and take unusual positions. Whether the current war will change Iran's regime is still unclear. But it has already changed, or at least accelerated, the dynamics of the clergy.
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Trump's Unauthorized War

The Constitution grants Congress, not the president, the power to mobilize the military--and for good reason.

by Quinta Jurecic

Thu, 05 Mar 2026




Days after the United States and Israel started bombing Iran, the Trump administration has yet to offer a clear and consistent account of the legal authority behind the strikes. In a brief letter to Congress on Monday, Donald Trump asserts that he "acted pursuant to my constitutional authority as Commander in Chief." No mention of international law appears in the letter at all. Meanwhile, Democrats in Congress have criticized Trump's use of force as not just unwise but also unlawful: Speaking on Face the Nation, Senator Chris Murphy of Connecticut condemned what he called "a war of vanity, a war of choice, an illegal war."

The dynamic between the president and Congress over Iran reflects the problem that has plagued the American political system since Trump's 2025 inauguration. Trump has pushed and exceeded the limits of executive power. Congress, though weakened, could respond if it wanted to. But under the control of a GOP subservient to the president, the legislature refuses to take up its constitutional responsibilities. Trump's willingness to single-handedly drag the country into conflict reflects his approach to executive authority more broadly: He takes already extreme conceptions of expansive presidential power and stretches them even further, remaking the presidency into something more like the monarchies reviled by America's Founders.

A president does not have the constitutional authority to send the country to war on his own. Trump is, as he writes in his letter, the commander in chief of the U.S. military, but the Constitution explicitly grants Congress the power to declare war. That design choice represented a radical break from the monarchies of Europe, where kings and queens had the ability to decide when to mobilize their countries to war.

Adam Serwer: The American king goes to war

Yet during the days after Trump's initial air strikes, Congress has been largely absent. Reporting from Washington, D.C., has instead revolved around the president's psyche and his erratic theorizing about Iran's future. Yesterday, Republican senators voted down a measure that would have represented a preliminary step under the War Powers Resolution toward limiting the president's ability to use force in Iran. The House will proceed with its own vote today, which will also likely fail. In some sense, then, Congress has weighed in--but declining to limit Trump's use of force is not the same as approving it beforehand. This vote merely underscores that the constitutional system meant to regulate war powers has broken down.

Trump's disregard for Congress's prerogative did not come out of nowhere; checks on executive authority have been weakening for decades. Since 1973, when the historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr. published his book The Imperial Presidency, scholars have fretted about the expansion of presidential power over war-making in an unpredictable world. That same year, in response to the catastrophe of the Vietnam War and revelations about Richard Nixon's secret bombing of Cambodia, Congress passed the War Powers Resolution. The law is meant to constrain presidential uses of force that lack legislative approval. In practice, though, almost everyone agrees that it has been a failure--unable to provide a bulwark against the slow creep of U.S. military deployments and bombings around the globe.

After 9/11, the pace of this constitutional decay accelerated. Under George W. Bush and then Barack Obama, presidents stretched legal arguments to use force abroad in pursuit of the War on Terror--particularly under the Obama administration through a "light footprint" approach that emphasized targeted strikes and one-off raids over sustained deployments. This movement toward presidential unilateralism established both the legal and the political precedents that Trump has drawn on to bomb Iranian nuclear facilities, target boats in the Caribbean, and capture Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro. "Both Congress and the public have gotten used to presidents using military force without going back to Congress for fresh authorization," Brian Finucane, a senior adviser at the International Crisis Group, told me.

Each branch of government bears responsibility for this state of affairs. Within the executive branch, the Justice Department's Office of Legal Counsel has built an edifice of permissive legal reasoning, cobbling together the appearance of authoritative precedent in a process that one group of experts has described as "OLC citing itself citing itself." Within Congress, lawmakers are often only too happy to avoid responsibility for potentially tough votes on whether and how to use force. The judiciary, meanwhile, has taken itself largely out of the picture, limiting the legal avenues available for challenging the president's use of force. When Congress passed the War Powers Resolution, it established a means by which the legislature could instruct the president to halt war-making. But the Supreme Court's 1983 decision in Immigration and Naturalization Service v. Chadha gutted that enforcement mechanism and required that Congress go through the normal legislative process--meaning that any resolution disapproving of executive use of force can simply be vetoed by the president.

Trump's second-term military adventures have stretched even the permissive limits of these structures. This weekend's attack on Iran smashes through those limits altogether. "The president has unilaterally kicked off a regional war," Finucane said. "That is a real departure from prior unilateral uses of military force in recent decades." In the years since the end of the Cold War, OLC has developed an internal legal test, under which the president may use force without congressional approval if doing so would "serve sufficiently important national interests"--interests, of course, defined by the president--and if the engagement in question would not "rise to the level of war in a constitutional sense." As my former Lawfare colleague Scott R. Anderson has pointed out, under OLC's own reasoning, the serious risks of escalation in the Middle East and of American deaths should have weighed heavily against any argument that a conflict with Iran would stay below this level. Already, six U.S. service members have died; yesterday morning, NATO air defenses shot down an Iranian missile headed into Turkey.

Yair Rosenberg: The real reason Trump went to war

So far, most GOP members of Congress appear to be sticking with the president. Senator Rand Paul was the only Republican who voted with Senate Democrats to prevent Trump's attack on Iran without congressional authorization. (Democratic Senator John Fetterman cast his vote against the resolution as well.) In the House, few Republicans are expected to support the companion resolution being voted on today. And even if the GOP had joined with Democrats to pass the measure, Trump would have been able to veto it. Going forward, though, Congress will have other opportunities to rein Trump in, chief among them the ability to restrict funding for a war effort steadily mounting in cost. The congressional power to declare war may have eroded, but the legislature retains the power of the purse--the question is whether it wants to fight for it.

Reserving for Congress the authority to declare war does not mean that Congress will always use its power wisely. The United States has fought its share of legally declared but foolish wars. Still, the requirements of deliberation and debate can press something of a brake on the process of entering into a conflict. Democracy allows people the freedom to make stupid decisions, so long as they make them collectively. But a system that allows a country to be dragged into war at the whims of a single person is not much of a democracy at all.
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The Disappearing American Mortgage

Young and working-class people aren't getting on the property ladder anymore.

by Annie Lowrey

Tue, 03 Mar 2026




If you've secured a loan and you are closing on a new home in the near future, congratulations. You've taken part in an essential middle-class rite of passage--and you're one of the lucky few.

The mortgage, the cornerstone of wealth building for generations of Americans, is vanishing. Data from the Mortgage Bankers Association show that Americans are applying for fewer mortgages than they have at any point in the past quarter century, including during the worst of the Great Recession, when the jobless rate was more than twice as high. Since the end of 1999, 96 of the 100 lowest readings of the MBA's weekly index of new mortgage-loan applications have occurred in the past three years.

The American real-estate market is frozen. Mortgage rates have just fallen below 6 percent for the first time since 2022. Still, few families are putting their homes up for sale, few families are buying, and little new stock is being created. High prices and high interest costs are holding working-class households out of the market, and wealthy individuals are making up a larger share of transactions. Young people are facing a future as perpetual renters. With less time to accrue home equity, many will end up poorer in retirement than their parents were.

This overlooked trend has a few obvious causes. After the Great Recession, the Dodd-Frank Act tightened lending and underwriting standards. Mortgage lenders increased the amount of credit extended to wealthy households and reduced the amount of credit extended to middle-income households. (They did not change the amount of credit offered to low-income Americans, who are unlikely to buy a home anyway.) Banks focused more on providing suites of services to the well off, such as home loans, credit cards, and brokerage accounts, and less on making bread-and-butter loans to working families. The changes made the financial system safer, but also made buying a home harder for many people.

At the same time, the country's home builders sharply cut back on construction, producing a quarter as many properties in the early 2010s as they had before the Great Recession. Despite a recent uptick, they're still producing roughly 40 percent fewer today, causing the country's housing shortage to spread from the major coastal cities to smaller cities, suburbs, and rural areas. With supply constrained, prices shot up in the 2010s. The situation created winners. "Folks that bought, particularly pre-pandemic, have benefited from one of the biggest increases in home values that we've seen in history," Michael Fratantoni, the chief economist at the Mortgage Bankers Association, told me. It also created losers. Many younger families couldn't save for a down payment, given rising prices, the burden of student-loan payments, and the increasing cost of child care and health insurance.

Read: It will never be a good time to buy a house

When the coronavirus pandemic hit, the Federal Reserve dropped interest rates to zero. More than 6.9 million properties traded hands in 2021, pushing real-estate values up again. Even more borrowers--14 million of them--refinanced their existing loans to secure lower rates in 2020 and 2021. Then rising inflation forced the Fed to jack up borrowing costs. The average rate on a 30-year mortgage climbed from less than 3 percent to as high as 7.5 percent. Homeowners with cheap rates got "locked in," leading the number of active listings to fall. The deep freeze commenced.

In 2024, families needed an income of $126,700 to qualify for a median-price home, up from $79,600 in 2021, Chris Herbert, the managing director of Harvard's Joint Center for Housing Studies, told me. "That priced 8 million renters out of the market," he said, noting that most renters make $50,000 to $60,000 a year.

Wealthy individuals and institutions became a stronger force. The portion of all-cash purchases rose 33 percent from 2020 to 2023. Cash buyers scooped up more than half of homes in New York City in the first six months of 2025. In West Palm Beach, Cleveland, and Miami, they made up more than a third of purchases. "Mortgage deserts" formed in disinvested neighborhoods, as well as in vacation towns and expensive cities, as real-estate-investment trusts and landlords scooped up "buy low, rent high" properties. In Baltimore, half of homes were purchased without a mortgage in 2022 and 2023, a report by Sharon Cornelissen, the director of housing at the Consumer Federation of America, found. In rural Hudspeth County, Texas, 98 percent were.

The country still has twice as many homeowners as it has renters, and the homeownership rate is down only four percentage points from its George W. Bush-era high. Nevertheless, the share of Americans owning a home has not climbed in five years, despite the low unemployment rate, increase in wages, and boom in asset values--an unprecedented trend. Many younger families just can't get on the property ladder. In the 1980s, the typical first-time homebuyer was in their late 20s; now they are nearly 40, according to some surveys. In the country's 50 largest metro regions, only 3.1 percent of people under the age of 30 have a mortgage.

The disappearance of the middle-class mortgage does not represent merely a short-term challenge for individual families. It portends major changes in the long-term financial security of the American middle class. The younger you are when you buy a property, the more time you have to develop equity and the more you benefit from rising real-estate prices. Imagine two people purchasing the same condo with the same loan terms, one at 28 and one at 48. If they both sell at 65, the latter's settlement check will be only a third as big as the former's, assuming that home values increase 3 percent a year. Plus, mortgage costs are generally fixed for 30 years, whereas rent goes up annually, sometimes far faster than wages. "Housing wealth provides a lot of stability," Herbert told me.

Nobody likes paying their mortgage. But many Americans are going to wish they had the chance to.
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California's Deadliest Avalanche Turned on One Choice

Why did a group of 15 skiers take a risky route on a dangerous day?

by Joshua Partlow

Wed, 04 Mar 2026




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

On the morning of the deadliest avalanche in California's modern history, Cody Townsend was skiing above the west shore of Lake Tahoe. People like him, who live for untracked expanses of wilderness snow, had found little to celebrate this season. Across much of the American West, the temperatures had been high, and the hills bare and brown. According to the Central Sierra Snow Lab, operating from a cabin nearby, accumulation had been running seven feet below normal.



But now snow was dumping. Dry, light flakes swirled around him, and with every turn, Townsend disappeared into great clouds of powder. It was the storm of the year in the Sierras, he would write that day. Yet something felt off. The wind was picking up. The temperature seemed odd. Townsend is a professional backcountry skier who learned the sport around Tahoe, and "it was just the consistency of the snowfall, the way that the flakes were coming down, the winds that were coming through, that had just something different, something I wasn't used to," he told me. He and his wife, Elyse Saugstad, a professional freeskier who had survived a 2012 avalanche that left three others in her group dead, decided to bail.



When he got home, Townsend posted on Instagram, warning his followers to be wary: "It's fun out there for sure but definitely not time for full-send mode." The light powder was piling up on a crust that had melted and refrozen, creating slabs of unstable snow.



In his comments, someone shared the news: "There was already a slide at Castle Peak."

That morning, elsewhere around Lake Tahoe, a group of 15 skiers ventured out into the storm from the Frog Lake Backcountry Huts, a cluster of coveted off-the-grid cabins, where they had stayed for the past two nights. The group included several women who were close friends and relatives--accomplished working mothers, many of whom lived in the Bay Area and whose kids attended a Tahoe ski school--and was led by four guides employed by a local company, Blackbird Mountain Guides.



The group was there to ski far from chairlifts and groomed runs, to trek uphill aided by grips on the bottom of skis and glide down untracked bowls. The huts, set on the lakeshore at 7,600 feet amid red fir and Jeffrey pine, opened in 2022 and quickly became regarded as a jewel of the country's network of wilderness cabins. The huts are rustic but, in some ways, luxurious: They come with access to hot water, leather couches, a roaring fireplace, and a pair of North Face slippers; booking them can cost more than $1,000 for a multiday trip. Some trips include chefs to prepare meals in the commercial-grade kitchen. When reservations become available, they normally book within minutes.



This group was scheduled to return home that day, and despite the storm, the skiers set off along a route of more than three miles that begins with a climb, proceeds through a gap in the mountains, and runs along a forested ridge. They had gone less than a mile when someone shouted, "Avalanche," a local sheriff's deputy would later report. Then a slab of snow about the length of a football field crashed down onto them, catching all but two of the skiers. Ultimately, only six of the group would survive.



Two weeks after this tragedy, the guides' decisions--to ski through a blizzard; to travel a risky route--remain the mystery at its center, as law enforcement and the wider community look for answers. The Nevada County sheriff's office and California's workplace-safety agency are investigating potential safety violations or criminal negligence by Blackbird. Zeb Blais, the owner of Blackbird, has offered condolences in a statement, but he has not otherwise spoken publicly. (His company referred questions to a public-relations firm that did not respond to requests for comment.) Blais himself has skied and guided in Alaska and Antarctica, Japan and the Himalayas; in a podcast a couple of years ago, while describing how guides monitor avalanche conditions, he allowed that "there's just a certain degree of uncertainty that we just can't eliminate."



The Frog Lake huts would have been a good place to ride out a storm. The guides and avalanche experts I talked with wondered why the group ventured out in such conditions, but even more so how they chose their path home. "The question is: Why did they go into the terrain that they went to?" Townsend told me. "What led them to believe their way out was the correct way out that day? It was an obvious mistake."



From the beginning of the trip, the Sierra Avalanche Center, a nonprofit that works with a local Forest Service field office, had been warning about worsening avalanche danger, including near the Frog Lake huts. On the morning of the slide, the center put the avalanche danger at "high"--the fourth of five threat levels. "Travel in, near, or below avalanche terrain is not recommended today," read the report issued at 6:29 a.m. that day.



The unusually warm conditions in the weeks before had melted some snow, even at high altitudes. A dry stretch had created a layer of weak, sugary grains, and the incoming storm had buried that in feet of heavy snow. The center's observers had skied out to this area the day before the avalanche and witnessed widespread cracks and areas of unstable snow.



David Reichel, the center's executive director, described the movement of such snow layers to me like sliding apart an Oreo cookie. A slab avalanche sends the top part of the cookie, the upper layer of snow, sliding over a weaker layer below, the cookie's soft middle frosting. "This weak layer is expected to reach the point of failure today in some areas," the center warned in its report.



On a backcountry trip, ski guides typically meet in the morning and evening to discuss conditions and plan routes. They closely follow these avalanche warnings. They know which parts of their route have avalanche risks and where runout zones exist for sliding snow. On the morning that the group at the Frog Lake huts was set to leave, the four guides had multiple ways out to choose from, including routes to the southeast that would have avoided exposure to avalanche risk, Dave Miller, a backcountry ski guide and avalanche instructor with 25 years of experience, told me. "Our standard is we don't go in or under avalanche terrain when the level is high," said Miller, who owns International Alpine Guides, which has operated in the Tahoe area for decades.



The solar-powered huts do have an internet connection, but it's generally not accessible to guests. When Dustin Weatherford worked there for two winters, as the huts' first caretaker, he printed out the avalanche and weather reports for guests each morning. He kept a couple of weeks' worth of food in case anyone needed to extend their stay. "We were always, always ready, willing, and welcome to anybody staying if they weren't feeling safe," he told me. "Even if there isn't avalanche danger, and someone just feels scared or they want to rest their hurting ankle, we'll find them a place to sleep." (The Truckee Donner Land Trust, which owns and operates the huts, does not charge for extra time in such a circumstance.)



The guides knew that the risks to the group were rising: They nixed part of the morning's plan, and told the group they needed to head home, two of the trip's survivors told The New York Times. The day of the avalanche, the four guides reportedly met without their clients to choose their route out.



Other guides told me that Blackbird had skilled employees and a good reputation for safety. Regardless of conditions, guides often choose the routes, Brennan Lagasse, a Tahoe ski guide who has led trips to the huts, told me. "Most clients are hiring guides to make those decisions for them," he said. The four on this trip had varying degrees of experience. One of them was certified by the American Mountain Guides Association to guide people on splitboards--snowboards that split into skis for trekking uphill. Two others were apprentice ski guides, earlier in a training process that can take years; the last, the only one to survive the day, was an "assistant" ski guide, one notch below certified in the AMGA accreditation process.



Blackbird said in a statement that its senior guides communicate remotely with those leading trips to discuss routes and conditions. A former Blackbird guide, who requested anonymity owing to the sensitivity of the situation, told me that, typically, senior guides would have participated in a morning meeting with the on-site guides before the groups left the hut, and surely that happened the morning of the avalanche. But exactly how much discussion the guides and leadership had over routes is unclear. The surviving guide may be the only one who knows why, exactly, the group chose the route it did. He did not respond to my attempts to reach him.



When it left the huts that morning, the group started with a deviation from the typical path: It wrapped around Perry's Peak from the north, rather than passing through Frog Lake Notch, an area with avalanche hazards. It was one of the shorter routes out and, the Times reported, the one that would put the skiers closest to their cars. But it still included stretches of avalanche terrain that are marked on the cellphone apps that skiing guides regularly consult, Miller said.



The guides would have known their choice carried real risk, especially under the conditions they faced--or they should have known. Snow was piling up that morning at four inches an hour--twice the rate that experts view as a threshold for increased avalanche danger. Because those first minutes after an avalanche are so crucial, guides will often consider, too, the added risk of venturing out in storm conditions that would make helicopter access impossible. "You're generally going to take a lot less risk," Miller said, "when the weather is bad and you're not going to get a quick rescue."



The 911 call came in at 11:30 a.m. on February 17. The Nevada County sheriff's office started marshaling dozens of rescuers, many of them volunteers, from across multiple counties. They'd be split into two teams and sent in via different routes in motorized snowcats--a sort of truck on tracks--and on skis. By that time, wind-whipped snow was making it nearly impossible to see, and authorities had closed down Interstate 80, the highway that runs over the mountain pass. "We didn't know what they were going to run into on their way in," Lieutenant Dennis Haack, the incident commander throughout the recovery process, told me.



Authorities did know, from the satellite messages that were coming through, that several people had survived the crush. Some had stayed clear enough of the slide that they'd been able to dig out others in the group. "Knowing that we had six subjects who were alive in there, we were willing to risk a little bit more," Haack said. But going in would be dangerous because of the treacherous weather and the risk of another avalanche. The authorities kept extra rescuers on hand in case they faced an "incident within an incident," Haack said.



Blais, Blackbird's owner, along with another employee of the company, headed out with skiers from the Tahoe Nordic Search & Rescue group, despite being advised against it by authorities, according to a spokesperson for the Nevada County sheriff's office. To reach the avalanche site, the rescuers fought through whiteout conditions. The snowcats reached the Frog Lake huts, where they had to stop. Beyond that point, the slope got steeper. Only the rescue skiers could get there.



That rescuers were able to reach the area safely suggests to other guides that the backcountry skiers had strayed from a less dangerous path. If they had stayed across a creek north of what's known in summer as the Red Dot trail, they'd have been in safer territory. "As to how or why they deviated only slightly--only 50 to 100 yards off of that route--and put themselves into that spot, is a big question that I think all of us would like to know," the former Blackbird guide said.



When the rescuers found the survivors, six hours after the initial call, two survivors had injuries. But all six were able to move under their own power back to the huts, where snowcats had parked to drive them out. The nine dead skiers remained on the mountain that night.



Over the next days, snow kept falling. One hallmark of our warming climate is the whiplash from periods of extended drought to extreme precipitation. The Central Sierra Snow Lab would record more than nine feet of snow in 120 hours--the most to accumulate in any five-day period since April 1982, and the third-highest total since 1971, according to its director, Andrew Schwartz.



For two days, the authorities waited for a window in the weather to recover the dead. Eight of the nine had been found in the initial search, and their locations had been marked with poles. By 11:30 a.m. on the following Friday, Chad Weiland, a flight paramedic with Care Flight and a ski patrolman at Sugar Bowl Resort, was heading towards the site in a helicopter with two others.



Weiland circled Perry's Peak four or five times, trying to see if rescue teams could go in safely to recover the bodies. On the north-facing slope where the avalanche occurred, he saw large banks of snow piled up by the winds. "The avalanche path looked heavily loaded," he told me. It was still dangerous.



Using the traditional option for dislodging potential avalanches--explosives--would be difficult, given the timing and the aircrafts the sheriff's office had available. But the night before, at a high-school basketball game, a utility worker with Pacific Gas and Electric Company happened to tell a local sheriff's deputy about an unusual method of dealing with risky slopes. Three years earlier, the company needed to rescue employees and their families who were snowed in at a power plant, and approval for explosives was taking too long. So PG&E had tried dumping water on the slope using a firefighting bucket, Pete Anderson, the senior manager of helicopter operations, told me. It had worked well, and they kept doing it.

By Friday morning, Anderson was on the phone explaining the technique to Haack; a few hours later, one of the company's UH-60 Blackhawk helicopters was dangling a 660-gallon bucket full of water from a nearby lake and dumping it on the avalanche slope. The helicopter made seven drops, until the water in the bucket started freezing. Then it dragged the bucket through the slope, like a wrecking ball. "That was pretty effective too," Anderson told me.

That day, rescue workers found the last missing skier. They had all been buried within a 20-by-20-foot area near the toe of the avalanche debris, under as much as eight feet of snow. A lingering question is why the group was clustered together if the guides knew the group was traveling below avalanche terrain. Standard backcountry protocol is to expose only one person at a time if traveling through an avalanche path.



When the area was finally safe, helicopters from the California Highway Patrol and the California Army National Guard hoisted the dead skiers' bodies from the slope and airlifted them back to the huts, where they were driven out by snowcats. Rescuers worked at this over the next two days, until the last person was recovered.



The community of skiers and guides in the cozy mountain towns ringing Lake Tahoe is close-knit. Many of the people who participated in the five-day rescue and recovery effort knew people caught under the snow or were friends of friends. One volunteer with Tahoe Nordic Search & Rescue lost a spouse in the slide. A Blackbird guide lost his brother.



This community thrives on skiing, reveres skiing, even with the dangers of mountain life. In Truckee, the closest town to the avalanche site, neighbors and loved ones have written messages at a memorial to the skiers--nine light-blue hearts on wood posts in front of an eagle statue. "You'll shred with me forever buddy," someone wrote to Andrew Alissandratos, a 34-year-old guide from Nevada.



One day after the last bodies were recovered, dozens of people in hats and parkas crowded together at the vigil for a moment of silence and to pay their respects. "Why do we do this? Why do we put ourselves in harm's way?" Kyle Konrad, a bearded backcountry skier, asked as he held a candle. "It comes from a place of love and joy."



Peter Atkin, whose wife, Carrie, died in the avalanche, said something similar in a statement: "Some of our most precious family memories were built at the Frog Lake Huts." Carrie was a leadership coach and mother of two; their family lived in the Tahoe area and had been to the cabins many times. Her husband described the huts as "a place where she felt truly at home." The people who live here, who love these mountains, know even small mistakes can be unforgiving. And they know why people take those risks anyway.
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The American King Goes to War

This is not what the Founders intended.

by Adam Serwer

Wed, 04 Mar 2026




America has been at war for nearly a week, but the president who started the war can't explain why.

Either Iran's nuclear program needed to be destroyed because Iran was "probably a week away" from having the material for a bomb, according to the Trump adviser Steve Witkoff, or Iran was "not enriching" uranium, according to Secretary of State Marco Rubio, or maybe Iran was threatening the United States and its allies bases in the region, according to Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth. One adviser told CNN that there was "evidence" Iran was preparing to strike U.S. forces in the Middle East, but Rubio later said Iran was an "imminent threat" because it would respond if attacked by Israel, which is not what "imminent threat" means. The U.S. is going to war to force regime change in Iran, or maybe it isn't--it depends who you ask and when. The operation will be short--or maybe it won't be.

A simpler explanation is that the administration did not plan well before attacking another country and igniting a regional conflagration in the Middle East, nor has it planned for what comes next. The potential consequences are devastating, including both the cost in individual human lives and the long-term implications for the region and its people. The economic aftereffects, given Iran's oil production and its control over the Strait of Hormuz, could be also substantial. The American government had no plan for evacuating its citizens from the region, let alone for who would take over Iran once its leadership had been deposed or killed. No one has any idea what the fallout here will be, nor does anyone in a position of authority seem to be particularly concerned.

Listen: Trump's war with Iran and a new danger at home

In the aftermath of President Trump launching an unprovoked attack on Iran with no immediate justification, plan, or exit strategy, many Democrats have called for a vote on a war-powers resolution that could restrict military operations in Iran. The procedural objection is a perennial Democratic favorite. It allows Democrats to complain about Republicans having broken the rules, while letting them avoid taking a position on the actual conflict--a position that might later turn out to be unpopular, if voters end up thinking that the war went well. In this case, the vote also papers over Democrats' internal divisions, given that the caucus is divided between hawkish Democrats sympathetic to attacking Iran and those who reject the attack outright.

As tempting as it may be to dismiss this vote as typical Democratic timidity, the procedure is nevertheless extremely important here. Who can decide when a country goes to war is one of the crucial distinctions between a republic and a monarchy. The Founders' decision to give Congress the authority to declare war is not a coincidence. It was one of several deliberate moves to limit the ability of an executive to wage war based on grudge, impulse, or personal profit. The restraints on the executive branch's ability to wage war exist to ensure that if the nation makes a choice to go to war, it does so only after careful planning and deliberation. That is to say, the opposite of what happened here.

Republicans supposedly worship at the cult of the Founders, but they do not actually venerate the Founders' beliefs and democratic principles. Rather, they see the Founders as symbolic figures to be deployed in favor of whatever the current GOP talking point is. In quasi-religious fashion, as the representatives of the Founders on Earth, Republicans are allowed to project their contemporaneous views backwards onto men who have been dead for centuries.

As the constitutional scholar Akhil Reed Amar writes in America's Constitution: A Biography, dividing the authority to wage war between the executive and the legislature was a deliberate innovation because "in England, the king had the power to both declare war and command troops." The king was seen as the embodiment of the people, and therefore his decisions regarding war and peace did not require their consent. America is famously founded on the opposite proposition. A monarch can take their nation to war for petty or personal reasons; a president should not be able to.

The authority that Trump has asserted in taking America to war against Iran is, like many of his other power grabs, an expression of the very tyranny the Framers were seeking to prevent.

"Kings had always been involving and impoverishing their people in wars, pretending generally, if not always, that the good of the people was the object," a young congressman named Abraham Lincoln wrote in 1848. This was "understood to be the most oppressive of all Kingly oppressions and they resolved to so frame the Constitution that no one man should hold the power of bringing this oppression upon us." This quote, incidentally, is immortalized on the House's website, if any members of Congress are looking for it.

James Madison and Alexander Hamilton famously disagreed about how strong an executive should be. Nevertheless, they both saw Congress's authority to declare war as a constraint on the president's authority to engage in it, as Damon Root noted in Reason after Trump struck Iran last summer.

George Packer: Hubris without idealism

Proponents of the "imperial presidency" generally point out that the belief that the president would always need to ask Congress for permission to use military force ran into complications very early. The second president, John Adams, entered into the undeclared "quasi-war" with France from 1798 to 1800, after Revolutionary-era France targeted American merchant ships at sea. The third, Thomas Jefferson, fought the Barbary pirates without a formal declaration. But in both cases, these conflicts were limited and defensive in nature.

Despite that, presidents from both parties have asserted the authority to act unilaterally--such as President Obama's decision to intervene in Libya's civil war. The Founders did not anticipate that lawmakers, instead of jealously guarding their legislative authority, would prefer to leave the president holding the bag in case military action turns out to be unpopular. Although the War Powers Resolution of 1973 was passed to limit unilateral presidential war making, presidents have often ignored it and Congress has frequently allowed them to.

Still, those past presidents attempted to articulate why they were taking the country to war--even if many of their reasons were unconvincing. With Iran, Trump hasn't bothered. The president blew past the constitutional restraints erected to prevent Americans from being drawn into a military conflict they do not support or want. Yet that is happening, because Congress is too weak and supplicant to assert its constitutional power against an unhinged executive.

The procedural objection to Trump's war in Iran is not a minor, or superficial, issue, despite how it may appear. The objection is central to the Constitution's design for heeding the consent of the governed: Presidents are not allowed to take the country to war, to commit its power to the inevitable mass destruction of human lives, without the people's permission.

That is what kings do. America is not supposed to have one of those.



*Illustration sources: The New York Historical / Getty; GraphicaArtis / Getty; Leon Neal / Getty.
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The Tyranny of the Relationship Gap

Age gaps, swag gaps, woke gaps--where does it end?

by Faith Hill

Wed, 04 Mar 2026




Every so often, I hear a time-honored dinner-party question that always leads to lively debate: Would you sleep with your clone?

It's hard to say where the conversation starter came from. Perhaps it originated with a 2015 BuzzFeed article titled "Can We Ask You a Really Weird Question?," which inquired--well, you know. Or maybe it can be traced much further back, to works of science fiction that explored similar puzzles. Is a clone conscious? Does it have rights? But today's clone query, in my experience, tends to prompt chatter about something a little less heady: whether engaging sexually or romantically with someone just like yourself sounds like a creepy nightmare--or whether it sounds like a dream of convenience, of perfectly aligned interests and interactions as frictionless as silk.

I've been thinking about this because lately, I keep hearing about the differences between lovers. You've probably heard of age-gap relationships. But what about the "job importance gap," the "woke gap," the "growth gap," the "AI gap"? The "being able to breathe through your nose properly gap"? (That one hits for me.) Within a period of four months last year, the culture magazine Dazed published articles on "swag gaps," "intelligence gaps," and "party gaps." You can pop "gap" on the end of just about any attribute--and when you get in the habit, analyzing your own relationship dynamics in these terms becomes easy. Come to think of it, I've experienced anxiety gaps (I was the more nervous one), cooking gaps (call me chef; I don't order in every meal), and sleep gaps (I need my eight hours).

Read: The bots that women use in a world of unsatisfying men

In the wilds of the internet, some "gap" references are played solely for laughs; others appear completely serious. Many fall somewhere in between: They go for cheeky and knowing while making a sincere point--usually about approaching the gap in question with caution, or avoiding it entirely. And this category is the kind that can get in your head; any perceived distance, if you squint, might turn from a sliver into a canyon. Take the swag gap. On its face, it means a mere discordance in stylishness. Perhaps you throw the phrase around at brunch while unpacking a recent flirtation. But then The Wall Street Journal suggests that it may be "less about aesthetic misalignment than imbalance of self-worth." The article is full of quotes from people apparently regarding the swag gap with solemn earnestness. Suddenly the bagginess of your pants, in stark contrast to a crush's skinny jeans, may seem to reveal a deeper truth about the soul.

I'm not surprised that people are wrestling with what it means to desire someone different from them. Since the rise of dating apps, singles--instead of coupling up with people in their social bubble, who are likely to be similar to them--have become more likely to date across race, education, and religious lines. This is a big societal shift, but within individual relationships, the change tends to be felt in idiosyncratic little ways. A museum-appreciation gap could be a class gap in disguise. A camping gap could indicate disparate upbringings: Maybe one partner grew up riding city subways and naming the rats, whereas the other was tromping through woods, singing with the birds.

The irony is that although online dating has allowed people to mingle with a greater diversity of romantic prospects, it also gives the illusion of control over any perceived incompatibilities. On apps, you can filter out anyone with an age or faith or ethnicity unlike yours. You can drop hints about your background--by sharing your Ivy League alma mater and an obscure literary reference, or including a photo of yourself beaming with a caught fish--and swipe past profiles without similar signals. You can decide that traveling a few neighborhoods away would be too much of a pain. It's never been this easy to encounter difference in a dating pool--or to evade it.

Not all reservations about gaps are unwarranted. Asymmetries can, for instance, result in lopsided power dynamics. Just think of the granddaddy of today's hyperspecific divisions: the age gap, which is far more likely to involve an older man and a younger woman, and can truly be troubling when the younger party is very young. Some would be glad that the average age difference between partners, according to the Pew Research Center, has been declining since 1880.

Read: The slow, quiet demise of American romance

Indeed, gaps of many kinds have been presented as obstacles to equality--perhaps especially for women. The swag gap became notorious when a certain tabloid photo of Justin and Hailey Bieber dropped: Hailey strutting ahead in a bright-red minidress, her hair pinned into a bun, the shimmer in her eye shadow and necklace catching the light; Justin slouching behind in a heather-gray sweat suit, the zipper halfway down and no shirt underneath, his face enclosed by a drawn hood. The image seemed to capture something a lot of women had already felt: that they were expected to doll themselves up, make the plans, do the chores, work the charisma, all for what Olivia Rodrigo has called a "second string loser"--a man who doesn't do his own laundry or schedule in advance, because he has no need to. "I've watched the smartest, hottest, kindest, most talented women of our generation fall for the guy who didn't utter a word at happy hour," one writer, considering men's role in the swag gap, grieved on the lifestyle website InsideHook.

This kind of resentment has been simmering in the culture for a while now. Back in 2016, Vulture published an article--a portent of the true gap era to come--about the "attractiveness gap" trope on screen. (Think Everybody Loves Raymond, The King of Queens, nearly anything in the oeuvres of Judd Apatow and Rob Schneider.) Some filmmakers, the article pointed out, have been criticized for selling viewers "the male fantasy that you, too, can be a lazy zhlub with barely any redeeming qualities and still get a super-hot wife willing to put up with it." But it's not a fantasy at all, the article argued; it's just an observation of life.

If gaps reflect societal inequities, then closing them could be seen as a just and necessary corrective. To what end, though? Should partners be like clones of each other, neither one hotter or funnier or more able to breathe through their nose? That may be difficult to actualize. And when power differentials do exist, they're rarely clean-cut. That is a major insight of Sally Rooney's Normal People: When a hunky and popular young man from a loving, working-class home gets involved with a lonely and "plain-looking" young woman from a wealthy, emotionally frigid family, they each wield their specific types of privilege and envy the types they don't have. They wound each other in a million different ways. And they fascinate each other in just as many.

Read: The people who quit dating

People might be doing themselves a real disservice, in other words, by paying gaps too much mind. Sure, a woman deserves a partner who matches her level of emotional commitment. But does she need one with identical career ambition? Why not go for someone with a chiller schedule who can give her snacks and foot massages while she's on the grind? Even age-gap critiques can go too far. In a recent HuffPost article investigating why "Gen Z Is Particularly Weird About Relationship Age Gaps," Justin Lehmiller, a research fellow at the Kinsey Institute, told the author that more and more young people seem to view age differences as "inherently exploitative." But he and other experts were concerned that nuance was getting lost. Lehmiller has been studying age-gap relationships for years, and said he believes that in many of them, "nothing untoward is happening."

Psychologists generally agree that similarity isn't a good predictor of romantic compatibility. Nor is "complementarity"; opposites don't necessarily attract. Gaps, then, aren't a hugely helpful frame with which to consider relationships at all. And besides, isn't it a bit navel-gazey to think so much about yourself in comparison to others? Freud called that impulse the "narcissism of small differences": the frivolous ways we strive to neatly differentiate ourselves. In truth, we all exist on messy spectrums of an endless number of qualities, and we act differently at different times. You might cook more than your current partner but less than plenty of other people. Your job may be important to you--but who knows, maybe you'll lose it. If 10 years from now you look back on this day, will you really think you had that much swag?

Better to try seeing someone in their own right: for who they are, not just who they are in relation to you. "Love," the novelist Iris Murdoch wrote, "is the extremely difficult realization that something other than oneself is real." If I could invite her to a dinner party, I might ask a certain question--and I think I know how she would answer.
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Trump Has Lost the Plot in Iran

Tehran hopes that he will declare a hollow victory and abort the mission.

by Karim Sadjadpour

Wed, 04 Mar 2026




Like many of his predecessors over the past five decades, Donald Trump risks having his presidency hijacked by Iran. The 1979 revolution and subsequent hostage crisis ended Jimmy Carter's presidency. The Iran-Contra affair tainted Ronald Reagan's. Iranian machinations in postwar Iraq sabotaged George W. Bush's. The Iran nuclear deal--and the bitter partisan fight over it--consumed the second half of Barack Obama's presidency. The October 7 attacks on Israel by Hamas, a member of Iran's "Axis of Resistance," triggered a brutal war that subsumed Joe Biden's. Trump may have envisioned a second term spent striking deals to resolve wars, but Iran has now sucked him in, too.

What Trump seems to have hoped would be a Venezuela redux--a quick decapitation of the regime followed by a swift deal with the leader's successor--has deteriorated into a regional war. Tehran telegraphed that this would happen, but it still apparently caught Trump by surprise. Now the United States is approaching a quagmire as news reports suggest that the CIA is arming Kurdish groups inside Iran.

In Venezuela, Delcy Rodriguez--who concurrently oversaw the ministry of petroleum and the ministry of economy and finance while serving as vice president--maintained deep foreign connections, including a private back channel to the Trump administration even before President Nicolas Maduro's capture. Her willingness to meet with CIA Director John Ratcliffe for a two-hour summit in Caracas underscored her authority to pivot the entire state apparatus toward a new energy partnership with the West.

Read: The real reason Trump went to war

The post-Khamenei landscape in Iran lacks any such singular, empowered interlocutor. The Islamic Republic's parallel power structure, coupled with a 47-year ideology of resistance, has for decades created an enduring dilemma: Those who want to make amends with America cannot deliver, while those who may be able to deliver do not want to make amends. No one currently in Tehran has the will or the weight to break from the inherited stance of resistance and broker a deal a la Delcy Rodriguez.

Given the pace of Israeli political assassinations inside Iran, the architecture of power in the Islamic Republic is constantly changing. Mojtaba Khamenei, the 56-year-old son of the assassinated supreme leader, is now reportedly the top contender to replace his father. Within the regime's hard-line circles--men who command little popular support but control every organ of repression--his stock has risen in the wake of the attacks that killed his father, mother, and wife. Although there are reports that he may have been wounded, Mojtaba is reportedly keen to take the reins of power. Backed by two particularly ruthless strongmen of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, Hossein Taeb and Ahmad Vahidi, he would resume his father's ruinous legacy.

Yet Mojtaba faces a crisis of both legitimacy and longevity. He lacks a public mandate, a recent Bloomberg report ties him to extensive overseas money laundering, and he would have to elude Israel's continuous campaign of decapitation. His father ruled for 37 years--Mojtaba might not last 37 days.

In the meantime, sources inside Tehran suggest that the country is essentially being administered by two individuals: Ali Larijani and Mohammed Baqer Qalibaf. Larijani is managing political affairs and Qalibaf, a former IRGC commander, is managing military affairs. During normal times, these two men have a rivalrous relationship--both are former presidential candidates who aspire to lead the country--but during war, they have banded together.

Larijani sees himself as a pragmatic revolutionary insider in the style of China's Deng Xiaoping. But his record thus far--he was reportedly one of the architects of Iran's January crackdown, which according to some accounts killed 30,000 people--appears long on massacring and short on modernizing.

Qalibaf, a trained pilot with a public record of corruption, has long sought to portray himself as a modern strongman--the technocratic face of the IRGC. Despite these modern pretensions, he has closely aligned himself with Mojtaba Khamenei, a bet on the past rather than on the future.

These two pretenders reflect an insider debate whose subject is not the existence of the Islamic Republic but the best method of its survival. Both are committed to preserving the regime, including by means of domestic brutality. Their disagreement is over the strategic posture of resistance that has defined the past 47 years: One camp favors internal brutality coupled with external resistance; the other favors internal brutality coupled with external detente. Trump has never been troubled by how a regime treats its own people--only by whether it treats him with deference. Tehran's embattled new leaders must decide whether a pact with him will save the revolution's life or destroy its soul.

Trump has treated the opening week of the war as an improvisational jazz session, riffing on different analyses, strategies, and endgames in conversations with numerous reporters. This is not deliberate strategic ambiguity to throw an adversary off base, but rather a symptom of genuine confusion. I have spoken with current and former U.S. officials privy to the decision making (none was authorized to speak to the public), who describe a total lack of planning and contradictory aims among those worried about the war effort and those more concerned about the war's domestic political implications. One official claimed that the administration has weighed easing the sanctions on Iran's oil exports--the lifeblood of its economy--to reduce the spike in oil prices the war has brought.

Brynn Tannehill: The dangerous mismatch between American missiles and Iranian drones

Tehran has recognized for decades that American public opinion is one of its most potent allies in restraining the regional ambitions of U.S. presidents. This lesson first came clear in 1983, when the Iranian-directed bombing of the U.S. Marine barracks in Beirut eventually compelled President Reagan to withdraw American forces from Lebanon. Today, the regime is reaching for the same playbook. By wreaking havoc on its Gulf neighbors and threatening the transit of 20 million barrels of oil through the Strait of Hormuz, Tehran aims to spike global energy prices and soil the domestic political climate in the United States. The goal is to weaken Trump's resolve by making him choose between a protracted war and the pocketbooks of his voters. Tehran's hope is that he will abruptly declare a hollow victory and abort the mission.

Amid this brutal game of power politics is the spark that ostensibly lit the fuse: Trump's warning to the Iranian authorities to stop the killing of protesters. Less than one week into this war, the hope that it would spawn an Iranian spring is already withering. At the moment, Iranian citizens are not participants but observers of this war, trying to steer clear for safety.

Populations living under tyranny understandably yearn for a "magic bullet"--a surgical strike that would destroy the oppressor while sparing the innocent. But like all wars, "Operation Epic Fury" has been far less precise than this fantasy. Only hours into the conflict, an errant strike on the Shajareh Tayyebeh girls' school in southern Iran served as a gut-wrenching reminder of the cost of such illusions, and a testament to the grim truth that those who pay most dearly for the fog of war are almost always the innocent.

As of right now, this is a war that virtually all sides are losing.
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Tesla's Secret Weapon Is a Giant Metal Box

Elon Musk's car company is quietly poised to power the AI boom.

by Andrew Moseman

Wed, 04 Mar 2026




Elon Musk's vision for the future of Tesla has finally rolled off the assembly line. Last month, a Tesla factory in Texas built the first Cybercab, a driverless electric car with neither a steering wheel nor pedals. With typical bombast, Musk has promised that the Cybercab will cost less than $30,000 by next year, and said that it could perhaps even pay for itself: Owners will conceivably be able to nap at home while the car is out hailing riders and earning them money.



The Cybercab is among the splashiest parts of Tesla's pivot away from its core business of selling cars (or at least those driven by humans). Musk is dead set on turning Tesla into a company that makes robots and robotaxis. Earlier this year, he killed the Model S--the vehicle that initially made Tesla into an electric-car giant--freeing up factory space to manufacture Optimus, a humanoid robot he says has the potential to be the "biggest product of all time." The world's richest man has a lot riding on the success of Tesla's robots and robotaxis, namely a pay package worth up to $1 trillion.



So far, the transformation has been chaotic. For all the hype surrounding the Cybercab, it's not clear that Tesla can legally sell a car without a steering wheel. The technology also remains unproven: Tesla operates a fleet of robotaxis in Austin, where they have crashed at roughly eight times the rate of American drivers, according to an analysis of Tesla's self-reported crash data. Musk has even further to go with his Optimus robots. The program has been dogged by public embarrassments and failures: At a Tesla event in December, an Optimus robot tasked with handing out water to guests lost its balance and dramatically tumbled backwards. Meanwhile, Tesla's car sales are tumbling as Musk has seemingly lost interest in making human-driven cars. Besides the Cybertruck, which has proved to be a flop, Tesla has not released an entirely new car model since 2020. (Tesla and Musk did not respond to my requests for comment.)

Tesla is undergoing a transformation--just not one oriented around the Cybercab or an army of humanoids that will do the dishes. The product that is poised to define the near future of the company is a metal box the size of a shipping container. It's the Tesla Megapack, an enormous rechargeable battery that is used by power plants to balance out the energy supply--for example, Megapacks store solar energy created on a sunny day so that it can be used at night. The Megapack has become the cornerstone of Tesla's booming energy division. Batteries and solar panels are not glamorous compared with robots, but they are "the here and now," Ben Kallo, a Tesla expert at the investment firm Baird, told me.



Tesla has always been in the energy business. Electric vehicles, in a basic sense, are just batteries on wheels, giving Tesla a head start in developing larger units such as the Megapack, which launched in 2019. Tesla also makes the Powerwall, a four-foot-tall battery that has become popular among homeowners who want to keep their lights on during a blackout without firing up a generator. And because the rest of the electric-car industry now uses Tesla's charging plug, Musk owns a network of fast and reliable Superchargers that is ready to sell electrons to everyone.

Read: Tesla is not the next Ford. It's the next Con Ed.

Now, though, something bigger is afoot. Tesla's energy business is surging as America needs more electricity than ever, in large part for the data centers powering the AI boom. Much of this energy is forecasted to come from solar power and batteries, if only because it's become the cheapest way to quickly add power to the grid. "We need electrons," Kallo said. "We need power. And batteries are going up everywhere." New facilities near San Antonio and Houston are using Tesla batteries to store hundreds of megawatts, helping to meet rising demand and to steady a Texas power grid that has seen devastating blackouts during winter storms. Data centers are also installing their own large-scale batteries, including Tesla's, as a contingency against power outages. Last year, Tesla sold $430 million in Megapacks to xAI, meaning Musk's own batteries are powering a barrage of Grok requests.



The political winds are blowing Tesla's way, too. Although the Trump White House has slashed incentives for renewable energy, it has gone easier on batteries. Chinese companies lead the world in battery manufacturing, but they face steep tariffs in the United States--leaving Tesla primed to swoop in with American-made Megapacks. To be clear, Tesla is not making most of its money from batteries. The company's energy division contributed 23 percent of Tesla's total profits during the first half of last year, and much of the rest came from cars. But as Tesla's EV sales slide, Musk may be forced to lean into batteries. Energy can bring in the steady revenue that he needs to pull off Tesla's pivot to robots and robotaxis. "It's very important to Tesla from a cash-flow perspective," Kallo said.

Read: Tesla wants out of the car business

Perhaps that also explains why Musk's passion for solar power has reignited. A decade ago, Tesla bought the solar-panel start-up SolarCity--only to let it gather dust while Musk chased obsessions such as tunnel-boring machines and reusable space rockets. In January, Tesla announced plans to build its own solar panels at a factory in Buffalo, New York, and to make enough solar panels to generate 100 gigawatts of solar energy by 2028. For comparison, that's more than twice the entire amount of solar power that's projected to be added to the U.S. power grid this year. Here, the mundane business of making and storing energy gets roped into Musk's sci-fi dreams: The investment firm Morgan Stanley predicts that Tesla's plan to create all this energy hinges on the existence of data centers in outer space powered by solar panels that orbit where the sun never sets. That remains an exotic ambition. "Let's give it a haircut and say they do 25 gigawatts." Kallo said. "That's still massive."



Even as Tesla backs away from selling electric cars, the success of its energy business suggests that the company still has the potential to do enormous good for the planet. In November, the company soft-launched Oasis, the largest Tesla Supercharging station in the world, featuring more than 160 plugs. The pit stop, located at a dusty highway interchange north of Los Angeles, is lined with solar panels to provide the juice and Megapack batteries to store energy for when it's not sunny. In effect, Tesla has created a zero-emissions charging station that runs off the grid. Similar projects that pair Tesla's batteries and solar panels could help make sure that the coming armada of AI data centers isn't powered by dirty energy.



For Musk, though, the crux of all this may not be to save the planet. It's control. A burgeoning energy business gives Musk more sway over the future of AI. "Energy is a big part of the arms race right now," Kallo said. Even if the future of AI doesn't go Musk's way--if the Cybercab never catches on and his humanoid robots never learn to manipulate objects with the grace of the human hand--he could wind up as AI's energy baron. That may be a consolation prize, but it's still one that will make Musk a fortune.
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The Dangerous Mismatch Between American Missiles and Iranian Drones

The United States has only so many expensive munitions to send after Iran's cheap and plentiful arms.

by Brynn Tannehill

Wed, 04 Mar 2026




The American air campaign against Iran would seem to be a tactical and an operational success. The United States has struck 1,700 targets in Iran and apparently suffered only six fatalities. The Iranian leadership has been disrupted and dozens of senior figures killed, including Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei.

But a price must be paid for these short-term successes, and it makes the bigger, strategic picture far less clear. The United States, Israel, and their Gulf allies are using up scarce and costly munitions at an astounding rate. These losses can't be replenished nearly quickly enough to avoid possible global repercussions, as far more formidable adversaries than Iran--Russia and China--assess the war-fighting capacity that America holds in reserve. If they conclude that the West has burned through too many interceptors to defend itself, Russia might pursue aggressive action against NATO, or China could move against Taiwan.



Two kinds of missiles are in hot demand on the battlefield. Interceptors, such as Patriot missiles, are designed to shoot down other missiles and drones. Offensive weapons, such as Tomahawk cruise missiles, are meant to destroy targets on the ground. Both are in short supply, but the situation with interceptors is particularly dire.

The American interceptors in greatest demand are Terminal High Altitude Area Defense missiles, which are best for defense against short- and medium-range ballistic missiles, and Patriots, which are somewhat less expensive and more numerous than THAADs. Last summer, during the 12-day war, the U.S. expended roughly a quarter of its THAAD missiles in defending Israel from the Iranian barrage. Each THAAD missile costs more than $12.8 million, and American defense contractors produce only 96 a year. The Trump administration has allocated funds to increase their production to 400 a year, but this could take up to seven years. That the U.S. will use up in just the next few weeks more than a third of the THAADs that it has stockpiled over the past year is entirely imaginable.

Jonathan Chait: A very stable war

The situation with Patriots is somewhat similar. In 2023, the United States was making approximately 370 Patriot missiles a year. Production of these fell short of demand for many years, and then the demand spiked with Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine. The U.S. ramped up manufacturing: Approximately 500 Patriots were produced in 2024, and roughly 650 a year are expected by 2027. Each missile costs approximately $5 million. But even with the increase in production, according to The Guardian, the United States estimated last year that it had only 25 percent of the Patriots that the Pentagon's planning required.

Iranian missiles and drones, by contrast, are cheaper and quite numerous. Israeli sources estimate that Iran began the current conflict with approximately 2,500 ballistic missiles on hand and may be producing "hundreds" more each month, with a goal of increasing the production rate to something close to 1,000. The New York Times estimates output at "dozens" a month, but even this lower-end estimate outstrips current U.S. THAAD production by a significant margin. By one expert's estimate, each Iranian ballistic missile costs about $1 million to $2 million to produce. Consider that in many cases, two or three Patriots are needed to down a single one of them.

Together with Russia, meanwhile, Iran has been producing Shahed-136 so-called suicide drones at a rate of about 5,000 to 6,000 a month, mostly for Russia's use in Ukraine, at a cost as low as $50,000 a copy. These are the majority of the munitions that Iran has launched against the United States and its allies in recent days. They serve to saturate air defenses and drain supplies of interceptor munitions.

Thus, the U.S. is expending scarce resources to destroy targets that cost less and take less time to produce than the weapons used to destroy them. Iran simply has less to lose by swarming its weapons: It fired 550 ballistic missiles and launched more than 1,000 drones against Israel during the 12-day war last year. In the first 48 hours of the current conflict, it sent 186 missiles and 812 drones into the United Arab Emirates alone, while also targeting nine other countries in the region.

American planners are well aware that this is an unsustainable rate of trade, which is why both Israel and the United States have made destroying ballistic-missile launchers a top priority. The logic is that you don't have to use a THAAD or a Patriot against a missile that cannot launch. According to the Times, Israeli officials estimate that they have destroyed 50 percent of Iran's missile launchers. This certainly helps slow Iran's launch rate, which in turn stanches its ability to swamp air defenses--but it does little to cut down the total number of ballistic missiles that Iran still has in its inventory and will eventually deploy.

So that's the interceptor problem. America's traditional long-range, precision-guided munitions, including the Tomahawk and others, cost about $2.2 million apiece and are produced in relatively small quantities. They are designed for conflict with an adversary whose air-defense systems are much more modern, functional, and densely integrated than Iran's. In this sense, their use in the current theater is wasted: Lesser munitions could easily get through Iran's air defenses, which have been starved by sanctions and physically battered into submission. However, early reports suggest that U.S. warships initiated the campaign with a wave of Tomahawks.

One American answer to the resource mismatch in this regard is a Shahed-136 knockoff  called the Low-Cost Uncrewed Combat Attack System, which comes in at about $35,000 to $40,000 a drone. However, its production is still ramping up, and the drones are primarily land-based (firing them from the helicopter deck of a Navy ship is technically possible but not efficient). For this reason, the Navy still relies on Tomahawks.

George Packer: Hubris without idealism

President Trump has said that combat operations could go on for a month or longer. At the current rate of fire, according to Bloomberg, U.S. interceptors could run low within days. Another source claimed that Qatar could run out in as little as four days. Gulf allies are urgently seeking additional military support from the United States. Some reports suggest that the U.S. has been "stonewalling" such requests because it has urgent needs of its own. Iran's missile-and-drone volleys are tapering off somewhat as launchers are destroyed and inventories expended, but Shaheds are so simple that Iran will likely be able to keep manufacturing and firing them in small numbers nearly indefinitely.

For the United States, nearly every action in this campaign comes with an opportunity cost in the form of what it can no longer do because it has depleted its missile stockpile. The most significant loss is deterrence. Russia and China are watching the United States spend down its missiles and are factoring that into decisions about possible offensive actions against NATO allies or Taiwan.

This is not idle speculation: The Department of Defense has warned that Chinese President Xi Jinping is preparing his military to be ready to successfully invade Taiwan by 2027. In pursuit of this goal, China has doubled its inventory of ballistic-missile launchers and almost tripled its number of missiles available since 2020. American and Japanese forces throughout the region will be subject to attack if the United States chooses to defend Taiwan. China will be keeping close tabs on U.S. munitions expenditures as it calculates whether (and if so, when) it will have enough of an advantage to assure victory. The war in Iran is likely advancing that timeline and increasing the odds that China will invade.

The draining of U.S. missile stockpiles poses a serious problem for national security. In choosing this conflict with Iran, the United States privileged likely ephemeral gains against an adversary that was a marginal threat over deterrence of peer and near-peer adversaries that have the will and the means to profoundly endanger global stability.
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Pete Buttigieg in the Wilderness

He has a beard, a splitting maul, and a house in Michigan. Is that enough to convince America that he's a man of the people?

by Graeme Wood

Tue, 03 Mar 2026




Read more about the Democrats who might run for president in 2028 here.

Updated at 2:41 p.m. ET on March 3, 2026

In May 2001, at Harvard's Institute of Politics, a 19-year-old freshman named Peter Buttigieg asked David Gergen, a Harvard professor and horse whisperer to five presidents, a question that he might have reserved for himself, a couple of decades later. Peter (he had not yet transformed into "Pete," let alone "Mayor Pete") said he loved The West Wing but could feel the idealism reflected in the show slipping away from politics in real life. "The presidency has now devolved into what's called 'the MBA White House,' or 'the corporate model,'" he said, with the plaintive tone of a child asking about the spirit of Christmas. "Is that magic really gone forever?"

Last summer, by the shore of the Grand Traverse Bay in northern Michigan, I told Buttigieg that I remembered that kind of fresh-faced idealism from my own time as a Harvard student. It was earnest; it was ambitious; it kind of made me want to barf. Lust for power--that, I understood, and I recognized it in many of our classmates. (We overlapped briefly, but I didn't know Buttigieg.) But the combination of naked ambition, absence of cynicism, and a sunny disposition seemed awfully suspicious. I always felt there was something odd about the undergraduates who haunted the IOP, Harvard's convalescent home for politicians recently defeated in politics or retired from it. How could you trust students who, rather than getting laid or drunk with their peers, spent their free time at office hours with former Secretary of Agriculture Dan Glickman?

Buttigieg said he knew what I was talking about. "It could be a Puritan, self-effacing thing," he told me, "where you're not supposed to admit that you view yourself as the person who would want to do that." (Even the phrasing--do that--made politics sound like an unnatural act.) The students with aspirations to high office knew that idealism and ambition put off a lot of people. The Harvard Crimson, he remembered, called all of the IOP kids and asked why they wanted to be president someday. "Almost all the IOPers were savvy enough not to respond," he said. "You're supposed to act as if you never even dimly suspected that you might run for office, until the moment you announce your campaign." (Of the students who answered the reporter's call, only one has held elected office--a term on the Montana Public Service Commission.)

Friends who knew Buttigieg then told me they didn't imagine him as a candidate--maybe a wonk or policy nerd, but not the guy on the ballot. He went back to the IOP in 2015, after he had become a rising Democratic star. He told the students that he knew just how torn they were, because he had felt the same way only a decade before. "Part of you is very anxious about how you could ever measure up" to the great politicians of history. "And then there's another part of you," he remembered saying. This other part "has had it at least cross your mind that, if by some catastrophic sequence of events, you were forced to immediately assume the presidency, you could somehow do it. And you know exactly what you would do first."

Whoever said that long-term planning is impossible in politics has never looked at the resume of Peter Paul Montgomery Buttigieg. One of the lessons a budding young would-be politician can learn at the IOP is that if you want to run for higher office, then there are steps you have to take. The Roman republic had a cursus honorum, a defined track that led an aspirant from low office to high. If America and the meritocracy that ruled it for much of the past century has a similar path, Buttigieg has followed it with uncanny fidelity.

Born in 1982, he grew up in South Bend, Indiana, where his mother taught linguistics and his father, a native of Malta and an expert on the Italian Communist Antonio Gramsci, taught critical theory at Notre Dame. As a high-school student, he entered an essay contest sponsored by the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library, and wrote an ode to the courage of Bernie Sanders. Sanders's calling himself socialist, Buttigieg wrote, was the political equivalent of "a self-inflicted gunshot wound," and wearing the label showed the senator's integrity. But part of what made Sanders "courageous," he wrote (and not a "crazy" radical), was that he had been willing to endorse Bill Clinton--to offer his grudging support to a centrist. It was a peculiar argumentative turn, and perhaps a preview of Buttigieg's later pragmatism. Be principled, he seemed to be saying. But don't get carried away.

This type of pragmatism will take a bright young man far in the meritocracy. He was admitted to Harvard, and four years later he was a Rhodes Scholar. Another member of his Rhodes class, Senator Andy Kim of New Jersey, told me he and Buttigieg often talked politics late at night in Oxford pubs, "but one thing he never did was talk about running for office."


Senator Bernie Sanders addresses Buttigieg during a presidential-primary debate on February 19, 2020. As a high-school student, Buttigieg had written an essay praising Sanders's courage and integrity. (Mario Tama / Getty)



After Oxford, Buttigieg spent three years in Chicago, during a money-earning interlude as a consultant at McKinsey & Company. McKinsey was, at the time, the default apprenticeship for Rhodes Scholars who wished to learn the ways of the private sector. He said that he did not expect to do the job forever ("I couldn't really do a great job on something that I was just paid to care about"), but that it taught him "how people and money and goods move around the world." Management consulting has since suffered in reputation, especially among progressives, who view Buttigieg's lubrication of the mechanisms of global capital as a major turnoff. In 2009, he was commissioned in the United States Navy Reserve, another well-known proving ground for public servants.

In 2010, he left McKinsey and jumped onto the political cursus with a run for treasurer of Indiana. As a "businessman," his campaign materials claimed, he would "protect Hoosier taxpayers from risky Wall Street schemes and unscrupulous companies." He lost but outperformed Democrats in other races, and a year later he ran for mayor of South Bend with a similar proposition for voters. His policy plan followed a McKinseylike template, with an assessment of the city's current "situation" and a list of Buttigieg's "mayoral action items." He proposed to declare South Bend "open for business," and mused in his announcement speech that it could shed its reputation for crime and economic decrepitude and instead become "a cool little city," diverse and prosperous. He clobbered his opponents in fundraising and won the Democratic nomination with 7,663 votes, or 55 percent of the total.

Whether you like what Mayor Pete did in South Bend depends on what you want from a mayor. He inherited a declining Rust Belt city and he left it in better condition, though "cool" would be a stretch. Industrial wrecks such as the old Studebaker factory are in the process of becoming data centers and office parks. His opponents on the left criticized him for courting Big Business rather than looking out for working people who wouldn't have had the means to hire a McKinsey consultant. "Buttigieg knows how to play the game and keep the establishment in power," Theo Randall, a professor at Indiana University South Bend who has watched Buttigieg for more than a decade, told me. Randall accused him of a feel-good liberalism that ignores deeper racial and class reckonings that South Bend (a city that is just barely half white) has coming. This progressive critique has followed Buttigieg ever since his time as mayor.

Whether his mayorship propelled Buttigieg to national attention, however, is not open to doubt. Competence alone would not have been sufficient. In true overachiever style, he held two demanding jobs at once: mayor and Navy officer, and when he was activated from the reserves in 2014, he left the city to a deputy mayor so he could serve for seven months in Afghanistan. Back in South Bend, in 2015, he came out as gay. He revealed this "part of who I am" in a short, dignified op-ed in the South Bend Tribune, and noted that he'd been "well into adulthood" before he could admit that he was gay even to himself. One college friend, John Beshears, told me that when Buttigieg had come out privately to him, months earlier, the mayor wondered whether being gay would limit his political future.

At least initially, it did not. In 2016, he made his first appearance in The New York Times, in a Frank Bruni column, "The First Gay President?" By then, Buttigieg's last inhibitions about the political ambition that dare not speak its name had disappeared, and by 2018 he was wrapping up his mayorship and in Iowa planning an insurgent bid for the 2020 Democratic presidential nomination. Being a small-city mayor, and facing constituents every day in grocery stores and on street corners, turned out to be excellent practice for courting voters in intimate settings, and Buttigieg's first-place caucus finish elevated him to contender status.

He was of course crushed after Iowa--first by Bernie Sanders in New Hampshire, and then by the eventual nominee, Joe Biden, whom Buttigieg dropped out to endorse. Biden appointed Buttigieg as secretary of transportation, a position in some ways perfect for his efficiency mindset.

Being stashed in a technocratic niche, however, meant that Buttigieg's talent at retail politics went underused. He had emerged as one of the few Democrats capable of talking to Republicans and not sounding like he loathed them. Buttigieg attributes this skill (which should be basic to the Democratic tool kit but is now unusual, like the ability to spin plates or play the zither) to "arriving on the national scene with nothing to lose," and therefore taking on-camera requests from anyone who asked, including hostile outlets such as Fox News. "I built a comfort level with that that I might have been counseled out of, if I was a young congressman." The talent is so uncommon that when Fox News invited him to a town hall in 2019, its audience hooted with delight several times and sent him off with a standing ovation effusive enough to move the moderator, Chris Wallace, to say "wow" on the air.


Buttigieg, then mayor of South Bend, Indiana, greets audience members after a Fox News town hall on May 18, 2019, in Claremont, New Hampshire. (Sarah Rice / Getty)



Worse than being underused, however, is being used in a campaign destined for failure. In 2024, Kamala Harris contemplated choosing Buttigieg as her running mate, then decided it was too "risky" to bring a gay man onto the ticket. "We were already asking a lot of America," she wrote in her memoir. In a rare lack of grace, Buttigieg has never thanked her for that sleight: Being passed over has left Buttigieg the most prominent Biden stalwart to remain viable as candidate for the Democratic nomination in 2028.

"Sometimes things have a way of working out for the best," he told me, noting that the loss at least helped the Democratic Party "shake loose some of its insistence on purity." After Customs and Border Protection agents killed Alex Pretti, the legally armed protester in Minneapolis, Buttigieg told me he favored a hospitable approach to gun enthusiasts and civil libertarians who were now entertaining doubts about Donald Trump's commitments to their freedoms. The alternative would be to shriek at them for their hypocrisy. "Strategically, I think it's more important to build on the people who are stepping forward and say 'Welcome aboard' than to further alienate the people who we think should have been there by now."

Other potential candidates, such as Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and Gavin Newsom, have achieved fame by berating and ridiculing the other side. Buttigieg is more staid in tone. He sounds like the youngest member of the old Democratic Party, the one that flourished before Trump: brainy, credentialed, and elite; liberal but not progressive; and personable but--this might be key--frightfully boring.

The last of these, which would have been an insult in previous eras, is part of the Buttigieg value proposition. Buttigieg is technocracy made flesh. Who could be safer than a politician who has had his card punched at all the great meritocratic institutions, and who has followed the modern cursus honorum from local office to national? And who could be less Trumpian? He is unashamed of technical competence, even when it makes him sound dweebish. Without embarrassment, he bragged to me that during his days as a management consultant, he'd worked with data sets "too big for Excel to handle."

The crowds I saw Buttigieg work in Iowa last year did not seem to think he was a try-hard, a nerd, or anything but an unflappably upbeat guy. He had the charisma and skill that a politician needs, including the ability to sound passionate and spontaneous even about things I knew he had discussed countless times before. Performing well on Fox led to repeat invitations to appear on the channel, then an end to the invitations, possibly for the same reason. (His people speculated to me that last year he became too plausible a candidate to be rewarded with that much airtime.) But his policies, and the style in which he advocates for them, remain as vanilla as they get. Buttigieg disputes this characterization, though he admits that "tonally" there is truth to it. "I think we are ready to have a less exciting presidency," he told me, in the sense that ordinary people can "go a day without hearing the name of the president of the United States." A "boring" president, he says, is a president doing the job so well that you don't have to think about him.

"There are all these structures and institutions that have just been burned to cinders by this administration," Buttigieg said. He looks forward to the chance to rebuild those institutions--and to improve them. "Democrats need to make clear that we're not just here to put everything back the way that it was." USAID is one institution, he says, that needed reform. There are others: NATO, the World Trade Organization, the National Institutes of Health.

But when one side is engaged in wholesale arson, the politician who proposes to reform institutions (to be "institutionally radical," as Buttigieg puts it) is still the institutional candidate. The systems that Buttigieg proposes working within are still the systems of yesteryear. The tempests of the second Trump administration come from the rejection of much of the post-Cold War bipartisan consensus--free trade, American-led multilateralism, and lean, market-friendly economic policy--and the chaos that replaced it. Buttigieg is that consensus revivified--a return to normalcy.

For now, Buttigieg has chosen to wait out the tempests in Traverse City, the hometown of his husband, Chasten, a former schoolteacher. "We firmly became Michiganders at the end of 2021," Buttigieg told me, when the couple bought a house there. From the vantage point of northern Michigan, he watches the progress of Trumpism with a combination of dismay and optimism. He sees the administration's more "extreme behavior"--including ICE raids, which he calls "violent authoritarianism"--as attempts to deflect attention from the cracks developing in Trump's base. Buttigieg pointed to Indiana Republicans' unwillingness to go along with a Trump-endorsed election map in December as a sign of the president's weakening grasp on his party. "It's a cornered-animal problem," he said. "He's getting weaker and getting more dangerous at the same time."


Buttigieg with President Joe Biden at a Cabinet meeting in October 2024 (Haiyun Jiang / The New York Times / Redux)



These, however, were observations from the sidelines. The past year, Buttigieg told me, has been about "doubling down on family." He is relishing time as dad to their adopted twins, 4-year-old Gus and Penelope. Not having to shave daily is a relief after 15 continuous years in politics. (The pictures of him from his first campaign show a candidate so boyish that one doubts his need to shave at all.) "It's a pretty good life," he said.

Traverse City is remote from Washington politics. At a local bar, I asked an employee to name the city's most famous resident, and he struggled to name anyone. "Madonna's brother used to be a homeless guy here," he said. I told him that a former secretary of transportation had moved to town six months ago, and instead of continuing the conversation he found urgent barkeeping tasks to attend to. The local attraction is the region's cherries, and if you visit in cherry season, you can see tourists walking around with bags of them, their hands stained red, as if they have recently committed gruesome crimes.

A day with the Buttigieges is a never-ending succession of wholesomeness. When I went to their house, Pete had traded running the country's transportation sector for a different type of traffic management, in the kitchen of his exurban home. The couple had begun preparing their children for a day of camp. Pete was delivering yogurt to the table while Chasten coaxed them to eat it. "Not enough protein," Chasten said, prompting Pete to scramble eggs, which of course the kids rejected. "Papa got an axe for Christmas," Gus told me. "Technically," Pete said, "it is a splitting maul."

Later we dropped the kids at camp, then visited Pete's in-laws' property. Chasten's parents, Terry and Sherri, help with child care and design and sell Christmas wreaths out of a barn--an occupation that rates a solid 10 out of 10 on the Norman Rockwell scale. Then came lunch at a shop that sold Cornish pasties--an empanada-like savory food, "quintessentially a UP thing," Pete said, referring to the Upper Peninsula, because "you can take them camping or hunting." We stopped at a bakery to pick up hamburger buns. The day ended with the same kid-related disarray that it began with: a cherry cone at Moomers Homemade Ice Cream, a rustic scoop shop that no less an authority than Good Morning America named the best in the country in 2008.

Every politician these days is in a constant battle for authenticity. Back when young Peter was at the IOP, he was in awe of the nation's great presidents, including the namesake of the IOP's school, John F. Kennedy. Where did the magic go? Part of the answer, one suspects, was right there in Traverse City, where this politician, now midcareer, has retreated to live a simple American life. Buttigieg has to establish his normal-guy credentials because he is not one, and nowadays unabashed elitism is harder to pull off. JFK never had to do that: He was a rich kid, a priapic aristocrat, and the majesty of his presidency would have been diminished rather than enhanced by a sojourn in Middle America, shuttling kids to school and doing mental math about which store's buns sold at the most favorable unit price.

Buttigieg told me that he settled in Traverse City because his in-laws are "pretty key to our child-care equation," and I am sure that is true. Whatever its advantages as a place to get free babysitting, Michigan is also a good place to position oneself for a presidential run, if your resume is otherwise burdened with places like Harvard and Oxford. The move there, after four years in Washington and eight years as mayor of South Bend, drew sneers from cynics: The governorship and a Senate seat were opening up, and there was talk of Buttigieg's running for one or the other. (He has since ruled them out.) Indiana is red enough to be unwinnable for a Democrat; Michigan is purple and offers four more electoral votes. When he leaves the state, it is often for carefully chosen definitely-not-campaign stops, in places like Cedar Rapids, Iowa, and La Crosse, Wisconsin.

For all of Buttigieg's red-blooded-Michigander posturing, it is in some sense impossible for any person with the overweening ambition of a presidential candidate to be a normal guy who is authentically interested in Christmas wreaths, deals at the local bakery, and the pleasures of splitting wood for the firepit. "Right now I'm in the best of all worlds," he said. "I'm well known enough that I could get into a restaurant at short notice. I'm not too well known to actually be able to sit there and eat." He said that success, meaning even higher office, would entail "losing some of the best things about my life"--the peace, the time with the kids, the nice meal without judgment from passersby.

If Buttigieg likes this tranquil existence so much--if he really values dad life--then the last thing he should do is what he clearly intends to do, which is blow it all up by running for president. "I actually think that any office but the presidency is one you can come back home from eventually," he said. "I once went to a restaurant with Bill Clinton, and it was almost impossible just to eat: He had to greet every table."


Buttigieg and his husband, Chasten, at the Nevada caucus in February 2020 (Win McNamee / Getty)



In previous decades, you could tell when a male politician had quit politics, because he'd grow a beard, like Al Gore. The unshaven Buttigieg, along with the bearded vice president, have ended that tell. So in Buttigieg's case, the continued vitality of his ambition was detectable mostly in pauses. He never spoke more slowly, or sounded more rehearsed, than when I asked him about the issue he'll be most harshly critiqued on if he runs: his silence during Biden's cognitive decline. "We all saw what we saw: that he was old," he said. "I never saw a decision that was different or worse because he was old," and as long as the decision making was sound, Buttigieg had no duty to pull a senility alarm. Subtler hesitations intervened even in less tricky conversations. When he drove me around Traverse City, I asked where Gordie Howe, the hockey demigod who'd lived there in the 1990s, had his restaurant. I noticed Buttigieg tense up, as if unsure whether he might alienate a key demographic, Detroit Red Wings fans over the age of 65, by admitting that he had no idea what I was talking about.

Even the visit to the scoop shop was an exercise in crisis management, far beyond the usual family drama. When his kids melted down and started shrieking over the usual tantrum-inducing nonsense that sometimes sets off 4-year-olds, Buttigieg looked around nervously, gathered his family, and left the shop fast. I think a noncandidate might have let the kids wail a bit longer. But if these hissy fits made it onto TikTok, they might look like negligent parenting. And there go a few more votes. To live in this defensive posture is politically necessary, but it should not be mistaken for normal life.

Richard Ben Cramer, in his great campaign book What It Takes, wrote about the insane hubris that any plausible presidential contender has to have. To believe that you are the future president requires, he wrote, a "habit of triumph," a long record of ambition and willingness to subordinate everything and everyone to its fulfillment. The book's title is usually read to refer to the inner drive required to win. But Cramer also wrote about what this ambition takes from a man--the personal cost of running for office, and all the pain associated with being willing to "bend their lives and the lives of those dear to them to one hugely public roll of the dice."

Buttigieg told me he liked his life in Traverse City, "and I would only put it on the line for really good reasons." Those reasons come down to a paradoxical mix of humility and ambition. Buttigieg says that he will run only if he determines that his specific mixture of talents is irreplaceable. That means determining "what you can bring to the office that is different from all of the others," he said, and that the difference he could make is "so compelling that it would be a mistake not to do it." Given how clearly Buttigieg is considering running, one hears an edge of Trumpian I alone can fix it in this line, a sign of self-confidence several standard deviations above the norm.

This is another paradox of Buttigieg--that he is simultaneously the national-level Democrat most capable of speaking directly to the party's West Wing-aficionado base, and the national-level Democrat whose background and personality are most alien to the experience of ordinary Americans. Compare him to Tim Walz. He and Harris were a doomed ticket, but even voters who disliked him knew his type. He was a high-school teacher, a homeowner, and a midwestern dad with the usual dad interests. Walz never seemed more animated than when a podcaster asked him to expound on the topic of residential rain gutters. ("It's personal for me," Walz said, with the tone of Liam Neeson in Taken.) He was not a preternaturally ambitious polyglot whose family business was Marxist social theory.

In my day with Mayor Pete, he came to life most when he was at his nerdiest. He said he had recently resurrected his Norwegian, a language he learned for fun during his Chicago days. He said he was reading a Norwegian kid's book with the twins, and was amused to learn that Brillebjorn, the main character, has lesbian moms.

Other instances of recreational nerding out abounded. When he caught a break from scrambling eggs for the kids, he showed me a bulky Soviet-era hand-cranked radio that he'd acquired in Afghanistan, and sat with me decoding its Cyrillic labels. "It doesn't work anymore," he said dryly, "and the last person who got a call on it probably hasn't been around for a while." In 2008, when he was a single guy with time on his hands, he used his frequent-flier points to go to Somaliland "for fun." (He wrote about the experience in an International Herald Tribune op-ed.)

Buttigieg knows that pasties are eaten by hunters in the Upper Peninsula. But he acknowledges that his own upbringing did not involve any hunting trips up north. Every candidate hopes to be the guy you want to have a beer and talk football with. Buttigieg can do a very convincing impression of that guy, but deep down he is the candidate you want to sit down and have Somali camel stew with while you banter about Arabic verb forms. The median-voter theorem suggests that he should suppress that side of his personality.

And that is what Buttigieg seems to be doing now: pausing a bizarre, hyperaccomplished life so he can collect the final punch on the card, which is the one that indicates you have spent time living like an ordinary human being. The catch, unfortunately for Buttigieg, is that many people distrust this sort of thing, just as they distrust political ambition itself. Even a good man with honorable civic intentions is caught in a bind: having to be normal without trying to be normal.


Buttigieg says that he likes his life in Traverse City--and that he'd only give it up "for really good reasons." (Eric Ogden for The Atlantic)



This weirdness is not lost on the Republicans, and President Trump in particular seems almost overloaded with ways to heap Buttigieg with scorn. First among them is the name, which seems to inspire Trump, whenever he pronounces it, to lapse into a strange reverie, as if he is paralyzed by choice over which aspect to mock: that it begins with butt, that it is foreign-looking, that it is quite simply fun to say. (He does not seem aware of the most amusing fact about the name, which is that in Maltese it means "father of chickens.") He also mocks Buttigieg's sexual orientation. "He drives to work on his bicycle with his, in all fairness, with his husband on the back," Trump said last year.

The irony of this line of attack is that all of Buttigieg's unusual personal traits--the linguistic talent, the Marxist father, the gay marriage--are paired with an almost painful ordinariness in his actual policy. The guiding principle of Buttigiegism seems to be that for every political question, there is an egghead somewhere who has the answer, and the job of the president is to find that egghead or to be him. So far, all attempts to associate Buttigieg with his Gramscian father have failed--if anything, Buttigieg seems to have engaged in an oedipal reversal of the Gramscian formula, rejecting radicalism in favor of precisely the kind of technocratic capitalism that Gramsci would have detested. This dynamic has left Buttigieg vulnerable to critique from both extremes, which accuse him of out-of-touch centrism, both politically and personally. From the left, he was maligned in his first presidential campaign as "Mayo Pete" for his bland whiteness, and for his perceived failure to fight for racial minorities and the poor. Randall, the professor in South Bend, told me Black residents came to think he was looking out for the interests of developers, and not theirs. "The word went out on the Black internet," Randall said. Buttigieg has long struggled with Black voters, though one recent poll showed that Black respondents put him in the middle of the pack of likely 2028 Democratic contenders.

One of the weirdest recent developments in sexual politics is that the noisiest complaints about Buttigieg's sexuality have come from those on the left and right who accuse him of not being gay enough. This reversal is almost too bizarre to credit. In 2019, The New Republic ran (and then retracted, under fire) an article by Dale Peck, a gay literary critic, which said Buttigieg's sole distinguishing characteristic was "what he does with his dick (and possibly his ass)," and argued that his ability to govern was compromised by his alleged abstention from enthusiastic sodomy as a younger man. Failure to experiment sexually "eats you up inside," Peck wrote. "I want a man whose mind is on his job, not what could have been." On the right, Tucker Carlson has repeatedly asserted that Buttigieg only pretends to be gay, and is in fact a straight man faking homosexuality for political clout. Carlson has said he wants to ask Buttigieg "very specific questions about gay sex and see if he can even answer."

The indecency of this extraordinary line of interrogation says more about the intrusive thoughts of Carlson and Peck than about Buttigieg. But it connects to the perception, not exclusively on the right, that Buttigieg is an unnatural candidate--not in the antique sense of homosexuality being a crime against nature, but in the new sense that he will deny his most basic instincts if he thinks doing so will further his political career.

This brings us back to what we might call the IOP problem: Buttigieg has punched his card, has followed all the prescriptions, has received every honors grade and service patch one can get by the age of 44. But it turns out that lots of people, and not just jealous Ivy Leaguers, hate this. They hate pretensions of expertise. They hate people who work to become what they are not--even when they work to become better people, or better presidents. "I'm like you," Gavin Newsom told a crowd in Atlanta in February. "I'm no better than you. I'm a 960 SAT guy." That score is well below average. The audience cheered.

Buttigieg's critics seem to fault him for the vaguest reasons, many of which come down to: he's too perfect; he's not authentic; he's not a man of the people. It's an odd line of attack. Is it possible to be too perfect? Is perfection a flaw? Social psychology has documented something known as the "pratfall effect": the distrust of people deemed too perfect. It turns out that people like smart, charismatic types--but they really like smart, charismatic types who screw up now and then, and do not just ace every test and land every joke. This effect may also help explain the appeal of Trump, whose fans acknowledge that he is a flawed president, and whose flaws count in his favor.

This manner of politics, where flaws count more than virtues, has come to dominate. In some ways Buttigieg is a perfect candidate, and in some ways he feels like a candidate perfect for an era that has slipped away. He does not curse; he does not sleep with porn stars; he does not abandon his progeny or spouse; he does not resort to low blows. In other words, what year does he think it is--2008? It sometimes seems like the magic that young Peter thought was slipping away from politics in 2001 has vanished completely. The anti-idealism that has replaced it is even more nauseating than the idealism.



This article originally stated, citing a poll from 2025, that Black voters approve of Buttigieg at a rate of about zero percent. In fact, the poll measured the share of respondents that favored Buttigieg in the 2028 Democratic presidential primary, not his approval rating.
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Trump Is Expected to Endorse Cornyn

Republican strategists hope the endorsement will make the Texas Senate race less expensive and less competitive.

by Michael Scherer, Ashley Parker

Wed, 04 Mar 2026




Updated at 3:18 p.m. ET on March 4, 2026.

President Trump's political advisers expect him to endorse Senator John Cornyn in Texas's May 26 Republican-primary runoff election following the incumbent's better-than-expected finish against Texas Attorney General Ken Paxton in the first round of voting yesterday, three people briefed on the deliberations told us.

Trump declined to get involved in the race before the first round of voting, and Republican Senate strategists had been worried that he wouldn't endorse Cornyn, who has been critical of the president in the past. Strategists have also warned that Paxton, a scandal-scarred favorite of Trump's MAGA base, would need more money from top GOP donors than Cornyn would require to defeat the Democratic nominee, James Talarico. Estimates of the added cost of Paxton being the nominee in the general election range from about $80 million to more than $200 million, according to several top strategists, given the Democrats' ability to raise massive sums of money in the state from individual donors if the race is perceived as winnable.

Senate Majority Leader John Thune told Punchbowl News this morning that an early Trump endorsement "saves everybody a lot of money." "If the president can weigh in, it would make it enormously helpful," Thune told the outlet. The White House did not respond to requests for comment. Minutes after this story published, the president wrote on Truth Social that he will soon endorse one of the candidates and ask the other to drop out of the race. Trump wrote that "for the good of the Party, and our Country," the primary fight cannot continue.

Republicans have been working for months to rebuild the relationship between Cornyn and Trump, culminating in an invitation last week for the senator to ride on Air Force One with the president from Washington to a rally in Texas. The trip happened as Trump gave the green light for the U.S. attack on Iran. "It takes a lot of political courage, because, you know, these things are easier to start than to end," Cornyn told CBS News Saturday about his conversations with the president about the strikes. "I told him I really respected the fact he would take the chance--the political risk, really--to strike Iran's nuclear-weapons program."

The three people we spoke with noted that they have long expected Trump to endorse Cornyn in a runoff--a prospect made even more likely by Cornyn's strong showing last night. Paxton consistently led Cornyn in polls leading up to the primary, but Cornyn eked out a top-place finish, albeit not a resounding-enough victory to avoid a runoff. The president has not yet made a final decision, however, and is prone to last-minute vacillation, they noted. Both the National Republican Senatorial Committee and the Senate Leadership Fund, a super PAC aligned with Thune, have supported Cornyn's reelection. Chris LaCivita and Tony Fabrizio, two top political advisers to Trump's 2024 campaign, have been working for Cornyn's effort as well.

"I just haven't made a decision on that race yet. It has a ways to go," Trump told reporters in February about his endorsement decision. "Those are the toughest races. They've all supported me. They're all good. And you're supposed to pick one."

Trump personally likes Representative Wesley Hunt, the third candidate in the Republican primary, and was reluctant to weigh in against him, even though Hunt was unlikely to make it to the runoff, let alone win outright.

A mid-January Emerson poll found that Cornyn was slightly stronger in a hypothetical matchup with Talarico, with Cornyn beating the Democrat by about three points and Paxton drawing even. But strategists on both sides say the difference in their prospects is likely wider, given the significant baggage that Paxton would bring to a general-election fight.

Paxton was impeached by the Republican-led Texas House of Representatives in May 2023 on charges including bribery, abuse of the public trust, and obstruction of justice, after Paxton was accused of persuading a donor to hire a woman with whom he was having an affair. He was later acquitted by the Texas Senate. Paxton's wife, Angela, filed for divorce from her husband in 2025, citing "biblical grounds" as the justification and "recent discoveries" as the cause. A pro-Cornyn ad last week called Paxton "the wife cheater and fraud."

Steven Law, who for a decade headed the Senate Leadership Fund--the top super PAC for Senate Republicans--told us in a text message that if Cornyn is the nominee, Democrats will be much less likely to regain control of the Senate. "Republicans would be able to focus entirely on exposing Talarico's far-left views rather than wasting time and money on fixing Paxton's problems," he wrote. "There are few certainties in politics but this happens to be one of them."

But Cornyn has a rocky past with Trump. After Cornyn won reelection in 2020, he was one of the few Republican senators who pushed back early against Trump's baseless claims of election fraud. Cornyn was critical of Trump's decision soon after the 2020 election to fire Chris Krebs, who led the Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency at the Department of Homeland Security, after Krebs said Trump's claims of election fraud were "unsubstantiated."

Read: Donald Trump's plan to subvert the midterms is already under way

"Who is a worse Senator, John 'The Stiff' Cornyn of Texas, or Mitt 'The Loser' Romney of Massachusetts (Utah?)? They are both weak, ineffective, and very bad for the Republican Party," Trump posted on social media in 2023, after Cornyn told a reporter that he doubted Trump's ability to win the 2024 campaign.

Gregg Keller, a spokesperson for the pro-Paxton Lone Star Liberty PAC, told us in a statement that Paxton has a strong chance of winning the runoff, noting that polls show he's more "more popular with the MAGA base than Cornyn."

"Insurgent Ken Paxton is the prohibitive favorite heading into the May runoff after coming within a point of defeating career RINO John Cornyn in the primary and being outspent 10-1," Keller said. "Runoff electorates are substantially more conservative than in the general election."

In recent weeks, Trump advisers have been pointing to Cornyn's voting record, which is closely aligned with the president's agenda, as a reason for an endorsement, and have tried to facilitate communication between the two men.

LaCivita, who is working for an independent group supporting Cornyn, warned Paxton and his political consultant Jeff Roe last night about the coming runoff battle, writing on X: "The second wave is going to be a bitch ..."



*Sources: Brandon Bell / Getty; Cell Genes / Anadolu / Getty; Sepia Times / Getty
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The Coming Invasion of Iran

The U.S. and Israel are arming Kurdish groups to stage an incursion. What could go wrong?

by Arash Azizi

Wed, 04 Mar 2026




Days after the United States and Israel killed Iran's leader, the war is set to enter a dramatic new phase. Thousands of Iranian Kurdish militants are gathering in Iraqi Kurdistan, set to receive American and Israeli financial and military support to launch a major attack on Iranian territory, according to several people with close knowledge of the plan. Other armed militants, such as the Mojahedin-e-Khalq (MEK), an exiled opposition group that has long carried out violent operations inside Iran, and Baloch militias that operate on Iran's southeastern border with Pakistan, are also rumored to be involved.

Last month, five Kurdish Iranian political parties came together to form the Coalition of Political Forces of Iranian Kurdistan, signaling their desire for joint political action. The five parties, all of which have military wings, have gathered thousands of their members in Iraq's autonomous Kurdistan Region, a leader of an Iranian opposition group who has been privy to the plans told me. (He requested anonymity, like others I spoke with for this story, because of the sensitivity of the operation.)

According to this person, the operation is to be led by the Democratic Party of Iranian Kurdistan (known by its Kurdish initials PDKI), whose leader, Mustafa Hijri, spoke by phone with Donald Trump yesterday. The PDKI has deep roots among Iran's Kurds. It's the oldest Kurdish party and a consultative member of the Socialist International. According to the opposition leader who spoke with me, as well as the leader of one of the Kurdish groups aware of but not included in the plan, the U.S. and Israel have set aside significant funds for arms and logistical support to the five Iranian Kurdish groups. (A spokesperson for the Israel Defense Forces said the organization had "no comment on this matter." The Pentagon did not immediately respond to a request for comment.) The Komala Party of Iranian Kurdistan, also a consultative member of the Socialist International but more left-leaning than the PDKI, joined the coalition today, becoming its sixth member party. The party had already received arms and financial support separately, my opposition source told me. Khalid Azizi, PDKI's spokesperson, declined to comment when I reached him by phone.

I spoke with a Kurdish Iranian analyst who is normally based in the United States but has close ties to the Kurdish forces. He was about to leave for Iraq to embed with them. He told me that, to his knowledge, the militants taking part in the operation are Iranian citizens and mostly Kurds. The question of whether the MEK or the Communist Party of Iran (which has roots in Iranian Kurdistan but doesn't have a military wing) are directly involved was not one I could settle at the time of writing; this source suggested that the Communists were but the MEK was not, but the information could not be confirmed.

Iranian Kurdish forces have long awaited such an opportunity, Shukriya Bradost, a Kurdish Iranian security analyst based in Washington, D.C., told me. "Kurdish parties want to protect the interests of their people," Bradost said. "They have sought to do so peacefully but, when they get no results, they try other means."

Missy Ryan and Nancy A. Youssef: The one variable that could decide the war

The operation is likely to face fierce opposition from many non-Kurdish Iranians. That will be especially true if the plan involves the MEK, which was once designated by the State Department as a terrorist organization before it was delisted in 2012. The group is seen by many Iranians as a cult whose eclectic ideology, which mixes Islam and Marxism, is easily as unpalatable as the Islamic Republic's. As for the Kurdish parties, they have substantial support in Iran's Kurdish-majority areas, but many other Iranians fear that empowering groups whose agendas may be sectarian will lead to civil war and state collapse.

Other ethnicity-based parties may raise even more concerns. The main Baloch militia, Army of Justice (Jaish al-Adl), is jihadist and alleged to have roots in al-Qaeda. (The Balochs, like the Kurds, are mostly Sunni, making both communities part of a religious minority within a nation that is 90 percent Shiite.) The militia formed a political group called the Popular Fighters Front in December, perhaps choosing a secular-sounding name to allay outside worries. But jihadists still make up the backbone of its forces.

The fear among many Iranians and other observers is that the agendas of the ethnic militias are territorial and separatist and could lead Iran to disintegration or civil war. "Fostering an armed ethnic insurgency in Iran would be the mother of all strategic, moral, and political mistakes," Behnam Ben Taleblu, a senior fellow at the Foundation for Defense of Democracies, told me. "This is almost guaranteed to end in a failed state."

Anticipating such objections, Bradost claimed that the Kurdish parties "saw their future in a democratic Iran, not separation from Iran." And most Iranian Kurdish parties indeed advocate federalism rather than independence. The Kurdistan Freedom Party (known by its Kurdish acronym, PAK) is an exception and openly seeks an independent Republic of Kurdistan. But the PAK has agreed to commit to the program set forth by the coalition, which doesn't include separatism, Bradost told me.

Taleblu, an expert on Kurdish politics, cautioned that the appeal of these parties is "limited to their own ethnic constituencies." But Bradost said that the Kurdish parties were open to working with most Iranian political forces--just not the Islamic Republic, which is now too weakened to be a partner, or Reza Pahlavi, the son of the late shah of Iran, who has been publicly hostile to the Kurdish parties. The Kurdish attitude toward Pahlavi will change only if the U.S. and Israel successfully pressure him to switch his position, she added.

Suspicion of a Kurdish insurgency, however, might not be so easily quelled, not only among Pahlavi's supporters but across Iran's political spectrum. Amir Hossein Ganjbakhsh, a pro-democracy political activist based in the United States, told me that the U.S. and Israel would "commit their biggest mistake" if they pursue this plan. "This would unite many Iranians who cherish Iran's territorial integrity above all. It would be a recipe for civil war." In response to the threat to Iran's sovereignty, he said, "a large coalition of Iranians, whether they are monarchist or republican, whether they are religious or secular, would unite against these parties."

Nesan Nodinian, the head of the Kurdistan Committee of the Worker-Communist Party of Iran, said that his party won't oppose the others if they "liberate Kurdistan from the Islamic Republic by driving out the regime's armed forces." But his party has called on Kurdish civil society to "self-organize" and hopes to take part in local elections that the Kurdish parties have promised to stage if they seize Iranian territory. He also said that his party doesn't share the hostility of much of the Iranian opposition to the MEK. "We are neither worried about them, nor optimistic, but they lack a social base," he said. He told me he did not think Iran would descend into civil war, but rather that anti-regime Iranians would rally to the Kurds in a united struggle against the Islamic Republic.

Read: What anti-regime Iranians can't agree on

That scenario may be far too optimistic. Many cities in western Iran are inhabited not just by Kurds but also by other ethnic groups, such as Azeri Turks, who could be mobilized against the Kurds, producing the sort of internecine conflict that is all too familiar in the Middle East. Brushing off such worries, Bradost claimed that Kurds and Azeris would unite over their shared non-Persian identity. But defining coalitions in terms of ethnic contrast will not inspire confidence in many other Iranians.

At the moment, the regime itself remains a formidable opponent to all of these plans. "Iran can muster up to 1 million people in military uniform," Ganjbakhsh noted. Ali Larijani, Iran's national security adviser, has repeatedly warned against ethnic insurgency in recent days. Iraqi Kurdish authorities, who have often collaborated with Tehran, had previously agreed to restrict Iranian Kurdish parties' access to arms. But these restrictions were recently lifted, Nodinian told me, and yesterday, the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps staged attacks on bases in Iraqi Kurdistan. Today a top Iraqi Kurdish official declared that his region will "completely keep its neutrality" in the war.

Taleblu warned that the regime has "played ethnic minorities against each other for quite some time" and said that it was well equipped to "take on a local armed insurgency."

Finally, the American president remains a wild card. Even as forces in the Iranian opposition compete for Trump's support and attention, he periodically signals that he might yet change tack and work with remnants of the regime, as he did in Venezuela. That would presumably pull the plug on the Kurdish operation.

But the battle seems to be already on. This morning, the regime asked residents to evacuate Marivan, a Kurdish-majority city with a population of 200,000. IRGC forces dispatched 230 attack drones against targets in Iraqi Kurdistan "to fight off terrorist and separatist grouplets," a media channel close to the force reported.

For many years, as they fought off the brutal dictatorship ruling over them, Iranians have worried that their struggle might lead to civil war and chaos. That scenario now seems closer than ever.
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'America Doesn't Want My Children or Grandchildren'

The Cruz family spent years building a life in New York. Then the risks of staying became too great.

by Caitlin Dickerson

Tue, 03 Mar 2026




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

The Cruz family was exhausted. It was two days before Christmas 2024, and Rachel was coughing from bronchitis, her body once again crashing into the holiday break as she finished her 17th year teaching public high school in New York City. Irvi, her husband, was sleeping after his day shift at an upscale bistro on the Upper West Side, which had followed an overnight shift at a Latin dance club farther uptown, in Inwood. Between the two jobs, he'd dropped their daughters--Sara, 12, and Ana, 10--at their schools for gifted students, then rushed home to the Bronx to cook and do laundry.

For years, Rachel and Irvi had been hustling to make this routine work, hoping that American immigration policy would evolve and allow Irvi, who had spent half his life in the United States, to become a citizen. Raising two children in New York City was expensive. Each day felt like a marathon they didn't think they could finish. But the girls were thriving, and Rachel and Irvi were beloved at work. Every few years, they met with lawyers who urged them to hang on, so they did.

I met the Cruz family in late 2016, when Donald Trump's election, and his contempt for immigrants, first made them think of moving to Irvi's hometown, in rural southern Mexico. But their daughters were just 2 and 4 then, and uprooting them was daunting. Four years later, Joe Biden's win made the Trump years seem like an aberration, and Rachel and Irvi thought, once again, that a solution to their problem was within reach. Then came 2024, when 77.3 million Americans voted for Trump. His campaign signs had called for MASS DEPORTATION NOW! To the Cruzes, the message was clear: Irvi should give up and go home.

The family had never been apart for long. The four of them linked arms or held hands when they walked down the street together, without seeming to notice they were doing it. Separation was not an option. So they would go, all of them.

"We no longer have the faith that things will always be better here in the United States," Rachel told me that night in December, sitting at their dining table, cupping a Zabar's mug full of tea.

From the September 2022 issue: Caitlin Dickerson's Pulitzer Prize-winning story about the secret history of family separation

Drained from work, Irvi shuffled down the stairs in sweatpants. He had dark bags under his eyes but greeted me with his squinty smile. He sat down and said he was excited to live freely for the first time in his adult life. He was also scared. The only story he'd known about his family--that they were proud New Yorkers--was about to end. Sara, who had been standing behind him, playing with his salt-and-pepper hair, ran into the kitchen to cry. Rachel hurried after her.

"What do you want?" Rachel asked softly. "Do you want to give Papa a hug?"

"No, I just want to go to my room," Sara said. "I don't want to talk about this. I don't want to be here."

"Well, if we get it out now, maybe it'll make you feel better later," Rachel told her, unsure if that was true.

Their tentative plan was to sell the house and move in with Irvi's parents, 2,100 miles away. Irvi would go first, so he'd be out of the country before Trump took office. Rachel and the girls would join him seven months later, in August 2025, after finishing the school year and summer camp. They didn't know what they'd do for income in Mexico, or where the girls--who knew only a little Spanish--would go to school.


Sara packs up her New York life in July 2025. (Natalie Keyssar for The Atlantic)



Friends thought they were overreacting. Some were upset. After all, New York was a sanctuary city and Irvi was married to an American citizen. Rachel and Irvi found these reactions maddening. They saw their American friends as stubbornly naive about the system they had been battling for decades, and their undocumented friends as deluded for clinging to hope instead of reason.

Rachel's mother, Susan McCormick, had heaved and sobbed when she learned that the granddaughters she was helping to raise would be leaving New York. She and Rachel's father, Doug, were furious with the country for putting them in this situation. Their daughter was one of nearly 4.2 million American citizens and permanent residents in the United States with an undocumented spouse, and Sara and Ana were among 6.3 million children with an undocumented parent. How many were also choosing family over country? And what was the United States losing in the process?

By Christmas 2024, the McCormicks were trying to be stoic, to give Rachel and Irvi strength and to show the girls that everything was going to be okay. Doug had become a genealogy nerd in retirement and was reminding himself that their ancestors had made a move like this every few centuries: Irish farmers running from famine, Germans displaced by war, and Russian and Ukrainian Jews escaping pogroms. He even found ancestors aboard the Mayflower.

But all of these prior generations had found refuge here. "After 400 years in this country," Doug told me, "suddenly America doesn't want my children and grandchildren."

Rachel, Irvi, and their daughters would be the first in their family to run from--rather than to--the United States.


The Cruz family in 2018 (Jeff Samaniego)



On September 11, 2001, Irvi was 19 years old and had recently arrived in upstate New York. He was working on a construction crew, remodeling a Chinese restaurant, when the Spanish music on the radio was interrupted by grave English he didn't understand. Terrorists had flown jets into the World Trade Center. George W. Bush's administration would soon abandon negotiations to grant legal status to undocumented Mexicans and instead create the Department of Homeland Security, with a mission to deport them.

But on September 12, Irvi's employer still wanted him to come to work as if nothing had happened. It was the kind of mixed message that would characterize his life in the United States. After a few more years of construction work, he felt homesick and returned to Mexico. But as soon as he touched down there, he felt he'd made a mistake. He had grown up in a one-room house without running water, dreaming of riding a motorcycle--a luxury that he could never afford if he stayed. He started making plans to go back to New York right away.

Irvi's parents, Lulu and Martin, were leery of his decision. Both were the children of peasant farmers and had grown up in homes made of adobe and sticks. But they never thought of joining the more than 8 million Mexicans who'd moved north, starting with their parents' generation and the U.S. government's Bracero Program for temporary workers. American farmers got hooked on cheap labor and, after the program ended in 1964, continued to recruit Mexican workers, who now had to cross the border illegally.

Read: The disturbing history of the Bracero Program

Lulu, a street vendor, was afraid that discouraging Irvi would backfire. Martin, a bus driver on Mexico's dusty rural highways, couldn't hold back. "That country will eat you," he said of the United States. "Of course, here it's more work and less money, but you get used to it."

When Irvi told them he was going back, his parents knew they might never see him again. Martin thought to himself: I don't have a son anymore.

With his 16-year-old cousin, Irvi tried to sneak back across the border somewhere in Arizona. They got lost in the desert, and Border Patrol agents found them. Irvi's cousin started crying, and one of the agents gave them water, peanuts, and cookies. "Don't worry; you're safe now," the agent said in Spanish. "Tomorrow you can try again, and maybe you'll make it." After a few attempts, they were successful.

Back in upstate New York, Irvi returned to working in construction. He was determined to learn English, so he immersed himself in American music and television, especially Chappelle's Show.

Around that time, Rachel, who grew up in a wealthy suburb of Philadelphia, graduated from Vassar. She had studied abroad in Mexico and taken a class with the geographer Joseph Nevins, who gave lectures about the American government's complicity in a system that exploits immigrants for their labor but denies them the dignity of legal residency.

She and Irvi met on a sunny afternoon in 2006 while they were watching an outdoor soccer game in Poughkeepsie. She was hobbling around on crutches because of a sprained ankle, and he jumped up to help her. Rachel was swept away by Irvi's sweetness and exuberance. Irvi loved Rachel's intelligence and empathy. They talked about everything--their different upbringings, their jobs, their roommate drama. Soon he was visiting her on the weekends in Philadelphia, where she had gotten a job. On one trip, a police officer stopped him, saw that he was undocumented, and let him off with a warning. To avoid the risk of driving for visits, Irvi moved in.

Around 2009, they went to see the first of many lawyers, who said that Irvi wasn't eligible to apply for legal status, even if he married Rachel, because he had gone back and forth across the border after living for more than a year in the United States. The only work-around was for him to spend 10 years in Mexico and then apply for a waiver. But a Democratic Congress, with Barack Obama in the White House, appeared to be on the precipice of passing immigration reform.

Eventually, Rachel got a teaching job in New York, and they found an apartment in Harlem. Irvi started busing tables at the bistro on the Upper West Side, while Rachel taught overcrowded classrooms of low-income students. Despite the pressure and burnout, she felt like she was offering kids a chance at the American dream. No matter where you come from, she believed, if you land in a public school, and if you get a teacher like me, you can make it. On their third anniversary, Irvi proposed in a rowboat in Central Park.

Sara was born in 2012, Ana in 2014. Irvi was their full-time caretaker, toting them by subway to museums, the aquarium, the zoo, and story time at the public libraries. On weekends, he squeezed in five shifts as a busboy. He and Rachel made enough money to cover the essentials, and Rachel's parents helped with child care, but they went years without paying for a haircut or buying new clothes. They sometimes fought when they were tired and felt like they hadn't seen each other in weeks, or when Irvi's spontaneity clashed with Rachel's need for order. But they could never stare each other down for long without cracking a smile.

Irvi's unresolved immigration status trailed them, usually from a distance. ICE agents once entered their apartment building looking for a neighbor; Rachel stood guard at the peephole while Irvi hid in the bedroom. A few years later, Irvi borrowed his in-laws' car to take the girls to Coney Island. As they approached the park, he spotted a police checkpoint at the entrance. He pulled over and had a panic attack, then tried to play it off by telling the girls that the car was breaking down.

Rachel and Irvi talked about what to do if ICE ever tried to arrest him while she was at work. Irvi would have to persuade the officers to wait long enough for Susan and Doug to pick up the girls. "You have to fight to make sure that our kids are safe," Rachel told him.

For years, Congress debated changes to the immigration system, including ones that would have helped Irvi. When Sara was old enough, she joined Rachel at protests with a sign that said Don't deport my dad. As part of a campaign called Dream Across America, Rachel rode a bus to Washington, D.C., where members of Congress admitted to activists that they hadn't known that so many mixed-status families were in limbo.

Rachel was stunned by Trump's first election, but Irvi had expected it. Up to this point, Sara and Ana had only a vague understanding that their father was different from them, but they began to realize that he was in danger. Ana lost interest in playing with other children and asked her parents why the president hated her. She had nightmares and panic attacks, and had to see a therapist. Irvi distracted her and Sara with bedtime stories about Eddie Spaghetti, a caricature of himself, who fought battles against dragons and monsters inspired by rude customers at his restaurant.

As they did their best to block out national politics, their community embraced them. Rachel's students nominated her for a Big Apple Award, which recognizes the best teachers in the city, and she became the head of the department at her school that teaches English as a new language. Ana and Sara became fixtures in their school plays and joined a children's choir that rehearsed at Riverside Church. At the bistro, Irvi was promoted to server and then manager. He took night shifts at the club in Inwood, and began bringing home more money than Rachel--enough to buy the motorcycle he had dreamed of.

They borrowed against Rachel's retirement savings for a down payment on a bright-blue townhouse in the Bronx's Little Italy. The house was far from a subway stop but had a spacious front porch that looked out onto a maple tree. The plumbing didn't work and some rooms had no windows; Irvi paid his construction-worker friends to help him fix it up. The family turned hiding their home's flaws into a giant art project, creating a mural out of postcards to cover up cracked walls and ornamenting the crooked old stairs with starburst wallpaper. Their American dream may have been spackled together with glue and construction paper, but it held.

Rachel was standing in the front yard with a rake in her hand when their next-door neighbor Cookie ran out and announced that the 2020 election had been called for Joe Biden. Rachel felt something new: optimism. She and Irvi daydreamed about finishing the basement and redoing the kitchen. They started to believe they would grow old together there.

During the summer of 2024, Biden announced a program, Keeping Families Together, that would finally allow people like Irvi to become citizens through their American spouse. Rachel holed up in their home office one Sunday with the application, attaching hundreds of documents that illustrated the life they had built together. She paid the government's $580 fee and clicked "Submit."

"It looks like Irvi might finally be getting legal protection," she texted me at the time.

The next day, a federal judge put the program on hold after 16 Republican-led states sued. A few months later, Trump was reelected and the court terminated the program. Because of the application that Rachel had filed for Irvi, the incoming administration knew exactly who, and where, he was.

In January 2025, after the holiday break, Rachel stayed up late watching TV interviews with survivors of the Los Angeles wildfires. She found comfort in hearing people say that even though their home was gone, they still had their family, and that's all that mattered. The girls picked 10 family activities to do before Irvi left the United States. Sara wanted to go ice skating in Central Park. Ana requested a day at the American Dream mall in New Jersey, which has a ski slope and a water park. They found discount tickets for Hairspray, Gypsy, and Annie.

On Irvi's last day in New York, January 13, 2025, the whole family piled into the car for school drop-offs. Trump was planning to end a policy that made schools off-limits for immigration raids, so Rachel was carrying a trifold poster board explaining what to do in an encounter with ICE. Sara was finishing a homework assignment about the writers of the Declaration of Independence. "Let's say, all of a sudden, you're reading a story in English, and it's about a dad, and all of a sudden you're feeling really sad," Rachel asked. "Do you have an adult that you can talk to?"

"Yes," the girls said in unison.

Irvi bopped his head to La Mega, the Spanish-language radio station that he and the girls listened to each morning. For more than two decades, he had tried to be perfect--perfect at work, perfect in his marriage, perfect as a father and neighbor, as if playing a game that he could eventually win. He told me he had slipped, once, 22 years ago, when he was briefly charged with a misdemeanor for carrying a small amount of cocaine--a onetime mistake in his early 20s. Though the charge was dropped, and doesn't even come up in a background check, Irvi said he didn't want to hide anymore, in any respect. But honesty and character didn't seem to matter to the incoming president, who was conflating all unauthorized immigrants with the people he called "illegal monsters"--the small number who had committed heinous crimes.

"That's not what I've been working for," Irvi said. "That's not what I deserve."

Irvi made a final visit to a Bronx bodega that served as a hangout for Mexican immigrants. He would go there when he felt homesick, or when he was tired of speaking English. His friends tried again to talk him out of leaving. Save more money first, they said, or talk to a lawyer--as if Irvi hadn't been talking to lawyers for years. He left angry but arrived home sad, knowing he might never see those friends again.

He tucked the girls in that night and waited for Doug, Rachel's father, to arrive. Around 3 a.m., the two men, along with Mango the cat, climbed into an SUV that Irvi had bought on Facebook Marketplace and then crammed with their belongings.

The three-day drive was smooth until they arrived at a gas station in South Texas that was swarming with Border Patrol agents. Irvi started panicking, and his face went gray. They stopped briefly at a family friend's house, where they had planned to stay the night, but Irvi's nervous system was telling him to get out of the country now. By Inauguration Day, he was in his hometown of San Lorenzo Cacaotepec. His parents had spent 20 years scraping together money to rebuild their house out of concrete and add a second structure--which meant there was now room for Irvi, his sister, and their families.

Irvi rose in the dark each morning and drove along a rocky dirt road to a small plot of land that his mother had inherited. There were no blaring car horns or subway trains roaring underground. Just birdsong and rustling leaves. Irvi was enchanted and unnerved by Oaxaca's clear blue skies, unmarred by skyscrapers. He spent hours hunched over outside each day, digging in his family's land, pruning and picking, and breaking a sweat as soon as the sun came up. Along with relatives, he planted tomatoes, peppers, and onions, and sold them at outdoor markets. He barely broke even. His father had been right--in Mexico, you work more for less--and Irvi was struggling to adapt. He had been able to get anywhere in New York City without a map, but in Oaxaca he felt lost. "I have to start over again," he told me. "It's like I wasted all that time in New York now that I'm here. Everything I learned doesn't apply."


Irvi harvests peppers in Oaxaca in November 2025. (Natalie Keyssar for The Atlantic)



He could not stand to watch the videos, flooding his phone, of armed ICE agents smashing car windows and wrestling fathers to the ground while their crying children watched from the back seat. The plan that he and Rachel had formulated all those years ago--for him to connect the girls with their grandparents before ICE could detain him--would never have worked. He would have been overpowered and dragged away. He hadn't been in control then, he realized, and didn't feel in control now.

It didn't help that his relatives worried that Rachel and the girls might never join him. They couldn't believe that U.S. citizens would trade the privileges of their home country just to be with Irvi. A cousin told him: "You're going to have to find a new wife."

Rachel never thought of abandoning Irvi--not since the rowboat in Central Park. But she often felt guilty that he had to bear the psychological burden of their relationship. Now she thought it was her turn to sacrifice to keep the family together.

Without Irvi to pick the girls up from school with homemade sandwiches, Sara and Ana learned to ride the subway, texting him regular updates in the family's group chat. As their friends studied for entrance exams to the city's competitive middle and high schools, Sara refused to talk about her feelings and retreated into her phone. Ana's nightmares returned. She was valedictorian of her fifth-grade homeroom class and teared up during her speech when she mentioned Irvi, who was watching over FaceTime.

Once school let out for the summer--and as ICE agents stormed immigration courthouses downtown--Rachel and the girls took apart their New York lives. The postcards and pictures came down, revealing the cracked walls underneath. Rachel became engrossed in Facebook videos of other moms who were documenting their families' self-deportation process and describing their relief to be out of the United States.

Sara had a final sleepover with friends. Two of them took her phone into a closet to record a message for her to listen to in Mexico. "You're an amazing friend," they said. "We're gonna miss you so much."

Rachel bought a trailer for the last of their belongings. Her co-workers threw her a surprise party. The goodbyes "were more like See you laters," Rachel said. "They're not the same goodbyes as Irvi's." Her assistant principal told me that replacing a teacher of her skill level would take years.

Rachel found a private school in Oaxaca for the girls and secured a job for herself, at an annual salary of $10,700--not nearly enough to live on, even in rural Mexico, and a pittance compared with her $120,000 salary in New York. They had accepted an offer on their house in the spring, but the deal still hadn't closed by July. Rachel couldn't afford the bills without Irvi's income, and her debts were mounting. She told the girls they were leaving August 1, with or without the house money.

Rachel's father still couldn't believe it had come to this. "I'm heartbroken because I believe in this country in an almost religious way," Doug told me. But as a country, he said, "we fucked up."


Rachel, Ana, and Pinto the dog take a break from packing in July 2025. (Natalie Keyssar for The Atlantic)



Rachel and the girls--plus Coleslaw the cat and Pinto the dog--had planned to stop at tourist attractions to say goodbye to the United States. But Rachel was so frustrated and anxious by the time they left that they stopped only to sleep. She sped to the border, her adrenaline pumping.

Irvi flew to northern Mexico to finish the two-day drive with them. Rachel spent the first night at his parents' house wide awake and in tears. She told Irvi she felt like she couldn't breathe. They reminded themselves that if Oaxaca didn't work out, they could try Mexico City. Or they could apply for visas to move to Spain or Canada.

As Doug had told them, "The whole world is open to you now, except for your home country."

Ana, now 11, put up a few Broadway posters in her new bedroom. Sara, now 13, hung birthday cards from friends in New York. They stuck their favorite New Yorker covers on the walls.

When I arrived to visit them in early November, three months into their reunion, Irvi was still going to the farm before sunrise, and Rachel and the girls would leave home at 6 a.m. for the bumpy ride to school, which involved driving through a creek to reach a paved road. Ana said the hardest part about the move was leaving her New York friends, because it had taken her many years to make them. She made one friend at her new school whose family had moved from Canada that year; they sat together at lunch, talking about what it was like to start over somewhere new. Meanwhile, Sara sauntered across campus in a swarm of girls, who delighted in practicing their English skills on her. Though the school was technically bilingual, their teachers mostly spoke Spanish. In class, both girls' eyes glazed over. They looked lost.

Sara and Ana did their best to hide their discomfort in front of Irvi. "I try to say to myself that I'm not the only one and I should be calm about this," Ana told me, "because people have done it before and I'm pretty sure they've turned out fine." Plus, she said, "I will have a great college essay."

But sometimes their anguish spilled out. They were used to excelling in school, and now they felt like they weren't learning anything. One night, when Sara was struggling with homework, she lashed out at her parents, yelling exactly what Irvi had been afraid to hear: "I didn't choose to move here!" She ran up to her room. Irvi stayed on the living-room couch. They cried, separately.

Outside those emotional swells, the family was relieved to be together, and free of the dread that had hung over them in New York. They relished the meals that Irvi's mother, Lulu, prepared for them: rich and tangy beef, chicken-and-vegetable stew, fluffy corn cakes piled with salsa and beans. With all of their children and grandchildren at home, she and Martin now felt that they could live out their lives in peace.

Sara and Ana told me they felt safer in Mexico. Rachel agreed, but worried about the friends and family they'd left behind. She thought they were too close to see what the United States was becoming.

Rachel taught English at her new school, mostly through songs. She had free time for the first time in her adult life, but felt bored. When their house in the Bronx finally sold, she bought a few luxuries to make their new home more comfortable: a refrigerator, an oven, and a washing machine, so they wouldn't have to scrub their clothes on the concrete washboard Irvi's mom used. They paid off their debts, and had surprisingly little money left over, even with Rachel tutoring children of wealthy Mexican families on weekends and after school.

They felt lucky to have had the freedom to immigrate to Mexico; no relatives in the United States relied on their care, and the sale of the Bronx townhouse funded the move. But it was still unclear how they would support themselves now that they were here. Rachel tried to be patient as Irvi figured out a plan. He had worked for so many years in the United States without a break, and he was clearly depressed. He knew he had to sell his motorcycle. He spent all day on the farm streaming Hot 97, an English-language radio station in New York. At night, he would scroll the social-media feed of the nightclub where he'd worked, telling Rachel which artists had performed and who had gotten into fights, until she snapped. "I don't care," she said, pleading with him to leave New York in the past.

They tried to distract themselves with excursions on the weekends, but every time they got in the car, Irvi would either go quiet or unravel, then beat himself up for days. Rachel was frustrated that he couldn't let them have a good time, until she realized that the only travel Irvi had ever done had been unpredictable and dangerous. He didn't know how to enjoy a trip with his family, because he'd never had the chance.

"I'm trying to be positive," Irvi told me, but he felt like a disappointment. He began to pull away from the girls. He seemed to miss the United States more as time went on, not less. In Oaxaca, another American family invited them over to celebrate their first Thanksgiving in Mexico. He took one bite of stuffing and burst into tears. But that same month, he saw on Instagram that ICE had raided his bodega hangout in the Bronx. One of his friends--a father who worked as a bike messenger for a Chinese restaurant--was taken away.

Irvi tried to reconnect with his relatives by attending birthday and anniversary parties. ("Half the town are his cousins," Rachel told me.) He took me along to one party, in a small house with a concrete floor. Plastic tables, with bowls of taco fixings, were set up in a long row that stretched from the kitchen into the living room.

I sat with two of Irvi's aunts, Chela Santiago and Blanca Mendez, who are in their late 60s and have spent their whole lives in San Lorenzo Cacaotepec. Their fathers traveled back and forth to the United States, first as Braceros, then as unauthorized farmhands. Since then, dozens of relatives have followed. Chela's brother went to New York in the 1990s and slept 10 to a room.

"What they say about the United States isn't true," he said when he returned. "They treat you like animals."

Without poor Mexicans, Blanca told me, the U.S. would not exist. "I would like for all the Mexicans in the United States to come here," she said, "and then let's see what the United States really is."

Though Irvi was only a few seats away, she offered another blunt assessment of those who choose to leave home: "Sometimes they go because they want a life that isn't theirs. Here, we live authentically."

Irvi was quiet. The United States was where he'd become a man, a husband, a father, a homeowner, a model citizen in every respect except the one that mattered to the U.S. government. Now he had done what his aunt wanted--what President Trump wanted--and he was beginning to live with that choice. Surrounded by family, he looked like a man without a home.


Irvi's father, Martin, places his hands on his son's shoulders at a family gathering in San Lorenzo Cacaotepec in November 2025. (Natalie Keyssar for The Atlantic)



People who migrate across borders leave pieces of themselves behind--pieces that don't fit neatly back into place, even upon return. Irvi had known this since he was 19. A year after the family decided to leave the U.S., Rachel and the girls were discovering it, too. They went to New York to visit Rachel's parents this past Christmas; right away, Sara bought frosted strawberry Pop-Tarts to bring back to her classmates in Oaxaca. She giggled on the phone at night with her new Mexican boyfriend. But Rachel had to pry her and Ana away from playdates with their New York friends. She changed the subject when they asked about visiting again for spring break in a few months.

They ate traditional Chinese food in one friend's home, Russian in another, Dominican in another--the kind of New York experience that they were all realizing they missed. During one visit in Harlem, Rachel asked to speak with me alone, at a coffee shop nearby. When we sat together, she finally broke down. She felt guilty every time she heard her daughters say they were happy to be "home" for the holidays. She saw them falling behind their New York friends academically, so she bought an algebra book to teach them herself. Her old fear of ICE was coursing through her body, even though Irvi was safe in Mexico. And she had been stifling these emotions around her parents all week, because none of them wanted to be the first to cry.

"We tried so hard to make it work," she told me. "I can't think of anything else we could have done. And that's the hardest thing about being here. We're nice people. My kids are amazing. New York City would have been so lucky to have my kids."

She told me that a few days earlier, she had gone to visit an uncle in her old neighborhood in the Bronx, but avoided driving past the bright-blue house. Cookie, their neighbor, had reported that another family moved in but left within weeks. The house was dark and empty. The gardens were a mess. An old couch was outside, rotting.

The Cruzes had poured themselves into that house. Now it looked like they had never lived there. Rachel couldn't bear to see it.



This article appears in the April 2026 print edition with the headline "Leaving the United States Behind."
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Announces Sarah A. Topol and Jenisha Watts as Staff Writers



Thu, 05 Mar 2026


Sarah Topol and Jenisha Watts



The Atlantic is announcing two journalists who are becoming staff writers: Sarah A. Topol and Jenisha Watts. Sarah will join The Atlantic in May; in her magazine career, she has reported from more than 40 countries on the effects of geopolitical change on ordinary lives.

Jenisha is now a staff writer after more than five years as a senior editor at The Atlantic. She is the author of the memorable 2023 cover story "Jenisha from Kentucky," in which she wrote for the first time about the circumstances of her childhood. In a new piece published online this week, and in the April issue, Jenisha writes about what it is like to be uninsured in America through the story of her aunt, who suffered a debilitating aneurysm last fall.

Below is the staff announcement from editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg:

Dear everyone,
 I'm writing this morning with excellent news about two wonderful new staff writers. One is someone we already know and adore: Jenisha Watts, who has been doing excellent work for The Atlantic as a senior editor (and cover-story writer; more on that in a moment). The second is someone most of you are familiar with, at least by reputation: Sarah Topol, one of America's leading feature writers and foreign correspondents, and a two-time winner of the National Magazine Award for Feature Writing.
 First, Sarah, who comes to us from The New York Times Magazine. Sarah is easily one of the most admired and talented magazine writers working today. She has reported from more than 40 countries on a breathtaking range of complicated and dangerous subjects: She's spent time with the boy soldiers of Boko Haram, deserters from the Russian army, and women who find themselves on the dark side of the global surrogacy market. She won the ASME award in 2020 for her Times cover story on the Rohingya genocide, and again last year for her epic (35,000 words) story about a Russian deserter. She has also won two Overseas Press Club Awards, the George Polk Award's Sydney Schanberg Prize, and most recently the Michael Kelly Award. Having Sarah join our team is a dream come true for many of us, including and especially me. Her combination of bravery, rigor, relentlessness, and humanity is almost unique in journalism.
 Next, Jenisha, who is one of the best, most talented, smartest, and most supportive colleagues we have on our team. Her talents are obvious to the world, especially after we published her stunning 2023 cover story, "Jenisha From Kentucky." This piece remains one of the most moving and imperishable features I have ever had the privilege of publishing. Her most recent piece, "The Impossible Predicament of the Uninsured," tells the story of America's badly broken health-care system in memorable and personal detail.
 Jenisha has long served as a key editor on the Ideas team, working on a wide range of subjects, from political analysis and sports commentary to a growing collection of beautiful personal essays. Jenisha has always been a writer's editor, someone who sees literary potential in so much of what she encounters. Having her as a full-time writer is a great gift to our readers, and I'm so happy that she will be taking on this new role.
 This is a very good day. Please join me in congratulating Jenisha and welcoming Sarah to The Atlantic.


Press Contact:
 Anna Bross
 press@theatlantic.com
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A War Begun on Instinct

The president is trusting his gut, not Congress.

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 05 Mar 2026




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

In Othello, the villain Iago gives varied and constantly shifting reasons for why he wants to destroy Othello. Shakespeare scholars have generally interpreted that to mean that although none of the individual explanations are all that convincing, the sentiment behind them is crushingly powerful. Iago's will to destroy has simply gathered so much momentum that it can no longer be stopped.

President Trump's reasons for striking Iran are similarly shifty and unpersuasive. Is it nuclear weapons? Ballistic missiles? The killing of protesters? A response to a move by Israel?

No explanation alone quite adds up, except one: "a new element of Trump's foreign-policy doctrine that we're seeing here, because he and the people around him are willing to take risks and they're willing to kind of go with their gut in a new way," says Missy Ryan, an Atlantic staff writer who covers national security and has worked in the Middle East.

"Based on the way the negotiation was going, I think they were going to attack first," Trump told reporters on Tuesday, without offering evidence. "So if anything, I might have forced Israel's hand."

The advantage of a gut-driven war decision is that it can yield sudden dramatic results. Ayatollah Ali Khamenei had been a brutal Iranian dictator for nearly four decades. Past American presidents have weighed taking him on, and then decided against it. After Trump ordered strikes, Khamenei was dead within 24 hours. The disadvantage is that following your gut doesn't account for the past or the future. Trump did not confer with most of our allies, and barely alerted Congress, let alone sought their approval. He did not seem to think through who would succeed Khamenei, or at least, what would happen if certain successors aren't available. ("Most of the people we had in mind are dead," Trump told reporters on Tuesday.) The administration didn't even have adequately prepared U.S. personnel stationed in countries that might be in danger of attack, according to Senator Jeanne Shaheen, the ranking member of the Foreign Relations Committee.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk to Missy about what Trump did and did not consider in starting this war. And we talk to Senator Shaheen about how Democrats can responsibly act as a check on the president now that the war has started.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth:  The two most powerful air forces in the world will have complete control of Iranian skies--uncontested airspace.


Hanna Rosin: "Operation Epic Fury" continues, with more casualties, more Middle Eastern countries being drawn in, and more swagger from Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth.

Hegseth:  Flying over their capital, flying over the IRGC [Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps], Iranian leaders looking up and seeing only U.S. and Israeli airpower, every minute of every day until we decide it's over.


[Music]

Rosin: The administration seems to have a great appetite for describing the theater of war in the moment: leaders killed, warships sunk, airspace conquered--

Hegseth: Death and destruction from the sky, all day long.


Rosin: But much less so for the more abstract questions of the war: Why did the U.S. go in in the first place? Why is American blood and money worth the cost? And what is the ultimate goal?

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. Later in the show, I talk to Jeanne Shaheen, the top Democrat on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, about what legislators can do to get answers.

President [Donald] Trump, after all, took the U.S. to war without Congress's approval, barely notifying them.

When Secretary of State Marco Rubio visited the Hill on Monday, he made it seem like Israel had more say in the matter than the branch of the U.S. government that has the actual power to declare war.

Although when Trump was asked the following day if Israel had forced his hand, he replied, essentially, that he had a gut feeling that this was the right moment.

President Donald Trump: We were having negotiations with these lunatics, and it was my opinion that they were gonna attack first. They were going to attack--if we didn't do it, they were going to attack first. I felt strongly about that.


Missy Ryan: It's been out there for many years that Israel wanted to take care of the Iranian threat, as they thought about it.


Rosin: Atlantic staff writer Missy Ryan.

Ryan: But there's been a lot of reticence from U.S. leaders in the past because of the fears of the potential effects of unleashing this conflict.


Rosin: Missy spent years as a foreign correspondent based in Baghdad, covering the war in Iraq. She now writes about defense and foreign policy for the magazine. I talked to her about how Trump got past that reticence.

Rosin (in interview): Missy, welcome to the show.

Ryan: Thank you.

Rosin: Were you surprised that we struck at all, or were you surprised that we coordinated this closely with Israel?

Ryan: I don't think either of those things was particularly surprising, given the months of lead-up that we've seen on a military level. There's been a shifting of military buildup. They've had two aircraft carriers. They positioned extra air defenses, extra planes, extra ships in the region.

And President Trump himself has been kind of hinting that it was time that they "do something," as he said, to take care of Iran's nuclear threat, which is a little confusing 'cause he did strikes last year that he said, at that time, completely "obliterated" their nuclear capability.

But larger than that, he also said we can't let Iran be this bad actor in the world in the way it's been in past decades. And that was a reference to the long history of shadow war between the United States and Iran, and the attacks dating back to the 1980s on American personnel and assets.

It wasn't surprising that this happened, because we had kind of the prologue in the first administration, where the president would occasionally talk about doing something against Iran. But there were kind of constrainers around him at that time, and that's no longer the case.

I think it's also important to mention that President Trump, at this time, is kind of feeling his oats in terms of foreign policy. He has a lot more confidence in his second term in his instincts. And so after the success in the 12-day war last year, where the United States and Israel struck Iran, struck nuclear sites; after the success in toppling Nicolas Maduro in Venezuela; I think Trump comes to the situation--this conversation between him and the Israeli leadership about whether or not to strike [Iran]--he comes to it with a lot of confidence in what American military might can do, about what he personally can do. And I think it's just a very different moment for his presidency and for him as a leader than we saw in the first term.

Rosin: It's interesting because some senators and some critics have characterized Israel as controlling or driving the foreign policy. It sounds like you don't necessarily think Israel had as great a role as people are saying today.

Ryan: I think they do have a role in kind of making the case for this being the moment.

Trump has a complicated relationship with [Israeli Prime Minister] Benjamin Netanyahu, like most American presidents before him have had.

On one hand, Trump has acted strongly and kind of broken with past precedent repeatedly on U.S. policy vis-a-vis Israel. In his first term, he recognized the Golan Heights. He moved the U.S. embassy to Jerusalem. He has had a very different position vis-a-vis the whole question of the West Bank than the Biden administration, which was constantly kind of trying to constrain Israeli action in the West Bank and chide the Israelis publicly for what they were doing in the West Bank and in Gaza after the Gaza war began in 2023.

So he has been very supportive of Israel in most ways, but at the same time, he's also occasionally shown publicly that he gets annoyed with Bibi. I think he felt like Israel has, at times, undermined his agenda, and his agenda was striking big sweeping deals that he could claim as victory.

So I think, clearly, it's a close relationship and they see shared interest, but I think that Trump also had his own reasons for wanting to do this. I think he sees it as showing himself to be the president that other presidents were too afraid to be: The ayatollah and the Islamic Republic has been a thorn in the side of the United States for decades, and no other president could do it, and Trump did.

Rosin: Just because Israel's role in this decision making is likely to be very closely scrutinized by a lot of different factions on the right and the left, I just want us to listen to what Secretary of State Marco Rubio said and analyze it, keeping in mind the caveat that Trump himself at a press conference said, No, they didn't force my hand. If anything, I might have forced Israel's hand. So keeping in mind that Trump forcefully denied it, I just wanna listen to what Marco Rubio said and get your brain on dissecting it.

Secretary of State Marco Rubio: We knew that there was going to be an Israeli action, we knew that that would precipitate an attack against American forces, and we knew that if we didn't preemptively go after them before they launched those attacks, we would suffer higher casualties.


Rosin: Can you analyze that? Because it sounds both like, Yes, we did hit Iran because of Israel, and they forced our hand, but, No, we were doing our own thing, and it's not because of Israel. So--

Ryan: Yeah, it is a little confusing, to be honest, and it's interesting to me because how can it be an imminent threat if the imminent threat is your partner that you're doing this with? And the administration is pushing back strongly on that.

And Rubio is hanging most of the urgency around this as what he's describing as a tipping point for Iran's ballistic-missile capability and what he is saying is a buildup, where they're adding hundreds of missiles every month. And he's describing it as a tipping point in terms of they're getting more and more powerful every month, not just on the drones, which they kind of now, at this point, have an endless supply of, but ballistic missiles.

And he says that, at a certain point, the U.S. and Israeli ability to produce enough air-defense interceptors to keep up with the Iranian production, that their ability to do that will slip out of their hands.

Rosin: I need one more level of interpretation. So to a Pentagon person, is that convincing? Are you following the logic, or is it a strain?

Ryan: I follow the logic because, actually, my colleague Nancy Youssef and I reported, in an article that posted this week, the United States does have a problem in terms of its air-defense supplies. It has only a finite number of air-defense interceptor missiles, which are the missiles that you fire up to kind of collide with the incoming enemy missiles.

And Iran has something in the order of 2,000 medium-range ballistic missiles that can reach Israel and 6,000 to 8,000 short-range ballistic missiles that can reach the Gulf. And the United States' stockpile of air-defense missiles, the number is classified, but it is much smaller than those numbers.

And so the United States has some other systems it can use for drones, but there is a deficit that the United States already has, and the production of those interceptors, which are very high-tech, is much slower.

And so it is true that they have this deficit, but the thing that was puzzling to me is the Iranians have been building up their ballistic-missile supplies for a long time now. And that was before October 7, before the wars that came after that. That was before they got into this kind of cycle of conflict with Israel and then the United States, where they were actually expending a lot of those missiles.

So you would think that they maybe have less now than they did; I don't know that to be the case. But in any event, the calculus there is somewhat confusing, but we are not privy to the intelligence and the precise numbers on each side, and you have to think the United States has pretty precise numbers.

So that's the argument that Rubio is making. But I will add, it's interesting because he kind of pivoted to the ballistic missiles following this briefing that he did for congressional leadership. But Pete Hegseth was talking about the nuclear program. Trump himself has talked about the nuclear program. And then Hegseth also was talking about "retribution" for attacks that the Iranians launched in Iraq against U.S. forces back in the day.

So there's this whole panoply, cornucopia of different reasons, and none of them feel to me immediate.

Rosin: Like, none of them answer--'cause, as you're talking, I'm counting five. We've got nuclear weapons, ballistic weapons, a worry about our own munitions. We haven't mentioned regime change yet.

Ryan: (Laughs.) Regime change and also defending protesters and--

Rosin: Oh, right. And Israel and a preemptive launch. So what do you make of this constantly shifting menu of rationale?

Ryan: I think that they were ready to do it and that the circumstances were right for Trump. This may not have been the ideal time from a purely military perspective in terms of when is Iran at its weakest.

It's no doubt Iran is much weaker than it was in 2022 or the beginning of 2023. That's for sure. Its proxies are decimated. Israel has talked a lot about the volume of missile launchers that it's taken out, missile sites, all of that. It's very true that it is a conducive time from that perspective.

At the end of the day, I think this is more about President Trump and him feeling more ready to use the American military and use military force in a way that other presidents haven't wanted to and in a way that he thinks is shaping his legacy.

This is, I think, a new element of Trump's foreign-policy doctrine that we're seeing here, because he and the people around him are willing to take risks and they're willing to kind of go with their gut in a new way. And they don't have the people like [former Defense Secretary] Jim Mattis, they don't have the people like [former Defense Secretary] Mark Esper being like, Sir, I think we need to think about the second- or third-order effects here. You're seeing those impulses come to life in a different way.

Rosin: You have covered American wars in the Middle East for such a long time. The idea of war with Iran has always been hanging out there in the background, sort of Iran as an actor. Now that it's happened in, I would say, a somewhat abrupt way--we knew about the buildup, but it's not like we got a long explanation, a long debate--how does it land with you?

Ryan: Yeah, it's interesting because I actually felt--it feels a little bit more familiar because Israel already assassinated, killed, struck Hassan Nasrallah in Lebanon, the Hezbollah commander; the United States already sent the Delta Force into Caracas to take Nicolas Maduro. So I kind of feel like I'm like the boiling frog a little bit in that none of it is as shocking as it might've been if you hadn't had this kind of incremental lead-up over the course of several years.

But really, this is, like, the big one that we all talked about and feared for so long. I remember being in Iraq in 2007, 2008, 2009. People would talk about, Oh, the Bush administration really just wanted to keep going and go to Tehran, and that just seemed kind of so out of the realm of possibility to be absurd because it would just be so crazily risky, and now you have a scenario that isn't quite there but very close to it.

Rosin: Right. If someone had told you this in 2010 in Iraq, would it have felt surreal or possible?

Ryan: Oh, yeah, 100 percent. That's why I feel like the boiling frog, because on one hand, I was, at that time, living with the impacts of a huge use of American military force. When I first went to Iraq, there were, like, 180,000 American troops in Iraq. And we're not doing that. And so it's not like there hasn't been a big, very risky, and ill-conceived use of the American military in the Middle East before, 'cause there has been.

But this is a different setting. It's a different country. And also, we learned a lot from that war--or we thought we learned a lot--and there are figures within the Trump administration, including J.D. Vance, who fought in those wars and came home and were like, No, those were dumb. My friends died for no reason.

And so I think that their hope, clearly, is that they're doing it in a smarter, more prudent, less direct risk to Americans type of way, but we obviously just can't know how it'll play out.

[Music]

Rosin: After the break, I talk to New Hampshire Senator Jeanne Shaheen. I ask what, if anything, Congress can do now that the U.S. is already involved in this conflict with Iran.

[Break]

[Music]
 
 Rosin: Hours before the Senate voted against the War Powers Resolution this week, which would've tried to limit President Trump's power to use military force without explicit authorization from Congress, I talked to Senator Jeanne Shaheen.

Rosin (in interview): Senator Shaheen, welcome to the show.
 Senator Jeanne Shaheen: Thank you.


Rosin: She's the top-ranking Democrat on the Foreign Relations Committee, and I started out by asking her if she'd received any kind of advanced warning about the strikes in Iran.

Shaheen: Well, I didn't get any. There was a briefing with the so-called Gang of Eight last week, before the strikes happened over the weekend. And my understanding from talking to some of the people who were in that briefing is that there was no clear explanation of what was coming, but just a hint that some action might be taken.

Rosin (in interview): And how unusual is that? Just put that in some historical context for us.

Shaheen: Well, that has not been the case at any time since I've been here, and whether it was Republican or Democratic presidents, the history and tradition has been to brief at least the leaders of the House and Senate and the relevant committees before an action like this is taken.

Rosin: Right. So the one time when an explanation came is when Marco Rubio came to the Hill after the war had started, and that's when he mentioned Israel's role in the attack on Iran to the press. Were you surprised by that explanation?

Shaheen: I was. But, as you know, a number of explanations have been given by the president and by other members of the Cabinet about the reasons for the war. And I think that's one of the things that raises real concerns, not just in Congress but among the American people, about what the strategy is, what the endgame is, what we're trying to do.

I don't think anyone--or, at least, nobody I know--is concerned that the ayatollah is no longer in charge. So I don't think that anyone mourns his loss. The question is: What happens next? What's the endgame? What are we trying to do? And are we in charge of our foreign policy, or, as Secretary Rubio suggested, are we responding to Israel and what they want for their foreign policy?

Rosin: So when you said the American people would be concerned, you had put it, who controls America's foreign policy, what do you exactly mean? What did you make of that rationale that we were responding to Israel?

Shaheen: Well, it's a concern. The question is: Did we ever try to dissuade Israel from taking this action? Were we as prepared as we should be? I'm looking at scenes coming from the Middle East from Americans who have been stranded in countries across the Middle East, and it doesn't seem like there's been any provision for the fact that that was going to happen or plans for how to evacuate Americans as attacks have increased.

So I think all of those are concerns and also just transparency with the American people, with Congress about why President Trump thought this was necessary, again, what he's trying to accomplish. Now, they've given some limited military goals of the campaign, but no real explanation for why now, why this was necessary, and what the endgame is, what the strategy is we're trying to accomplish.

Rosin: Right. So when you said the American people would be concerned, the concern is that we're doing another country's bidding or putting another country's concerns before our own?

Shaheen: Well, I think the American people are concerned because Donald Trump campaigned saying he was gonna end "forever wars." Right now, my constituents are concerned about the cost of living. And what we're seeing as the result of this action is not only are we spending a lot of money in the Middle East, but now gasoline prices are also going up, so people are going to be feeling even more strain.

Again, none of that has been explained to the American people in a way that says, You need to sacrifice in order to do this because America was under threat of attack. There's no intelligence that I've seen that suggests that America was under threat of attack by Iran.

Rosin: So do you have a sense of what the president actually does want from this war and why now?

Shaheen: No, no. And again, I think we've heard a lot of different explanations, but there's been no overriding explanation to the American people or to Congress about what he's trying to do here.

Rosin: Mm-hmm. So now we're in this war, so I wanna talk more about the role Congress could play now: the vote on the War Powers Resolution. Why is that important at this moment, given that the war's already started, we're in it, there are casualties, the Ayatollah is gone?

Shaheen: Well, when our Founding Fathers and Mothers set up our government in the beginning and wrote the Constitution, one of the things they did was give the power to declare war to Congress, not to the president, because there was real concern about whether we should give that kind of power to one individual leader or whether it should be the result of the will of the people of the country, who are reflected in the Congress.

And unfortunately, this president hasn't been willing to come to Congress not only to brief us about what his actions are but to ask for an authorization for use of military force, as has been done in the past. So I think it is appropriate for Congress to take action to rein in this president who doesn't seem to be concerned about what Congress and the American people think about his actions with respect to going to war.

Rosin: It feels important--it's something we write about at The Atlantic all the time--but it also feels abstract at this moment, given that we're in it. So I'm wondering what would constitute a responsible check on the president's power now? What would that actually look like? Would it be about the future of the war, how the war unfolds, or do you think of this as a symbolically important vote?

Shaheen: Well, sadly, I think it's not gonna pass, so it is only gonna be a symbolic vote. But Congress has another ability to rein in the president, and that's the appropriations process. We have not yet heard how much this war is costing, but it's very clear it was not budgeted for. And so, at some point, the president's gonna have to come back to Congress and ask for funding, and at that point, or before, we have the ability to get our questions answered.

Rosin: I see. So responsible check on presidential power would look like postwar engagement about expenses, about what we are willing to do in Iran, to have sort of buy-in from the American people?

Shaheen: Well, a responsible check on the president's power would be if the majority in Congress were willing to take back what is Congress's authority to declare war. And unfortunately, we haven't seen a willingness from our Republican colleagues to do that.

Rosin: Yeah. It's not the first time that Congress and the president have struggled over a war declaration--

Shaheen: Right.

Rosin: --the War Powers Resolution grew out of Vietnam. I'm wondering what's different now about how the current executive branch is handling war and what Congress's oversight role is.

Shaheen: Well, one thing that's different is we have all three branches of government controlled by the Republicans. It's very difficult for the opposition to be able to move legislation or to raise concerns. What else is different is that this White House is not briefing Congress--not only are they not briefing Democrats, they're not briefing Republicans, either. So it appears that this White House doesn't think they need to talk to Congress at all.

Rosin: Are there other ways you think the Democrats could be fighting that they're not?

Shaheen: Well, I think the most important way we can be fighting is by making sure that we elect enough Democrats in November to take back the House and to make gains in the Senate--I'd love to have us take back the Senate, too, because that's the way we're gonna curb this president's power.

Rosin: Mm-hmm. Do you have a name for his foreign policy? What would you call it? We seem to be going in, extracting leaders, and sort of that's the extent of it. How would you describe what the foreign policy is now? It's not noninterventionist; we're intervening. I'm just wondering how you think of it.

Shaheen: I think of it as very inconsistent. On the one hand, the administration talks about the greatest threat to the United States is the competition from China, the military threat from China, and yet we just heard from the undersecretary of policy at the Department of Defense, who was before the Armed Services Committee, talking about how we need to come to some sort of a mutual understanding with China. He used different language, but that was essentially what he was saying.

Well, that's inconsistent. And when this president is making policy decisions around things like shutting down our whole foreign-assistance program, shutting off our global-health programs, and allowing China to come in and pick up those programs and present to our former countries we were working with that China's the reliable ally and people can't count on the United States, that is not a consistent foreign policy that benefits the national security of the United States.

Right now, the White House has said there are 14 countries that Americans need to leave in the Middle East. In those 14 countries, we only have six ambassadors, and only four of them have career and diplomatic experience. We have two ambassadors in Lebanon and Israel who are political appointees who have no diplomatic experience. And yet we've got Americans all across the Middle East who are saying, I need help to get out of here. I'm being told to leave. I can't get flights. There's no evacuation plan. And we have nobody in the embassy to help them.

So that is not in America's interest. That is not consistent American foreign policy that benefits the national security of Americans and makes us safer.

Rosin: Well, Senator Shaheen, thank you so much for joining us today.

Shaheen: Thank you.
 
 [Music]

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

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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Today's <em>Atlantic</em> Trivia: Do You Know What Buttigieg Knows?

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 04 Mar 2026




Updated with new questions at 4 p.m. ET on March 4, 2026.

There's an old rule of thumb that you retain about 10 percent of what you read, 20 percent of what you hear, 30 percent of what you see via image or video, and so on up the ladder of experiential learning, until you get to a 90 percent retention rate for the things you learn by doing yourself.

The teeny problem is that none of this is backed by science; it's a bastardization of the "cone of learning" that the education theorist Edgar Dale developed but never intended to be prescriptive.

But doesn't it feel right? So don't just read Atlantic stories. Do them, with this week's Atlantic Trivia.

Find previous questions here, and to get Atlantic Trivia in your inbox every day, sign up for The Atlantic Daily.

Wednesday, March 4, 2026

The questions in today's double-wide Atlantic Trivia all come from Graeme Wood's profile of Pete Buttigieg and his time away (sorta, kinda) from politics.

	In high school, Buttigieg wrote an essay contending that what still-sitting senator's identification as a socialist was a "self-inflicted gunshot wound"?
 	What hockey legend played 25 seasons, from 1946 to 1971, for the Detroit Red Wings?
 	What handheld baked good originating in (and named for) the county on England's southwestern tip is also a culinary symbol of Michigan's Upper Peninsula?
 	What tool, heavier and with a wider head than an axe's, is used for splitting large, dense logs? Its four-letter name, fittingly, is also a verb that means "to violently cut or tear flesh."
 	What partially recognized state on the Horn of Africa shares the first six letters of its name with the country from which it declared independence in 1991?
 	In the Roman republic, the defined track that a political aspirant followed from low to high office was known by what Latin name meaning "course of honors"?




And by the way, did you know that just north of Michigan's Upper Peninsula lies the largest island in the largest freshwater lake on the largest island in the world's largest freshwater lake?

Let's break that down: The northern shore of the UP abuts Lake Superior; within Lake Superior is Isle Royale; on Isle Royale is Siskiwit Lake; and the biggest island in Siskiwit Lake is Ryan Island.

For a time, it was claimed that a seasonal pond existed on Ryan Island and that out from the center of that pond jutted a boulder--the largest "island" in the largest "lake" on the largest island in the largest lake on the largest island in the largest lake.

Alas, that was debunked when a mother and son visiting the area verified that no such pond exists. Too much of a good thing, eh.

See you tomorrow!



Answers:

	Bernie Sanders. Buttigieg admired Sanders's integrity in using the label, Graeme reports, but also Sanders's "courageous" decision to endorse the very un-socialist Bill Clinton for president--it was, as Graeme writes, "perhaps a preview of Buttigieg's later pragmatism." Read more.
 	Gordie Howe. Graeme asked Buttigieg, now a resident of Traverse City, Michigan, whether he knew where Howe had operated a restaurant in town in the 1990s: "I noticed Buttigieg tense up, as if unsure whether he might alienate a key demographic, Detroit Red Wings fans over the age of 65, by admitting that he had no idea what I was talking about."
 	Cornish pasty. Buttigieg, meanwhile, told Graeme that pasties are "quintessentially a UP thing" because "you can take them camping or hunting." It's a thing he's learned in adulthood, Graeme notes, not from a childhood spent taking "hunting trips up north."
 	Maul (or splitting maul). Likewise, Buttigieg recently became the owner of a splitting maul and chops his own wood, as part of what Graeme sees as a remaking of himself into the Everyman.
 	Somaliland. Yet Buttigieg is not the Everyman; the Everyman doesn't take a pleasure trip to a breakaway region of Somalia just out of curiosity. As Graeme writes, "Every candidate hopes to be the guy you want to have a beer and talk football with. Buttigieg ... is the candidate you want to sit down and have Somali camel stew with while you banter about Arabic verb forms."
 	Cursus honorum. Graeme writes that Buttigieg has followed the modern version of the cursus from local to national office: "In some ways Buttigieg is a perfect candidate, and in some ways he feels like a candidate perfect for an era that has slipped away."




How did you do? Come back tomorrow for more questions, and if you think up a great question after reading an Atlantic story--or simply want to share a fact--send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Tuesday, March 3, 2026

	"People grew up, got married, got divorced, had children, got old and all the time the portrait of [him] hung over their heads," wrote the Soviet poet Joseph Brodsky in March 1973, 20 years after the death of what man?
 -- From Gal Beckerman's essay on crying at moments of dramatic change
 	Which two members of Congress introduced the piece of legislation enacted in summer 2010 that overhauled financial regulation after the Great Recession?
 -- From Annie Lowrey's article on the disappearing American mortgage
 	In what film does a cowboy explain to peers who are impressed by an interloper's seemingly advanced weaponry that "it's not a laser. It's a--it's a little light bulb that blinks"?
 -- From Jacob Stern's article on modern militaries' use of lasers




And by the way, did you know that a sufficient supply of standard-issue laser pointers, arrayed so as to focus their beams on a single point, could theoretically burn clean through an eyeball?

Some back-of-the-napkin math from a scientist at the American Physical Society found that 200,000 or so laser pointers mounted on the inside curve of a sphere the size of a small car would do the trick--and melt the brain, too, if the laser-ee sat still for long enough.

A grisly end to be sure, but also delicious vindication for all the moms who ever said Careful where you point that thing.



Answers:

	Joseph Stalin. Brodsky understood what Gal has seen in the days since the death of Iran's Ayatollah Ali Khamenei: Loyalists and dissidents alike cry when a dictator who has deeply wormed into their consciousness is suddenly no longer there. It is a reaction to the loss, Gal writes, of "what felt like a fixed reality." Read more.
 	Chris Dodd and Barney Frank. One of the effects of the Dodd-Frank Act, Annie writes, was the tightening of mortgage lending and underwriting standards, which "made the financial system safer, but also made buying a home harder for many people." Now, even amid low unemployment and rising wages, the share of U.S. homeowners hasn't increased in half a decade, Annie reports; young and working-class people are missing out on the "property ladder." Read more.
 	Toy Story. The lasers that militaries are starting to deploy today are rather more powerful than Buzz Lightyear's piddly facsimile. Stern provides an overview of the technology and the geopolitical implications--but he also warns that by focusing too much on the details, one risks losing sight of "something arguably even more profound: Laser guns are real now." Read more.




Monday, March 2, 2026

	In a 1977 book by Beverly Cleary, what titular little girl suddenly finds herself spending more time with Mr. Quimby, her out-of-work father?
 -- From Eric Magnuson's essay on literary depictions of stay-at-home dads
 	What term collectively refers to the mysterious and debilitating health issues that have affected dozens of U.S. personnel in Cuba since the mid-2010s?
 -- From Vivian Salama's article on where Cuba fits into President Trump's interventionism
 	The popular Thai beverage Krating Daeng--named after a horned bovine of Southeast Asia--was adapted for the West in the 1980s by an Austrian businessman who gave it what English name?
 -- From Ellen Cushing's article on how a certain category of drink is pivoting toward women




And by the way, did you know that the United States once reportedly planned to assassinate Cuban President Fidel Castro with a booby-trapped seashell? U.S. intelligence knew that Castro was an avid scuba diver, so it allegedly planned to load a particularly irresistible-looking mollusk with explosives and hope that Castro drifted by to investigate.

The scheme stands out as particularly outlandish, which is really saying something: The retired Cuban counterintelligence chief Fabian Escalante alleged that the CIA came up with 638 plans in total to assassinate Castro.



Answers:

	Ramona. Magnuson, who recently pulled together what he reckons is literature's most comprehensive list of stay-at-home dads, notes that Ramona's time with her father isn't of particularly high quality; he mostly smokes and watches TV. It's a sad stereotype of the incompetent at-home dad, Magnuson writes, that persists even decades later. Read more.
 	Havana syndrome. For decades, Vivian writes, Cuba has been a "persistent and bipartisan annoyance," and now, after dramatic interventions in Venezuela and Iran, Trump might think he has the momentum to end that annoyance once and for all. She expects that the pressure for regime change will only grow. Read more.
 	Red Bull. The energy-drink market has transformed time and again since then, Ellen writes. In the early 2000s, it aligned itself with masculinity. After that, energy drinks were all about fitness. Now, in pastels and pinks and such flavors as Guava Lava, Ellen says, the drinks are coming for the ladies. Read more.
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Trump's War With Iran and a New Danger at Home

Tom Nichols on Donald Trump's war with Iran, forgotten lessons from the Iraq War, and fears about the intentions of America's leaders. Plus: Why Trump's wartime powers could be extremely dangerous for American freedoms.

by David Frum

Wed, 04 Mar 2026




Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube

On this week's episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum discusses the recent shooting in Austin. David warns that the shooting is an example of how Trump could use the threat of terror from Iran to crack down on American freedoms.

Then David is joined by The Atlantic's Tom Nichols to discuss the outbreak of war between the United States and Iran. David and Tom discuss Trump's motives for launching another regime-change war and assess the competence of the administration to achieve its goals. They discuss the mistakes that were made in Iraq by the Bush administration and how, 23 years later, none of those lessons seem to have been learned. David and Tom wonder if the Trump administration has any plan for an end game in Iran, - and discuss how not having one could lead to suffering among the Iranian people and turmoil in the region. Frum and Nichols observe that the United States has embarked on a costly state building project--but the question of whether the Trump administration realizes that is a different matter.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. I'm recording the show at a grave moment in American history. My guest this week will be Tom Nichols, my colleague at The Atlantic, former professor at the Naval War College. And we'll be discussing our anxieties about the way the war with Iran has been managed, our fears about the uses to which the war will be put by the Trump administration, and our hopes for a better future for the people of Iran, but a future that cannot be separated from the dangers that this war poses to the people of the United States.

There will be no book talk this week; our conversation will be too substantial for that. So I will just preface now with some thoughts before the dialogue about what is at hand.

I should stress, I record this program midday Monday, March 2. It will not be released on audio for a day and a half. It will not be released on video for two days. So there may be intervals. There may be gaps in the things you know about the situation at home and abroad and what I know as I speak to you. But I wanna speak about something that just happened very few minutes ago that is a real indicator, a real warning, of the dangers that the United States faces in this war with Iran.

Shortly before I began the recording, CBS News obtained and published images, or purported images, of the alleged shooter in the Austin, Texas, mass shooting. The alleged shooter was wearing a T-shirt, which, apparently, according to the images that have been released, reveals an image of the Iranian flag.

Now, I personally very much doubt that the shooter was in any way an agent or operative of the Iranian state or was in any way operating on behalf of the Iranian state--might be wrong, but I doubt it. But there's no question that Iran is the world's leading state sponsor of terrorism and that it has, over many decades, not only built networks all over the world but activated, triggered networks that have committed acts of terrorism all over the planet: Buenos Aires; Berlin; Washington, D.C. Any prudent administration in a war with such a power would have to anticipate that one resource available to that world's leading state sponsor of terrorism would be to activate terrorist networks in the United States. You simply have to plan for that, even the best administration with the greatest respect for American liberties.

What if you have an administration that does not respect those liberties? What if you have an administration with a proven record of falsely accusing Americans of terrorism for acts like legally recording the operations of immigration authorities, that has repeatedly lied about what the Department of Homeland Security is doing and why it's doing it, that has covered up casualties of American citizens at the hands of the Department of Homeland Security? What if you have that kind of government?

Well, that possibility of Iranian sleeper cells inside the United States, that's not just a resource for the Iranian regime to use against the United States; that's a resource that the Trump administration can use against the liberties of American people. After all, if it's really possible that there about to be acts of terrorism by Iran inside the United States, how can Congress continue to blockade funds for the Department of Homeland Security until it gets reforms in the way that the Department of Homeland Security operates, including an end to the lying that has been such a disgrace of the Department of Homeland Security?

You're gonna see a real press by the Trump administration to say, Release the funds and let the Department of Homeland Security resume its operations exactly the way it wants to, including falsely calling people terrorists if they operate a camera near an immigration agent. You're going to see attacks on the freedom of the press. This administration has already made it clear that it regards it as illegal, criminal, for reporters simply to ask questions of Pentagon employees about what they're doing with the American people's money, about what they're doing with the American people's security, about what they're doing with the lives of soldiers entrusted to their care. Now, that has been the view of this administration: No, you are not allowed to ask any of these questions, and we're gonna yank your press credentials if you have any unauthorized conversations with anybody in the building. You're not allowed to do that. Only the designated leaders of the building get to speak at all, and if they're not speaking or if they're saying things that look like they might not be true, you can't second-guess or question them.

We have had many instances over the first year of the Trump administration of false invocations of emergency powers. The whole tariff nonsense, the tariffs that were struck down by the Supreme Court, those tariffs rested on false claims by the president of the United States about economic emergency. Well, now there's a real war, and there's a real risk of terrorist activity inside the United States. That's a much more plausible emergency than anything Trump invoked about tariffs. And what court will say, You know what? We don't think you're telling the truth about this, either. Courts will be very reluctant to do that. So there'll be new assertions of emergency power in all kinds of contexts. We know that people around the president, people who have the president's ear, have been urging him to use emergency powers against the elections of 2026. The possibility of that temptation being accepted are much higher today than they were 10 days ago or a week ago. And there may be more legal predicates to allow him to do it.

In every way we can imagine, and in many ways we cannot, we're moving into a terrain of extraordinary danger to democratic institutions. The war in Iran is not just a foreign-policy question; it is an urgent domestic-policy question. It is a massive grant of power to a president and administration that have proven again and again that they will abuse any powers that they are entrusted with.

We all wish, of course, a safe and swift return to American personnel in danger. We wish a safe and swift return home to all the allied personnel in danger. And we wish, urgently, a better future for the oppressed people of Iran, who've been so maltreated and murdered by the most aggressive and most repressive regime, maybe on the entire planet.

But Americans also are entitled to think about their safety, their security, and their freedom. And that is suddenly called into question in a way that has been quite theoretical until the Trump administration came along, and even in the early days of the second Trump administration, while it has been less theoretical and more actual, has not been as imminent and ominous as it is today. But the threat now is as imminent and ominous as it possibly could be, or as it yet has been; perhaps it can get even worse. And as an American, it's your job now not to lose either your ideals or your confidence. The courts still work. The liberties of the Constitution are still on paper. And it's going to be up to all of us to make sure that the courts continue to operate and that those liberties remain real against an administration that will use any excuse to try to avoid the courts, neuter Congress, and negate those liberties--any excuse--and now they've got a better excuse than they've ever had before.

So, as I said, a grave moment in American history, a dangerous moment in American history. Not blind to the opportunities for a better Middle East, but don't be blind either to the risks of a much worse future for Americans here at home.

And now, my dialogue with Tom Nichols.

[Music]

Frum: Tom Nichols is an ex-professor at the Naval War College, an expert in nuclear weapons, and of course, a colleague at The Atlantic, who filed early in the morning of the first hours of this war, in an act of amazing summary of knowledge and expertise.

Tom is a five-time Jeopardy! champion and now a returning two-time guest on The David Frum Show. I'm very grateful to him for making the time on this busy day.

I'm going to, just for the information of listeners and viewers, point out we're recording midday Monday. The audio will post early morning Wednesday, video midday Wednesday, so there's a gap for a lot of events to happen in the United States and around the world, but we're going to do the best we can to focus on some domestic issues raised by President [Donald] Trump's action in Iran.

Tom, let me just start with this. I think you and I belong to that tiny little section of the Venn diagram that is broadly sympathetic to action against the Iranian regime and deeply worried about action by the Trump administration.

Tom Nichols: Absolutely. No one should be shedding any tears for the mullahs, and we should all be hoping that, now that we're committed to this, whatever this is--I suppose one of the things we should talk about--but if it's regime change, that this goes well. But not only am I worried about the history of regime change--I supported, as you did, the Iraq War, and we saw that regime change becomes a very dicey business--but I'm also concerned about the competence of this administration to pull off something of this size and I think because of the people who are in it. The president is the president, but I wish he had a better team around him.

So, yeah, I'm concerned. I hope the Iranian regime transforms into something else, but I'm very concerned about this team trying to do it.

Frum: Okay, let's break this into pieces. Here are the pieces that I think we should address. The first is your question, "What is this?" The second is competence of the team. And the third is intentions of the team, both for the region and here at home. I'm gonna try to get to all of those points.

Let's talk about what this is. I listened to the recent press conference by [Secretary of Defense] Pete Hegseth, who denounced other wars, [in] very personal terms, waged by Presidents [Barack] Obama and [Joe] Biden and President [George] W. Bush, I presume. And he said, This is not gonna be a war of regime change. There's no nation building. There's no democracy building. And I thought, What kind of guy looks at the Iraq War and says, You know what we did wrong in Iraq? We spent too much time planning for the end state? Everyone thought the problem was we did too little planning for the end state, but Hegseth and company say, No, too much. The answer is: Launch a war, then see what happens, with no particular idea about what's to come next.

Nichols: You and I were alive during that war and paying attention, and one of the things that I heard constantly, especially from the officers who were coming back to us from their assignments and coming back through the Naval War College, is that it was completely the other way around. Donald Rumsfeld would pretty much throw--the secretary of defense at the time--would throw you out of his office if you started talking about Phase IV and what comes after and nation building and all that stuff. He didn't want to hear any of that stuff. He was more like Hegseth, maybe, than Hegseth wants to admit. He wanted to prove that a transformed small force could knock over what was, at the time, the fourth-largest army in the world, right, that we could go in, and we did that in '91, and then we knocked over that army, and then we came back in and that we could do it again with this kind of Jedi force. That's all Rumsfeld was interested in. So the idea that, somehow, these previous wars, we spent all this time chin-pulling about "What comes next?"--the mistakes that happened were because we didn't do that.

Frum: Right. The Trump people think they're doing the opposite, but they're doing, as you say, Rumsfeld on steroids or Rumsfeld without the good manners.

Nichols: (Laughs.)

Frum: Not that Rumsfeld's manners were so good--

Nichols: Rumsfeld without the tact. (Laughs.)

Frum: Rumsfeld without the tact. (Laughs.)

All right, let's talk here about the team at home. I think you and I are worried about slightly different things. You're worried about the competence of the team. I'm worried that war empowers presidents inevitably, and President Trump and his domestic team have proven they can't be trusted with those powers. And then now they're going to have greater powers to, for example, crack down on media reporting. It's a war--you can't put troops at risk, obviously. So if Pete Hegseth texts you the war plans by mistake, as he did to our colleague Jeff Goldberg, now there's a real case for punishing the people who receive Pete Hegseth's mistaken texts.

Nichols: Well, hold on, let me just check Signal, see if anything's coming in today. (Laughs.)

Look, I share both of those concerns. One of them is more proximate. Here in the first few days of the war, what I'm really concerned about--our military is, operationally, the most capable in the world; they're just the best. But they can only do the missions that they're assigned to do. They can't run the war. That has to come from the White House and the Pentagon. I suppose I take some comfort in the fact that Pete Hegseth has been relegated to giving cheerleader speeches at 8 o'clock in the morning, when he knows nobody's listening, to a Pentagon briefing room that's full of his political allies.

I, like you, the first thing I thought--look, why are we going into Iran? I think it is the president's vainglory. He thinks he's on a roll, that this is easy to do, that you can knock off dictatorships like Venezuela and then have a parade, that this solves a lot of his problems. It gets people not talking about the Epstein files. I really believe that a huge chunk of Donald Trump's foreign policy is rooted in trying to get people to stop talking about the Epstein files. I think he is that narrow and crass.

I had exactly the same thought you did, David, which is, Great, now he's gonna to say, I'm a war president. That means you can't criticize me. It means I can stomp on the press. It means that I can declare a national emergency. Maybe, as the British Parliament said in 1944, I think it was, This is not a propitious time for an election. There's all kinds of mischief that comes with a war because, as you say, presidential war powers, especially once a conflict is underway, become almost unchallengeable.

Frum: President Trump has invoked war powers to justify his stupid tariffs, and the Supreme Court said--no, emergency powers, I should say--and the Supreme Court, correctly, in my opinion, said, There's no emergency. You don't have these powers. You can't oppose the tariffs. But this is a real shooting war. There's no question; this is a war. Powers come with that. If anybody else were president right now, I think you and I would agree the president needs a broader range of powers to bring the war to a successful conclusion, achieve American aims, protect American lives, protect allied lives. But you fear he will make wicked use of those powers.

Nichols: "What presidential powers does he not make wicked use of?" is really the way to put it. Why would anyone assume that this is the set of powers that he will use with prudence and responsibility? Especially when you cannot trust the rationale behind this war. There was no gathering of allies. Bush 43 took a lot of static for the way he went into Iraq. Compared to this, that was lawyered up like a corporate merger compared to what Donald Trump has done: going to the UN, going to Congress, getting all those ducks in the row, going back to the UN a second time, even though, as you know, President Bush didn't wanna do that that second time around. There's none of that here. And so I don't trust why this war was launched in the first place.

Right now, all I can say is our men and women are in action, and I wish them every success and to come home safely. But that doesn't mean that we should stop asking questions about things like curtailing the president's war powers, because--I think I can say with confidence--he will abuse them because he has abused all the other powers of his office and these are the most tempting powers there are.

Frum: Now, let me steelman this for a minute. Let me invoke people I know and I think you know who I know what they're saying and thinking. And I don't know how many people in the listenership or viewership will agree with this point of view, but it's a point of view that is important in my social and personal circle, and maybe, Tom, in yours. So here's the steelman: David, everything you say about Trump, true. Got it. Don't disagree with you. But Iran has been a lethal danger to Americans since 1979--one atrocity after another, unceasing aggression, unceasing repression at home. Past presidents have all agreed something needed to be done, but nobody knew what to do. The Obama people sent them money. The Biden people allowed them to seize a warship and paid them more money to get the warship back. They've committed assassinations, acts of terrorism, and now we know that they're massively rejected by their own people, who have sacrificed their lives by the thousands in a bid for freedom. This is the moment. This is the president who happens to be in charge at the moment. How can you say no to the Iranian people, and how can you forget all the crimes that Iran has inflicted against the United States and America's friends all around the world?

Nichols: I'm going to answer with something Ken Adelman said after Iraq. You may have remembered, David, that some years ago, there was a piece in Vanity Fair called "Neo Culpa," and it was a group of conservatives who had pushed for the second Gulf War who were now asked their second thoughts. It was people like [Richard] Perle and [Kenneth] Adelman and [Paul] Wolfowitz and others. And Adelman said, Look, your cause can be absolutely right but that you have to put it in the drawer that says Can't do for now.

If we really decided that this was the moment, because of the regime's weakness, to say, This is the time that we excise this malignancy from the planetary body politic, then do it by assembling your allies, by explaining your cause to the American people, by getting authorization of some kind from Congress. And by the way, as a side note here, my boss in 1991, Senator John Heinz, he wanted to invoke the War Powers Act. And I felt so strongly about presidential prerogative here that I actually kind of strong-armed my boss about why that's a bad idea. He and a group of Republicans were going to enact it. And I said, Don't do this. This is--


 Frum: Against Gulf War One?

Nichols: Bush 41. Yeah, this was in the winter of 1990. And I said, Don't do it, because I think it would be dangerous. So if you're going to do it, I would say I still would be worried about this team and their motives doing it, but if somehow we have reached a national consensus, which we have not, and perhaps even something like an international consensus--maybe just our top five or six allies, as we did in 2003--to say, This is the time, then fine, do it.

This is not the way--just showing up and dropping a lot of steel on a lot of Iranian targets, and then saying, Well, we'll see what happens. My biggest fear is that the steelman case about "How can you abandon the Iranian people at a time like this?," my answer is, the way Trump does things and the way it's looking right now, this is gonna be, as I think you and others have pointed out, this is a moral peril not seen since the Hungarian Revolution. We're telling people to go out there and oppose their government and risk getting killed. If we're gonna do that, we'd better be there.

Frum: So 1956, American radio, Voice of America and stations like that, were saying throughout the month of October of '56 to the Hungarians, at a time when Soviet power looked a little wobbly, Rise up. Rise up. This is the moment. You will be helped. And they did rise up. And the United States did nothing to help them. And the Suez crisis erupted in the Middle East at the same time, and that had something to do with it, but basically, President [Dwight] Eisenhower was not going to touch it. And as you say, I think hundreds were killed. Thousands were made prisoner. A quarter of a million, I believe, were driven into exile.

Let me continue with the steelman now, remembering that, which is to say, Okay, it's not the time, not the team. These guys can't do it. That said, the president of the United States a month ago promised the Iranian people that help was on the way. You know he's a bozo who speaks without meaning it. I know he's a bozo who speaks without meaning it. But the Iranian people didn't know that he's--they thought he was a normal president, more or less, and they didn't know that his word was worthless , and he said, I promise the United States of America, for whom I speak, promises to help you. Rise up. They did. They got killed in the thousands. They're being tortured. They're in prisons. And that promissory note has been issued, and, yes, it's by President Bozo, but he's authorized to speak on behalf of a great and good nation.

Nichols: To answer that steelman argument, so the argument is, because we screwed up and baited the Iranian people into thinking we were going to do this, we have now maneuvered ourselves into a corner where, on the fly, pretty much by the seat of our pants, we're going to do this because of a situation of our own creation. It's kind of like the argument that the administration was making that we had to go because the Iranians were kind of forward-leaning and were about to hit us. Turns out that wasn't true. But the reason we were worried that they were going to hit us is because we had amassed a giant armada packed into a pretty convenient set of target packages around Iran. This is the kind of "killing your parents and then claiming you're an orphan" problem.

If we wanna do this, state it clearly; go to the American people. We had a State of the Union just before this, and it was a carnival. It was a variety show. It was embarrassing. No explanation to the American people that their sons or daughters may be killed. No discussion with Congress, not even bullying of Congress to say, Look, I'm gonna have to do things, and you're gonna have to get on board, which is what previous presidents did. No after explanation.

The other day, I put up on social media a screenshot of Ronald Reagan, who went on television in prime time from the Oval Office to address the American people in 1986 about a one-night strike on [Libyan ruler Muammar] Gaddafi, on a nation of 7.5 million people. We have gone to war against 92 million people with an eight-minute video of Grandpa in his silly hat.

So again, my answer to the steelman case is, I grant you everything--that this is a terrible regime, it should be gone--but you cannot defend the way this is being done. And in the end, if the Iranian people are again destroyed by their own government, that blood is gonna be on our hands because we baited them into it.

You know--then I'll get off this soapbox, David--but one thing that really bothered me is Centcom and the White House both saying to the Iranian government and the Iranian security and military forces, Lay down your arms. Surrender. Surrender to whom? There's nobody there. To ask Iranian cops--forget about the IRGC [Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps] or the real heavies--asking any local security forces to lay down their weapons, you might as well ask them to blow their own brains out.

It's ironic, right, that Hegseth says, We're not like these previous [administrations], but as you say, Rumsfeld on steroids. Trump loathes Barack Obama, and yet his strategy here seems to be exactly what Obama did, minus a few more allies, in Libya.

Frum: Well, the State of the Union point that you make is very powerful because there was Trump, I think just hours before, days before the beginning of the strike, and he went to Congress--he didn't just not make the case for a war. He went out and humiliated members of Congress: Stand up; sit down. Stand up; sit down. Why won't you stand up when I tell you to stand up? I'm the king. Everyone rises when the king speaks. He insulted them. He berated them. He had previously called the Supreme Court, or six of nine judges, in the sway of a foreign power. Then he said, Oh, by the way, I'm gonna be back in a few days for a multibillion-dollar supplemental appropriation to pay for this war I never asked you to authorize. So that's bad.

But what's also bad--and here's, again, to continue with what this imagined, or not so imagined, circle of my friends would say, is, Look, Trump does actually have a plan. He's a little shy about admitting it because it doesn't sound very nice. But his plan is the same plan as in Venezuela but on a bigger scale, which is, with the Israelis, to kill everybody in the top 40 positions in the government and then to keep killing people until you find someone who says, Okay, I'll do what you want. And then when you find the guy who says, I'll do what you want, you say, Okay, good. You're now in charge. And that plan, although unlovely--Anne Applebaum, our colleague, has written very powerfully about the abandonment of Iranian democracy--if the goal is: We have to get from here to there while keeping the electricity going, the water projects working. There are hospitals in Iran that have to keep functioning. Children do need to go to school. I presume there's some kind of pension system; the pensions need to get to be paid. And on your way to whatever a better future is, in the six months after the collapse of the old regime, someone needs to run the place, and maybe a former insider is the best way to get you from point here to point there. And that seems to be Trump's plan, to the extent he's got a plan, is what would be said.

Nichols: Well, yeah, I'm having flashbacks now because these were the same arguments that I had,and I'm sure you had back during the second Gulf War, where I did say--I admit it--I said, Look, I don't know what comes after [Iraqi President] Saddam [Hussein], but it has to be better than Saddam. Chaos would be better than Saddam because of WMD [weapons of mass destruction] and terrorism and all the things. And I admit it--I said, I couldn't really imagine things getting much worse. And then we made it worse, right? We disbanded the Iraqi army. We did all kinds of stupid things.

But to take this and to compare it, say, to Venezuela, we eliminated exactly one level of leadership in one person, and then we said to the vice president, Okay, fine, you can run things. That's not gonna happen here. This is a total--

Frum: Well, the 40 top leaders are already dead, so.

Nichols: They're already dead. At some point, this is an ideological regime. This is a totalitarian ideological regime. Now, there is a huge amount of corruption. I read--I think it was somebody writing in The Atlantic pointed out--that it used to be 80 percent true believers, 20 percent kind of charlatans and hangers-on. Now it's the other way around: It's 80 percent charlatans and 20 percent true believers.

Great. But in the meantime, you have a gigantic country. This isn't even Iraq, and Iraq was hard enough. You have this gigantic country of 92 million people that could fracture into some authorities--you'll get a patchwork of authorities across the country, and that leaves open a lot of mischief.

Frum: It's only about 60 percent ethnically Persian, as we're all about to learn.

Nichols: Yes, we're all about to learn some things. We're all about to go through some things.

So I think part of the problem is the steelman case rests on, Yeah, these are all valid objections, but we're in it now. Well, that's a hell of a way to do foreign policy. The car's off the cliff and turning to the guy in the next seat and saying, Well, fine, you drive.

Frum: Okay, well, we are--okay, but--

Nichols: But we are in it.

Frum: We are in it. (Laughs.)

Nichols: We're in it, so that's--

Frum: And some tactical military successes have been [achieved]. That underwrites it: Some very important tactical military successes have been achieved, as much by the Israelis as by the United States. And part of the problem--and I say this as a great friend of Israel and on their side--but it does seem like they have a clear idea of where they're driving the car to, and the United States is a little bit along for the ride.

Nichols: Well, yeah, and I suspect that [Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin] Netanyahu has learned how, as most world leaders have, they've learned how to manipulate Donald Trump. And I'm sure there's been whispering in Donald Trump's ear about You're gonna be the liberator of Iran. There will be songs written to you for centuries. There will be statues in Tehran. Look, Bill Clinton's got a statue in Bosnia; you need one. I'm sure he's hearing all that stuff and responding to it the way we know Donald Trump responds to visions of glory and flattery.

But here's where I wanna be a War College professor for a minute. One of the things we always warn our students is: Operational successes do not by themselves translate into strategic success. The first two years, the first year and a half of World War II was nothing but a string of Japanese operational successes. Things don't turn around until midway, and we, frankly--let's face it--too, at midway, we caught a huge amount of breaks and some real luck to turn that around. But the Japanese in 1945, saying, How can this be? It was two years of winning.

So you really have to be careful with--and I've said this both to the steelman arguers, Look, this isn't over; hold the U.S.A chants, just as to the doomers, of whom I am not one, by the way; I'm concerned, but I'm not a doomer. Saying, Listen, there are some ways this can go right, even under Donald Trump, even with this team in charge. They could, in fact, find their way to a better outcome, and we'd all have to be the first one to say, Not a fan of Donald Trump, would never vote for him, but if he does manage to liberate Iran, send our congratulations.

Frum: I just finished reading a book. It was a book based on the Japanese war archives, and the question is: "Okay, what did they think they were doing when they struck Pearl Harbor?" And the answer is: It was exactly Hegsethism. The civilian leadership was intimidated and weak, and they said, Well, what we're going to do is we're going to seize Southeast Asia, hit the American fleet, and then see. (Laughs.)

Nichols: Right. There were some Japanese--

Frum: And what then? Who knows. Your guess is as good as mine. (Laughs.) Something good, maybe. (Laughs.)

Nichols: Fate is a harsh mistress, David. There were some guys in the room who went, The Americans are not--that's a big country you're tangling with. And the answer they got was--literally, there were people in the Japanese high command saying, Once we destroy their fleet in Pearl Harbor, they won't like it, but they'll understand.

This is something I worry about--again, sort of basic strategic analysis, right? I'm worried that the people in Washington are doing a lot of mirror-imaging. They're doing a lot of what strategic analysis calls "script writing": If we do this, they're gonna do that. And then when they do that, that opens it for us to do this. And it's all very convenient and congenial to your own assumptions. And I think that a lot of that is going on. But as you say, have they thought through what happens if the Iranians decide, We don't care. We'll go out in a blaze of glory. We'll fire everything at everybody? Are we gonna put ground troops in?

Frum: Well, as we saw in Iraq, I think the military does think a lot about questions like "What if they decide to go out in a place of glory and fire every missile at once?" I'm sure there's a good plan for that. What is never planned for is "What if everything collapses? And what if you kill everybody, the IRGC take their money and flee, and the electricity stops; the water stops?" It's not a very forgiving human environment, and there are chronic water problems. What happens if the waterworks stop working? What happens if there isn't a government and then, whatever organized crime networks exist in Tehran, they become the most powerful force or the IRGC turns into a mafia?

Nichols: I was just gonna say, we should learn from other cases of regime collapse--not just regime change by war, but regime collapse--the former Soviet Union. What happens to the KGB? Well, it turns out they become a powerful mafia and they run the country. What if the IRGC says, We're the most organized group in this shitshow here, if I can use one expletive, and we'll get the water back on; we'll get the electricity going?

But I think the other problem is: Who decides when a war is over? The loser, right? That's an old adage of strategy. The loser decides when the war is over, unless you literally kill every single person. But it's the losers who say when it's done. What if they say, Look, we'll drag this on forever. We'll commit terrorist acts. We'll keep stuff in reserve and blow the occasional thing up. Fine, you're gonna scuttle part of our fleet; we'll make the [Strait] of Hormuz practically unnavigable for insurance companies.

In my article--and I know it's a line you know well from the old days--Barbara Bodine, talking after the war in Iraq, she said, There's 500 ways to do this wrong and only two or three ways to do it right. And what I didn't count on is that we were gonna try all 500 ways first.

Frum: Yeah, well, on your point about the loser deciding, I remember reading a memoir of post-war Japan and the memoir writer just marveling that, in the spring of 1946, individual American officers unarmed could go to the market and shop and buy things, and everybody was polite to them. There is no assassination. There was no harassment. They didn't have to put on a sidearm to go buy things in the market. The society jad collectively decided, We accept you. We accept this outcome. And the United States, in turn, by the way, one of the reasons the Japanese occupation went the way that it did, said to everybody, And by the way, just about everybody here is forgiven. And whoever was the assistant minister of streetcars before is still assistant minister of streetcars today.

Nichols: It was a completely different approach to war. And this administration, it's almost like the president's speeches are foreign-policy Mad Libs, where we're "fire" and just "like I've never seen" and "lay down your weapon," but "this is your moment" and "freedom" and "we're not--" Who is he talking to? In both Gulf Wars, we, the United States, made an effort to reach out to some of these guys and say, Listen--in Gulf One, I know, particularly--if you use chemical weapons, you are not going to be able to try a Nuremberg defense. We sent word to various generals. Understand what will happen to you. Instead, Trump says, Everybody out there, if you resist us, you get certain death, blood, gore in the streets, but lay down your weapons. I feel like, was there any preparation for this?

Frum: What should you and I, what should anyone who cares about our voices, what should anyone who is watching or listening who shares broadly our perspective, what should we do now? Because American personnel are in harm's way. We want the United States to succeed in its foreign-policy objectives. This seems, in the abstract, a good cause. And, yeah, it's run by unworthy--the clowns are the best one. It's [run] by unworthy people, both morally and intellectually unworthy. But it's done. There's no undoing this. What does Tom Nichols, what does David Frum, what do people who care what we think, what should we think and say?

Nichols: Well, if somehow tomorrow Trump fired everybody and he said, Okay, Tom and David, come on in. You've got your shot. You got five minutes for an elevator pitch, I would say, This is the time to find somebody that you can talk to. Don't keep doing this damage that you don't wanna have to fix later. Go to Congress now--because even I'm getting to the point where I think Congress should invoke the War Powers [Resolution] because there's a whole issue of constitutionality here that I think we alighted in previous wars that is now completely thrown out the window. And to say to the Iranians, Here's the new deal: You are going to change your type of government. You are going to stop killing people. Here's the list of demands. Sign here and you may get away with what's left of your regime.

Trump's answer seems to be--and I would say, if I were standing there, I'd say, Mr. President, you can't kill everybody in Tehran and then say, Now form a government. That's just not how it works. So you've killed the worst guys. Now find the less-worst guys and, basically, get them to seal their own doom over time. But the more that it's done at the point of American weapons, the more opening there is for all kinds of chaos that could make even worse people more empowered and lose the--this is something very important to point out, not to you, David, but I know that a lot of folks think of Iran as "Death to America" and the whole country hates us. That is not true. The Iranians are an educated, modern people who, actually, a lot of them have a fair amount of affection for the United States, as ironic as that is after everything we've been involved with going back to 1953. But you don't wanna lose that by creating a serious situation where everything gets just pounded into rubble and then people start blaming the nations around the world.

And speaking of blame, I will jump on one thing. Yeah, I think we're here in this terrible situation because of people like Obama. I don't take back anything I wrote about Obama's feckless foreign policy in the Middle East. But the answer to it was not to throw all the cards up in the air and say, Screw it. Let's just bomb the crap out of everything and see what happens. That is the pendulum in completely the other direction, and I am still really anxious that this is not gonna turn out well.

Frum: Yeah, I have a particular dog in this fight because I'm on record as saying--and people often say this is contradictory, and I keep insisting it's not--I was against the Iran deal while it was being negotiated. I was against signing the Iran deal. And I was against it in great part because Iran got its benefits up front; the United States got its benefits on the back end. Once signed, once you have made the mistake of signing a deal where the other guy gets his benefits up front, you don't tear up the deal. He's already got the $90 billion of unfrozen assets that the Iranians got. At that point, your next choice is, having signed this stupid thing, enforce it, and don't exit. (Laughs.)

Nichols: For anybody out there who thinks that all of us conservatives from the old days are meeting at the meadows and coordinating our views, the fact that I was exactly--and I was not yet at The Atlantic; you and I were not yet regularly talking--that was exactly my position as well. I was against this thing while it was being negotiated for exact--I said, This violates some basic rules of diplomacy, which is that you don't front them the hamburger for the money you're gonna get Tuesday. You don't do any of that.

Frum: (Laughs.) Right.

Nichols: But once you're in it and the whole rest of the international community, including your closest allies, have signed on to it, you're stuck with it, and then you have to make it work. Then it's the only game in town. And the Iranians,, they were as happy as could be when Trump said, Fine, screw it. We're out of this. And they said, Great, so are we.

Frum: Well, at that point, the alternative was war, the war we've now got.

Nichols: The war we've got. But, again, let's not fall down that hole, either. We're not fighting this war over nuclear weapons.

Frum: No. We're fighting over regime change that the administration won't acknowledge that it's doing. This is a problem of going in without allies and having alienated all the allies. Supposing we get real lucky, supposing we find somebody who's assistant to the assistant to the president, he survives, he's got enough juice to make his writ run, and he says, Right, we're dealing with the Americans, and we're undertaking a transition to a better future, and we're leaving aside the anti-American ideology. We're giving up terrorism, and we win. We really win; we win the war we want. At that point, it's still going to be true that Iran doesn't have enough water for its cities. It's still going to be true that this country that was on its way to being, had it not--and I quoted this chart where, from 1960 to 1980, the growth in the Iranian and the Portuguese standard of living is identical. Today, in 2020, Iran is really no richer per person than it was in 1980, and Portugal is a fully paid-up member of the first world, the OECD. It's a wonderful place. And Iran today could be Portugal, but they're not; they're poor. So we're gonna have to help them. We're gonna have to make sure they have drinking water. And that's going to cost a lot of money, more, maybe, than the war itself. And Trump has, again and again, made it clear to his base: The United States is not putting up that money. Well, who is?

Nichols: I can think of at least one country that'd be more than happy to do it: China. Or other countries that, perhaps, do not have America's best interests at heart. The Chinese have been masters at the game of walking in and saying, Listen, the American money always comes with strings, and they're annoying, and democracy, blah, blah, blah. Here, we'll just help you build stuff, and we won't ask any questions.

Frum: And you can take 10 percent off the top, and we budgeted for that.

Nichols: And we budgeted for that, exactly. (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.)

Nichols: It's a lot of overhead. Everybody's got overhead, David.

But I think it's a serious problem, right? This does kind of put the screws to Russia a bit. Again, in that mythical moment where you and I get to walk into the Oval and say, Okay, here's things you oughta do, and say, Oh, and by the way, Mr. President, now is the time to put the screws to Russia and help the Ukrainians really push this thing, because now the Russians have lost a friend, and that's a good thing. But when Trump talks about this war going on for five weeks, my answer is: To do what?

Frum: To do what. Well, and this is where the refusal to think about reconstruction becomes an impediment to the war aims, because one of the things that the United States came out of World War II with a reputation for was: If you do fight the Americans and you do lose, they help you.

Nichols: Right? What's the movie I'm trying to think of? The Mouse That Roared, right?

Frum: The Mouse That Roared.

Nichols: We're a poor country. We need reconstruction. We'll pick a war with the Americans, and they'll come in, and they'll think--it was a hilarious movie, from the '60s, even, that people knew that. So, yeah, that was part of the deal.

Frum: And there used to be a Twitter account called Good President Trump, imagining him--

Nichols: (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.)

Nichols: I imagine that person just gave up.

Frum: That gave up. Actually, it was interesting because it was illustrated with an image of Donald Trump with a bald head, like he'd accepted it.

Nichols: (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) But Good President Trump would say, And by the way, if you do lay down your arms, that we and our allies are going to be there with the money you need to have proper waterworks, to have the electricity, to improve your roads, to send people back to school, to make universities more broadly accessible. Our goal for you is that those 40 years of development or 45 years of development or 50 years of development you missed since 1979, we're gonna put you back on that track. And the vision is, 40 years from now, you will look like Portugal.

Nichols: And the United States will now have several friends and allies in that region, including a country of 92 million people who, just as Germany and Japan did, are gonna feel pretty warmly about what happened. None of that is on the table, none of it. As you know, I was working through the weekend and working nights, so I purposely slept through Hegseth's 8 a.m. briefing, which is why I think he has them at 8 a.m., by the way, 'cause he doesn't think anybody's watching. But caught up on it later, it's just insane. It's all chest-thumping, Conan the Barbarian stuff, not the kind of thing that's gonna make anybody in Iran say, You know what I oughta do? I oughta trust Pete Hegseth that I should lay down my arms and everything will be okay. To some extent, by what we're doing, we're putting some of these guys on death ground. And that's a bad plan.

Frum: This is the part that they really seem unconstitutionally capable of dealing with, which is to say to whomever emerges, And if you have a plan for a transition to democracy and if you stop repressing, you will live. We won't ask too many questions about your bank accounts. There's a role for you. We are not actually planning on killing you all. We offer amnesty and exit if [it's] as part of a plan to make a transition to a better future for Iran, which is gonna be defined by the Iranians but shaped by the values of all the people who are going to--and this is the key point--help you pay for it.

Nichols: Yes, and the thing I was gonna say about a transition to democracy--or something less oppressive than the thing we just overthrew. We get it, that it's not gonna happen tomorrow. We've learned our lessons. We're not gonna send you copies of The Federalist Papers and say, Here's your homework. Just as I think we should have done in Iraq--there was a plan, I guess, from the British to say, Look, if we don't disband the military, we take a bunch of generals, and we say, We're gonna put this country under military rule for now, and we're watching you, and you're gonna have to transition to a civilian government, and all the time, with Uncle Sam and the allies saying, Don't screw this up, because we can come back here any time. Instead, we're simply saying, Hey, people in Iran, kill your government, and go take power. And we're not coming, by the way.

Everything that Trump is saying, and I really wanna emphasize this, so much of what Trump is talking about would be more credible if he were talking about doing it backed by ground troops, and I don't want him to do that. Even though we're off the cliff, there are still dumb things we can do. Even as the car is plunging, we can unbuckle our seat belts and try and stand on the roof. There are things that we shouldn't do and that I'm worried that, because Trump is a man who can never admit a mistake, that he will double down. 'Cause you know him, David, that's what he does with everything. This administration always does that, and sooner or later, I think something could happen where Trump's gonna wanna double down.

This is the time to think about "What do we want? What are we satisfied with? Who's gonna guide what happens next?" And I don't think anybody's thinking about that right now--or let me put it a different way: I'm sure there are people thinking about that that no one's listening to right now.

Frum: Yeah. Well, let's finish here but with this thought, which is: We all wish a safe return home for the Americans in harm's way. We all wish a better future for the people of Iran. We all wish this situation will be resolved quickly and with minimal harm to innocent people. And as much as our mental skepticism is engaged, our hearts are in sympathy with all of those who face danger in this war that didn't have to happen but has begun.

Nichols: And I'll add only one other thing: that whatever my thoughts about this particular government, that the good Lord guides them and grants them some insight and wisdom in doing this because they are the civil authorities right now and they have to do this, and so I think it's important to point out that I hope they do it well, despite my worries.

Frum: Look, God's probably doing his part as best he can, but Trump doesn't listen to him, either. (Laughs.)

Nichols: (Laughs.)

Frum: All right. Always a pleasure to talk to you.

Nichols: It was great to see you, David.

Frum: Thank you so much.

Nichols: Thank you.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Tom Nichols for joining me today. As I mentioned at the top of the show, there will be no book talk this week. But I do wanna thank you for viewing and listening to the show and remind you that if you wanna support the work of Tom and me, the best way to do that is by subscribing to The Atlantic. I hope you will like and share this dialogue on whatever platform you use. Thank you so much for watching and listening to The David Frum Show, and I look forward to joining you again next week on The David Frum Show. Bye-bye.
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The Real Reason Trump Went to War

Trump has called for sending American forces to Iran since 1980. He finally has, and must own the consequences.

by Yair Rosenberg

Wed, 04 Mar 2026




Why did President Trump decide to attack Iran? It depends on what day of the week you ask. On Saturday, the president claimed in a recorded address that he acted because Iran's rulers refused to "renounce their nuclear ambitions" and were developing long-range missiles that threatened America and its allies. On Sunday, a senior administration official told reporters that Iran and its proxies "posed an imminent threat to U.S. personnel and allies in the region." On Monday, House Speaker Mike Johnson and Secretary of State Marco Rubio suggested that Trump acted preemptively to protect U.S. forces in advance of an unavoidable Israeli attack on Iran that would inevitably lead Iran to retaliate against America. The next day, Trump rejected this framing, telling reporters that "if anything, I might have forced Israel's hand" because he believed Iran was "going to attack if we didn't do it."

All of these pretexts present problems. Why would America need to destroy Iran's nuclear facilities if, as Trump previously claimed, they'd been "completely and totally obliterated" eight months ago in Operation Midnight Hammer? In 2025, the Defense Intelligence Agency assessed that Iran's missile program was a decade away from being able to target American shores. That hardly sounds like an imminent threat. As for the Israel excuse, Trump is the senior partner in the U.S.-Israel relationship, and he sets the terms. When he wanted Israel to end its June 2025 war with Iran, he publicly forced the country to recall its fighter jets, even without avenging a closing strike that had left four Israelis dead.

Read: Trump is successfully bullying Netanyahu

Trump could have dissuaded the Israelis once again. Instead, the president ordered the largest U.S. air-power buildup in the Middle East since the invasion of Iraq. Then, according to The New York Times, his CIA gave Israel the intelligence to locate and kill Iran's supreme leader, Ali Khamenei. (Axios reported instead that the intelligence was Israel's and the CIA confirmed it.) "He was unable to avoid our Intelligence and Highly Sophisticated Tracking Systems," Trump crowed on Truth Social, announcing Khamenei's death. The two countries reportedly had planned the ensuing assault for weeks.

The shifting explanations for Trump's war and the alleged imminent threat that prompted it suggest poor planning and internal confusion about the president's motives. They are also a smoke screen. Fundamentally, a war ordered by the most powerful man in the world, commanding the most advanced military in the world, is the responsibility of the man who ordered it. Trump is a two-term president with agency, and he has long telegraphed and demonstrated his eagerness to use military force around the world--and in particular, in Iran.

In 1980, NBC interviewed a young Trump about the ongoing Iran hostage crisis. He did not hold back. "That this country sits back and allows a country such as Iran to hold our hostages, to my way of thinking, is a horror, and I don't think they'd do it with other countries," he said. When the interviewer asked if that meant "you're advocating that we should have gone in there with troops," Trump replied, "I absolutely feel that, yes," adding that had America done so, "I think right now we'd be an oil-rich nation." (Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu recently said that he had dreamed of being able to "smite the terror regime" in Iran for 40 years; it turns out Trump had him beat.)

In 1987, the Times reported that Trump declared in a New Hampshire speech that "the United States should attack Iran and seize some of its oil fields in retaliation for what he called Iran's bullying of America." In 1988, Trump told The Guardian that "I'd be harsh on Iran. They've been beating us psychologically, making us look a bunch of fools."

Trump's instinctive hawkishness and abiding belief in military coercion as a solution to American problems extend well beyond Iran. He supported the 2003 invasion of Iraq and the 2011 intervention in Libya to topple Muammar Qaddafi, before turning against both. In his first term as president, Trump ordered the assassination of Qassem Soleimani, the head of Iran's Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps. In his second term, he has fast-tracked arms sales to the Middle East, menaced Canada, threatened to "get Greenland," and abducted the dictator of Venezuela.

Read: Trump's new imperialism

Believing that Trump was somehow a "peace president" devoted to American restraint, as some credulous commentators claimed, required ignoring everything he'd said before he was president and everything he'd done after he became president. As Andrew Kaczynski, a CNN reporter who, during the 2016 presidential campaign, exposed Trump's early support for the Iraq War, put it: "Important context for Trump's opposition to regime change wars or interventions is that he never actually opposed them at the time and only did so after they went bad."

Trump's officials and allies have fumbled around to find an "imminent threat" to justify the president's decision to strike Iran. But the real impetus for such action was Trump's imperial approach to American power, which was decades in the making. The president specializes in exploiting the weaknesses of his opponents; having watched Israel decimate Iran's proxy armies and air defenses over the past few years, he sought to capitalize on the regime's moment of maximum vulnerability. Other countries--most notably Israel and Saudi Arabia--potentially stand to benefit from Trump's war. But the decision to start it was his alone, and no amount of spin from his surrogates should obscure this fact.
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Things Are About to Get Ugly in Texas

A runoff, resentments, and the question of whether a Democrat can win statewide

by Elaine Godfrey

Thu, 05 Mar 2026




In the end, it wasn't particularly close. Democrats in last night's Texas Senate primary decisively chose their fighter for November: James Talarico, a 36-year-old state lawmaker who looks--and sounds--like a youth pastor.

At certain moments, the primary between Talarico and Representative Jasmine Crockett felt ugly. Online, supporters slung insults and accusations of racism. Crockett had harsh words for Talarico's allies, and her campaign was hostile to the press, which it demonstrated by kicking me out of a rally.

But all of that drama was just a small taste of what's coming next. On the right, the primary between incumbent Senator John Cornyn and Texas Attorney General Ken Paxton is heading to a runoff, which likely promises nearly three months of nastiness. "The second wave is going to be a bitch," Chris LaCivita, a top adviser to President Trump's 2024 campaign who is working for an independent group supporting Cornyn, wrote on X, tagging Paxton.

On the left, Talarico now faces the uphill climb toward winning statewide as a Democrat in Texas--a climb that, depending on which Republican emerges from the primary, will be somewhere between big and enormous. The real ugliness, in other words, starts now. It's "open season," Vinny Minchillo, a Republican consultant in Texas who is not affiliated with either candidate, told me. "They're going to release the hounds."

The two Democrats couldn't have run more different campaigns. And last night, their strategies yielded very different results. Talarico, whose message is a careful blend of Christianity and economic populism, won the northern suburbs of Dallas, his hometown of Austin, and San Antonio. Crockett, who'd touted her opposition to Trump and promised to expand turnout among the party's base, earned the support of more voters in Dallas and Houston--just not enough. Some voters in Dallas County were turned away from the polls because of a change in where people could cast ballots on Election Day, but not enough to have altered the outcome. Ultimately, Talarico won by more than six points.

Given Crockett's slightly Trumpian tendencies, including her low tolerance for critical coverage and her apparent willingness to deny reality, it seemed plausible, at least for a moment, that the congresswoman might refuse to concede. But this morning, she called Talarico to congratulate him. "Texas is primed to turn blue," Crockett said in a statement, "and we must remain united because this is bigger than any one person."

Still, Crockett seems to hold some lingering bitterness. After her call to Talarico, she did not directly respond to a New York Times reporter's question about whether she would campaign with him. She added that she was concerned that her supporters might feel disenfranchised by the confusion in Dallas and be reluctant to turn out in the general election.

It is Talarico's job now to earn their votes; he'll have to if he wants to win statewide in Texas. Black voters, who polls showed overwhelmingly supported Crockett, are a crucial part of the Democratic electorate. "We're not writing off any voter," Talarico told me last week. "As folks get to know me, our approval ratings among Black Texans have gone up."

Read: 'Elaine from Atlantic ... she needs to leave'

For Texas Democrats, who see Talarico as their best chance in decades to elect one of their own to the Senate, the hardest work starts now. Talarico has never run a race at this scale, making him relatively untested. As he attempts to bring moderates and regretful Trump voters into his campaign, Talarico is also particularly vulnerable to attacks from Republicans who seek to paint him as too progressive for Texas.

They've got plenty of votes and video clips to choose from. In the state House, for example, Talarico once spoke in opposition to Republican legislation that would prohibit transgender girls from playing in girls' sports, arguing that there are "many more than two biological sexes." Online, Republican activists are already sharing a 2021 X post from Talarico in which he wrote that "radicalized white men are the greatest domestic terrorist threat in our country." Last night, the National Republican Senatorial Committee sent out a clip of the lawmaker saying in a floor speech that "God is nonbinary." Minchillo, the Republican consultant, told me that Talarico's position on these issues, and especially on gender, "is a real problem with the audience that he wants to attract."

Talarico's campaign is already preparing to defend those positions, sometimes on biblical grounds. I got a sampling of this last week when I asked Talarico, who is a Presbyterian seminarian, how he plans to respond when, for example, Republicans criticize his line about God being genderless. "Most Texans understand that God is beyond gender. The Apostle Paul says as much in his letter to the Galatians," Talarico said. If Republicans have an issue with that, he added, "they should take it up with the Apostle Paul." The line might sound like a banger to some of Talarico's supporters, but it's hardly a given that his progressive interpretation of scripture will appeal to conservative evangelicals.

The big fear for Democrats is that Talarico will go the way of Beto O'Rourke, whose 2018 candidacy attracted the party's funds and fizzy optimism but who ultimately failed to defeat Senator Ted Cruz. Some Democrats argue that Talarico is different. "He knows how to talk to a lot of people who are turned off by partisan rhetoric," Matt Angle, a Texas-based Democratic strategist, told me. "It allows him to identify himself as a different type of Democrat--a uniquely Texas Democrat."

Read: Trump is expected to endorse Cornyn

The good news for Talarico is that, for the next 11 weeks, his two potential Republican opponents will probably be focused on each other. Cornyn has vowed to rain hellfire on Paxton, who was impeached in 2023 on charges including bribery and abuse of the public trust. A pro-Cornyn ad refers to Paxton as a "wife-cheater and fraud." "Judgment Day is coming to Ken Paxton," Cornyn said menacingly during a press conference last night. While those two "beat the crap out of each other," Talarico will have time "to talk to Texans and contrast himself," Angle said.

A last-minute endorsement from Trump might pour ice-cold water on some of that hellfire as well as on Talarico's hopes for an opponent who may be easier to beat. Even though Cornyn is unpopular among some Republicans for being insufficiently MAGA, the president seems to recognize Paxton's weakness in a general election--and, according to my colleagues Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer, is planning to give his support to Cornyn, which could help the senator. (Trump said on Truth Social that he plans to make an endorsement soon and to call on the other candidate to drop out, but he did not specify whom he would endorse.)

In Texas, Democrats and Republicans are weighing the same uncertainties ahead of the November election. Many believe that with Cornyn as the Republican nominee, a statewide victory for Talarico in November would be possible but unlikely. A Paxton win, however, would set up a much riskier general election, given his heavy baggage. In the coming days and weeks, as some Republicans do everything they can to avoid this outcome, Talarico's party will be praying for it.
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Trump Is Expected to Endorse Cornyn

Republican strategists hope the endorsement will make the Texas Senate race less expensive and less competitive.

by Michael Scherer, Ashley Parker

Wed, 04 Mar 2026




Updated at 3:18 p.m. ET on March 4, 2026.

President Trump's political advisers expect him to endorse Senator John Cornyn in Texas's May 26 Republican-primary runoff election following the incumbent's better-than-expected finish against Texas Attorney General Ken Paxton in the first round of voting yesterday, three people briefed on the deliberations told us.

Trump declined to get involved in the race before the first round of voting, and Republican Senate strategists had been worried that he wouldn't endorse Cornyn, who has been critical of the president in the past. Strategists have also warned that Paxton, a scandal-scarred favorite of Trump's MAGA base, would need more money from top GOP donors than Cornyn would require to defeat the Democratic nominee, James Talarico. Estimates of the added cost of Paxton being the nominee in the general election range from about $80 million to more than $200 million, according to several top strategists, given the Democrats' ability to raise massive sums of money in the state from individual donors if the race is perceived as winnable.

Senate Majority Leader John Thune told Punchbowl News this morning that an early Trump endorsement "saves everybody a lot of money." "If the president can weigh in, it would make it enormously helpful," Thune told the outlet. The White House did not respond to requests for comment. Minutes after this story published, the president wrote on Truth Social that he will soon endorse one of the candidates and ask the other to drop out of the race. Trump wrote that "for the good of the Party, and our Country," the primary fight cannot continue.

Republicans have been working for months to rebuild the relationship between Cornyn and Trump, culminating in an invitation last week for the senator to ride on Air Force One with the president from Washington to a rally in Texas. The trip happened as Trump gave the green light for the U.S. attack on Iran. "It takes a lot of political courage, because, you know, these things are easier to start than to end," Cornyn told CBS News Saturday about his conversations with the president about the strikes. "I told him I really respected the fact he would take the chance--the political risk, really--to strike Iran's nuclear-weapons program."

The three people we spoke with noted that they have long expected Trump to endorse Cornyn in a runoff--a prospect made even more likely by Cornyn's strong showing last night. Paxton consistently led Cornyn in polls leading up to the primary, but Cornyn eked out a top-place finish, albeit not a resounding-enough victory to avoid a runoff. The president has not yet made a final decision, however, and is prone to last-minute vacillation, they noted. Both the National Republican Senatorial Committee and the Senate Leadership Fund, a super PAC aligned with Thune, have supported Cornyn's reelection. Chris LaCivita and Tony Fabrizio, two top political advisers to Trump's 2024 campaign, have been working for Cornyn's effort as well.

"I just haven't made a decision on that race yet. It has a ways to go," Trump told reporters in February about his endorsement decision. "Those are the toughest races. They've all supported me. They're all good. And you're supposed to pick one."

Trump personally likes Representative Wesley Hunt, the third candidate in the Republican primary, and was reluctant to weigh in against him, even though Hunt was unlikely to make it to the runoff, let alone win outright.

A mid-January Emerson poll found that Cornyn was slightly stronger in a hypothetical matchup with Talarico, with Cornyn beating the Democrat by about three points and Paxton drawing even. But strategists on both sides say the difference in their prospects is likely wider, given the significant baggage that Paxton would bring to a general-election fight.

Paxton was impeached by the Republican-led Texas House of Representatives in May 2023 on charges including bribery, abuse of the public trust, and obstruction of justice, after Paxton was accused of persuading a donor to hire a woman with whom he was having an affair. He was later acquitted by the Texas Senate. Paxton's wife, Angela, filed for divorce from her husband in 2025, citing "biblical grounds" as the justification and "recent discoveries" as the cause. A pro-Cornyn ad last week called Paxton "the wife cheater and fraud."

Steven Law, who for a decade headed the Senate Leadership Fund--the top super PAC for Senate Republicans--told us in a text message that if Cornyn is the nominee, Democrats will be much less likely to regain control of the Senate. "Republicans would be able to focus entirely on exposing Talarico's far-left views rather than wasting time and money on fixing Paxton's problems," he wrote. "There are few certainties in politics but this happens to be one of them."

But Cornyn has a rocky past with Trump. After Cornyn won reelection in 2020, he was one of the few Republican senators who pushed back early against Trump's baseless claims of election fraud. Cornyn was critical of Trump's decision soon after the 2020 election to fire Chris Krebs, who led the Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency at the Department of Homeland Security, after Krebs said Trump's claims of election fraud were "unsubstantiated."

Read: Donald Trump's plan to subvert the midterms is already under way

"Who is a worse Senator, John 'The Stiff' Cornyn of Texas, or Mitt 'The Loser' Romney of Massachusetts (Utah?)? They are both weak, ineffective, and very bad for the Republican Party," Trump posted on social media in 2023, after Cornyn told a reporter that he doubted Trump's ability to win the 2024 campaign.

Gregg Keller, a spokesperson for the pro-Paxton Lone Star Liberty PAC, told us in a statement that Paxton has a strong chance of winning the runoff, noting that polls show he's more "more popular with the MAGA base than Cornyn."

"Insurgent Ken Paxton is the prohibitive favorite heading into the May runoff after coming within a point of defeating career RINO John Cornyn in the primary and being outspent 10-1," Keller said. "Runoff electorates are substantially more conservative than in the general election."

In recent weeks, Trump advisers have been pointing to Cornyn's voting record, which is closely aligned with the president's agenda, as a reason for an endorsement, and have tried to facilitate communication between the two men.

LaCivita, who is working for an independent group supporting Cornyn, warned Paxton and his political consultant Jeff Roe last night about the coming runoff battle, writing on X: "The second wave is going to be a bitch ..."



*Sources: Brandon Bell / Getty; Cell Genes / Anadolu / Getty; Sepia Times / Getty
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Pete Buttigieg in the Wilderness

He has a beard, a splitting maul, and a house in Michigan. Is that enough to convince America that he's a man of the people?

by Graeme Wood

Tue, 03 Mar 2026




Read more about the Democrats who might run for president in 2028 here.

Updated at 2:41 p.m. ET on March 3, 2026

In May 2001, at Harvard's Institute of Politics, a 19-year-old freshman named Peter Buttigieg asked David Gergen, a Harvard professor and horse whisperer to five presidents, a question that he might have reserved for himself, a couple of decades later. Peter (he had not yet transformed into "Pete," let alone "Mayor Pete") said he loved The West Wing but could feel the idealism reflected in the show slipping away from politics in real life. "The presidency has now devolved into what's called 'the MBA White House,' or 'the corporate model,'" he said, with the plaintive tone of a child asking about the spirit of Christmas. "Is that magic really gone forever?"

Last summer, by the shore of the Grand Traverse Bay in northern Michigan, I told Buttigieg that I remembered that kind of fresh-faced idealism from my own time as a Harvard student. It was earnest; it was ambitious; it kind of made me want to barf. Lust for power--that, I understood, and I recognized it in many of our classmates. (We overlapped briefly, but I didn't know Buttigieg.) But the combination of naked ambition, absence of cynicism, and a sunny disposition seemed awfully suspicious. I always felt there was something odd about the undergraduates who haunted the IOP, Harvard's convalescent home for politicians recently defeated in politics or retired from it. How could you trust students who, rather than getting laid or drunk with their peers, spent their free time at office hours with former Secretary of Agriculture Dan Glickman?

Buttigieg said he knew what I was talking about. "It could be a Puritan, self-effacing thing," he told me, "where you're not supposed to admit that you view yourself as the person who would want to do that." (Even the phrasing--do that--made politics sound like an unnatural act.) The students with aspirations to high office knew that idealism and ambition put off a lot of people. The Harvard Crimson, he remembered, called all of the IOP kids and asked why they wanted to be president someday. "Almost all the IOPers were savvy enough not to respond," he said. "You're supposed to act as if you never even dimly suspected that you might run for office, until the moment you announce your campaign." (Of the students who answered the reporter's call, only one has held elected office--a term on the Montana Public Service Commission.)

Friends who knew Buttigieg then told me they didn't imagine him as a candidate--maybe a wonk or policy nerd, but not the guy on the ballot. He went back to the IOP in 2015, after he had become a rising Democratic star. He told the students that he knew just how torn they were, because he had felt the same way only a decade before. "Part of you is very anxious about how you could ever measure up" to the great politicians of history. "And then there's another part of you," he remembered saying. This other part "has had it at least cross your mind that, if by some catastrophic sequence of events, you were forced to immediately assume the presidency, you could somehow do it. And you know exactly what you would do first."

Whoever said that long-term planning is impossible in politics has never looked at the resume of Peter Paul Montgomery Buttigieg. One of the lessons a budding young would-be politician can learn at the IOP is that if you want to run for higher office, then there are steps you have to take. The Roman republic had a cursus honorum, a defined track that led an aspirant from low office to high. If America and the meritocracy that ruled it for much of the past century has a similar path, Buttigieg has followed it with uncanny fidelity.

Born in 1982, he grew up in South Bend, Indiana, where his mother taught linguistics and his father, a native of Malta and an expert on the Italian Communist Antonio Gramsci, taught critical theory at Notre Dame. As a high-school student, he entered an essay contest sponsored by the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library, and wrote an ode to the courage of Bernie Sanders. Sanders's calling himself socialist, Buttigieg wrote, was the political equivalent of "a self-inflicted gunshot wound," and wearing the label showed the senator's integrity. But part of what made Sanders "courageous," he wrote (and not a "crazy" radical), was that he had been willing to endorse Bill Clinton--to offer his grudging support to a centrist. It was a peculiar argumentative turn, and perhaps a preview of Buttigieg's later pragmatism. Be principled, he seemed to be saying. But don't get carried away.

This type of pragmatism will take a bright young man far in the meritocracy. He was admitted to Harvard, and four years later he was a Rhodes Scholar. Another member of his Rhodes class, Senator Andy Kim of New Jersey, told me he and Buttigieg often talked politics late at night in Oxford pubs, "but one thing he never did was talk about running for office."


Senator Bernie Sanders addresses Buttigieg during a presidential-primary debate on February 19, 2020. As a high-school student, Buttigieg had written an essay praising Sanders's courage and integrity. (Mario Tama / Getty)



After Oxford, Buttigieg spent three years in Chicago, during a money-earning interlude as a consultant at McKinsey & Company. McKinsey was, at the time, the default apprenticeship for Rhodes Scholars who wished to learn the ways of the private sector. He said that he did not expect to do the job forever ("I couldn't really do a great job on something that I was just paid to care about"), but that it taught him "how people and money and goods move around the world." Management consulting has since suffered in reputation, especially among progressives, who view Buttigieg's lubrication of the mechanisms of global capital as a major turnoff. In 2009, he was commissioned in the United States Navy Reserve, another well-known proving ground for public servants.

In 2010, he left McKinsey and jumped onto the political cursus with a run for treasurer of Indiana. As a "businessman," his campaign materials claimed, he would "protect Hoosier taxpayers from risky Wall Street schemes and unscrupulous companies." He lost but outperformed Democrats in other races, and a year later he ran for mayor of South Bend with a similar proposition for voters. His policy plan followed a McKinseylike template, with an assessment of the city's current "situation" and a list of Buttigieg's "mayoral action items." He proposed to declare South Bend "open for business," and mused in his announcement speech that it could shed its reputation for crime and economic decrepitude and instead become "a cool little city," diverse and prosperous. He clobbered his opponents in fundraising and won the Democratic nomination with 7,663 votes, or 55 percent of the total.

Whether you like what Mayor Pete did in South Bend depends on what you want from a mayor. He inherited a declining Rust Belt city and he left it in better condition, though "cool" would be a stretch. Industrial wrecks such as the old Studebaker factory are in the process of becoming data centers and office parks. His opponents on the left criticized him for courting Big Business rather than looking out for working people who wouldn't have had the means to hire a McKinsey consultant. "Buttigieg knows how to play the game and keep the establishment in power," Theo Randall, a professor at Indiana University South Bend who has watched Buttigieg for more than a decade, told me. Randall accused him of a feel-good liberalism that ignores deeper racial and class reckonings that South Bend (a city that is just barely half white) has coming. This progressive critique has followed Buttigieg ever since his time as mayor.

Whether his mayorship propelled Buttigieg to national attention, however, is not open to doubt. Competence alone would not have been sufficient. In true overachiever style, he held two demanding jobs at once: mayor and Navy officer, and when he was activated from the reserves in 2014, he left the city to a deputy mayor so he could serve for seven months in Afghanistan. Back in South Bend, in 2015, he came out as gay. He revealed this "part of who I am" in a short, dignified op-ed in the South Bend Tribune, and noted that he'd been "well into adulthood" before he could admit that he was gay even to himself. One college friend, John Beshears, told me that when Buttigieg had come out privately to him, months earlier, the mayor wondered whether being gay would limit his political future.

At least initially, it did not. In 2016, he made his first appearance in The New York Times, in a Frank Bruni column, "The First Gay President?" By then, Buttigieg's last inhibitions about the political ambition that dare not speak its name had disappeared, and by 2018 he was wrapping up his mayorship and in Iowa planning an insurgent bid for the 2020 Democratic presidential nomination. Being a small-city mayor, and facing constituents every day in grocery stores and on street corners, turned out to be excellent practice for courting voters in intimate settings, and Buttigieg's first-place caucus finish elevated him to contender status.

He was of course crushed after Iowa--first by Bernie Sanders in New Hampshire, and then by the eventual nominee, Joe Biden, whom Buttigieg dropped out to endorse. Biden appointed Buttigieg as secretary of transportation, a position in some ways perfect for his efficiency mindset.

Being stashed in a technocratic niche, however, meant that Buttigieg's talent at retail politics went underused. He had emerged as one of the few Democrats capable of talking to Republicans and not sounding like he loathed them. Buttigieg attributes this skill (which should be basic to the Democratic tool kit but is now unusual, like the ability to spin plates or play the zither) to "arriving on the national scene with nothing to lose," and therefore taking on-camera requests from anyone who asked, including hostile outlets such as Fox News. "I built a comfort level with that that I might have been counseled out of, if I was a young congressman." The talent is so uncommon that when Fox News invited him to a town hall in 2019, its audience hooted with delight several times and sent him off with a standing ovation effusive enough to move the moderator, Chris Wallace, to say "wow" on the air.


Buttigieg, then mayor of South Bend, Indiana, greets audience members after a Fox News town hall on May 18, 2019, in Claremont, New Hampshire. (Sarah Rice / Getty)



Worse than being underused, however, is being used in a campaign destined for failure. In 2024, Kamala Harris contemplated choosing Buttigieg as her running mate, then decided it was too "risky" to bring a gay man onto the ticket. "We were already asking a lot of America," she wrote in her memoir. In a rare lack of grace, Buttigieg has never thanked her for that sleight: Being passed over has left Buttigieg the most prominent Biden stalwart to remain viable as candidate for the Democratic nomination in 2028.

"Sometimes things have a way of working out for the best," he told me, noting that the loss at least helped the Democratic Party "shake loose some of its insistence on purity." After Customs and Border Protection agents killed Alex Pretti, the legally armed protester in Minneapolis, Buttigieg told me he favored a hospitable approach to gun enthusiasts and civil libertarians who were now entertaining doubts about Donald Trump's commitments to their freedoms. The alternative would be to shriek at them for their hypocrisy. "Strategically, I think it's more important to build on the people who are stepping forward and say 'Welcome aboard' than to further alienate the people who we think should have been there by now."

Other potential candidates, such as Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and Gavin Newsom, have achieved fame by berating and ridiculing the other side. Buttigieg is more staid in tone. He sounds like the youngest member of the old Democratic Party, the one that flourished before Trump: brainy, credentialed, and elite; liberal but not progressive; and personable but--this might be key--frightfully boring.

The last of these, which would have been an insult in previous eras, is part of the Buttigieg value proposition. Buttigieg is technocracy made flesh. Who could be safer than a politician who has had his card punched at all the great meritocratic institutions, and who has followed the modern cursus honorum from local office to national? And who could be less Trumpian? He is unashamed of technical competence, even when it makes him sound dweebish. Without embarrassment, he bragged to me that during his days as a management consultant, he'd worked with data sets "too big for Excel to handle."

The crowds I saw Buttigieg work in Iowa last year did not seem to think he was a try-hard, a nerd, or anything but an unflappably upbeat guy. He had the charisma and skill that a politician needs, including the ability to sound passionate and spontaneous even about things I knew he had discussed countless times before. Performing well on Fox led to repeat invitations to appear on the channel, then an end to the invitations, possibly for the same reason. (His people speculated to me that last year he became too plausible a candidate to be rewarded with that much airtime.) But his policies, and the style in which he advocates for them, remain as vanilla as they get. Buttigieg disputes this characterization, though he admits that "tonally" there is truth to it. "I think we are ready to have a less exciting presidency," he told me, in the sense that ordinary people can "go a day without hearing the name of the president of the United States." A "boring" president, he says, is a president doing the job so well that you don't have to think about him.

"There are all these structures and institutions that have just been burned to cinders by this administration," Buttigieg said. He looks forward to the chance to rebuild those institutions--and to improve them. "Democrats need to make clear that we're not just here to put everything back the way that it was." USAID is one institution, he says, that needed reform. There are others: NATO, the World Trade Organization, the National Institutes of Health.

But when one side is engaged in wholesale arson, the politician who proposes to reform institutions (to be "institutionally radical," as Buttigieg puts it) is still the institutional candidate. The systems that Buttigieg proposes working within are still the systems of yesteryear. The tempests of the second Trump administration come from the rejection of much of the post-Cold War bipartisan consensus--free trade, American-led multilateralism, and lean, market-friendly economic policy--and the chaos that replaced it. Buttigieg is that consensus revivified--a return to normalcy.

For now, Buttigieg has chosen to wait out the tempests in Traverse City, the hometown of his husband, Chasten, a former schoolteacher. "We firmly became Michiganders at the end of 2021," Buttigieg told me, when the couple bought a house there. From the vantage point of northern Michigan, he watches the progress of Trumpism with a combination of dismay and optimism. He sees the administration's more "extreme behavior"--including ICE raids, which he calls "violent authoritarianism"--as attempts to deflect attention from the cracks developing in Trump's base. Buttigieg pointed to Indiana Republicans' unwillingness to go along with a Trump-endorsed election map in December as a sign of the president's weakening grasp on his party. "It's a cornered-animal problem," he said. "He's getting weaker and getting more dangerous at the same time."


Buttigieg with President Joe Biden at a Cabinet meeting in October 2024 (Haiyun Jiang / The New York Times / Redux)



These, however, were observations from the sidelines. The past year, Buttigieg told me, has been about "doubling down on family." He is relishing time as dad to their adopted twins, 4-year-old Gus and Penelope. Not having to shave daily is a relief after 15 continuous years in politics. (The pictures of him from his first campaign show a candidate so boyish that one doubts his need to shave at all.) "It's a pretty good life," he said.

Traverse City is remote from Washington politics. At a local bar, I asked an employee to name the city's most famous resident, and he struggled to name anyone. "Madonna's brother used to be a homeless guy here," he said. I told him that a former secretary of transportation had moved to town six months ago, and instead of continuing the conversation he found urgent barkeeping tasks to attend to. The local attraction is the region's cherries, and if you visit in cherry season, you can see tourists walking around with bags of them, their hands stained red, as if they have recently committed gruesome crimes.

A day with the Buttigieges is a never-ending succession of wholesomeness. When I went to their house, Pete had traded running the country's transportation sector for a different type of traffic management, in the kitchen of his exurban home. The couple had begun preparing their children for a day of camp. Pete was delivering yogurt to the table while Chasten coaxed them to eat it. "Not enough protein," Chasten said, prompting Pete to scramble eggs, which of course the kids rejected. "Papa got an axe for Christmas," Gus told me. "Technically," Pete said, "it is a splitting maul."

Later we dropped the kids at camp, then visited Pete's in-laws' property. Chasten's parents, Terry and Sherri, help with child care and design and sell Christmas wreaths out of a barn--an occupation that rates a solid 10 out of 10 on the Norman Rockwell scale. Then came lunch at a shop that sold Cornish pasties--an empanada-like savory food, "quintessentially a UP thing," Pete said, referring to the Upper Peninsula, because "you can take them camping or hunting." We stopped at a bakery to pick up hamburger buns. The day ended with the same kid-related disarray that it began with: a cherry cone at Moomers Homemade Ice Cream, a rustic scoop shop that no less an authority than Good Morning America named the best in the country in 2008.

Every politician these days is in a constant battle for authenticity. Back when young Peter was at the IOP, he was in awe of the nation's great presidents, including the namesake of the IOP's school, John F. Kennedy. Where did the magic go? Part of the answer, one suspects, was right there in Traverse City, where this politician, now midcareer, has retreated to live a simple American life. Buttigieg has to establish his normal-guy credentials because he is not one, and nowadays unabashed elitism is harder to pull off. JFK never had to do that: He was a rich kid, a priapic aristocrat, and the majesty of his presidency would have been diminished rather than enhanced by a sojourn in Middle America, shuttling kids to school and doing mental math about which store's buns sold at the most favorable unit price.

Buttigieg told me that he settled in Traverse City because his in-laws are "pretty key to our child-care equation," and I am sure that is true. Whatever its advantages as a place to get free babysitting, Michigan is also a good place to position oneself for a presidential run, if your resume is otherwise burdened with places like Harvard and Oxford. The move there, after four years in Washington and eight years as mayor of South Bend, drew sneers from cynics: The governorship and a Senate seat were opening up, and there was talk of Buttigieg's running for one or the other. (He has since ruled them out.) Indiana is red enough to be unwinnable for a Democrat; Michigan is purple and offers four more electoral votes. When he leaves the state, it is often for carefully chosen definitely-not-campaign stops, in places like Cedar Rapids, Iowa, and La Crosse, Wisconsin.

For all of Buttigieg's red-blooded-Michigander posturing, it is in some sense impossible for any person with the overweening ambition of a presidential candidate to be a normal guy who is authentically interested in Christmas wreaths, deals at the local bakery, and the pleasures of splitting wood for the firepit. "Right now I'm in the best of all worlds," he said. "I'm well known enough that I could get into a restaurant at short notice. I'm not too well known to actually be able to sit there and eat." He said that success, meaning even higher office, would entail "losing some of the best things about my life"--the peace, the time with the kids, the nice meal without judgment from passersby.

If Buttigieg likes this tranquil existence so much--if he really values dad life--then the last thing he should do is what he clearly intends to do, which is blow it all up by running for president. "I actually think that any office but the presidency is one you can come back home from eventually," he said. "I once went to a restaurant with Bill Clinton, and it was almost impossible just to eat: He had to greet every table."


Buttigieg and his husband, Chasten, at the Nevada caucus in February 2020 (Win McNamee / Getty)



In previous decades, you could tell when a male politician had quit politics, because he'd grow a beard, like Al Gore. The unshaven Buttigieg, along with the bearded vice president, have ended that tell. So in Buttigieg's case, the continued vitality of his ambition was detectable mostly in pauses. He never spoke more slowly, or sounded more rehearsed, than when I asked him about the issue he'll be most harshly critiqued on if he runs: his silence during Biden's cognitive decline. "We all saw what we saw: that he was old," he said. "I never saw a decision that was different or worse because he was old," and as long as the decision making was sound, Buttigieg had no duty to pull a senility alarm. Subtler hesitations intervened even in less tricky conversations. When he drove me around Traverse City, I asked where Gordie Howe, the hockey demigod who'd lived there in the 1990s, had his restaurant. I noticed Buttigieg tense up, as if unsure whether he might alienate a key demographic, Detroit Red Wings fans over the age of 65, by admitting that he had no idea what I was talking about.

Even the visit to the scoop shop was an exercise in crisis management, far beyond the usual family drama. When his kids melted down and started shrieking over the usual tantrum-inducing nonsense that sometimes sets off 4-year-olds, Buttigieg looked around nervously, gathered his family, and left the shop fast. I think a noncandidate might have let the kids wail a bit longer. But if these hissy fits made it onto TikTok, they might look like negligent parenting. And there go a few more votes. To live in this defensive posture is politically necessary, but it should not be mistaken for normal life.

Richard Ben Cramer, in his great campaign book What It Takes, wrote about the insane hubris that any plausible presidential contender has to have. To believe that you are the future president requires, he wrote, a "habit of triumph," a long record of ambition and willingness to subordinate everything and everyone to its fulfillment. The book's title is usually read to refer to the inner drive required to win. But Cramer also wrote about what this ambition takes from a man--the personal cost of running for office, and all the pain associated with being willing to "bend their lives and the lives of those dear to them to one hugely public roll of the dice."

Buttigieg told me he liked his life in Traverse City, "and I would only put it on the line for really good reasons." Those reasons come down to a paradoxical mix of humility and ambition. Buttigieg says that he will run only if he determines that his specific mixture of talents is irreplaceable. That means determining "what you can bring to the office that is different from all of the others," he said, and that the difference he could make is "so compelling that it would be a mistake not to do it." Given how clearly Buttigieg is considering running, one hears an edge of Trumpian I alone can fix it in this line, a sign of self-confidence several standard deviations above the norm.

This is another paradox of Buttigieg--that he is simultaneously the national-level Democrat most capable of speaking directly to the party's West Wing-aficionado base, and the national-level Democrat whose background and personality are most alien to the experience of ordinary Americans. Compare him to Tim Walz. He and Harris were a doomed ticket, but even voters who disliked him knew his type. He was a high-school teacher, a homeowner, and a midwestern dad with the usual dad interests. Walz never seemed more animated than when a podcaster asked him to expound on the topic of residential rain gutters. ("It's personal for me," Walz said, with the tone of Liam Neeson in Taken.) He was not a preternaturally ambitious polyglot whose family business was Marxist social theory.

In my day with Mayor Pete, he came to life most when he was at his nerdiest. He said he had recently resurrected his Norwegian, a language he learned for fun during his Chicago days. He said he was reading a Norwegian kid's book with the twins, and was amused to learn that Brillebjorn, the main character, has lesbian moms.

Other instances of recreational nerding out abounded. When he caught a break from scrambling eggs for the kids, he showed me a bulky Soviet-era hand-cranked radio that he'd acquired in Afghanistan, and sat with me decoding its Cyrillic labels. "It doesn't work anymore," he said dryly, "and the last person who got a call on it probably hasn't been around for a while." In 2008, when he was a single guy with time on his hands, he used his frequent-flier points to go to Somaliland "for fun." (He wrote about the experience in an International Herald Tribune op-ed.)

Buttigieg knows that pasties are eaten by hunters in the Upper Peninsula. But he acknowledges that his own upbringing did not involve any hunting trips up north. Every candidate hopes to be the guy you want to have a beer and talk football with. Buttigieg can do a very convincing impression of that guy, but deep down he is the candidate you want to sit down and have Somali camel stew with while you banter about Arabic verb forms. The median-voter theorem suggests that he should suppress that side of his personality.

And that is what Buttigieg seems to be doing now: pausing a bizarre, hyperaccomplished life so he can collect the final punch on the card, which is the one that indicates you have spent time living like an ordinary human being. The catch, unfortunately for Buttigieg, is that many people distrust this sort of thing, just as they distrust political ambition itself. Even a good man with honorable civic intentions is caught in a bind: having to be normal without trying to be normal.


Buttigieg says that he likes his life in Traverse City--and that he'd only give it up "for really good reasons." (Eric Ogden for The Atlantic)



This weirdness is not lost on the Republicans, and President Trump in particular seems almost overloaded with ways to heap Buttigieg with scorn. First among them is the name, which seems to inspire Trump, whenever he pronounces it, to lapse into a strange reverie, as if he is paralyzed by choice over which aspect to mock: that it begins with butt, that it is foreign-looking, that it is quite simply fun to say. (He does not seem aware of the most amusing fact about the name, which is that in Maltese it means "father of chickens.") He also mocks Buttigieg's sexual orientation. "He drives to work on his bicycle with his, in all fairness, with his husband on the back," Trump said last year.

The irony of this line of attack is that all of Buttigieg's unusual personal traits--the linguistic talent, the Marxist father, the gay marriage--are paired with an almost painful ordinariness in his actual policy. The guiding principle of Buttigiegism seems to be that for every political question, there is an egghead somewhere who has the answer, and the job of the president is to find that egghead or to be him. So far, all attempts to associate Buttigieg with his Gramscian father have failed--if anything, Buttigieg seems to have engaged in an oedipal reversal of the Gramscian formula, rejecting radicalism in favor of precisely the kind of technocratic capitalism that Gramsci would have detested. This dynamic has left Buttigieg vulnerable to critique from both extremes, which accuse him of out-of-touch centrism, both politically and personally. From the left, he was maligned in his first presidential campaign as "Mayo Pete" for his bland whiteness, and for his perceived failure to fight for racial minorities and the poor. Randall, the professor in South Bend, told me Black residents came to think he was looking out for the interests of developers, and not theirs. "The word went out on the Black internet," Randall said. Buttigieg has long struggled with Black voters, though one recent poll showed that Black respondents put him in the middle of the pack of likely 2028 Democratic contenders.

One of the weirdest recent developments in sexual politics is that the noisiest complaints about Buttigieg's sexuality have come from those on the left and right who accuse him of not being gay enough. This reversal is almost too bizarre to credit. In 2019, The New Republic ran (and then retracted, under fire) an article by Dale Peck, a gay literary critic, which said Buttigieg's sole distinguishing characteristic was "what he does with his dick (and possibly his ass)," and argued that his ability to govern was compromised by his alleged abstention from enthusiastic sodomy as a younger man. Failure to experiment sexually "eats you up inside," Peck wrote. "I want a man whose mind is on his job, not what could have been." On the right, Tucker Carlson has repeatedly asserted that Buttigieg only pretends to be gay, and is in fact a straight man faking homosexuality for political clout. Carlson has said he wants to ask Buttigieg "very specific questions about gay sex and see if he can even answer."

The indecency of this extraordinary line of interrogation says more about the intrusive thoughts of Carlson and Peck than about Buttigieg. But it connects to the perception, not exclusively on the right, that Buttigieg is an unnatural candidate--not in the antique sense of homosexuality being a crime against nature, but in the new sense that he will deny his most basic instincts if he thinks doing so will further his political career.

This brings us back to what we might call the IOP problem: Buttigieg has punched his card, has followed all the prescriptions, has received every honors grade and service patch one can get by the age of 44. But it turns out that lots of people, and not just jealous Ivy Leaguers, hate this. They hate pretensions of expertise. They hate people who work to become what they are not--even when they work to become better people, or better presidents. "I'm like you," Gavin Newsom told a crowd in Atlanta in February. "I'm no better than you. I'm a 960 SAT guy." That score is well below average. The audience cheered.

Buttigieg's critics seem to fault him for the vaguest reasons, many of which come down to: he's too perfect; he's not authentic; he's not a man of the people. It's an odd line of attack. Is it possible to be too perfect? Is perfection a flaw? Social psychology has documented something known as the "pratfall effect": the distrust of people deemed too perfect. It turns out that people like smart, charismatic types--but they really like smart, charismatic types who screw up now and then, and do not just ace every test and land every joke. This effect may also help explain the appeal of Trump, whose fans acknowledge that he is a flawed president, and whose flaws count in his favor.

This manner of politics, where flaws count more than virtues, has come to dominate. In some ways Buttigieg is a perfect candidate, and in some ways he feels like a candidate perfect for an era that has slipped away. He does not curse; he does not sleep with porn stars; he does not abandon his progeny or spouse; he does not resort to low blows. In other words, what year does he think it is--2008? It sometimes seems like the magic that young Peter thought was slipping away from politics in 2001 has vanished completely. The anti-idealism that has replaced it is even more nauseating than the idealism.



This article originally stated, citing a poll from 2025, that Black voters approve of Buttigieg at a rate of about zero percent. In fact, the poll measured the share of respondents that favored Buttigieg in the 2028 Democratic presidential primary, not his approval rating.
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'America Doesn't Want My Children or Grandchildren'

The Cruz family spent years building a life in New York. Then the risks of staying became too great.

by Caitlin Dickerson

Tue, 03 Mar 2026




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

The Cruz family was exhausted. It was two days before Christmas 2024, and Rachel was coughing from bronchitis, her body once again crashing into the holiday break as she finished her 17th year teaching public high school in New York City. Irvi, her husband, was sleeping after his day shift at an upscale bistro on the Upper West Side, which had followed an overnight shift at a Latin dance club farther uptown, in Inwood. Between the two jobs, he'd dropped their daughters--Sara, 12, and Ana, 10--at their schools for gifted students, then rushed home to the Bronx to cook and do laundry.

For years, Rachel and Irvi had been hustling to make this routine work, hoping that American immigration policy would evolve and allow Irvi, who had spent half his life in the United States, to become a citizen. Raising two children in New York City was expensive. Each day felt like a marathon they didn't think they could finish. But the girls were thriving, and Rachel and Irvi were beloved at work. Every few years, they met with lawyers who urged them to hang on, so they did.

I met the Cruz family in late 2016, when Donald Trump's election, and his contempt for immigrants, first made them think of moving to Irvi's hometown, in rural southern Mexico. But their daughters were just 2 and 4 then, and uprooting them was daunting. Four years later, Joe Biden's win made the Trump years seem like an aberration, and Rachel and Irvi thought, once again, that a solution to their problem was within reach. Then came 2024, when 77.3 million Americans voted for Trump. His campaign signs had called for MASS DEPORTATION NOW! To the Cruzes, the message was clear: Irvi should give up and go home.

The family had never been apart for long. The four of them linked arms or held hands when they walked down the street together, without seeming to notice they were doing it. Separation was not an option. So they would go, all of them.

"We no longer have the faith that things will always be better here in the United States," Rachel told me that night in December, sitting at their dining table, cupping a Zabar's mug full of tea.

From the September 2022 issue: Caitlin Dickerson's Pulitzer Prize-winning story about the secret history of family separation

Drained from work, Irvi shuffled down the stairs in sweatpants. He had dark bags under his eyes but greeted me with his squinty smile. He sat down and said he was excited to live freely for the first time in his adult life. He was also scared. The only story he'd known about his family--that they were proud New Yorkers--was about to end. Sara, who had been standing behind him, playing with his salt-and-pepper hair, ran into the kitchen to cry. Rachel hurried after her.

"What do you want?" Rachel asked softly. "Do you want to give Papa a hug?"

"No, I just want to go to my room," Sara said. "I don't want to talk about this. I don't want to be here."

"Well, if we get it out now, maybe it'll make you feel better later," Rachel told her, unsure if that was true.

Their tentative plan was to sell the house and move in with Irvi's parents, 2,100 miles away. Irvi would go first, so he'd be out of the country before Trump took office. Rachel and the girls would join him seven months later, in August 2025, after finishing the school year and summer camp. They didn't know what they'd do for income in Mexico, or where the girls--who knew only a little Spanish--would go to school.


Sara packs up her New York life in July 2025. (Natalie Keyssar for The Atlantic)



Friends thought they were overreacting. Some were upset. After all, New York was a sanctuary city and Irvi was married to an American citizen. Rachel and Irvi found these reactions maddening. They saw their American friends as stubbornly naive about the system they had been battling for decades, and their undocumented friends as deluded for clinging to hope instead of reason.

Rachel's mother, Susan McCormick, had heaved and sobbed when she learned that the granddaughters she was helping to raise would be leaving New York. She and Rachel's father, Doug, were furious with the country for putting them in this situation. Their daughter was one of nearly 4.2 million American citizens and permanent residents in the United States with an undocumented spouse, and Sara and Ana were among 6.3 million children with an undocumented parent. How many were also choosing family over country? And what was the United States losing in the process?

By Christmas 2024, the McCormicks were trying to be stoic, to give Rachel and Irvi strength and to show the girls that everything was going to be okay. Doug had become a genealogy nerd in retirement and was reminding himself that their ancestors had made a move like this every few centuries: Irish farmers running from famine, Germans displaced by war, and Russian and Ukrainian Jews escaping pogroms. He even found ancestors aboard the Mayflower.

But all of these prior generations had found refuge here. "After 400 years in this country," Doug told me, "suddenly America doesn't want my children and grandchildren."

Rachel, Irvi, and their daughters would be the first in their family to run from--rather than to--the United States.


The Cruz family in 2018 (Jeff Samaniego)



On September 11, 2001, Irvi was 19 years old and had recently arrived in upstate New York. He was working on a construction crew, remodeling a Chinese restaurant, when the Spanish music on the radio was interrupted by grave English he didn't understand. Terrorists had flown jets into the World Trade Center. George W. Bush's administration would soon abandon negotiations to grant legal status to undocumented Mexicans and instead create the Department of Homeland Security, with a mission to deport them.

But on September 12, Irvi's employer still wanted him to come to work as if nothing had happened. It was the kind of mixed message that would characterize his life in the United States. After a few more years of construction work, he felt homesick and returned to Mexico. But as soon as he touched down there, he felt he'd made a mistake. He had grown up in a one-room house without running water, dreaming of riding a motorcycle--a luxury that he could never afford if he stayed. He started making plans to go back to New York right away.

Irvi's parents, Lulu and Martin, were leery of his decision. Both were the children of peasant farmers and had grown up in homes made of adobe and sticks. But they never thought of joining the more than 8 million Mexicans who'd moved north, starting with their parents' generation and the U.S. government's Bracero Program for temporary workers. American farmers got hooked on cheap labor and, after the program ended in 1964, continued to recruit Mexican workers, who now had to cross the border illegally.

Read: The disturbing history of the Bracero Program

Lulu, a street vendor, was afraid that discouraging Irvi would backfire. Martin, a bus driver on Mexico's dusty rural highways, couldn't hold back. "That country will eat you," he said of the United States. "Of course, here it's more work and less money, but you get used to it."

When Irvi told them he was going back, his parents knew they might never see him again. Martin thought to himself: I don't have a son anymore.

With his 16-year-old cousin, Irvi tried to sneak back across the border somewhere in Arizona. They got lost in the desert, and Border Patrol agents found them. Irvi's cousin started crying, and one of the agents gave them water, peanuts, and cookies. "Don't worry; you're safe now," the agent said in Spanish. "Tomorrow you can try again, and maybe you'll make it." After a few attempts, they were successful.

Back in upstate New York, Irvi returned to working in construction. He was determined to learn English, so he immersed himself in American music and television, especially Chappelle's Show.

Around that time, Rachel, who grew up in a wealthy suburb of Philadelphia, graduated from Vassar. She had studied abroad in Mexico and taken a class with the geographer Joseph Nevins, who gave lectures about the American government's complicity in a system that exploits immigrants for their labor but denies them the dignity of legal residency.

She and Irvi met on a sunny afternoon in 2006 while they were watching an outdoor soccer game in Poughkeepsie. She was hobbling around on crutches because of a sprained ankle, and he jumped up to help her. Rachel was swept away by Irvi's sweetness and exuberance. Irvi loved Rachel's intelligence and empathy. They talked about everything--their different upbringings, their jobs, their roommate drama. Soon he was visiting her on the weekends in Philadelphia, where she had gotten a job. On one trip, a police officer stopped him, saw that he was undocumented, and let him off with a warning. To avoid the risk of driving for visits, Irvi moved in.

Around 2009, they went to see the first of many lawyers, who said that Irvi wasn't eligible to apply for legal status, even if he married Rachel, because he had gone back and forth across the border after living for more than a year in the United States. The only work-around was for him to spend 10 years in Mexico and then apply for a waiver. But a Democratic Congress, with Barack Obama in the White House, appeared to be on the precipice of passing immigration reform.

Eventually, Rachel got a teaching job in New York, and they found an apartment in Harlem. Irvi started busing tables at the bistro on the Upper West Side, while Rachel taught overcrowded classrooms of low-income students. Despite the pressure and burnout, she felt like she was offering kids a chance at the American dream. No matter where you come from, she believed, if you land in a public school, and if you get a teacher like me, you can make it. On their third anniversary, Irvi proposed in a rowboat in Central Park.

Sara was born in 2012, Ana in 2014. Irvi was their full-time caretaker, toting them by subway to museums, the aquarium, the zoo, and story time at the public libraries. On weekends, he squeezed in five shifts as a busboy. He and Rachel made enough money to cover the essentials, and Rachel's parents helped with child care, but they went years without paying for a haircut or buying new clothes. They sometimes fought when they were tired and felt like they hadn't seen each other in weeks, or when Irvi's spontaneity clashed with Rachel's need for order. But they could never stare each other down for long without cracking a smile.

Irvi's unresolved immigration status trailed them, usually from a distance. ICE agents once entered their apartment building looking for a neighbor; Rachel stood guard at the peephole while Irvi hid in the bedroom. A few years later, Irvi borrowed his in-laws' car to take the girls to Coney Island. As they approached the park, he spotted a police checkpoint at the entrance. He pulled over and had a panic attack, then tried to play it off by telling the girls that the car was breaking down.

Rachel and Irvi talked about what to do if ICE ever tried to arrest him while she was at work. Irvi would have to persuade the officers to wait long enough for Susan and Doug to pick up the girls. "You have to fight to make sure that our kids are safe," Rachel told him.

For years, Congress debated changes to the immigration system, including ones that would have helped Irvi. When Sara was old enough, she joined Rachel at protests with a sign that said Don't deport my dad. As part of a campaign called Dream Across America, Rachel rode a bus to Washington, D.C., where members of Congress admitted to activists that they hadn't known that so many mixed-status families were in limbo.

Rachel was stunned by Trump's first election, but Irvi had expected it. Up to this point, Sara and Ana had only a vague understanding that their father was different from them, but they began to realize that he was in danger. Ana lost interest in playing with other children and asked her parents why the president hated her. She had nightmares and panic attacks, and had to see a therapist. Irvi distracted her and Sara with bedtime stories about Eddie Spaghetti, a caricature of himself, who fought battles against dragons and monsters inspired by rude customers at his restaurant.

As they did their best to block out national politics, their community embraced them. Rachel's students nominated her for a Big Apple Award, which recognizes the best teachers in the city, and she became the head of the department at her school that teaches English as a new language. Ana and Sara became fixtures in their school plays and joined a children's choir that rehearsed at Riverside Church. At the bistro, Irvi was promoted to server and then manager. He took night shifts at the club in Inwood, and began bringing home more money than Rachel--enough to buy the motorcycle he had dreamed of.

They borrowed against Rachel's retirement savings for a down payment on a bright-blue townhouse in the Bronx's Little Italy. The house was far from a subway stop but had a spacious front porch that looked out onto a maple tree. The plumbing didn't work and some rooms had no windows; Irvi paid his construction-worker friends to help him fix it up. The family turned hiding their home's flaws into a giant art project, creating a mural out of postcards to cover up cracked walls and ornamenting the crooked old stairs with starburst wallpaper. Their American dream may have been spackled together with glue and construction paper, but it held.

Rachel was standing in the front yard with a rake in her hand when their next-door neighbor Cookie ran out and announced that the 2020 election had been called for Joe Biden. Rachel felt something new: optimism. She and Irvi daydreamed about finishing the basement and redoing the kitchen. They started to believe they would grow old together there.

During the summer of 2024, Biden announced a program, Keeping Families Together, that would finally allow people like Irvi to become citizens through their American spouse. Rachel holed up in their home office one Sunday with the application, attaching hundreds of documents that illustrated the life they had built together. She paid the government's $580 fee and clicked "Submit."

"It looks like Irvi might finally be getting legal protection," she texted me at the time.

The next day, a federal judge put the program on hold after 16 Republican-led states sued. A few months later, Trump was reelected and the court terminated the program. Because of the application that Rachel had filed for Irvi, the incoming administration knew exactly who, and where, he was.

In January 2025, after the holiday break, Rachel stayed up late watching TV interviews with survivors of the Los Angeles wildfires. She found comfort in hearing people say that even though their home was gone, they still had their family, and that's all that mattered. The girls picked 10 family activities to do before Irvi left the United States. Sara wanted to go ice skating in Central Park. Ana requested a day at the American Dream mall in New Jersey, which has a ski slope and a water park. They found discount tickets for Hairspray, Gypsy, and Annie.

On Irvi's last day in New York, January 13, 2025, the whole family piled into the car for school drop-offs. Trump was planning to end a policy that made schools off-limits for immigration raids, so Rachel was carrying a trifold poster board explaining what to do in an encounter with ICE. Sara was finishing a homework assignment about the writers of the Declaration of Independence. "Let's say, all of a sudden, you're reading a story in English, and it's about a dad, and all of a sudden you're feeling really sad," Rachel asked. "Do you have an adult that you can talk to?"

"Yes," the girls said in unison.

Irvi bopped his head to La Mega, the Spanish-language radio station that he and the girls listened to each morning. For more than two decades, he had tried to be perfect--perfect at work, perfect in his marriage, perfect as a father and neighbor, as if playing a game that he could eventually win. He told me he had slipped, once, 22 years ago, when he was briefly charged with a misdemeanor for carrying a small amount of cocaine--a onetime mistake in his early 20s. Though the charge was dropped, and doesn't even come up in a background check, Irvi said he didn't want to hide anymore, in any respect. But honesty and character didn't seem to matter to the incoming president, who was conflating all unauthorized immigrants with the people he called "illegal monsters"--the small number who had committed heinous crimes.

"That's not what I've been working for," Irvi said. "That's not what I deserve."

Irvi made a final visit to a Bronx bodega that served as a hangout for Mexican immigrants. He would go there when he felt homesick, or when he was tired of speaking English. His friends tried again to talk him out of leaving. Save more money first, they said, or talk to a lawyer--as if Irvi hadn't been talking to lawyers for years. He left angry but arrived home sad, knowing he might never see those friends again.

He tucked the girls in that night and waited for Doug, Rachel's father, to arrive. Around 3 a.m., the two men, along with Mango the cat, climbed into an SUV that Irvi had bought on Facebook Marketplace and then crammed with their belongings.

The three-day drive was smooth until they arrived at a gas station in South Texas that was swarming with Border Patrol agents. Irvi started panicking, and his face went gray. They stopped briefly at a family friend's house, where they had planned to stay the night, but Irvi's nervous system was telling him to get out of the country now. By Inauguration Day, he was in his hometown of San Lorenzo Cacaotepec. His parents had spent 20 years scraping together money to rebuild their house out of concrete and add a second structure--which meant there was now room for Irvi, his sister, and their families.

Irvi rose in the dark each morning and drove along a rocky dirt road to a small plot of land that his mother had inherited. There were no blaring car horns or subway trains roaring underground. Just birdsong and rustling leaves. Irvi was enchanted and unnerved by Oaxaca's clear blue skies, unmarred by skyscrapers. He spent hours hunched over outside each day, digging in his family's land, pruning and picking, and breaking a sweat as soon as the sun came up. Along with relatives, he planted tomatoes, peppers, and onions, and sold them at outdoor markets. He barely broke even. His father had been right--in Mexico, you work more for less--and Irvi was struggling to adapt. He had been able to get anywhere in New York City without a map, but in Oaxaca he felt lost. "I have to start over again," he told me. "It's like I wasted all that time in New York now that I'm here. Everything I learned doesn't apply."


Irvi harvests peppers in Oaxaca in November 2025. (Natalie Keyssar for The Atlantic)



He could not stand to watch the videos, flooding his phone, of armed ICE agents smashing car windows and wrestling fathers to the ground while their crying children watched from the back seat. The plan that he and Rachel had formulated all those years ago--for him to connect the girls with their grandparents before ICE could detain him--would never have worked. He would have been overpowered and dragged away. He hadn't been in control then, he realized, and didn't feel in control now.

It didn't help that his relatives worried that Rachel and the girls might never join him. They couldn't believe that U.S. citizens would trade the privileges of their home country just to be with Irvi. A cousin told him: "You're going to have to find a new wife."

Rachel never thought of abandoning Irvi--not since the rowboat in Central Park. But she often felt guilty that he had to bear the psychological burden of their relationship. Now she thought it was her turn to sacrifice to keep the family together.

Without Irvi to pick the girls up from school with homemade sandwiches, Sara and Ana learned to ride the subway, texting him regular updates in the family's group chat. As their friends studied for entrance exams to the city's competitive middle and high schools, Sara refused to talk about her feelings and retreated into her phone. Ana's nightmares returned. She was valedictorian of her fifth-grade homeroom class and teared up during her speech when she mentioned Irvi, who was watching over FaceTime.

Once school let out for the summer--and as ICE agents stormed immigration courthouses downtown--Rachel and the girls took apart their New York lives. The postcards and pictures came down, revealing the cracked walls underneath. Rachel became engrossed in Facebook videos of other moms who were documenting their families' self-deportation process and describing their relief to be out of the United States.

Sara had a final sleepover with friends. Two of them took her phone into a closet to record a message for her to listen to in Mexico. "You're an amazing friend," they said. "We're gonna miss you so much."

Rachel bought a trailer for the last of their belongings. Her co-workers threw her a surprise party. The goodbyes "were more like See you laters," Rachel said. "They're not the same goodbyes as Irvi's." Her assistant principal told me that replacing a teacher of her skill level would take years.

Rachel found a private school in Oaxaca for the girls and secured a job for herself, at an annual salary of $10,700--not nearly enough to live on, even in rural Mexico, and a pittance compared with her $120,000 salary in New York. They had accepted an offer on their house in the spring, but the deal still hadn't closed by July. Rachel couldn't afford the bills without Irvi's income, and her debts were mounting. She told the girls they were leaving August 1, with or without the house money.

Rachel's father still couldn't believe it had come to this. "I'm heartbroken because I believe in this country in an almost religious way," Doug told me. But as a country, he said, "we fucked up."


Rachel, Ana, and Pinto the dog take a break from packing in July 2025. (Natalie Keyssar for The Atlantic)



Rachel and the girls--plus Coleslaw the cat and Pinto the dog--had planned to stop at tourist attractions to say goodbye to the United States. But Rachel was so frustrated and anxious by the time they left that they stopped only to sleep. She sped to the border, her adrenaline pumping.

Irvi flew to northern Mexico to finish the two-day drive with them. Rachel spent the first night at his parents' house wide awake and in tears. She told Irvi she felt like she couldn't breathe. They reminded themselves that if Oaxaca didn't work out, they could try Mexico City. Or they could apply for visas to move to Spain or Canada.

As Doug had told them, "The whole world is open to you now, except for your home country."

Ana, now 11, put up a few Broadway posters in her new bedroom. Sara, now 13, hung birthday cards from friends in New York. They stuck their favorite New Yorker covers on the walls.

When I arrived to visit them in early November, three months into their reunion, Irvi was still going to the farm before sunrise, and Rachel and the girls would leave home at 6 a.m. for the bumpy ride to school, which involved driving through a creek to reach a paved road. Ana said the hardest part about the move was leaving her New York friends, because it had taken her many years to make them. She made one friend at her new school whose family had moved from Canada that year; they sat together at lunch, talking about what it was like to start over somewhere new. Meanwhile, Sara sauntered across campus in a swarm of girls, who delighted in practicing their English skills on her. Though the school was technically bilingual, their teachers mostly spoke Spanish. In class, both girls' eyes glazed over. They looked lost.

Sara and Ana did their best to hide their discomfort in front of Irvi. "I try to say to myself that I'm not the only one and I should be calm about this," Ana told me, "because people have done it before and I'm pretty sure they've turned out fine." Plus, she said, "I will have a great college essay."

But sometimes their anguish spilled out. They were used to excelling in school, and now they felt like they weren't learning anything. One night, when Sara was struggling with homework, she lashed out at her parents, yelling exactly what Irvi had been afraid to hear: "I didn't choose to move here!" She ran up to her room. Irvi stayed on the living-room couch. They cried, separately.

Outside those emotional swells, the family was relieved to be together, and free of the dread that had hung over them in New York. They relished the meals that Irvi's mother, Lulu, prepared for them: rich and tangy beef, chicken-and-vegetable stew, fluffy corn cakes piled with salsa and beans. With all of their children and grandchildren at home, she and Martin now felt that they could live out their lives in peace.

Sara and Ana told me they felt safer in Mexico. Rachel agreed, but worried about the friends and family they'd left behind. She thought they were too close to see what the United States was becoming.

Rachel taught English at her new school, mostly through songs. She had free time for the first time in her adult life, but felt bored. When their house in the Bronx finally sold, she bought a few luxuries to make their new home more comfortable: a refrigerator, an oven, and a washing machine, so they wouldn't have to scrub their clothes on the concrete washboard Irvi's mom used. They paid off their debts, and had surprisingly little money left over, even with Rachel tutoring children of wealthy Mexican families on weekends and after school.

They felt lucky to have had the freedom to immigrate to Mexico; no relatives in the United States relied on their care, and the sale of the Bronx townhouse funded the move. But it was still unclear how they would support themselves now that they were here. Rachel tried to be patient as Irvi figured out a plan. He had worked for so many years in the United States without a break, and he was clearly depressed. He knew he had to sell his motorcycle. He spent all day on the farm streaming Hot 97, an English-language radio station in New York. At night, he would scroll the social-media feed of the nightclub where he'd worked, telling Rachel which artists had performed and who had gotten into fights, until she snapped. "I don't care," she said, pleading with him to leave New York in the past.

They tried to distract themselves with excursions on the weekends, but every time they got in the car, Irvi would either go quiet or unravel, then beat himself up for days. Rachel was frustrated that he couldn't let them have a good time, until she realized that the only travel Irvi had ever done had been unpredictable and dangerous. He didn't know how to enjoy a trip with his family, because he'd never had the chance.

"I'm trying to be positive," Irvi told me, but he felt like a disappointment. He began to pull away from the girls. He seemed to miss the United States more as time went on, not less. In Oaxaca, another American family invited them over to celebrate their first Thanksgiving in Mexico. He took one bite of stuffing and burst into tears. But that same month, he saw on Instagram that ICE had raided his bodega hangout in the Bronx. One of his friends--a father who worked as a bike messenger for a Chinese restaurant--was taken away.

Irvi tried to reconnect with his relatives by attending birthday and anniversary parties. ("Half the town are his cousins," Rachel told me.) He took me along to one party, in a small house with a concrete floor. Plastic tables, with bowls of taco fixings, were set up in a long row that stretched from the kitchen into the living room.

I sat with two of Irvi's aunts, Chela Santiago and Blanca Mendez, who are in their late 60s and have spent their whole lives in San Lorenzo Cacaotepec. Their fathers traveled back and forth to the United States, first as Braceros, then as unauthorized farmhands. Since then, dozens of relatives have followed. Chela's brother went to New York in the 1990s and slept 10 to a room.

"What they say about the United States isn't true," he said when he returned. "They treat you like animals."

Without poor Mexicans, Blanca told me, the U.S. would not exist. "I would like for all the Mexicans in the United States to come here," she said, "and then let's see what the United States really is."

Though Irvi was only a few seats away, she offered another blunt assessment of those who choose to leave home: "Sometimes they go because they want a life that isn't theirs. Here, we live authentically."

Irvi was quiet. The United States was where he'd become a man, a husband, a father, a homeowner, a model citizen in every respect except the one that mattered to the U.S. government. Now he had done what his aunt wanted--what President Trump wanted--and he was beginning to live with that choice. Surrounded by family, he looked like a man without a home.


Irvi's father, Martin, places his hands on his son's shoulders at a family gathering in San Lorenzo Cacaotepec in November 2025. (Natalie Keyssar for The Atlantic)



People who migrate across borders leave pieces of themselves behind--pieces that don't fit neatly back into place, even upon return. Irvi had known this since he was 19. A year after the family decided to leave the U.S., Rachel and the girls were discovering it, too. They went to New York to visit Rachel's parents this past Christmas; right away, Sara bought frosted strawberry Pop-Tarts to bring back to her classmates in Oaxaca. She giggled on the phone at night with her new Mexican boyfriend. But Rachel had to pry her and Ana away from playdates with their New York friends. She changed the subject when they asked about visiting again for spring break in a few months.

They ate traditional Chinese food in one friend's home, Russian in another, Dominican in another--the kind of New York experience that they were all realizing they missed. During one visit in Harlem, Rachel asked to speak with me alone, at a coffee shop nearby. When we sat together, she finally broke down. She felt guilty every time she heard her daughters say they were happy to be "home" for the holidays. She saw them falling behind their New York friends academically, so she bought an algebra book to teach them herself. Her old fear of ICE was coursing through her body, even though Irvi was safe in Mexico. And she had been stifling these emotions around her parents all week, because none of them wanted to be the first to cry.

"We tried so hard to make it work," she told me. "I can't think of anything else we could have done. And that's the hardest thing about being here. We're nice people. My kids are amazing. New York City would have been so lucky to have my kids."

She told me that a few days earlier, she had gone to visit an uncle in her old neighborhood in the Bronx, but avoided driving past the bright-blue house. Cookie, their neighbor, had reported that another family moved in but left within weeks. The house was dark and empty. The gardens were a mess. An old couch was outside, rotting.

The Cruzes had poured themselves into that house. Now it looked like they had never lived there. Rachel couldn't bear to see it.



This article appears in the April 2026 print edition with the headline "Leaving the United States Behind."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/2026/04/mixed-immigration-status-family-self-deportation/686062/?utm_source=feed
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The Impossible Predicament of the Uninsured

My aunt couldn't afford to go to the hospital. She ended up there anyway.

by Jenisha Watts

Mon, 02 Mar 2026




The day after Thanksgiving, I got a voicemail. A woman identified herself as a doctor at the University of Louisville hospital: "I believe I may have one of your family members here."

The message was hard to understand. Most of my family lives in Kentucky, so I didn't know whom the doctor was referring to. I called the hospital, but kept getting put on hold. Then I tried my aunt--if someone was in trouble, she'd be the one to know. But she didn't answer.

A few hours later, her son got in touch with me. My aunt was the one in the hospital. She'd had an aneurysm on the right side of her brain, and it had burst. The drainage tube the doctors used to stop the bleeding kept slipping loose; after three tries, they finally got it to stick. Only then could they do surgery. My cousin FaceTimed me afterward, from the ICU. "Are you ready?" he asked. He angled the camera down to my aunt's face, and I started sobbing like a sudden rainstorm.

A few days later, I got on a plane from Washington, D.C., to Kentucky and went straight to join my family at the hospital. We had always called my aunt "The Glamourina." She wore feathered hats with sparkly shirts and experimented with different hairstyles: a butterscotch-blond cropped cut, an afro, a bob streaked with highlights. She paid for my first real manicure, when I was in high school. We wore matching striped shirts to the salon, and used an eyeliner pencil to draw fake moles above our lips, like Marilyn Monroe.

She is 58 now, and raised two kids as a single mother. She always treated me like one of her children, and I grew up to look more like her than like my own mom. When I'd talked with her the week before she ended up in the hospital, she'd asked me to play our favorite song, "I'm So Proud of You," by Julie Anne Vargas. Now the top half of her head was shaved and staples ran in a ladder across it. IVs were taped to each arm, and a machine next to her bed was helping her breathe. She couldn't speak. When she opened her eyes, they rolled.

Her older son was especially alarmed by how quickly she'd declined. He wanted the doctors to come into her room so they could explain what had happened. But one of our older relatives stopped him, saying that we couldn't afford to make demands, let alone trouble, because "she don't have a lick of health insurance."

We knew that the hospital couldn't deny her care, but we understood the tightrope you walk when you don't have money. All she could afford to be was grateful.

We don't know what caused my aunt's aneurysm, but she'd had persistent headaches for months, and she'd been worried. Once, when she was driving, the left side of her body turned numb and her toes curled up. She pulled over but didn't go to the hospital; she couldn't afford it.

My aunt worked as a hair stylist at a salon for years. Most recently, she was the overnight caregiver for an elderly woman, but she had opted out of her employer-sponsored health insurance because she couldn't afford the premium. She'd occasionally had coverage in the past, but it never guaranteed that she'd actually be able to afford health care. She called me once, defeated, because she was trying to fill a prescription at Walgreens and the pharmacy had flagged an issue with her insurance. She would need to pay out of pocket, and she didn't have the $134.89. She was often frustrated by spending long spells on hold with insurance agents, and was overwhelmed by the complexity of the plans.

Annie Lowrey: Annoying people to death

My aunt's experience with the health-care system is familiar to many Americans. In a 2023 survey by the Kaiser Family Foundation, nearly a quarter of adults said signing up for a plan was simply too confusing. Even those who have coverage may decide to delay or skip treatment because they can't afford the out-of-pocket costs, resulting in emergency-room visits and hospitalizations that could have been prevented.

Some years, my aunt made so little money that she might have qualified for Medicaid, but not recently--the income cutoff if you're single in Kentucky is $1,835 a month. Some years, she bought coverage through the Affordable Care Act's exchanges, but eventually she decided it was too expensive.

Many more people are now making that same decision. In 2025, the Republican-controlled Congress voted to let Biden-era subsidies in the ACA, which had helped some 22 million people afford their coverage, expire. Within just two weeks of the cutoff, at the end of December, enrollment had dropped by 1 million people. According to one group's estimate, families are paying $200, $300, or $1,000 more a month; many have seen their premiums double.

Read: The coming Obamacare cliff

In January, President Trump released his proposal for a "Great Healthcare Plan," which suggests that savings from the former subsidies could be sent directly to "eligible" Americans. But who would be eligible? The proposal makes no mention of the many people who don't have coverage. Then, in February, the Trump administration released a list of 43 prescription drugs that Americans can buy for reduced prices. But some of these were already available at those prices or in generic forms, and they make up a tiny fraction of the drugs Americans need; the prescription my aunt couldn't afford, for instance, is not listed.

Nothing about Trump's pronouncements changes the fact that millions more Americans will soon be stuck where my aunt was: in the middle--sometimes insured, sometimes uninsured, but always too poor to get the care they need.

As I stared at my aunt in the ICU, I noticed that her eyebrows were freshly waxed, and her nails had bleach-white French tips. Only the week before, she'd texted me about getting her nails done. It was an indulgence she rarely allowed herself: "Woo this pedi feels good. I haven't had one since last year." When I rubbed Vaseline on her chapped feet, I discovered her ruby-red toenails.

She could not have known that the decision to finally splurge a little on herself would be a conversation starter with the nurses, who complimented her on her nails and eyebrows. Her grooming signaled to them that she was someone who took care of herself, someone who deserved their attention and respect.

I drove to her house later that week to meet her younger son. We'd planned to check on her bills--to see if we could find her bank PIN or account information to make sure that her finances stayed on track. I found notebooks coated with her handwriting, a list of numbers down each page that looked like an unsolved equation. These, I realized, were her monthly expenses, along with details such as the confirmation codes for bills she'd paid. Stuffed inside one notebook was a pawn-shop notice, announcing its full ownership over an item she'd traded in.

For years, not having enough money nibbled at my aunt's health. She texted me about having severe pain in her back and breasts. She wrote that she had a "knot" in one breast--"I'm thinking just polyps." She lost a lot of weight and said she was feeling depressed. I suggested reaching out to a psychiatrist to ask for antidepressants. She wrote back: "That cost. That's why I need insurance." She was tired of pretending to be okay. After paying for her mortgage, water bill, Wi-Fi, car insurance, and other necessities each month, she'd usually be out of money. She was always transparent with me about her struggles, and sent photos of bills with disconnect notices: a letter from the energy company; an available checking balance of -$59.70; a past-due payment, with the amount owed in bold. Shutoffs have resumed. Make a $172.75 payment today to get your account back on track. She had small wins, such as finally paying off her car. But she still went back and forth to the payday-loan store.

As I sat next to her in the hospital, I couldn't help but feel guilty. For years, I had been sending her money when she asked, but sometimes I didn't. I would listen to her struggles and then go on with my life. I was grateful to be financially stable, but frustrated by being the financial rescuer for family members. I wanted to create boundaries, and to escape from the transactional, lopsided part of these relationships.

From the October 2023 issue: Jenisha from Kentucky

But I had not thought enough about how much she gave me--in every way she could. She posted about my accomplishments on Facebook no matter how small I considered them. She filled voids for me: self-esteem booster, cheerleader, second mother. In 2014, she used all the money she had to fly to New York to see me graduate from Columbia. She was the only member of my family there. When my name was called and I walked across the stage, she cried so much that someone had to hand her a tissue.

A few months ago, my son turned 4, and my aunt was determined to send him a gift. A manila envelope arrived at my apartment: She had mailed him five individually wrapped Hot Wheels cars and a Spider-Man birthday card. I recorded a video as my son stuffed his hand inside the envelope, pulling out each toy, saying, "Oh, wow. This is awesome." That night, I sent the video to my aunt. She wrote back at 2 a.m.: "Up looking at videos over n over. He was so excited." She was always trying to give to others, even though she never had enough for herself.

As individuals, and as a country, we tend to pay attention only when it's too late. Americans who want to cut health-care spending don't seem to understand that access to preventive care saves not just lives, but also money. Perhaps my aunt's hospital stay could have been avoided if she'd been able to call a doctor and make an appointment, an option that so many of us take for granted. What is a life like my aunt's worth in America? Unfortunately, that determination has been made.

Jonathan Chait: Obamacare changed the politics of health care

My aunt hasn't sat up or spoken since the aneurysm, and no one knows if she will again. In January, she was transferred from the hospital to a nursing home. She's supposed to go home soon, to be cared for by the family, who can't possibly give her the round-the-clock care she needs. She's not capable of worrying about health insurance at this point, but if she were, she wouldn't have to: Now that she's completely disabled, she qualifies for Medicaid.



This article appears in the April 2026 print edition with the headline "The Cost of Not Having Health Insurance."
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From 'America First' to 'Always America Last'

Trump promised to stop wars. His grip on his base is being questioned now that he's started one.

by Toluse Olorunnipa, Jonathan Lemire, Ashley Parker

Mon, 02 Mar 2026




Updated at 10:00 a.m. ET on March 2, 2026.

In November, President Trump dismissed the idea that his most fervent supporters might dissent from his foreign policy. "I know what MAGA wants better than anybody else," he told Fox News, after arguing that he had stopped numerous wars. He continued to brush off the prospect after American commandos captured Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro. "MAGA loves everything I do," he told NBC News.



Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.



Despite the bluster from Trump, who once promised that he would stop wars, the president's grip on his base is being called into question after he started one on Saturday. His decision to partner with Israel to pursue regime change in Iran has, over the past 48 hours, sparked broad pushback from some high-profile supporters who have often fallen into line previously, as well as from adoptees of Trump's "America First" philosophy, who are now criticizing the strikes and wondering how they align with his promises to put the United States and its interests ahead of everything else.

Curt Mills, an anti-interventionist and the executive director of The American Conservative, told us that this is "an elite-driven war, driven, frankly, by the 'deep state.'" Former Republican Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene, an "America First" devotee who recently broke with Trump, called it "always America last." The Trump ally and Blackwater founder Erik Prince said that he doesn't "see how this is in keeping with the president's MAGA commitment." And Tucker Carlson, a far-right podcaster who has long promoted conspiratorial views about Israel, met with Trump three times in the Oval Office over the past month, using the meetings--each lasting roughly 90 minutes--to urge the president against striking Iran. Carlson's pitch to Trump was simple: "You need to stand up to Israel, or else you're going to be destroyed and the country is going to be destroyed," Carlson argued, according to someone familiar with the conversation. Israel is a country of 9 million people with no resources, Carlson continued. Why are we taking orders from them? In an interview with ABC News's Jonathan Karl, Carlson called the decision to strike Iran "absolutely disgusting and evil." (The White House did not respond to a request for comment on the meetings.)

U.S. military officials have announced that four service members have been killed in the Iran operation and four more seriously wounded. "Sadly, there will likely be more before it ends," Trump said in a video message, pledging that he would try to limit troop deaths. "That's the way it is." At least nine people have been killed in Israel, where Iranian missiles have been raining down in retaliation. Deadly strikes have also hit Gulf nations, including the United Arab Emirates and Kuwait. The reality of the toll of war could become clear to more Americans in the days and weeks ahead, raising the stakes for Trump's political standing. The price of oil has spiked 10 percent since the strikes began and could reach $100 a barrel, Reuters reported. Stock futures fell last night, which some investors saw as a precursor to a potential market pullback if the war lingers. As of this morning, the S&P 500 was down 0.6 percent, and U.S. crude-oil prices were up more than 6.5 percent.

Despite his "MAGA is me" bravado, there are clear signs that Trump, along with those around him, is looking to contain the political fallout. The president told my colleague Michael Scherer in an interview yesterday that he has "agreed to talk" with Iran's current leadership, opening the door to an early off-ramp instead of pursuing what he'd originally pitched as an opportunity for the Iranian people to "take over" their government after a debilitating military blitz. "It will be yours to take," Trump had said in a video message to Iranians on Saturday, suggesting that he was prepared to wipe out the regime's power centers.

In the hours before the operation launched, Trump huddled with his team to review the plans one last time, including assessing the risks for U.S. casualties. The gut-check meeting followed several weeks of deliberations among Trump's top aides, several of whom had expressed reservations about the operation and its political ramifications. Some of the discussions resurfaced Trump's campaign promises to avoid new foreign wars and prioritize the interests of the American people.

Trump's ability to follow through on those promises is likely to be pivotal in determining the outcome of the midterm elections in November, Republican strategists say. The president has done little to convince his supporters that his foreign adventures will help Americans address their concerns over inflation and the cost of living. In his interview yesterday with Scherer, Trump brushed aside such concerns, calling the economy the "greatest" it has ever been and congratulating himself on a "pretty amazing" job. "I inherited very high prices, and I got them down," he said. With the president all but declaring "mission accomplished" on the economy, several of his political allies are nervous that he is losing interest in the issue that voters have consistently listed as their top concern. Democrats have sought to remain relentlessly focused on affordability, describing Trump's other interests--his ballroom, Greenland, Venezuela, tariffs--as departures from the promises he made on the campaign trail.

Read: Trump is doubling down on all the wrong things

The pledges Trump made when he first ran for president, a decade ago, were very different. Although it seems like a lifetime ago, a central part of his 2016 campaign was denunciation of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and a pledge to avoid any new military entanglements in the Middle East. "We will stop racing to topple foreign regimes that we know nothing about, that we shouldn't be involved with," Trump said in December 2016. That streak of isolationism resonated with parts of his MAGA coalition. They mourned young American men and women who'd lost their lives thousands of miles from home, and were resentful of the billions in taxpayer dollars being sent abroad while parts of the U.S. were neglected.

Trump did little in the buildup to his attack on Iran to sell the American people on the war, deepening the sense of anger and betrayal felt by some in his orbit. Aside from a few bellicose social-media posts, the president did not offer much justification for strikes on Iran, leading many to believe that he was leaning toward a negotiated deal. He barely mentioned the possibility of conflict last week during his State of the Union address, tucking in a brief remark near the end of the nearly two-hour speech. White House aides said that this was in part by design, to maintain the element of surprise as much as possible if Trump decided to approve the operation. But it also left Republicans scrambling to recalibrate. The president's political superpower is his ability to inspire almost-total fealty from his fellow Republicans, but some inside the West Wing are cognizant that Iran adds to a number of fractures that have appeared over the past few months, including tensions over the Epstein files. A senior White House aide and a former administration official in close touch with the White House told us that they believe that the MAGA anger will blow over, especially if the conflict lasts only a short time. However, another former Trump aide told us that the president's support could erode in the long term if additional U.S. troops are killed.

"He ran because a big part of the MAGA base did not want another war in the Middle East," Representative Ro Khanna, a Democrat, said yesterday on NBC News's Meet the Press, slamming the Iran campaign as "a betrayal of a decent chunk of the MAGA base." Some Republicans agree. Khanna is teaming up with Representative Thomas Massie, one of the few Republican critics of Trump, to try to force a War Powers Resolution vote in the House. (The pair successfully forced the release of a portion of the Epstein files last year.) Khanna suggested that the resolution would find support among "America First" Republicans who otherwise consider themselves part of Trump's base.

Read: The 'crazy' plot to release the Epstein files

A poll released yesterday by Reuters/Ipsos found that only about a quarter of Americans approve of Trump's strikes on Iran. Among Republicans, the total was 55 percent, and 42 percent of GOP voters said that they will be less likely to support the Iran campaign if it leads to "U.S. troops in the Middle East being killed or injured." The poll was conducted before news of the campaign's first U.S. casualties was announced. A White House official, responding anonymously to our request for comment on the MAGA schism, told us that Trump's "first instinct is always diplomacy" but that Iran had "failed to make a deal" on its nuclear and ballistic-missile programs.
 
 "As a result, President Trump is taking decisive action to eliminate major national-security threats to the American people," the official said, crediting Trump with having the "courage" to do what his predecessors would not.

To be fair, vocal figures in the president's MAGA base have expressed their displeasure with his foreign policy in the past only to come back into the fold, where many of his rank-and-file supporters remained. But if this war drags on--Trump told the Daily Mail yesterday that he expects the fighting to go on for "four weeks or so"--the case becomes far more challenging for Republicans as the calendar marches toward the midterm elections. Current and former officials we spoke with were confident that the conflict would be brief and that the American people would rally behind it. However, they acknowledged that the military campaign challenges what some supporters thought they were getting when they twice elected Trump to the presidency. "No one is going to pretend that this was the plan in 2016," the former official said.
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What Can the Texas Primary Tell Us About Democrats?

Our reporter Elaine Godfrey on getting kicked out of a Jasmine Crockett rally

by Adam Harris

Sat, 28 Feb 2026




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

This week, the Atlantic staff writer Elaine Godfrey was covering a campaign rally in Texas when she was ushered out. Elaine has been covering national politics for years, and has been turned away before--but, she says that has usually happened to her at Trump rallies. This time, she was turned away by a Democrat running in a Senate primary.
 
 Representative Jasmine Crockett is known for her confrontational style, and it serves her well with her constituents, voters, and Democrats who are tired of playing nice when Republicans don't. Last year, Godfrey profiled Crockett for The Atlantic, a story that Crockett tried to "shut down" when she found out her House colleagues were being interviewed. "Crockett is testing out the coarser, insult-comedy-style attacks that the GOP has embraced under Trump, the general idea being that when the Republicans go low, the Democrats should meet them there," Godfrey wrote at the time. Is that where the rest of the party might be heading? We talked to Godfrey about her experience at the rally and the upcoming primary election in Texas.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Adam Harris: The Texas Senate primaries are drawing national headlines. You may have heard of the Democratic candidates: Representative Jasmine Crockett, whose spat with Marjorie Taylor Greene in 2024 lit up social media

Representative Jasmine Crockett: If someone on this committee then starts talking about somebody's bleach-blonde, bad-built, butch body, that would not be engaging in personalities, correct?
 Representative James Comer: A what now?


Harris: --or James Talarico, who was recently interviewed by Stephen Colbert--an interview Colbert said CBS tried to bar him from airing.

State Representative James Talarico: I think that Donald Trump is worried that we're about to flip Texas. (Applause.)


Harris: And both candidates would have a big hill to climb. No Democrat has won a statewide election in Texas since 1994, and promising candidates, from Beto O'Rourke to Wendy Davis, have tried and failed to change that fact.

But people think Crockett or Talarico really could. And it's making them wonder: Is this the year for a Democrat in Texas?

This is Radio Atlantic, and I'm Adam Harris, sitting in for Hanna Rosin. Atlantic staff writer Elaine Godfrey has been covering this Texas race and also following Representative Crockett. She profiled her last year.

And then, while Elaine was at a Crockett campaign event this week, this happened.

Elaine Godfrey: Why are you asking me to leave?
 Woman: They just said, "Elaine from Atlantic, white girl with a hat and notepad. She's interviewing people in the crowd. She's a top-notch hater and will spin. She needs to leave."
 I told her to get her bag and--


Harris: We'll get into that soon.

Elaine, welcome to the show.

Godfrey: Adam, thank you for having me.

Harris: So the Texas Senate primary, why has this race captured the national media attention? What's going on in the Texas primary?

Godfrey: I think what's made the Texas primary on the Democrat side so exciting is that both of the candidates are really popular. Voters are excited about them both, genuinely. And also, the dynamic here is you have two fighters, and Democrats have been saying they want fighters against Trump. And each of these candidates does so in a different way.

So you have Jasmine Crockett, one of the Democrats. She's a two-term congresswoman who is much sharper in her criticism of Trump, much more willing to throw insults, much more bombastic. She's on cable news all the time. She's in hearings blasting Trump and aggressively sort of questioning witnesses. And Democrats love this. They love to see a capital-F fighter.

Harris: Yeah.

Godfrey: You also have James Talarico, who is running against her, who is a state lawmaker in Texas; they used to be colleagues in the state legislature. He's also a preacher in training. And he's a little quieter. His approach is a lot more peace and love: We need to heal as a country. He talks a lot more about Let's join hands with our Republican friends. Trump is made in the image of God, and we should be fighting against the top and the billionaires rather than each other.

So they're both fighters, and they're both sort of channeling Democratic rage and the rage of voters at this moment, but they're doing so in very interesting ways. It's such a perfect encapsulation of this moment, so it's very exciting to watch.

Harris: Yeah. And so you've been watching this for a while. You go to Texas to cover the race. And then what happens?

Godfrey: I go to Texas to cover the race. (Laughs.) And this is my first event. I show up on Monday morning to an event for Jasmine Crockett. There's a line out the door. It's in Lubbock, Texas. It's in a rural area, an event center on a county road. I'm interviewing all of these people who have come to see Crockett. They're so excited. The vibes are really good.

I come in. I show my badge. They put me in the press section. I watched the whole rally. I was taking notes the whole time. It was the kind of rally that I think, if you're a candidate, you want a reporter to be at 'cause she looked great. She came off great. People loved it.

Afterwards, they had a press availability for her. And there were only a few press there, most local. And I went over to join, and after I identified myself, one of her press people said, It's already full. You can't go in there. I said, Okay. So I went back to keep interviewing people who were lingering in the building.

And then a different person came up to me and said, Her team wants you to leave. And I said, Why? She read from her phone, and she said, They're looking for Elaine from The Atlantic, a white girl in a baseball cap with a notepad. She's a top-notch hater, and she will spin. She needs to leave.

I don't think they were supposed to have read that message to me. (Laughs.) But they did, and then, immediately, security guards surrounded me and escorted me out of the building, through the parking lot, to the edge of the county road, where I had to get an Uber.

Harris: And you recorded this whole interaction, and it's a good thing that you did record it 'cause after you published the article, the campaign denied it. They said that they didn't actually say that.

Godfrey: Yeah. First, a spokesperson for Crockett said that that didn't happen. Then a CBS reporter was interviewing Crockett and asked about it, and Crockett said, There's no evidence that a reporter was ejected from my event. She also said, The specific reporter in question has a reputation for not being truthful and has been sued for defamation successfully.

She didn't say my name at any point, but it was pretty clear she was talking about me. (Laughs.) I have since reached out to her and to her campaign multiple times to say, Could you clarify what you meant?, and I haven't heard anything back.

Harris: And for the record, have you been sued for defamation successfully?

Godfrey: (Laughs.) I have not. No, I haven't.

Harris: (Laughs.) Yeah.

In thinking about being turned away from rallies, we've seen, over the last several years, instances of reporters being turned away at campaign events. Has something like this ever happened to you before?

Godfrey: Yeah, at Trump rallies.

Harris: Hmm.

Godfrey: But they've treated me better at Trump rallies when they do this, I would say. (Laughs.) This has only happened a couple times at Trump rallies, where they've sort of said, We don't have room for you, which that's never true, but it's never You're a top-notch hater kind of thing.

And so, yeah, it has happened. I would say the kicking reporters out of rallies, Trump's fans love that. A lot of Jasmine Crockett's fans seem to like that too. They like the way that she sort of manhandles people, the way that she says, You know what? I'm not putting up with that.

hat she didn't like and that she had tried to shut down because it was something that she thought was gonna be unflattering.

Harris: How did she try to shut it down?

Godfrey: So she called me four days before that profile of her was gonna be published, and she said, I heard you've been talking to members of Congress, my colleagues--her colleagues--without asking me, without my permission, she said, and so I will be revoking all permissions and shutting down the profile.

That is, obviously, not how journalism works. (Laughs.) So we published it. You can read it at TheAtlantic.com. I think it's pretty fair and good. She gave me tons of access for that story. She talked to me a lot for it. I think it's pretty fair, and I think that was pretty surprising, that she tried to shut it down and even more surprising that now, she appears to be holding that against me to this day. (Laughs.)

Harris: Yeah. So you mentioned that she's sort of no shrinking violet, right? This is a part of who she is as a politician. It's a capital-F fighter. You put it in your piece--you said she doesn't wilt before the president "like cut hydrangeas." So is this indicative of maybe a broader trend in the party? That we had the classic Michelle Obama "When they go low, we go high"--is this a way of sort of signaling that there's an end to that?

Godfrey: I think, for some candidates, yeah. Republicans have already blown past that benchmark, right? There is an appetite now for Democrats to do the same.

And I don't know if it means we'll see more reporters getting thrown out of rallies, but specifically, when it comes to swearing, insulting people, not being willing to correct the record if you make a mistake or if accuse someone of having been accused of defamation, I think there is just a real increase in tolerance on the left now for that because they're saying, Well, look at the guy in the White House. He does that all the time. Why can't we? More importantly, why shouldn't we? If we wanna win, we might have to play dirty. I think the midterms are probably gonna have a lot more of that than we've seen before.

Harris: Yeah. So of course, you were in Lubbock, so you're in West Texas. You don't just stay in West Texas and then leave. You continue on, continue to cover this race, so you go out to Tyler, and there's a part in your story where you say you were asking folks, Why James Talarico?, and at the Crockett rally, similarly, Why Jasmine Crockett? And they seem to have a interest in the other candidate, but it was just about that style.

Can you just talk to me a little bit about that? What is that actually saying, that they're both interested in the policies and the people, but the style is really what's different?

Godfrey: Yeah. I was surprised, given how controversial or ugly the primary has seemed online and from the outside, that when I got there, people who like Jasmine Crockett still told me, But I like that James Talarico too. He seems nice. I'm not gonna vote for him, but he seems nice. And if he was in a general, I'd vote for him.

People were not so much interested in their policies. They were interested in style. People who liked Crockett liked that she was gonna go out there and go after Trump, gonna prosecute people when Democrats were back in power.

People who like Talarico, they were kind of playing a little bit of 3-D chess, right? They were saying, Well, I like Talarico because I think he'll appeal to more Republicans and independents and moderates when the general election comes. So maybe some of them would prefer Crockett, but they were thinking about electability. And I think Democrats in Texas are really balancing this urge for a fighter with a desire to win.

Harris: So we've been talking about the Democratic candidates. Obviously, the primaries are on Tuesday, and you've been watching the Republican side as well, so what should we be looking out for?

Godfrey: So I think the Republicans have their own real mess over there, I would say. There's three Republicans in the race: John Cornyn, who's already a senator, who's running for reelection; Ken Paxton, attorney general, who is running against him; and Wesley Hunt, who is sort of the spoiler in the race. (Laughs.) People like him. He may be the force that sets the race to a runoff.

But I'm watching what happens if Paxton is the nominee. Right now polls show he's probably gonna beat Cornyn; he's probably gonna be the Republican nominee for the race. And here's why Democrats love to hear this: because Paxton brings a ton of baggage. He was impeached and acquitted over allegations of bribery and corruption. He was accused by his wife of having an affair. He has this long laundry list of scandals that Republicans are worried is gonna make him just a toxic candidate and Democrats are really excited will make him so weak that a Democrat could finally win in Texas.

And I think part of what makes Talarico particularly exciting for a lot of Democrats is they think he has the best chance to beat Paxton if it comes down to a head-to-head. I think Crockett probably would have a good chance, too, although her unfavorables are very high compared Talarico's.

So that is something I'll be watching too--that's something we'll all be watching--is what happens on the Republican side, 'cause that's really gonna determine what the chances are for a Democrat to win statewide in Texas for the first time in, like, 30 years.

Harris: Yeah. So they're thinking it could be like a Doug Jones-Roy Moore situation.

Godfrey: Exactly. Yep.

Harris: Well, we'll be watching, Elaine. Thank you so much.

Godfrey: Thank you for having me.

Harris: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Rosie Hughes. It was edited by Claudine Ebeid. Rob Smierciak engineered this episode and provided original music. 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, you can support our work and the work of all Atlantic journalists when you subscribe to The Atlantic at TheAtlantic.com/Listener.

I'm Adam Harris. Thank you for listening.
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'Elaine From <em>Atlantic</em> ... She Needs to Leave'

Representative Jasmine Crockett claimed I wasn't kicked out of her rally. Here's the audio.

by Elaine Godfrey

Fri, 27 Feb 2026




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

I was not expecting Representative Jasmine Crockett's team to call me a "top-notch hater"; kick me out of her rally in Lubbock, Texas; and march me to the side of a county road to wait for a ride. But I was much more surprised by what the congresswoman said later.

A CBS reporter on Wednesday asked Crockett about a report that I had been ejected from her rally and that her campaign had called the Capitol Police on a CNN journalist, alleging that he had trespassed by attempting to visit a campaign office. "It's silly season," Crockett said. "There is a specific journalist who is, she has a history of being less than truthful, and frankly there's no evidence of anything that she's talking about." The Democrat from Texas continued to riff: The journalist in question had been previously and successfully sued for defamation, she claimed. "It is sad that there is any news outlet that actually would have her on staff when," Crockett said, "the one thing that matters most is truth."

I agree with the congresswoman on the latter half of that statement. So let's get a few things straight. I've never been sued for defamation, let alone successfully. I did write a profile of the representative last year that she didn't like. Most important, I was thrown out of her rally. There is evidence, because I recorded it.

Read: Why I got thrown out of a Jasmine Crockett rally 

But before we get to the audio, let me quickly set the scene. On Monday morning, I showed up early to Crockett's "Community Conversation" in Lubbock and interviewed a handful of people in line. At the entrance, I showed my Atlantic press credential to a woman wearing a badge, who waved me into the building. Because I was having a bad hair day, and because I am trying to become more of a hat person, I was wearing my favorite Menards baseball cap.

After Crockett finished speaking, I attempted to join a closed-door press scrum with the congresswoman that was open to the other reporters at the rally. But I was turned away, so I walked over to interview people in the crowd. That's when I heard my name from the same woman with the badge at the entrance--and hit "Record" on my iPhone. She asked me to leave, and armed security guards escorted me from the property.

Here is the unedited transcript of what transpired--you can also listen to the audio for yourself.




 Woman: Are you Elaine?

Elaine Godfrey: Yeah.

Woman: Okay, her team has asked you to leave.

Godfrey: Me to leave?

Woman: Can you get your stuff? (Speaking to someone else.) Her team wants her to leave, and they're asking her to leave.

Godfrey: Why are you asking me to leave?

Woman: They just said, "Elaine from Atlantic, white girl with a hat and notepad. She's interviewing people in the crowd. She's a top-notch hater and will spin. She needs to leave." (Speaking to someone else.) I just told her to get her bag and go [unintelligible] that's from her team.

Security guard 1 (to Godfrey): Can we get up and leave now?

Godfrey: Sure. That's crazy. What are they afraid of?

Security guard 1: [Unintelligible.]

Godfrey: You're doing your job--that's all right. [Unintelligible.] Thank you.

[Wind blowing]

Godfrey: I have to get an Uber so I'm gonna probably just wait outside for that.

Security guard 1: That's fine.

Godfrey: I'm going to stand here because I don't want to stand--

[Multiple security guards talking at once]

Security guard 2: You have to leave the property.

Security guard 1: You can wait outside the gate. That'd be great.

Security guard 3: You gotta get out.

Godfrey: Okay. All right.

After getting picked up by the Uber, I went straight to Lubbock's famous Prairie Dog Town, where I received a warmer welcome. I called Crockett directly today to ask about all of this. When she answered, and I told her who was calling, she said, "Oh!," sounding surprised, and hung up. She did not respond to my follow-up texts.
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The 'Crazy' Plot to Release the Epstein Files

How an unlikely duo of lawmakers partnered with victims to try to hold the powerful accountable

by Sarah Fitzpatrick

Fri, 27 Feb 2026




Early last year, Republicans from the House Judiciary Committee were invited to a private dinner at the Justice Department. Representative Thomas Massie of Kentucky remembers asking his then girlfriend, now wife, what he should ask Attorney General Pam Bondi. She suggested he bring up Jeffrey Epstein. At first, he waved off the suggestion. But as he sat at the long formal table, set with formal china and surrounded by top Justice officials, he changed his mind.

"'I saw you release the 'Phase 1' of the Epstein files," Massie remembers asking Bondi at the April 28 dinner. "When do you think we might get 'Phase 2'?'"

Bondi looked him in the eyes, Massie said, and explained that all that was left to be released was material she considered "child pornography" and that there was nothing more there. He didn't follow up then, but her answer didn't sit right.

"I suspected there was stuff that needed to come out," he told me.

After the Justice Department announced in July that it would not share any more records, Representative Ro Khanna of California held a morning strategy meeting with his staff and asked for ideas for new bills. Sarah Drory, a young communications staffer who had never before spoken up in this meeting, had a suggestion: "What about a bill to release the Epstein files?"

The room was silent. Drory saw her more senior colleagues exchange confused or dismissive looks. One declared Epstein "a social-media thing." On her walk home late that night, she called her boyfriend, second-guessing her suggestion. "Is that crazy?" she remembers asking him--and herself.

Three days later, Khanna introduced an amendment in the Rules Committee requiring the Department of Justice to release the Epstein files to gauge support and was surprised when a Republican congressman from South Carolina voted for it. After that vote, Massie called Khanna, and they discussed a long-shot idea late into the night: Could they convince other Republicans to do the same?

Khanna's staff and consultants tried to talk him out of pursuing such legislation, explaining that it could make him look like a conspiracy theorist, instead of his desired image as a "serious economics guy." But Khanna explained to his staff that the topic of Epstein kept coming up, especially when he appeared on podcasts or visited the more conservative parts of his district. He recalled a young man delivering a long rant at a recent town hall about how he didn't trust the government because it was "protecting pedophiles" by not releasing the Epstein files or holding more people accountable. In that moment, Khanna told me, he realized that standing up for Epstein's victims--and against the wealthy or powerful--was a way to build trust.

"You have to convince people that the government actually works," Khanna said.

I have been reporting on Epstein--his criminal investigations, his network of powerful friends, and his hundreds, possibly thousands, of young victims--for almost a decade. I've chronicled the many false starts and dashed hopes for accountability following Epstein's second arrest in July 2019, his death while in custody, and the efforts to bring others in his network to justice. I have spent years trying to figure out what, if anything, Donald Trump knew about Epstein's abuse of young women, and whether the president was at all involved. On this question and many others, I was repeatedly told: "The story is over."

But over the past several months, something extraordinary has happened: An unlikely duo of lawmakers--a progressive from Silicon Valley and a conservative from Kentucky--partnered with a group of Epstein survivors and a few female Republican lawmakers to successfully push for legislation mandating the release of the so-called Epstein files. It was the most significant act of defiance by Republicans in Congress against the president in his second term, and it transformed what had been treated as a fringe conspiracy theory into a populist rallying cry.

The release of the files over the past two months has led to new criminal investigations outside of the United States. In Britain, Andrew Mountbatten-Windsor, the former prince, and Peter Mandelson, the former U.K. ambassador to the United States, were arrested but haven't been charged; in Norway, Thorbjorn Jagland, the former prime minister, was charged with "gross corruption." More than a dozen other prominent people have stepped down from lucrative jobs or lost honorary titles or positions. This is the story, drawn from interviews with more than 40 people over the past eight months, of the unlikely coalition that came together to force some measure of accountability--and of what it hopes to accomplish next.

The sheer volume of records collected over several decades--and the hundreds if not thousands of people who may have information about Epstein and his criminal enterprise but have not been questioned by law enforcement--is both mind-boggling and tragic. Hundreds of prosecutors and other law-enforcement personnel were diverted from investigations to help review the documents before their release, which cost taxpayers millions of dollars. But Justice Department officials have suggested that they are done investigating Epstein's alleged co-conspirators and have no plans to pursue additional federal charges. That stance--coupled with the department's extensive and inconsistent redactions in the documents--has prompted even more suspicion. And no one faces more insistent questions about what he might be trying to hide than the president.




Trump does not detail--even privately--what precisely in the files might be so embarrassing to him and those close to him, four administration officials told me and my colleague Jonathan Lemire. Marjorie Taylor Greene, the former representative from Georgia, has said that when the president angrily tried to persuade her to vote against the legislation, he argued that "his friends would get hurt" with the wide release of records, something he has repeated in other private conversations. What the president has clearly said, often in a barking tone, is that he wants his aides and allies to make the whole thing "go away." One official described the president as "seething."

Read: Inside the White House's Epstein strategy

Trump's name appears tens of thousands of times across the files, although many of those mentions are in media reports that Epstein circulated or messages discussing his presidency. But the high number surprised White House staff members who told us they were unprepared for the release. "That freaked out people," another administration official told us. "Nobody really knew what was coming."

At least six Cabinet members or senior administration officials were in contact with Epstein--and, according to the documents, had closer and longer relationships with him than had been previously or widely known. All have denied wrongdoing, and law-enforcement agencies haven't made any allegations against them or the president. In any administration, most top officials go through a grueling vetting process, FBI background checks and security-clearance reviews. It is unclear whether these relationships with Epstein were raised at any point. Every agency involved declined to answer my questions.

Trump has not been interviewed by authorities, despite his very public history with Epstein and Ghislaine Maxwell, who is serving a 20-year prison sentence for conspiring with Epstein to traffic and abuse minor victims. The DOJ declined to answer detailed questions for this article.

Those close to the president insist no one is panicking, but the official acknowledged: "Anytime we are talking about Epstein, we are losing."

Trump has urged federal prosecutors to continue to investigate Democrats with ties to Epstein, especially Bill and Hillary Clinton, who deny any wrongdoing or knowledge of Epstein's conduct. The Clintons are providing videotaped depositions to the House Oversight Committee this week in New York. Trump and others have expressed concern that this effort could set a precedent for Trump to be subpoenaed to testify under oath about Epstein, four people familiar with the situation told us. "Everyone's looking for an off-ramp," the administration official told us.

Trump has also called his allies in recent weeks to ask about Bondi's job performance, an acknowledgment that things have not gone according to plan. A White House official told me that the president continues to support the attorney general and that there has been no recent change in that support.

Trump has offered shifting accounts of his friendship with Epstein and when exactly it ended, but he has long maintained that he "had no idea" about Epstein's criminal activity. The White House has stated that Trump barred Epstein from his Mar-a-Lago club in Palm Beach, Florida, "for being a creep," although it won't say when that happened. But among the unredacted files provided to members of Congress is an email from one of Epstein's attorneys recounting a 2009 conversation in which he says Trump claims that Epstein, who was sometimes a guest at the club, had never been asked to leave. The year before, Epstein had pleaded guilty to two prostitution charges, including soliciting a minor.

Attempting to piece through the files that are public can be disorienting, especially given the administration's extreme reluctance to engage on questions on the matter. Included in the new files is a report that a former Palm Beach police chief told the FBI that Trump called him in 2006, after learning that Epstein was under investigation. "Thank goodness you're stopping him, everyone has known he's been doing this," Trump reportedly said, adding that Maxwell should also be investigated.

Read: So this is why Trump didn't want to release the Epstein files

Nine people familiar with information that was submitted to the FBI and DOJ in recent years told me they were alarmed that many documents--including those that they say include references to Trump--were not made public. The DOJ, the FBI, and the White House declined to respond to my questions about this, but on Wednesday, the DOJ posted on X that it is "currently reviewing files" to see if additional material should be published. The department previously said that some documents "contain untrue and sensationalist claims against President Trump."

The department released a presentation from last year that includes a slide titled PROMINENT NAMES that features 11 men who have been accused of misconduct. Trump is the first person listed, along with an accusation that he assaulted a minor. It is unclear to what extent this claim and others have been vetted or verified, and the White House declined to answer my questions on the matter.

This week, the journalist Roger Sollenberger, NPR, and The New York Times identified documents related to an allegation of sexual misconduct involving Trump and a minor that were not released by the DOJ, or in some cases, were released and then were deleted from the DOJ website. House Democrats told me on Wednesday that their review of a wider collection of unredacted material available to members of Congress appears to confirm that reporting.

Trump has not been accused by law enforcement of wrongdoing related to Epstein, and he has never been interviewed by authorities, despite his years of friendship with Epstein and Maxwell and his prominence within the files.

The White House declined to answer many of my questions about Trump and Epstein. Instead, Abigail Jackson, a White House spokesperson, sent me a statement: "By releasing thousands of pages of documents, cooperating with the House Oversight Committee's subpoena request, and President Trump recently calling for further investigations into Epstein's Democrat friends, the Trump Administration has done more for the victims than Democrats ever have."

During Trump's first term, Alexander Acosta, his secretary of labor, was forced to resign over his role in offering Epstein a lenient plea deal in 2008 after a federal investigation into Epstein's abuse of dozens of young women and minors. Epstein spent minimal time in jail and allegedly continued to abuse multiple victims during his supervised release. A DOJ review later found that Acosta had exercised "poor judgment" but had not committed professional misconduct.

Trump's experience with Acosta did not appear to affect his second-term choices of Cabinet members and senior officials. None has faced repercussions for their dealings with Epstein. A White House official told me in a statement that "President Trump has assembled the greatest and most effective cabinet in history and he maintains confidence in them."

During her testimony before Congress, Bondi was asked if any administration officials have been questioned by the Justice Department about their ties to Epstein. She didn't directly answer.

As the House moved toward a vote on releasing the Epstein files last summer and fall, the White House and top Trump allies launched an effort to forestall it that lawmakers told me was unprecedented in its intensity and scope.

Massie called it a "360-pressure campaign," one felt not just by him and his staff but anyone associated with him. One tactic he had not experienced before: Some of his key staff members were suddenly offered more prestigious jobs in the Trump administration or more lucrative jobs in the private sector--the idea being that if Massie no longer had a full staff, he couldn't pursue ambitious legislation.

Massie recalled asking an employee who, a few weeks before the vote, had received an employment offer that would double his salary: "Did it ever occur to you that they might be offering you this job to basically make me less effective?" He said the young man sheepishly replied: "That's what my mom said." He turned down the offer and finished writing the bill.

Read: 'They're delusional if they think this is going to go away'

Much of the White House's effort was directed at the Republican women in Congress who expressed support for the law, especially representatives Greene, Nancy Mace of South Carolina, and Lauren Boebert of Colorado. Massie started a group text with these Republican allies called "Bravehearts." Greene was among the first of the Republican women to advocate for the release of the Epstein files, and she helped lead the effort that fall. Epstein survivors who met with her told me that she was among the few members of Congress who asked meaningful follow-up questions seeking to understand the history of the case and the roles of other alleged co-conspirators. Greene was often brought to tears by what she learned. "I never in my life thought I would hug Marjorie Taylor Greene," one Epstein victim told me. "But she was genuine, and she followed the facts."

In a meeting with Epstein victims, Mace--who has spoken on the House floor about surviving sexual assault--revealed her frustration with House Speaker Mike Johnson trying to quiet the issue. In November, Boebert was summoned to the White House's Situation Room to discuss her support for the bill with Bondi, FBI Director Kash Patel, and others, an unusual setting that raised questions about what the White House thought was in the files.

On a sunny morning in early September, two news conferences took place on the U.S. Capitol grounds to promote the proposed law. One event was held by Massie and Khanna, who invited Greene to speak and tried to keep the legislation from being dismissed as an anti-Trump effort.

The other was organized by Epstein survivors and World Without Exploitation, a nonprofit that supports victims of trafficking. A crowd of thousands attended both, some bringing gifts of friendship bracelets and flowers for the victims, others carrying signs that said Believe Women and Release the Files! Several people told me that they had traveled from across the country to be there. No one had anticipated the size of the crowd, and the Capitol Police scrambled to enforce order.

As I moved through the crowd that morning I was surprised by the number of elderly people gathered, including many in wheelchairs or walking with canes. Some told me that the public reckoning over Epstein's sexual abuse had compelled them to reflect on their own experiences and share painful memories they had hidden away for decades. "Frankly, we were young. You didn't talk about it," one elderly woman from West Virginia told me, with tears in her eyes.

When the vote was finally held in the House on November 18, just one member voted against the release of the files. The Senate followed, voting unanimously, and Trump signed the bill into law. The next month, the Justice Department began slowly releasing what would eventually add up to more than 3 million documents.

Democrats have had their own crisis over the Epstein files: How do they separate themselves from the party's elder statesmen and wealthy donors who have been revealed to have been close to Epstein?

During Joe Biden's four years in office, the Justice Department did not pursue releasing records related to Epstein and lawmakers did not pursue legislative action. Democrats in Congress told me that their party leadership sought to dissuade them from pursuing the effort in recent months, changing their stance only after feeling public pressure and seeing internal polling.

Last month the House Oversight Committee scheduled a vote to hold Bill and Hillary Clinton in contempt of Congress for refusing to testify about their relationships with Epstein and Maxwell. The former president and former secretary of state worked the phones, calling Democratic lawmakers to discuss Epstein, according to four people familiar with the conversations, some of whom found the effort problematic. The calls reflected a generational divide within the party, with younger Democrats unwilling to look away from the Clintons' connections with Epstein and Maxwell, arguing that transparency is needed to rebuild trust with voters.

Bill Clinton has said he traveled multiple times on Epstein's plane in the early 2000s. In an interview last year Maxwell told the Justice Department that "President Clinton was my friend" and that she was involved in creating the Clinton Global Initiative. She attended Chelsea Clinton's 2010 wedding with Tom Waitt, a tech billionaire and major donor to the Clinton Foundation; Hillary Clinton said Maxwell came as "the plus-one, the guest of someone who was invited."

Yesterday Hillary Clinton testified for six hours under oath and told lawmakers that she had "no idea" about Epstein and Maxwell's criminal activities, does not remember encountering Epstein, and "never flew on his plane or visited his island, homes, or offices." She alleged that Republicans' efforts to get her to testify were meant to "distract attention from President Trump's actions and to cover them up." The Clintons have not been charged with any wrongdoing by law enforcement in the Epstein matter.

Before the Clintons agreed to videotaped depositions with the committee, nine Democrats voted with Republicans to refer Bill Clinton for a full House vote for contempt of Congress. I talked with Khanna before he walked in to vote, and he likened the experience to a Hindu text in which a prince faces a choice to kill one of his family members to uphold justice. "All the Epstein files should come out," he said, "and if those files implicate Bill Clinton, so be it."

Massie and Khanna told me their Epstein work has come at a great cost: Several big donors have cut ties, and those losses haven't been made up, despite a rush of small-dollar donations. Massie faces a difficult Republican primary in Kentucky against a Trump-backed challenger. And then there are the security threats.

Nearly everyone I spoke with for this story told me that their public efforts to get the files released have made them fear for their safety. Across several conversations I had with Massie over the past three months, he would matter-of-factly muse about the risk he believes he is taking.

"I've pissed off enough billionaires who are clearly amoral people that I might have shortened my expected lifespan," he told me.

Massie and Khanna's critics--and even some of their supportive colleagues--note that the two have used the effort to raise their national profiles. The White House labeled Massie and Khanna "attention-seeking," and House Speaker Emerita Nancy Pelosi once called their effort "a distraction." There are indications that Khanna might try to run for president in 2028, an ambition that he doesn't deny, and he has started doing more national fundraising and holding events in key swing states.

Massie has tied his upcoming election to a larger question about the nation's future and his party's devotion to one man: "If the country's savable, I'll win my reelection," he said. "And if it's not, I don't need to be there."

Hanging over the Epstein files has been the loss of Virginia Roberts Giuffre, one of Epstein's most vocal victims, who died by suicide last spring. Giuffre was an early organizer of efforts to call for the release of information related to Epstein. Her family has told me that they believe the toll of her abuse by Epstein, Maxwell, and others--along with the harassment that accompanied her public advocacy--became "so heavy that it became unbearable."

Read: Virginia Giuffre's family was shocked that Trump described her as 'stolen'

When Bondi testified under oath to Congress about the Epstein investigation earlier this month, she urged anyone who had been hurt or abused to contact the FBI. Sitting just a few feet behind her were some of the witnesses to Epstein's crimes, some carrying small images of themselves as teenagers when they were first abused by the late financier. When a lawmaker asked these victims to stand and raise their hands if they had reached out to the Justice Department to offer testimony and evidence, every hand shot up--some defiantly, some shaking from nerves. He then asked how many of their offers had been ignored or denied. Again, every single hand went up. "Ms. Bondi, it looks like you have some more witnesses to talk to," he said. The attorney general never turned around.




Sky Roberts, Giuffre's brother, told me he is now more certain than ever that there is a government "cover-up in real time."

  "Which one is it?" Roberts said. "Are you investigating? Are you not?"

On Tuesday, Giuffre's family attended Trump's State of the Union address to Congress, along with more than a dozen of Epstein's victims who were guests of Democrats. They used their presence to remind lawmakers--and the American public--of the crimes that many in power sought to ignore. For the first time, they were in the president's line of sight, but he made no mention of them. The question is how long the president, and others in positions of power, can continue looking away.

Jonathan Lemire, Isabel Ruehl, and Marie-Rose Sheinerman contributed to this report.



*Illustration sources: Nathan Posner / Anadolu / Getty; Bill Clark / CQ-Roll Call / Getty; Jon Elswick / AP. 
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Why I Got Thrown Out of a Jasmine Crockett Rally

The crowd was fired up. The candidate was on her game. And I was escorted out by armed guards.

by Elaine Godfrey

Thu, 26 Feb 2026




Right before armed guards escorted me from the rally and left me on the edge of a Texas county road, I was informed that I was no longer welcome at an event that I had already attended. For the past hour, I'd watched as Representative Jasmine Crockett riled up her supporters in deep-red Lubbock, where voters were thrilled to receive a visit from the Democratic Senate candidate. But afterward, as I attempted to join the other reporters interviewing the lawmaker, a woman with a badge approached me.

"Are you Elaine?" she asked. I recognized her from the entrance of the event, where I had identified myself as she'd waved me into the building's press area. Yes, I answered. "Her team has asked you to leave," she said. When I asked why, the staffer looked at her phone and read dutifully: "They just said, 'Elaine from Atlantic, white girl with a hat and notepad. She's interviewing people in the crowd. She's a top-notch hater and will spin. She needs to leave.'"

I will, of course, own up to being a white woman wearing a Menards baseball cap. But "top-notch hater" is a distinction that I had never considered for myself. Last year, I wrote a profile of Crockett that displeased the congresswoman. I interviewed her several times for the story, but after she learned that I'd called some of her colleagues in Congress without asking her permission, she told me that she was "shutting down the profile and revoking all permissions." (In retrospect, I suppose this was a helpful signal that Crockett does not have a firm grasp on the First Amendment, or at least does not particularly care for it.)

As security guards began to materialize around me, I wondered to myself what distinguished a top-notch hater from a middling one. I agreed to leave, and four guards, including at least one who was armed, escorted me out of the building, through the parking lot, and right to the edge of the nearby highway, where they waited as I ordered a car. A spokesperson for the Crockett campaign did not respond to my request for comment on these events or for elaboration on the tiers of haterdom. A spokesperson for her team told Semafor that I had not been removed from the event. Crockett told CBS News there is "no evidence" that a reporter had been removed from an event. She added that there is a "specific journalist" who has a "history of being less than truthful," and that this person had been sued for defamation and lost. Perhaps she was thinking of someone else, because that's not something that has ever happened to me.

Perhaps my--very real--ejection shouldn't have come as a surprise. Crockett is not known for calm restraint. This, in fact, is core to her appeal. For the Democrats who are sick of their leaders wilting before President Trump like cut hydrangeas, Crockett is a refreshing exception. The two-term congresswoman has established herself as the most anti-MAGA candidate in the race and is unafraid to match the president's vulgarity with insults of her own, such as when she referred to former Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene's "bleach-blond, bad-built, butch body" and called Governor Greg Abbott, who uses a wheelchair, "Governor Hot Wheels." Crockett's supporters believe that her pugnacity makes her well suited for this coarse, high-stakes political moment.

Her primary opponent, 36-year-old James Talarico, is responding to this moment very differently. On the campaign trail, the state lawmaker and Presbyterian seminarian bypasses Trump roasts in favor of quotes from the Gospel of Luke. Like Crockett, Talarico appears to be channeling the anger of millions of Democrats, but the target of his ire is not necessarily the president--it's the billionaires who, he asserts, are rigging America's economic system and rending its social fabric.

With five days to go until the primary, the two candidates seem fairly evenly matched in the polls. Since November 2024, Democratic voters have been clamoring for a fighter, but it hasn't always been clear what they mean by that. On Tuesday, Democrats in Texas will have a chance to decide.

Online, at least, the Texas primary seems to get uglier every week. Last fall, Talarico launched his campaign for Senate against former Representative Colin Allred. But when Crockett entered the race in December, Allred bowed out. Earlier this month, Allred slammed Talarico over allegations that Talarico had referred to him as a "mediocre Black man" in a conversation with an influencer. Talarico denied having said this. On social media, proxies for Crockett attacked him as racist--Crockett personally accused a pro-Talarico super PAC of darkening her skin in an ad--while Talarico's supporters accused Crockett of weaponizing the situation to smear him. This week, more news: The New Yorker reported that Talarico had ignored requests from other prominent Texas Democrats to run for a different office and that Crockett, after jumping into the race, had asked him to jump out. The anecdotes were used by both candidates' online proxies as evidence of their opponents' hubris.

But as I traveled through Lubbock, Dallas, and Tyler this week, not a single person I interviewed mentioned any of this drama. They liked both candidates, they told me. They felt lucky, in fact, to have two great options. Rather than policy, their preferences came down to style--and not much else.

The rally in Lubbock was full to bursting with Crockett superfans. When the 44-year-old congresswoman finally emerged through a set of shimmering silver curtains, the crowd, which for half an hour had been smoldering with anticipation, detonated. People shouted and shrieked and chanted. A few elderly women near me wept while, at the front of the room, Crockett embraced the teenage girl who had invited her to town. Attendees spoke about Crockett with reverence, and used words such as ferocious and direct to describe her.

Most had first encountered the congresswoman on television or social media, where they'd seen clips of her insulting Trump allies or questioning witnesses in committee hearings. "I like how she manhandles Pam Bondi," Tammy Lowrey, a retired Navy chief petty officer, told me before the event, referring to Crockett's questioning of the attorney general earlier this month. Crockett, who is an attorney, "brings the Texas," a woman named Dawn, who declined to share her last name, told me. "We are not weak people. We are strong, and she brings that out of us." For many people in the crowd--which was almost entirely Black, in a county with a Black population of roughly 8 percent--Crockett is also an inspiration. Mothers and daughters wore matching T-shirts with Crockett's face emblazoned on them. At least a dozen members of Crockett's sorority, Delta Sigma Theta, posed for group photos in their crimson-and-cream ensembles.

Read: What happened to Pam Bondi? 

Crockett is less interested in persuading Republicans or independents to vote for her than she is in energizing the Democratic base. During the hour that Crockett answered questions onstage, she reminded voters that she already has experience on the national stage. "It can't just be conjecture. I've been out there," she said, alluding to Talarico's inexperience on the federal level. She reminded them, too, of her willingness to go toe to toe with the president. "I am that girl!" she said. When Democrats are back in power and "it's time to prosecute some folk, we'll be ready!" Around me, audience members nodded in agreement. Two people yelled, "Lock 'em up!"

The vibes were very different the next day in East Texas. Rather than frustration or outrage, the general feeling among Talarico's fans in Tyler was something closer to desperate optimism. The crowd was younger, mostly white and Latino. Many of them had discovered Talarico, like Crockett, in clips on social media; some hadn't heard of him until his conversation with The Late Show's Stephen Colbert, who claimed earlier this month that CBS had refused to air the interview at the request of the Federal Communications Commission.

Onstage, Talarico stuck to an earnest, aspirational message about love and economic populism. "It's not left versus right; it's top versus bottom," he said, an oft-repeated line that has helped him earn the endorsement of major progressive groups. Within seven minutes, Talarico was quoting scripture and reminding his audience that human beings are called to care for their neighbors. At the end of his speech, he quoted the late singer-songwriter John Prine: "'I really love America. I just don't know how to get there anymore.'" Although parts of Talarico's speech occasionally verged on corny--"Hate can't teach a child to read!" he said at one point--people seemed grateful for the change in tone.

Brad Ingram, who wore a cowboy hat and held his fiancee's pink purse while she posed for a photo with Talarico, told me he'd voted for Trump before but wouldn't do it again. "Being a fellow Christian, love is central to what we believe," he said. "Republicans and the MAGA movement have gotten away from that." A group of nine women in their 40s had come to the rally together; many of their husbands were Trump supporters, they told me, but they themselves wanted a change, and they were hopeful that Talarico might reach some of their family members. One woman told me that her conservative teenage son had recently called Talarico his "GOAT," short for the "greatest of all time." Talarico's "message of hope is appealing to everybody, because everybody's just tired of the negativity," Faye Comte, one of the women in the group, told me.

Most of Talarico's fans liked--or even loved--Jasmine Crockett. But they'd chosen him because they appreciate the way he talks about his faith, and because they believe that he'd have a better chance of appealing to Texans in a general election. Part of that is because of Crockett's identity; some people I interviewed told me that they weren't confident that Texans were ready to elect a Black woman to the Senate. But it's also about Talarico's appeal to kindness and respect--an easier sell for some of these voters than Crockett's bombast. Patrick Bonds, an 84-year-old Vietnam veteran, cried as he explained to me that he'd voted Republican all his life but that Trump was "ruining this country." Bonds is voting for Talarico, he said, because "his thinking is more like me; his behavior is more like me. The way he holds himself is more like me."

For Talarico, bipartisan appeal is kind of the whole ball game. In his first election to the Texas state House, he flipped a Republican district. Now he's positioning his Senate campaign as a safe space for independents, moderates, and voters with Trump-shaped regrets. Even his stump speech contains an invitation: "If you have voted for Democrats, but you're tired of Democratic politicians always folding, you have a place in this campaign," he told the crowd in Tyler. "And if you voted for Donald Trump, but you are fed up with the extremism and the corruption in our government, you also have a place in this campaign."

Read: The White House urges Republicans to ignore Trump's diversions

It could help Talarico that the Texas Republican primary is its own elaborate mess. The longtime Republican Senator John Cornyn, who is unpopular with the MAGA crowd, is running against Attorney General Ken Paxton, who carries substantial personal baggage. Paxton was impeached (and acquitted) over allegations of bribery and corruption, including using his position to benefit a donor; charged with felony securities fraud (prosecutors dropped the charges after Paxton agreed to serve 100 hours of community service); and, more recently, accused by his wife of having an affair. The National Republican Senatorial Committee, which is working to reelect Cornyn, is airing a new ad calling Paxton a "wife-cheater and fraud."

If Paxton is the Republican nominee, Democrats could have a decent shot at winning a Senate seat in Texas for the first time since 1988. At a polling place in Arlington, a purple suburb west of Dallas, I met several Texans who'd previously voted for Trump but who were casting their primary ballot for Talarico. Two more told me that if Paxton becomes the nominee, they will seriously consider voting for Talarico.

All of this is exactly what Talarico is hoping to hear. When I told him about those interviews in Arlington, he didn't seem surprised. A lot of voters "are looking for a home in this crazy political environment," he told me. "I'm over here waving my hand like I've done this before. I've actually built this coalition. I've been able to win difficult races." Later, I asked him whether he'd ever watched Crockett speak and considered being sharper or louder with his criticism of Trump and the MAGA movement. "In my experience," he replied, "real strength is sometimes quieter."

Now for the betting odds. Early voting in Texas has exploded this year, sending strategists and pollsters into overdrive analyzing county-by-county demographic data. More votes have been cast after nine days of early voting than at this point in both the 2024 and 2020 presidential primaries. Still, it's hard to say what such a surge means for either candidate. It's possible that Tuesday's results will be close enough to prompt a runoff election in late May. Some recent polls have Crockett and Talarico neck and neck. Others show significant gaps: A survey published this week had Crockett ahead by 12 points. In response, Talarico's team released an internal poll showing him up by four.

Crockett has not run a conventional campaign. Instead of traditional rallies, she has opted for small gatherings and quick events. She has an enormous social-media following but a small on-the-ground operation that, some Texas operatives told me, is run almost entirely by Crockett herself. None of this means she can't--or won't--win. But it does suggest that if Crockett is the Democratic nominee, she might have trouble scaling up for a statewide campaign. On Talarico's side, the problem isn't resources--he has raised and spent much more than Crockett so far. It's the fact that many Texas voters are still learning his name.

In the end, maybe all of this effort will add up to nothing. Countless Democratic candidates with national buzz have been here before and lost--sometimes spectacularly. But when Texans head to the polls on Tuesday, we will probably learn something about the kind of fighter that Democrats are craving one year into the second Trump presidency: a firebrand famous for being her own kind of "top-notch hater," or an earnest preacher-in-training focused mostly on the power of love.
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The First Couple of a Dysfunctional DHS

A forthcoming book reveals new details about Kristi Noem and Corey Lewandowski.

by McKay Coppins

Thu, 26 Feb 2026




On a winter night last year, shortly after Donald Trump was sworn into office, senior officials at the Department of Homeland Security assembled discreetly at a private home in Washington, D.C., to discuss what they saw as a gathering crisis inside the agency: the relationship between their new boss, Kristi Noem, and Corey Lewandowski, her adviser, enforcer, and rumored boyfriend.

The officials were under enormous pressure. Trump had recaptured the presidency amid a popular backlash against illegal immigration, and had promised a shock-and-awe program of mass deportations once he returned to power. Now DHS--conceived after 9/11 to protect the country from terrorist attacks--was being ordered to shift its focus and resources toward delivering on the president's campaign pledge. This project, already controversial and logistically fraught, was being complicated by Lewandowski--a menacing, omnipresent operator who had no experience in immigration enforcement, but who was nonetheless quickly consolidating power at the agency. The officials had gathered that night to map the ways his relationship with Noem could destabilize the department. The conversation ran six hours.

The secret meeting, which has not been previously reported, is described in Undue Process: The Inside Story of Trump's Mass Deportation Program, a forthcoming book by the NBC News reporter Julia Ainsley. The book is set to be published in early May, but The Atlantic obtained portions of it early.

The book, based on extensive reporting, depicts the Department of Homeland Security as a dysfunctional fiefdom in Trump's Washington empire--tasked with carrying out the most aggressive immigration crackdown in U.S. history even as the agency's internal culture is warped by the relationship between an ambitious, attention-thirsty secretary and her domineering right-hand man and alleged paramour. In Ainsley's account, Lewandowski is involved in nearly every aspect of the agency: who gets heard in meetings, what information reaches Noem's desk, which contractors get hired, and even what kind of detention facilities are built to hold arrested migrants.

Michael Scherer: The buzz in Kristi Noem's home state

Noem and Lewandowski, both of whom are married with children, have denied a romantic relationship. "It's bullshit," Lewandowski told The Atlantic in October. A spokesperson for DHS said, "This Department doesn't waste time with salacious, baseless gossip."

But their rumored affair has been widely treated as an open secret in Washington--first whispered about in political and media circles, then chronicled in tabloids such as the Daily Mail, and, more recently, making its way into The Wall Street Journal, which reported that the pair flies around the country together in a luxury 737 with a private cabin in the back, and that the president frequently asks about the relationship. In Undue Process, Ainsley quotes unnamed officials describing the alleged affair as common knowledge. "They don't hide it," says one Customs and Border Protection official who interacted with them regularly. A member of Trump's transition team, Ainsley writes, put it more crassly to her in January 2025: "Oh yeah, they're still fucking."

The reported affair has caused tension with the West Wing: When Noem tried to install Lewandowski as her chief of staff, the White House vetoed the move. Rumors about their relationship were already circulating too widely--and Stephen Miller, Trump's deputy chief of staff and most influential immigration hawk, was personally repelled by their apparent infidelity, according to Ainsley's book. (Miller, Ainsley writes, is a "hard-liner when it comes to monogamy in marriage," though a quick survey of the White House org chart surfaces at least one exception to his purported no-adulterers rule.) When a CBP official sought Miller's advice on how to navigate the new terrain at DHS, Ainsley writes, he warned, "Stay away from Corey." Reached for comment, a White House official disputed this account, saying "Stephen has never had any conversations about these rumors nor expressed any thoughts or feelings on them" and "Stephen has never told anyone to stay away from Corey."

Instead, Lewandowski was hired as a "special government employee," similar to Elon Musk's arrangement as the head of DOGE. The designation is supposed to cap government work at 130 days a year, but according to Ainsley, Lewandowski seemed to disregard the rule. Inside DHS headquarters, he began referring to himself as "chief adviser" to the secretary. (According to the DHS spokesperson, Lewandowski worked 115 days last year as a special government employee.)

Lewandowski was a relative no-name in Republican politics when he was hired in 2015 to serve as Trump's first campaign manager. He developed a reputation for vindictiveness and bullying; his brief tenure was marked by multiple physical confrontations with reporters and protesters. He was also accused of making sexually suggestive comments and unwanted romantic advances toward female journalists covering the 2016 campaign. (Lewandowski denied these allegations at the time.)

But his loyalty earned him a permanent place in Trump's orbit, which Lewandowski has used in recent years to advance Noem's political career--introducing her to key Trump-world figures and shaping her public image. Noem's rise from governor of South Dakota to MAGA political celebrity was also abetted by her own refashioning. As Ainsley writes, Noem underwent an extensive physical transformation to conform to a certain MAGA aesthetic--including dental surgery and other apparent cosmetic enhancements--and, by 2024, she was traveling with a personal makeup artist. (The DHS spokesperson noted that Noem has not traveled with a makeup artist as secretary.)

She also has a flair for the theatrical. Shortly after she was installed in the Cabinet, she attended a pre-raid briefing for ICE officers in New York City. As career officials looked on in bewilderment, Noem walked onstage--in TV-ready makeup, coiffed curls, and a Kevlar vest--to a country song by Trace Adkins called "Hot Mama." ("And you're one hot mama / You turn me on. Let's turn it up, and turn this room, into a sauna.") The surreal spectacle helped earn Noem the nickname "ICE Barbie."

Trump had reportedly considered tapping Noem to be his running mate in 2024. But her name was crossed off the short list after she disclosed in a memoir that she had shot an "untrainable" family dog years earlier. The story prompted widespread outrage and ridicule, and many observers assumed it sank her prospects of an administration post. But Ainsley reports that Trump actually saw this particular biographical detail as an asset in his homeland-security secretary--it was one of the reasons he chose her.

Nick Miroff: 'Maybe DHS was a bad idea'

While Noem played to the cameras, Ainsley writes, Lewandowski was busy accumulating an "unchecked level of power" inside DHS. Officials were reluctant to question him out of fear that they'd be terminated by Noem, and a chill settled over any meetings that he attended. "She would ask, 'Why is everyone so quiet?' when it was plain to see people were afraid to speak up in front of Corey," one of the CBP officials told Ainsley. "What are you going to do? Make an accusation? They'll tear you apart," the official said.

One policy that Lewandowski took a particular interest in, according to Undue Process, was migrant-detention centers. Inside the administration, Ainsley writes, a divide had formed over how to house the millions of immigrants Trump wanted to arrest. One group, which included "border czar" Tom Homan, favored scaling up the construction of traditional brick-and-mortar facilities. But Lewandowski was dead set on a cheaper, more austere solution: He envisioned shuttling detained migrants to tent cities in punishing locations. His lobbying ultimately led to the creation of the notorious "Alligator Alcatraz" facility in the Florida Everglades as well as a tent compound in Guantanamo Bay.

Lewandowski also took a heavy-handed approach to distributing DHS contracts, Ainsley writes, insisting that any expenditure over $100,000 be signed off by himself and Noem. Previously, a secretary's sign-off was required only for expenditures of $25 million or more. The new policy prompted contractors to complain to the White House.

But even those within the administration who objected to his management of the department were reluctant to challenge him without a "smoking gun," Ainsley reports. As one White House official put it, Lewandowski was like a cockroach who'd grown immune to insecticide--getting rid of him was easier said than done.
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Trump's Favorite Voter-ID Bill Would Probably Backfire

<span>Congressional Republicans are trying to pass a strict "election integrity" law that seems almost custom-designed to disenfranchise their own supporters.</span>

by Marc Novicoff

Thu, 26 Feb 2026




On the surface, the debate over the SAVE America Act is familiar, even predictable. At Donald Trump's urging, Republicans are pushing yet another voter-ID bill, ostensibly to prevent fraud and noncitizen voting. Democrats are opposing the bill on the grounds that voter fraud is negligible and that the law is really meant to disenfranchise their supporters.

But upon closer inspection, something very strange is going on. For decades, the politics of voter-ID battles were based on a simple premise: The voters most likely to be screened out by such restrictions were probably Democrats. In 2024, however, that fact stopped being true. Trump beat Kamala Harris among voters who didn't regularly participate in elections. In the low-turnout, off-cycle elections that have happened since then, Democrats have overperformed dramatically, suggesting that their advantage with the most educated, plugged-in voters remains strong. In other words, the politics of voter ID have not caught up to its new partisan implications. Making voting more difficult would most likely hurt Republicans' chances, yet they're pushing hard to make that happen; meanwhile, Democrats, who insist that Trump and a MAGA Congress are existential threats to American democracy, refuse on principle to help Republicans sabotage themselves.

The world is different from how it used to be, and the electorate is different too. The debate over the SAVE America Act suggests that some of the last people to realize that fact are the people whose job most depends on it.

In the fall of 1998, Democratic volunteers greeted Black churchgoers in New York as they headed into prayer, handing each congregant a leaflet that read, "When We Vote, We Win." The slogan crystallized what had become conventional wisdom: Higher turnout helps Democrats, the party of the downtrodden. The Democratic coalition was disproportionately young, lower-income, less educated, and nonwhite--all demographics that were less likely to vote and more likely to be prevented from doing so if friction were added to the voting process. Republican voters were whiter, older, and richer, and thus more likely to vote and to jump through hoops to do so. This reality motivated Democratic get-out-the-vote efforts for decades. If you were a Democrat, you wanted to get people to vote; it was a civic good that featured a nice bonus of helping your team win.

Republicans, rather than take the position that voting is bad, found a countervailing civic good of their own: election integrity. In 2005, Indiana passed a restrictive voter-ID law, which was upheld by the Supreme Court in 2008. More states soon followed. By all indications, these laws were addressing a fake problem: Voter fraud, in which one person casts a vote on behalf of someone else, almost never happens. Republican officials occasionally let slip that their motivations were not wholly pure. In 2012, for example, a state lawmaker boasted that Pennsylvania's new voter-ID requirements would allow Mitt Romney to win the state. (The law was blocked from taking effect that year and eventually ruled unconstitutional. Pennsylvania went for Barack Obama.)

The basic trend held up year after year. In 2016, according to the Democratic-aligned data firm Catalist, Trump won a majority of voters who had voted in the previous four cycles, but lost with everyone else. He repeated that performance in 2020, although the difference between frequent and infrequent voters became less stark. Kamala Harris, accordingly, held "When we vote, we win" rallies in 2024.

Roge Karma: The strategist who predicted Trump's multiracial coalition

But that November, the pattern flipped. Trump won the popular vote for the first time and, according to multiple analyses, did better with sporadic voters than with consistent voters. Harris won educated voters, rich voters, and well-informed voters, and her coalition was whiter than Joe Biden's had been. Trump got the downtrodden. Some of the biggest shifts in his direction were among young people, Latinos, and immigrants. The Democratic analyst David Shor has found that Democrats dominated in 2024 with voters whose political identity was very important to them. If every eligible voter had voted, Shor concluded, Trump would have won by five points instead of one and a half.

Since 2024, Democrats have run up the score in special elections, when highly engaged voters dominate the electorate. Savvy politics-watchers have started to take note. In August, the liberal Substack author Matt Yglesias wrote a post titled "When People Don't Vote, Democrats Win." Zachary Donnini, the head of data science at VoteHub, told me, "In the ideal world for Democrats, elections are held where you have to drive eight hours across the country on a snowy Wednesday. That's when Democrats do the best." A co-founder of one liberal PAC changed his X bio to "Voter-ID Democrat." Another liberal account posted, "You should need a passport AND a ski lift ticket to vote."

Politicians seem to be further behind. Republicans' current voter-ID push seems almost custom-designed to disenfranchise their own voters. Many versions of the bill have floated around Congress lately, but the one that finally passed the House earlier this month requires not just voter ID to be shown when voting in person (or a copy to be included when voting by mail), but proof of citizenship when registering to vote. This is a high bar. Only half of Americans own a passport, and only five states issue IDs that prove citizenship. Everyone else would need an American birth certificate and a matching ID or a certificate of naturalization. Married women (who broke for Trump in 2024) whose last name no longer matches their documentation (who lean more conservative on average than women who keep their last name) would need to add proof of name change.

And it is a bar that Democratic voters would have a much easier time clearing. One recent YouGov poll showed that 64 percent of Harris voters reported having a valid passport compared with 55 percent of Trump voters. According to an analysis by the voting-rights nonprofit Secure Democracy USA, the 13 states in which people are least likely to have a passport voted for Trump in 2024. Passports are especially rare in rural counties, where Republicans run up the score, Daniel Griffith, the author of the report, told me.

Barring some abrupt realignment between now and November, the bill, if passed, would be likely to drive Republicans away from the polls. Yet elected officials appear to believe the exact opposite. Republican Representative Buddy Carter of Georgia said on the House floor that Democrats "oppose this bill because it chips away at their voting base." During his State of the Union address this week, Trump argued that Democrats don't support the bill, because "their policy is so bad that the only way they can get elected is to cheat." At a news conference hyping the bill, Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem declared, "We've been proactive to make sure that we have the right people voting, electing the right leaders to lead this country."

One possibility is that Republican legislators genuinely don't realize that the law could disenfranchise more of their voters than the other side's. Maybe they think the coalitions haven't changed much since 2016, or perhaps they sincerely believe the Trump-era dogma that illegal immigrants and fraudsters are voting en masse and casting their ballots for Democrats.

Representative Andy Harris of Maryland, the chair of the House Freedom Caucus, told me that his support for the SAVE America Act had nothing to do with "whether it hurts or helps any party." He also noted that voter-ID requirements are popular, and that "we have no idea" how common noncitizen voting or fraud currently is. He has a point: It is theoretically possible that the conservative Heritage Foundation's database of 1,620 incidences of fraud since 1982 is wildly incomplete. Harris is also right that the policy polls well. David Shor's data firm, Blue Rose Research, found last year that requiring IDs and proof of citizenship to vote was one of the most popular policy proposals out of a list of 190 that they polled.

And whether it helps Democrats or Republicans doesn't really matter--because the bill isn't going to be passed. Republicans know that Democrats will filibuster. This allows them to take a public stand that voters agree with and that helps bolster their law-and-order image.

A similar dynamic is playing out on the Democratic side of the aisle, but in reverse. Democrats, accustomed to rallying against efforts to suppress turnout among their voters, have slipped seamlessly back into that familiar groove. "The only hope that Republicans have of holding on to power this November is to rig the election before it even starts," Senator Alex Padilla of California told me. This seems to be the party line. "The act is all about rigging elections for the Republican Party," Senator Jeff Merkley of Oregon told me. Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer has gone so far as to describe the bill as "federalizing Jim Crow."

From the December 2025 issue: Donald Trump's plan to subvert the midterms is already under way 

Democratic rhetoric on voter-ID laws has always been overheated. Academic research tends to find very small effects on turnout, concentrated among those who don't have ID and were unlikely to vote anyway, and with no consistent partisan valence due in part to the mobilization efforts that often emerge in response. New Hampshire and Arizona require proof of citizenship when registering to vote. Election-day voter-ID requirements, even when voting by mail, are in effect in Arkansas and North Carolina. Even if such laws do screen out some less-engaged voters, to say that these states have been "rigged" into Republican rule would be absurd. New Hampshire has voted for a Democrat for president in every election since 2004. Arizona's governor and both of its U.S. senators are Democrats. Now the rhetoric is not merely exaggerated but also, when it comes to the likely electoral consequences of the SAVE America Act, backward.

Of course, Democrats have another reason to oppose the bill: principle. Merkley, for example, told me that it's "very unlikely" the bill would help Democrats, but that, even if it did, he would oppose it because "every citizen should have an appropriate opportunity to participate in elections, regardless of who benefits."

Even at a moment in which Democrats have embraced hyperaggressive partisan gerrymandering, actually supporting legislation that might prevent eligible voters from casting a ballot may be a line they still won't cross. Their party has been focused on expanding access to voting since the civil-rights era. If they go back on that now for a small electoral advantage, what principle is left to stand on?

Moreover, as the recent paradigm shift shows, changes to electoral coalitions can be fast and unpredictable. Democrats won with low-propensity voters until very recently. Members of Congress, who mostly occupy safe seats and came of age during a bygone political era, may feel that any shift toward Republicans will be short-lived.

Some evidence suggests that the least-engaged voters are beginning to drift back to the left. CNN recently reported that people who didn't vote in 2024 said they plan to vote for Democratic congressional candidates by a 16-point margin in the upcoming midterms. The pollster G. Elliott Morris recently published a survey showing that voters who didn't know which party controls the House or Senate--a metric of political disengagement--disapproved of Trump by a margin of 13 points. (Voters who did know the state of partisan politics disapproved of Trump even more.)

The general trend of midterm-year polling shows that Black voters, Latino voters, and young voters, all of whom swung to Trump in 2024, are now swinging away from him. Even so, the Democratic base remains disproportionately well educated and politically engaged. Any change to election procedures that increases this demographic's share of the electorate would likely give Democrats an edge--one that, given the extremely unfavorable realities of the Senate map, they could sorely use. "It'd be a big irony if that was the case," Merkley said. He was talking about the Democrats whipping against a bill that would help their chances while Republicans line up to support it. An even bigger irony is that the very people whose job is to understand the electorate don't seem to understand it at all.
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The Democrats Who Got Weird During the State of the Union

They found a bizarre, crass way to push back against Trump.<strong> </strong>

by Toluse Olorunnipa

Wed, 25 Feb 2026




Updated on February 26 at 3:15 p.m. ET.

The middle-aged man in a giraffe costume removed his sunglasses and told the crowd that he was breaking character in order to deliver an earnest message about the most effective way to counteract President Trump. "We do not fight absurdity with valor," Rob Potylo, a comedian and political activist also known as Robby Roadsteamer, said last night as Trump was delivering his State of the Union address. "We fight absurdity with more absurdity!" He then turned around and began to twerk. His little giraffe tail bounced up and down to the rapturous applause of an audience that included people wearing inflatable frog suits. Most people in the crowd were drinking. Earlier in the evening, Potylo had led the group in throwing dildos at a screen showing a livestream of Trump's address to Congress.

The carnival-like atmosphere was a deliberate feature of the State of the Swamp, an event designed as counterprogramming for Trump's most high-profile speech of the year. According to organizers at Defiance.org, the gathering at the National Press Club, in Washington, D.C., was also an effort to give Democrats a new, albeit bizarre and often crass, way to push back against a president who is adept at defying norms. Hosted by Miles Taylor, a former Homeland Security chief of staff during Trump's first term who turned on his boss, the event was one of several last night that gave Americans an alternative to tuning in to the president's record-long,108-minute State of the Union speech.

The evening featured a smorgasbord of figureheads from the so-called Resistance, a group of actual celebrities and those who command the spotlight on Bluesky: the actors Robert De Niro and Mark Ruffalo, the conservative lawyer turned Trump hater George Conway, the former Trump national-security official Olivia Troye, the voting-rights activist Stacey Abrams, and the former CNN anchor Jim Acosta. Several members of Congress also showed up, forfeiting their seats in the House chamber--where House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries had urged attendees to engage in "silent defiance"--to be part of something louder and more brazen.

American politics is suffering from fragmentation, as political partisans abandon shared national rituals in favor of gathering with like-minded crowds. The opposition party used to sit respectfully through the president's address, offering its rebuttal only after it concluded. But now, even the Super Bowl halftime show inspires counterprogramming; this year, the conservative youth organization Turning Point USA put on its own event to protest Bad Bunny's performance. At the same time, American politics is coarsening. Some progressives, observing Trump's skill at dominating the attention economy, have concluded that the only way to beat him is to win the race to the bottom. The State of the Swamp, in a single evening, put both of these impulses on display.

In addition to the couple dozen inflatable frog costumes--a group called the Portland Frog Brigade made the costumes popular last year during anti-ICE protests--the crowd featured people in green attire and green hats with bulbous eyes glued onto either side. As a series of speakers gave remarks--several laced their speeches with profanity and references to Trump's presence in the Epstein files--a video montage, which included images of Jesse Jackson, Malcolm X, Colin Kaepernick, and Muhammad Ali, played in the background. At one point, a woman pretending to be the White House press secretary held a mock press conference while sporting Fake News buttons and what appeared to be a fake baby bump. (Karoline Leavitt, the real White House press secretary, is pregnant.)

The crude and confrontational approach was a central part of the message and has become a dominant aspect of the broader anti-Trump effort during his second term. Representative LaMonica McIver, who was charged by Trump's Justice Department last year with allegedly assaulting federal law-enforcement officers outside an immigration detention facility, told me that attending the event felt more appropriate than sitting silently in the chamber during the president's speech. "We can't operate like this is the norm, because everything that this president is doing is not normal," said McIver, who has called the ongoing case against her a baseless political persecution. "We're not in normal times, and we shouldn't lead and operate like that."

Read: Trump's suddenly high-stakes State of the Union

In addition to the State of the Swamp jamboree, there was a rally on the National Mall, dubbed "The People's State of the Union," and at least three rebuttals to the speech from elected Democrats. The night of resistance was not without its challenges. While the liberal podcaster Wajahat Ali was wrapping up a panel discussion with former Senator Jon Tester of Montana, the former federal prosecutor Glenn Kirschner, and the political commentator Tara Setmayer, he attempted to lead the crowd in a chant that married defiance and patriotism.

"On the count of three, we're going to yell 'Defy' and then we're going to yell 'Love,' because I don't want to just be angry," he said. Perhaps realizing that the successive chants would come out as "Defy Love" (not the most harmonious note to end on), he changed the second chant to "Love America." After the crowd tried out that version, Setmayer stepped in to offer an option more pleasing to the ear: "How about 'We defy because we love America'?" she said. Ali responded that he appreciated the "editing in real time," and the crowd eagerly embraced the motto.

Or at least most of it did. At the end of the event, De Niro told the crowd that "in the current climate, expressing love, declaring love for our country, is like an abused spouse professing love for their abuser." He repeatedly asked the attendees if they could love a country that had adopted so many of Trump's policies. "No!" the audience yelled back as De Niro listed many of what he believed to be the president's transgressions. (They included Americans being killed in the streets by masked agents, tax cuts for billionaires, and health care denied to people who can't afford it.) Backstage, I asked De Niro, 82, why he'd shown up. "I don't want to be part of this," he said. "But I don't see any other way. I can't sit by and watch what's happening in this country. I have to say something."

The same urge also motivated many of the attendees, who sought an alternative to rage-watching Trump's speech from their couch. Tickets for the event, which organizers said sold out, started at $99. Those with VIP tickets, starting at $1,000, received a full frog suit and had access to a VIP meet and greet where they had the chance to mingle with Resistance figures who are staples of cable news and social media. Walking the halls offered a throwback to the heady days of Trump's first term; I saw characters such as the former Rudy Giuliani associate Lev Parnas, the former Playboy White House reporter Brian Karem, and the high-profile lawyer Abbe Lowell, who'd represented Jared Kushner and Ivanka Trump during Special Counsel Robert Mueller's probe. Conway, who is running for Congress in New York, appeared by video pledging to "impeach" Trump. Several people wore Deport Melania hats. There was a "reading room" with two laptops set up beside signs saying Browse Jeffrey Epstein's Emails. Each seat in the main hall had a pocket-size Constitution, a mini U.S. flag, and some kind of frog-related paraphernalia to make it easier for attendees to get into the act. Merch included State of the Swamp T-shirts for $34.99. Taylor, the host, said that the proceeds from the event would go toward "pro-democracy efforts" such as peaceful protests and legal-defense funds.

Chicago Mayor Brandon Johnson told me that it was important for Democrats to "use every single tool that's available" to push back against Trump, a man he called a "tyrant." When De Niro learned that Trump intended to speak for close to two hours last night, his response summed up attendees' sentiment toward both the president and State of the Swamp itself. "It's crazy. It's crazy," he told me. "It's fucking lunacy."
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Sherrod Brown Is Grinding It Out

The aggressively rumpled former senator from Ohio is back. Will working-class voters follow?

by Mark Leibovich

Wed, 25 Feb 2026




Sherrod Brown can be hard to follow at times. He apologizes for his frequent rambles, parentheticals, and asides.

"I don't think that's what you came to talk about," the former and maybe future senator from Ohio told me after a brief soliloquy about how much he enjoys Diet Coke. And also about his efforts to cut back on his intake of Diet Coke.

"It's just, you know," he wondered, "what's in it, man?"

"I'm trying not to drink that shit," he affirmed.

Brown was sitting in a Toledo coffee shop, having just finished a roundtable discussion about rising health-care costs. A small group of Ohioans had expressed all manner of concerns about how they would afford their medical bills, co-pays, and prescriptions. This was the kind of event that Brown used to do a lot of before he departed the Senate after losing reelection in 2024.

Now that he's running again, Brown, 73, seems to be satisfying some pent-up appetite for these interactions. He is the same aggressively rumpled figure who was a fixture around the Capitol for more than three decades (seven terms in the House, three in the Senate), and around Ohio politics for five decades. He conveys the frenetic bearing of an over-caffeinated college professor happily returned from a forced sabbatical.

Read: The Democrats' biggest Senate recruits have one thing in common

Republicans currently control the Senate 53-47, and Democrats are a long shot to pick up the four seats they need to take the chamber this fall. Brown is challenging Jon Husted, the incumbent who was appointed by Ohio Governor Mike DeWine to fill the seat vacated by J. D. Vance when he became vice president; Husted is considered a slight favorite to win in this now reliably red state.

Brown, however, represents a wild card on the national map: He is probably the Democrats' best hope of flipping a seat that otherwise would likely stay Republican. Few, if any, candidates running this year have as consistent a record of appealing to what's become a kind of holy-grail constituency for Democrats: the coveted "working-class voter." Once the cornerstone of the party base, they have abandoned Democrats in droves over the past decade. Despite Ohio becoming more Republican during the Trump era, Brown has had more success getting elected in the state than anyone else in his party over the past 20 years.

While national Democrats are obsessed with finding leaders--ideally new ones--conversant in the language of affordability and economic insecurity, their garrulous guy in Ohio has been around forever, talking about just these things. From what I can tell, the major themes of Brown's campaign in 2026 are pretty much indistinguishable from those of the 1990s and 2000s.

Brown told me he did not expect to run again this year, but found himself shocked at how quickly President Trump's second term had devolved. He listed multiple factors: the parade of tech billionaires who were seated prominently at Trump's inauguration, the "No Kings" protests against the administration, the passage of the One Big Beautiful Bill Act. What he didn't mention is probably the most straightforward explanation for his campaign: wanting his job back.

"He's definitely a grinder," Tim Burga, the president of the Ohio AFL-CIO, told me. "Sherrod's had the same haircut, the same voice, the same persistence on getting policy done," Burga said. "He's a policy guy. And where do you learn your policy bona fides? You learn them in a union hall, a community center, a senior center."

Or a coffee shop in Toledo, which is where I met Brown on a gray day in December. Our discussion was part of a long-term project I'd been working on about the state of the Democratic Party. But Brown also seemed worthy of stand-alone treatment. After the roundtable, he pulled up a chair, and we talked for 32 minutes. I had many questions: how he viewed the electorate, how the mood of it had shifted, how Democrats might reclaim some semblance of their working-class coalition. Brown kept getting sidetracked with tangents and non sequiturs, on topics both momentous and random.

How did he enjoy his "gap year" out of the Senate? I asked.

"It's not really been a gap year," he protested. Gap year suggests time off, whereas these past months have in fact been extremely busy, he said. He went into minute detail about his week-to-week routine. Early last year, Brown's wife--the former Cleveland Plain Dealer columnist Connie Schultz--tripped over a clothes basket and broke her shoulder.

"I mean, she could function," Brown said. But he had to chauffeur her each week from Columbus to her teaching job at Denison University in Granville. As he spoke, I happened to be drinking from a can of Diet Coke, which was what triggered Brown's riveting ruminations on the subject.

"We always stopped at the mile marker 131 on I-71," he told me. "And went to the same McDonald's. And she got a fried-fish sandwich. And I went across the street and got an Arby's roast beef."

"We had large fries and Diet Cokes, and we did that for eight straight weeks," he recalled fondly. "We always looked forward to it."

From the March 2026 issue: The Democrats aren't built for this

For the record, "McDonald's french fries are the best in the world," Brown told me. We were now down another fast-food cul-de-sac. "You know, I read somewhere that McDonald's french fries in England have five ingredients. In America they have 20, because of our food-safety laws," he said. "I want to check that out."

Brown apologized for detouring off-topic again. He gestured to my can of Diet Coke.

"Do you ever drink regular Coke?" he asked me. Not that often, I said. He wondered why. "You don't want the sugar, or you just don't like the taste?"

I told him that I love the taste of regular Coke, but like the taste of Diet Coke, too. I mentioned to Brown that Trump apparently has a special button in the Oval Office that he can push whenever he wants a Diet Coke.

"How is that guy still alive?" Brown wondered. "Think about that." He observed that Trump appears to have a terrible diet and is also "angry a lot."

And yet, Trump is not only alive but probably as big a factor as any in Brown's bid to return to Washington. As with many constituencies that propelled Trump's victory in 2024, working-class voters now appear to be losing faith in the president for a number of reasons--one being that he seems way too focused on extraneous things (building a ballroom, seizing Greenland) that have nothing to do with their economic predicaments. And some of those voters might just be primed for a reunion with their old friend Sherrod Brown.

I asked Brown why he thought Democrats had lost so much credibility with blue-collar, lower- and middle-income citizens. In a historic flip of party identity, voters are now more likely to view Republicans as better attuned to the concerns of working-class people, whereas Democrats are more associated with affluent, college-educated elites. "From your perspective, what has that evolution been like over the years?" I asked.

Brown blew off my question. "I don't spend a lot of time thinking about it," he said. "This might surprise you."

It did surprise me. Brown started a foundation last year (not a gap year!) called the Dignity of Work Institute. He also wrote an essay in The New Republic titled "Democrats Must Become the Workers' Party Again," in which he declared that it would be "my mission for the rest of my life" to help Democrats reconnect with their working-class roots.

But it is perhaps another element of Brown's appeal that he tends not to get bogged down in hifalutin theories or sociology (his Yale degree notwithstanding). He prides himself on being an unglamorous advocate, who has earned enough trust with enough voters to defy Ohio's Republican trend lines. At least until he didn't. Trump's double-digit victory in Ohio over Kamala Harris in 2024 was too much for Brown to surmount, and he wound up losing to his Republican opponent, Bernie Moreno, by 3.5 points.

"Without Trump on the ballot, Sherrod would have won handily," Ted Strickland, the Democratic former Ohio governor, told me. Strickland said that Brown's gritty approach to governance is well suited to Ohio at this moment. "He's not terribly inspiring in his speaking style," Strickland said. "But he is who he is. I've known him a long time, and he's been terribly consistent over the years."

Brown has a thing for certain words. "I love this word penultimate," he told me. And he has a special fondness for the penultimate vote that he cast before departing the Senate last year, to help pass the Social Security Fairness Act, which significantly increased benefit payments to a host of public-sector workers. Brown was a co-sponsor of the bill, and said it has proved life-changing for 250,000 Ohioans.

"That's what I live for," he told me. "I worked on it for 10 years."

An aide tried to nudge things along. "We're running behind schedule, so we've got to get him out of here," she interjected.

We would have had more time, Brown said, "if we didn't talk about Coca-Cola so much."
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The White House Urges Republicans to Ignore Trump's Diversions

They will let Trump be Trump, but everyone else needs to stay focused on the economy.

by Michael Scherer

Tue, 24 Feb 2026




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

Last Thursday, the White House tried to get President Trump to focus on the economic concerns driving the midterm elections. Instead, he issued a 10-to-15-day ultimatum to Iran, claimed that his wife's documentary was so good that some women had seen it four times, and accused his predecessor Barack Obama of releasing classified information about space aliens.

Few actually watched his 68-minute speech on the economy later that afternoon at the Coosa Steel Corporation in Georgia. But even if they had tuned in, they would have found Trump's recitation of his economic talking points overshadowed by his banter about wanting to award himself the Congressional Medal of Honor, claims that the FBI found "plenty of stuff" when it raided Fulton County's election office, or the suggestion, denied by his own advisers, that inflation was no longer an issue: "I've won affordability."

So it fell to aides at the White House to email reporters with the message top political advisers have tested and refined as the best way to move voters in 2026. Their strategy is to highlight the accomplishments of the administration--tax cuts, lower gas prices, foreign investment--while promising that more is to come. "Republican leadership is building a brighter, more prosperous future for all Georgians--and today's visit underscores President Trump's unrelenting commitment to finishing the job," the press release said.

Trump will have another chance to sell his economic agenda tonight, when he delivers his State of the Union address before a joint session of Congress, in what is likely to be his most-watched speech of the year. But top White House advisers and Republican strategists have so little faith that he will stick to the script in the months ahead that they are reverting to a 2024 playbook: They will let Trump be Trump, while demanding discipline from the rest of the GOP ecosystem.

Many of Trump's top advisers gathered with the Cabinet last Tuesday at the Capitol Hill Club, not far from the House chamber, for a briefing on the new strategy. James Blair, the White House deputy chief of staff in charge of midterm efforts, explained to the group that the message had to be nuanced, recognizing both Trump's accomplishments and the continued economic struggles of many voters, one of the Republicans in the room told me, requesting anonymity to discuss the private meeting. Even Franklin D. Roosevelt, in the 1934 midterms, did not go around saying that everything was great, Blair told the crowd. Instead, Roosevelt's team argued that things were getting better, and that if Democrats stayed in power, much more improvement awaited.

The challenge, of course, is similar to the one Trump's team faced during the previous presidential election, when they rolled out an advertising strategy largely focused on economic concerns that felt disconnected from everything Trump was saying. That difficulty is amplified because Trump is now in the White House, and this is his economy. The president fills his speeches with superlatives--the best, the greatest, the biggest--not nuance. He has for months been focused elsewhere, on foreign policy, building projects, getting revenge on those who he feels have done him wrong--all areas where he has more control. Inside the White House, aides have tried to keep Trump from becoming fatalistic about losing the House, after he told a reporter, "When you win the presidency, you don't win the midterms," in January. He has committed to traveling the country about once every two weeks until the start of spring, when his travel is expected to increase to weekly or more.

At the Capitol Hill briefing, Blair and the pollster Tony Fabrizio asked Trump's top deputies to drive the economic storyline that Trump sometimes discards. "The president will have his message. And that works for him. But you are not the president, and here are the messages that the data show work," the person who attended the meeting told me, summarizing the strategy. "Going on Fox News and reiterating what the president says every day--that is a problem."

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

Asked to comment for this story, the White House spokesperson Kush Desai sent me a statement that argued the economic benefits of Trump's efforts are just beginning: "President Trump pledged to turn the page on Joe Biden's inflation and affordability crisis, and the Trump administration is embarking on an ambitious agenda of reform across every sector of our economy to deliver."

Strategists at the National Republican Congressional Committee have been making the case that tax refunds are up and more benefits will be felt late in the year. They have also pointed to low approval ratings for the Democratic Party, following the 2024 wipeout. "After inheriting Joe Biden's economically disastrous spending spree, President Trump and Republicans are delivering real relief for the American people," Mike Marinella, a NRCC spokesperson, told me. "The contrast is clear: Republicans are delivering relief where it counts while Democrats want to get back to their status quo of failures."

Democrats, for their part, are counting on Trump to continue to bungle the economic messaging. House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries has for months summed up his party's argument as a focused antidote to Trump's more scattered priorities. "America is too expensive, and Donald Trump is doing nothing about it," Jeffries said in a January interview with Jim Acosta. "He's focused on Venezuela or Greenland or Iran or Syria."

It's a story that Democrats say resonates with voters. Just after Trump took office last year, Democratic polling by Navigator found that 59 percent of voters thought inflation, along with the cost of living, was the most important political issue. Only 29 percent thought this was the issue that Trump and Republicans in Congress were most focused on. Now, one year later, that 30-point gap has grown to 38 points, and voters report that Trump and his colleagues are far more focused on issues such as foreign conflicts and immigration than they are.

"His obsession is on everything other than what matters to people's lives," Jesse Ferguson, a Democratic strategist, told me. "If Bill Clinton is 'I feel your pain,' Donald Trump is 'I want you to feel my pain.' He is all about what makes a ballroom and getting FIFA World Cup peace prizes."

Republican strategists tell me they have seen similar warning signs. When a national GOP organization recently assembled a focus group of independent swing voters, those involved were alarmed by the number of people who described Trump as distracted or not caring about the right issues, including one voter who questioned why the president was so focused on gaining control of Greenland. Several Republicans told me they are worried about Trump's continued obsession with unsubstantiated claims of voting fraud in the 2020 election, which they said is not only too far afield of voter concerns but could also backfire if it depresses turnout among Republican voters who don't trust elections, increases turnout among Democrats, or alienates independents.

Read: 'The trust has been absolutely destroyed' 

A national Republican election strategist noted that the GOP lost the Senate in 2020 after Democrats flipped seats in Georgia and Arizona--the epicenter of the fraud claims--and then lost numerous House and Senate races in 2022 after candidates embraced the false theories. "President Trump was in large part elected again because he was disciplined enough to focus on issues that voters cared about--inflation, jobs, border security, and the economy," the strategist told me, "but any efforts to relitigate the 'stolen election' would be a disaster for Republicans this fall."

Democratic candidates are proceeding on the same assumptions. On the western edge of North Carolina, the farmer Jamie Ager hopes to push out Republican Representative Chuck Edwards from a district that Trump won by 10 points in 2024. The region is still suffering from the effects of Hurricane Helene, which blasted through the area that year, and waiting for federal compensation to rebuild.

"I met a woman still living in a camper, and she is not able to get her home rebuilt. I have an employee whose family house floated away in the river," Ager told me, before making an argument that will be repeated hundreds of times by Democrats this year. "To hear that we want to give money to Argentina, to spend money on Greenland, and to build a ballroom all feels like, Wait a second. We were all promised a lot of money down here, and that is not coming."
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The Epstein Emails Show How the Powerful Talk About Race

The files reveal the disgraced financier's interest in "race science."

by Ali Breland

Thu, 12 Feb 2026




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

In February 2016, after exchanging email pleasantries with the left-wing public intellectual Noam Chomsky and extending an invitation to his private island, Jeffrey Epstein recommended an article. "On a different note, you have encouraged me to look at data, no holds barred," Epstein wrote before linking to "Race and IQ: Genes That Predict Racial Intelligence Differences" from the Right Stuff, an openly white-supremacist website and a pioneer of the online alt-right. The article argued that different races have differing levels of intelligence and that there is a genetic basis for the disparity.

The exchange was included in the Department of Justice's latest public release of the Epstein files and is one of the clearest examples of the disgraced financier's interest in "race science," the pseudoscientific practice of ascribing racial inequities to genetics. It is a way of thinking that has been refuted on multiple levels. IQ is a complex trait that results from a series of factors--many of them cultural and circumstantial--that are not neatly reduced to a specific gene or set of genes. Even if it weren't, the consensus among geneticists, biologists, and anthropologists is that race isn't a biological phenomenon. Race-science proponents tend to ignore all of this, as well as any other relevant context, and use correlations between race and IQ (and also things such as race and criminality) as evidence that racial stereotypes are in fact justified.

None of this mattered to Epstein, who recurrently expressed his interest in race science beyond this 2016 correspondence. The tranche of Epstein files also shows that in 2018, he repeatedly tried to get in contact with Charles Murray, a political scientist whose 1994 book, The Bell Curve, is one of the best-known texts to posit a relationship between intelligence and race. Epstein didn't specify why he was trying to connect with Murray, but he claimed that they had met previously. (Murray told me over email that he had never received an email from Epstein and that it was possible that they'd met in passing at a conference reception at some point. If this ever happened, though, Murray had no memory of it, he said.)

Promoting contemptible perspectives on race is probably nowhere near the most depraved things Epstein did; he was, after all, a registered sex offender charged with child trafficking. But Epstein's views are notable given his long-standing influence on some of the most powerful and influential Americans. His conversations from a decade ago provide clues as to how race science was picked out of the boneyard of history and reanimated into a force that's influencing U.S. politics right now.

Epstein received Murray's email address from his ideological fellow traveler James Watson, the late Nobel Prize-winning geneticist who was stripped of his titles in 2019 after he doubled down on comments he'd made to a British newspaper in 2007 about how he was "inherently gloomy about the prospect of Africa" because "all our social policies are based on the fact that their intelligence is the same as ours--whereas all the testing says not really." He told the paper that he wished that all races were equal but that "people who have to deal with Black employees find this not true."

Epstein liked to collect relationships with high-profile academics, but the emails suggest that he may have been drawn to Watson specifically because of his ideology. In his 2016 exchange with Chomsky, Epstein appears to endorse the perspective that improving the world "might require accepting some uncomfortable facts" about race and intelligence. Chomsky, who sustained his association with Epstein even after accusations that the financier had sexually abused children became well known, disagreed with Epstein on race science in their email exchange. (He did not respond to a request for comment.) Epstein references Watson in other emails, and he and Watson appear to have met several times.

The same year that Epstein tried to put Chomsky onto pseudoscientific racism, he was having similar discussions with Joscha Bach, an AI researcher. In one exchange, Bach told Epstein that Black children in the United States "have slower cognitive development" and "are slower at learning high-level concepts." In another email to Epstein, Bach wrote that "given average brain size difference" between men and women, "the small difference in average IQ is surprising."

Read: The far right is becoming obsessed with race and IQ

Bach appears to have since changed his mind. In a recent Substack post explaining his emails with Epstein, Bach claimed that he has never said "that people of different races have different cognitive abilities" and wrote that "every ethnic group contains highly capable individuals" and that no one "should be discriminated against because of their ancestry." Over email, Bach further clarified to me that "the concept of race is not suitable to capture cognitive and behavioral differences between individuals." He said that "scientific discussion about the heritability of traits can be important for the creation of a more fair and equitable society, it is important to understand the nature and limitations of our minds, but they are very complicated and not my area of research."

Other names that pop up in Epstein's emails: He reached out to Steven Pinker, a Harvard professor who has written about research that argues that Ashkenazi Jews are innately intelligent. (Pinker has disavowed Epstein and denied that he ever visited Little Saint James, Epstein's island. He attended at least two events that Epstein was also present at. "I only had one conversation with him, and found him to be not only odious but intellectually deeply unserious, despite the praise from so many of my colleagues, and his own pretensions," Pinker told me over email. He also said that he doesn't believe that there is "good evidence that average racial or ethnic differences have a genetic component.") Epstein also tried to meet with Richard Dawkins, who has made comments claiming that race is a biological reality; Dawkins did not respond to a request for comment.

In the past several years, race science has gained traction on the right and in parts of Silicon Valley's elite circles. Elon Musk, for example, has repeatedly replied to the @cremieuxrecueil account, run by Jordan Lasker, an independent researcher who has been credited by a right-wing publication for tracing "the genetic pathways of crime, explaining why poverty is not a good causal explanation." Musk has also engaged with an account that posted statistics supposedly illustrating the inferiority of Black people. In November, The Guardian reported that perspectives defending race science were embedded in Musk's Wikipedia competitor, Grokipedia. Musk and his representatives did not respond to a request for comment.

Read: Elon Musk updated Grok. Guess what it said? 

In 2023 and 2024, respectively, Charlie Kirk and Tucker Carlson interviewed Steve Sailer, a prominent race-science proponent. President Trump--who once considered Epstein a close friend and is referenced in many emails--has toyed around with the concept for years. In a November 2024 interview with the right-wing radio host Hugh Hewitt, Trump said that some of the migrants coming across the southern border were genetically inferior. "How about allowing people to come to an open border, 13,000 of whom were murderers? Many of them murdered far more than one person, and they're now happily living in the United States," Trump told Hewitt, citing an incorrect number. "You know, now a murderer--I believe this--it's in their genes. And we got a lot of bad genes in our country right now." When I reached out to the White House, the spokesperson Abigail Jackson told me in an emailed statement that "President Trump is right--dangerous criminal illegal aliens exploited Joe Biden's open border and flooded our country."

Read: Donald Trump flirts with race science

Meanwhile, Trump's deportation campaign appears to target people from countries and cultures that he seems to think are inferior. During a Cabinet meeting in December, Trump said of Somalis, "I don't want them in our country, I'll be honest with you," adding that the U.S. will "go the wrong way if we keep taking in garbage into our country." He said this while the Department of Homeland Security was targeting Somalis in Minnesota.

Arguing that intelligence and adjacent traits are biologically determined served a clear function for a man like Epstein, who treated women as disposable and subordinate. And it's equally unsurprising that the powerful people with whom he cultivated relationships might attempt to come up with a natural, objective explanation and rationale for their perch at the top of society.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/02/epstein-race-science-watson-pinker-chomsky-musk/685965/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Politics | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Failed feed: ...
          
        

      

      Business | The Atlantic

      
        
          	
            Politics | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Failed feed: ...
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
            Business | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Global | The ...
          
        

      

      Failed feed: Culture | The Atlantic

      HTTP Error 404: Not Found


      
        
          	
            Business | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Global | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
            Failed feed: ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Technology | The ...
          
        

      

      Global | The Atlantic

      
        'The Most Dangerous Man in the World'
        Graeme Wood

        Mojtaba Khamenei, a candidate to succeed his father as Iran's supreme leader, is no reformer.

      

      
        Trump Has Lost the Plot in Iran
        Karim Sadjadpour

        Tehran hopes that he will declare a hollow victory and abort the mission.

      

      
        The Coming Invasion of Iran
        Arash Azizi

        The U.S. and Israel are arming Kurdish groups to stage an incursion. What could go wrong?

      

      
        The Real Reason Trump Went to War
        Yair Rosenberg

        Trump has called for sending American forces to Iran since 1980. He finally has, and must own the consequences.

      

      
        'America Doesn't Want My Children or Grandchildren'
        Caitlin Dickerson

        The Cruz family spent years building a life in New York. Then the risks of staying became too great.

      

      
        The Israel of October 6 Is Never Coming Back
        Yair Rosenberg

        The October 7 massacre transformed--and radicalized--Benjamin Netanyahu and the country he governs.

      

      
        What Trump's America Looks Like From China
        Lavender Au

        That life is better in the U.S. is no longer an article of faith.

      

      
        'Our Resources Are Done'
        Arash Azizi

        Iran's Islamic Republic may endure, but in a very different form.

      

      
        The Death of Khamenei and the End of an Era
        Karim Sadjadpour

        His life's work was to preserve a revolution that is heading for the ash heap.

      

      
        Trump Has No Plan for the Iranian People
        Anne Applebaum

        The mere act of bombing Iran will not by itself create a stable regime.

      

      
        Iran Goes to War Against the Arabs
        Graeme Wood

        Countries such as Saudi Arabia once wondered whether Tehran could be appeased and contained. Now they do not.

      

      
        The Epic Miscalculations of Trump and Khamenei
        Karim Sadjadpour

        Hubris has distorted their strategic decisions.

      

      
        An Iranian Network Is Ready to Act
        Graeme Wood

        Last month, an Iranian exile named Jaber Rajabi reached out to make a case for something between bombing Iran to oblivion and waiting for the regime to collapse.

      

      
        
          	
            Failed feed: ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Technology | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



'The Most Dangerous Man in the World'

Mojtaba Khamenei, a candidate to succeed his father as Iran's supreme leader, is no reformer.

by Graeme Wood

Thu, 05 Mar 2026




Iran still has not formally announced the identity of its new supreme leader. The new guy will be, according to Israeli Defense Minister Israel Katz, "an unequivocal target for elimination." Israel's success in this department raises the possibility of certain efficiencies for Iran's cash-strapped government: serving, as in Hamlet, the remains of the new supreme leader's inaugural banquet as cold leftovers at the same man's funeral the next day. Most likely, the Assembly of Experts charged with appointing the supreme leader will delay the announcement in order to consider how best to protect the designee's life and prepare for smooth succession if it cannot.

The choice the group makes will determine a great deal about Iran's future as a theocratic state. So far, the name that has been mentioned most often is that of Mojtaba Khamenei, the 56-year-old son of Ali Khamenei, who was assassinated in a joint U.S.-Israeli operation on Saturday after ruling Iran since 1989. Some have suggested that Mojtaba might be a modernizing autocrat, ready to consolidate power brutally but institute much-needed reform. That is pure fantasy. Last month, before the outbreak of war, one acquaintance of Mojtaba's told me that he was "the most dangerous man in the world" and considerably more violent and ideological than his father.

Karim Sadjadpour: The death of Khamenei and the end of an era

One thing Mojtaba is not is a religious scholar, fit to lead a country whose founding revolutionary purpose was to place the state under the total authority of the most distinguished Shiite jurist. His father came up short on this score too--but not as short as Mojtaba. Upon appointment, Ali was a hojjat al-Islam, a journeyman jurist, one grade below ayatollah. (In elevating Ali, the Assembly of Experts passed over Hussein-Ali Montazeri, a grand ayatollah, whose scholarly chops eclipsed Khamenei's but who had recently fallen out with the regime.) Mojtaba has studied religion but is not even a hojjat al-Islam. The typical currency of clerical power is the number of people who freely choose to follow your guidance when you deliver rulings on what Islam commands, whether in personal matters or political ones. Very few deferred to Ali Khamenei in matters of Islamic law when he was elevated, and no one at all cares what his son has to say on these issues. Many fear Mojtaba, but they fear his secular clout. In U.S. diplomatic cables released by WikiLeaks, Iranian sources complained even 18 years ago that Mojtaba had grown too strong and was running his father's office. (They also claimed that he traveled repeatedly to London for impotency treatment.)

Being the son of the previous leader is, if anything, a drawback. The Islamic Revolution that toppled the shah mocked the idea of hereditary succession, and boasted that scholarship alone--religious merit--determined their choice of leader. In their system, Shiite scholars never designated their sons as anything but office managers. "Sons don't succeed their fathers," the historian Meir Litvak told me before the war. "Appointing Mojtaba would violate this taboo." He suggested that the Islamic Republic could sidestep the taboo by appointing some decrepit nonagenarian ayatollah to occupy the supreme leadership for a couple of years, then let Mojtaba take over. Perhaps none of this matters, because whoever leads Iran next will have a life expectancy measured in weeks or even days. But the appointment of someone who has no religious credentials at all would be a final act of self-delegitimation for a regime that already lacks legitimacy in the eyes of most Iranians.

The regime could look for a real ayatollah to succeed Khamenei. But if they want an ayatollah whose views are compatible with the hard-liners', and who is himself a true believer in the Iranian theocratic system, the options are few. "The cupboard is bare," David Patel, an expert on political Shiism at Harvard, told me. But he said that no matter which cleric Iran's leaders choose, a reckoning is coming for Shiism. Iran's most famous cleric's death will soon be followed by the actuarially imminent death of Iraq's most famous cleric, 95-year-old Ali Sistani. This moment of turnover will be a generational shift, an opportunity for younger clerics to assert themselves as candidates to replace them. "If I were an aspiring second-tier ayatollah, I might see my chance to stake out positions, either reformist or jihad-against-America," Patel said.

Quinta Jurecic: Trump's unauthorized war

Other candidates for the job of supreme leader include the interim supreme leader, Ayatollah Alireza Arafi. He is an academic administrator and might have the authority to keep these upstarts in line. Having a religious lightweight like Mojtaba in charge would mean even more space for these younger clerics to innovate and take unusual positions. Whether the current war will change Iran's regime is still unclear. But it has already changed, or at least accelerated, the dynamics of the clergy.
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Trump Has Lost the Plot in Iran

Tehran hopes that he will declare a hollow victory and abort the mission.

by Karim Sadjadpour

Wed, 04 Mar 2026




Like many of his predecessors over the past five decades, Donald Trump risks having his presidency hijacked by Iran. The 1979 revolution and subsequent hostage crisis ended Jimmy Carter's presidency. The Iran-Contra affair tainted Ronald Reagan's. Iranian machinations in postwar Iraq sabotaged George W. Bush's. The Iran nuclear deal--and the bitter partisan fight over it--consumed the second half of Barack Obama's presidency. The October 7 attacks on Israel by Hamas, a member of Iran's "Axis of Resistance," triggered a brutal war that subsumed Joe Biden's. Trump may have envisioned a second term spent striking deals to resolve wars, but Iran has now sucked him in, too.

What Trump seems to have hoped would be a Venezuela redux--a quick decapitation of the regime followed by a swift deal with the leader's successor--has deteriorated into a regional war. Tehran telegraphed that this would happen, but it still apparently caught Trump by surprise. Now the United States is approaching a quagmire as news reports suggest that the CIA is arming Kurdish groups inside Iran.

In Venezuela, Delcy Rodriguez--who concurrently oversaw the ministry of petroleum and the ministry of economy and finance while serving as vice president--maintained deep foreign connections, including a private back channel to the Trump administration even before President Nicolas Maduro's capture. Her willingness to meet with CIA Director John Ratcliffe for a two-hour summit in Caracas underscored her authority to pivot the entire state apparatus toward a new energy partnership with the West.

Read: The real reason Trump went to war

The post-Khamenei landscape in Iran lacks any such singular, empowered interlocutor. The Islamic Republic's parallel power structure, coupled with a 47-year ideology of resistance, has for decades created an enduring dilemma: Those who want to make amends with America cannot deliver, while those who may be able to deliver do not want to make amends. No one currently in Tehran has the will or the weight to break from the inherited stance of resistance and broker a deal a la Delcy Rodriguez.

Given the pace of Israeli political assassinations inside Iran, the architecture of power in the Islamic Republic is constantly changing. Mojtaba Khamenei, the 56-year-old son of the assassinated supreme leader, is now reportedly the top contender to replace his father. Within the regime's hard-line circles--men who command little popular support but control every organ of repression--his stock has risen in the wake of the attacks that killed his father, mother, and wife. Although there are reports that he may have been wounded, Mojtaba is reportedly keen to take the reins of power. Backed by two particularly ruthless strongmen of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, Hossein Taeb and Ahmad Vahidi, he would resume his father's ruinous legacy.

Yet Mojtaba faces a crisis of both legitimacy and longevity. He lacks a public mandate, a recent Bloomberg report ties him to extensive overseas money laundering, and he would have to elude Israel's continuous campaign of decapitation. His father ruled for 37 years--Mojtaba might not last 37 days.

In the meantime, sources inside Tehran suggest that the country is essentially being administered by two individuals: Ali Larijani and Mohammed Baqer Qalibaf. Larijani is managing political affairs and Qalibaf, a former IRGC commander, is managing military affairs. During normal times, these two men have a rivalrous relationship--both are former presidential candidates who aspire to lead the country--but during war, they have banded together.

Larijani sees himself as a pragmatic revolutionary insider in the style of China's Deng Xiaoping. But his record thus far--he was reportedly one of the architects of Iran's January crackdown, which according to some accounts killed 30,000 people--appears long on massacring and short on modernizing.

Qalibaf, a trained pilot with a public record of corruption, has long sought to portray himself as a modern strongman--the technocratic face of the IRGC. Despite these modern pretensions, he has closely aligned himself with Mojtaba Khamenei, a bet on the past rather than on the future.

These two pretenders reflect an insider debate whose subject is not the existence of the Islamic Republic but the best method of its survival. Both are committed to preserving the regime, including by means of domestic brutality. Their disagreement is over the strategic posture of resistance that has defined the past 47 years: One camp favors internal brutality coupled with external resistance; the other favors internal brutality coupled with external detente. Trump has never been troubled by how a regime treats its own people--only by whether it treats him with deference. Tehran's embattled new leaders must decide whether a pact with him will save the revolution's life or destroy its soul.

Trump has treated the opening week of the war as an improvisational jazz session, riffing on different analyses, strategies, and endgames in conversations with numerous reporters. This is not deliberate strategic ambiguity to throw an adversary off base, but rather a symptom of genuine confusion. I have spoken with current and former U.S. officials privy to the decision making (none was authorized to speak to the public), who describe a total lack of planning and contradictory aims among those worried about the war effort and those more concerned about the war's domestic political implications. One official claimed that the administration has weighed easing the sanctions on Iran's oil exports--the lifeblood of its economy--to reduce the spike in oil prices the war has brought.

Brynn Tannehill: The dangerous mismatch between American missiles and Iranian drones

Tehran has recognized for decades that American public opinion is one of its most potent allies in restraining the regional ambitions of U.S. presidents. This lesson first came clear in 1983, when the Iranian-directed bombing of the U.S. Marine barracks in Beirut eventually compelled President Reagan to withdraw American forces from Lebanon. Today, the regime is reaching for the same playbook. By wreaking havoc on its Gulf neighbors and threatening the transit of 20 million barrels of oil through the Strait of Hormuz, Tehran aims to spike global energy prices and soil the domestic political climate in the United States. The goal is to weaken Trump's resolve by making him choose between a protracted war and the pocketbooks of his voters. Tehran's hope is that he will abruptly declare a hollow victory and abort the mission.

Amid this brutal game of power politics is the spark that ostensibly lit the fuse: Trump's warning to the Iranian authorities to stop the killing of protesters. Less than one week into this war, the hope that it would spawn an Iranian spring is already withering. At the moment, Iranian citizens are not participants but observers of this war, trying to steer clear for safety.

Populations living under tyranny understandably yearn for a "magic bullet"--a surgical strike that would destroy the oppressor while sparing the innocent. But like all wars, "Operation Epic Fury" has been far less precise than this fantasy. Only hours into the conflict, an errant strike on the Shajareh Tayyebeh girls' school in southern Iran served as a gut-wrenching reminder of the cost of such illusions, and a testament to the grim truth that those who pay most dearly for the fog of war are almost always the innocent.

As of right now, this is a war that virtually all sides are losing.
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The Coming Invasion of Iran

The U.S. and Israel are arming Kurdish groups to stage an incursion. What could go wrong?

by Arash Azizi

Wed, 04 Mar 2026




Days after the United States and Israel killed Iran's leader, the war is set to enter a dramatic new phase. Thousands of Iranian Kurdish militants are gathering in Iraqi Kurdistan, set to receive American and Israeli financial and military support to launch a major attack on Iranian territory, according to several people with close knowledge of the plan. Other armed militants, such as the Mojahedin-e-Khalq (MEK), an exiled opposition group that has long carried out violent operations inside Iran, and Baloch militias that operate on Iran's southeastern border with Pakistan, are also rumored to be involved.

Last month, five Kurdish Iranian political parties came together to form the Coalition of Political Forces of Iranian Kurdistan, signaling their desire for joint political action. The five parties, all of which have military wings, have gathered thousands of their members in Iraq's autonomous Kurdistan Region, a leader of an Iranian opposition group who has been privy to the plans told me. (He requested anonymity, like others I spoke with for this story, because of the sensitivity of the operation.)

According to this person, the operation is to be led by the Democratic Party of Iranian Kurdistan (known by its Kurdish initials PDKI), whose leader, Mustafa Hijri, spoke by phone with Donald Trump yesterday. The PDKI has deep roots among Iran's Kurds. It's the oldest Kurdish party and a consultative member of the Socialist International. According to the opposition leader who spoke with me, as well as the leader of one of the Kurdish groups aware of but not included in the plan, the U.S. and Israel have set aside significant funds for arms and logistical support to the five Iranian Kurdish groups. (A spokesperson for the Israel Defense Forces said the organization had "no comment on this matter." The Pentagon did not immediately respond to a request for comment.) The Komala Party of Iranian Kurdistan, also a consultative member of the Socialist International but more left-leaning than the PDKI, joined the coalition today, becoming its sixth member party. The party had already received arms and financial support separately, my opposition source told me. Khalid Azizi, PDKI's spokesperson, declined to comment when I reached him by phone.

I spoke with a Kurdish Iranian analyst who is normally based in the United States but has close ties to the Kurdish forces. He was about to leave for Iraq to embed with them. He told me that, to his knowledge, the militants taking part in the operation are Iranian citizens and mostly Kurds. The question of whether the MEK or the Communist Party of Iran (which has roots in Iranian Kurdistan but doesn't have a military wing) are directly involved was not one I could settle at the time of writing; this source suggested that the Communists were but the MEK was not, but the information could not be confirmed.

Iranian Kurdish forces have long awaited such an opportunity, Shukriya Bradost, a Kurdish Iranian security analyst based in Washington, D.C., told me. "Kurdish parties want to protect the interests of their people," Bradost said. "They have sought to do so peacefully but, when they get no results, they try other means."

Missy Ryan and Nancy A. Youssef: The one variable that could decide the war

The operation is likely to face fierce opposition from many non-Kurdish Iranians. That will be especially true if the plan involves the MEK, which was once designated by the State Department as a terrorist organization before it was delisted in 2012. The group is seen by many Iranians as a cult whose eclectic ideology, which mixes Islam and Marxism, is easily as unpalatable as the Islamic Republic's. As for the Kurdish parties, they have substantial support in Iran's Kurdish-majority areas, but many other Iranians fear that empowering groups whose agendas may be sectarian will lead to civil war and state collapse.

Other ethnicity-based parties may raise even more concerns. The main Baloch militia, Army of Justice (Jaish al-Adl), is jihadist and alleged to have roots in al-Qaeda. (The Balochs, like the Kurds, are mostly Sunni, making both communities part of a religious minority within a nation that is 90 percent Shiite.) The militia formed a political group called the Popular Fighters Front in December, perhaps choosing a secular-sounding name to allay outside worries. But jihadists still make up the backbone of its forces.

The fear among many Iranians and other observers is that the agendas of the ethnic militias are territorial and separatist and could lead Iran to disintegration or civil war. "Fostering an armed ethnic insurgency in Iran would be the mother of all strategic, moral, and political mistakes," Behnam Ben Taleblu, a senior fellow at the Foundation for Defense of Democracies, told me. "This is almost guaranteed to end in a failed state."

Anticipating such objections, Bradost claimed that the Kurdish parties "saw their future in a democratic Iran, not separation from Iran." And most Iranian Kurdish parties indeed advocate federalism rather than independence. The Kurdistan Freedom Party (known by its Kurdish acronym, PAK) is an exception and openly seeks an independent Republic of Kurdistan. But the PAK has agreed to commit to the program set forth by the coalition, which doesn't include separatism, Bradost told me.

Taleblu, an expert on Kurdish politics, cautioned that the appeal of these parties is "limited to their own ethnic constituencies." But Bradost said that the Kurdish parties were open to working with most Iranian political forces--just not the Islamic Republic, which is now too weakened to be a partner, or Reza Pahlavi, the son of the late shah of Iran, who has been publicly hostile to the Kurdish parties. The Kurdish attitude toward Pahlavi will change only if the U.S. and Israel successfully pressure him to switch his position, she added.

Suspicion of a Kurdish insurgency, however, might not be so easily quelled, not only among Pahlavi's supporters but across Iran's political spectrum. Amir Hossein Ganjbakhsh, a pro-democracy political activist based in the United States, told me that the U.S. and Israel would "commit their biggest mistake" if they pursue this plan. "This would unite many Iranians who cherish Iran's territorial integrity above all. It would be a recipe for civil war." In response to the threat to Iran's sovereignty, he said, "a large coalition of Iranians, whether they are monarchist or republican, whether they are religious or secular, would unite against these parties."

Nesan Nodinian, the head of the Kurdistan Committee of the Worker-Communist Party of Iran, said that his party won't oppose the others if they "liberate Kurdistan from the Islamic Republic by driving out the regime's armed forces." But his party has called on Kurdish civil society to "self-organize" and hopes to take part in local elections that the Kurdish parties have promised to stage if they seize Iranian territory. He also said that his party doesn't share the hostility of much of the Iranian opposition to the MEK. "We are neither worried about them, nor optimistic, but they lack a social base," he said. He told me he did not think Iran would descend into civil war, but rather that anti-regime Iranians would rally to the Kurds in a united struggle against the Islamic Republic.

Read: What anti-regime Iranians can't agree on

That scenario may be far too optimistic. Many cities in western Iran are inhabited not just by Kurds but also by other ethnic groups, such as Azeri Turks, who could be mobilized against the Kurds, producing the sort of internecine conflict that is all too familiar in the Middle East. Brushing off such worries, Bradost claimed that Kurds and Azeris would unite over their shared non-Persian identity. But defining coalitions in terms of ethnic contrast will not inspire confidence in many other Iranians.

At the moment, the regime itself remains a formidable opponent to all of these plans. "Iran can muster up to 1 million people in military uniform," Ganjbakhsh noted. Ali Larijani, Iran's national security adviser, has repeatedly warned against ethnic insurgency in recent days. Iraqi Kurdish authorities, who have often collaborated with Tehran, had previously agreed to restrict Iranian Kurdish parties' access to arms. But these restrictions were recently lifted, Nodinian told me, and yesterday, the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps staged attacks on bases in Iraqi Kurdistan. Today a top Iraqi Kurdish official declared that his region will "completely keep its neutrality" in the war.

Taleblu warned that the regime has "played ethnic minorities against each other for quite some time" and said that it was well equipped to "take on a local armed insurgency."

Finally, the American president remains a wild card. Even as forces in the Iranian opposition compete for Trump's support and attention, he periodically signals that he might yet change tack and work with remnants of the regime, as he did in Venezuela. That would presumably pull the plug on the Kurdish operation.

But the battle seems to be already on. This morning, the regime asked residents to evacuate Marivan, a Kurdish-majority city with a population of 200,000. IRGC forces dispatched 230 attack drones against targets in Iraqi Kurdistan "to fight off terrorist and separatist grouplets," a media channel close to the force reported.

For many years, as they fought off the brutal dictatorship ruling over them, Iranians have worried that their struggle might lead to civil war and chaos. That scenario now seems closer than ever.
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The Real Reason Trump Went to War

Trump has called for sending American forces to Iran since 1980. He finally has, and must own the consequences.

by Yair Rosenberg

Wed, 04 Mar 2026




Why did President Trump decide to attack Iran? It depends on what day of the week you ask. On Saturday, the president claimed in a recorded address that he acted because Iran's rulers refused to "renounce their nuclear ambitions" and were developing long-range missiles that threatened America and its allies. On Sunday, a senior administration official told reporters that Iran and its proxies "posed an imminent threat to U.S. personnel and allies in the region." On Monday, House Speaker Mike Johnson and Secretary of State Marco Rubio suggested that Trump acted preemptively to protect U.S. forces in advance of an unavoidable Israeli attack on Iran that would inevitably lead Iran to retaliate against America. The next day, Trump rejected this framing, telling reporters that "if anything, I might have forced Israel's hand" because he believed Iran was "going to attack if we didn't do it."

All of these pretexts present problems. Why would America need to destroy Iran's nuclear facilities if, as Trump previously claimed, they'd been "completely and totally obliterated" eight months ago in Operation Midnight Hammer? In 2025, the Defense Intelligence Agency assessed that Iran's missile program was a decade away from being able to target American shores. That hardly sounds like an imminent threat. As for the Israel excuse, Trump is the senior partner in the U.S.-Israel relationship, and he sets the terms. When he wanted Israel to end its June 2025 war with Iran, he publicly forced the country to recall its fighter jets, even without avenging a closing strike that had left four Israelis dead.

Read: Trump is successfully bullying Netanyahu

Trump could have dissuaded the Israelis once again. Instead, the president ordered the largest U.S. air-power buildup in the Middle East since the invasion of Iraq. Then, according to The New York Times, his CIA gave Israel the intelligence to locate and kill Iran's supreme leader, Ali Khamenei. (Axios reported instead that the intelligence was Israel's and the CIA confirmed it.) "He was unable to avoid our Intelligence and Highly Sophisticated Tracking Systems," Trump crowed on Truth Social, announcing Khamenei's death. The two countries reportedly had planned the ensuing assault for weeks.

The shifting explanations for Trump's war and the alleged imminent threat that prompted it suggest poor planning and internal confusion about the president's motives. They are also a smoke screen. Fundamentally, a war ordered by the most powerful man in the world, commanding the most advanced military in the world, is the responsibility of the man who ordered it. Trump is a two-term president with agency, and he has long telegraphed and demonstrated his eagerness to use military force around the world--and in particular, in Iran.

In 1980, NBC interviewed a young Trump about the ongoing Iran hostage crisis. He did not hold back. "That this country sits back and allows a country such as Iran to hold our hostages, to my way of thinking, is a horror, and I don't think they'd do it with other countries," he said. When the interviewer asked if that meant "you're advocating that we should have gone in there with troops," Trump replied, "I absolutely feel that, yes," adding that had America done so, "I think right now we'd be an oil-rich nation." (Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu recently said that he had dreamed of being able to "smite the terror regime" in Iran for 40 years; it turns out Trump had him beat.)

In 1987, the Times reported that Trump declared in a New Hampshire speech that "the United States should attack Iran and seize some of its oil fields in retaliation for what he called Iran's bullying of America." In 1988, Trump told The Guardian that "I'd be harsh on Iran. They've been beating us psychologically, making us look a bunch of fools."

Trump's instinctive hawkishness and abiding belief in military coercion as a solution to American problems extend well beyond Iran. He supported the 2003 invasion of Iraq and the 2011 intervention in Libya to topple Muammar Qaddafi, before turning against both. In his first term as president, Trump ordered the assassination of Qassem Soleimani, the head of Iran's Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps. In his second term, he has fast-tracked arms sales to the Middle East, menaced Canada, threatened to "get Greenland," and abducted the dictator of Venezuela.

Read: Trump's new imperialism

Believing that Trump was somehow a "peace president" devoted to American restraint, as some credulous commentators claimed, required ignoring everything he'd said before he was president and everything he'd done after he became president. As Andrew Kaczynski, a CNN reporter who, during the 2016 presidential campaign, exposed Trump's early support for the Iraq War, put it: "Important context for Trump's opposition to regime change wars or interventions is that he never actually opposed them at the time and only did so after they went bad."

Trump's officials and allies have fumbled around to find an "imminent threat" to justify the president's decision to strike Iran. But the real impetus for such action was Trump's imperial approach to American power, which was decades in the making. The president specializes in exploiting the weaknesses of his opponents; having watched Israel decimate Iran's proxy armies and air defenses over the past few years, he sought to capitalize on the regime's moment of maximum vulnerability. Other countries--most notably Israel and Saudi Arabia--potentially stand to benefit from Trump's war. But the decision to start it was his alone, and no amount of spin from his surrogates should obscure this fact.
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'America Doesn't Want My Children or Grandchildren'

The Cruz family spent years building a life in New York. Then the risks of staying became too great.

by Caitlin Dickerson

Tue, 03 Mar 2026




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

The Cruz family was exhausted. It was two days before Christmas 2024, and Rachel was coughing from bronchitis, her body once again crashing into the holiday break as she finished her 17th year teaching public high school in New York City. Irvi, her husband, was sleeping after his day shift at an upscale bistro on the Upper West Side, which had followed an overnight shift at a Latin dance club farther uptown, in Inwood. Between the two jobs, he'd dropped their daughters--Sara, 12, and Ana, 10--at their schools for gifted students, then rushed home to the Bronx to cook and do laundry.

For years, Rachel and Irvi had been hustling to make this routine work, hoping that American immigration policy would evolve and allow Irvi, who had spent half his life in the United States, to become a citizen. Raising two children in New York City was expensive. Each day felt like a marathon they didn't think they could finish. But the girls were thriving, and Rachel and Irvi were beloved at work. Every few years, they met with lawyers who urged them to hang on, so they did.

I met the Cruz family in late 2016, when Donald Trump's election, and his contempt for immigrants, first made them think of moving to Irvi's hometown, in rural southern Mexico. But their daughters were just 2 and 4 then, and uprooting them was daunting. Four years later, Joe Biden's win made the Trump years seem like an aberration, and Rachel and Irvi thought, once again, that a solution to their problem was within reach. Then came 2024, when 77.3 million Americans voted for Trump. His campaign signs had called for MASS DEPORTATION NOW! To the Cruzes, the message was clear: Irvi should give up and go home.

The family had never been apart for long. The four of them linked arms or held hands when they walked down the street together, without seeming to notice they were doing it. Separation was not an option. So they would go, all of them.

"We no longer have the faith that things will always be better here in the United States," Rachel told me that night in December, sitting at their dining table, cupping a Zabar's mug full of tea.

From the September 2022 issue: Caitlin Dickerson's Pulitzer Prize-winning story about the secret history of family separation

Drained from work, Irvi shuffled down the stairs in sweatpants. He had dark bags under his eyes but greeted me with his squinty smile. He sat down and said he was excited to live freely for the first time in his adult life. He was also scared. The only story he'd known about his family--that they were proud New Yorkers--was about to end. Sara, who had been standing behind him, playing with his salt-and-pepper hair, ran into the kitchen to cry. Rachel hurried after her.

"What do you want?" Rachel asked softly. "Do you want to give Papa a hug?"

"No, I just want to go to my room," Sara said. "I don't want to talk about this. I don't want to be here."

"Well, if we get it out now, maybe it'll make you feel better later," Rachel told her, unsure if that was true.

Their tentative plan was to sell the house and move in with Irvi's parents, 2,100 miles away. Irvi would go first, so he'd be out of the country before Trump took office. Rachel and the girls would join him seven months later, in August 2025, after finishing the school year and summer camp. They didn't know what they'd do for income in Mexico, or where the girls--who knew only a little Spanish--would go to school.


Sara packs up her New York life in July 2025. (Natalie Keyssar for The Atlantic)



Friends thought they were overreacting. Some were upset. After all, New York was a sanctuary city and Irvi was married to an American citizen. Rachel and Irvi found these reactions maddening. They saw their American friends as stubbornly naive about the system they had been battling for decades, and their undocumented friends as deluded for clinging to hope instead of reason.

Rachel's mother, Susan McCormick, had heaved and sobbed when she learned that the granddaughters she was helping to raise would be leaving New York. She and Rachel's father, Doug, were furious with the country for putting them in this situation. Their daughter was one of nearly 4.2 million American citizens and permanent residents in the United States with an undocumented spouse, and Sara and Ana were among 6.3 million children with an undocumented parent. How many were also choosing family over country? And what was the United States losing in the process?

By Christmas 2024, the McCormicks were trying to be stoic, to give Rachel and Irvi strength and to show the girls that everything was going to be okay. Doug had become a genealogy nerd in retirement and was reminding himself that their ancestors had made a move like this every few centuries: Irish farmers running from famine, Germans displaced by war, and Russian and Ukrainian Jews escaping pogroms. He even found ancestors aboard the Mayflower.

But all of these prior generations had found refuge here. "After 400 years in this country," Doug told me, "suddenly America doesn't want my children and grandchildren."

Rachel, Irvi, and their daughters would be the first in their family to run from--rather than to--the United States.


The Cruz family in 2018 (Jeff Samaniego)



On September 11, 2001, Irvi was 19 years old and had recently arrived in upstate New York. He was working on a construction crew, remodeling a Chinese restaurant, when the Spanish music on the radio was interrupted by grave English he didn't understand. Terrorists had flown jets into the World Trade Center. George W. Bush's administration would soon abandon negotiations to grant legal status to undocumented Mexicans and instead create the Department of Homeland Security, with a mission to deport them.

But on September 12, Irvi's employer still wanted him to come to work as if nothing had happened. It was the kind of mixed message that would characterize his life in the United States. After a few more years of construction work, he felt homesick and returned to Mexico. But as soon as he touched down there, he felt he'd made a mistake. He had grown up in a one-room house without running water, dreaming of riding a motorcycle--a luxury that he could never afford if he stayed. He started making plans to go back to New York right away.

Irvi's parents, Lulu and Martin, were leery of his decision. Both were the children of peasant farmers and had grown up in homes made of adobe and sticks. But they never thought of joining the more than 8 million Mexicans who'd moved north, starting with their parents' generation and the U.S. government's Bracero Program for temporary workers. American farmers got hooked on cheap labor and, after the program ended in 1964, continued to recruit Mexican workers, who now had to cross the border illegally.

Read: The disturbing history of the Bracero Program

Lulu, a street vendor, was afraid that discouraging Irvi would backfire. Martin, a bus driver on Mexico's dusty rural highways, couldn't hold back. "That country will eat you," he said of the United States. "Of course, here it's more work and less money, but you get used to it."

When Irvi told them he was going back, his parents knew they might never see him again. Martin thought to himself: I don't have a son anymore.

With his 16-year-old cousin, Irvi tried to sneak back across the border somewhere in Arizona. They got lost in the desert, and Border Patrol agents found them. Irvi's cousin started crying, and one of the agents gave them water, peanuts, and cookies. "Don't worry; you're safe now," the agent said in Spanish. "Tomorrow you can try again, and maybe you'll make it." After a few attempts, they were successful.

Back in upstate New York, Irvi returned to working in construction. He was determined to learn English, so he immersed himself in American music and television, especially Chappelle's Show.

Around that time, Rachel, who grew up in a wealthy suburb of Philadelphia, graduated from Vassar. She had studied abroad in Mexico and taken a class with the geographer Joseph Nevins, who gave lectures about the American government's complicity in a system that exploits immigrants for their labor but denies them the dignity of legal residency.

She and Irvi met on a sunny afternoon in 2006 while they were watching an outdoor soccer game in Poughkeepsie. She was hobbling around on crutches because of a sprained ankle, and he jumped up to help her. Rachel was swept away by Irvi's sweetness and exuberance. Irvi loved Rachel's intelligence and empathy. They talked about everything--their different upbringings, their jobs, their roommate drama. Soon he was visiting her on the weekends in Philadelphia, where she had gotten a job. On one trip, a police officer stopped him, saw that he was undocumented, and let him off with a warning. To avoid the risk of driving for visits, Irvi moved in.

Around 2009, they went to see the first of many lawyers, who said that Irvi wasn't eligible to apply for legal status, even if he married Rachel, because he had gone back and forth across the border after living for more than a year in the United States. The only work-around was for him to spend 10 years in Mexico and then apply for a waiver. But a Democratic Congress, with Barack Obama in the White House, appeared to be on the precipice of passing immigration reform.

Eventually, Rachel got a teaching job in New York, and they found an apartment in Harlem. Irvi started busing tables at the bistro on the Upper West Side, while Rachel taught overcrowded classrooms of low-income students. Despite the pressure and burnout, she felt like she was offering kids a chance at the American dream. No matter where you come from, she believed, if you land in a public school, and if you get a teacher like me, you can make it. On their third anniversary, Irvi proposed in a rowboat in Central Park.

Sara was born in 2012, Ana in 2014. Irvi was their full-time caretaker, toting them by subway to museums, the aquarium, the zoo, and story time at the public libraries. On weekends, he squeezed in five shifts as a busboy. He and Rachel made enough money to cover the essentials, and Rachel's parents helped with child care, but they went years without paying for a haircut or buying new clothes. They sometimes fought when they were tired and felt like they hadn't seen each other in weeks, or when Irvi's spontaneity clashed with Rachel's need for order. But they could never stare each other down for long without cracking a smile.

Irvi's unresolved immigration status trailed them, usually from a distance. ICE agents once entered their apartment building looking for a neighbor; Rachel stood guard at the peephole while Irvi hid in the bedroom. A few years later, Irvi borrowed his in-laws' car to take the girls to Coney Island. As they approached the park, he spotted a police checkpoint at the entrance. He pulled over and had a panic attack, then tried to play it off by telling the girls that the car was breaking down.

Rachel and Irvi talked about what to do if ICE ever tried to arrest him while she was at work. Irvi would have to persuade the officers to wait long enough for Susan and Doug to pick up the girls. "You have to fight to make sure that our kids are safe," Rachel told him.

For years, Congress debated changes to the immigration system, including ones that would have helped Irvi. When Sara was old enough, she joined Rachel at protests with a sign that said Don't deport my dad. As part of a campaign called Dream Across America, Rachel rode a bus to Washington, D.C., where members of Congress admitted to activists that they hadn't known that so many mixed-status families were in limbo.

Rachel was stunned by Trump's first election, but Irvi had expected it. Up to this point, Sara and Ana had only a vague understanding that their father was different from them, but they began to realize that he was in danger. Ana lost interest in playing with other children and asked her parents why the president hated her. She had nightmares and panic attacks, and had to see a therapist. Irvi distracted her and Sara with bedtime stories about Eddie Spaghetti, a caricature of himself, who fought battles against dragons and monsters inspired by rude customers at his restaurant.

As they did their best to block out national politics, their community embraced them. Rachel's students nominated her for a Big Apple Award, which recognizes the best teachers in the city, and she became the head of the department at her school that teaches English as a new language. Ana and Sara became fixtures in their school plays and joined a children's choir that rehearsed at Riverside Church. At the bistro, Irvi was promoted to server and then manager. He took night shifts at the club in Inwood, and began bringing home more money than Rachel--enough to buy the motorcycle he had dreamed of.

They borrowed against Rachel's retirement savings for a down payment on a bright-blue townhouse in the Bronx's Little Italy. The house was far from a subway stop but had a spacious front porch that looked out onto a maple tree. The plumbing didn't work and some rooms had no windows; Irvi paid his construction-worker friends to help him fix it up. The family turned hiding their home's flaws into a giant art project, creating a mural out of postcards to cover up cracked walls and ornamenting the crooked old stairs with starburst wallpaper. Their American dream may have been spackled together with glue and construction paper, but it held.

Rachel was standing in the front yard with a rake in her hand when their next-door neighbor Cookie ran out and announced that the 2020 election had been called for Joe Biden. Rachel felt something new: optimism. She and Irvi daydreamed about finishing the basement and redoing the kitchen. They started to believe they would grow old together there.

During the summer of 2024, Biden announced a program, Keeping Families Together, that would finally allow people like Irvi to become citizens through their American spouse. Rachel holed up in their home office one Sunday with the application, attaching hundreds of documents that illustrated the life they had built together. She paid the government's $580 fee and clicked "Submit."

"It looks like Irvi might finally be getting legal protection," she texted me at the time.

The next day, a federal judge put the program on hold after 16 Republican-led states sued. A few months later, Trump was reelected and the court terminated the program. Because of the application that Rachel had filed for Irvi, the incoming administration knew exactly who, and where, he was.

In January 2025, after the holiday break, Rachel stayed up late watching TV interviews with survivors of the Los Angeles wildfires. She found comfort in hearing people say that even though their home was gone, they still had their family, and that's all that mattered. The girls picked 10 family activities to do before Irvi left the United States. Sara wanted to go ice skating in Central Park. Ana requested a day at the American Dream mall in New Jersey, which has a ski slope and a water park. They found discount tickets for Hairspray, Gypsy, and Annie.

On Irvi's last day in New York, January 13, 2025, the whole family piled into the car for school drop-offs. Trump was planning to end a policy that made schools off-limits for immigration raids, so Rachel was carrying a trifold poster board explaining what to do in an encounter with ICE. Sara was finishing a homework assignment about the writers of the Declaration of Independence. "Let's say, all of a sudden, you're reading a story in English, and it's about a dad, and all of a sudden you're feeling really sad," Rachel asked. "Do you have an adult that you can talk to?"

"Yes," the girls said in unison.

Irvi bopped his head to La Mega, the Spanish-language radio station that he and the girls listened to each morning. For more than two decades, he had tried to be perfect--perfect at work, perfect in his marriage, perfect as a father and neighbor, as if playing a game that he could eventually win. He told me he had slipped, once, 22 years ago, when he was briefly charged with a misdemeanor for carrying a small amount of cocaine--a onetime mistake in his early 20s. Though the charge was dropped, and doesn't even come up in a background check, Irvi said he didn't want to hide anymore, in any respect. But honesty and character didn't seem to matter to the incoming president, who was conflating all unauthorized immigrants with the people he called "illegal monsters"--the small number who had committed heinous crimes.

"That's not what I've been working for," Irvi said. "That's not what I deserve."

Irvi made a final visit to a Bronx bodega that served as a hangout for Mexican immigrants. He would go there when he felt homesick, or when he was tired of speaking English. His friends tried again to talk him out of leaving. Save more money first, they said, or talk to a lawyer--as if Irvi hadn't been talking to lawyers for years. He left angry but arrived home sad, knowing he might never see those friends again.

He tucked the girls in that night and waited for Doug, Rachel's father, to arrive. Around 3 a.m., the two men, along with Mango the cat, climbed into an SUV that Irvi had bought on Facebook Marketplace and then crammed with their belongings.

The three-day drive was smooth until they arrived at a gas station in South Texas that was swarming with Border Patrol agents. Irvi started panicking, and his face went gray. They stopped briefly at a family friend's house, where they had planned to stay the night, but Irvi's nervous system was telling him to get out of the country now. By Inauguration Day, he was in his hometown of San Lorenzo Cacaotepec. His parents had spent 20 years scraping together money to rebuild their house out of concrete and add a second structure--which meant there was now room for Irvi, his sister, and their families.

Irvi rose in the dark each morning and drove along a rocky dirt road to a small plot of land that his mother had inherited. There were no blaring car horns or subway trains roaring underground. Just birdsong and rustling leaves. Irvi was enchanted and unnerved by Oaxaca's clear blue skies, unmarred by skyscrapers. He spent hours hunched over outside each day, digging in his family's land, pruning and picking, and breaking a sweat as soon as the sun came up. Along with relatives, he planted tomatoes, peppers, and onions, and sold them at outdoor markets. He barely broke even. His father had been right--in Mexico, you work more for less--and Irvi was struggling to adapt. He had been able to get anywhere in New York City without a map, but in Oaxaca he felt lost. "I have to start over again," he told me. "It's like I wasted all that time in New York now that I'm here. Everything I learned doesn't apply."


Irvi harvests peppers in Oaxaca in November 2025. (Natalie Keyssar for The Atlantic)



He could not stand to watch the videos, flooding his phone, of armed ICE agents smashing car windows and wrestling fathers to the ground while their crying children watched from the back seat. The plan that he and Rachel had formulated all those years ago--for him to connect the girls with their grandparents before ICE could detain him--would never have worked. He would have been overpowered and dragged away. He hadn't been in control then, he realized, and didn't feel in control now.

It didn't help that his relatives worried that Rachel and the girls might never join him. They couldn't believe that U.S. citizens would trade the privileges of their home country just to be with Irvi. A cousin told him: "You're going to have to find a new wife."

Rachel never thought of abandoning Irvi--not since the rowboat in Central Park. But she often felt guilty that he had to bear the psychological burden of their relationship. Now she thought it was her turn to sacrifice to keep the family together.

Without Irvi to pick the girls up from school with homemade sandwiches, Sara and Ana learned to ride the subway, texting him regular updates in the family's group chat. As their friends studied for entrance exams to the city's competitive middle and high schools, Sara refused to talk about her feelings and retreated into her phone. Ana's nightmares returned. She was valedictorian of her fifth-grade homeroom class and teared up during her speech when she mentioned Irvi, who was watching over FaceTime.

Once school let out for the summer--and as ICE agents stormed immigration courthouses downtown--Rachel and the girls took apart their New York lives. The postcards and pictures came down, revealing the cracked walls underneath. Rachel became engrossed in Facebook videos of other moms who were documenting their families' self-deportation process and describing their relief to be out of the United States.

Sara had a final sleepover with friends. Two of them took her phone into a closet to record a message for her to listen to in Mexico. "You're an amazing friend," they said. "We're gonna miss you so much."

Rachel bought a trailer for the last of their belongings. Her co-workers threw her a surprise party. The goodbyes "were more like See you laters," Rachel said. "They're not the same goodbyes as Irvi's." Her assistant principal told me that replacing a teacher of her skill level would take years.

Rachel found a private school in Oaxaca for the girls and secured a job for herself, at an annual salary of $10,700--not nearly enough to live on, even in rural Mexico, and a pittance compared with her $120,000 salary in New York. They had accepted an offer on their house in the spring, but the deal still hadn't closed by July. Rachel couldn't afford the bills without Irvi's income, and her debts were mounting. She told the girls they were leaving August 1, with or without the house money.

Rachel's father still couldn't believe it had come to this. "I'm heartbroken because I believe in this country in an almost religious way," Doug told me. But as a country, he said, "we fucked up."


Rachel, Ana, and Pinto the dog take a break from packing in July 2025. (Natalie Keyssar for The Atlantic)



Rachel and the girls--plus Coleslaw the cat and Pinto the dog--had planned to stop at tourist attractions to say goodbye to the United States. But Rachel was so frustrated and anxious by the time they left that they stopped only to sleep. She sped to the border, her adrenaline pumping.

Irvi flew to northern Mexico to finish the two-day drive with them. Rachel spent the first night at his parents' house wide awake and in tears. She told Irvi she felt like she couldn't breathe. They reminded themselves that if Oaxaca didn't work out, they could try Mexico City. Or they could apply for visas to move to Spain or Canada.

As Doug had told them, "The whole world is open to you now, except for your home country."

Ana, now 11, put up a few Broadway posters in her new bedroom. Sara, now 13, hung birthday cards from friends in New York. They stuck their favorite New Yorker covers on the walls.

When I arrived to visit them in early November, three months into their reunion, Irvi was still going to the farm before sunrise, and Rachel and the girls would leave home at 6 a.m. for the bumpy ride to school, which involved driving through a creek to reach a paved road. Ana said the hardest part about the move was leaving her New York friends, because it had taken her many years to make them. She made one friend at her new school whose family had moved from Canada that year; they sat together at lunch, talking about what it was like to start over somewhere new. Meanwhile, Sara sauntered across campus in a swarm of girls, who delighted in practicing their English skills on her. Though the school was technically bilingual, their teachers mostly spoke Spanish. In class, both girls' eyes glazed over. They looked lost.

Sara and Ana did their best to hide their discomfort in front of Irvi. "I try to say to myself that I'm not the only one and I should be calm about this," Ana told me, "because people have done it before and I'm pretty sure they've turned out fine." Plus, she said, "I will have a great college essay."

But sometimes their anguish spilled out. They were used to excelling in school, and now they felt like they weren't learning anything. One night, when Sara was struggling with homework, she lashed out at her parents, yelling exactly what Irvi had been afraid to hear: "I didn't choose to move here!" She ran up to her room. Irvi stayed on the living-room couch. They cried, separately.

Outside those emotional swells, the family was relieved to be together, and free of the dread that had hung over them in New York. They relished the meals that Irvi's mother, Lulu, prepared for them: rich and tangy beef, chicken-and-vegetable stew, fluffy corn cakes piled with salsa and beans. With all of their children and grandchildren at home, she and Martin now felt that they could live out their lives in peace.

Sara and Ana told me they felt safer in Mexico. Rachel agreed, but worried about the friends and family they'd left behind. She thought they were too close to see what the United States was becoming.

Rachel taught English at her new school, mostly through songs. She had free time for the first time in her adult life, but felt bored. When their house in the Bronx finally sold, she bought a few luxuries to make their new home more comfortable: a refrigerator, an oven, and a washing machine, so they wouldn't have to scrub their clothes on the concrete washboard Irvi's mom used. They paid off their debts, and had surprisingly little money left over, even with Rachel tutoring children of wealthy Mexican families on weekends and after school.

They felt lucky to have had the freedom to immigrate to Mexico; no relatives in the United States relied on their care, and the sale of the Bronx townhouse funded the move. But it was still unclear how they would support themselves now that they were here. Rachel tried to be patient as Irvi figured out a plan. He had worked for so many years in the United States without a break, and he was clearly depressed. He knew he had to sell his motorcycle. He spent all day on the farm streaming Hot 97, an English-language radio station in New York. At night, he would scroll the social-media feed of the nightclub where he'd worked, telling Rachel which artists had performed and who had gotten into fights, until she snapped. "I don't care," she said, pleading with him to leave New York in the past.

They tried to distract themselves with excursions on the weekends, but every time they got in the car, Irvi would either go quiet or unravel, then beat himself up for days. Rachel was frustrated that he couldn't let them have a good time, until she realized that the only travel Irvi had ever done had been unpredictable and dangerous. He didn't know how to enjoy a trip with his family, because he'd never had the chance.

"I'm trying to be positive," Irvi told me, but he felt like a disappointment. He began to pull away from the girls. He seemed to miss the United States more as time went on, not less. In Oaxaca, another American family invited them over to celebrate their first Thanksgiving in Mexico. He took one bite of stuffing and burst into tears. But that same month, he saw on Instagram that ICE had raided his bodega hangout in the Bronx. One of his friends--a father who worked as a bike messenger for a Chinese restaurant--was taken away.

Irvi tried to reconnect with his relatives by attending birthday and anniversary parties. ("Half the town are his cousins," Rachel told me.) He took me along to one party, in a small house with a concrete floor. Plastic tables, with bowls of taco fixings, were set up in a long row that stretched from the kitchen into the living room.

I sat with two of Irvi's aunts, Chela Santiago and Blanca Mendez, who are in their late 60s and have spent their whole lives in San Lorenzo Cacaotepec. Their fathers traveled back and forth to the United States, first as Braceros, then as unauthorized farmhands. Since then, dozens of relatives have followed. Chela's brother went to New York in the 1990s and slept 10 to a room.

"What they say about the United States isn't true," he said when he returned. "They treat you like animals."

Without poor Mexicans, Blanca told me, the U.S. would not exist. "I would like for all the Mexicans in the United States to come here," she said, "and then let's see what the United States really is."

Though Irvi was only a few seats away, she offered another blunt assessment of those who choose to leave home: "Sometimes they go because they want a life that isn't theirs. Here, we live authentically."

Irvi was quiet. The United States was where he'd become a man, a husband, a father, a homeowner, a model citizen in every respect except the one that mattered to the U.S. government. Now he had done what his aunt wanted--what President Trump wanted--and he was beginning to live with that choice. Surrounded by family, he looked like a man without a home.


Irvi's father, Martin, places his hands on his son's shoulders at a family gathering in San Lorenzo Cacaotepec in November 2025. (Natalie Keyssar for The Atlantic)



People who migrate across borders leave pieces of themselves behind--pieces that don't fit neatly back into place, even upon return. Irvi had known this since he was 19. A year after the family decided to leave the U.S., Rachel and the girls were discovering it, too. They went to New York to visit Rachel's parents this past Christmas; right away, Sara bought frosted strawberry Pop-Tarts to bring back to her classmates in Oaxaca. She giggled on the phone at night with her new Mexican boyfriend. But Rachel had to pry her and Ana away from playdates with their New York friends. She changed the subject when they asked about visiting again for spring break in a few months.

They ate traditional Chinese food in one friend's home, Russian in another, Dominican in another--the kind of New York experience that they were all realizing they missed. During one visit in Harlem, Rachel asked to speak with me alone, at a coffee shop nearby. When we sat together, she finally broke down. She felt guilty every time she heard her daughters say they were happy to be "home" for the holidays. She saw them falling behind their New York friends academically, so she bought an algebra book to teach them herself. Her old fear of ICE was coursing through her body, even though Irvi was safe in Mexico. And she had been stifling these emotions around her parents all week, because none of them wanted to be the first to cry.

"We tried so hard to make it work," she told me. "I can't think of anything else we could have done. And that's the hardest thing about being here. We're nice people. My kids are amazing. New York City would have been so lucky to have my kids."

She told me that a few days earlier, she had gone to visit an uncle in her old neighborhood in the Bronx, but avoided driving past the bright-blue house. Cookie, their neighbor, had reported that another family moved in but left within weeks. The house was dark and empty. The gardens were a mess. An old couch was outside, rotting.

The Cruzes had poured themselves into that house. Now it looked like they had never lived there. Rachel couldn't bear to see it.



This article appears in the April 2026 print edition with the headline "Leaving the United States Behind."
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The Israel of October 6 Is Never Coming Back

The October 7 massacre transformed--and radicalized--Benjamin Netanyahu and the country he governs.

by Yair Rosenberg

Mon, 02 Mar 2026




Just about the only thing that the administrations of Barack Obama and Donald Trump have agreed on is that Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu was too timid to pull the trigger. "The thing about Bibi is, he's a chickenshit," a senior Obama official told The Atlantic's Jeffrey Goldberg in 2014, explaining that the Israeli leader was "scared to launch wars." Nine years later, Trump would tell attendees at a campaign rally that Netanyahu had initially committed to join America's 2020 strike on Qassem Soleimani, the notorious head of Iran's Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, but backed out at the last minute. "I'll never forget that Bibi Netanyahu let us down," Trump told his supporters at the gathering, just days after the Hamas massacre in 2023.

That was then. Such assessments of Netanyahu sound absurd today, as Israel wages war on Iran for the second time, having dismantled the regime's proxy armies--Hamas and Hezbollah--and assassinated its supreme leader. But in fact, Netanyahu's American critics accurately characterized his conduct until October 7, 2023. For years, the Israeli leader spoke loudly and carried a small stick. Despite delivering numerous warnings about Iran's nuclear ambitions--in Israel, the U.S. Congress, and the United Nations--Netanyahu never backed up his bellicose rhetoric with on-the-ground action.

That is, until 2024. The Netanyahu who is currently commanding a high-risk assault on Tehran is not the same Netanyahu who governed Israel for nearly two decades prior. And the country he leads is not the same, either.

Eliot A. Cohen: America's invaluable ally

Before this seismic shift, Netanyahu's longevity as prime minister was built on a foundation of conflict avoidance. That posture appealed to a risk-averse electorate. Under his premiership, Israeli voters who were comfortable with the status quo could rest easy knowing that their leader would be unlikely to upset it.

"Despite his image, Netanyahu is not a warmonger," Anshel Pfeffer, one of the prime minister's left-wing critics and his biographer, wrote in 2018. "He is the most risk-averse of Israeli leaders, averse to making war or peace." At the time, Pfeffer correctly predicted that Israel would not go to war with Iran, despite having a sympathetic Trump administration by its side.

Netanyahu was cautious by temperament and also by experience. His older brother, Yoni, was killed in a hostage-rescue raid in 1976. As the leader of the parliamentary opposition, Netanyahu saw a ruinous war in Lebanon destroy the standing of Ehud Olmert, his center-left predecessor as prime minister. A smooth-talking master of image management, Netanyahu understood that wars are hard to predict and impossible to script. Rather than tackle Tehran head-on, he moved the fight into the shadows, championing global sanctions in public while quietly unleashing a covert campaign to sabotage Iran's nuclear program from within.

This preference for containment over open conflict was applied not just to Iran but also to another territory next door. For years, Netanyahu resisted agitation within his own right-wing government to invade Gaza and topple its terrorist rulers. In his 2022 memoir, Netanyahu wrote proudly about rejecting these calls to arms. "Ending these kinds of operations is much harder than starting them," he noted. "The public invariably expects the government to continue the battle and 'flatten Gaza,' believing that with enough punishment the Hamas regime would collapse. Yet that would only happen if we sent in the army. The casualties would mount: many hundreds on the Israeli side and many thousands on the Palestinian side. Did I really want to tie down the IDF in Gaza for years when we had to deal with Iran and a possible Syrian front? The answer was categorically no." Instead, Netanyahu opted to degrade Hamas with limited air campaigns and then attempted to buy quiet by funneling the group millions of dollars from Qatar.

The Hamas massacre of October 7--whose atrocities were broadcast online by its perpetrators and seared into the Israeli consciousness--upended and discredited this approach. With Israel's borderlands in ruins and hundreds of its citizens taken hostage, the country's voters could no longer countenance their leader's quietism, which now looked like a historic blunder. An Israeli public that had elected Netanyahu to steward its security now felt profoundly insecure and demanded dramatic action. To respond to the attack was not enough; the government needed to ensure that others like it would never happen, by confronting threats at their source.

Netanyahu had not sent Israeli ground troops into Gaza since 2014. After October 7, that hesitation was no longer viable. He initiated the very campaign in Gaza that he had warned against. The cataclysmic and often chaotic conflict cost more Israeli and Palestinian lives than any war in their history, destroyed wide swaths of the enclave, empowered Israel's extremists who sought to settle the territory, and sharply eroded Israel's international standing.

Still, Netanyahu at first instinctively resisted the pull toward wider hostilities. When his defense minister and other security officials pushed right after October 7 for Israel to strike not just Hamas but also Hezbollah, Netanyahu demurred. The Lebanese militia was firing rockets into Israel at the time in solidarity with Hamas, but it was arguably the most fearsome nonstate army in the entire world, and a shaken Netanyahu was not eager to take it on.

But as in Gaza, the Iranian proxy eventually forced Netanyahu's hand. Hezbollah continued shelling Israel's north for more than 11 months, destroying towns and forcing the evacuation of nearly 70,000 Israelis. The devastation and displacement placed tremendous strain on Israel's internal cohesion--and applied more and more pressure to its leader. Finally, in September 2024, after months of tit-for-tat attacks, Netanyahu launched a full-fledged campaign against Hezbollah, complete with exploding beepers and bunker-busting bombs. And then, something unexpected happened: Everything went according to plan.

Hezbollah's leader, Hassan Nasrallah, was assassinated, along with nearly his entire chain of command. Hezbollah was decimated and soon compelled to sign a cease-fire agreement on Israel's terms. Stripped of his enforcers, Syria's pro-Iran dictator, Bashar al-Assad, soon fell as well. Total war turned into nearly total victory. And at the same time, another parallel engagement further emboldened Netanyahu. In response to Israel's bombing of a consular annex in Syria and the subsequent killing of Nasrallah, Iran launched waves of missiles and drones at Israel by the hundreds, the largest such assaults in history. But Israel not only readily repelled nearly all of the projectiles--it also responded by easily penetrating and disabling some of Iran's most sensitive air defenses.

Dennis Ross: Yitzhak Rabin knew what Netanyahu doesn't

With each successful escalation, Netanyahu's willingness to use force to settle Israel's scores increased. This growing confidence culminated in the 12-day war last June, in which Israel achieved air dominance over Iran, bombed its nuclear sites, and took out much of the country's military and intelligence leadership, all without losing a single soldier. At the outset, Israel's military planners had projected more than 400 casualties on the home front from Iranian ballistic and drone attacks; in the end, there were only 28.

Critics of Israel often rightly point out that Palestinian radicalization is less the result of inveterate ideology than of continuous Israeli occupation, violence, and dispossession. But this logic runs both ways. Netanyahu and the Israeli people would never have countenanced such extreme military actions if they had not experienced the unspeakable horrors of October 7, and the repeated, unrelenting assaults of Hezbollah's rockets and Iran's missiles.

This cycle has reached its zenith in Netanyahu's latest and greatest gamble. Casting off his cautiousness, he has bet his political future--and his country's--on Israel's ability to confront not only the Iranian regime but also its Hezbollah and Houthi allies, all while managing a mercurial Trump who remains liable to declare a premature victory and exit the stage at any moment. Whether this gambit will succeed is unclear, and one should distrust anyone who suggests otherwise. But what is clear is that the Israel and Netanyahu of October 6, 2023, are never coming back.
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What Trump's America Looks Like From China

That life is better in the U.S. is no longer an article of faith.

by Lavender Au

Mon, 02 Mar 2026




Certain beliefs about the United States once seemed unshakable in China: that America was hopelessly far ahead, for example, and that moving there guaranteed a better life. That's no longer how people talk in Beijing, where I live, or on Chinese social media.

These days, the chatter is more about the precarity of life in the United States. A term from gaming has gone viral on social media: Zhanshaxian, or the "kill line," is the point at which only one more hit is needed to knock a player out. Americans allegedly live alongside it, buying on credit, carrying heavy debt, and perpetually one illness, accident, or lost job away from financial catastrophe. Posts that draw thousands of comments discuss how easily Americans can fall into homelessness, show clips of U.S. graduates crying over their student loans, and compare life in the U.S. to the dystopian science-fiction show Black Mirror.

America's halo has dimmed in part because consumer goods in China have become more affordable. Chinese salaries remain far lower than American ones, but homegrown industry has made certain comforts more accessible, such that living in the U.S. no longer appears to be a clear upgrade. People who travel or live abroad often report missing the amenities of home: Chinese apps such as Alibaba's Taobao, which sells virtually everything at a lower price than in the United States, or mass-transit systems that are cleaner and more modern than American ones.

Chang Che: 'You think we're afraid of America?'

Conversations on social media have sharpened these comparisons. A flood of Americans joined China's RedNote (a social-media platform similar to Instagram) in response to a brief ban of TikTok last year. Users in China and the United States shared the costs of necessities--rent, groceries, bills--with one another under the tag "#U.S.-China receipts." The larger U.S. paycheck started to look less impressive when set against this accounting.

The erosion of America's image is particularly striking for those old enough to hold earlier impressions in mind. Gao Xiangjin, formerly in the Chinese navy, recalled to me that the U.S. was once presented in exclusively negative terms. "We saw them as enemies," he said. But after China's Reform and Opening in the late 1970s, he said, the view shifted in a positive direction. His generation became aware of American contributions to Chinese success--such as when American experts consulted with China to help manage the Yellow River's flooding, or when the U.S. allied with China in its war against Japan, or how the Rockefeller Foundation initially funded Peking Union Medical College Hospital, still one of Beijing's top hospitals.

He read books about the U.S. Constitution, sent his daughter to America to study, and traveled to the country himself. Back home, he became active in his residential community's landlord association, which he described as "the most democratic institution in China" because it has its own selection and voting processes.

Chinese liberals such as Gao still hold American ideals in high esteem, but now feel that President Trump's government isn't living up to them. "I didn't think he'd be this bad," Gao said of Trump. He cited American policies toward Greenland, Europe, and Ukraine, saying, "The U.S. seems to be abandoning its ideals and shirking its responsibilities." He told me that he found the fatal shooting of Renee Good by an ICE agent particularly terrifying. Of Trump, he added, "I'm sure he's jealous of Xi and Putin."

Even before Trump took office, Chinese citizens had begun to reassess the premium they'd long placed on obtaining an American education, whatever the cost. The sheer number of graduates returning to China from the United States had come to dilute the value of an American degree. Under the Trump administration, those concerns have been compounded by new uncertainty surrounding student visas--making other destinations, or even staying put, ever more attractive than studying in the United States.

Moreover, China's sluggish economy has made an expensive overseas education impractical for many families, especially given the diminishing return on the investment. In 2024, China's Ministry of Education reported that 495,000 students had returned from abroad--79,400 more than in 2023. The job market in China is tight, and foreign graduates don't have the competitive edge they used to. Some civil-service openings even exclude those educated abroad. "State institutions and enterprises prefer domestically educated graduates," Chim Lee, a senior analyst at the British-based research organization Economist Intelligence Unit, told me.

Some Chinese students pursuing their degrees in the United States have brought home stories of disillusionment. I spoke with a graduate student in economics who requested anonymity because she was in the process of renewing her U.S. visa. She'd watched Lizzy McGuire as a child and thought school life in the U.S. seemed more colorful and inventive than in China. But while studying in Chicago, she grew anxious about her personal safety, especially on public transport and while walking home alone after dark. She'd rarely had such worries in China. She compared living in the U.S. to visiting a theme park: mesmerizing for a child, but less appealing a decade later.

Jean M. Twenge: The death of American exceptionalism

When discussions of the "kill line" began circulating on Chinese social media, she recognized that many of the stories were real but that others were exaggerated clickbait--for example, posts claiming that small fines for infractions such as not mowing one's lawn might send a homeowner down the slippery slope to repossession.

Some commenters online wondered if the kill-line discussions were a way to deflect attention from China's problems. Although the authorities tightly monitor discussion of domestic political issues, they tend not to censor criticism of other countries, and they give prominent online nationalists particular leeway. The economics student disagreed that this alone explained the kill line's virality. "People naturally have curiosity about how other people are living," she told me. "Sometimes discussing poverty over there is just because people like gossiping."

The United States still matters to people in China as a point of reference. But these days, the reference is commonly negative, at least with regards to food prices, medical bills, guns, drugs, and urban safety. America's cultural exports now compete with many others, including China's. And U.S. industry no longer dominates many sectors--not technology, where China is a major contender, and certainly not green energy, where China is particularly strong. The kill-line discourse captures the growing skepticism that America is inherently a better place to live.
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'Our Resources Are Done'

Iran's Islamic Republic may endure, but in a very different form.

by Arash Azizi

Sun, 01 Mar 2026




Ayatollah Ali Khamenei is dead, and the regime he ran will very likely transform. But no one should imagine that its nature or future will come down to a single person.

The country's 13-man National Security Council essentially sidelined Khamenei after the 12-day war in June. It has effectively run the country since the summer and will likely continue to do so, even after a new supreme leader is appointed.

At the moment, a temporary three-person leadership committee has officially taken charge, but real power continues to rest with the security council, which is dominated by military and political insiders. Among them are the council's powerful convener, Ali Larijani, and the current speaker of Parliament, Mohammad Baqer Qalibaf, a wily former air-force general popular with the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps.

The first task of the country's rulers, whether through the three-man leadership committee or the security council, will be to manage the current war with the United States and Israel. They will face relentless pressure to abandon Iran's decades-long hostility and find a different path forward. Iran's two major adversaries have thoroughly humiliated it; the regime was not able to hide its reclusive leader for even a few hours.

Read: Why Khamenei is dead

Mostly to save face, Iran's new leaders will likely continue to hit at American and Israeli targets in the region for a little while. But in time, those in charge will probably be willing to strike a new bargain if it extends the regime's lease on life. Donald Trump and Benjamin Netanyahu might be receptive to such a deal as an alternative to open-ended conflict.

"This atmosphere, and loud speeches by Iran's leaders against America, will change in a matter of months," a source close to Qalibaf told me by phone. He asked that we withhold his name because of the sensitivity of wartime conditions. "The Islamic Republic has no way but to end the conflict with the U.S. and focus on economic development. Our resources are done. That's the only way forward."

The source envisaged that Iran would establish diplomatic ties with the United States and take a position on Israel similar to that of Saudi Arabia and the other Gulf states. This would mean giving up Khamenei's quixotic quest to destroy Israel and instead conditioning recognition on a diplomatic solution to the conflict with the Palestinians. The source also pictured the relaxation of socially repressive domestic laws, such as the mandatory hijab, and perhaps even a slight political opening.

If the future of the country depends on a new clerical leader, however, the composition of the three-man interim leadership committee doesn't inspire much hope. It includes President Masoud Pezeshkian, who is a reformist, but also Gholam-Hossein Mohseni-Ejei, an ultra-hard-line former minister of intelligence and the current head of the country's brutal judiciary. The third member is Alireza Arafi, a hard-line cleric who serves on the Guardian Council and has long been seen as a continuity candidate to succeed Khamenei. The Assembly of Experts, the body tasked with the job of selecting the new supreme leader, could anoint one of the two clerics on the three-man committee. Or it could pick somebody else.

There are many reasons to believe, however, that the successor to Khamenei will not be the decisive factor in determining Iran's course, and that the country will take the path described by my source, regardless of the clerical leadership. Arafi has spent most of his life in the seminary and will be no match for the military power players in the regime. Ejei is a murderous extremist, but he has also historically been open to wheeling and dealing with the likes of Qalibaf. The Guards, and other parastatal institutions, control not just the guns but most of the Iranian economy.

Larijani and Qalibaf have made plenty of harsh statements of their own about Israel and America, but they both incline toward pragmatism. They know full well how little ammunition (real and metaphorical) Iran has for fighting a prolonged war. Larijani is also close with former President Hassan Rouhani, who can be brought in from the cold as the doyen of the regime's West-facing faction. If men like these call the shots, the regime's policies will be transformed, however cynically. The 1979 revolution will have finally reached its thermidor and abandoned its founding zealotry.

Such an outcome would fall far short of what so many Iranians, myself included, have fought for--what thousands have only recently died for. It would not bring Iran democracy. It would not vindicate the brave civil-society leaders who fill Iran's prisons on spurious convictions because they demanded an end to the Islamic Republic's authoritarian rule. These figures and many others call for elections for a fresh constituent assembly that could draw up a new social contract for Iran.

Read: What Iran's dead loved and fought for

Yesterday, in an effort to galvanize democratic forces, oppositionists announced the foundation of the Strategic Council of Republicans Inside Iran. The group's name emphasizes what it is, but also what it is not: That it is "republican" means it is not monarchist, and is therefore distinct from the movement behind former Crown Prince Reza Pahlavi. That it is "inside Iran" sets it apart from the activist diaspora. The council is formed of 70 political figures inside the country whose names have not been declared publicly but have been sent to the U.S. and European governments.

The success of this group is to be fervently desired, but for now it remains unlikely. Even if American and Israeli air strikes eliminate yet more of Iran's top leaders, the country's democrats will have a hard time taking power, because they lack organized networks. This doesn't mean that they--we--should give up. Only that we should get organized. Iranians have striven for democracy at least since 1906, when the Constitutional Revolution led to the establishment of our Parliament. That fight shouldn't stop now, just as one of its greatest adversaries has been removed from the scene.

Even in the not-quite-best-case scenario, Khamenei's demise will likely allow Iran to abandon some of his most destructive core policies in the short-to-medium term--not least, his insistence on sacrificing Iran on the altar of a failed ideology. To that extent, even if the Islamic Republic lives on a little longer, Khameneism will be buried alongside Khamenei. That's almost enough to make me hopeful for the future of Iran.
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The Death of Khamenei and the End of an Era

His life's work was to preserve a revolution that is heading for the ash heap.

by Karim Sadjadpour

Sat, 28 Feb 2026




"The essence of oligarchical rule," George Orwell wrote in 1984, "is the persistence of a certain world-view and a certain way of life, imposed by the dead upon the living." For nearly four decades, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei presided over exactly that. He did not build the Islamic Republic of Iran. He inherited it from its founder, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, who in 1979 led a revolution that deposed a U.S.-aligned monarchy and replaced it with an Islamist theocracy whose three ideological pillars were "Death to America," "Death to Israel," and the mandatory covering of  women--the hijab, he said, was "the flag of the revolution."

Khomeini died in 1989, and his successor's life's work was to keep that revolution alive long after the society it governed had moved on. In this, Khamenei was remarkably, ruthlessly successful. But the worldview he imposed was never truly his own. He was the spokesman for a ghost.

Khamenei's death by the hand of a nation he worked very hard to kill is a hinge moment in the history of the 47-year-old revolution. He was the last of the regime's first-generation founders.

Read: The epic miscalculations of Trump and Khamenei

Khamenei's rise was engineered not by destiny but by maneuver. In 1989, Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, the shrewd speaker of Parliament and the son of a pistachio merchant, helped anoint Khamenei as supreme leader by claiming that it was Khomeini's dying wish. Rafsanjani likely believed that he was working to install a pliant figurehead. Khamenei--the son of a poor cleric from the shrine city of Mashhad--had other ideas.

The rivalry between them endured for three decades. Rafsanjani favored wealth creation and detente with the United States; Khamenei believed that compromising on revolutionary principles would hasten the regime's collapse, just as perestroika had undone the Soviet Union. As Machiavelli warned, "He who is the cause of another becoming powerful is ruined."

Khamenei's lack of clerical legitimacy, and his general insecurity, led him to cultivate the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps as his praetorian force; he handpicked commanders and rotated them to prevent rivals from accumulating power. The IRGC eclipsed the clergy as Iran's most powerful institution--politically expedient for Khamenei and financially expedient for the Guards, which became the dominant economic force in the theocracy it defended. Khamenei wielded Iran's elected institutions as facades, allowing just enough political theater to project legitimacy. No matter what agenda the president espoused--the economic pragmatism of Rafsanjani, the liberal aspirations of Mohammad Khatami, the populist provocations of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, the nuclear diplomacy of Hassan Rouhani--Khamenei emasculated him.

An Iranian academic, some of whose students rose to senior government positions in Tehran, once told me that at the revolution's beginning, the regime consisted of "80 percent indoctrinated believers--largely ignorant of global realities--and 20 percent charlatans and chameleons." By Khamenei's final years, he said, the ratio had inverted: 20 percent believers, 80 percent opportunists who flocked around officials for wealth and privilege.

Khamenei's anti-Americanism was cloaked in ideology but also driven by self-preservation. The powerful cleric Ahmad Jannati once articulated the regime's deepest anxiety: "If pro-American tendencies come to power in Iran, we have to say goodbye to everything." Khamenei shared this conviction absolutely. "Reconciliation between Iran and America is possible," he once said, in a revealing formulation, "but it is not possible between the Islamic Republic and America." The American philosopher Eric Hoffer captured this logic in his 1951 book on mass movements, The True Believer. "Hatred is the most accessible and comprehensive of all unifying agents," he wrote; mass movements "can rise and spread without belief in a god, but never without belief in a devil." America was Khamenei's devil.

Khamenei understood that his power was best preserved in a bubble. Not complete isolation--he wanted to sell Iran's oil--but calibrated insularity, walled off from the global forces of capitalism and civil society that would expose and erode the regime. He had translated the works of the radical anti-Western Egyptian thinker Sayyid Qutb into Persian during his years in the shah's prisons; decades later, he remained in the same intellectual bunker, convinced that Western culture posed a greater threat than Western bombs.

Read: What Iranians want from Trump

But insularity has its costs, and they were borne entirely by the Iranian people. Khamenei treated the relationship between the state and its citizens not as a social contract but as a predatory lease--nonnegotiable, imposed by the landlord, long since expired. The regime micromanaged the personal lives of more than 90 million people, dictating whom they were allowed to love, what they drank, what women wore on their heads. It preached austerity while the Guards operated as a tax-exempt conglomerate. It built a digital wall around the country, blocking global platforms while regime officials posted propaganda on X. It charged protesters with "waging war against God" and maintained the world's highest execution rate per capita. When even that was not enough to quell dissent--last month, as protests again swept the country--Khamenei ordered what may prove to be one of the deadliest episodes of state violence in modern history.

Khamenei confronted the paradox that every revolutionary caretaker must face: The revolution he preserved was designed for a world that no longer exists. George Kennan once wrote of the Soviet Union, "No mystical, Messianic movement can face frustration indefinitely without eventually adjusting itself in one way or another to the logic of that state of affairs." Khamenei staved off that adjustment for nearly four decades through force of will, brutality, and the conviction that bending would mean breaking.

In the end, he was felled by Donald Trump and Benjamin Netanyahu, an American president and an Israeli prime minister whom he loathed. He lived by "Death to America" and "Death to Israel." He died by death from America and Israel.
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Trump Has No Plan for the Iranian People

The mere act of bombing Iran will not by itself create a stable regime.

by Anne Applebaum

Sat, 28 Feb 2026




The American bombardment of Iran has been launched without explanation, without Congress, without even an attempt to build public support. Above all, it has been launched without a coherent strategy for the Iranian people, and without a plan to let them decide how to build a legitimate Iranian state.

This lack of coherence has plagued the Trump administration's policy for many weeks. On at least eight occasions during Iran's nationwide uprising in early January, President Trump encouraged Iranians to "take over their institutions" and promised that American help was "on its way." But just last month, days after the Iranian regime massacred thousands of its own citizens, Trump's special envoy, Steve Witkoff, sent out the opposite message. He described Iran as "a deal that ought to happen" and said that the country could be welcomed into "the league of nations." Vice President Vance has also said that America's interests in Iran are limited. "If the Iranian people want to overthrow the regime, that's up to the Iranian people," Vance recently told reporters. "What we're focused on right now is the fact that Iran can't have a nuclear weapon."

The absence of a broader strategy fits a pattern. For decades, American presidents from both parties have oscillated between coercion and engagement with Iran, sometimes offering diplomacy, sometimes sanctions. Doves and hawks both sought to manage the tactics of the Islamic Republic--its nuclear ambitions, its ballistic missiles, its network of proxy militias throughout the Middle East--without ever coming up with a meaningful strategy to combat the root problem: the ideology of the regime itself.

The Islamic Republic is a theocracy founded explicitly to oppose the deepest principles of liberal democracy and the rule of law. During its 47-year reign, this theocratic state underwent no meaningful political reform, made no improvement to its human-rights record, and never stopped trying to export its radicalism abroad. To maintain control, the regime has used mass violence, intimidation, and surveillance. In recent years, the regime has also sought, successfully, to use online smear campaigns to divide and denigrate the Iranian opposition. Nevertheless, as the scholar and activist Ladan Boroumand has written, Western liberal democracies have long preferred to engage the Islamic Republic "almost solely through the paradigm of Realpolitik," to engage in negotiations that never seem to work.

There were plenty of opportunities to try something different. In 2009, at the time of mass protests in Iran, the Obama administration could have put a human-rights campaign at the heart of its Iran policy, promoting the people, ideas, education, and media that might have helped change Iran from within. In 2019, after the cancellation of Barack Obama's nuclear deal with Iran, the first Trump administration could have done the same. But it did not.

The second Trump administration has gone much further in the opposite direction, actually dismantling tools that could have helped promote civic engagement and build a united opposition in Iran. The administration has taken money away from Iranian-human-rights-monitoring groups and defunded media projects. Under the leadership of the former Arizona political candidate Kari Lake, the U.S. Agency for Global Media has prevented Radio Farda, the Farsi-language channel of the U.S. broadcaster Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, from using American transmission equipment.

Voice of America, the U.S. government's other Persian-language channel, cut back coverage and lost credibility by producing partisan broadcasts. The channel's leadership has actually banned any mention of Crown Prince Reza Pahlavi, the son of the late shah of Iran, who commands a substantial following both inside and outside the country. As a result, VOA lost ground to the Saudi-funded channel Iran International. Lake also cut funding for another agency, the Open Technology Fund, dedicated to providing virtual private networks and satellite access to Iranians, among others. That decision might also help keep Iranians inside the country isolated from the large dissident movement in the diaspora.

The administration's apparent lack of interest in the Iranian opposition adds a layer of surreality to the video that Trump posted early this morning. He called on the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps, the Iranian Armed Forces, and the police to "lay down your weapons." But to whom should they surrender? He almost taunted the Iranian people to take charge. "Let's see how you respond," he said. "America is backing you with overwhelming strength and devastating force."

But who is "you"? The civil-society and women's-rights activists who want to build a rule-of-law society, with transparency, accountability, and independent courts? The ethnic minorities--Kurdish, Baluchi, Azerbaijani, and others--who want a decentralized state and more autonomy? The sometimes-fanatical supporters of a new monarchy, who have tried in recent months to push others to the sidelines? Breakaway groups inside the IRGC who might be interested in creating a military dictatorship?

The answer matters. As one opposition insider told me at the time of the previous American attack, the mere act of bombing Iran will not by itself create a stable regime. "If there was ever a fantasy that a leader would fly in under the wings of foreign aviators," he told me, "that is definitely not going to happen." Another Iranian activist texted me this morning: "This is one of the best days of my life, Anne; also I am very worried about what comes next." (Both the opposition insider and the activist requested anonymity for fear of retaliation.)

The point is not that the U.S. should promote democracy for its own sake. The goal, rather, must be to help Iranians achieve normalcy. For the region to be at peace, Tehran must transform itself from the headquarters of an insurgency back into the capital of a country seeking to build peace and prosperity for its own citizens. A stable, law-abiding Iran will help build a stable, law-abiding Middle East. But in order to achieve that, Iran needs not a new dictatorship but self-determination and a pluralist government that respects basic rights. Right now, the Trump administration is not trying to build one.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2026/02/trump-has-no-plan-iranian-people/686194/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Iran Goes to War Against the Arabs

Countries such as Saudi Arabia once wondered whether Tehran could be appeased and contained. Now they do not.

by Graeme Wood

Sat, 28 Feb 2026


Smoke rises after Iran carried out a missile strike on the U.S. Navy's Fifth Fleet in Bahrain. (Reuters)



During the past two years, Iran and Israel have traded missile and air strikes three times, and by now, war between them is old news. War between Iran and the Gulf Arab states of Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Kuwait, Bahrain, and the United Arab Emirates, however, is something new. According to reports, Iran fired missiles at all of them this morning. This video appears to show an attack on Juffair, the area of Bahrain that hosts the U.S. Navy's Fifth Fleet. Similar attacks were reported in the other countries, all of which host American bases or other strategic interests.

All these countries, with the possible exception of the U.A.E., have been at various times torn about whether to treat Iran like a bad neighbor who must be tolerated, or a bad neighbor whose house needs to be burned down with the neighbor in it. This morning, after the attacks, Saudi Arabia's foreign ministry issued a statement condemning Iran's "cowardly" attacks, and noting that the attacks had come even though Saudi Arabia had declined to let its airspace be used in an operation against Iran. Saudi Arabia had opposed the war. Iran's strikes "cannot be justified in any way," the statement said. Other targeted countries issued similar condemnations. Together they leave little doubt that the countries have moved away from the camp of "strongly worded letter to the homeowners' association" and toward the camp of arson. These countries once wondered whether Iran could be appeased and contained. Now they do not.

The Saudis in particular have viewed the Iranian regime as a menace that must be abided. Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, in his 2022 interview with me, made clear that he viewed other Arab Gulf states as family, and that families fight but eventually make up. Iran was in a different category. If its government, which has an unbroken record of hostility toward Riyadh, could be toppled, then it should be--but in the meantime, deals would have to be made, and concessions granted.

In 2022, Iranian proxies launched a drone-and-missile attack against Abu Dhabi, the capital of the U.A.E. It killed three people and conveyed to the U.A.E.'s leaders that they would need to take Iran's views into account as they explored deepening relations with the United States and Israel. The American response to this attack was not swift. Three weeks later, American F-22s arrived, with other military hardware meant to deter Iran and defend against another attack. The Emiratis counted those intervening defenseless days and decided that the response was worryingly slow--so slow that they needed to hedge their bets, in case the United States would hesitate even longer to defend them if attacks became more serious. They pulled out of a major maritime-security arrangement with the United States the next year.

Bahrain is probably the Sunni monarchy that has felt its existence most acutely menaced by Iran. Iran has tried to topple the king there at least three times.

None of these Arab autocracies wanted to choose between Iran and the United States. But one factor made the decision easier, and a second made it inevitable. The first was the Trump administration's signaling, publicly and privately, that it would end the Islamic Republic with or without the Gulf's support, and that it would support the Gulf states fully and immediately if Iran attacked them. The second, of course, was the Iranians' decision to attack them as their first reaction to the American strikes.

A luxury hotel is now in flames in Dubai. Attacking a five-star resort in Dubai is like attacking a boulangerie in Paris, or a football match in London, or a Black Friday stampede at a Walmart on Long Island. It is an assault on something nationally iconic, and for the nation hit, it has a way of clarifying distinctions that have long been muddled.
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The Epic Miscalculations of Trump and Khamenei

Hubris has distorted their strategic decisions.

by Karim Sadjadpour

Sat, 28 Feb 2026




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

"On the eve of each war at least one of the nations miscalculated its bargaining power," wrote the historian Geoffrey Blainey in his book The Causes of War. "In that sense every war comes from a misunderstanding. And in that sense every war is an accident."

The U.S.-Iran war--or, to be accurate, its latest and most dramatic iteration--grew from a high-stakes exchange of miscalculations between two men. Donald Trump and Ali Khamenei have little in common except for a vainglorious hubris that has distorted their strategic choices. For Trump, the conflict is a high-risk, high-reward gambit--the ultimate deal, with the Middle East as the table. For Khamenei, whose official compound was targeted by air strikes, it is something simpler and older: a fight for survival.

Trump's hubris is a matter of performative strength. He has based his brand on being the ultimate dealmaker, making military action more palatable to him than even the appearance of having been out-negotiated. Khamenei's hubris is a matter of ideological rigidity. He sees his theocracy as divinely mandated and has just presided over a historic mass murder to secure his rule. His focus is not on appearances, but on the cold mechanics of survival.

Trump has long approached high-stakes geopolitics with an amateur's certainty. According to a 2016 account in The New Yorker, as far back as 1990, Trump offered a U.S. nuclear negotiator unsolicited advice on how to handle the Soviets: Arrive late, stand over the counterpart, stick a finger in his chest, and say, "Fuck you!"

Karim Sadjadpour: The Iranian hedgehog vs. the American fox

Trump saw the complexities of enriched uranium and ballistic missiles as secondary to the theater of dominance. And in that arena, he believes he has the upper hand against Iran--a view reinforced by his experience, including his 2018 withdrawal from President Obama's nuclear deal, his 2020 killing of Iran's top general, and his 2025 bombing of Iran's nuclear sites, all gambits that cost him little.

The apparent ease with which the Trump administration replaced Nicolas Maduro in Venezuela in January likely reinforced this impression as well. As General David Petraeus recently cautioned, just as the swift fall of the Taliban in 2001 fueled unrealistic expectations for regime change in Iraq, the lightning capture of Maduro--and the seemingly seamless transition to Delcy Rodriguez--may have led Trump to believe that such a scenario is easily replicable in Iran.

If Trump's hubris has been fortified by experience, Khamenei's has persisted in spite of it. Long after Iran's regional proxies and nuclear program had been significantly degraded by Israel and the United States, Khamenei continued to speak as one assured that God was on his side and that the present crisis could simply be endured. He dismissed the United States as a "corrupt, repressive, illogical," and "crumbling empire," citing Jeffrey Epstein's "evil island" as the sinister culmination of 300 years of Western civilization. Washington, Khamenei said, lacks the "staying power" for a true confrontation with Iran. More dangerous than any American warship, he recently taunted Trump, "is the weapon that can send that warship to the bottom of the sea."

The historian Barbara Tuchman once described four kinds of misgovernment that stem from a leader's hubris: tyranny, excessive ambition, incompetence, and "folly"--the pursuit of policies contrary to the nation's interests. Khamenei's Islamic Republic has checked every box. In the face of decades of evidence of his worldview's failure, his belief in its righteousness has remained unshaken; he has appeared more prepared to die a martyr than to capitulate, his endgame reduced to the simple clarity of living to fight another day against America.

Trump, in contrast, exhibits the hubris of excessive ambition, if not for a specific outcome, for his own ability to bring about an epoch-making consequence. Yet the range of options he debated during the negotiations--from a broad diplomatic deal to a military operation with the goal of toppling the regime--suggested a man with an uncertain sense of his own appetite, torn between ordering the side salad or a 32-ounce tomahawk steak. His choice of representatives--his son-in-law Jared Kushner and the special envoy to the Middle East, Steve Witkoff--seemed better suited to a part-time real-estate negotiation, conducted between rounds of golf and business deals. Even Trump's address to Iranian forces on the night of the strikes sounded like a closing argument across a negotiating table: "Lay down your weapons and have complete immunity. Or, in the alternative, face certain death."

For the Islamic Republic, the standoff is an all-consuming ideological war for both personal and regime survival. These are two fundamentally different distortions of reality: One leader views the world as a transactional playground where everything is for sale, while the other views his own survival as a world-historic necessity, regardless of the ruin it brings to his people.

America's military superiority is overwhelming, but in this contest, it is not necessarily decisive. The two sides are playing for different stakes: Washington seeks a transformative victory, while Tehran seeks only to survive. As Henry Kissinger once noted of guerrilla warfare, the insurgent wins by not losing, while the conventional power loses by not winning.

Arash Azizi: The 'existential anxiety' of the Islamic Republic

In very few theaters do American values and interests converge as seamlessly as they do in Iran. A tolerant, representative Iranian state would both transform the lives of its citizens and fundamentally reorder the geopolitics of the Middle East toward stability and prosperity. But Washington has lately wavered in its commitment to those values and in doing so stripped itself of its most potent tools of influence. Hard power alone can depose a regime, but it is notoriously incapable of cultivating a better successor. Trump's simple admonition to the Iranian people on the night of the strikes reflected this gap between destructive capacity and strategic vision. "When we are finished," he told them, "take over your government. It will be yours to take."

The immediate trigger for this crisis was the massacre of tens of thousands of Iranians whom Trump incited, and then abandoned, and now has called upon to rise up. He has chosen military action with an unclear endgame, relegating the U.S. military, regional partners, and 92 million Iranians to serve as anxious participants in an unscripted geopolitical drama. That is the ultimate hubris: a president more focused on the spectacle of power than its consequences, facing off against a martyrdom-obsessed theocrat who is more prepared to see his nation burn than his own power extinguished.
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An Iranian Network Is Ready to Act

Last month, an Iranian exile named Jaber Rajabi reached out to make a case for something between bombing Iran to oblivion and waiting for the regime to collapse.

by Graeme Wood

Fri, 27 Feb 2026




Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.

The question of whether to bomb the Islamic Republic of Iran into oblivion has been much on the minds of decision makers in Washington. The most obvious alternative is to let Tehran slouch toward oblivion all by itself. Iran's currency is sliding toward zero; its "Axis of Resistance," the military strategy that appeared invincible just two years ago, has been wrecked by an Israeli-led campaign of assassinations, bombings, and exploding beepers; its people want to kill the supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, and are worried that biology (he is an 86-year-old cancer survivor) will get to him first.

"There is no time pressure: The regime is already a goner," Danny Citrinowicz, who led Iran analysis for Israel Defense Intelligence, told me. The problem is the absence of a coalition that can take over the government. Protesters in Tehran have chanted the name Reza Pahlavi, the son of Iran's last shah who is based in Washington, D.C., but Pahlavi has "zero influence on the ground" in Iran, Citrinowicz said. Without a replacement government, the result of an attack could be civil war. "There are bad options and worse options right now, and an attack, when you don't have a viable opposition, is definitely worse."

Last month, an Iranian exile named Jaber Rajabi reached out to me by WhatsApp to make a case for something between bombing to oblivion and waiting. I had first contacted him two years ago, when reporting a story on Iran's Axis of Resistance. I had met him in person twice, and a few weeks ago, we met for a third time, in Dubai. Iran was recovering its composure after January's protests, and had hinted that it might strike Dubai if provoked. Rajabi was for the better part of two decades a loyal servant of the Islamic Republic, in Iran and abroad, and spent years working with militias that were trying to kill Americans in Iraq. Like a Shiite Forrest Gump, he fought for the Iranian regime and mixed socially with its leadership. In Qom, Iran's center of clerical learning, he was a study partner of the supreme leader's son and potential successor, Mojtaba Khamenei, and knew the supreme leader himself through that connection. He is now a regime opponent, vocal in exile, and (like Gump) in a lucrative business career after his military service.

Read: Anything could happen in Iran

Along with Citrinowicz, Rajabi doubted that Pahlavi could do much, other than get Iranians massacred. "You want to remove a dictator and replace him with another?" he asked me. "He is a gift to the regime: They will fight to the death if they think he is the alternative." But he said that Ali Khamenei must die--and that time is not as favorable to the regime's enemies as they think. "The danger that nothing will happen is greater than the danger that something will happen," he said. "If the regime does not fall this year, it will last for another 50."

The solution, Rajabi said, is a light culling of the top of the regime. "There are about 10 people who need to be eliminated," he said, and another 2,700 who need to be sidelined and offered amnesty. He claimed that networks of regime enemies have infiltrated the government, and that Iran's enemies will need them if they wish to end the regime without chaos. "If someone from inside the system opens the window, it will open," he said. His network is ready to act. "If the United States does not kill the ones who need to be killed," he promised, "we will do it ourselves."

There is a long tradition of disaffected patriots talking a big game in exile, and boasting of having agents already embedded and prepared to effect a seamless coup, if only a more powerful country would help them. Being skeptical of Rajabi's network's ability to do what it promises is reasonable. But sometimes, improbable ideas are useful for training one's intuition and imagination. Although Rajabi's plan might not describe what will happen, it provides a rough outline of what might need to happen to avoid the opposing dangers of doing nothing and attacking without a plan for what comes next.

The Iranian-exile community is diverse and strange. The two most prominent figures are Pahlavi and Masih Alinejad, the indomitable anti-headscarf activist who survived an assassination attempt in Brooklyn in 2022. Rajabi is nowhere near as famous as these two, but he is unquestionably stranger, and more deeply connected to Iran and its organs of power. He has bled for the Islamic Republic, worked in its politics, and (he claims) survived its multiple attempts to kill him--most recently with a dose of poison that has left his body ravaged. He went into exile in 2021 and now lives in the United Arab Emirates, under protection. When I first met him, in 2024, he imposed unusually thorough security measures. I was told to turn off my phone and get into a Maybach with blacked-out windows. The car drove around the city for nearly an hour before pulling up to a villa with a pool and an entryway whose ceilings echoed when he greeted me. He was not sorry for the protocol, and said that Iranians periodically send him threats, usually through his old militia friends in Iraq, and he expected that eventually they would kill him. (He showed me photographs and videos from many of the stages in his career and answered detailed questions about them. The answers were consistent across interviews, but it is difficult to confirm all of the facts.)

Rajabi told me many wild stories, but the one that I found most remarkable was among the first he shared: that he had recently turned 40. He looked several years younger, perhaps owing to the waxy, taut skin turgor of someone who recently survived a poisoning. I remarked on his healthy appearance, and without taking the compliment, he opened his mouth for me to see the artificial chompers that replaced the ones his poisoning had rotted out. He had other hidden debilities. He took my hand and guided it through his black hair and over the dome of his skull. It felt bumpy and compromised, like the shell of a boiled egg after being tapped with a spoon. "I was in Samarra," he said, fighting against the Islamic State in Iraq in 2017. "I looked behind me and saw a cloud of dust. Then blood started pouring into my eyes." A sniper's bullet had ripped across his head, plowing up bone and skin and sowing bullet fragments. These remain embedded in his head.

From the October 2025 issue: The neighbor from hell

Rajabi grew up in a home broken by war--a fitting beginning, perhaps, to a life that would be punctuated by combat. His father died while fighting in the Iran-Iraq War, and his mother worked for a period in the office of Ali Khamenei. Rajabi said that he had problems at home and fled to Iraq before the U.S.-led 2003 invasion, to study at a Shiite seminary in Najaf. Within a year of his arrival, he and nearly all of his fellow seminarians had joined a militia. Their goal, he said, was to defend Shiite holy sites. But by 2004, under the leadership of the Iraqi cleric Moqtada al-Sadr, they were fighting the Americans and dying in large numbers. Rajabi, as a rare Iranian among the shrine guards, became a liaison to the Iranian military when it decided to support Sadr's army. Rajabi claims that in Najaf, in early 2004, he met Abd al-Reza Shahlai--later a top planner of Iran's operations in Iraq and Yemen--and Imad Mughniyeh, the legendary military chief of Hezbollah and the most elusive Shiite terrorist in the world. (Four years later, CIA and Mossad killed him in Damascus, using a Mitsubishi rigged with a bomb.)

In 2004, in the Battle of Najaf, Rajabi was shot in the right shoulder. "I was unconscious," he told me. "I lost a great deal of blood." Medevaced with the other Sadrists, nearly all Iraqi, to Tehran, he woke up in Baghiyyatollah al-Azam Military Hospital, which is run by the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps. He said the hospital staff were unaware that he was Iranian until he woke up speaking Persian. The IRGC detained him. "They were not rude, but they made it clear that I could not go," Rajabi said. "Then they said I was free but asked if I might join them for lunch first." They drove him to a simple villa in north Tehran, where he was surprised to find Qassem Suleimani, the architect of Iran's Axis of Resistance strategy, welcoming him at the door.

Suleimani was friendly. "He knew my father and grandfather were both martyrs," Rajabi told me, "and he said he was impressed that a kid from Tehran could have made it in Najaf alone." Then he left Rajabi to be interrogated. For a week, Suleimani's people took notes on the Iraqi factions and their respective willingness to work on Tehran's behalf. Suleimani then returned, Rajabi said, and told him that Iran wanted him to go back to the militias, be friendly with them, and make sure Moqtada al-Sadr was shown all hospitality when he visited Iran. He gave Rajabi $25,000 and a Nissan Maxima for this purpose.

Rajabi spent most of the next decade in Iraq, working with militias to strengthen the Shiite hand there. He was a founder or early member of two militias that continue to be Iranian proxies today: Asa'ib Ahl al-Haq and Harakat al-Nujaba. He told me that the Americans caught and imprisoned him but never found out his real identity.

Getting shot increased his idealism. Moving into management destroyed it. He said that Iran's plan for Iraq disabused him of the notion that Iran wanted to turn its neighbor into a Shiite theocracy along Iranian lines. Instead, Iraq was a tool, a way for IRGC leaders to make money through smuggling and black marketeering. Rather than make Iraq strong, they wanted the militias to bicker with one another and even fight--anything to keep an Iraqi state from challenging Iran's status as Shiite supremo. "You simply cannot have a country that is made up of bickering militias," he told me. Rajabi's own militias were supposed to keep losing, forever. "When the truth came, it was like a punch to the face."

Rajabi eventually retired from fighting, spent a brief period with Hezbollah in Lebanon, and then returned to Iran for religious study and a role as a foreign-policy adviser to Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. Ahmadinejad had come into office in 2005 as a hard-line antidote to his reformist predecessor, Muhammad Khatami. Ahmadinejad, for most of his term, played the part grandly, using harsh anti-U.S. and anti-Israel rhetoric, as well as dallying with Holocaust denial and other battiness. Rajabi offered a direct connection to the foreign networks that Ahmadinejad--who came up in politics through domestic channels, as a Tehran mayor--did not know well. And his disillusion with Iran's foreign policy closely tracked Ahmadinejad's own.

By the end of Ahmadinejad's term, the president had been denounced by clerical hard-liners as a softy and a reformist. These hard-liners were astute. After the Green Revolt of 2009, Ahmadinejad inclined toward secular nationalism and briefly took over sensitive portfolios formerly reserved for Khamenei. This insubordination led to Ahmadinejad's ouster, the purge of his sympathizers from government, and surveillance against him and his network that continues to this day. Rajabi's fortunes fell with his boss's, and the attempts on his life began, he said, after he accused IRGC leaders of corruption in Iraq. Once, someone tried to rig a door handle to electrocute him (this Looney Tunes-style assassination plot failed for technical reasons), and another time, he survived an attempted shooting. After the poisoning that rotted his teeth, he decided to leave and used government connections to circumvent a no-travel order to get out.

Ahmadinejad's ability to travel and take part in public life has been severely curtailed, and his rare public appearances suggest a strange turn from Shiite theocracy toward ... something else. In 2018, he tweeted about his fervent desire that the University of Michigan football team would "return to its glory days."

When I returned to Dubai to see Rajabi this month, he told me that his affection for Ahmadinejad was undiminished. "I am personally indebted to that man," Rajabi said, "and I view him as the one figure with enough domestic support to lead Iran." Rajabi said that Ahmadinejad is not leading any group, but his former vice president, Esfandiar Rahim Mashaei, is a central figure in anti-regime networks. The Iranian opposition remains fragmented, and it's difficult to tell how many from one faction would tolerate someone from another. (The Pahlavi people in particular seem reluctant to share power.) Ahmadinejad's decade out of office has led many to suspect that his networks are useless and withered. The protesters in January were carrying pictures of the shah, not of Ahmadinejad or Rajabi, and as the intelligence analyst Citrinowicz told me, "You can't expect much of a guy who has been stuck in his house for the last 15 years."

"Khamenei stands in the middle of a sea of blood, and to reach him, you have to swim through blood yourself," Rajabi said. He told me that the killings last month foreclosed the possibility of a peaceful transition. So many Iranians sympathetic to the regime are now implicated that they are convinced that the only way out is further violence. "Khamenei has made them believe there is no retreat." The talk of a Pahlavi transition, Rajabi said, frightens them: They think that if the regime falls, everyone who took part in violence will be massacred in return.

Read: The 'existential anxiety' of the Islamic Republic

But Rajabi says only the top leaders of the Islamic Republic need to be eliminated: "10 people--that's it," he told me repeatedly. The United States can help with this task, but Rajabi thinks it could be onshored to existing networks within the regime if necessary. The targets would include the supreme leader and his son Mojtaba: "If we get rid of these 10, the rest can be controlled." According to Rajabi, the network of people in the government actively working for his faction is far greater than outsiders think. Rajabi referred to it variously as a "network" and an "organization," and said that the government could not eliminate it even if it tried. "They don't know who manages it," he told me. "They don't know the parts." He said that 50 parliamentarians are in the network, as well as people in the security apparatus at all levels.

Rajabi said that the advantage of leveraging a network of infiltrators is that the network has already categorized everyone currently on the regime payroll into three groups: who can be trusted to work with a new regime, who needs to be retired, and who needs to die. In addition to the unfortunate 10 in the last category, Rajabi counts 2,700--their names already on a list--in the lucky middle. "We would need to move against these on the first night," he told me. "Without the leaders, these ones would not be able to move their feet." These immobilized stalwarts should then be bought off, he said: "Even the ones who were killers--we will say: 'Go home.'" No trials; just early retirement. For the millions of Iranians who rely directly on the regime for their livelihood, little would change. Iran would thereby dodge the fate that Rajabi saw in Iraq after the U.S.-led invasion, when the military was disbanded, and a huge number of men had nothing to lose.

Rajabi told me that the goal of regime change should be "liberalism" and internationally monitored democracy. "I want to wake up and see no [religious] turbans, no mention of an Islamic Republic. I never want to hear of such things again," he told me. (However unlikely the means of achieving this goal, the goal itself is widely shared by Iranian factions.) "We will go on television, and as statement No. 1, we will declare that we do not want war with the world, or hostility of any kind with America and Israel." The next step would be immediate development of economic ties with neighbors, including the Gulf states that are his current hosts.

Rajabi gave me two reasons this plan cannot be delayed. The first was geopolitical: Russia and China are waiting to see if the regime is an ally worth salvaging. "The regime is using time to restructure itself," he told me. "They know China in particular is watching them, because they saw a good chance the regime would fall." He said that Russia and China will, if the regime endures, not only support it but also call in favors--the establishment of military bases along the Persian Gulf, for example, and possibly even transformation of Iran into a vassal state, like former President Bashar al-Assad's Syria.

The second reason was personal. During Rajabi's studies in Qom with Mojtaba Khamenei, he came to view the supreme leader's son as a brilliant zealot, much more extreme and uncompromising than his father, and a uniquely dangerous potential successor. He said that Mojtaba is already making decisions in the supreme leader's office.

John R. Bolton: A foreign policy worse than regime change

As a student, Mojtaba was apocalypse-obsessed. ("I should know," Rajabi told me, "because I was quite into these things myself at the time.") "He thinks there are milestones on the path to the end of the world," Rajabi told me, "and he himself will have a special part in hastening humanity down that path." Rajabi said that Mojtaba kept a house near the Jamkaran mosque, and there he updated corkboards and diagrams, mapping out the places and events that according to prophecy stand between the end times and today.

"Mojtaba is more dangerous than 50 nuclear bombs," Rajabi told me. He said that Ali Khamenei, for all of his blood-swimming, cares what Iranians think of him and has demonstrated a willingness to bend and reach out to allies to ensure his regime's survival. Mojtaba, by contrast, is calculating and ideological, and willing to cause terrible destruction to the world just to prove a point. The killing of Iranian protesters last month was nothing. "He is willing to kill 13,000 Iranians. Why would he hesitate to kill 100,000 people in Tel Aviv?" The cost of waiting is the possibility that a regime that survives the current stresses will be less risk-averse, more ideological, and more assured of its divine mission.

"Iwill be back in Iran this year," Rajabi promised me as I left his villa, nearly tripping over his fluffy cat, Jacob, on the way out. I told him that if he finds himself in Iran that soon, things will have either gone very well or very badly for him. He implied that one possible scenario was that he would, after years of retirement from the battlefield, be back fighting--probably in the mountains in northern Iran. "This is a year of suicide or victory."
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Tesla's Secret Weapon Is a Giant Metal Box

Elon Musk's car company is quietly poised to power the AI boom.

by Andrew Moseman

Wed, 04 Mar 2026




Elon Musk's vision for the future of Tesla has finally rolled off the assembly line. Last month, a Tesla factory in Texas built the first Cybercab, a driverless electric car with neither a steering wheel nor pedals. With typical bombast, Musk has promised that the Cybercab will cost less than $30,000 by next year, and said that it could perhaps even pay for itself: Owners will conceivably be able to nap at home while the car is out hailing riders and earning them money.



The Cybercab is among the splashiest parts of Tesla's pivot away from its core business of selling cars (or at least those driven by humans). Musk is dead set on turning Tesla into a company that makes robots and robotaxis. Earlier this year, he killed the Model S--the vehicle that initially made Tesla into an electric-car giant--freeing up factory space to manufacture Optimus, a humanoid robot he says has the potential to be the "biggest product of all time." The world's richest man has a lot riding on the success of Tesla's robots and robotaxis, namely a pay package worth up to $1 trillion.



So far, the transformation has been chaotic. For all the hype surrounding the Cybercab, it's not clear that Tesla can legally sell a car without a steering wheel. The technology also remains unproven: Tesla operates a fleet of robotaxis in Austin, where they have crashed at roughly eight times the rate of American drivers, according to an analysis of Tesla's self-reported crash data. Musk has even further to go with his Optimus robots. The program has been dogged by public embarrassments and failures: At a Tesla event in December, an Optimus robot tasked with handing out water to guests lost its balance and dramatically tumbled backwards. Meanwhile, Tesla's car sales are tumbling as Musk has seemingly lost interest in making human-driven cars. Besides the Cybertruck, which has proved to be a flop, Tesla has not released an entirely new car model since 2020. (Tesla and Musk did not respond to my requests for comment.)

Tesla is undergoing a transformation--just not one oriented around the Cybercab or an army of humanoids that will do the dishes. The product that is poised to define the near future of the company is a metal box the size of a shipping container. It's the Tesla Megapack, an enormous rechargeable battery that is used by power plants to balance out the energy supply--for example, Megapacks store solar energy created on a sunny day so that it can be used at night. The Megapack has become the cornerstone of Tesla's booming energy division. Batteries and solar panels are not glamorous compared with robots, but they are "the here and now," Ben Kallo, a Tesla expert at the investment firm Baird, told me.



Tesla has always been in the energy business. Electric vehicles, in a basic sense, are just batteries on wheels, giving Tesla a head start in developing larger units such as the Megapack, which launched in 2019. Tesla also makes the Powerwall, a four-foot-tall battery that has become popular among homeowners who want to keep their lights on during a blackout without firing up a generator. And because the rest of the electric-car industry now uses Tesla's charging plug, Musk owns a network of fast and reliable Superchargers that is ready to sell electrons to everyone.

Read: Tesla is not the next Ford. It's the next Con Ed.

Now, though, something bigger is afoot. Tesla's energy business is surging as America needs more electricity than ever, in large part for the data centers powering the AI boom. Much of this energy is forecasted to come from solar power and batteries, if only because it's become the cheapest way to quickly add power to the grid. "We need electrons," Kallo said. "We need power. And batteries are going up everywhere." New facilities near San Antonio and Houston are using Tesla batteries to store hundreds of megawatts, helping to meet rising demand and to steady a Texas power grid that has seen devastating blackouts during winter storms. Data centers are also installing their own large-scale batteries, including Tesla's, as a contingency against power outages. Last year, Tesla sold $430 million in Megapacks to xAI, meaning Musk's own batteries are powering a barrage of Grok requests.



The political winds are blowing Tesla's way, too. Although the Trump White House has slashed incentives for renewable energy, it has gone easier on batteries. Chinese companies lead the world in battery manufacturing, but they face steep tariffs in the United States--leaving Tesla primed to swoop in with American-made Megapacks. To be clear, Tesla is not making most of its money from batteries. The company's energy division contributed 23 percent of Tesla's total profits during the first half of last year, and much of the rest came from cars. But as Tesla's EV sales slide, Musk may be forced to lean into batteries. Energy can bring in the steady revenue that he needs to pull off Tesla's pivot to robots and robotaxis. "It's very important to Tesla from a cash-flow perspective," Kallo said.

Read: Tesla wants out of the car business

Perhaps that also explains why Musk's passion for solar power has reignited. A decade ago, Tesla bought the solar-panel start-up SolarCity--only to let it gather dust while Musk chased obsessions such as tunnel-boring machines and reusable space rockets. In January, Tesla announced plans to build its own solar panels at a factory in Buffalo, New York, and to make enough solar panels to generate 100 gigawatts of solar energy by 2028. For comparison, that's more than twice the entire amount of solar power that's projected to be added to the U.S. power grid this year. Here, the mundane business of making and storing energy gets roped into Musk's sci-fi dreams: The investment firm Morgan Stanley predicts that Tesla's plan to create all this energy hinges on the existence of data centers in outer space powered by solar panels that orbit where the sun never sets. That remains an exotic ambition. "Let's give it a haircut and say they do 25 gigawatts." Kallo said. "That's still massive."



Even as Tesla backs away from selling electric cars, the success of its energy business suggests that the company still has the potential to do enormous good for the planet. In November, the company soft-launched Oasis, the largest Tesla Supercharging station in the world, featuring more than 160 plugs. The pit stop, located at a dusty highway interchange north of Los Angeles, is lined with solar panels to provide the juice and Megapack batteries to store energy for when it's not sunny. In effect, Tesla has created a zero-emissions charging station that runs off the grid. Similar projects that pair Tesla's batteries and solar panels could help make sure that the coming armada of AI data centers isn't powered by dirty energy.



For Musk, though, the crux of all this may not be to save the planet. It's control. A burgeoning energy business gives Musk more sway over the future of AI. "Energy is a big part of the arms race right now," Kallo said. Even if the future of AI doesn't go Musk's way--if the Cybercab never catches on and his humanoid robots never learn to manipulate objects with the grace of the human hand--he could wind up as AI's energy baron. That may be a consolation prize, but it's still one that will make Musk a fortune.
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A Dire Warning From the Tech World

Dean Ball, Trump's former AI adviser, says that the targeting of Anthropic is just one piece of a much larger political breakdown.

by Matteo Wong

Tue, 03 Mar 2026




Dean Ball helped devise much of the Trump administration's AI policy. Now he cannot believe what the Department of Defense has done to one of its major technology partners, the AI firm Anthropic.



After weeks of negotiations, the Pentagon was unable to force Anthropic to accede to terms that, in Anthropic's telling, could involve using AI for autonomous weapons and the mass surveillance of Americans, as my colleague Ross Andersen reported over the weekend. So the government has labeled the company a supply-chain risk, effectively plastering it with a scarlet letter. The Pentagon says that this means Anthropic will be unable to work with any company that contracts with the administration. That could include major technology companies that provide infrastructure for Anthropic's AI models, such as Amazon. The supply-chain-risk designation is normally reserved for companies run by foreign adversaries, and if the order holds up legally, it could be a death blow for Anthropic.

Read: Inside Anthropic's killer-robot dispute with the Pentagon

Ball, now a senior fellow at the Foundation for American Innovation, was traveling in Europe as all of this was unfolding last week, staying up as late as 2 a.m. to urge people in the administration to take a less severe approach: simply canceling the contract with Anthropic, without the supply-chain-risk designation. When his efforts failed, Ball told me in an interview yesterday, "my reaction was shock, and sadness, and anger."



In the aftermath of the decision, Ball published an essay on his Substack casting the conflict in civilizational terms; the Pentagon's ultimatum, in his reckoning, is "a kind of death rattle of the old republic, the outward expression of a body that has thrown in the towel." The action, he wrote, is a repudiation of private property and freedom of speech, two of the most fundamental principles of the United States. In today's America, Ball argued, the executive branch has become so unstoppable--and passing laws has become so challenging--that the president and his officials can do whatever they want. (When reached for comment, a White House spokesperson told me in a statement that "no company has the right to interfere in key national security decision-making.")



Yesterday, I called Ball to discuss his essay and why the standoff with Anthropic feels, to him, like such a dire sign for America. Ball is far from a likely source of such harsh criticism: He's a Republican with close ties to the Trump administration who departed on good terms after its AI Action Plan was published, and an avid believer that AI is a transformational technology. Other figures who are influential among conservatives in the tech world, including the Anduril Industries co-founder Palmer Luckey and the Stratechery tech analyst Ben Thompson, have vigorously supported Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth's move. Luckey, a billionaire who builds drones for the military, suggested on X that crushing Anthropic is necessary to defend democracy from oligarchy. Thompson wrote yesterday in his widely read newsletter that "it simply isn't tolerable for the U.S. to allow for the development of an independent power structure--which is exactly what AI has the potential to undergird--that is expressly seeking to assert independence from U.S. control." Thompson likened the necessity of destroying Anthropic to that of bombing Iran.



But Ball sees the Trump administration's strong-arming of the tech industry as a sign of his country falling apart--a decline, he told me, that he has been watching for decades, and which the AI revolution might only accelerate.



This conversation has been edited for length and clarity.



Matteo Wong: A number of people have described the Pentagon's designation of Anthropic as a supply-chain risk as illegal or poorly thought-out. Why did you take a step further in saying that this is not just bad policy, but catastrophic?



Dean Ball: What Secretary Pete Hegseth announced is a desire to kill Anthropic. It is true that the government has abridged private-property rights before. But it is radical and different to say, brazenly: If you don't do business on our terms, we will kill you; we will kill your company. I can't imagine sending a worse signal to the business community. It cuts right at heart at everything that makes us different from China, which roots in this idea that the government can't just kill you if you say you don't want to do business with it, literally or figuratively. Though in this case, I'm speaking figuratively.



Wong: Walk me through the multi-decade decline you situate the Pentagon-Anthropic dispute in. What precisely about the American project do you see as being in decay?



Ball: America rests on a foundation of ordered liberty. The state sets broad rules that are intended to be timeless and universal, and implements those rules. We have not always done that perfectly, but the idea was that we were always getting better. And during my lifetime, a lot of things have started to break down.



It reminds me very much of the science of aging. A very large number of systems start to break down, all at similar times for correlated reasons, and then each one breaking down causes the others to do worse. I think that something similar happens with the institutions of our republic. The fact that you can't, for example, really change laws means that more and more gets pushed onto executive power. Once that's the case, you have this boomerang--I only know that I'm going to be in power for four years in the White House, so what I need to do is use as much executive power as I can to cram through as much of my agenda as possible. And we've seen that just get more and more and more extreme, really, since George W. Bush. It's just these swings back and forth, and it feels like we're departing from the equilibrium more and more. It's possible for something to go from being a crime in one presidential administration to not a crime in another, with no law changing. The state can deprive you of your liberty--that's the most important thing in the world. We can't have that at the stroke of the executive's pen.

Read: Anthropic is at war with itself

There are already Democrats who are talking about how if you work too closely with the Trump administration, when they get in power, they're going to break your companies up. Right now, with Anthropic, Republicans are punishing a company that is associated with the Democrats, and I suppose in some sense that because I'm a Republican, I can cheer that on. But the point of ordered liberty is for that never to happen--because if I do that to you, when you take power, you're going to do it to me even worse, and then around and around we'll go.



If you read any "new tech right" thinker on these topics--Ben Thompson, whom I've loved for years--saying it's a dog-eat-dog world, that's the way it goes. Palmer Luckey, same thing--equating property expropriation with democracy. These are people who have fully accepted that we live in the tribal world and that the republic is already dead.



Wong: You were the primary author of the White House's main AI-policy document. How does the Pentagon's targeting of Anthropic differ from your own vision for good AI policy?



Ball: I don't think the actions of the Department of War are consistent with the persuasion toward AI laid out in the AI Action Plan. But more important than that, they're not consistent with the persuasions toward AI articulated by the president in many, many public appearances.



The people who were involved with this incident were not, by and large, involved in the creation of the AI Action Plan. They looked at the cards on the table and made their calls. I assume that they did what they thought was best at the time. I don't think they acted with particularly great wisdom. Maybe I'm wrong; I don't know. But they made very different decisions from the ones I would have made.



Wong: As all of these negotiations were happening, the Pentagon was also preparing to bomb Iran. The war seems like a pretty clear example of the stakes of the growing executive authority you're describing.



Ball: We live in a state of perpetual emergency being declared, and that has all sorts of corrosive effects. Because then it's like, Oh, well, did you know that Anthropic attempted to impose usage restrictions on the U.S. military during a national-security emergency? And it's like, yeah, we've been living in a national-security emergency for my entire life, or at least since 9/11. We've been living in a state of endless emergency, perpetual emergencies, perpetual war. This is just cancerous.



Wong: One other possibility, of course, is that the growing backlash to the Pentagon's decision to target Anthropic could actually strengthen the nation's institutions--that the courts or Congress, for instance, could ultimately protect Anthropic or prevent such future standoffs.



Ball: The optimistic version of my interpretation is that there's enough about the American system that's resilient that these things will be reined in by the judiciary. I don't think you can bet against America. The country has been remarkably resilient over time. At the same time, I view the sickness that we face as being pretty deep. And I also view the challenges that we have to navigate together as being more profound than any we've faced in our history. So I harbor fairly significant concerns that this time will be different. But I remain fundamentally an optimist. If I were a pessimist, I wouldn't be sitting here talking to you.
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Inside Anthropic's Killer-Robot Dispute With the Pentagon

New details on precisely where the lines were drawn

by Ross Andersen

Sun, 01 Mar 2026




Right up until the moment that Pete Hegseth moved to terminate the government's relationship with the AI company Anthropic, its leaders believed that they were still on track for a deal. The Pentagon had unilaterally insisted on renegotiating its contract with Anthropic, the company whose AI model is the only one currently allowed into the federal government's classified systems, in order to remove ethical restrictions that the company had placed on it.

According to a source familiar with the negotiations, on Friday morning, Anthropic received word that Hegseth's team would make a major concession. The Pentagon had kept trying to leave itself little escape hatches in the agreements that it proposed to Anthropic. It would pledge not to use Anthropic's AI for mass domestic surveillance or for fully autonomous killing machines, but then qualify those pledges with loophole-y phrases like as appropriate--suggesting that the terms were subject to change, based on the administration's interpretation of a given situation.

Read: What happens to Anthropic now?

Anthropic's team was relieved to hear that the government would be willing to remove those words, but one big problem remained: On Friday afternoon, Anthropic learned that the Pentagon still wanted to use the company's AI to analyze bulk data collected from Americans. That could include information such as the questions you ask your favorite chatbot, your Google search history, your GPS-tracked movements, and your credit-card transactions, all of which could be cross-referenced with other details about your life. Anthropic's leadership told Hegseth's team that was a bridge too far, and the deal fell apart. Soon after, Hegseth directed the U.S. military's contractors, suppliers, and partners to stop doing business with Anthropic. The list of companies that contract with the military is extensive, and includes Amazon, the company that supplies much of Anthropic's computing infrastructure. The Department of Defense did not respond to a request for comment. A spokesperson for Anthropic referred me to the company's statement addressing Hegseth's remarks.

My source, whom I am granting anonymity because they are not authorized to talk about the negotiations, also shed further light on the disagreement between Anthropic and the Pentagon over autonomous weapons, machines that can select and engage targets without a human making the final call. The U.S. military has been developing these systems for years and has budgeted $13.4 billion for them in fiscal year 2026 alone. They run the gamut from individual drones to whole swarms that can be used in the air and at sea.

Anthropic had not argued that such weapons should not exist. To the contrary, the company had offered to work directly with the Pentagon to improve their reliability. Just as self-driving cars are now in some cases safer than those driven by humans, killer drones may some day be more accurate than a human operator, and less likely to kill bystanders during an attack. But for now, Anthropic's leaders believe that their AI hasn't yet reached that threshold. They worry that the models could lead the machines to fire indiscriminately or inaccurately, or otherwise endanger civilians or even American troops themselves.

According to my source, at one point during the negotiation, it was suggested that this impasse over autonomous weapons could be resolved if the Pentagon would simply promise to keep the company's AI in the cloud, and out of the weapons themselves. The argument was that the models could be kept outside so-called edge systems, be they drones or other kinds of autonomous weapons. They might synthesize intelligence before an operation, but they wouldn't actually be making kill decisions. The AI's hands would be clean of any deadly errors that the drones made.

But Anthropic wasn't satisfied by this solution. The company reasoned that in modern military AI architectures, the distinction between the cloud and the edge is no longer all that defined. It's less a wall and more of a gradient. Drones on the battlefield can now be orchestrated through mesh networks that include cloud data centers. And although they're designed to survive on their own, the military's impulse will always be to maintain as much connectivity between them and the most powerful models in the cloud; the better the connection, the more intelligent the machine.

Read: Anthropic is at war with itself

Indeed, the Pentagon has been working hard to keep the cloud as involved as possible. Part of the goal of its Joint Warfighting Cloud Capability is to push computing resources closer to the fight. The AI may be sitting in an Amazon Web Services server in Virginia rather than a war zone overseas, but if it's making battlefield decisions, from an ethical standpoint, that's a distinction without much difference. Anthropic ended up discarding the idea that the cloud provision could resolve the problem. It didn't take much analysis, according to the source close to the talks.

Anthropic's leaders might have hoped that other AI companies would hold a similar line. Earlier in the week, they had reason to believe that OpenAI might. CEO Sam Altman had said that like Anthropic, OpenAI would also refuse to allow its models to be used in autonomous weapon systems. But as he made those statements, Altman was in the midst of negotiating a new deal with the Pentagon, which was announced just hours after Anthropic's deal fell apart. (Altman did not respond to a text message requesting comment.) Yesterday, OpenAI (which has a corporate partnership with The Atlantic) released a statement that describes the broad contours of the agreement and touts the fact that the company's AI will be deployed only in the cloud.

OpenAI's employees may be curious to know what, if anything, has changed since Altman originally expressed his solidarity with Anthropic. As of this afternoon, nearly 100 of them had signed an open letter indicating that they supported the same red lines as Anthropic as far as mass domestic surveillance and autonomous weapons were concerned. If on Monday, Altman finds himself face-to-face with them in the office, he may have to explain why this idea that Anthropic quickly dismissed out of hand proved so compelling to him.
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What Happens to Anthropic Now?

The Trump administration is severing all ties with the "woke" AI firm.

by Matteo Wong

Sat, 28 Feb 2026




President Trump is terminating the government's relationship with Anthropic, an AI company whose products, until recently, were used by Pentagon officials for classified operations. Following a weekslong standoff with the company, Trump posted on Truth Social this afternoon that all federal agencies must "IMMEDIATELY CEASE all use of Anthropic's technology," adding: "We don't need it, we don't want it, and will not do business with them again!" The General Services Administration announced that it would take action against Anthropic's products, and indeed, according to an email I obtained that was sent to the leadership of all agencies using USAi--a GSA platform that provides chatbots from tech companies to government workers--access to Anthropic was suspended "immediately." The government is also removing Anthropic from its primary procurement system, which is the key way for any federal agency to purchase a commercial product.



Anthropic was awarded a $200 million contract with the Pentagon last summer geared toward providing versions of its technology for military use. OpenAI, Google, and xAI were awarded similar contracts, though Anthropic's Claude models are the only advanced generative-AI programs to receive Pentagon security clearance permitting the handling of secret and classified data. Claude had been integrated across the Department of Defense and was reportedly used to assist the raid on Venezuela that led to the capture of President Nicolas Maduro.



Anthropic has said that it will not allow Claude to be used for mass domestic surveillance or to enable fully autonomous weaponry, which could involve applications such as Claude selecting and killing targets with drones, and analyzing data that have been indiscriminately gathered on Americans by the intelligence community. Anthropic has also said that the Pentagon never included such uses in its contracts with the firm. But now DOD is demanding unrestricted use of Claude and accusing Anthropic of trying to control the military and "putting our nation's safety at risk" by refusing to comply.



Following a heated meeting on Tuesday, DOD gave Anthropic until today at 5:01 p.m. eastern time to acquiesce to its demands. If not, the Pentagon would compel the company under an emergency wartime law called the Defense Production Act or, even more severe, designate Anthropic a "supply-chain risk," which could forbid any organization that works with the U.S. military to do business with the AI company. Shortly after Trump's announcement, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth declared that he was doing just that. Dean Ball, an analyst who helped write some of the Trump administration's AI policy, has called the threats "the most aggressive AI regulatory move I have ever seen, by any government anywhere in the world."



Last night, Anthropic CEO Dario Amodei wrote in a public letter, "We cannot in good conscience accede to" the Pentagon's request. Following Trump's and Hegseth's orders today, Anthropic said in a statement, "No amount of intimidation or punishment from the Department of War will change our position." DOD, which the Trump administration refers to as the Department of War, did not immediately respond to requests for comment.



The situation signals a potentially seismic shift in relations between Silicon Valley and the federal government. Defense officials and technology companies alike are concerned that the U.S. military is losing its technological edge over its adversaries, particularly China--in part because the private sector, rather than the Pentagon, is where much American innovation comes from these days. And instead of federal grants, the massive investments needed for generative AI have come from tech companies themselves. Historically, companies the Pentagon works with have not set terms for how the government uses their products. But as Thomas Wright recently wrote in The Atlantic, this dynamic is complicated when it comes to AI tools made fully by a private sector that understands the technology far better than the government does.



Anthropic has shown itself to be eager to work with the government and the military, hence it being the first of the frontier AI firms to receive such a high security clearance from the military. Amodei is by far the most hawkish of any prominent AI executive, warning frequently about the need for democracies to use AI to vanquish authoritarianism and, especially, stay ahead of China. In the letter he published last night, Amodei wrote: "I believe deeply in the existential importance of using AI to defend the United States and other democracies, and to defeat our autocratic adversaries." And although he took a principled stance against domestic surveillance, Amodei wrote that he is open to Claude eventually being used to power fully autonomous weapons--just not yet, because today's best AI models "are simply not reliable enough" to do so. Developing such AI-powered weapons in the present, he wrote, would put American soldiers and civilians at risk.



Much remains uncertain about the unraveling relationship between the Trump administration and Anthropic, but the White House has been souring on Anthropic for months. Amodei has been publicly critical of Trump, and wrote a lengthy Facebook post in support of Kamala Harris during the 2024 election. White House officials have called the company "woke" and accused it of "fear mongering."



We have ended up in a paradoxical situation in which the U.S. government is at once saying that Claude is so essential to national security that it could invoke an emergency law to exert extensive control over Anthropic and that the company is so woke and radical that using Claude would itself be a national-security risk. "I don't understand it," a former senior defense official who requested anonymity to speak freely told me. "It's an existential risk if you use it or if you don't."



Many in Silicon Valley have rallied in support of Anthropic, even as the major companies have maintained their business with the government. (The precise terms of the Pentagon's contracts with other AI companies have not been made public.) Jeff Dean, a top Google executive, wrote on X that generative AI should not be used for domestic mass surveillance. OpenAI CEO Sam Altman wrote in an internal memo circulated last night, a copy of which I obtained, that "we have long believed that AI should not be used for mass surveillance or autonomous lethal weapons," and he has expressed similar sentiments publicly. More than 500 current employees of both OpenAI and Google--many of them anonymous--signed an open letter in support of Anthropic. On the sidewalk outside Anthropic's headquarters in San Francisco today, passersby scribbled messages of support with chalk.



The fallout from the supply-chain-risk designation is still unclear. In theory, Google, Microsoft, Amazon, and several other behemoths that contract with the federal government will have to stop doing business with Anthropic, which would be a mess for everyone involved and potentially devastating for Anthropic; Amazon, for instance, is building data centers that will train future versions of Claude. But just how sweeping of an impact such a designation would have on Anthropic's customers is up for debate, and the company said in its statement today that many applications of Claude, even for customers that partner with DOD, will not be affected.



Meanwhile, private AI firms will continue to be important to the federal government as it works to compete with China, Russia, and all manner of adversaries. Trump gave the Pentagon six months to phase out Claude, which suggests that the technology has indeed become essential--and is essential to replace. And at some point, the U.S. military may no longer find itself in a position to dictate its terms. Altman, in his internal memo, wrote that OpenAI is exploring a contract with the Pentagon to use its AI models for classified workloads that would still exclude uses that "are unlawful or unsuited to cloud deployments, such as domestic surveillance and autonomous offensive weapons." The Pentagon reportedly agreed to those conditions shortly after announcing that it would sever ties with Anthropic, although no contract has been signed. But other figures in tech, including the Anduril co-founder Palmer Luckey and the investor Katherine Boyle, have come out in support of demands for unrestricted use. This showdown was between the Pentagon and Anthropic. The next may be a war within Silicon Valley itself.
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How Meta Executives Talked About Child Safety Behind the Scenes

For years, employees acknowledged a problem with potential child groomers, but prioritized growth over fixes.

by Michael Scherer, Kaitlyn Tiffany

Fri, 27 Feb 2026




Updated at 2:48 p.m. ET on February 27, 2026

Not so long ago, Mark Zuckerberg was working in overdrive to convince the world that his company was doing everything it could to protect children. In 2021, he posted a note to his personal Facebook page, writing that he had "spent a lot of time reflecting" on the types of experiences he would want his daughters, then 4 and 5 years old, to have online. "It's very important to me that everything we build is safe and good for kids," he wrote, emphasizing that the company absolutely does not "prioritize profit over safety and well-being."



But documents recently viewed by The Atlantic show that behind the scenes, the company now known as Meta was divided on whether protecting kids should take precedence over user growth and engagement. For years, the company only incrementally rolled out restrictive safety features, even as its own staff detailed the risks its platforms posed to children. Take, for example, a technical problem that affected the company's systems in November 2020. This issue limited Meta's ability to track bad actors, at a time when there were, according to an internal chat, "thousands of minors" reporting what the company refers to as tier-one "Inappropriate Interactions with Children," or "IIC T1"--the "most severe" outcomes possible, such as meeting for sex in real life, suicide, extortion, sadism, and sex trafficking.



"Even though we know that there is IIC T1 going on (more than 50% of which is sextortion which can lead to suicide) we haven't done anything. we had a broken escalation path and no measurements," one employee wrote in the internal chat about the problem. "God knows what happened to those kids." The company fixed the technical failure within weeks, another document shows, but it would take several more years to adopt other suggested measures to tackle broader issues that allowed predators to find underage targets on Instagram, which Meta owns.



Company spokespeople were clearly aware of the broader teen-safety problem. Just four weeks after Zuckerberg had posted about being "good for kids," two public-affairs specialists discussed an Instagram update that had just rolled out. That update made new accounts belonging to 13-, 14-, and 15-year-olds "private" by default, yet even this modest move had been flagged by insiders as a business risk for nearly two years before the change was made. Liza Crenshaw messaged her colleague Sophie Vogel that the move had been "contentious"--Instagram CEO Adam Mosseri, a deputy to Zuckerberg, was concerned that it would cause a "huge growth hit," Crenshaw wrote, according to documents we reviewed.



"We will never get out of this mess if he/we're not just prepared to ERR ON THE SIDE OF SAFETY," Vogel wrote. "Would he want any tom dick or harry being able to see all his kids' content, follow them etc? Is he fucking nuts?"

Meta's failure to proactively limit its business ambitions on behalf of vulnerable users may seem obvious to those who have paid attention to the company over the years, especially after revelations such as those leaked by whistleblower Frances Haugen in her "Facebook Files," among others. Yet these new documents--which include corporate reports, presentations, and other communications and which were disclosed as part of a lawsuit against Meta that went to trial this month in New Mexico--provide an unusually clear view into the company's decision making. Over the course of six years, Meta tinkered with basic privacy controls, while simultaneously calculating how simple interventions would moderately reduce the amount of time people spent on Instagram and initially opting for conservative, piecemeal updates to protect its engagement numbers.



Adrienne LaFrance: 'History will not judge us kindly'



"It isn't just that there is a neutral space that is created" on Instagram and Facebook, New Mexico Attorney General Raul Torrez, who brought the lawsuit, told us in an interview last Thursday. "It is that existing design choices amplify the harm."



As far back as 2019, employees had specifically run a test on Instagram to understand how experimental accounts engaging in what the company termed "groomer-esque behavior"--following "teen hashtags" or "sexy teen accounts"--would come across minors. At issue was the app's recommendation algorithm, which connects soccer fans to pictures of Lionel Messi, for example, or aspiring travel influencers to videos about little-known cafes in Greece. It also seemed to funnel children to potentially dangerous adults with whom they wouldn't otherwise be connected. "We are recommending nearly 4X as many minors to groomers (nearly 2 million minors in the last 3 months)," the report read, according to an internal document we viewed. According to this test, 27 percent of the recommendations shown to these "groomer-esque" accounts belonged to minors, compared with 7 percent of the accounts recommended to everyday adults. The report continues: "22% of those recommendations resulted in a follow request"--meaning that potential groomers attempted to interact with these minors nearly a quarter of the time. Even so, Instagram waited years before locking down accounts belonging to its youngest users.



Meta continues to dispute that it prioritizes its business over the safety of users, arguing that the documents show the company investigated and responded to safety threats as they emerged. While testifying in a different case in Los Angeles this month, Mosseri said, "We, I think over and over again, made changes to the platform that I think hurt revenue in the short term, but I think are not only good for people's well-being but also good for the business over the long run." And Andy Stone, a spokesperson for Meta, told us that the New Mexico lawsuit is baseless.

Read: Can Instagram ruin your life? The jury will decide.

"While the New Mexico Attorney General makes sensationalist, irrelevant, and distracting arguments by cherry picking select documents, we're focused on demonstrating our longstanding commitment to supporting young people," Stone said in a written statement. "For over a decade, we've listened to parents, worked with experts and law enforcement, and conducted in-depth research to understand the issues that matter most. We use these insights to make meaningful changes--like introducing Teen Accounts with built-in protections and providing parents with tools to manage their teens' experiences."

In August 2020--a year after the research on "groomer-esque" accounts but a year before Zuckerberg's post about being a concerned father--Meta's Growth Graph team created a slideshow to explore the question of whether teen Instagram accounts should be set to private by default. This would shield teens from unwanted attention by limiting the ability of people who do not know them to see their content or their profiles, or to contact them. As the Growth Graph team explained in the document, the move would "help prevent high severity actions such as child grooming and inappropriate contact with minors." (Though the presentation referred to minors generally, Stone told us that at the time, Meta was particularly focused on users under the age of 16.)



The company's legal, public-affairs, policy, and well-being teams all supported the change, as did teen users and their parents, the document asserted. "Parents are worried about the security and privacy of information and who can contact them/their teens," the document stated. "Most teens prefer private accounts and wish to see privacy controls during onboarding."



But internal tests showed that setting these accounts to private by default would lead to "serious growth and engagement decreases," the document continued. Taking dramatic action to protect teens would mean fewer new teens signing up, existing teens using the platform less, and an overall drop in activity that the employees who created the presentation expected would compound over time. They presented an analysis that showed that overall time spent by teenagers would drop by 1.9 percent by the end of a five-year window. The growth team opposed the change, according to the presentation, which describes its position as "Don't Launch (Now)."



This document also shows that the growth team presented executives with a question: "Are we comfortable launching private-by-default for teens with the identified retention and engagement drops?" Whether any Meta staff who participated in the discussion came to a "yes" or "no" answer is not revealed in these documents. In response to questions about this document, Stone said that in September 2020, the company began developing tools that would set new accounts for teens under the age of 16 to private by default.

Ellen Cushing: How Facebook fails 90 percent of its users

But other contemporaneous documents show that the conflict within the company continued. In October 2020, one employee told a colleague that "private by default for teens" had been considered by the well-being team, "but the growth impact was too high and the decision was to explore more nuanced and less blunt solutions," according to a chat transcript shown Wednesday to the jury in New Mexico. The jury was also shown the chat log about "IIC T1" content, from November 2020.



Months later, in March 2021, Meta announced a complicated solution to address these problems. Rather than making all teen accounts private by default, it would prompt new users under the age of 18 to consider making their account private, and it would ban direct messages between minor accounts and adult accounts they do not follow. A few months after that, the company went further by defaulting the accounts of 13-, 14-, and 15-year-olds to private. But it still allowed them to switch the setting back to public by themselves, without the consent of a parent, if they chose.



This update did not solve the teen-safety issue. On a single day of testing in 2022, according to another internal audit, Instagram's "Accounts You May Follow" feature recommended, roughly 3.4 million times, teen accounts to adults who had potentially violated its policies. The same audit stated that 37 percent of users identified as "potential violators"--people who were suspected of inappropriate interaction with children--were shown at least one unconnected teen account during a test on November 25, 2022.



Yet another internal audit found that in June 2023, on a single day, 238,000 messages were sent from adults to teenagers with whom they weren't already connected on the platform. This accounted for 9 percent of all new threads started by an adult with a teenager that day. At this point, Meta determined that the teen-privacy settings rolled out in 2021 were executed in an "inconsistent" way, according to the summary section of the document. Instagram was not always succeeding in preventing adults--including "High Risk Adults" whose accounts had "suspicious behavioral patterns"--from reaching out directly to minors. The document also noted that this was a public-relations problem: "Teens may be exposed to unsolicited contact from unknown adults," the report continued, "which may not fully meet Meta's external commitment."



Meta now says these audits prompted future changes at the company and show that executives were taking the issue seriously at the time.

Instagram finally made all new accounts belonging to 16- and 17-year-olds private by default in September 2024; at this time, it also defaulted existing accounts belonging to minors under the age of 16 to private, as part of a new moderation-and-supervision scheme called "Teen Accounts." Still, the policy had some qualifications. Even at this point, 16- and 17-year-olds could make their own accounts public, and users under 16 could still change the setting if a parent or guardian approved it.



More changes followed. In April 2025, Meta rolled out Teen Accounts on Facebook and Messenger, began to require parental permission for livestreaming on Instagram, and started testing an AI system designed to figure out when teenagers were lying about their age to get around restrictions. At the end of last year, to the irritation of the Motion Picture Association, Instagram released a new content-filtering system tied to the "PG-13" standard, which content-moderation experts found baffling.

Read: The end of the old Instagram

Meta often defends itself by pointing to public timelines it has published, which explain the many changes that it has made to improve safety on its platforms. For instance, in February 2023, Meta joined an effort by the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children that allowed people to report and remove online intimate photos of children under the age of 18. Later that year it joined a network of other tech companies to share information about bad actors on their platforms. Soon after, it added a feature to teens' accounts that automatically blurs images that may contain nudity. Stone also noted that Meta automatically disables the accounts of suspicious adults who are flagged for behaviors such as being blocked by a teen or searching for particular terms associated with sexual predation.



These facts also help emphasize an important point about the case in New Mexico: The version of Instagram at issue in the lawsuit was the one that teens used in 2023, which was substantially different from the product as it exists today. Meta has also raised issues with the approach that Torrez has taken: To construct his case against Meta, Torrez coordinated a sting operation to demonstrate how children are victimized on Instagram. In 2023, his office used decoy accounts, pretending to be kids 14 years old or younger, to demonstrate that it was both easy and common for adults to contact children, to converse with them in sexually explicit terms, and to send them sexually explicit material. Meta has criticized this strategy--the company's attorney Kevin Huff called it "rigged" to produce a "fake result." Three men entered guilty pleas in New Mexico after attempting to meet underage girls on Meta's platform during the sting. The New Mexico jury is currently hearing testimony to decide on the merits of the approach.



Meta has insisted that internal documents that reach the public are plucked out of context. Witnesses, including former employees who were privy to excerpted closed-door debates, will get the chance to provide context, interpreting the evidence for both a jury and a national audience. Many others will also have their day in court, as New Mexico's case against Meta is just one of many. It will soon be joined by a federal case bundling more than 2,000 complaints of personal injury.



In the meantime, the company is doing a full marketing push for Teen Accounts. One recent ad shows Tom Brady discussing the value of screen-time limits with his son. And a previous entry shows a montage of mothers caring for their children. "You've always looked out for them," a text card in the ad reads. "We're here to do it with you."

Marie-Rose Sheinerman and Isabel Ruehl contributed reporting.



This article has been updated to include additional information about the sting operation in New Mexico.
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The Fallout From the Epstein Files

Panelists on<em> Washington Week With The Atlantic </em>joined to discuss the Department of Justice's handling of the Epstein investigation, and more.

by The Editors

Sat, 28 Feb 2026




The Department of Justice is facing scrutiny this week after it was revealed that records involving President Trump were missing from the public release of the Epstein files. On Washington Week With The Atlantic, panelists joined to discuss the ensuing political fallout for the Trump administration, and more.

"The key thing to remember about the Epstein story is that it is a case that has been mishandled for decades. The reason that we're hearing about this now and why it's exploding into public view is because, for the first time, Republicans in Congress and Democrats in Congress were willing to openly defy their leadership and call for the release of these files," Sarah Fitzpatrick, a staff writer at The Atlantic, said last night. "That has never been done before, and I think it really is changing the political landscape in ways that we're still just starting to learn."

"What's been so striking is how many of those very same Republicans who were calling for the release of those files, who had promised to get to the bottom of them, are now saying things that are just the opposite," Stephen Hayes, the editor of The Dispatch, argued.

Joining guest moderator Vivian Salama, a staff writer at The Atlantic, to discuss this and more: Andrew Desiderio, a senior congressional reporter at Punchbowl News; Fitzpatrick; Hayes; and Tarini Parti, a White House reporter at The Wall Street Journal.

Watch the full episode here.
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The Trump Administration Is Trying to Have Its Vaccine Policy Both Ways

Robert F. Kennedy Jr. and his subordinates want Americans to have more conversations with their physicians. But they also can't seem to stop disparaging the medical establishment.

by Benjamin Mazer

Thu, 05 Mar 2026




Updated at 1:20 p.m. ET on March 5, 2026


The surgeon general may be the nation's doctor, but she's not your doctor. At least that's the view of Casey Means, the physician turned wellness influencer who is vying for the role. When asked during her recent Senate confirmation hearing whether she would encourage parents to vaccinate their children against measles--hardly a theoretical question, given the country's ongoing outbreak--Means delivered an elliptical response. She supported vaccines as a public-health tool but wouldn't necessarily encourage someone to get them. "I am not an individual's doctor," she said. (In fact, she is no one's doctor at the moment, because she lacks an active medical license.) "And every individual needs to talk to their doctor before putting a medication into their body."


Means's nonanswer was more than a dodge. It represents a paradox in the Trump administration's approach to public health. Means, Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr., and their allies have consistently eroded confidence in the medical establishment--even as they propose to solve the widespread mistrust of public health by encouraging Americans to talk to their doctor.


Kennedy and his subordinates have spent the past year infusing this approach into federal immunization policy. In October, the CDC announced that it would no longer encourage universal COVID boosters for either adults or children. Instead, a process known as "shared clinical decision-making," in which doctors engage their patient in a detailed conversation about the pros and cons of the vaccine without defaulting to an endorsement, was the recommended approach. Jim O'Neill, the acting CDC director at the time, said in a press release that the previous guidance "deterred health care providers from talking about the risks and benefits of vaccination for the individual patient or parent." In January, the CDC went one step further, striking several more vaccines--those against rotavirus, influenza, meningococcal disease, and hepatitis A and B--from the routine-childhood-immunization schedule. Shared decision making would be the preferred approach for these immunizations as well. On a podcast, Kennedy touted the move as returning "freedom of choice to American mothers."


Who could argue against freedom of choice? The difficulty is that in medicine, shared decision making is not simply a synonym for allowing a patient to ask questions and decide for themselves. That sequence of events is covered by informed consent, a process that takes place before any medical intervention, including vaccination. Shared decision making, in contrast, is a somewhat nebulous term reserved for clinical borderlands: scenarios in which the trade-offs are nuanced or the best course of action is unclear.


Perhaps the most notable example of shared decision making in my area of medical practice is prostate-cancer screening. A handful of large, randomized studies have examined whether the prostate-specific-antigen blood test truly saves lives by detecting cancers earlier. These trials have yielded mixed results, suggesting that, at most, only a small number of men might avoid dying from cancer by getting checked. In contrast, the potential harms of treating an asymptomatic tumor that would not otherwise have been discovered--lifelong urinary and sexual problems, for example--are common. Given the intimate risks and modest benefits, prostate-cancer screening is not explicitly recommended by public-health or physician groups; instead, patients and their doctors are left to their own devices. I have heard from many urologists and primary-care doctors that this process can be baffling and unsatisfying for them and their patients alike. Patients may feel overwhelmed by the complexity of the scientific data, and doctors often feel that they are abandoning their responsibility to offer patients a clear recommendation.


Routine immunizations do not inhabit the sort of gray zone that would warrant such an elaborate discussion. Take the hepatitis-B shot. Everyone who doesn't get it is susceptible at some point in their life to infection with the virus, which, if it becomes chronic, commonly results in serious liver damage and liver cancer. The vaccine is highly effective at preventing this infection, and its potential harms are either very mild or extremely rare. Vaccination also benefits entire communities by reducing spread of the disease. What would a shared decision even look like in this case? On one hand, a doctor might tell her patient, a very safe immunization can effectively prevent a potentially deadly disease across your child's entire life. On the other hand, anti-vaccine activists have asserted, without convincing evidence, that vaccination comes with a host of possible dangers.


Shrouding established immunizations in the confusion of shared decision making does not add nuance; it introduces only ambiguity. The Department of Health and Human Services, the Office of the Surgeon General, and public health as a whole exist in large part to offer scientifically accurate advice that doesn't take a physician to understand. The system that Means seemed to be proposing for the measles shot during her confirmation hearing is so absurd that it left Senator Bill Cassidy--a doctor himself--apparently dumbfounded. At one point, Cassidy wondered whether Means was likening immunizations to something as risky as a bypass surgery, which does require a doctor and patient to intensively discuss the risks and benefits. (Means did not directly answer the question, and instead responded, "The constraints on doctors are monumental, and many American parents are frustrated by what they feel like is lack of transparency on the issue of vaccines.") The comparison was clarifying. The risks of coronary-artery-bypass surgery, which involves cracking someone's chest open and stopping their heart, are hardly in the same league as a vaccine-induced sore arm or a mild fever--or even the statistically minuscule risk of a serious side effect, such as anaphylaxis.


Read: Well, that didn't sound like Casey Means

Kush Desai, a White House spokesperson, wrote in an email after this article was published that "forcing decisions down the throats of patients is what is driving confusion and mistrust, not Dr. Means suggesting that patients should play an active role in their health care." Means herself declined to comment. Andrew Nixon, a spokesperson for HHS, wrote in an email that the CDC "has an established tradition of applying shared clinical decision-making when individuals may benefit from vaccination, but broad vaccination of people in that group is unlikely to have population-level impacts." Nixon cited COVID vaccines, which provide only modest protection against infection, as appropriate candidates for shared clinical decision making. But in seeming contrast to Means's testimony, he indicated that such an approach would not be appropriate for the measles shot.


The administration's defenders might argue that shared clinical decision making is a way to ensure that informed-consent discussions occur reliably, or that the practice constitutes a calculated retreat from the sort of public-health paternalism that lost credibility during the coronavirus pandemic. Nixon suggested as much, writing that this story's framing is an attempt at "reputation rehabilitation of the experts who presided over a sharp decline in public trust."


Yet the administration is applying epistemic modesty selectively. When HHS announced the government's new set of dietary guidelines earlier this year, the instructions were unambiguous: Americans "must prioritize whole, nutrient-dense foods--protein, dairy, vegetables, fruits, healthy fats, and whole grains--and dramatically reduce highly processed foods," Kennedy said in an accompanying press release. President Trump and Kennedy have also confidently instructed Americans on what they say is the proper use of Tylenol. "You shouldn't take it during pregnancy," Kennedy told the podcaster Joe Rogan recently, due to what his administration perceives as a heightened risk of autism associated with the painkiller. At a September press conference, Trump instructed pregnant women to "fight like hell" not to take the drug. Nixon defended the administration's definitive language, writing, "Delivering a message about a specific neurological risk for babies is another example of our commitment to telling the truth about public health." But among scientists, the alleged connection between Tylenol and developmental disorders remains quite controversial.


Meanwhile, many leaders of the Make America Healthy Again movement have repeatedly undermined the very professionals whom they now insist patients consult before every shot. FDA Commissioner Marty Makary has accused doctors of relying on "dogma" and "groupthink." Vinay Prasad, the FDA's top vaccine regulator, aggressively sowed distrust in public-health authorities before becoming one himself. Kennedy has celebrated "the pediatricians who earn families' trust every day," but also has accused the American Academy of Pediatrics of being beholden to pharmaceutical companies; in an interview last summer, Kennedy said that "trusting the experts is not a feature of either science or democracy." Means, too, has seemingly contradicted the advice she is now giving. A chapter of Means's book, Good Energy, is titled "Trust Yourself, Not Your Doctor"; in a 2024 Free Press essay adapted from the book, Means wrote, "Most health advice ends with a disclaimer to 'consult your doctor.' I have a different conclusion: When it comes to preventing and managing chronic disease, you should not trust the medical system."


Read: America's would-be surgeon general says to trust your 'heart intelligence'

The Medicaid and Medicare administrator, Mehmet Oz, a former cardiothoracic surgeon, seems to be one of the few federal health officials who understand the stakes of instructing Americans to embark on in-depth conversations with their doctor before getting routine vaccinations. Oz has counseled countless patients about major heart surgery, but he hasn't felt the need to prevaricate about something as straightforward as the measles shot. "Take the vaccine, please," he pleaded recently in an interview on CNN. It's just the sort of clarity that was once prosaic in medicine and public health, but risks extinction under Kennedy's leadership.
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American Snacking Habits Are Transforming the Restaurant Industry

Chains are rolling out smaller and cheaper options for customers who just want a little treat.

by Yasmin Tayag

Tue, 03 Mar 2026




The eating habits of American adults have, in recent years, begun to resemble those of hobbits. Maybe you, too, have scarfed down scrambled eggs at home in the morning, only to arrive at the office and supplement them with a protein bar for second breakfast and a bag of chips for elevenses. The late-afternoon pastry and banana-bread mocha latte have proliferated--and for humans, at least, may become an existential threat to dinner.

Blame the coronavirus pandemic; blame Ozempic; blame inflation. Whatever the cause, intermediary bites and sips make up a growing portion of Americans' daily consumption, especially among young people, as my colleague Ellen Cushing wrote in 2024. The shift has now become so pronounced that restaurants are adapting to it. Chains that primarily offer meals are rolling out smaller and cheaper options--solid and liquid alike--in the hope of capturing customers who just want a snack. And in the past two years, the nation's fastest-growing restaurant brands have been those specifically oriented toward that audience.

The restaurant industry subscribes to an extremely broad definition of snacking. Any item consumed outside the traditional breakfast, lunch, and dinner "dayparts"--industry lingo for eating occasions throughout the day--can be considered a snack, David Henkes, a food-and-beverage analyst at the food-industry research firm Technomic, told me. That includes beverages, as long as they're purchased at a restaurant during off-meal hours; both a high-protein espresso smoothie and a black coffee count. In this view, the most important characteristic of a snack is not content or form but versatility, David Portalatin, a food-service-industry expert at the research firm Circana, told me. In fact, he said, one of the biggest drivers of the snacking trend is consumers' demand for flexibility.

In the past few years, snacks--especially sweet ones--have powered immense growth among quick-service restaurants, a category that includes stalwarts such as McDonald's as well as more recent arrivals such as the China-based Luckin Coffee. According to preliminary estimates from Technomic, the top-10 fastest-growing brands in the United States last year were cafes or dessert shops. Most are known for specialty drinks. The fastest-growing chain of 2025 was 7 Brew, which specializes in ultra-customizable sugary drinks such as the Cookie Butter (a creamy espresso concoction flavored with toasted marshmallow, hazelnut, and white chocolate) and the Pink Mermaid 7 Fizz Soda (a bubbly drink with notes of strawberry, watermelon, and coconut). Last year, the company opened 280 new stores, and Technomic projects that it made more than $900 million in sales. Second on the list was Swig, which sells soft drinks flavored with creams and syrups--popularly known as "dirty sodas"--followed by HTeaO, a Southern-style-iced-tea chain. The drinks sold at these chains are descendants of the Frappuccino, one of the earliest chain-restaurant products to blur the line between beverage and snack. Yet even as Starbucks attempts to refocus on coffee by moving away from desserts masquerading as drinks, newer chains are making no pretenses about selling beverages that can easily tide someone over through a mealtime or two.

Read: How snacks took over American life

Some brands have realized that snack time can call for a beverage and food. Last year, Dutch Bros Coffee, best known for its saccharine, candy-colored beverages, began rolling out small, hot breakfast items--egg sliders, a single waffle--across its stores to supplement its existing snack menu. The South Korea-based companies Paris Baguette and Tous les Jours, which were also among the top-10 fastest-growing brands of last year, serve baked goods and desserts in addition to coffee- and tea-based drinks. Tous les Jours' snacks are geared toward younger customers "who are replacing traditional meals with smaller, more intentional indulgences," Regina Schneider, the company's chief marketing officer, told me.

Well-established restaurant chains best known for selling full meals are getting into the snack game too. A common strategy is offering smaller versions of typically sandwiched items in the form of a wrap. Last year, McDonald's reintroduced the chicken Snack Wrap, a palm-size crispy chicken strip enveloped in a tortilla. (It was discontinued from menus in 2016 because it was a nightmare to assemble quickly, but McDonald's says that it has streamlined the process.) Similarly diminutive and affordable chicken wraps rolled out at Sonic and Popeyes. Chipotle's interim chief marketing officer, Stephanie Perdue, told me that the company is catering to demand for protein-laden options "across more occasions, especially snack-sized portions at accessible prices." Accordingly, in December, Chipotle introduced a chicken taco and what the company described as its first-ever snack: the High Protein Cup, a four-ounce container of chopped chicken or steak. The items cost less than $4 each. Even sit-down restaurants are expanding their appetizer and side-dish offerings; earlier this year, TGI Fridays introduced new sampler platters, which were designed to give "guests a snackable option that fits any daypart," Lauren Perez, the company's senior vice president of global marketing, told me. Some TGI Fridays locations are even testing a kids' menu for all ages, she said.

The snackification of restaurants, as one might call it, is partly a response to Americans' desire for lower-calorie options. GLP-1 use, weight-loss attempts, and the popularity of lean protein are driving that demand, Portalatin said. Circana data show that 35 percent of restaurant-goers say that they're ordering smaller portions than they have in the past, and roughly 75 percent of that group say that they're doing so for health reasons. Some restaurants offer not only smaller items but also foods that evoke wellness. Marketing for Chipotle's High Protein Cup, for example, touts the 32 grams of protein it contains. In January, Dunkin' added Protein Milk drinks to its menu; they can include caffeine, B vitamins, and more than 15 grams of protein.

Read: America has entered late-stage protein

As American work habits become decoupled from traditional mealtimes, people want to eat in a way that's convenient for that new paradigm, Portalatin said. Busy workdays and, especially among younger generations, guilt about taking breaks lead half of American employees to skip lunch at least once a week, according to a recent survey. "People all across the country are looking up from their desks at 2 in the afternoon and going, Oh, I didn't have lunch, but I need something," Portalatin said. Plus, thanks to the pandemic, a significant chunk of American employees are working from home, which means they have fewer organic opportunities to eat meals outside the house. These workers are part of the reason that the share of lunches purchased at a restaurant--the most lucrative daypart in the business--is 5 percent lower than it was in 2019, Portalatin said. Yet remote workers haven't given up on restaurants altogether; they're just visiting off-hours. "If you work at home, you're like, Well, I've got to get out once in a while," Sam Oches, the editor in chief of Nation's Restaurant News, a trade publication, told me. A jaunt outside for a change of scenery between meetings may not offer enough time for a sit-down meal, but it presents a natural opportunity to pick up a snack--a little reward, perhaps, after a productive stretch. The popularity of drive-through chains such as 7 Brew and Swig reflect that shift in behavior, Oches said.

That little reward is crucial to understanding why snackification endures. As the cost of living has increased because of inflation, people are spending less at restaurants. Yet they're loath to give them up altogether. When people decide to eat out, they consider not just the cost but also "the quality, the convenience, and the craveable indulgence that I can't get for myself at home," Portalatin said. These factors strongly shape appetite, even when finances are an issue. "At the end of the day, Americans love restaurants," Oches said. And a $3 Snack Wrap gets you just as much of the McDonald's experience as a combo meal that can cost $10 or more.

Read: The worst sandwich is back

Restaurants going all in on snacking is more than just a trend. It's a major step in codifying America's upended eating patterns. Restaurants will never entirely abandon breakfast, lunch, and dinner, experts told me, but for the foreseeable future, they'll likely continue introducing items that people can eat whenever and wherever they need to. In that regard, the rise of snacking is anything but hobbit-like: The abundant mealtimes of Bilbo and his kin were occasions to take a break from the daily grind and savor the pleasure of eating. Ours allow us to keep eating as the wheel turns.
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The Impossible Predicament of the Uninsured

My aunt couldn't afford to go to the hospital. She ended up there anyway.

by Jenisha Watts

Mon, 02 Mar 2026




The day after Thanksgiving, I got a voicemail. A woman identified herself as a doctor at the University of Louisville hospital: "I believe I may have one of your family members here."

The message was hard to understand. Most of my family lives in Kentucky, so I didn't know whom the doctor was referring to. I called the hospital, but kept getting put on hold. Then I tried my aunt--if someone was in trouble, she'd be the one to know. But she didn't answer.

A few hours later, her son got in touch with me. My aunt was the one in the hospital. She'd had an aneurysm on the right side of her brain, and it had burst. The drainage tube the doctors used to stop the bleeding kept slipping loose; after three tries, they finally got it to stick. Only then could they do surgery. My cousin FaceTimed me afterward, from the ICU. "Are you ready?" he asked. He angled the camera down to my aunt's face, and I started sobbing like a sudden rainstorm.

A few days later, I got on a plane from Washington, D.C., to Kentucky and went straight to join my family at the hospital. We had always called my aunt "The Glamourina." She wore feathered hats with sparkly shirts and experimented with different hairstyles: a butterscotch-blond cropped cut, an afro, a bob streaked with highlights. She paid for my first real manicure, when I was in high school. We wore matching striped shirts to the salon, and used an eyeliner pencil to draw fake moles above our lips, like Marilyn Monroe.

She is 58 now, and raised two kids as a single mother. She always treated me like one of her children, and I grew up to look more like her than like my own mom. When I'd talked with her the week before she ended up in the hospital, she'd asked me to play our favorite song, "I'm So Proud of You," by Julie Anne Vargas. Now the top half of her head was shaved and staples ran in a ladder across it. IVs were taped to each arm, and a machine next to her bed was helping her breathe. She couldn't speak. When she opened her eyes, they rolled.

Her older son was especially alarmed by how quickly she'd declined. He wanted the doctors to come into her room so they could explain what had happened. But one of our older relatives stopped him, saying that we couldn't afford to make demands, let alone trouble, because "she don't have a lick of health insurance."

We knew that the hospital couldn't deny her care, but we understood the tightrope you walk when you don't have money. All she could afford to be was grateful.

We don't know what caused my aunt's aneurysm, but she'd had persistent headaches for months, and she'd been worried. Once, when she was driving, the left side of her body turned numb and her toes curled up. She pulled over but didn't go to the hospital; she couldn't afford it.

My aunt worked as a hair stylist at a salon for years. Most recently, she was the overnight caregiver for an elderly woman, but she had opted out of her employer-sponsored health insurance because she couldn't afford the premium. She'd occasionally had coverage in the past, but it never guaranteed that she'd actually be able to afford health care. She called me once, defeated, because she was trying to fill a prescription at Walgreens and the pharmacy had flagged an issue with her insurance. She would need to pay out of pocket, and she didn't have the $134.89. She was often frustrated by spending long spells on hold with insurance agents, and was overwhelmed by the complexity of the plans.

Annie Lowrey: Annoying people to death

My aunt's experience with the health-care system is familiar to many Americans. In a 2023 survey by the Kaiser Family Foundation, nearly a quarter of adults said signing up for a plan was simply too confusing. Even those who have coverage may decide to delay or skip treatment because they can't afford the out-of-pocket costs, resulting in emergency-room visits and hospitalizations that could have been prevented.

Some years, my aunt made so little money that she might have qualified for Medicaid, but not recently--the income cutoff if you're single in Kentucky is $1,835 a month. Some years, she bought coverage through the Affordable Care Act's exchanges, but eventually she decided it was too expensive.

Many more people are now making that same decision. In 2025, the Republican-controlled Congress voted to let Biden-era subsidies in the ACA, which had helped some 22 million people afford their coverage, expire. Within just two weeks of the cutoff, at the end of December, enrollment had dropped by 1 million people. According to one group's estimate, families are paying $200, $300, or $1,000 more a month; many have seen their premiums double.

Read: The coming Obamacare cliff

In January, President Trump released his proposal for a "Great Healthcare Plan," which suggests that savings from the former subsidies could be sent directly to "eligible" Americans. But who would be eligible? The proposal makes no mention of the many people who don't have coverage. Then, in February, the Trump administration released a list of 43 prescription drugs that Americans can buy for reduced prices. But some of these were already available at those prices or in generic forms, and they make up a tiny fraction of the drugs Americans need; the prescription my aunt couldn't afford, for instance, is not listed.

Nothing about Trump's pronouncements changes the fact that millions more Americans will soon be stuck where my aunt was: in the middle--sometimes insured, sometimes uninsured, but always too poor to get the care they need.

As I stared at my aunt in the ICU, I noticed that her eyebrows were freshly waxed, and her nails had bleach-white French tips. Only the week before, she'd texted me about getting her nails done. It was an indulgence she rarely allowed herself: "Woo this pedi feels good. I haven't had one since last year." When I rubbed Vaseline on her chapped feet, I discovered her ruby-red toenails.

She could not have known that the decision to finally splurge a little on herself would be a conversation starter with the nurses, who complimented her on her nails and eyebrows. Her grooming signaled to them that she was someone who took care of herself, someone who deserved their attention and respect.

I drove to her house later that week to meet her younger son. We'd planned to check on her bills--to see if we could find her bank PIN or account information to make sure that her finances stayed on track. I found notebooks coated with her handwriting, a list of numbers down each page that looked like an unsolved equation. These, I realized, were her monthly expenses, along with details such as the confirmation codes for bills she'd paid. Stuffed inside one notebook was a pawn-shop notice, announcing its full ownership over an item she'd traded in.

For years, not having enough money nibbled at my aunt's health. She texted me about having severe pain in her back and breasts. She wrote that she had a "knot" in one breast--"I'm thinking just polyps." She lost a lot of weight and said she was feeling depressed. I suggested reaching out to a psychiatrist to ask for antidepressants. She wrote back: "That cost. That's why I need insurance." She was tired of pretending to be okay. After paying for her mortgage, water bill, Wi-Fi, car insurance, and other necessities each month, she'd usually be out of money. She was always transparent with me about her struggles, and sent photos of bills with disconnect notices: a letter from the energy company; an available checking balance of -$59.70; a past-due payment, with the amount owed in bold. Shutoffs have resumed. Make a $172.75 payment today to get your account back on track. She had small wins, such as finally paying off her car. But she still went back and forth to the payday-loan store.

As I sat next to her in the hospital, I couldn't help but feel guilty. For years, I had been sending her money when she asked, but sometimes I didn't. I would listen to her struggles and then go on with my life. I was grateful to be financially stable, but frustrated by being the financial rescuer for family members. I wanted to create boundaries, and to escape from the transactional, lopsided part of these relationships.

From the October 2023 issue: Jenisha from Kentucky

But I had not thought enough about how much she gave me--in every way she could. She posted about my accomplishments on Facebook no matter how small I considered them. She filled voids for me: self-esteem booster, cheerleader, second mother. In 2014, she used all the money she had to fly to New York to see me graduate from Columbia. She was the only member of my family there. When my name was called and I walked across the stage, she cried so much that someone had to hand her a tissue.

A few months ago, my son turned 4, and my aunt was determined to send him a gift. A manila envelope arrived at my apartment: She had mailed him five individually wrapped Hot Wheels cars and a Spider-Man birthday card. I recorded a video as my son stuffed his hand inside the envelope, pulling out each toy, saying, "Oh, wow. This is awesome." That night, I sent the video to my aunt. She wrote back at 2 a.m.: "Up looking at videos over n over. He was so excited." She was always trying to give to others, even though she never had enough for herself.

As individuals, and as a country, we tend to pay attention only when it's too late. Americans who want to cut health-care spending don't seem to understand that access to preventive care saves not just lives, but also money. Perhaps my aunt's hospital stay could have been avoided if she'd been able to call a doctor and make an appointment, an option that so many of us take for granted. What is a life like my aunt's worth in America? Unfortunately, that determination has been made.

Jonathan Chait: Obamacare changed the politics of health care

My aunt hasn't sat up or spoken since the aneurysm, and no one knows if she will again. In January, she was transferred from the hospital to a nursing home. She's supposed to go home soon, to be cared for by the family, who can't possibly give her the round-the-clock care she needs. She's not capable of worrying about health insurance at this point, but if she were, she wouldn't have to: Now that she's completely disabled, she qualifies for Medicaid.



This article appears in the April 2026 print edition with the headline "The Cost of Not Having Health Insurance."
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Four Conditions Make Cash Transfers Save Lives

The success of other countries shows these programs can work in the United States.

by Aaron Richterman, Harsha Thirumurthy

Sat, 28 Feb 2026






Of all the ways that governments can try to help people, cash transfers can seem like one of the most straightforward. Their popularity has been growing: Over the past decade, dozens of American cities have launched cash-transfer pilots. During the coronavirus pandemic, governments worldwide dramatically expanded their own programs' reach. And as AI reshapes work, the idea of guaranteed income--a specific kind of recurring, no-strings-attached cash payment--is moving into the mainstream.

Yet while the provision of cash has saved many lives in dozens of low- and middle-income countries, it has seemingly produced only modest health gains in the United States. Guaranteed-income pilots also haven't delivered the dramatic health improvements associated with cash-transfer programs elsewhere. Why does cash save lives in Tanzania but barely move the needle in Texas?

From our work studying cash-transfer programs across 37 countries, we've come to see a consistent logic behind why cash succeeds in some places and falls short in others. Cash transforms health when four particular conditions are met. Most U.S. cash-transfer pilots have lacked them. But one major American policy does come close: the federal food-assistance program SNAP. Its success offers a road map for what effective cash assistance can look like in this country, if we choose to build on it.



First among the necessary conditions, cash infusions must be large enough to change one's daily reality. In many low-income countries, a modest amount, on the order of $20 a month or less, can represent a major share of household income. For families living in extreme scarcity, a small influx of funds can expand their food budget, allow children to get vaccinated, or help a mother reach a hospital to deliver safely. These changes are big enough to save lives.

In the U.S., by contrast, a few hundred dollars a month for a relatively short period of time, typical of guaranteed-income pilots, rarely matches the steep costs of housing, child care, and health care. The support modestly eases financial instability but doesn't fundamentally alter the constraints that low-income families face.

Second, cash must be able to remove specific barriers that block good health. In the countries we studied, many of the leading causes of death--HIV, tuberculosis, malaria, malnutrition--are tightly linked to poverty. Families face life-threatening obstacles that a small amount of money can help them overcome, by creating access to transportation, better nutrition, a skilled birth attendant. When families have a little more income, the health effects can be immediate and profound.

In the U.S., the dominant health problems are chronic diseases shaped by neighborhood environments, structural inequities in housing and health care, and years of accumulated risk from unhealthy diets and other long-term exposures. These problems are far less responsive to short-term financial boosts. Cash can reduce stress and improve stability, but it cannot, on its own, undo the deep roots of these conditions. Yet in certain periods of life--such as during and after pregnancy--cash can have an immediate impact because health outcomes hinge on whether people can meet their basic needs and show up for health care when it matters most.

Third, scale matters. Successful cash-transfer programs reach large portions of the population. When millions of people receive support, the benefits spread beyond individual households, which helps explain why such programs have reduced mortality across entire countries. U.S. pilots have been small, reaching only hundreds or thousands of families--too limited to change the broader conditions that shape health outcomes.

Finally, cash works best when it is woven into social infrastructure that families already rely on. In many low- and middle-income countries, payments are linked with health visits and other essential services. Brazil's Bolsa Familia program, for instance, operates alongside an extensive primary-care system and has been credited with preventing hundreds of thousands of deaths. In the U.S., cash-transfer studies and guaranteed-income pilots are typically disconnected from other programs that translate cash into health gains.

These conditions help put common criticisms of such programs in perspective. Fears that cash discourages work or fuels spending on alcohol or drugs have not held up in the research. Across rich and poor countries, cash transfers have minimal or positive effects on work and do not increase drinking, smoking, and other substance use.



Although many U.S. pilots have fallen short, SNAP is the one American program that comes closest to the global success stories. Its payments are large enough to meaningfully reduce poverty. The program targets a barrier, food security, directly tied to health and survival. It reaches more than 40 million people. And it is administered through state systems that connect it, albeit imperfectly, with other public systems, including Medicaid and school meals. It is no coincidence that SNAP is the only U.S. income-support program convincingly linked to improved survival. In many ways, it resembles the global cash-transfer programs that have delivered the largest health gains.

Although SNAP benefits currently remain too small to eliminate food insecurity for many households, expansions during the Great Recession and the pandemic demonstrated that larger benefits and smoother access can make the program far more effective. SNAP's impact is greater when benefits are adequate and when eligible households can easily stay enrolled. Instead of incorporating these lessons, changes in the One Big Beautiful Bill Act move in the opposite direction--tightening eligibility and cutting funding in ways that could mean millions lose their benefits. (The Trump administration has justified these cuts in part by arguing SNAP is rife with fraud and abuse. Fraud does occur, as it does in any large federal program. But by the government's own estimations, this represents a small fraction of SNAP spending, and the large majority of the tens of billions of dollars the U.S. spends on the program benefit Americans.)

SNAP is not the only instructive example. The U.S.'s earned-income tax credit can also deliver a sizable cash benefit, typically as a lump sum, that low- and moderate-income workers can use to catch up on bills, pay down debt, or cover necessities. Because it is built into the tax-filing process, it avoids eligibility churn and can be readily expanded by states. It's not a health program, but past expansions have been linked to improved child health. The Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children, or WIC, is much smaller than SNAP in scope and generosity, but it's integrated with local clinics and pairs food support with nutrition counseling and care referrals for pregnant and postpartum women, as well as infants and young children. By increasing access to healthy foods during a crucial period, and freeing up money that would otherwise go to groceries, WIC has been linked to improved birth outcomes and infant health.

Smaller programs can also have a clear impact if they are designed to meet the four conditions. Rx Kids, launched in Flint, Michigan, in 2024, offers cash transfers to parents and infants and closely follows the global playbook: It has a meaningful transfer size, near-universal reach within the city, benefits that target pregnancy and infancy, and links to the health system. Early evaluations of the program suggest substantial improvements in birth outcomes. The political will for such an approach at the federal level may not exist, but Flint shows what local efforts can achieve when the conditions are right. Michigan's recent decision to invest hundreds of millions of dollars to expand Rx Kids statewide, enough to reach roughly one-third of all births, suggests a plausible U.S. path to scale.

Although these programs require public investment, the returns can be high. For young children, SNAP delivers roughly $60 in benefits for every dollar spent. The question is not whether cash is misused, but whether we choose to structure programs at the size and under the conditions where cash does the most good. Cash is not a cure-all. But when designed with the right basic ingredients, cash transfers are one of the most powerful levers that governments have to alleviate poverty and improve health.
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Is It Aging, or Is It ADHD?

Middle-aged Americans are considering a new possible explanation for their slowing brain.

by Yasmin Tayag

Wed, 25 Feb 2026




Updated at 3:48 p.m. on February 27, 2026.
 This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.

Realizing that your brain is slowing down can be jarring. After the age of, say, 45, anyone might start forgetting names, misplacing items, or struggling to pay attention, and the onset of such symptoms can often prompt a visit to a doctor, if only to confirm a patient's hunch that the passage of time is to blame. Yet, as ever more of the United States' aging population enters the "What's happening to my brain?" stage of life, many patients are asking a new question, providers told me: Am I just getting old, or do I have ADHD?
 
 In recent years, awareness of ADHD has spread dramatically--CDC estimates from 2020 to 2022 showed that roughly 11 percent of American children aged 5 to 17 had received a diagnosis. Now many Americans in midlife and beyond have started to question whether their cognitive chaos really is just a symptom of aging. For at least some people, the answer might very well be that they have undiagnosed ADHD and that the symptoms are becoming too prominent to cope with. Because the condition manifests differently as people age, the answer can also be "both."

Historically, ADHD was closely associated with overactive boys. But global studies suggest that roughly 3 percent of people older than 50--which would translate to about 3.6 million Americans--are expected to have ADHD, David Goodman, an expert on adult ADHD at Johns Hopkins University, told me. Tensions persist around whether, in general, ADHD is overdiagnosed or underdiagnosed. But as awareness continues to rise among providers and the general public, diagnoses have been climbing in populations that were previously overlooked. The CDC reports that prescriptions for stimulants increased "substantially" among people in midlife from 2020 to 2021.

Midlife can complicate the already tricky process of diagnosing ADHD, though. Adult ADHD was directly addressed in the DSM-5, the American Psychiatric Association's handbook of diagnoses, only in 2013, and it's barely touched upon in medical schools, so many providers don't think of it as a possible explanation for a patient's worsening condition, Goodman said. As I have written previously, the only clinical guidelines for diagnosing or treating ADHD focus on childhood, and the disorder can show up very differently across the lifespan. For example, what looks like physical hyperactivity in childhood may manifest as internal restlessness later in life. Few physicians are trained to treat adult ADHD, and even those who are might struggle to tease apart the disorder's symptoms from those of other health conditions that arise in midlife.

Read: Adult ADHD is the Wild West of psychology

The potential causes of declining cognition in midlife are numerous and frequently intersect. The shifts associated with "normal" aging can partly be attributed to the natural shrinkage of the brain and a decrease in the number of its neuronal connections. Mental- and cognitive-health consequences similar to those of ADHD can arise from psychiatric conditions that are prevalent in midlife, such as depression and anxiety. Mild neurocognitive disorder, a stage between healthy cognition and dementia that is common in people aged 65 and older, also has similar signs as ADHD, including missing appointments and frequently losing things. (Crucially, people with MND, but not ADHD, tend to forget words and how to spell them.) For some people, early-onset dementia or Alzheimer's disease may be behind the symptoms. Caregiving, physical ailments, and increased work responsibility--all hallmarks of midlife--can exacerbate cognitive issues caused by any of these factors. "It can be tricky to rule all those things out," Dara Babinski, a clinical psychologist at Penn State Health who studies ADHD across the female lifespan, told me.

Middle-aged women are particularly difficult to diagnose with ADHD. That's partly because girls are less frequently diagnosed with ADHD than boys are, so many adult women live their whole life with the disorder without ever suspecting it. It's also because many middle-aged women are dealing with perimenopause, which comes with cognitive changes such as brain fog, trouble concentrating, and forgetfulness. The fluctuations in hormone levels that cause perimenopausal symptoms can also exacerbate ADHD by interfering with dopamine signaling in the brain, Brandy Callahan, a neuropsychologist at the University of Calgary who studies ADHD in older adults, told me.

Increased awareness of adult ADHD, thanks in part to social media, has led many women to seek help for their symptoms, Babinski said. And stimulant prescriptions have risen especially sharply among women aged 50 to 54. Still, the combination of hazy diagnostic criteria and overlapping symptoms means that many older Americans with ADHD very likely don't have a diagnosis. Even fewer are being treated, and so people may be having a worse experience of aging than they need to. A first-time diagnosis in midlife can profoundly improve the experience of aging. For one thing, it makes people feel validated at a time when major life changes can make it harder to cope with the effects of ADHD, which can include trouble maintaining relationships, paying bills on time, and performing at work. And a stimulant prescription can lead to improvements in attention, impulse control, and hyperactivity among people with ADHD.

Read: ADHD's sobering life-expectancy numbers

Aside from improving life in middle age, a diagnosis has implications for future brain health. ADHD is associated with neurodegenerative disorders such as Alzheimer's disease, Parkinson's disease, and some types of dementia, but scientists aren't yet sure why. One possibility is that people with ADHD struggle with habits that maintain a healthy brain, such as managing stress and getting adequate sleep and exercise, Craig Surman, a neuropsychiatrist and a scientific coordinator of the Adult ADHD Research Program at Massachusetts General Hospital, told me. Callahan and others have shown that ADHD brains have abnormal white matter--the communication pathway of the brain--which may make them less resilient to later disease. Researchers don't know whether ADHD drugs actually protect against the underlying causes of more debilitating brain diseases. But if stimulants enable a person to maintain other habits that protect brain health, it's reasonable to suspect that they might help.

Yet stimulants aren't prescribed to older adults as often as they are to younger people. Most ADHD drugs are FDA-approved only for people up to age 55 or 65 because they haven't been tested in anyone older and, as such, aren't typically covered by Medicare. Stimulants also raise blood pressure and heart rate, which can be especially risky in midlife and later, when health issues such as cardiovascular disease and obesity are common. For these reasons, some providers are hesitant to prescribe stimulants to older adults. (The federal government, too, in the Make America Healthy Again report, argued that the drugs are overused.) But evidence is growing that prescribing ADHD medications to older adults can be done safely. This makes a reliable diagnosis all the more important.

The American Professional Society of ADHD and Related Disorders, known as APSARD, is expected to release the first clinical guidelines for adult ADHD this year. It's an attempt to "put out some ground truth about how to treat ADHD," Surman, who is on the guideline committee, told me. (He would not say whether APSARD will include specific guidelines for middle-aged and older adults.) Still, information is slow to disseminate, and there is pushback against the notion of adult ADHD from within and outside the medical field. Some providers feel that the risks of treating older adults with stimulants are not worth the benefit; other providers are concerned that the diagnosis over-medicalizes normal aging.

Yet as the American population skews older, perhaps it is worthwhile to question what constitutes normal aging. The medical literature offers only a loose definition: Rapidly deteriorating cognition is not normal, but gradual decline with age is. At the very least, the rise in adult-ADHD diagnoses presents an opportunity to refine the latter notion. No one's brain stays sharp forever, but some people may have more time to maintain their edge.




This article originally misstated Babinski's affiliation.
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California's Deadliest Avalanche Turned on One Choice

Why did a group of 15 skiers take a risky route on a dangerous day?

by Joshua Partlow

Wed, 04 Mar 2026




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

On the morning of the deadliest avalanche in California's modern history, Cody Townsend was skiing above the west shore of Lake Tahoe. People like him, who live for untracked expanses of wilderness snow, had found little to celebrate this season. Across much of the American West, the temperatures had been high, and the hills bare and brown. According to the Central Sierra Snow Lab, operating from a cabin nearby, accumulation had been running seven feet below normal.



But now snow was dumping. Dry, light flakes swirled around him, and with every turn, Townsend disappeared into great clouds of powder. It was the storm of the year in the Sierras, he would write that day. Yet something felt off. The wind was picking up. The temperature seemed odd. Townsend is a professional backcountry skier who learned the sport around Tahoe, and "it was just the consistency of the snowfall, the way that the flakes were coming down, the winds that were coming through, that had just something different, something I wasn't used to," he told me. He and his wife, Elyse Saugstad, a professional freeskier who had survived a 2012 avalanche that left three others in her group dead, decided to bail.



When he got home, Townsend posted on Instagram, warning his followers to be wary: "It's fun out there for sure but definitely not time for full-send mode." The light powder was piling up on a crust that had melted and refrozen, creating slabs of unstable snow.



In his comments, someone shared the news: "There was already a slide at Castle Peak."

That morning, elsewhere around Lake Tahoe, a group of 15 skiers ventured out into the storm from the Frog Lake Backcountry Huts, a cluster of coveted off-the-grid cabins, where they had stayed for the past two nights. The group included several women who were close friends and relatives--accomplished working mothers, many of whom lived in the Bay Area and whose kids attended a Tahoe ski school--and was led by four guides employed by a local company, Blackbird Mountain Guides.



The group was there to ski far from chairlifts and groomed runs, to trek uphill aided by grips on the bottom of skis and glide down untracked bowls. The huts, set on the lakeshore at 7,600 feet amid red fir and Jeffrey pine, opened in 2022 and quickly became regarded as a jewel of the country's network of wilderness cabins. The huts are rustic but, in some ways, luxurious: They come with access to hot water, leather couches, a roaring fireplace, and a pair of North Face slippers; booking them can cost more than $1,000 for a multiday trip. Some trips include chefs to prepare meals in the commercial-grade kitchen. When reservations become available, they normally book within minutes.



This group was scheduled to return home that day, and despite the storm, the skiers set off along a route of more than three miles that begins with a climb, proceeds through a gap in the mountains, and runs along a forested ridge. They had gone less than a mile when someone shouted, "Avalanche," a local sheriff's deputy would later report. Then a slab of snow about the length of a football field crashed down onto them, catching all but two of the skiers. Ultimately, only six of the group would survive.



Two weeks after this tragedy, the guides' decisions--to ski through a blizzard; to travel a risky route--remain the mystery at its center, as law enforcement and the wider community look for answers. The Nevada County sheriff's office and California's workplace-safety agency are investigating potential safety violations or criminal negligence by Blackbird. Zeb Blais, the owner of Blackbird, has offered condolences in a statement, but he has not otherwise spoken publicly. (His company referred questions to a public-relations firm that did not respond to requests for comment.) Blais himself has skied and guided in Alaska and Antarctica, Japan and the Himalayas; in a podcast a couple of years ago, while describing how guides monitor avalanche conditions, he allowed that "there's just a certain degree of uncertainty that we just can't eliminate."



The Frog Lake huts would have been a good place to ride out a storm. The guides and avalanche experts I talked with wondered why the group ventured out in such conditions, but even more so how they chose their path home. "The question is: Why did they go into the terrain that they went to?" Townsend told me. "What led them to believe their way out was the correct way out that day? It was an obvious mistake."



From the beginning of the trip, the Sierra Avalanche Center, a nonprofit that works with a local Forest Service field office, had been warning about worsening avalanche danger, including near the Frog Lake huts. On the morning of the slide, the center put the avalanche danger at "high"--the fourth of five threat levels. "Travel in, near, or below avalanche terrain is not recommended today," read the report issued at 6:29 a.m. that day.



The unusually warm conditions in the weeks before had melted some snow, even at high altitudes. A dry stretch had created a layer of weak, sugary grains, and the incoming storm had buried that in feet of heavy snow. The center's observers had skied out to this area the day before the avalanche and witnessed widespread cracks and areas of unstable snow.



David Reichel, the center's executive director, described the movement of such snow layers to me like sliding apart an Oreo cookie. A slab avalanche sends the top part of the cookie, the upper layer of snow, sliding over a weaker layer below, the cookie's soft middle frosting. "This weak layer is expected to reach the point of failure today in some areas," the center warned in its report.



On a backcountry trip, ski guides typically meet in the morning and evening to discuss conditions and plan routes. They closely follow these avalanche warnings. They know which parts of their route have avalanche risks and where runout zones exist for sliding snow. On the morning that the group at the Frog Lake huts was set to leave, the four guides had multiple ways out to choose from, including routes to the southeast that would have avoided exposure to avalanche risk, Dave Miller, a backcountry ski guide and avalanche instructor with 25 years of experience, told me. "Our standard is we don't go in or under avalanche terrain when the level is high," said Miller, who owns International Alpine Guides, which has operated in the Tahoe area for decades.



The solar-powered huts do have an internet connection, but it's generally not accessible to guests. When Dustin Weatherford worked there for two winters, as the huts' first caretaker, he printed out the avalanche and weather reports for guests each morning. He kept a couple of weeks' worth of food in case anyone needed to extend their stay. "We were always, always ready, willing, and welcome to anybody staying if they weren't feeling safe," he told me. "Even if there isn't avalanche danger, and someone just feels scared or they want to rest their hurting ankle, we'll find them a place to sleep." (The Truckee Donner Land Trust, which owns and operates the huts, does not charge for extra time in such a circumstance.)



The guides knew that the risks to the group were rising: They nixed part of the morning's plan, and told the group they needed to head home, two of the trip's survivors told The New York Times. The day of the avalanche, the four guides reportedly met without their clients to choose their route out.



Other guides told me that Blackbird had skilled employees and a good reputation for safety. Regardless of conditions, guides often choose the routes, Brennan Lagasse, a Tahoe ski guide who has led trips to the huts, told me. "Most clients are hiring guides to make those decisions for them," he said. The four on this trip had varying degrees of experience. One of them was certified by the American Mountain Guides Association to guide people on splitboards--snowboards that split into skis for trekking uphill. Two others were apprentice ski guides, earlier in a training process that can take years; the last, the only one to survive the day, was an "assistant" ski guide, one notch below certified in the AMGA accreditation process.



Blackbird said in a statement that its senior guides communicate remotely with those leading trips to discuss routes and conditions. A former Blackbird guide, who requested anonymity owing to the sensitivity of the situation, told me that, typically, senior guides would have participated in a morning meeting with the on-site guides before the groups left the hut, and surely that happened the morning of the avalanche. But exactly how much discussion the guides and leadership had over routes is unclear. The surviving guide may be the only one who knows why, exactly, the group chose the route it did. He did not respond to my attempts to reach him.



When it left the huts that morning, the group started with a deviation from the typical path: It wrapped around Perry's Peak from the north, rather than passing through Frog Lake Notch, an area with avalanche hazards. It was one of the shorter routes out and, the Times reported, the one that would put the skiers closest to their cars. But it still included stretches of avalanche terrain that are marked on the cellphone apps that skiing guides regularly consult, Miller said.



The guides would have known their choice carried real risk, especially under the conditions they faced--or they should have known. Snow was piling up that morning at four inches an hour--twice the rate that experts view as a threshold for increased avalanche danger. Because those first minutes after an avalanche are so crucial, guides will often consider, too, the added risk of venturing out in storm conditions that would make helicopter access impossible. "You're generally going to take a lot less risk," Miller said, "when the weather is bad and you're not going to get a quick rescue."



The 911 call came in at 11:30 a.m. on February 17. The Nevada County sheriff's office started marshaling dozens of rescuers, many of them volunteers, from across multiple counties. They'd be split into two teams and sent in via different routes in motorized snowcats--a sort of truck on tracks--and on skis. By that time, wind-whipped snow was making it nearly impossible to see, and authorities had closed down Interstate 80, the highway that runs over the mountain pass. "We didn't know what they were going to run into on their way in," Lieutenant Dennis Haack, the incident commander throughout the recovery process, told me.



Authorities did know, from the satellite messages that were coming through, that several people had survived the crush. Some had stayed clear enough of the slide that they'd been able to dig out others in the group. "Knowing that we had six subjects who were alive in there, we were willing to risk a little bit more," Haack said. But going in would be dangerous because of the treacherous weather and the risk of another avalanche. The authorities kept extra rescuers on hand in case they faced an "incident within an incident," Haack said.



Blais, Blackbird's owner, along with another employee of the company, headed out with skiers from the Tahoe Nordic Search & Rescue group, despite being advised against it by authorities, according to a spokesperson for the Nevada County sheriff's office. To reach the avalanche site, the rescuers fought through whiteout conditions. The snowcats reached the Frog Lake huts, where they had to stop. Beyond that point, the slope got steeper. Only the rescue skiers could get there.



That rescuers were able to reach the area safely suggests to other guides that the backcountry skiers had strayed from a less dangerous path. If they had stayed across a creek north of what's known in summer as the Red Dot trail, they'd have been in safer territory. "As to how or why they deviated only slightly--only 50 to 100 yards off of that route--and put themselves into that spot, is a big question that I think all of us would like to know," the former Blackbird guide said.



When the rescuers found the survivors, six hours after the initial call, two survivors had injuries. But all six were able to move under their own power back to the huts, where snowcats had parked to drive them out. The nine dead skiers remained on the mountain that night.



Over the next days, snow kept falling. One hallmark of our warming climate is the whiplash from periods of extended drought to extreme precipitation. The Central Sierra Snow Lab would record more than nine feet of snow in 120 hours--the most to accumulate in any five-day period since April 1982, and the third-highest total since 1971, according to its director, Andrew Schwartz.



For two days, the authorities waited for a window in the weather to recover the dead. Eight of the nine had been found in the initial search, and their locations had been marked with poles. By 11:30 a.m. on the following Friday, Chad Weiland, a flight paramedic with Care Flight and a ski patrolman at Sugar Bowl Resort, was heading towards the site in a helicopter with two others.



Weiland circled Perry's Peak four or five times, trying to see if rescue teams could go in safely to recover the bodies. On the north-facing slope where the avalanche occurred, he saw large banks of snow piled up by the winds. "The avalanche path looked heavily loaded," he told me. It was still dangerous.



Using the traditional option for dislodging potential avalanches--explosives--would be difficult, given the timing and the aircrafts the sheriff's office had available. But the night before, at a high-school basketball game, a utility worker with Pacific Gas and Electric Company happened to tell a local sheriff's deputy about an unusual method of dealing with risky slopes. Three years earlier, the company needed to rescue employees and their families who were snowed in at a power plant, and approval for explosives was taking too long. So PG&E had tried dumping water on the slope using a firefighting bucket, Pete Anderson, the senior manager of helicopter operations, told me. It had worked well, and they kept doing it.

By Friday morning, Anderson was on the phone explaining the technique to Haack; a few hours later, one of the company's UH-60 Blackhawk helicopters was dangling a 660-gallon bucket full of water from a nearby lake and dumping it on the avalanche slope. The helicopter made seven drops, until the water in the bucket started freezing. Then it dragged the bucket through the slope, like a wrecking ball. "That was pretty effective too," Anderson told me.

That day, rescue workers found the last missing skier. They had all been buried within a 20-by-20-foot area near the toe of the avalanche debris, under as much as eight feet of snow. A lingering question is why the group was clustered together if the guides knew the group was traveling below avalanche terrain. Standard backcountry protocol is to expose only one person at a time if traveling through an avalanche path.



When the area was finally safe, helicopters from the California Highway Patrol and the California Army National Guard hoisted the dead skiers' bodies from the slope and airlifted them back to the huts, where they were driven out by snowcats. Rescuers worked at this over the next two days, until the last person was recovered.



The community of skiers and guides in the cozy mountain towns ringing Lake Tahoe is close-knit. Many of the people who participated in the five-day rescue and recovery effort knew people caught under the snow or were friends of friends. One volunteer with Tahoe Nordic Search & Rescue lost a spouse in the slide. A Blackbird guide lost his brother.



This community thrives on skiing, reveres skiing, even with the dangers of mountain life. In Truckee, the closest town to the avalanche site, neighbors and loved ones have written messages at a memorial to the skiers--nine light-blue hearts on wood posts in front of an eagle statue. "You'll shred with me forever buddy," someone wrote to Andrew Alissandratos, a 34-year-old guide from Nevada.



One day after the last bodies were recovered, dozens of people in hats and parkas crowded together at the vigil for a moment of silence and to pay their respects. "Why do we do this? Why do we put ourselves in harm's way?" Kyle Konrad, a bearded backcountry skier, asked as he held a candle. "It comes from a place of love and joy."



Peter Atkin, whose wife, Carrie, died in the avalanche, said something similar in a statement: "Some of our most precious family memories were built at the Frog Lake Huts." Carrie was a leadership coach and mother of two; their family lived in the Tahoe area and had been to the cabins many times. Her husband described the huts as "a place where she felt truly at home." The people who live here, who love these mountains, know even small mistakes can be unforgiving. And they know why people take those risks anyway.
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Announces Sarah A. Topol and Jenisha Watts as Staff Writers



Thu, 05 Mar 2026


Sarah Topol and Jenisha Watts



The Atlantic is announcing two journalists who are becoming staff writers: Sarah A. Topol and Jenisha Watts. Sarah will join The Atlantic in May; in her magazine career, she has reported from more than 40 countries on the effects of geopolitical change on ordinary lives.

Jenisha is now a staff writer after more than five years as a senior editor at The Atlantic. She is the author of the memorable 2023 cover story "Jenisha from Kentucky," in which she wrote for the first time about the circumstances of her childhood. In a new piece published online this week, and in the April issue, Jenisha writes about what it is like to be uninsured in America through the story of her aunt, who suffered a debilitating aneurysm last fall.

Below is the staff announcement from editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg:

Dear everyone,
 I'm writing this morning with excellent news about two wonderful new staff writers. One is someone we already know and adore: Jenisha Watts, who has been doing excellent work for The Atlantic as a senior editor (and cover-story writer; more on that in a moment). The second is someone most of you are familiar with, at least by reputation: Sarah Topol, one of America's leading feature writers and foreign correspondents, and a two-time winner of the National Magazine Award for Feature Writing.
 First, Sarah, who comes to us from The New York Times Magazine. Sarah is easily one of the most admired and talented magazine writers working today. She has reported from more than 40 countries on a breathtaking range of complicated and dangerous subjects: She's spent time with the boy soldiers of Boko Haram, deserters from the Russian army, and women who find themselves on the dark side of the global surrogacy market. She won the ASME award in 2020 for her Times cover story on the Rohingya genocide, and again last year for her epic (35,000 words) story about a Russian deserter. She has also won two Overseas Press Club Awards, the George Polk Award's Sydney Schanberg Prize, and most recently the Michael Kelly Award. Having Sarah join our team is a dream come true for many of us, including and especially me. Her combination of bravery, rigor, relentlessness, and humanity is almost unique in journalism.
 Next, Jenisha, who is one of the best, most talented, smartest, and most supportive colleagues we have on our team. Her talents are obvious to the world, especially after we published her stunning 2023 cover story, "Jenisha From Kentucky." This piece remains one of the most moving and imperishable features I have ever had the privilege of publishing. Her most recent piece, "The Impossible Predicament of the Uninsured," tells the story of America's badly broken health-care system in memorable and personal detail.
 Jenisha has long served as a key editor on the Ideas team, working on a wide range of subjects, from political analysis and sports commentary to a growing collection of beautiful personal essays. Jenisha has always been a writer's editor, someone who sees literary potential in so much of what she encounters. Having her as a full-time writer is a great gift to our readers, and I'm so happy that she will be taking on this new role.
 This is a very good day. Please join me in congratulating Jenisha and welcoming Sarah to The Atlantic.


Press Contact:
 Anna Bross
 press@theatlantic.com
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Pete Hegseth Treats Fallen American Soldiers as a PR Problem

His use of the Iran-war dead to attack the media was disgraceful.

by Tom Nichols

Wed, 04 Mar 2026




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

The United States is at war. Americans, at such a time, might expect their government to speak to them regularly and report on U.S. goals--and casualties--but so far, they have gotten little beyond prerecorded videos of the president and some sound bites from various officials. Even Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth has held only a few briefings.

Perhaps the Pentagon chief's reluctance to speak to the press is just as well, because many Americans would be alarmed to realize that their sons and daughters in combat are being overseen by a person as callous as Pete Hegseth.

This morning, the defense secretary gave a briefing on the war that quickly degenerated into Trumplike bombast. (Wisely, the Pentagon scheduled this at 8 a.m. eastern time, when most of the country is either sleeping or busy starting their day.) Hegseth apparently prefers to sound more like a Call of Duty player leading a raid than a sober and judicious secretary of defense: "Death and destruction from the sky all day," he said, along with other empty phrases such as "We're playing for keeps." (As opposed to what, exactly?)

Most reporters are now accustomed to Hegseth's drama-laden antics. But even by the low standards he has set, he managed to shock many of them when he cynically used the deaths of U.S. military personnel to air his own grievances with the press.

On Sunday morning (local time), an Iranian drone hit a makeshift operations center in Kuwait. The Pentagon says that six Americans are dead. Not only is this event a tragedy, but it also requires an explanation: The drone reportedly snuck through U.S. defenses without setting off any alerts, and struck a target that now seems to have been unduly vulnerable to aerial attack.

The defense secretary, the man who is supposed to carry this news to the American public and mourn with them, instead whined about the unfairness of it all. "When a few drones get through or tragic things happen, it's front-page news. I get it," Hegseth told the reporters, military personnel, and civilians gathered this morning in the Pentagon. "The press only wants to make the president look bad, but try for once to report the reality. The terms of this war will be set by us at every step. As I said Monday, the mission is laser-focused."

"Tragic things happen"? Hegseth said this as though it is unreasonable to look any closer at such events. He seems unable to grasp that the deaths of Americans are not merely a public-relations problem: When a drone slips through U.S. defenses and kills six members of America's armed forces, the deaths of those servicepeople are the story. The people of the United States deserve to know what happened and why. Hegseth complaining that he's not getting credit for all of the drones that didn't get through is like an airline executive responding to an air disaster by growling about all of the planes his company made that didn't crash.

My colleague Nancy Youssef was at the Pentagon this morning, sitting just three rows from the podium. I asked her what the atmosphere was like after Hegseth's heartless remark. She told me that his comments "sent a stunned silence through the briefing room." Even members of Hegseth's staff, she said, seemed to flinch at what he was saying. "Some put their heads down," she said, while others just looked around. Someone in the room then said: "That was one of the most insulting things I have ever heard," quietly but audibly and, as far as Nancy could tell, to no one in particular.

Unlike Hegseth, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Dan Caine opened his remarks by grieving the deaths of the fallen soldiers, saying that "it's with profound sadness and gratitude that I share the names of four of our six fallen heroes." He didn't have the names of the other two, because while Hegseth was griping about media coverage, the U.S. military was completing the next-of-kin notification. (The names could be publicly released as soon as later today.) "Our nation stands with you," Caine told Gold Star parents, wounded warriors, and their families, "and we are eternally grateful for your courage, your resiliency, your devotion to this mission and to our nation."

The contrast was unsettling. For years, defense secretaries and top generals have carried the anguish of decisions that have led to troop deaths. Former Defense Secretary Robert Gates has said that he wept as he read the stories of the fallen; some generals have carried photos of those lost under their command--even into their retirement. Hegseth, instead, noted the losses almost in passing, and used them as a vehicle for his ongoing beefs with the press.

But Hegseth wasn't content merely to carp about the coverage of American deaths. After expressing his irritation at the press, he decided to trash America's allies. Instead of simply praising Israel--America's only ally in this war--he took a needless shot at other nations, saying that U.S. allies in the past provided only "ancillary benefits" in global conflicts because they were "maybe willing but not as capable" as the Israelis. Hegseth made this preposterous claim in front of military people who had fought in previous wars alongside these allies--and who saw many service members from these nations sacrifice their life alongside their American comrades.

Hegseth is now holding more press conferences, according to Nancy's reporting, because some White House officials have privately conceded that they are losing the communications war. The Trump team should have seen this coming: When Hegseth kicked the press corps out of the Pentagon last fall--including reporters from The Atlantic--for not agreeing to publish only Pentagon-approved news, some reporters warned department officials that such a move might make it harder for the public to understand America's operations overseas, Nancy told me. Now the United States is involved in a major war, and no one in the Pentagon, the White House, or the State Department seems able to explain why without contradicting one another.

In the midst of all this, Hegseth provided at least one moment of clarity: He showed, yet again, why he is an execrable choice to lead the Pentagon. Like his boss, he does not talk to the American people so much as put on performances for them, and this morning, he played the role of the Fox News pundit castigating other journalists. But the people in the briefing room were doing their job trying to get the facts. Unlike Hegseth, they are taking their responsibilities seriously: This is not a game, it's not a TV show, and it's not some adolescent test of wills.

Pete Hegseth, if he does not resign, should at least get out of the way and let better men than him talk to the nation and to the press. No one is asking for classified details to be revealed in public; no one expects Periclean rhetoric from a talk-show host. But the people of the United States deserve more of an explanation of what's happening in this war, and they certainly deserve more of an encomium for their fallen children than "Tragic things happen."

Related:

	The last days of the Pentagon press corps
 	Pete Hegseth's Pentagon is becoming a bubble. (From August)




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Adam Serwer: The American king goes to war.
 	The coming invasion of Iran
 	California's deadliest avalanche turned on one choice.




Today's News

	NATO air defenses shot down an Iranian missile headed toward Turkey, and Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth said that a U.S. submarine sank an Iranian naval ship with a torpedo--allegedly the first such sinking of an enemy ship with a torpedo since World War II.
 	The Republican-led House Oversight Committee voted to subpoena Attorney General Pam Bondi over the Justice Department's role in the release of the Jeffrey Epstein files, as part of its ongoing investigation into the federal government's handling of the case against the convicted sex offender.
 	The Texas Republican Senate primary is headed to a runoff between Senator John Cornyn and state Attorney General Ken Paxton. Texas State Representative James Talarico won the Democrats' Senate primary against U.S. Representative Jasmine Crockett.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: How many wolves is enough? Now that thousands live in the United States, some people would like to kill more of them, Katherine J. Wu writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Alisa Gao / The Atlantic



The Tyranny of the Relationship Gap

By Faith Hill

Every so often, I hear a time-honored dinner-party question that always leads to lively debate: Would you sleep with your clone?
 It's hard to say where the conversation starter came from. Perhaps it originated with a 2015 BuzzFeed article titled "Can We Ask You a Really Weird Question?," which inquired--well, you know. Or maybe it can be traced much further back, to works of science fiction that explored similar puzzles. Is a clone conscious? Does it have rights? But today's clone query, in my experience, tends to prompt chatter about something a little less heady: whether engaging sexually or romantically with someone just like yourself sounds like a creepy nightmare--or whether it sounds like a dream of convenience, of perfectly aligned interests and interactions as frictionless as silk.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Trump is expected to endorse Cornyn in Texas.
 	The real reason Trump went to war, by Yair Rosenberg
 	Tesla's secret weapon is a giant metal box.
 	The David Frum Show: Trump's war with Iran, and a new danger at home
 	The dangerous munitions mismatch between America and Iran
 	A dire warning from the tech world




Culture Break


Illustration by Alisa Gao / The Atlantic



Explore. The skin-care industry is coming for toddlers, Nancy Walecki writes.

Hungry? Restaurant chains are rolling out smaller and cheaper options for customers who just want a little treat, Yasmin Tayag writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Today's <em>Atlantic</em> Trivia: Do You Know What Buttigieg Knows?

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 04 Mar 2026




Updated with new questions at 4 p.m. ET on March 4, 2026.

There's an old rule of thumb that you retain about 10 percent of what you read, 20 percent of what you hear, 30 percent of what you see via image or video, and so on up the ladder of experiential learning, until you get to a 90 percent retention rate for the things you learn by doing yourself.

The teeny problem is that none of this is backed by science; it's a bastardization of the "cone of learning" that the education theorist Edgar Dale developed but never intended to be prescriptive.

But doesn't it feel right? So don't just read Atlantic stories. Do them, with this week's Atlantic Trivia.

Find previous questions here, and to get Atlantic Trivia in your inbox every day, sign up for The Atlantic Daily.

Wednesday, March 4, 2026

The questions in today's double-wide Atlantic Trivia all come from Graeme Wood's profile of Pete Buttigieg and his time away (sorta, kinda) from politics.

	In high school, Buttigieg wrote an essay contending that what still-sitting senator's identification as a socialist was a "self-inflicted gunshot wound"?
 	What hockey legend played 25 seasons, from 1946 to 1971, for the Detroit Red Wings?
 	What handheld baked good originating in (and named for) the county on England's southwestern tip is also a culinary symbol of Michigan's Upper Peninsula?
 	What tool, heavier and with a wider head than an axe's, is used for splitting large, dense logs? Its four-letter name, fittingly, is also a verb that means "to violently cut or tear flesh."
 	What partially recognized state on the Horn of Africa shares the first six letters of its name with the country from which it declared independence in 1991?
 	In the Roman republic, the defined track that a political aspirant followed from low to high office was known by what Latin name meaning "course of honors"?




And by the way, did you know that just north of Michigan's Upper Peninsula lies the largest island in the largest freshwater lake on the largest island in the world's largest freshwater lake?

Let's break that down: The northern shore of the UP abuts Lake Superior; within Lake Superior is Isle Royale; on Isle Royale is Siskiwit Lake; and the biggest island in Siskiwit Lake is Ryan Island.

For a time, it was claimed that a seasonal pond existed on Ryan Island and that out from the center of that pond jutted a boulder--the largest "island" in the largest "lake" on the largest island in the largest lake on the largest island in the largest lake.

Alas, that was debunked when a mother and son visiting the area verified that no such pond exists. Too much of a good thing, eh.

See you tomorrow!



Answers:

	Bernie Sanders. Buttigieg admired Sanders's integrity in using the label, Graeme reports, but also Sanders's "courageous" decision to endorse the very un-socialist Bill Clinton for president--it was, as Graeme writes, "perhaps a preview of Buttigieg's later pragmatism." Read more.
 	Gordie Howe. Graeme asked Buttigieg, now a resident of Traverse City, Michigan, whether he knew where Howe had operated a restaurant in town in the 1990s: "I noticed Buttigieg tense up, as if unsure whether he might alienate a key demographic, Detroit Red Wings fans over the age of 65, by admitting that he had no idea what I was talking about."
 	Cornish pasty. Buttigieg, meanwhile, told Graeme that pasties are "quintessentially a UP thing" because "you can take them camping or hunting." It's a thing he's learned in adulthood, Graeme notes, not from a childhood spent taking "hunting trips up north."
 	Maul (or splitting maul). Likewise, Buttigieg recently became the owner of a splitting maul and chops his own wood, as part of what Graeme sees as a remaking of himself into the Everyman.
 	Somaliland. Yet Buttigieg is not the Everyman; the Everyman doesn't take a pleasure trip to a breakaway region of Somalia just out of curiosity. As Graeme writes, "Every candidate hopes to be the guy you want to have a beer and talk football with. Buttigieg ... is the candidate you want to sit down and have Somali camel stew with while you banter about Arabic verb forms."
 	Cursus honorum. Graeme writes that Buttigieg has followed the modern version of the cursus from local to national office: "In some ways Buttigieg is a perfect candidate, and in some ways he feels like a candidate perfect for an era that has slipped away."




How did you do? Come back tomorrow for more questions, and if you think up a great question after reading an Atlantic story--or simply want to share a fact--send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Tuesday, March 3, 2026

	"People grew up, got married, got divorced, had children, got old and all the time the portrait of [him] hung over their heads," wrote the Soviet poet Joseph Brodsky in March 1973, 20 years after the death of what man?
 -- From Gal Beckerman's essay on crying at moments of dramatic change
 	Which two members of Congress introduced the piece of legislation enacted in summer 2010 that overhauled financial regulation after the Great Recession?
 -- From Annie Lowrey's article on the disappearing American mortgage
 	In what film does a cowboy explain to peers who are impressed by an interloper's seemingly advanced weaponry that "it's not a laser. It's a--it's a little light bulb that blinks"?
 -- From Jacob Stern's article on modern militaries' use of lasers




And by the way, did you know that a sufficient supply of standard-issue laser pointers, arrayed so as to focus their beams on a single point, could theoretically burn clean through an eyeball?

Some back-of-the-napkin math from a scientist at the American Physical Society found that 200,000 or so laser pointers mounted on the inside curve of a sphere the size of a small car would do the trick--and melt the brain, too, if the laser-ee sat still for long enough.

A grisly end to be sure, but also delicious vindication for all the moms who ever said Careful where you point that thing.



Answers:

	Joseph Stalin. Brodsky understood what Gal has seen in the days since the death of Iran's Ayatollah Ali Khamenei: Loyalists and dissidents alike cry when a dictator who has deeply wormed into their consciousness is suddenly no longer there. It is a reaction to the loss, Gal writes, of "what felt like a fixed reality." Read more.
 	Chris Dodd and Barney Frank. One of the effects of the Dodd-Frank Act, Annie writes, was the tightening of mortgage lending and underwriting standards, which "made the financial system safer, but also made buying a home harder for many people." Now, even amid low unemployment and rising wages, the share of U.S. homeowners hasn't increased in half a decade, Annie reports; young and working-class people are missing out on the "property ladder." Read more.
 	Toy Story. The lasers that militaries are starting to deploy today are rather more powerful than Buzz Lightyear's piddly facsimile. Stern provides an overview of the technology and the geopolitical implications--but he also warns that by focusing too much on the details, one risks losing sight of "something arguably even more profound: Laser guns are real now." Read more.




Monday, March 2, 2026

	In a 1977 book by Beverly Cleary, what titular little girl suddenly finds herself spending more time with Mr. Quimby, her out-of-work father?
 -- From Eric Magnuson's essay on literary depictions of stay-at-home dads
 	What term collectively refers to the mysterious and debilitating health issues that have affected dozens of U.S. personnel in Cuba since the mid-2010s?
 -- From Vivian Salama's article on where Cuba fits into President Trump's interventionism
 	The popular Thai beverage Krating Daeng--named after a horned bovine of Southeast Asia--was adapted for the West in the 1980s by an Austrian businessman who gave it what English name?
 -- From Ellen Cushing's article on how a certain category of drink is pivoting toward women




And by the way, did you know that the United States once reportedly planned to assassinate Cuban President Fidel Castro with a booby-trapped seashell? U.S. intelligence knew that Castro was an avid scuba diver, so it allegedly planned to load a particularly irresistible-looking mollusk with explosives and hope that Castro drifted by to investigate.

The scheme stands out as particularly outlandish, which is really saying something: The retired Cuban counterintelligence chief Fabian Escalante alleged that the CIA came up with 638 plans in total to assassinate Castro.



Answers:

	Ramona. Magnuson, who recently pulled together what he reckons is literature's most comprehensive list of stay-at-home dads, notes that Ramona's time with her father isn't of particularly high quality; he mostly smokes and watches TV. It's a sad stereotype of the incompetent at-home dad, Magnuson writes, that persists even decades later. Read more.
 	Havana syndrome. For decades, Vivian writes, Cuba has been a "persistent and bipartisan annoyance," and now, after dramatic interventions in Venezuela and Iran, Trump might think he has the momentum to end that annoyance once and for all. She expects that the pressure for regime change will only grow. Read more.
 	Red Bull. The energy-drink market has transformed time and again since then, Ellen writes. In the early 2000s, it aligned itself with masculinity. After that, energy drinks were all about fitness. Now, in pastels and pinks and such flavors as Guava Lava, Ellen says, the drinks are coming for the ladies. Read more.
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What Anti-Regime Iranians Can't Agree On

A conversation with Arash Azizi about Iranians' hopes for their country and what it will take to get there

by Stephanie Bai

Tue, 03 Mar 2026




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

In the days since the U.S. and Israel first launched strikes against Iran, nearly 800 Iranians, six American service members, and at least ten Israelis have been killed. Israeli forces took out Iran's supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, over the weekend. On Saturday, a bombing at a girls' elementary school in southern Iran killed more than 100 people, most of them likely children, according to Iranian officials. President Trump said today that new strikes had targeted more Iranian leaders (some of whom may have been among the administration's top picks to lead the country next). As the war continues, his administration has yet to offer a clear plan for how long the fighting will last and what will happen to Iranians after the fighting ceases.

Iranians' lives have been upended, but their domestic struggles have long predated this latest war. I spoke with Arash Azizi, the author of What Iranians Want and a contributing writer for The Atlantic, about what Iranians hope for their country this time around and what it will take to get there.



Stephanie Bai: In January, shortly after the mass protests in Iran resulted in the massacres of Iranians by the government's security forces, you spoke with Iranians about their hopes for their country. What have you been hearing from people in Iran after the recent strikes? Are they optimistic that a revolution could be under way, or are they concerned that the killing of Khamenei will turn him into a martyr and further entrench the regime's power?

Arash Azizi: I've been in touch with Iranians, including my own family, several times each day throughout the past few months. I just spoke with my family members, some of whom are leaving Tehran for the north to escape the daily bombardments. In situations like this, just like we saw during the 12-day war with Israel in 2025, people prioritize staying alive more than anything else.

Naturally, many Iranians have hope that something better could emerge out of this. What else can they do but hope? Iranians are a diverse population in temperament, in politics, in goals. But I think I can speak for many when I say that they're far too aware of the possibilities of a state collapse, of civil war, of the regime surviving, and worse. Even the most optimistic scenario of a democratic transition doesn't look very easy.

Stephanie: President Trump has offered mixed messages on his postwar plans for Iran, but he was pretty clear about his regime-change intentions when he told the Iranian populace, "The hour of your freedom is at hand." How would you evaluate the strength and unity of the anti-regime opposition in Iran at this moment?

Arash: The anti-regime Iranians remain divided. The idea that they could rise up in the midst of this war and stage a revolution and take power--it's not based on reality, I think. And I speak as an anti-regime Iranian myself; I would have liked to see nothing more.

Stephanie: What are they divided over?

Arash: They're divided over the kind of future that they want for Iran. I think we can agree, for example, on democratic elections, the territorial integrity of Iran, the creation of a constitutional assembly that decides the future of Iran. But there are divisions over whether Iran should be a republic or should restore a constitutional monarchy, whether we should be a federal state or a unitary state, as it is now. Some Iranians hail to the left and some want a return to the pre-1979 regime, which was authoritarian but much better than the current regime. If I sum it up, I can say that these differences over the past have tragically stopped Iranians from uniting over their future.

I have long been a proponent of national reconciliation among Iranians. But unfortunately, as often happens in dissident movements, Iranians have been much better at tearing one another down than finding points of commonality.

Stephanie: How do you foster national reconciliation in a country where people have such varying feelings about their own national history?

Arash: I think it's entirely acceptable for people to have different takes on their national history. Every country's history, recent or distant, will have these points of division. We should accept that we're not going to have a shared view of what each historical point means, but we can find national consensus and a way to agree to disagree.

Surely, most Iranians want Iran's GDP to grow. Surely, most Iranians want women to be equal citizens, not second-class citizens. Surely, most Iranians want the country's environment to be safeguarded. A large majority of Iranians oppose many policies of the Islamic Republic--there is ample evidence for this. A large majority oppose many of the policies of Khamenei. So I think national reconciliation for Iranians will come when we remember that we do have a shared national future.

Stephanie: In January, there was a massive internet blackout following the protests. What's the current state of communication in Iran, and how does this information ecosystem affect Iranians' ability to mobilize right now?

Arash: It has made mobilizing quite difficult. There is somewhat of an internet blackout now, but it appears that the phone lines are more open than they were during the massacre in January: I personally have been able to call my family just to make sure they're alive, and to make sure that our grandmother is safe. (Although she doesn't like that we show so much attention to her--she believes she can take care of herself.) The massive internet disruption creates problems small and large. Communication among Iranians for any sort of activity, even something as simple as checking whether someone has their medicine, is disrupted. I am concerned that people will struggle to organize and find rides to leave their homes to go to parts of the country where they think they'll be safer. Not to mention the economic issues--imagine how hard it has been for many to make a living because your job is closed, online shops are closed.

Stephanie: What kind of assistance do you think the United States would need to provide to Iranians to help ensure a change in governance that is both enduring and democratic?

Arash: First of all, not just as sort of a slogan: I firmly believe that you cannot achieve democracy in most conditions unless you're in the driver's seat. If the United States was interested in the democratic transition in Iran, what it should have been doing is getting Iranian democratic groups and opposition groups together. Help them build power. Tell them that if the U.S. works with them, they must unite with one another and with democratic proponents inside Iran. But frankly, that's a moot point. There's no evidence whatsoever that the Trump administration has shown interest in a democratic transition in Iran.

Related:

	"Our resources are done."
 	What Iranians want from Trump (From January)




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The one variable that could decide the war
 	Pete Buttigieg in the wilderness
 	"America doesn't want my children or grandchildren."




Today's News

	The State Department urged Americans in 14 Middle Eastern countries--including Iran, Israel, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates--plus the West Bank and Gaza to leave immediately, citing "serious safety risks."
 	U.S. stocks dipped and oil prices surged as fears of a prolonged war with Iran rattled markets. Rising crude-oil prices are already increasing gas costs--the U.S. average is up 18 cents from last week, to $3.106 a gallon.
 	The first primary elections begin today in Arkansas, North Carolina, and Texas, including a closely watched Democratic Senate race in Texas between U.S. Representative Jasmine Crockett and Texas Representative James Talarico.




Evening Read


Illustration by Paul Spella / The Atlantic. Sources: Roger Viollet / Getty; Jose A. Bernat Bacete / Getty.



Why Iranians Are Weeping for a Tyrant

By Gal Beckerman

The Iranian state television announcer was gasping for air. I almost felt bad for him. That's how hard he was weeping when he delivered the news of Ayatollah Ali Khamenei's demise. He reached for a tissue, blew his nose. His cheeks glistened. This was not Walter Cronkite choking up for a second while delivering the news of John F. Kennedy's assassination. The Iranian announcer was heaving.
 In New York City, Masih Alinejad, a dissident who was targeted for death by the Islamic Republic, of which Khamenei was the supreme leader, burst out into the streets when she heard the news. "The dictator of my country is dead! He's dead!" she shouted, wailing hoarsely. A stranger stopped to hug her--uncertain, surely, if she was experiencing joy or sadness, relief or exhaustion, or even if she was sane. On a street corner, by herself, she looked into her phone's camera at her nearly 9 million Instagram followers, and cried and cried.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Jonathan Chait: A very stable war
 	The disappearing American mortgage
 	Trump opens the Pandora's box of assassination.
 	This joke explains Iran today.
 	American snacking habits are transforming the restaurant industry.
 	David Frum: The fortress we gave away




Culture Break


Illustration by Kristina Tzekova



Read. The wildly popular Norwegian novelist Vigdis Hjorth returns to a dark past, Honor Jones writes.

Explore. Ben Appel writes in defense of effeminate boys.

Play our daily crossword.



Explore all of our newsletters here.

Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Trump Has Given America a Constitutional Dilemma

Congress should not have to argue over whether to trigger the War Powers Resolution, and certainly not in the midst of conflict.

by Tom Nichols

Mon, 02 Mar 2026




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

Donald Trump has taken America into war with a country whose population is approximately the size of Iraq's and Afghanistan's combined. He has done this without making a case to the American people, and without approval of any kind from their elected representatives. His launching of hostilities (with the embarrassingly bro-themed name "Operation Epic Fury") is the culmination of decades of expanding presidential powers over national-security issues, and Trump has now taken that expansion to its extreme conclusion, launching wars and using military power as he sees fit.

Many of his critics are focused on the claim that the war is illegal under both U.S. and international law--and they are probably right about that. But Trump has already floored the accelerator and driven off the cliff. What are the options for Congress and the American people--the majority of whom do not support this conflict--to regain some control over a president conducting a war as if he were a medieval prince?

Unfortunately, the few legal options available are laden with their own risks. Congress could decide to cut off funding for the war, which at this point could be as reckless an act as starting one. Men and women overseas did not choose to go, and they should at least be allowed to conduct their operations without worrying that Congress will simply turn off all funding. It could pass a resolution demanding an immediate end to hostilities--also a risky move.

Congress does have a less dramatic option: It could invoke the 1973 War Powers Resolution, a law often discussed but rarely understood by the public. I have my own skepticism about using this law: In fact, I helped to avert its use in 1990 when I was working in the Senate during the first Gulf War.

I'll come back to that. Meanwhile, here's where the law came from and what it actually says.

The War Powers Resolution was adopted in 1973 during the waning days of the Vietnam War. The resolution imposes these limits on the power of presidents to wage war:

The constitutional powers of the President as Commander-in-Chief to introduce United States Armed Forces into hostilities, or into situations where imminent involvement in hostilities is clearly indicated by the circumstances, are exercised only pursuant to (1) a declaration of war, (2) specific statutory authorization, or (3) a national emergency created by attack upon the United States, its territories or possessions, or its armed forces.


This seems simple enough: Unless Congress declares war or passes some law, or the United States is attacked, the president cannot send U.S. forces into harm's way.

Simple, but irrelevant. Presidents have gotten around this by using that last part about "national emergencies" to justify the use of force; multiple commanders in chief have also--rightly--noted that they may use military power in support of existing treaties (which are the law of the land) if an ally calls for American help.

Nearly a decade before the War Powers Resolution existed, President Lyndon B. Johnson ramped up U.S. involvement in Vietnam by claiming self-defense--he said that U.S. ships had been fired upon in the Gulf of Tonkin by the North Vietnamese--and the need to honor a treaty commitment to South Vietnam. Congress rewarded him with the open-ended Tonkin Gulf Resolution, empowering him, "as Commander in Chief, to take all necessary measures to repel any armed attack against the forces of the United States and to prevent further aggression."

Many in Congress regretted issuing LBJ this blank check, and by 1973, American legislators realized that maybe handing out "all necessary measures" passes to presidents might not be a great idea, so they repealed Tonkin Gulf in 1971 and later passed the War Powers Resolution. President Richard Nixon vetoed the resolution, on multiple grounds of constitutionality and prudence, but the Congress of 1973 was in no mood for lectures from Nixon, and it overrode his veto.

The problem is that the War Powers Resolution is both too weak and too strong. On the one hand, it requires that the president "consult" Congress only if possible. On the other hand, the resolution sets a firm clock on military action: Within 60 days of notifying Congress, the president "shall terminate any use of United States Armed Forces with respect to which such report was submitted" unless Congress declares war, extends the deadline, or cannot meet because of enemy attack. (That's a Cold War provision--Congress can't meet and approve military action if it's been vaporized by a nuclear strike.)

The law, drawn up half a century ago to stop a future LBJ or Nixon, is poorly written, and even now, members of Congress argue over its meaning. (Yesterday, for example, Senator Chris Murphy of Connecticut admonished Representative Mike Lawler of New York for cherry-picking some of the law's language.) Assuming that Congress does not pass a law ending the operation, Trump, in theory, has almost two more months to continue the fight.

This time limit is, in general, a bad idea. It's a signal to the enemy that the United States has only two months to fight before its legislative and executive branches possibly go into conflict with each other. In any case, competent strategists do not put expiration dates on their operations; such limits give the opponent an incentive to negotiate in bad faith, to engage in information operations against American voters--or perhaps to up the level of violence and hope that congressional nerves are shaken so badly that even the steeliest president cannot keep a wartime political coalition together.

I am familiar with these arguments because I made them in 1990 to my boss, the late Senator John Heinz, when I was his personal assistant for national security and defense. At the time, Heinz and a small group of Republican senators wanted to invoke the War Powers Resolution as President George H. W. Bush was heading toward war against Iraq. Heinz supported Bush's intentions, and he wanted to avert a challenge to Bush's authority. The War Powers Resolution is the law of the land, the senator told me, so wouldn't it help Bush if Congress did its duty and invoked it?
 
 I was a lot less concerned about rogue presidents back then, but I was very concerned about time-limiting a war to dislodge Iraq from Kuwait. (Senator Heinz passed away 35 years ago, so I am not spilling secrets here.) I told him that I thought the resolution was of dubious constitutionality, but even more to the point, I asked him whether he was willing to have a floor fight to extend Bush's authority two months after the war had started. At the time, the Republicans were the minority in Congress, and we talked about what such a messy political brawl might look like in the middle of a war. He and the other GOP senators dropped the idea.

In the end, it didn't matter. One day, after lunch with Bush, Heinz told me that Bush was determined to eject Saddam Hussein from Kuwait even if it meant his eventual impeachment, no matter what Congress said in the meantime. Yet Bush did go to Congress, and he got resolutions of support from both houses just before combat operations began in January 1991.

Right now, Trump has no such worries of impeachment--the GOP controls both houses of Congress, and he has an iron grip on his party (at least until November). But the question remains of whether Congress has any ability to restrain Trump, who has used force more times in more places in just one year than any of his predecessors.

At the least, Congress could use the threat of the War Powers Resolution clock to demand hearings and some explanations. Trump and his people have so far explained almost nothing about the rationale for the war. (The secretary of defense, meanwhile, gave a briefing today that amounted to a lot of chest-thumping nonsense about fighting "to win" without being bound by "stupid rules of engagement.") And invoking the War Powers Resolution would be far less dangerous now that Iran's military has largely been beaten and the U.S. and Israel have complete control over Iran's skies.

Congress is now set to debate the War Powers Resolution, but the fact that this debate is needed at all is a reminder of how much the exercise of American democracy has historically been predicated not on black-letter law but on trust, norms, and basic decency. Congress should not have to argue over whether to trigger the War Powers Resolution, and certainly not in the midst of conflict; better presidents, even when they have abused their authority, have obviated such a fight by going to Congress, speaking to the American people, and building a consensus for action. Trump, instead, has thrown U.S. service people into combat--and dared everyone to stop him.

For now, Congress can try, at least, to use the law to rein in Trump and force him to answer questions about a war he started on his own. But Operation Epic Fury should also impel legislators to think about future ways to place presidential war powers back within the limits of a deliberative, constitutional republic.

Related:

	From "America First" to "always America last"
 	Robert Kagan: America vs. the world




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump's hubris without idealism, by George Packer
 	David Frum: On the Chagos Islands, Trump is right.
 	Yair Rosenberg: The Israel of October 6 is never coming back.
 	All eyes on Cuba




Today's News

	President Trump said that America's operation in Iran, which began on Saturday, is projected to continue for four to five weeks, adding, "We have capability to go far longer than that." Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth didn't rule out deploying American troops in Iran.
 	Officials across countries have reported mounting casualties in the Middle East, following the strikes in Iran. Four U.S. troops have been killed and several wounded; at least 500 Iranian civilians have been killed; at least nine people died in Israel after an Iranian strike; officials in the United Arab Emirates reported deaths after Iranian strikes; and Lebanese authorities said that 31 people died in Israel's retaliatory strikes against Hezbollah.
 	Republicans are citing the U.S. attacks on Iran to pressure Democrats to end the Department of Homeland Security's partial shutdown, warning that it could weaken domestic security. Democrats say they will continue to withhold funding unless the department changes immigration enforcement, even as agencies such as FEMA and TSA show early signs of strain.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Isabel Fattal explores stories on how to create an equal household.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Ben Hickey



The Impossible Predicament of the Uninsured

By Jenisha Watts

The day after Thanksgiving, I got a voicemail. A woman identified herself as a doctor at the University of Louisville hospital: "I believe I may have one of your family members here."
 The message was hard to understand. Most of my family lives in Kentucky, so I didn't know whom the doctor was referring to. I called the hospital, but kept getting put on hold. Then I tried my aunt--if someone was in trouble, she'd be the one to know. But she didn't answer.
 A few hours later, her son got in touch with me. My aunt was the one in the hospital. She'd had an aneurysm on the right side of her brain, and it had burst. The drainage tube the doctors used to stop the bleeding kept slipping loose; after three tries, they finally got it to stick. Only then could they do surgery. My cousin FaceTimed me afterward, from the ICU. "Are you ready?" he asked. He angled the camera down to my aunt's face, and I started sobbing like a sudden rainstorm.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	America's invaluable ally
 	What Trump's America looks like from China
 	Radio Atlantic: After Khamenei, what now?
 	Trump tells The Atlantic that Iranian leaders want to resume negotiations.
 	Inside Anthropic's killer-robot dispute with the Pentagon
 	Graeme Wood: Why Khamenei is dead




Culture Break


Will Heath / NBC



Explore. Connor Storrie knew what the viewers of Saturday Night Live (streaming on Peacock) wanted to see, Paula Mejia writes.

Watch. Industry (out now on HBO) is making a point about how power works in a world of interconnected crime, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Play our daily crossword.



PS

In writing this story, I came across some photos and memos from my time working with Senator Heinz on his speech in support of what was about to be Operation Desert Storm. He and I spent days writing that statement, and like the good and judicious legislator he was, he agonized over the language and the reasoning. One day, he turned to me in the late-afternoon gloom of his office--it was December, and he hadn't turned on the lights while he was pacing about--and said, "Am I doing the right thing here?"

He was voting to send Pennsylvania's sons and daughters to war, and he didn't take that lightly. (He perhaps had a premonition: The last Scud missile Iraq fired during the war landed on a barracks of reservists from Pennsylvania.) But he made his case, read it into the record, and voted with a clear conscience. I wish I could feel that more of the people supporting Trump now took their responsibilities as seriously as John Heinz did.

-- Tom



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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How to Create an Equal Household

And why making a fair split of chores actually stick is so hard

by Isabel Fattal

Sat, 28 Feb 2026




This is an edition of The Wonder Reader, a newsletter in which our editors recommend a set of stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight. Sign up here to get it every Saturday morning.


How does a life spent studying gender equality translate to someone's real relationship? In 2021, Joe Pinsker wondered if the gender scholars he'd interviewed for his stories were able to take what they knew home with them. He discovered that they seemed better than the average individual at avoiding common patterns in different-sex relationships.

But even all of their training couldn't prevent some pesky norms from creeping in: "The women I interviewed tended to disproportionately handle the managerial elements of running a home, as well as their household's 'mental load'--the invisible logistical and emotional work of, among other things, keeping track of when kids need new clothes, planning family outings, and remembering to send birthday cards to loved ones," Pinsker wrote. Today's newsletter explores strategies to ensure an equal household--and why making that happen is so hard.



On Equal Partnership 

The Gender Researcher's Guide to an Equal Marriage

By Joe Pinsker

In their personal lives, sociologists attempt to ward off the same inequalities that they study at work. (From 2021)

Read the article.

A Smarter Way to Divide Chores?

By Joe Pinsker

Couples who share every task, rather than having their own separate to-do lists, tend to be more satisfied with their relationship. (From 2022)

Read the article.

Doomed to Be a Tradwife

By Olga Khazan

Can a marriage ever truly be equal?

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	"What I learned about equal partnership by studying dual-income couples": "I studied more than 100 dual-income couples and found a few things in common among the ones who managed to create partnerships that felt truly equal," Jennifer Petriglieri wrote in 2019.
 	Masters of love: Science says lasting relationships come down to--you guessed it--kindness and generosity, Emily Esfahani Smith wrote in 2014.




Other Diversions

	Boredom is the price we pay for meaning.
 	Nine books to reset your view of the world 
 	When did literature get less dirty?




PS


Courtesy of Mike M.



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. Mike M., 73, sent this photo of "sunset on Lake Springfield from the Abraham Lincoln Memorial Gardens," taken one day after Lincoln's birthday.

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel
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The Diplomats Who Carry Trump's Grievances Abroad

Some of the president's ambassadors keep getting into needless conflicts.

by Tom Nichols

Fri, 27 Feb 2026




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

American diplomats are supposed to represent the nation, advocate for the interests and policies of the U.S. government, and stay on generally good terms with the country to which they're assigned. Even when they are sent to places that have an adversarial relationship with the United States, they are expected to maintain decorum while conveying messages these regimes may not want to hear.

Some of President Trump's ambassadors, however, are a different type: They seem to think that their job is to carry their boss's boorishness and petty grievances abroad. Ambassadors are supposed to represent the president, but these incompetent emissaries take that concept to an extreme, and they have managed to get into needless conflicts with America's friends in France, Poland, Iceland, and Chile, among others, along with pretty much the entire Middle East.

The most recent example is from Paris, where U.S. Ambassador Charles Kushner refused a summons this week from the French government. Summoning an ambassador is a standard diplomatic action; it usually happens when a host government wants clarification about, or to express displeasure over, something an ambassador's nation has done or said. In this case, the State Department had injected itself into the aftermath of the far-right French activist Quentin Deranque's murder by posting on X that he was killed by violent leftists. The French government regarded this as interference in its internal affairs and called in Kushner, who then refused to show up--the second time that he's refused such a summons. This is a serious snub, especially among allies.

France then prohibited Kushner from meeting with any French government official, which escalated the feud far beyond the initial problem, and ...

Wait. Charles Kushner is, in fact, Jared Kushner's father, and he did time in federal prison for a slew of tax violations and other offenses (including an incident of witness retaliation in which he hired a prostitute to seduce his brother-in-law and then sent a video of the encounter to his own sister). So you might be asking an obvious question here: Why is this convicted felon and the father of the president's son-in-law an ambassador to a major U.S. ally?

The choice is meant to be offensive--that's why. As the professor and historian Ruth Ben-Ghiat, who studies authoritarianism, posted on X: Kushner "was put there as a (pardoned) felon to symbolize the death of democratic notions of diplomacy in the US. This thuggish individual was installed in Paris as an act of aggression towards democratic France."

Meanwhile, America's man in Warsaw, Ambassador Tom Rose, said earlier this month that he would have "no further dealings, contacts, or communications" with Wlodzimierz Czarzasty, the speaker of the lower house of the Polish Parliament. Rose objected, in his words, to "outrageous and unprovoked insults directed against President Trump."

What were these insults? Rose didn't specify, but a few days earlier, Czarzasty had had the temerity to say that Trump did not deserve a Nobel Peace Prize. A Polish politician in his own country expressed an opinion, and the U.S. ambassador took it upon himself, like a scorned teenager blocking a phone number, to say that he and the Polish legislator were no longer on speaking terms with each other. Much like the French foreign minister reminding Kushner that he has an "apparent misunderstanding of the most basic expectations" of his job, Polish Prime Minister Donald Tusk gently noted on X: "Mr. Ambassador Rose, allies should respect, not lecture, each other."

But insulting our allies is Trump's brand of diplomacy. In Ottawa last year, Pete Hoekstra, a former representative who is now the U.S. envoy to Canada, delivered a Trumplike--and expletive-laced--tirade criticizing Canada and defending the president's tariffs. Likewise, the American ambassador in Chile, a former Border Patrol agent named Brandon Judd, managed to annoy Chile's president by taking umbrage at criticism of Trump and saying that such remarks "harm the Chilean people." And over in Reykjavik, the former member of Congress Billy Long managed to irritate everyone with a dumb joke about making Iceland the 52nd state. (After Greenland--get it? Long later apologized.)

But the king of ambassadorial buffoonery is former Arkansas Governor Mike Huckabee, an evangelical Christian who is now America's ambassador in Jerusalem. Last week, he gave a lengthy interview to Tucker Carlson. (The ambassador to Israel talking to Carlson, a man who platforms Holocaust deniers, is more evidence that ghastly anti-Semitic views are no longer unwelcome in the GOP.) During their discussion, Huckabee and Carlson somehow got onto the question of who owns the Middle East, and for once, an American ambassador didn't insult his host country--he just enraged the hundreds of millions of people who live near the host nation.

Carlson asked whether Huckabee agrees that God, in the Bible, gave the region--"I think it says from the Nile to the Euphrates, which is, once again, basically the entire Middle East"--to the Jewish people. "You're saying he did," Carlson concludes.

Huckabee then hauled off this banger: "It would be fine if they took it all, but I don't think that's what we're talking about here today."

Matters did not improve when Carlson followed up, asking Huckabee whether he really meant that "it would be fine if the state of Israel took over all of it." Huckabee missed the life preserver that Carlson tried to throw his way: "They don't want to take it over," he answered. "They're not asking to take it over."

Well, thanks for that clarification, ambassador. Of course, the region lit up with fury once an American diplomat--posted to Jerusalem, no less--said that he'd be just fine with giving the whole place to the Israelis. Huckabee tried to walk back what he admitted was a "hyperbolic" statement, and the U.S. embassy in Jerusalem quickly tried to clean up the mess. But all of this raises the question of why Trump is sending such unqualified and potentially dangerous people to important postings around the world.

In fairness to Trump, a lot of nations have sent plenty of scandalous embarrassments abroad as envoys--and Trump is not the first U.S. president to reward friends and supporters with these cushy gigs. But Trump has elevated diplomatic incompetence to an art. Aside from letting Huckabee loose in the Middle East, he sent an unqualified loyalist, Matthew Whitaker, to NATO. He also stashed his son's ex-girlfriend Kimberly Guilfoyle in the embassy in Athens. And even in smaller and less complicated postings, Trump has made wince-inducing choices: America's ambassador to the Bahamas is Herschel Walker, a former football player whose campaign for the U.S. Senate in Georgia imploded because of scandals and the candidate's obvious incompetence. What's Trump got against the Bahamians?

Of course, the insults are the point. Trump seems to have a special loathing for our allies. He has used some of these appointments as a middle finger to states and organizations that he does not understand. He likely views some of them as impediments to his plans and schemes--such as, say, Norway, which he thinks is responsible for shutting him out of the Nobel Prize competition. What better way to stick it to those uppity French than by sending a convicted felon? Why not saddle NATO with a guy who has no foreign-policy experience?

Trump and his supporters might think it's a hoot to watch Europeans seethe while Ambassador Kim Guilfoyle eats baklava and strolls under the shadow of the Acropolis, but America needs competent representation in the world's capitals, especially when contemplating risky policies. Last week, General Dan Caine reportedly expressed concern about going to war with Iran while the country's alliances are not in order. He may have been thinking not only of the damage done by Trump's approach to foreign relations but also about the crew of bumblers and hangers-on whom the president has sent to represent America around the world.

Related:

	The real reason Trump picked Mike Huckabee as ambassador to Israel (From 2024)
 	The end of diplomacy




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Elon Musk moves against the Russians in Ukraine.
 	How an unlikely duo brought the Epstein files to light
 	Elaine Godfrey: Jasmine Crockett claimed I wasn't kicked out of her rally. Here's the audio.




Today's News

	Netflix announced yesterday that it had backed out of its offer to acquire Warner Bros. Discovery's studio and streaming assets, saying that the deal is "no longer financially attractive." The move clears the way for Paramount Skydance's takeover of Warner Bros. Discovery, pending regulatory approval.
 	Mike Huckabee, the U.S. ambassador to Israel, told embassy staff that those wishing to leave "should do so TODAY," after the State Department authorized nonessential personnel to depart the country amid rising tensions with Iran.
 	Former President Bill Clinton told the House Oversight Committee in a closed-door deposition that he "saw nothing" and "did nothing wrong" regarding the Jeffrey Epstein case, while acknowledging that he and Epstein had known each other and traveled together.


Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: In a new book, intimate fantasies become a crucial vehicle for character development, Emma Sarappo writes.
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Evening Read


Illustration by Jon Han



Boredom Is the Price We Pay for Meaning

By Daniel Smith

When my first child was born, I discovered, as many new parents do, that my love for her was more profound than I could have anticipated. I had friends and relatives for whom I was willing to die. For my daughter, so visceral was my love, so instantaneous and complete, I knew I would kill.
 That I loved my daughter was never in doubt. My problem was that I didn't much like being a father. This came as a shock. I'd wanted a baby because I had taken such pleasure in life that I'd felt driven to expand the scope of existence itself. Experience was too wonderful to hoard, so I had a child. The irony was painful in that, seemingly overnight, the very things that most enlivened and sustained me--reading, watching movies, seeing friends, making love, sitting quietly by myself--were crowded out by a child whose needs absorbed nearly all of my energy and time. From a life of freedom and agency I had entered a life of constriction and tension, of white-noise machines, parenting manuals, and fatigue.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The real reason Anthropic wants guardrails
 	Elaine Godfrey: Why I got thrown out of a Jasmine Crockett rally
 	Conor Friedersdorf: The right is becoming what it hates.
 	How Meta executives talked about child safety behind the scenes
 	An Iranian network is ready to act.
 	Galaxy Brain: What do the people building AI believe?
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Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Netflix.



Explore. On Netflix's hit dating show Love is Blind, stealth misogyny gets its big reveal, Megan Garber writes.

Reminisce. The editor Ann Godoff, who died this week, cared passionately about her writers--and much less about her own ego, Franklin Foer writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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How to Put Sex in a Novel

In a new book, intimate fantasies become a crucial vehicle for character development.

by Emma Sarappo

Fri, 27 Feb 2026




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


When did literary fiction get so prudish? my colleague Lily Meyer asked in The Atlantic this week. Although raunchy romances are as popular as they've ever been, she writes, many realist novels are "evading sex" between men and women. I appreciate her distinction--that recent books are light on straight intimacy--because I do feel that many contemporary queer novelists have no difficulty exploring both the goofy and transcendent aspects of sex. In fact, reading their work helps clarify what is missing from novels that "hide in the cloud of metaphor," as Meyer puts it.

First, here are six new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	The reckless women who changed journalism
 	Michael Pollan punctures the AI bubble.
 	The Washington Post's leaders missed the point.
 	An extraordinary account of a dangerous marriage
 	Why nudge policies failed
 	The ruthless benevolence of a great editor


Meyer's essay made me think of a forthcoming book that is very keen on depicting straight sex, Jan Saenz's 200 Monas. It's an unconventional slapstick adventure with the DNA of both a thriller and a romance. The story has a simple, naughty premise: Arvy Keening, a college senior, has inherited 200 doses of an experimental drug, Mona, that induces unprompted, uncontrollable orgasms, and she needs to sell all of the pills--fast. Arvy pairs up with the campus's hunkiest drug dealer, Wolf, to get the job done. Wolf and Arvy are attracted to each other, which becomes excruciatingly clear when they both test the Mona cache, but their approaching deadline forces them to put off opportunities to act on their chemistry.

Arvy is also in a haze of grief--her mother recently died, leaving behind the pills. Her bereavement blunts her emotions, and for most of the book, the only feelings that break through the fog are panic (a stranger has threatened to kill her if she can't pay back her mom's debt) and horniness (she is, after all, in college). Her sexual fantasies become a crucial vehicle for character development. Saenz's prose can be a little overwrought, but, as we learn early on, so are the effects of Mona. When the drug kicks in, no matter where the user is, it overpowers propriety and good sense, and it obliterates psychic defenses in the same way that sex can leave a person totally exposed, physically and mentally.

Over the course of Wolf and Arvy's jam-packed days together, we see them both in a variety of sexual scenarios. These don't just titillate, and they don't just advance the plot. They show Saenz's characters at their most vulnerable. As Meyer argues in her article, writing about intimacy is important because it opens up new channels for characterization. Sex requires people to communicate bodily as well as verbally. If they wish to dissemble, impress, or flatter, for example, they'll have to do so in situations with greater stakes and fewer places to hide. These interludes are especially important in building a romance: They show not only how a character is thinking about themselves, but also how they're feeling about their partner. As my colleague Faith Hill has written, "A frank sex scene can provide a wealth of information about two characters and the dynamics between them."

After Wolf and Arvy off-load their stash, they finally have the time to hook up. There are definitely fireworks, but also plenty of awkward pauses and mundane annoyances. Because Wolf has seen Arvy under the influence of Mona, he feels insecure about her more muted reactions. But as she eventually tells him, no chemical high can replicate actual human connection. A drug can't listen or take direction. "Sex is about communicating what the body needs," Arvy says. Something very similar could be said about sex writing.




Illustration by Alisa Gao / The Atlantic



When Did Literature Get Less Dirty?

By Lily Meyer

A puritan strain is manifesting in realist novels as a marked absence of straight sex.

Read the full article.



What to Read

A Woman in the Polar Night, by Christiane Ritter, translated by Jane Degras

In 1934, the Austrian painter Christiane Ritter, tired of her husband leaving her at home while he went off hunting in the Arctic, packed a bag and boarded a ship to follow him to Spitsbergen. I picked up this memoir feeling half-expert on the topic of the beauty of the island, after spending three weeks there, and was immediately humbled. Ritter describes an astonishing land of giant icebergs, gleaming pack ice, powerful storms, shining mountains. She is attuned to the sounds of the pounding wind--"insane music," she calls it--eerie green moonlight, unending night, and the moment a glimmer appears on the horizon after months of darkness. She writes absorbingly about humans' utter subjugation to the elements in this otherworldly place. After one tremendous storm that she has to face alone (because her husband has disappeared, again), she manages to dig out of the hut where she nearly froze to death. The quiet and tranquility of the world outside unnerves her. "Why have I been so shaken by the peacefulness of nature?" she asks. I felt her awe at the ferocious turning calm.  -- Deb Olin Unferth

From our list: Nine books to reset your view of the world





Out Next Week

? El Paso, by Jazmine Ulloa

? On Censorship, by Ai Weiwei


? The Glorians, by Terry Tempest Williams




Your Weekend Read


USA Today Network / Reuters



Why I Got Thrown Out of a Jasmine Crockett Rally

By Elaine Godfrey

"Are you Elaine?" she asked. I recognized her from the entrance of the event, where I had identified myself as she'd waved me into the building's press area. Yes, I answered. "Her team has asked you to leave," she said. When I asked why, the staffer looked at her phone and read dutifully: "They just said, 'Elaine from Atlantic, white girl with a hat and notepad. She's interviewing people in the crowd. She's a top-notch hater and will spin. She needs to leave.'"

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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<em>Atlantic </em>Trivia on Rainbows, Candy, and Alien Invasions

And did you know that the invention of the barcode caused a huge consumer backlash?

by Drew Goins

Fri, 27 Feb 2026




Updated with new questions at 9 a.m. ET on February 27, 2026.

If you put any stock in the ability of IQ tests to assess intelligence, we humans have spent the past century steadily getting smarter. (And if you don't put any stock in them, well, we humans have steadily gotten better at IQ tests.)

Because IQ is a standardized measure, humankind's average score still sits at 100--but this isn't your granddaddy's 100. IQ tests are regularly recalibrated, and over the past many decades, when new subjects have taken an old test, they have almost always outscored their predecessors' average; Grandpa's generation might have hovered around 100, but the kids are scoring 115 ... which then becomes the new 100.

This phenomenon is called the Flynn effect, and researchers still aren't sure what causes it. Perhaps it's due to more efficient education or better nutrition. The reason could be that modern environments contain more interesting stimuli or that modern gasoline no longer contains lead.

I haven't seen anyone propose that trivia is to thank, but the growing popularity of quizzing tracks with the IQ trend line pretty well too. I think I speak for all of science when I say we shouldn't rule it out quite yet.

Find previous questions here, and to get Atlantic Trivia in your inbox every day, sign up for The Atlantic Daily.

Friday, February 27, 2026

	What famously long 1996 novel is described by LitHub as "shorthand for a certain kind of pretentious, performative, male-coded lit bro"?
 -- From Dan Brooks's argument that we've had enough of the "bro" trope
 	A recent social-media post by President Trump included the initialism UAP as well as what synonymous three-letter term that's much more familiar in pop culture (especially science fiction)?
 -- From Ross Andersen's article about a curious big bet on the prediction market Kalshi
 	What American war correspondent established herself reporting on Spain's civil war alongside Ernest Hemingway, whom she would later marry?
 -- From Casey Schwartz's review of books on female journalists of the 20th century




And by the way, did you know that not only is there a market on the prediction site Polymarket regarding whether Jesus will return before 2027, but also this month, a secondary market sprang up regarding whether that market's odds would exceed 5 percent? Polymarket traders were betting on the behavior of Polymarket traders.

As you might have pieced together, a population is generally in control of its own behavior, meaning that this secondary market was eminently manipulable--a great question for regulators to puzzle over, if there happened to be any.

The secondary market closed last week. Alas, the bettors did not goose the messianic market high enough. Perhaps a failure of manipulation. Perhaps divine intervention?

Have a great weekend!



Answers:

	Infinite Jest. Lit bro, film bro, gym bro--Brooks writes that adding bro to just about anything has become an easy "way to elevate pet peeves to trends." Yet the laziness of the trope, he writes, robs the true hater of the pleasure of discerning why, exactly, he hates what he hates. Read more.
 	UFO. Talk of unidentified flying objects (and of unidentified aerial/anomalous phenomena) briefly stirred up early this month. Ross reports that this week, however--after talk had again died down--prediction-market traders (or possibly even one trader) plonked nearly $300,000 onto the claim that the Trump administration will confirm the existence of alien life in 2026. It's a mystery that just might point to some inside information. Read more.
 	Martha Gellhorn. Schwartz writes that female reporters of that era were "handed nothing"; Hemingway once even sniped an accreditation that Gellhorn had sought, leaving his wife to find her own way to Europe's theater of war. Schwartz says that these women's necessary resourcefulness "animated their subjects as well as their style," and that journalism was better for it. Read more.


How did you do? Come back next week for more questions, and if you think up a great question after reading an Atlantic story--or simply want to share a fact--send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Thursday, February 26, 2026

	Samantha Harvey's novel Orbital--in which the six main characters eat food from packets, exercise on stationary machines, and record the results of science experiments they conduct--is set in what real-life location?
 -- From Deb Olin Unferth's list of nine books for resetting your view of the world
 	Norman Rockwell's 1964 painting The Problem We All Live With features what 6-year-old subject on her way into school, flanked by four federal agents?
 -- From Clint Smith's essay on commemorating Black history without federal support
 	Ben Rhodes, a national-security aide to President Obama, coined what term for the amorphous assemblage of like-minded thinkers in Washington's foreign-policy establishment?
 -- From Vivian Salama's dispatch from the once-bustling, now-quiet State Department




And by the way, did you know that Rockwell--that master of sentimental, straightforward Americana--also once won an abstract-art competition?

In 1961, Rockwell started work on The Connoisseur, a painting showing a bald, besuited museum-goer looking at a work of modern art a la Jackson Pollock. To render The Connoisseur as faithfully as possible, Rockwell first made the drip-painted piece as a complete, separate image, then positioned the museum-goer as a cutout over it.

Left with the Pollock-style piece, Rockwell figured he might as well throw a pseudonym on it and submit it to an exhibition. At the Cooperstown Art Association, in New York, he won first prize.



Answers:

	The International Space Station. Unferth writes that from the vantage of the book's astronauts, "everything becomes unfamiliar"--yet they are reminded every time they look out an ISS window that, still, Earth keeps spinning along. See the rest of the picks.
 	Ruby Bridges. The little girl immortalized by Rockwell is the most famous of the New Orleans Four, the students who desegregated the city's schools in 1960. Clint recently visited New Orleans--his hometown--and was reminded through his family's stories how Black history is made up of not just the names in textbooks but also the figures whom people intimately "know and love" in their daily life. No authority can tell people not to learn that history. Read more.
 	The Blob. Vivian reports that "a disorienting and disheartening quiet has settled" over Foggy Bottom, where the Blob used to have a say (or two, or seven) in every foreign-policy decision. The Trump administration insists that the new top-down way of doing things is better, but morale is suffering tremendously as the longtime diplomatic corps has come to realize that experience is now a liability. Read more.




Tuesday, February 24, 2026

	A year after then-Speaker Nancy Pelosi sarcastically clapped behind President Trump at his 2019 State of the Union address, she again upstaged him by doing what at the end of his 2020 speech?
 -- From Jonathan Lemire's article on the high stakes of this year's presidential address
 	The Fields Medal-winning academic Terence Tao is widely considered to be the world's greatest living practitioner of what discipline?
 -- From Matteo Wong's interview with Tao about what AI can contribute to his field
 	Featuring a scene in which the main character endorses a slime-green-colored credit card, The Moment is a recent mockumentary about the creation and promotion of what real-life 2024 album?
 -- From Spencer Kornhaber's essay on this recent pivot by the album's creator




And by the way, did you know that the state of the union is strong? Or so has said nearly every president in nearly every State of the Union address since Ronald Reagan first deployed the magic adjective in his 1983 speech. Only George H. W. Bush never directly invoked "strong."

The practice of assigning a descriptor at all to the state of the union goes back only a bit further, to Gerald Ford, who in 1975 was awfully frank with the country: "The state of the union," he said, "is not good." As if the United States had bristled at the pessimism (or perhaps it cleaned up its act?), the next year he revised: "The state of the union is better."



Answers:

	Ripping up her copy of his speech. Pelosi's presence behind Trump was a reminder that Democrats controlled the House and thus subpoena power over the president, Jonathan writes. If Trump wants to avoid a similar fate come his next State of the Union, Jonathan says, this address is the time to steady his teetering tenure. Read more.
 	Mathematics. Matteo has spoken with Tao (who won math's top prize in 2006) a handful of times in the past few years. Each time, Tao sounds a little more bullish on artificial intelligence's mathematical abilities. In his words, AI has evolved from the equivalent of a "mediocre, but not completely incompetent" graduate student to a technology that is meaningfully changing the way humans do pioneering math. Read more.
 	Brat. Spencer recalls how around the release of Charli XCX's album, the musician commented that "music is not important"; he recalls also how he hoped she was joking. But her pursuit since then of what Spencer calls a "mood-board mentality" of endless projects and "moments" with no time allotted for actual excellence suggests that she might have been sincere. Is she also right? Read more.




Monday, February 23, 2026

	What candy bar made by the Hershey Company comprises a heap of chewy coconut filling enrobed in dark chocolate?
 -- From Nicholas Florko's article on the vanishing gap between candy and protein bars
 	Of seven major European polls conducted in the summer of 2016, only one correctly predicted what surprise political outcome?
 -- From David Frum's eulogy for Gallup's presidential-approval polling
 	The novel Mother Night, about a man posing as a Nazi, was written by what American author who spent part of World War II imprisoned in a German slaughterhouse?
 -- From Tom Nichols's essay on the Republican Party's Nazi problem




And by the way, did you know that the most venerable polling operation of the early 20th century--which had correctly predicted the 1916, 1920, 1924, 1928, and 1932 elections--got the 1936 election wrong by 38 points?

In one of U.S. history's great polling flops, The Literary Digest forecast that Alf Landon would beat Franklin D. Roosevelt by 14 points in the popular vote; instead, Roosevelt won it by 24--and took every state but two.

The problem? The Digest pulled together its sample from lists of people with registered cars or telephones--things that the people likeliest to vote Democrat didn't typically have in the middle of the Great Depression.



Answers:

	Mounds. Nicholas writes that the coconut-flavored protein bar he begins most days with is a dead ringer for the Hershey product--but certainly far healthier. Right? Well, Nicholas reports that many consumers are living a protein-bar delusion and that even the "good" options aren't nearly as healthful as whole foods. Read more.
 	Brexit. The failure to forecast Brits' decision to leave the European Union presaged polling's accuracy collapse in the 2016 U.S. election, David writes, and the industry hasn't really recovered from the shocks since. He suggests that reliable polling as a whole might be a bygone American institution. Read more.
 	Kurt Vonnegut. Witnessing the way that Nazi language and aesthetics have overtaken swaths of the GOP, Tom quotes a warning from Vonnegut's novel: "We are what we pretend to be, so we must be careful about what we pretend to be." Read more.




Friday, February 20, 2026

	According to legend, the 16th-century Spanish conquistador Juan Ponce de Leon searched the New World for what mythical location?
 -- From Jordan D. Metzl's essay on the dubious science of longevity
 	What Black scholar founded the Tuskegee Institute in 1881 for the education of newly freed African Americans?
 -- From Adam Harris's essay on the radical feel to this year's Black History Month
 	The gym Planet Fitness bans members from wearing what fabric prominently featured in a recent PSA starring an exercising Robert F. Kennedy Jr.?
 -- From Daniel Engber's analysis of a specific, storied subtype of gym-goer 




And by the way, did you know that the world's first sweatpants were introduced in the 1920s by a French designer in search of a way to stretch with ease? Back then, they were made entirely of wool, which, while ostensibly allowable at Planet Fitness, seems rather more uncomfortable than the fabric options you can get today.



Answers:

	The Fountain of Youth. Alas, Ponce de Leon never found it (unsurprising, considering he never actually looked for it), and Metzl writes that the wellness industry's current obsession with longevity hacks will probably be similarly fruitless. He advises people not to buy into the hype and instead focus on adding "life to years" rather than "years to life." Read more.
 	Booker T. Washington. Adam writes that Black history is much more complex than the simple story that critics say Americans no longer need to learn. He gives as an example the legacy of Washington, who for all his greatness was ready to settle for second-class citizenship for his fellow Black Americans and himself. Read more.
 	Denim. Daniel is certain that the explanation for RFK Jr.'s attire in the viral video of him in the sauna, on the pickleball court, and even in the hot tub is that Kennedy is simply a jeans guy. Allow Daniel to explain all the meaning and history that title carries. Read more.




Thursday, February 19, 2026

	A 1934 government inventory of what area tallied 13,500 Eskimo, 3,500 Danes, 8,000 sheep, and the world's largest deposit of the strategic mineral cryolite?
 -- From Timothy W. Ryback's essay on a historical figure's pursuit of the place
 	Prime Minister Inga Ruginiene recently said that what country of hers made a mistake in allowing Taiwan to open a representative office in its capital, Vilnius?
 -- From Simon Shuster and Vivian Salama's article on the countries caught between the United States and China
 	What five-letter word do behavioral scientists use to describe a subtle psychological cue--such as placing healthy food at eye level at the grocery store--that gives people a little push to act a particular way?
 -- From Rob Wolfe's essay on the long shift of systemic responsibilities to the individual




And by the way, did you know that barcode scanning was initially greeted with a huge backlash? The first item ever scanned by barcode was a pack of Wrigley's chewing gum at a supermarket in Troy, Ohio, in June 1974, but by the end of the '70s, only about 1 percent of stores had adopted barcodes.

Consumers were worried that the tech would be used to rip them off. Advocacy groups mounted campaigns against the barcode, and protesters even picketed stores that used scanners. Others swore that the barcode was the biblical "mark of the beast."

Obviously, it eventually caught on, and people got over their fears--though if you ever get rung up at $6.66, maybe offer to round to the next dollar, just in case.



Answers:

	Greenland. And that 1934 government was actually Nazi Germany. Ryback traces what appears to have been Adolf Hitler's lifelong obsession with Greenland--a fixation that led Hitler to pursue Greenland's military and economic resources after his unsuccessful tariffs created a domestic mess in Germany. Read more.
 	Lithuania. Lithuania tacked toward Taiwan (and thus the United States) when Joe Biden was still president, but Simon and Vivian report that the Trump presidency has not been kind to Lithuania and other small countries like it. Rather, they write, the United States' focus on the United States has forced former partners to seek--not always successfully--their own "strategic balance" with China. Read more.
 	Nudge. It seemed for a time during the Barack Obama years, Wolfe writes, that nudge politics were going to save the world, but research has since revealed how ineffective these pushes are (unless they're trying to get people to do the wrong thing, in which case they work much better). Read more.




Wednesday, February 18, 2026

	What name is shared by the city that's home to the oldest continuously operating university in North America and the one that's home to Europe's third-oldest?
 -- From Rose Horowitch's article about elite universities' satellite campuses 
 	All major categories of competition at this year's Winter Olympics feature mixed-gender events, save for what sport considered too dangerous for the combining of men and women?
 -- From Christie Aschwanden's essay on these Olympics' boon to women's sports
 	By what colorful name did Jesse Jackson refer to his vision of Americans of all creeds, races, and backgrounds uniting to overcome inequality?
 -- From Adam Serwer's essay reflecting on Jackson's legacy after his death this week




And by the way, did you know that the University of Bologna is nearly a millennium old? It's the world's oldest university that was founded as such (at least one older university started as a madrasa), and its alumni include Copernicus, Dante, and more than one pope.

Imagine trying to write a halfway-decent poem for an assignment, and your classmate turns in the Divine Comedy. Then again, at least you'd have had a leg up on Copernicus, who probably got marked off plenty for insisting that the Earth actually orbits the sun.



Answers:

	Cambridge. Time was, colleges stuck to the spot where they were built, and globally recognized elite schools mostly still do (see Harvard and Britain's Cambridge staying put). But Rose reports that more and more universities just below that top tier are trying to burnish their reputation by creating a network of fully fledged satellite campuses. Read more.
 	Ice hockey. Aschwanden writes that gender mixing in the Olympics has steadily increased over recent Games and has probably done more to raise female athletes' profiles than events featuring women alone. Read more.
 	The Rainbow Coalition. Adam writes that Jackson's opponents did their best to turn him into "an anti-white, anti-Semitic demagogue" but that this caricature never reflected the actual man, who was steadfastly committed to egalitarianism. It's easy to be cynical about Jackson, Adam writes. Don't be. Read more.
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Anthropic Takes a Stand

The company is refusing to bow to the Pentagon's demands.

by Will Gottsegen

Thu, 26 Feb 2026




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


Earlier this week, Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth sat down with Dario Amodei, the CEO of the leading AI firm Anthropic, for a conversation about ethics. The Pentagon had been using the company's flagship product, Claude, for months as part of a $200 million contract--the AI had even reportedly played a role in the January mission to capture Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro--but Hegseth wasn't satisfied. There were certain things Claude just wouldn't do.

That's because Anthropic had instilled in it certain restrictions. The Pentagon's version of Claude could not be used to facilitate the mass surveillance of Americans, nor could it be used in fully autonomous weaponry--situations where computers, rather than humans, make the final decision about whom to kill. According to a source familiar with this week's meeting, Hegseth made clear that if Anthropic did not eliminate those two guardrails by Friday afternoon, two things could happen: The Department of Defense could use the Defense Production Act, a Cold War-era law, to essentially commandeer a more permissive iteration of the AI, or it could label Anthropic a "supply-chain risk," meaning that anyone doing business with the U.S. military would be forbidden from associating with the company. (This penalty is typically reserved for foreign firms such as China's Huawei and ZTE.)

This evening, Anthropic said in a public statement that it "cannot in good conscience accede" to the Pentagon's request. What happens next could mark a crucial moment for the company, and for the American government's approach to AI regulation more broadly. In refusing to bow to an administration that has been intent on bullying private companies into submission, Amodei and his team are taking a bold stand on ethical grounds, and risking a censure that could erode Anthropic's long-term viability. 

During the first year of Donald Trump's second term, the White House had a more relaxed attitude toward AI regulation; an AI Action Plan from July stresses that the administration will "continue to reject radical climate dogma and bureaucratic red tape" to encourage innovation. Hegseth is now, in effect, threatening to partially nationalize one of the biggest AI players in the private sector--and force the company to go against its own principles. "This is the most aggressive AI regulatory move I have ever seen, by any government anywhere in the world," Dean Ball, who helped write some of the Trump administration's AI policies, told me.

The Pentagon has already reportedly been reaching out to other defense contractors to see if they're connected to Anthropic, a sign that officials are preparing to designate the company a supply-chain risk. Now that Anthropic has defied Hegseth, the contract is likely in peril. The firm doesn't really need the $200 million--it reportedly pulls in $14 billion a year, and it said it raised $30 billion in venture capital just weeks ago--but being blacklisted could affect its ability to scale up in the future. ("We are not walking away from negotiations," an Anthropic spokesperson told The Atlantic in a statement. "We continue to engage in good faith with the Department on a way forward." The Pentagon told CBS on Tuesday that "this has nothing to do with mass surveillance and autonomous weapons being used," and that "the Pentagon has only given out lawful orders.")

As AI firms around the world jockey for dominance, Anthropic has distinguished itself by emphasizing safety. OpenAI's ChatGPT has been criticized for playing up some users' delusions, leading to cases of "AI psychosis," and just last month, xAI's Grok was spinning up nearly nude images of almost anyone without consent. (xAI has said it is restricting Grok from generating these kinds of images, and OpenAI has said it is working to make ChatGPT better support people in distress.) Meanwhile, Anthropic's consumer-facing chatbot doesn't generate images at all. By refusing to cave to government pressure, it may have just averted another crisis: a major public backlash from consumers, some of whom see the company as a more principled player in the AI wars. Anthropic recently faced some pushback over changing its policies--Time reported on Tuesday that, in a seemingly unrelated move, the company dropped a core safety pledge concerning its broader approach to AI development.

Weeks before Hegseth issued his ultimatum, Amodei opined on his website about the risks involved with precisely the two guardrails the Pentagon is targeting. "In some cases," he wrote, "large-scale surveillance with powerful AI, mass propaganda with powerful AI, and certain types of offensive uses of fully autonomous weapons should be considered crimes against humanity."

The Trump administration doesn't seem to know what it wants from AI. On one hand, it's deeply suspicious of certain kinds of models. The White House's designated AI czar, David Sacks, has criticized Anthropic for "running a sophisticated regulatory capture strategy based on fear-mongering," essentially accusing the firm of pushing for unnecessary, innovation-squashing limitations and jeopardizing the future of American tech. The administration has also criticized AI bots for sometimes spitting out "woke" replies. On the other hand, Claude is apparently valuable enough that it's on the cusp of being commandeered by the federal government.

Ball told me that the Department of Defense may have a point--that there's an argument to be made about reining in Silicon Valley's control over the government's use of new technologies. Although the concentration of power among the technocratic elite is certainly troubling, Hegseth's proposed punishments for Anthropic are misguided and plainly contradictory. The Defense Production Act does allow the government to intervene in domestic industries in the interest of national security (the Biden administration invoked it in a 2023 executive order on AI regulation). But is Claude so important for U.S. national security that the government needs to compel Anthropic to create an untethered new version? Or is it so dangerous that it needs to be shunned--not just by the Pentagon, but by any business connected to the military? A third, even-more-bewildering option is also on the table: Hegseth could decide to simultaneously commission a modified Claude and sanction the company that stewards it.

All of this ignores a much simpler solution: Hegseth could just start a partnership with a different firm. It's a good time for his department to be in business with tech, since the mood of Silicon Valley has lately become much more Pentagon-friendly. Palantir's Alex Karp has touted that his software is used "to scare our enemies and, on occasion, kill them"; the technologist and entrepreneur Palmer Luckey is already building autonomous weaponry for the government; and Andreessen Horowitz's American Dynamism funds are helping funnel the country's top young minds into defense tech. But rather than look elsewhere, Hegseth is threatening to crush Anthropic--implying that if he can't control Claude, no one can.

As the defense secretary looks to make an example of the company, he's taking a cue from Trump, who has used legal and extralegal pressure to effectively force other private institutions, particularly big law firms, banks, and universities, into submission. These acts of coercion have the potential to reshape American capitalism: We are beginning to see a market where winners and losers are decided less by the quality of their products and more by their seeming fealty to the White House. How that will affect the success of businesses and the economy is uncertain.

The Pentagon created this ultimatum precisely because it understands Anthropic's world-altering potential. The administration just can't decide if it's an asset, a liability, or both.

Related:

	The high-stakes fight between Hegseth and Anthropic
 	Anthropic is at war with itself.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The first couple of a dysfunctional DHS
 	Trump's favorite voter-ID bill would probably backfire.
 	Adam Serwer: How America chose not to hold the powerful to account




Today's News

	A Columbia University student detained this morning by federal immigration agents has been released. The arresting officers reportedly misrepresented themselves as looking for a missing child in order to gain entry to the student's residential building.
 	Hillary Clinton told the House Oversight Committee that she has no new information about Jeffrey Epstein and maintained that she had no knowledge of his crimes; she criticized congressional Republicans' handling of the probe as partisan. Bill Clinton is scheduled to give his deposition tomorrow.
 	Cuban forces killed four people and wounded six after firing on a Florida-registered speedboat that Cuban authorities say entered the country's waters yesterday and opened fire on a patrol vessel. Cuba claims that the U.S.-based passengers were armed and planning a "terrorist" infiltration.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: Misbehaving dogs in the White House have plagued administration after administration, Nicholas Florko writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



More From The Atlantic

	Eliot A. Cohen: The degraded State of the Union
 	The tariffs loss is paradoxically a win for Trump.
 	Well, that didn't sound like Casey Means.
 	Enough with the bros.
 	The Democrats who got weird during the State of the Union
 	Radio Atlantic: What the Pentagon fears in Iran




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic



This Looks Like an Insider Bet on Aliens

By Ross Andersen

On Monday night, someone placed a peculiar bet on the prediction market Kalshi. At 7:45 p.m. eastern time, a single trader put down nearly $100,000 on the claim that, by the end of December, the Trump administration will confirm that alien life or technology exists elsewhere in our universe. According to The Atlantic's review of Kalshi's trading data, about 35 minutes after this bet was executed, it was followed by another that was almost twice as large (possibly from the same person). These were market-moving events: For one brief stretch, the market appeared to think that there was at least a one-in-three chance that the U.S. government will announce the existence of aliens this year. Perhaps this was just some overexcited UFO diehard with a hunch and money to burn. Or maybe, as some observers quickly noted, it was a trader with inside knowledge.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Illustration by Alisa Gao / The Atlantic



Explore. When did literature get less dirty? A puritan strain is manifesting in realist novels as a marked absence of straight sex, Lily Meyer writes.

Read. Casey Schwartz on two new books that demonstrate how Martha Gellhorn, Janet Flanner, and other female reporters took journalism in directions that men could not.

Play our daily crossword.

Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2026/02/anthropic-pentagon-ai-regulation/686169/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



A Presidential Problem of Canine Proportions

Misbehaving dogs in the White House have plagued administration after administration.

by Nicholas Florko

Thu, 26 Feb 2026




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

Since the dawn of the Republic, one recurring scandal has plagued administration after administration: presidential dogs acting badly. Little historical record exists on how the first pets in the White House behaved, but one of their names provides some hints--John Adams's family called their dog Satan.

Future animals did not behave much better. Franklin D. Roosevelt's German shepherd, Major, allegedly bit the United Kingdom's prime minister and tore his pants. (Major Roosevelt was sent away from the White House grounds shortly thereafter.) Theodore Roosevelt's bull terrier, Pete, chased a French ambassador up a tree. (Pete was also removed from the White House.) And Calvin Coolidge's fox terrier, Peter Pan, ripped the skirt off of a woman, and was eventually given away to Coolidge's secretary.

More recently, Joe Biden's German shepherds, Major and Commander, come to mind as the quintessential presidential pets that ran amok. Major, the first rescue dog to live at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, was sent away less than a year into Biden's term after a biting incident, only to return and promptly bite someone else.  Commander was sent away in 2023 for similar behavior--it was later revealed that he had attempted to chomp down on Secret Service members some two dozen times.

As my colleague Elaine Godfrey wrote after Commander's banishment: "Dogs act like dogs, and sometimes like real jerks, even when they live in the White House." That may be the real issue with presidential pets. "It is against his nature to be so repressed," Henry Childs Merwin wrote in an article about dogs in The Atlantic in 1910. My 6-year-old cattle-dog mix can get whipped into a frenzy over the sight of a man wearing a hat; I can only imagine how she would act if left to live in a sprawling new house full of strangers (not to mention the helicopters that regularly land on the lawn).

Nevertheless, presidential dogs' propensity for misbehaving prompted me to wonder why our leaders even have them at all. Conventional wisdom dictates that parading around a pup is a political ploy meant to humanize politicians. Donald Trump objected to a pet for that reason (he is the first president in recent history not to keep one). During his 2019 campaign, he told an audience that walking a dog on the White House lawn might look good, but "feels a little phony to me."

Dogs have certainly played important roles in several presidential campaigns. In 1928, Herbert Hoover's team printed and distributed thousands of photos of the candidate and his Belgian shepherd, King Tut. (Tut was eventually sent away from the White House after becoming anxious and aggressive toward strangers.) Franklin D. Roosevelt, amid a faltering campaign for a fourth term, successfully turned a scandal involving his dog, Fala, into a rousing monologue that was broadcast nationally and helped reinvigorate his standing. (Republicans had accused him of spending millions of taxpayer dollars to get Fala back to the United States after he was left behind in the Aleutian Islands, which Roosevelt denied. "I don't resent attacks, and my family don't resent attacks, but Fala does," he said in the speech.)

And perhaps most famously, then-Senator Richard Nixon defused a brewing scandal that he had maintained a secret campaign fund for his own personal gain by introducing Checkers, his family's new dog, on national TV in 1952. After defending himself against the corruption accusations, he conceded that his family "did get something, a gift, after the election": a little cocker spaniel. As Lee Huebner wrote in The Atlantic on the 60th anniversary of the "Checkers Speech," the address "  salvaged Nixon's career, plucking a last-second success from the jaws of abject humiliation."

As a dog lover myself, I find it hard to stomach that these animals are kept in stressful environments sometimes to win political points. It is difficult not to care about a dog, even if that dog rips the pants of a prime minister. And perhaps that is the point. As Merwin put it in 1910: Dogs "soften the hard hearts of men." They teach their owners loyalty, compassion, and unconditional love, not in spite of their unpredictable nature but because of it. Living in the White House is usually made easy by all of the staff who work to deliver on any presidential whim--maybe a little mayhem is good for the people in power.
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Lucky Winner Mike Johnson Gets Dream Trip to State of the Union

Send me someone who looks at me the way Mike Johnson looks at Donald Trump while he rambles about fountains of blood.

by Alexandra Petri

Wed, 25 Feb 2026




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

What a lucky man Mike Johnson was! Through no merit of his own, but some wonderful act of Providence, he got to sit in one of two Big Chairs behind the president in a nice room full of wood paneling while the president delivered the State of the Union address!

The State of the Union was a special Trump rally held, in accordance with tradition, on the floor of the House of Representatives. Being there was a real treat for Mike. The president was chief executive. This meant that he was in charge of the government and got to determine important things, like whether laws were constitutional (despite what nine robed traitors, "an embarrassment to their families," had to say) and what the country's budget was (impossible to imagine the wise Founders delegating that sort of thing to 435 individuals). Mr. Trump got to put his name and face on buildings and coins and soon, if the country was lucky, would be worshipped as a household deity. It would have reminded Mike of Julius Caesar, if he ever allowed himself to think about the Roman Empire. (Generally, he tried not to: The people involved in its Senate had not worn pants, and whenever he thought about people who were not wearing pants, he was required to notify his son via an app.)

What a wonderful place to sit, in this large chair, behind some kind of big desk. (He wondered what it was used for. Ceremonies, perhaps! To honor the president!) No, not sit--mostly stand and applaud because the speech was so wonderful. He loved living in a country where he had the freedom to decide for himself how to respond to the president's words--whether to stand and clap or merely sit and nod, with a little, delighted smile, as though admiring a sandwich that had exactly the right amount of mayonnaise. He had heard that Cabinet meetings were like this too, but with a little more sitting. Someday, perhaps, he could aspire to such real power, rather than whatever it was he did--codify the president's wishes? A formality, to be sure.

The speech was very informative, except for all of the blood.

So many wonderful things were happening in America, it turned out! You might not know if you read the newspaper, or turned on the television, or peered into the internet, or went to the grocery store, or had any errands that might take you to the city of Minneapolis, but America was back, it turned out, in a big way! This was a golden age, no matter what the polls said or your wallet said or the armed forces who now patrolled your streets with or without masks said.

The president had many guests at this State of the Union, and he lavishly retold the worst things that had ever happened to some of them: their daughter, "dead in a bathtub, bleeding profusely, after being stabbed 25 times. Violently and viciously." Now their daughter, whose subway attacker "viciously slashed a knife through her neck and body. No one will ever forget the expression of terror." Even the survivors were awash in gore--"her son, laying helplessly in bed, blood all over." The heroic helicopter pilot, "gushing blood, which was flowing back down the aisle." Not just flowing, "pouring down the aisle!"

It was amazing how all of the blood showed that the president was right--about calling for mass deportations, about dispatching troops abroad, about how much he deserved a Nobel Prize. (If other people had bled and died on the sidewalks or in the streets or even in the detention facilities in this country, the president did not stop to mention them.)

Donald Trump. Bless that man! Four more years!, one voice shouted, in rapture. Other voices shouted other things. That these were lies, maybe. Some of the people in the chamber got up and left. Imagine leaving such a speech! Democrats really were crazy, as the president said they were. They would certainly ruin the country if ever allowed to win another election (something they only ever did by cheating).

But it was not only a night for hate. It was a night for love. The president loved tariffs very much. Whatever that word meant--it seemed to sound beautiful to the president, although the room did not respond with the same ardor that it had for the other things--Mike knew it was his job not to object. It was not his job to do anything! "Congressional action will not be necessary. It's already time-tested and approved." That settled that! Mike stood and clapped.

What a blessing, when a man's only business was to lean forward and listen, to determine whether this was a moment to stand and clap or sit and nod. Or perhaps to laugh, as when the president joked about blowing fishing boats out of the water! A moment to chuckle, certainly.

What a gift, to be so close to greatness! Mike Johnson had his little beige tie and his spectacles and his flag pin and his salt-and-pepper hair, neatly in place, and his pink Kewpie-doll cheeks, and he was just thrilled to be visited by the president. What an honor for a humble fellow like himself! If only he could remember what it was he did for a living.
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250 Years of the American Experiment

Introducing a newsletter course from<em> The Atlantic</em>

by Andrew Aoyama

Tue, 24 Feb 2026




Sign up for The Unfinished Revolution, our newsletter course in which Atlantic writers and editors explore 250 years of the American experiment.

In 1796, in the waning months of his presidency, George Washington traveled to Germantown, Pennsylvania, to sit for a portrait by the artist Gilbert Stuart. Stuart had painted the president before, and Martha Washington was so entranced by the result that she persuaded her husband to pose for him again, on the condition that she would ultimately be able to own the completed work. Stuart never kept his promise: Recognizing that he could make a fortune selling copies of the portrait, he filled in the details of Washington's face but left his canvas otherwise unfinished. He called the painting his "hundred-dollar bill," referring to the price he charged Washington's many admirers for a print.

Today, Stuart's unfinished painting, known as the Athenaeum portrait, has become one of the most memorable images of America's first president. (The painting, in a surprising instance of deflation, later came to adorn the one-dollar bill.) In ways Stuart perhaps never intended, the blank corners of his canvas call attention to the unfinished nature of Washington's lifework, to an expanding nation that was still deciding what it wanted to be.

In our November 2025 issue, The Atlantic revisited Washington and his associates, amassing a team of 24 journalists, historians, and critics to fill in the blank corners of American history and add texture to the parts of its canvas one might think they know well. Our newsletter course The Unfinished Revolution explores this special issue and features original conversations from around our newsroom.

The issue's five chapters take up the Revolution in all of its complexity and contradiction. Rick Atkinson reveals a new side of King George III. Caity Weaver fires a musket. Ned Blackhawk considers how Native nations shaped the American conception of self-government. John Swansburg revisits the country's founding folktale. And as the American experiment endures a moment of particular challenge, David Brooks argues that the country needs a mass movement.

"You will see that we are not simplistic, jingoistic, or uncritical in our approach," editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg wrote in his introduction to the issue, "but we are indeed motivated by the idea that the American Revolution represents one of the most important events in the history of the planet, and its ideals continue to symbolize hope and freedom for humankind."

We hope you'll join us. Sign up to begin the course here. You'll receive one edition every week for five weeks, with each edition focused on a different chapter of our special issue.

Like Stuart's portrait of Washington, the project of the United States "is still unfinished, and troubled," Goldberg concludes. "But it remains a project worth pursuing."
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