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Seriously, Tucker Carlson? Come On

Media figures who have turned against Trump only in recent weeks have forfeited the right to be taken seriously in the future.

by David A. Graham

Thu, 23 Apr 2026




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

Pity poor Tucker Carlson. Watching Donald Trump's war in Iran--which Carlson has branded "the single biggest mistake" by a U.S. president in his lifetime--he is ruing his strong support for Trump in the 2024 election.

"It's a moment to wrestle with our own consciences," Carlson, long the most prominent media personality in the MAGA movement, said this week on his podcast. "We'll be tormented by it for a long time. I will be. And I want to say I'm sorry for misleading people."

Or, even better, don't pity Carlson. He is one of several media figures who are having second thoughts about Trump--and in some cases, receiving praise for it. But these pundits deserve no amnesty. Their second thoughts are wise, but to have erred so badly, when so many other commentators and journalists saw the truth, disqualifies them from being taken seriously on politics again.

The problem is not just that Carlson ought to have known better. It's that he did, as the journalist Jason Zengerle reports in his recent biography, Hated by All the Right People. Back in the early 2000s, Carlson harbored reservations about the war in Iraq, but he swallowed them to be what he felt was a good team player for the right, Zengerle notes. Later, he said, he'd gone "against my own instincts in supporting it. It's something I'll never do again. Never." (The Iraq disaster may inform Carlson's vehement opposition to the war in Iran.)

And yet Carlson did just that with Trump, repeatedly. He initially found Trump coarse, but came around to him during the 2016 presidential campaign. By 2020, however, he'd become disgusted with Trump, including over his handling of COVID; Zengerle writes that Carlson first believed that the president's approach was too blase, then too strict. He told people he voted for Kanye West for president in 2020. When Trump tried to steal the election despite losing it, Carlson skewered Trump's allies on air and was even harsher in text messages to colleagues.

"I hate him passionately," Carlson wrote in texts revealed a few years later in a lawsuit against Fox. "That's the last four years. We're all pretending we've got a lot to show for it, because admitting what a disaster it's been is too tough to digest. But come on. There isn't really an upside to Trump." Yet after being fired from Fox, Carlson mended his relationship with Trump, counseling him to choose J. D. Vance as running mate and speaking at his rallies.

Discerning the "real" Tucker Carlson is, Zengerle suggests, a lost cause, and anyway, it doesn't matter whether Carlson was honest when he was backing Trump or is being earnest now. Either way, he's forfeited any reason to listen to him. And yet Carlson's turn against Trump has won him commendation of the "strange new respect" variety from liberals such as Jon Favreau of Pod Save America. This is ill-advised, and not only because Carlson continues to mingle anti-Semitism and other bigotries with his Trump criticisms. If these liberals' goal is to make allies who can draw Trump voters away, it's also likely to be ineffective. As Carlson rejects Trump, his own popularity is cratering faster than the president's.

Restoring American democracy after Trump will require reaching out to those who backed him. That's good sense and good math: After all, he was democratically elected, and many of his supporters were fooled by him or didn't believe he'd follow through on his more draconian promises. In the case of the unpopular Iran war, voters may have been tricked by Trump's claims to be an antiwar figure; that impression was fostered not only by his rhetoric but also by credulous framing in the mainstream press. Every voter has a responsibility to do their best to understand the candidates in an election, and Trump's foibles should have been plain long before November 2024, but most people are also busy and dependent on the media, whichever kind they choose, to inform them. Creating space for ordinary Trump voters to reject Trump doesn't require welcoming or absolving the prominent figures who rallied the public to support him.

One group ripe for shunning is broadcasters such as Carlson and Alex Jones, who has also reacted strongly to the Iran war. "I love the old Trump," he said during an interview with former Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene, another MAGA apostate. "I'm just going to be honest. I hate this person. This is a disgusting husk of a former person." (Strong words from a guy who falsely claimed that the Sandy Hook massacre was fake and the families of murdered children were "crisis actors.")

A second is the so-called Trumpist intellectuals, who have tried to create an ideological framework around MAGA. The writer Sohrab Ahmari argued (with Matthew Schmitz) in 2022 that Trump was "the only candidate who recognizes" that the establishment's warmongering was the root of American problems. Now, as the journalist Michelle Goldberg points out, Ahmari writes that Trump's "mad-king governance is exhausting for Americans and the world" and bitterly adds, "Bring back Hillary." The conservative commentator Christopher Caldwell declared the Iran war to be the end of Trumpism and wrote that Trump's "virtues are not the ones you need to run a free country." You get zero points for recognizing Trump's style and character only now, a decade into his era.

A third is those you might call lifestyle podcasters, many of whom forswear any claim to be political commentators but happily take on the job anyway, interviewing political candidates or issuing endorsements for office. This includes Theo Von, who has called Trump's strikes on Iran "diabolical," and Joe Rogan. "Make America greater--I'm down. But Make America Great Again and then it becomes a movement of a bunch of fucking dorks? 'Cause a lot of them are dorks," Rogan said last month, calling them "really weird, fucking uninteresting, unintelligent people." If Rogan was unable to notice this before, this says little for his perception. (The White House seems to be eager to heal any rift and hosted Rogan at the White House this past Saturday.)

The proposition that people such as Carlson, Ahmari, and Rogan offer their audiences is that they are smarter or better informed than a lay observer, or have access to politicians that allows them to be useful conduits for information and ideas. They have also argued loudly that they're more trustworthy and have clearer judgment than the mainstream media. If their most prominent political position was backing Trump in 2024, and they have all come to regret it, that says everything we need to know about their credibility going forward.

"It's not enough to say, 'Well, I changed my mind'--or like, 'Oh, this is bad. I'm out,'" Carlson said on the same podcast episode. He's right, for once; perhaps he should try saying nothing at all for a good long time.

Related:

	Tucker Carlson is the emblem of GOP cynicism.
 	Finally, someone said it to Joe Rogan's face.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Shelly Kittleson: If I tried to escape, I would be killed.
 	Trump voters like Marco Rubio more and more.
 	Radio Atlantic: The Kash Patel fallout




Today's News

	The Trump administration signed an order reclassifying state-licensed medical marijuana as a less dangerous drug, moving it from Schedule I to Schedule III. The change, signed by Acting Attorney General Todd Blanche, does not legalize marijuana federally but eases some regulations.
 	President Trump said that he ordered the United States Navy to "shoot and kill" any Iranian boats laying mines in the Strait of Hormuz.
 	Israel and Lebanon are set to hold a second round of U.S.-brokered talks in Washington today, continuing rare direct discussions following last week's cease-fire between Israel and Lebanon. The talks come as both governments say they want Hezbollah disarmed, though the Iranian-backed militant group has vowed to resist those efforts.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: The story of the Freedman's Memorial shows just how quickly a nation's ideals can erode, Jake Lundberg writes.
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Cubans' Despair

By Gisela Salim-Peyer

Cubans for decades have been buffeted by great powers, repressed by their own government, crushed by economic crises, and paraded as the victims of a succession of sanctions imposed by the White House. Glimmers of a better life came and went, either because the regime in Havana briefly allowed a sliver of greater liberty or the U.S. government tried a new tack to overthrow the communist ideology that has reigned over the island for almost 70 years. So it is perhaps not surprising that Cubanos by now have had it up to here with pretty much everyone.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The posting will continue until morale improves.
 	The flip-phone cleanse
 	Israel could have what it most wants in Lebanon.
 	The questionable triumph of the "baling wire hippies"
 	MAHA swing voters are an illusion.
 	The Virginia gerrymander disenfranchises Republicans.




Culture Break


Illustration by Tara Anand



Explore. Celebrities aren't just admitting they got work done--they're showing all the details. Rheana Murray writes about the new plastic-surgery playbook.

Watch. The new series Margo's Got Money Troubles (streaming on Apple TV) tenderly illustrates the relentless, creative work of making a living online, Sophie Gilbert 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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Theft Is Now Progressive Chic

In some left-wing corners of the commentariat, moral rectitude is out. Flagrant disregard of the social contract is in.

by Thomas Chatterton Williams

Thu, 23 Apr 2026




In 1785, Immanuel Kant introduced his famous "categorical imperative." Put simply: Act the way you want others to behave. This dictate, a version of the Golden Rule, has been a bedrock of moral philosophy for centuries. But for the New Yorker staff writer Jia Tolentino, Kant's "categorical-imperative-type thing" no longer applies. Moral rectitude, in some left-wing corners of the commentariat, is out; flagrant disregard of the social contract is in.

Yesterday, The New York Times posted a video of a conversation featuring Tolentino, the pro-communist streamer Hasan Piker, and the Times opinion editor Nadja Spiegelman, under the headline: "The Rich Don't Play by the Rules. So Why Should I?" It began with Tolentino, a highly successful author, admitting to shoplifting lemons from Whole Foods. "I think that stealing from a big box store--I'll just state my platform--it's neither very significant as a moral wrong, nor is it significant in any way as protest or direct action."

"But what about the argument that if everyone just starts stealing wantonly," Spiegelman replies, "Whole Foods will eventually raise the prices?"

"Yeah, chaos," Piker says. "Full chaos. Let's go."

"I kind of am inclined toward this," Tolentino adds. "Everyone, try it. See what happens."

Marc Fisher: Shoplifters gone wild

It is difficult to know where to begin with such moral reasoning, if it can be called reasoning. At a time of kleptocratic governance and corporate oligarchy, Tolentino and Piker resort to a game of jaded whataboutism. For them, theft is a kind of perverse virtue signaling. Societal problems do not just excuse personal wrongdoing; they ennoble it.

Both Tolentino and Piker seem to justify stealing from large companies such as Whole Foods, which is owned by Amazon, because those corporations exploit workers and already budget for theft. Why wring our hands about shoplifting when it's been accounted for? Such an attempt to normalize petty crime makes Vicky Osterweil's 2020 manifesto, In Defense of Looting, look high-minded.

As with Osterweil, who argued that white supremacy can render even violent looting a legitimate act, Piker and Tolentino suggest that certain crimes become not just morally justifiable but even admirable when coupled with a claim against structural injustice. Spiegelman uses the term micro-looting, dressing up petty theft in political pretensions.

Piker, who has 3 million followers on the streaming platform Twitch, and is sometimes described as the left's answer to Joe Rogan, states that he is "pro-piracy all the way, like, across the board," adding that were it technologically possible, he would even pirate a car, whatever that means. Both Piker and Tolentino brag about IP theft. Tolentino encourages readers to skirt The New Yorker's paywalls and read her articles for free. "I say, go off, use the Wayback Machine."

"Would you steal from the Louvre?" Spiegelman asks.

"Yes," Piker says.

"I would not be logistically capable of executing" such a theft, Tolentino adds. "But would I cheer on every news story of people that I see doing it? Absolutely."

"I think it's cool," Piker says. "We've got to get back to cool crimes like that: bank robberies, stealing priceless artifacts, things of that nature."

These remarks are manifestly silly, but the conversation ranges into darker territory. Toward the end of the discussion, Spiegelman asks for an example of something that is not considered acceptable to do but should be. Tolentino responds, "Maybe things like blowing up a pipeline."

"I can relate to what you were saying, Jia," Spiegelman replies. "It is so hard to live ethically in an unethical society." She's right. Rather than lead a discussion about the difficulties of maintaining personal integrity in an immoral age, however, she wound up convening a celebration of vice.

Tolentino's treatment of sabotage is emblematic of the discussion's overall irresponsibility. She continues, "Some sort of fire could hypothetically be framed within a collective action that is tactically useful." Piker concurs: "Sabotage has played a formative role in labor unions."

During the Kenosha, Wisconsin, uprising in the summer of 2020, as fires raged nearby, a masked rioter screamed into a camera, "It's Black Lives Matter, not building lives matter!" The implication, which was widely accepted at that time on the left, was that property destruction is trivial but human life is sacrosanct.

Graeme Wood: The pinnacle of looting apologia

Yet both Piker and Tolentino move from discussing nonlethal crimes of nuisance and destruction to making excuses for murder. When the conversation turns to Luigi Mangione, the alleged assassin of the UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian Thompson, Piker asserts that the executive had been engaged in "a tremendous amount of social murder." Both he and Tolentino frame the at-times-gleeful public reaction to the killing as understandable because the health-care industry is structurally oppressive.

Watching the video, and not merely reading the transcript, is worthwhile here. Asked whether one should murder a health-care executive, all three dutifully say no, even as they refuse to treat the extrajudicial killing of a man with anything approaching gravity. In fact, the way they exchange smirks about it, you could be forgiven for thinking they were still on the subject of shoplifting produce.

And so a very silly conversation leads to a series of positions that are far from frivolous. Its overarching premise is that the law loses its legitimacy when political and economic elites violate--or are merely perceived to violate--the social contract. In such a world, ordinary people become entitled to ignore rules as they see fit. Neither Piker nor Tolentino explicitly endorse violence. But it is a short conceptual bridge from where they sit behind microphones to political murder.
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An Unsettling Anti-Slavery Memorial

One monument's story shows just how quickly a nation's ideals can erode.

by Jake Lundberg

Thu, 23 Apr 2026




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


The closest thing the United States has to a national monument to the end of slavery is in a park in the capital, a little more than half a mile from the National Mall. It depicts two figures: Abraham Lincoln, tall and stately, holding out his left arm and looking down at a barely clothed Black man with broken shackles kneeling at his feet. A single word, Emancipation, is emblazoned on the base below him. Dedicated on April 14, 1876, the 11th anniversary of Lincoln's assassination--and 150 years ago this month--the imagery of the Freedman's Memorial was as unsettling then as it is now. What had begun as an effort among Black Americans to honor the fallen president and emancipation has become a bronze-cast symbol of the movement's limits.


The story of the Freedman's Memorial shows just how quickly a nation's ideals can erode. The concept for the monument began with a single donation of $5 from a formerly enslaved woman named Charlotte Scott following Lincoln's assassination. The well-publicized gift inspired more gifts from other Black Americans, many of them Union-army veterans, who established a fund. When word reached a white Union-army general, the direction of the project changed. The funds and the organizing responsibilities were handed over to the Western Sanitary Commission of St. Louis, an outfit managed by white Americans.


Led by the founder of Washington University in St. Louis, William Greenleaf Eliot (the grandfather of T. S. Eliot), the commission debated over the monument's design. A proposal by the sculptor Harriet Hosmer would have surrounded Lincoln with four standing Black figures, who would have represented the progression from slavery to citizenship, as well as the vital contributions of Black soldiers in the Civil War. The commission passed on Hosmer's design--which was more expensive to build and more egalitarian in vision--for Thomas Ball's concept of the kneeling Black man, with two modifications. First, the generic Black figure at Lincoln's feet was replaced with a figure modeled after a Black Missouri man named Archer Alexander whom Eliot had sheltered following his escape, and who would later work as Eliot's servant. But Alexander was an odd choice for the monument: He had escaped slavery on his own in Missouri, and was not freed by Lincoln's Emancipation Proclamation--which didn't apply to the state. The second modification was a small gesture to such agency: Alexander's right arm was elevated slightly, to suggest his role in "helping to break the chain that bound him," as the commission put it.


The idea for Alexander's pose had a long history, reaching back to 18th-century British abolitionism. The potter Josiah Wedgwood first produced a medallion of a crouching, half-clothed Black figure looking upward and asking, "Am I not a man and a brother?" It had been a staple of antislavery iconography ever since. Versions appeared on teapots and woodcuts and the masthead of William Lloyd Garrison's abolitionist newspaper The Liberator. During the Civil War, popular lithographs depicted Lincoln next to the crouching Black man, and army-camp photographers posed white Union soldiers beside Black men in a similar arrangement.


The years leading up to the creation of the Freedman's Memorial saw the full enfranchisement of Black men--and then the dimming of this vision. The most productive period of Reconstruction saw vital civil-rights legislation and two amendments (the Fourteenth and Fifteenth) that defined national citizenship and established equal protection in voting rights. But by the spring of 1876, when the memorial was dedicated, the country was moving away from Reconstruction. White northerners looked on with growing indifference as white southerners waged campaigns of murder, terror, and intimidation to restore their control of state and local governments; they greeted the news of a wave of violence in Mississippi's 1875 state elections with a shrug. As Ulysses S. Grant wrote to his attorney general, "The whole public are tired out with these annual, autumnal outbreaks in the South."


When Frederick Douglass rose to speak at the dedication of the Freedman's Memorial, he was painfully aware of both the grim symbolism of the monument and the grim drift of events. Before an audience that included President Grant, Douglass asked Americans to confront the ways in which racism belied their claims to liberty and equality, just as he had 24 years earlier when he'd asked, "What to the Slave is the Fourth of July?" Although Douglass gave Lincoln his due, he also offered an unvarnished account of how and why the president had succeeded: Lincoln understood the limit of white Americans' commitment to emancipation, and with it, their hesitancy to embrace equality. Douglass aired his feelings about the monument soon after in a letter to a Washington newspaper, discovered in 2020 by the historians Jonathan W. White and Scott Sandage. "What I want to see before I die is a monument representing the negro, not couchant on his knees like a four-footed animal," he wrote, "but erect on his feet like a man."


In 1876, the monument registered the retreat from Reconstruction's expansive promise; in 2026, some wish to retreat from history itself. Under the mandate of the Trump administration, the National Park Service has been ordered to purge references to slavery--even from places such as Harpers Ferry, which can't be understood without it--to eliminate so-called corrosive ideology. The constitutional order established with the end of slavery is now no less in question: The birthright-citizenship clause of the Fourteenth Amendment is being challenged in the Supreme Court, and the Voting Rights Act written under the auspices of the Fifteenth is also under threat.


Immediately after the Civil War, it had been possible to view abolition as an expression of the nation's highest ideals. William Dean Howells had said so in The Atlantic in 1866, when he took up the "Question of Monuments" in an essay assessing what kinds of memorials should fill American public spaces. "Our immutable destiny," Howells wrote, is "to give freedom to mankind"--and public sculpture should represent that. As a model, Howells held up John Quincy Adams Ward's 1863 sculpture The Freedman. The figure in Ward's essay wouldn't have been exactly what Douglass had in mind--he was seated and only partially clothed--but he was dignified, classical in form, and hardly a supplicant at the feet of another.


Writing a decade later in 1876, not long after the dedication of the Freedman's Memorial, Howells's tune changed when he encountered another statue representing the end of slavery. This one came in the form of the Italian sculptor Francesco Pezzicar's The Freed Slave, on display at the 1876 Centennial Exhibition in Philadelphia. It was a far cry from what had been unveiled the previous month in Washington. The powerful figure stands, with his arms spread, as if he has just broken his own chains. The copy of the Emancipation Proclamation he's holding is the only indication of Lincoln. Howells, who was serving as The Atlantic's editor by that point, was not impressed with the assertive portrayal before him. Presented with the "most offensively Frenchy negro," Howells concluded, "One longs to clap him back into hopeless bondage."


In 1866, Howells had been able to recognize the connection between ending slavery, envisioning equality, and the broadest expression of the American idea. By 1876, on the country's centennial, he appeared to have given in to the forces that had severed that connection. As some seek to erase the history of slavery from our public sites and to reject the ideal of equality, Howells's change of heart is instructive. Confronting the history of slavery and realizing the Founders' vision of equality isn't an expression of "corrosive ideology." Turning your back on it is.
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Israel Could Have What It Most Wants in Lebanon

It just has to give up territorial ambitions and work with the Lebanese government to disarm Hezbollah.

by Hussein Ibish

Thu, 23 Apr 2026




Parallel to the shaky truce between the United States and Iran, a cease-fire between Israel and Hezbollah has temporarily stopped the fighting in Lebanon, but without settling any of the important questions behind it. That's a shame, because prospects for a lasting resolution in Lebanon are better than ever--if only Israel would embrace the Lebanese government as the indispensable partner it could be.

Both Israel and the Lebanese government seek to free Lebanon from the excessive influence of Hezbollah and Tehran. When the latest conflict began on March 1, many Lebanese I spoke with across the country were horrified to be yet again plunged into a conflict with Israel that serves no Lebanese national interest whatsoever. Hezbollah had sent a barrage of projectiles into Israel as a show of solidarity with Tehran after an Israeli air strike killed Iran's supreme leader, and Israel responded with predictably aggressive military action.

The previous round of fighting between Israel and Hezbollah, in 2023-24, devastated the militia, destroyed much of its missile and drone arsenal, and killed most of its senior battlefield commanders and political leaders. It also left the Lebanese government with the task of disarming the group in the south of the country, which it did not do very effectively. Indeed, the most recent exchanges of fire have demonstrated just how disturbingly successful Hezbollah has been in rebuilding its capabilities. The result is that Lebanon, against the will of its government and most of its society, is now suffering through yet another war with Israel.

Read: Israel is missing its big chance in Lebanon

The day after Hezbollah's barrage, Lebanon's prime minister, Nawaf Salam, made a historic announcement: Hezbollah's arsenal and paramilitary activities were officially designated illegal, by a near-unanimous decision of the government. Lebanese President Joseph Aoun reiterated this policy to foreign diplomats, adding that it was permanent and irrevocable. The military was duly instructed to disarm the organization, but General Rudolph Haykal, the commander of the Lebanese Armed Forces, has not yet issued a general order to confront and disarm Hezbollah fighters throughout the country. That's because Lebanon's political and military leaders are divided. Civil authorities believe that the overwhelming public backlash against Hezbollah presents a unique opportunity to defang and control the group; the country's military brass fears that an order to disarm the militia could split their troops and even lead to civil conflict.

Israel would be advised to be patient with this delicate situation. But ever since the October 7, 2023, Hamas-led attack on southern Israel, the country has taken a hyperaggressive approach toward armed nonstate actors on its borders. Israel's latest military operation in Lebanon appears to be modeled on the one it undertook in Gaza. As soon as the fighting began, Israel ordered the evacuation of most of southern Lebanon, and within days, more than 1 million refugees poured into Beirut and other parts of the country from the south and the southern suburbs of the capital. Much of southern Lebanon has been both devastated by military strikes and depopulated.

In recent days, refugees have begun returning to wrecked villages and towns. Over the weekend, the Israeli military released a map delineating an area that runs deep into Lebanon--a so-called yellow line where five Israeli divisions will continue to operate during the cease-fire. Israel may well hope to control this territory for the foreseeable future, as a buffer to protect northern Israel from Hezbollah. And it may prefer for much of this region to remain essentially uninhabited. Indeed, the Israeli military reportedly told Christian and Druze villagers in southern Lebanon that they could remain there only if they declined to harbor refugees from Shiite villages (the latter are apparently presumed to support Hezbollah).

The map also outlines a new maritime buffer zone that conflicts with the borders that the two countries agreed on with the United States in 2022. Enforcing Israeli control of this zone would cut Lebanon off from its Qana gas field. The map also opens the possibility that Israel might divert waters from the Litani and Wazzani Rivers, which flow down from the Golan Heights.

History strongly suggests that any Israeli attempt to occupy Lebanese territory in the name of security will backfire. In 1982, Israel launched a war to drive the fighters and political leadership of the Palestine Liberation Organization out of Lebanon. The ensuing occupation, which lasted until May 2000, led directly to the creation of Hezbollah, a far more dangerous and entrenched enemy on Israel's northern border. Today Hezbollah's best shot at rebuilding its forces, along with its popularity and political viability within Lebanon, is to return to its origins fighting Israeli occupation in southern Lebanon.

Jonathan Chait: Israel moderates are losing the Democratic Party

The Lebanese government sincerely wants to take control of the south and disarm and contain Hezbollah. To do that, it will have to persuade the army to move systematically through the region, ridding each targeted area of militia fighters until the job is done. That's a long, slow, risky endeavor. Under a peace agreement, Lebanon might consider allowing Israel to do the heavy lifting in pulling it off.

For its part, Israel would have to accept that the only alternative to a Hezbollah-dominated Lebanon is a strengthened and sovereign Lebanese state, which cannot emerge in the context of a new Israeli occupation in the south or an effort to force Lebanon into an Israeli sphere of influence in the Levant. That sort of overreach could give Hezbollah new life by lending credence to the political rationale behind its paramilitary activities.

The Israeli and Lebanese governments don't want to admit this, but they need each other. Both would like to subdue Hezbollah and transform it into a relatively normal Lebanese political party. To make that happen, both will need to take risks. They will also have to avoid undermining each other--and to even work together, tacitly and delicately, toward their common goal.
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The Kash Patel Fallout

An interview with the <em>Atlantic</em> staff writer Sarah Fitzpatrick about her reporting
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In a recent story, the Atlantic staff writer Sarah Fitzpatrick writes about how FBI Director Kash Patel's colleagues are alarmed by what they describe as erratic behavior and excessive drinking. Sources told Fitzpatrick that, on multiple occasions, members of his security detail had trouble waking Patel because he was seemingly intoxicated. Last year, Fitzpatrick reports, a request was made for "breaching equipment," normally used by SWAT teams to break into buildings, because Patel had been unreachable behind locked doors.

Patel called the story a "lie" and earlier this week sued The Atlantic for defamation. When asked about it at a press conference Tuesday, he said, "I can say unequivocally that I never listen to the fake-news mafia. And when they get louder, it just means I'm doing my job."

Since publishing the story, Fitzpatrick has been "inundated" with sources corroborating her reporting, she says on this week's Radio Atlantic: "I stand by every single word of this report."

Although Patel's erratic behavior has been an "open secret" in the FBI and other parts of the administration, according to Fitzpatrick, sources have been reluctant to express concerns through traditional channels because Patel has contributed to a climate of fear within the department by making employees take polygraph tests and waging an alleged retribution campaign against the president's perceived political enemies. Patel has fired agents involved in investigations into Donald Trump and his efforts to overturn the 2020 election.

Fitzpatrick joins Radio Atlantic to talk about her reporting inside the FBI, and how sources she spoke with are concerned about the agency keeping Americans safe during a time of heightened threats. And we talk to our staff writer Quinta Jurecic about the state of Trump's Justice Department after Pam Bondi's firing.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Last week, Atlantic staff writer Sarah Fitzpatrick wrote about FBI Director Kash Patel. She talked to more than two dozen sources, including colleagues of his who are alarmed by what they say is erratic behavior and excessive drinking.

Sarah Fitzpatrick:  It was people who felt that not only was this conduct embarrassing, unbecoming, but that it was a national-security vulnerability and that Americans were perhaps less safe as a result.


Rosin: Sarah's story opens with a stark illustration of his paranoia: a "freak-out," according to multiple sources, that happened on April 10.

Fitzpatrick:  It's a Friday, late on a Friday. And he attempts to log in to an FBI internal system. And he's unable to do so. And almost immediately, without waiting for verification, he begins calling allies, staff, and saying, I've been fired.


[Music]

 And it set off this panic in Washington. Now, granted, because it was--people within the FBI were calling the White House asking, Is Kash Patel still the FBI director? And if not, who is in charge of the FBI?


Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic.

At a Department of Justice press conference on Tuesday, a reporter asked about Sarah's story. Here's Patel's response.

FBI Director Kash Patel: I can say unequivocally that I never listen to the fake-news mafia. And when they get louder, it just means I'm doing my job.


Rosin: Today on the show, I'm talking to Sarah about her reporting.

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

Fitzpatrick: Thank you for having me.

Rosin: Sarah, you wrote that the concerns about Patel's conduct go beyond what's been previously publicly reported. Can you give us some examples of what you learned?

Fitzpatrick: So, these include examples of unexplained absences. This includes examples of drinking to what his colleagues perceive as excess in public or semipublic places.

This includes examples of him not being available to be involved in very specific high-level determinations that only the director can sign off on. It was known throughout the FBI, known to members of the Justice Department, and known to members of the White House that his security detail had trouble reaching him behind closed doors.

And that's what I think, really, was causing alarm throughout the security establishment.

Rosin: So what these sources are telling you is that he's locked behind a closed door, or what were they saying?

Fitzpatrick: There have been multiple occasions on which his security detail, which is responsible for two things--protecting him and being able to move him quickly--were unable to do so. And this actually--at one point, the alarm became so great that a request was made for additional equipment that is used to breach doors, because there had been a concern about this.

Rosin: So, like, a battering ram or some object that would help you get through a locked door.

Fitzpatrick: The FBI has a lot of different types of things that can be used for this nature, but yes, there was a request for additional resources.

Rosin: And had you ever heard something like this before as a reporter?

Fitzpatrick: No. (Laughs.) I had never heard anything like this as a reporter, and I think I spent a very long time, a very diligent amount of time checking it out because it was so explosive. And I think the fact that this was known throughout the FBI, throughout the Justice Department, that it reached the White House is because it was so alarming. And people were really frightened.

Rosin: What kind of people did you talk to for this story?

Fitzpatrick: I spoke to dozens of people: everyone from current and former FBI officials, Justice Department officials, people close to the White House, people who are involved in intelligence agencies, people who are lawyers, lobbyists, hospitality workers. It was people that had seen it with kind of a 360-degree view and had seen it over an extended period of time.

Rosin: And as you were going through this reporting process, what stood out most to you?

Fitzpatrick: The thing that stood out the most to me was the incredibly high levels of alarm that I would describe as bordering on panic for these sources. These types of people that I was speaking to are people that have--are not easily upset. They are not prone to exaggeration. They do not want to talk to a reporter, ever, and they were alarmed.

I had so many conversations in which I could tell a level of, not just panic, but, like, emotion, like, grown men who have done nothing but counterintelligence and solving some of the worst-of-the-worst crimes who are not easily scared, intimidated, concerned--they were frightened. And that really stuck with me. And that was an added element of the responsibility of this reporting and the care that I had to take to it. But it also was a signal of, this is an alarm that's coming from within the building, and that, we need to take seriously.

Rosin: And how long did these sources say they'd been concerned?

Fitzpatrick: So, I began hearing concerns about Patel even before he became the FBI director, before his nomination and then during his nomination. I would say that the frequency and intensity of those concerns has increased exponentially, and particularly since the beginning of the Iran war.

That has led a lot of people at various levels of government--because Iran is one of the United States' adversaries that, one, targets the FBI director and other key members for counterintelligence, hacking, threats on their lives. That's a major focus, and especially in a moment of--they are particularly adept asymmetric warfare, and this would be a moment.

Two, there's a perception among those specifically in traditional military as well as counterintelligence, that this is a moment in which the United States is uniquely vulnerable. There are multiple wars, there are multiple things that are all happening at once, and there's an expectation-slash-anticipation for many people who work in the national-security space that something could happen here at home.

They're most concerned about a terrorist attack. And how would the FBI director be able to respond in the event that that happened? Given this behavior, they did not have a high degree of confidence, and that was keeping them awake at night.

Rosin: After the story was published, Patel's response in an interview with Reuters was, "The Atlantic's story is a lie." And then, as you know, on Monday morning, Patel sued The Atlantic for defamation. What is your response to that?

Fitzpatrick: My response is that I stand by every single word of this report. We were very diligent. We were very careful. It went through multiple levels of editing, review, care. And I think one of the things that has been most gratifying, after--immediately after the story published was, I have been inundated by additional sourcing going up to the highest levels of the government, thanking us for doing the work, providing additional corroborating information.

So this was an open secret in Washington, unfortunately, and we took great care to bring it to light.

Rosin: You've mentioned that people were scared, maybe to the point of panicked. What did they say was at stake?

Fitzpatrick: At stake is the security of American citizens. There are so many things that the FBI plays a really important role in--from monitoring potential terrorists to responding to mass-casualty events. And then there's other things too. There are questions about allocation of resources, how you keep in personnel.

Patel has been very involved at the direction of the president in pursuing an effort to get certain people to leave the FBI, either voluntarily or by firing them. And so there's been a mass exodus--truly--of staff at every level, from the field office to the executive level, and that exodus has also resulted in a loss of expertise.

And now you have an agency that is severely understaffed and being asked to do more with less, and that is a recipe for something very bad to happen if you're not having a leader that is alert.

Rosin: This week, another Cabinet member, Labor Secretary Lori Chavez-Deremer, stepped down. She's been under investigation after staffers filed formal complaints alleging professional misconduct. She denies any wrongdoing. Now, that is an entirely different set of issues than what we are talking about here. But I was wondering, in the case of the FBI, why haven't we seen some of these concerns being raised more publicly and under people's own names?

Fitzpatrick: The thing you have to understand about this is Patel in particular is known to be extremely, extremely vindictive. He feels a responsibility and openly kind of is proud of the fact that he's on a bit of a retribution campaign on behalf of the president. He wrote a book, which identified a list of people that he felt needed to be purged from the government.

And so I think there is a real fear at every level--not just of the FBI, of the Justice Department, people who work in the White House--that this is a person who is going to come after. If you speak out, if you are perceived as not being 120 percent behind this FBI director or behind the president, there is a concern that you are going to lose your job. But not just that, that you are going to be bankrupted and your family is going to be bankrupted with litigation. And we have seen him, we have seen him personally go after people that he perceives as being problematic.

Rosin: I mean, despite this loyalty, you reported that officials around him expected Patel to be fired shortly after Pam Bondi at the Justice Department. What exactly did you hear?

Fitzpatrick: My colleague Ashley Parker and I reported in a piece at the time that there was a list of other officials that were going to be fired imminently. Kash Patel was one of those people.

It's also clear by his behavior on the April 10 episode--he himself was telling people, the director of the FBI is telling people that he believes he's been fired. You know, this is really openly discussed, about who is gonna be the next FBI director. So his fear was well founded.

Rosin: When he came in, Patel seemed to really share Trump's views. You've mentioned the "enemies" list, also that some FBI people were deep-state agents who needed to be purged. So how did they diverge? Like, how did he end up on this list?

Fitzpatrick: I think, unfortunately, this is this behavior that we are talking about in this article. I think there may be other things. But the president is known--his own brother, of course, suffered from alcoholism. Trump has talked very openly about that. I also think that this conduct has also not gained him many, you know, a lot of support from other people within the Cabinet or within the government.

Patel has complicated other people's ability to do their jobs, and it's a distraction. And I think that especially--I have reported prior; my colleagues have also reported this--that there was a, a very clear note what's called the no-scalps policy within the White House. That no one--they knew they had problems, they knew people were gonna be out, but the plan was to do that shortly after the midterms, that there would be no, because it was viewed as an admission of weakness if they let anybody go.

And that was a lesson that they very actively learned during the first Trump administration. However, I think that a combination of factors, including information about the polling that was happening out in the field that was finally making it to the White House, made it clear that if there was gonna be a change, they had to do it quickly.

Rosin: On Tuesday of this week, acting Attorney General Todd Blanche held a press conference at the DOJ. Patel was there with him in what you could interpret as a vote of confidence. What do you think happens next for the FBI director?

Fitzpatrick: I think that we are seeing evidence of someone who is experiencing a lack of confidence from the president all the way on down. I think we are seeing impulsive behavior, which has been a pattern of his, but we are seeing it increased. We're watching it now on television. I think we are--in private, my sources have described this as the entire building is panicking. The entire building is freaking out.

People are just waiting for the moment when he will be fired, and it's creating--unfortunately, it creates a lot of chaos and a lot of instability. There are really key, important, life-or-death decisions that need to be made that--the entire staff of the FBI, you want to be focused, you want to be clear on who their leader is, and unfortunately that's not happening.

Rosin: And it sounds like you two are following up or hearing from new sources.

Fitzpatrick: Since the moment that I published this story, I have been inundated, truly inundated, with new sourcing that goes to the highest levels of the government, who are offering corroborating information. So if you've reached out to me and I haven't gotten back to you, it's because I just haven't made it there yet. But I am going to call you--don't worry.

[Music]

Rosin: When we come back, I'll be joined by staff writer Quinta Jurecic to get a wider look at the FBI and the Justice Department under Trump--starting with a new indictment announced this week. That's in a moment.

[Break]

Rosin: Quinta, welcome back to the show.

Quinta Jurecic: Thank you for having me.

Rosin: This week, acting Attorney General Todd Blanche held a press conference with Kash Patel. Can you explain what they were announcing?

Jurecic: Blanche and Patel were announcing an indictment of the Southern Poverty Law Center, which listeners may be familiar with as kind of a racial-justice, social-justice organization.

Acting Attorney General Todd Blanche: Good afternoon. Today, a few minutes ago, in the Middle District of Alabama, a grand jury returned an 11-count indictment charging the Southern Poverty Law Center with six counts of wire fraud, four counts of bank fraud, and one count of conspiracy to commit money laundering.


Jurecic: The allegations center on the suggestion that it essentially constituted wire fraud for the SPLC to engage in a practice of paying confidential informants within extremist groups.

The argument that Blanche is making is that when the SPLC paid those informants, it was actually, in that sense, funding the groups that it had told its donors it was working to combat. I think another way to look at it would be that the SPLC's use of paid informants was part of their work trying to combat these extremist groups.

Rosin: Yeah, we should mention that the SPLC has called these allegations false and said its paid-informant program has been used to monitor violent threats. But Quinta, as you were watching this press conference, what were you noticing?

Jurecic: What jumped out to me was how this fits into a pattern that other reporters have noticed before. There's a report that came out recently from MS NOW by Carol Leonnig and Ken Dilanian essentially noting that often when there are headlines that have negative press about Kash Patel, a day, a few days later, there will be stories about how Patel has fired agents in the FBI, alleging that they were involved in persecution of Trump, they were involved in the investigations against him, that kind of thing.

There's a quote in the article from a former FBI agent, his name is Rob D'Amico, saying, when he gets jammed up on something, he literally fires people right after. So to me, this is obviously not a firing, but it does seem to be consistent with that reported pattern where there are headlines about Patel that are negative or unflattering to him in some way, then immediately after that there's kind of an action that MAGA can look at and say, He's our guy, he's doing something that we like. And in this case, the indictment--in that context, I think you could certainly read it as kind of giving some red meat to the base.

Rosin: Right. And I just want to note that the FBI denies conducting firings this way. But that pattern you mentioned is important. I bring up that press conference because there's a broader concern that leaders in the FBI and the Justice Department are acting in a way that focuses on President Trump's priorities and not necessarily on the priorities that we would expect from the FBI. For example, they're the federal agency in charge of domestic national security.

The U.S. is currently at war with Iran, which is considered a state sponsor of terrorism. And we've heard reports about counterterrorism experts leaving or being forced out. What do you know about that?

Jurecic: The people I know who are formerly at DOJ and FBI, who worked on counterterrorism and counterintelligence issues, are absolutely worried about how prepared the United States is right now for the current situation. Iran--since the Iranian Revolution, the Iranian [Islamic] Revolutionary Guard Corps has really invested in sort of international terrorism as one of its capabilities.

So keeping an eye out for potential IRGC-linked terror attacks is something that, under normal circumstances, given that we are now at war with Iran, you would expect that the U.S. national-security apparatus would be taking extremely seriously, and trying to protect Americans and people in the U.S., particularly Jewish communities, from potential Iran-linked attacks.

As you say, what's disturbing is that, over the last year, many people who were experts in the Iran space, and in the counterterror and the counterintelligence spaces, were pushed out. So shortly before the war began, a number of agents and analysts at the FBI who were working in the counterintelligence unit in the Washington field office, who were monitoring threats from Iran and elsewhere in the Middle East--they were fired by Director Patel for their involvement in the investigation into classified records held improperly at Mar-a-Lago.

Rosin: Right. And we should say, Patel claims that these firings were for quote "ethics violations." It's a situation, though, where the FBI's priority seems to be loyalty. And that trumped everything else, basically. Like, it didn't matter what subject expert you were--if you happened to have been caught up in an investigation that the administration didn't like, you were let go.

Jurecic: That's certainly what it looks like. And as you say, you know, these are not people who are out there saying, you know, I have a great idea. Let's go down to Mar-a-Lago and see if there are any classified documents. These are called line agents--you know, people who are told what to do and what to investigate.

And as you say, I think it, it has certainly seemed like DOJ and FBI are more concerned with getting rid of people who are associated in any way with these now politically toxic investigations than they are with making sure that, you know, the jobs that these people are assigned to do are actually carried out.

Rosin: And how does it normally work within the FBI? Because the FBI is a domestic agency. We go to war with another country. What would it look like at another time? Like, what would these counterintelligence agents be doing?

Jurecic: The difference between counterintelligence and counterterrorism is a tricky one.

Counterterror, I think, is something that is more instinctively understandable to people. It's, you know, the agents and analysts at the bureau who are trying to make sure that, you know, whoever is out there plotting attacks, the FBI is trying to prevent them from being able to carry them out. Counterintelligence is what people probably would understand as kind of spy versus spy. You know, your goal is to, if you're focusing on Iran, say, see what kind of intelligence operations Iran is running and then keep an eye on them or push back on them. And so the FBI is this kind of weird hybrid organization where it is a domestic law-enforcement organization, as you say, but it also has this counterintelligence apparatus that it engages in, even when things are related to stuff that happens on U.S. soil.

Rosin: And you said that you've heard from sources that people are worried that we're not prepared. How worried? What does that mean? Does that mean there's just a lack of expertise on Iran specifically? Like, what does it actually translate into?

Jurecic: There are a lot of different reasons. One is, as you say, you know, the people who are experts in this kind of work, both the prosecutors who know how to bring these cases, the agents who know how to investigate them--a lot of them are not there.

Agents have been reassigned from working on counterterrorism and counterintelligence cases to immigration cases. I think there was some reporting, I believe in The Washington Post, in the fall, that nearly a quarter of the FBI's agents had been reassigned to immigration enforcement.

That's a huge number. In D.C., we have had people at FBI and DOJ who might have normally been working on counterintelligence, counterterrorism issues who were out patrolling the streets because of the president's directive to increase federal law enforcement's presence in the city. And so there aren't as many people. A lot of the experts are gone. The people who are there are stretched thin, and their work has been directed onto other issues that might take their attention away.

Rosin: So the FBI is part of the Department of Justice, obviously, so I want to talk about the DOJ more broadly. It's been about three weeks since Trump fired Pam Bondi as the attorney general. What is your sense of the mood in the Department of Justice these days?

Jurecic: There was this period after Bondi was fired where it seemed like things were really up in the air. There was a question of, you know, who would take her role. There was reporting that it might be Lee Zeldin, who's currently leading the EPA.

There was reporting that the No. 3 at DOJ, who's a guy named Stan Woodward, would step down and that Harmeet Dhillon, who's running the civil-rights division, would take his place. It seems like things have kind of stabilized a little bit for the time being. So currently, Todd Blanche, who was the deputy attorney general--that's the No. 2--is the acting attorney general, and I, at least, have not seen any indication that Trump plans to nominate anybody imminently.

So it seems like this is Todd Blanche's show for the time being.

Rosin: And what do we know about him?

Jurecic: Blanche is, unlike Bondi, someone who does not have a long history in Republican politics. He, however, was Trump's criminal-defense lawyer for various criminal investigations into him and is very, very closely tied to Trump.

Overall, I think the common thread with, you know, some quirks here or there is really the people in charge at DOJ are people who are very happy to do things that Donald Trump has directed them to do, or that they think Donald Trump or his supporters would like. It's very much a DOJ that is in line with the president's particular vision, and Pam Bondi was pushed out, it seems, mostly because she wasn't able to operationalize that agenda to Trump's particular taste.

Rosin: So another big issue is election interference. It was the FBI that raided the Fulton County election office in Georgia. Do you have a sense of how Trump could use the FBI to interfere with elections? Like, what are you hearing about those efforts that might not be in the headlines in this exact moment?

Jurecic: It's a little hard to say because anything that he would ask the FBI to do would be probably illegal--certainly far, far outside the bounds of anything that a president has ever asked the FBI to do in the past.

And so it's a little bit like speculating about something that's just so completely off the map. People are definitely worried about this. Dhillon has certainly been active recently. She has been sort of on this quest to obtain voter rolls from states and recently also sent a request to Michigan to get ballots from the Detroit area from 2024.

It's not really clear what the goal is of getting these voter rolls. Nobody seems to have a firm idea. I think that that kind of adds to this sense that I've described that, you know, something bad might happen, but it's really hard to specify what specifically, just because there's no obvious set of levers to pull, if that makes sense.

And the reason is, I should say, just that the federal government doesn't have a role or has a very, very, very limited role in administering elections at all. So there's just not much to do.

Rosin: Okay. Is there anything else, as you're looking at the future of the DOJ, FBI, understanding Trump's priorities, that you are watching?

Jurecic: I've been keeping an eye on the prosecutions of Trump's opponents and the investigations of them. That was one of the things that Trump was really angry at Bondi about, that they hadn't moved quickly enough. And we've actually seen some news since Bondi was pushed out, that of, you know, the investigation into former CIA Director John Brennan moving forward.

DOJ swore in Joseph diGenova, who listeners may recall, was, used to be a sort of Fox News personality. He was very vocal around the 2020 election, and I believe publicly apologized after saying that Chris Krebs, who was the director of CISA [the Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency], an agency that ran sort of election-integrity issues, that Krebs should be, and I quote, "taken out at dawn and shot."

So Joseph diGenova is now leading the investigation of John Brennan. That doesn't fill me with hope that this will be a fair and evenhanded investigation, but clearly, DOJ, for whatever reason, maybe trying to make Trump happy, is trying to move full speed ahead. The problem that they have had, and I would certainly anticipate that they'll run into this in the Brennan investigation, is that it turns out the American justice system is, actually, I would say surprisingly good at preventing a totally, you know, 100 percent politicized, made-up prosecution.

The prosecutions of James Comey and New York Attorney General Letitia James were thrown out. DOJ is now trying to get them back into court again, but they've had a difficult time of it. With Brennan, I frankly would be a little surprised if they're able to actually bring an indictment, especially because diGenova has reportedly moved the probe to D.C., and D.C. grand jurors have not looked particularly kindly on the administration as of late. So I think the question in my mind is, you know, DOJ is clearly trying to move more aggressively on these kinds of cases and investigations of Trump's enemies that are really a priority for Trump.

Will they actually have any more success or is this a circumstance where in three to six months, we're gonna be talking about how Todd Blanche was fired because Trump was angry that he wasn't able to move these prosecutions forward enough?

Rosin: Right. So more efforts, more aggressive efforts--and I suppose the thing to worry about there is, they divert resources and time from other things that the DOJ or the FBI should be doing--but not necessarily more success.

Jurecic: That's right. And I should say, I mean, one of the U.S. attorney's offices that was very involved in the Comey and James prosecutions was the U.S. attorney's office for the Eastern District of Virginia, which has historically, because it's where the CIA is located, played a really significant role in counterterrorism and counterespionage prosecutions.

And some people in that office have quit or been pushed out because they didn't want to be involved. So that's just another example of how the, sort of, ability of the federal government to counter actual, real, existing threats as opposed to people Trump doesn't like has really been hollowed out.

Rosin: Well, Quinta, thank you so much for helping us to understand all these complicated entanglements.

Jurecic: Thank you for having me.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Rosie Hughes and Jinae West. It was edited by Kevin Townsend. Miguel Carrascal engineered. Fact-checking by Marie-Rose Sheinerman, Sara Krolewski, and Isabel Ruehl. 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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/podcasts/2026/04/kash-patel-fallout/686907/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Flip-Phone Cleanse

I spent a month with a group of people who aspire to a state of offline bliss.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Thu, 23 Apr 2026




In March, I put my iPhone into a yellow cardboard box with MO stamped on top--the M looked like a riff on the Motorola logo; the O looked like a flower. Over the next several weeks, I left my phone there for roughly 23.5 hours out of every day.


I did so as a participant in "Month Offline," which started last year in Washington, D.C., as a kind of Dry January challenge, but for smartphones. Now it is a fledgling business with a footprint in New York City. Members of each monthlong "cohort" pay $75 for the experience, during which they swap their iPhones for a lower-tech device and participate in weekly meetups. I joined the cohort that began on March 2 and received an email just before the first meeting: "Excited 2 see u soon," it said.


My month offline began with the MO pledge--a document with curious capitalization that declared us all "Free and Independent Human Beings" who were "Absolved from all dependence on big tech and their attention-grabbing algorithms." By signing at the bottom, I agreed to "forego" the use of my smartphone for 30 days and thereby "trade dopamine for daylight, doomscrolls for detours, pixels for paper maps."


The other members of my cohort, who would meet on Monday nights in a still-semi-industrial corner of Brooklyn's Bushwick neighborhood (near a soup factory), were mostly women, mostly in their late 20s or early 30s. They had heard about Month Offline from a friend, or they had seen a wheat-paste flyer (Flip Off!) on the street, or, in at least one case, they had come across a post about MO on the party-planning app Partiful, which is where this person did their scrolling after having deleted all other forms of social media from their phone. Several people in our group had full-time jobs in technology, and nobody I spoke with considered themselves to be "anti-tech." But they all felt like smartphone use was costing them hours of free time every day, access to stores of creativity, and opportunities for adventure and friendship in the great city of New York.


One salve for these anxieties could be a different kind of phone. Month Offline has spun off a tiny start-up, dumb.co, that sells the sort of flip phones that you might want to use when your iPhone has been hidden in a cardboard box. Their design is more than just a relic from the aughts. It's a relic from the aughts that has been kitted out with a custom operating system designed by a former Washington Post software engineer named Jack Nugent. You can pair a dumb.co flip phone with your smartphone through an app called Dumb Down, such that your normal calls and text messages are forwarded to your dumb.co number. (Many of the numbers in my cohort had the Atlanta area code 404, as a joke about going offline.) Nugent's system also comes with scaled-down versions of Uber, WhatsApp, Google Maps, and Microsoft Authenticator. "Before this device, a lot of people would say something like, I wish I could use a dumbphone, but I need X,Y,Z," he told me. So he started adding X and Y and Z. The next version of the flip phone will allow for music streaming and include the retro phone game Snake. Nugent said he drew a hard line at email, though--the dumb.co flip phone will never have email.


For several weeks I took my dumbphone everywhere I went, and for several weeks strangers asked about it. Even people who did not seem like they would hang out in semi-industrial Bushwick were intrigued. One evening in lower Manhattan, a polished-looking man who had just been talking with someone else about his job in finance turned and saw my flip phone sitting on the bar. His face lit up. He wanted to know where I'd gotten it, and said that he'd been thinking about getting one too. A spirit of dumbphone curiosity seemed to be all around me.





Clearly, one of the flip phone's thrills is that it flips. It flips, and the feeling of its flipping is neat and familiar. For people of my cohort's age (and mine), it's a reminder of our first phones, which were amazing devices that conferred agency, independence, and the possibility of receiving secret messages from a crush. It's nice to have a flip phone again.


Month Offline leans into this feeling of nostalgia. At my second weekly meeting, my fellow travelers and I had the thrill of our lives decorating our new flip phones with stickers, just as we might have done in 2007. I added one baseball sticker to the front of my phone and one to the back, but some others created intricate patterns with rhinestones. The get-togethers were heavy on crafts; we often expressed ourselves through crayon. At the end of each meeting, we received a gift to help us get through the next week in an ever more analog fashion--a disposable camera, a book of crossword puzzles, a compass on a carabiner.


A key concept, discussed every week, was that of "friction"--or the specific discomfort we were feeling whenever we ran up against our reliance on our boxed-up smartphones. One week, we used the crayons to draw a "moment of friction," and most people drew themselves getting lost. The flip phone's tiny version of Google Maps is hard to use, and some people were trying not to use it all, preferring to navigate the city as their parents and grandparents once did, going only by their memory and directions from strangers.


I embraced the frictions of my month offline, except for when they made me extremely annoyed. Once, I settled down at a coffee shop to do some work and realized I was locked out of my computer; I had to call my fiance and ask him to bring my iPhone to me so that I could two-factor in. (My job requires a specific authenticator app that is not available for dumbphones.) I stewed while I waited. A couple of days before, I'd missed a text from my sister telling our family that she'd gotten into a medical residency. (Group chats sometimes glitched on my flip phone; other people in my cohort also reported having scattered problems with text-forwarding.) And because I had not received that text, or any of my family's responses to the biggest news of my sibling's life, my contribution to the chat was to blithely inform everyone a few minutes later that Seiya Suzuki would not be a good draft pick for our family's fantasy-baseball league, because he'd injured his knee in the World Baseball Classic.


At times like these, I felt as though this experiment in freeing myself was doing just the opposite. After all, I was paying for a second phone plan on top of the one I had for my iPhone--dumb.co service costs $25 a month for Month Offline participants--and then all this other annoying stuff was happening to me too. But the Month Offline program has a protocol for such moments of weakness: Between meetings, we were encouraged to text or call a couple of assigned "Flipmates," who were similar to Alcoholics Anonymous sponsors, and also to leave voicemails in a centralized mailbox for the group called the "Dumbphone Diary." The diary entries, which we sometimes listened to together at meetings, were brief, palpably sincere stories of the teller's struggles without a smartphone, or else their pride at having reconnected with art, nature, their friends, and their own mind.


Our group had three facilitators who would lead each week's activities and offer guidance. One of them, Lydia Peabody, explained that she had left her job as a therapist while participating in a previous Month Offline. The experiment had been a revelation, she told me. A few days into using the flip phone, she'd noticed that her mood was worsening. "I was like, Holy shit, why do I feel so awful?" Eventually, she deduced that her mindless smartphone scrolling had been a way to distract herself from her unhappiness. Without that option, she was forced to face reality. So she quit, and shortly after that she went to a Grateful Dead-cover-band show with the CEO of dumb.co, who hired her to run Month Offline because of her experience leading group therapy.


Her expertise has certainly been germane. Though the meetups weren't set up to be group therapy, people seemed to want to talk (and talk, and talk) about the ways their lives had changed without smartphones, and the discussions sometimes took on a therapeutic tone. I found this all a bit grating and repetitive, but as the month went on, I began to see the same results as everyone else. I read more, talked with strangers more, worried less, and forgot about Instagram almost entirely. I felt worse, and then I felt better.





At the final meetup for my month offline, we participated in a graduation ceremony, complete with Vitamin C's "Graduation (Friends Forever)" playing on a portable speaker. Cards on which we had written our average daily smartphone screen time at the beginning of the month were redistributed, and we wrote down our new totals. Mine went from nearly 4 hours to 19 minutes.


Peabody asked if there was anyone in the room who had not touched their smartphones at all, for the whole month, and two people raised their hands. The rest of us ooh-ed and clapped. I left with a feeling of genuine camaraderie. I also left having turned over my credit-card information to sign up for another month of dumb.co's dumbphone-service plan. My experiment was over, but I wasn't ready to give up on my little flip (which I'd started calling "my little flip").


Read: Get your kid a watch

The following week, our cohort came back together for a show of the creative projects we'd made with all of our offline free time. Those without artistic talents were encouraged to interpret the prompt liberally, and so one Month Offliner presented cookies she'd made from a favorite recipe, and another just sat at a table with a simple crossword puzzle she'd made.


At least 100 people came out for the event. Some were friends of Month Offliners who were there solely out of the goodness of their heart. When I asked one such woman what her level of interest was in participating in a Month Offline herself, she said it was "medium to mild." Other attendees were part of the city's broader, burgeoning subculture of "attention activism." I ran into Dan Fox, who works for the minimalist phone company Light, as well as Nick Plante, a community organizer who is one of the scene's best-known voices.


In his writing, Plante can come off as a zealot. He recently described social-media platforms as "prisons of the mind" and speculated that we may one day "see these companies burn and smolder." But when I spoke with him by phone after the Offline art show, he presented his stance in less fiery terms. Phone-free parties and club nights are already taking off, he said, and he guessed that New York will soon have an assortment of phone-free bars, restaurants, and co-working spaces. A culture shift away from smartphones is already under way, he said. "They're perceived as being so central to our society right now," he said. But what if they weren't?


My cohort mate Alana Kupke, a 30-year-old freelance stylist, had been thinking along the same lines. She'd signed up for the group because she works in the fashion industry and has felt obligated to be online all the time, just to keep her finger on the pulse. She'd been wondering whether she could do the same just by observing her physical surroundings and talking with people. At first, when friends saw her on the flip phone, they would freak out, she said. They would say "Oh my God" and swear that they could never get through the day with such a thing. "It kind of is a problem if people are scared to not have iPhones," Krupke told me. By the end of the month, though, she'd persuaded her roommate, several of her friends, and four people she'd met during gigs to make the switch to flip phones.


Read: Can Gen Z get rid of its iPhones?

Jenine Marquez, 26, another member of my cohort, told me that ever since our month offline she keeps her iPhone in a zippered pocket in her bag, where she can still reach it for emergencies and to answer video calls from her dad. Also, she can feel it buzzing if she gets a bunch of Microsoft Teams messages. Otherwise she doesn't touch it. Krupke said she's been switching out her iPhone for the dumbphone whenever she goes out with friends, so she can be more present. As for me, after signing up for another month of service, I haven't picked up my little flip even once.


A few days after the art show, when I met Peabody for tea, she acknowledged that not everyone who goes to Month Offline continues with the flip phones. Some treat the month like a detox. Others want to stay offline but struggle to stay on the wagon. "When you stop going to something each week that holds you accountable, it becomes harder for anybody to face this alone," Peabody said. She encourages people not to think about it as all-or-nothing. Her iPhone usually stays at her desk in her apartment, plugged in like a computer, she said. But she'll take it out to use it for something specific. "I don't make my life a living hell trying to use only this," she said, holding up her flip phone. "I use it most of the time because I feel better."


Only a few hundred people have participated in Month Offline so far, and participation may be limited to those whose lifestyles allow for voluntary inconvenience. But Peabody said she thinks the early flip-phone readopters will create a snowball effect. Each one will normalize the dumbphone's use a little more, even if it's just within their social circle or in the bars and coffee shops through which they pass. "Most people can do this, or a lot of people can do it," she said. "If you and I meet in a year, we'll be having different conversations."
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Cubans' Despair

Economic desperation has morphed into frustration, including at those purporting to help.

by Gisela Salim-Peyer

Thu, 23 Apr 2026




Cubans for decades have been buffeted by great powers, repressed by their own government, crushed by economic crises, and paraded as the victims of a succession of sanctions imposed by the White House. Glimmers of a better life came and went, either because the regime in Havana briefly allowed a sliver of greater liberty or the U.S. government tried a new tack to overthrow the communist ideology that has reigned over the island for almost 70 years. So it is perhaps not surprising that Cubanos by now have had it up to here with pretty much everyone.

Consider the reaction when a boat from the international activist group Nuestra America Convoy approached Havana's port last month. The Trump administration had recently imposed new sanctions on countries providing oil to Cuba, pushing an already shaky economy to the brink of collapse. The boat's crew of 20 or so young campaigners carried about 14 tons of humanitarian aid, flew the Cuban flag, held a LET CUBA LIVE sign, and protested against the U.S. oil sanctions. "We are all shouting, 'Cuba yes! Blockade no!'" one crew member told Cuban state media in a phone call.

The chorus of Cuban condemnation online was immediate. Yoani Sanchez, a writer in Havana, told the activists to take their "ideological tourism" elsewhere. The editorial board of El Estornudo, a Cuban magazine known for its criticism of the government, excoriated the whole effort as a "safari." One social-media user mocked the decrepit state of the boat and the untidy appearance of its crew: "Those people on that ship seem to need more help than we do."

The Nuestra America delegation did itself few favors in seeking to connect with ordinary Habaneros. Jeremy Corbyn, the septuagenarian British leftist, who had already arrived in Havana by plane, met with high-ranking Communist Party officials in the presidential palace. Pablo Iglesias, the founder of Spain's Podemos party, stayed at the luxury Gran Hotel Bristol in Havana ("Four unique gastronomic experiences offer vibrant cuisine and entertainment," its website says), from whence he remarked that the situation in the country was not as bad as it's depicted abroad.

The backlash to their mission stemmed from Cubans' frustration that, once again, foreigners were making theater from their pain and appeared more interested in siding with the Cuban regime against Donald Trump than in actually helping Cubans. That put the activists on the citizens' grievance list--along with many others who have been there for much longer.

Cubans, of course, are first and foremost furious at their own government. The ruling Communist Party rarely permits freedoms such as independent public polling, so approval ratings don't tell the tale. But the loudness and frequency of cacerolazos--protests where people bang pots--across the island attest to the rage. Father Alberto Reyes Pias, a Catholic priest who serves 13 towns in the Camaguey province, in the island's center, told me that the government had lost the people long ago. "We have lived so many decades of agony, and it never stops," he said by telephone. "It just goes on."

In 2021, Cubans' anger found some release. On July 11 of that year, people in the city of San Antonio de los Banos began marching and singing "Patria y Vida" ("Fatherland and Life"), an opposition anthem designed to counter the revolutionary motto "Patria o Muerte." The news spread on social media, and protests sprang up in cities across the country for a few days, creating the biggest anti-government demonstration since the 1959 revolution that brought Fidel Castro to power. President Miguel Diaz-Canel's government described the protesters as mercenaries and counterrevolutionaries and called on the regime's own supporters to fight them. The government shut off the internet, and the military and police cracked down, eventually extinguishing the protests and jailing more than 1,400.

Read: I watched Cuba crumble from the inside

Think tanks and scholars seeking to explain this moment of collective catharsis searched for causes outside Cuba. The Obama-era tourism boom had receded because of sanctions imposed during Trump's first term, and then had disappeared in the pandemic. The Trump administration also choked off European tourism to Cuba. Venezuela, Cuba's main benefactor since the 2000s, was dealing with its own economic crisis. And countries in Latin America stopped hiring Cuban medical brigades, an export tainted by reports of forced labor, depriving the government of a key source of income.

External factors have contributed to the discontent, along with an anger that's more homegrown: Cubans' hatred for the regime. Consider the signs they carried--DOWN WITH THE DICTATORSHIP--and the song they were singing. The lyrics of "Patria y Vida" made clear that protesters were ready to ditch members of the revolutionary pantheon, such as Che Guevara and Jose Marti, for a bit of foreign currency. In the song, the protesters also scolded the government for selling Cuba to foreigners as a paradise while "mothers cried for the sons that left." We are "the true history, not the mistold one," the protesters sang. "We are the trampled dignity of an entire people."

The largest exodus in Cuban history followed, driven by the impact of sanctions and the regime's ineptitude and repression: About 1 million people left in the next couple of years. The Havana-based demographer Juan Carlos Albizu-Campos estimates that the Cuban population has shrunk by one-quarter in the past five years, a steeper decline than that of Ukraine's population following Russia's 2022 invasion. Cuba's total number of births last year was lower than in 1899, Albizu-Campos told me. With so many young people fleeing, those left behind tend to be of older generations: Cuba's population is the oldest in Latin America. An aging society, combined with the sorry state of hospitals, means that the overall number of deaths keeps rising even as the population contracts. "The system is not sustainable," Albizu-Campos said of the country. "This is like a sick person in the terminal phase; there's no way out other than death."

These days, protesters are back in the streets for the first time since 2021--although instead of shouting for "Fatherland and Life," their slogan is now "Power and Food." Last month, demonstrators in the city of Moron set the headquarters of the Communist Party on fire--a gesture of defiance hard to imagine even just a year ago. Many of the activists who led the 2021 protests remain in jail or exile, but the regime has become more tolerant, slowly releasing some prisoners. A couple of protesters who used to cover their faces told me they now feel they no longer must.

Cuba has been under the longest-running sanctions regime America has imposed on any country, but the severity has ebbed and flowed. Soon after the U.S. military seized Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro in January, the Trump administration began hinting that action against Havana was high on the priority list and imposed sanctions on countries supplying oil to Cuba. The administration hopes that cutting off Cuba's oil supply will force the regime to agree to implement political reforms and increase access for U.S. corporations. President Diaz-Canel initially was game to talk with Washington. But in a recent interview with NBC's Meet the Press, he said he would die defending his homeland in the face of U.S. military intervention.

Cuba relies heavily on imported oil for its electric grid and for gasoline, so the consequences were predictable and dire--and heightened Cubans' exasperation. Regime officials blamed the hardship on the U.S. oil embargo. "The Cuban economy has been collapsing the past five years," Pavel Vidal Alejandro, a Cuban economist based in Colombia, told me. "But the past few months have been something else. This is the hecatomb," a reference to the ancient Greek and Roman practice of mass animal sacrifice to appease the gods. Vidal has studied how sanctions directly hurt household consumption. He told me that many of his fellow Cubans understand that but don't want to call out the U.S. too loudly, because they are wary of repeating the regime's talking points. Armando Chaguaceda, a Cuban historian, compared the regime to a kidnapper blaming his hostages' suffering on those calling for their release.

Maykol, a 25-year-old Havana resident who asked me to use just his first name to avoid regime reprisals, told me that lengthy power outages, already frequent before January, now occur daily. Charcoal, which many Cubans use to cook when the power is out, has become hard to find. During a blackout in February, Maykol's neighbors chopped up a chair to use as cooking firewood rather than let the meat in their fridge rot. (When I recounted this anecdote to Albizu-Campos, he told me the only part that surprised him was that the people had meat, which has been a luxury for a while now.)

Gasoline shortages have had the greatest impact. One of Maykol's relatives sleeps at the hotel where she works to minimize her number of taxi rides, which have become prohibitively expensive. (Buses have virtually stopped running.) In his walk to the market where he sells food, Maykol zigzags through garbage that sits uncollected because garbage trucks lack fuel. Mosquito-borne diseases are thriving; Maykol is recovering from chikungunya.

And yet most Cubans I spoke with wanted to set the record straight: The anger they feel toward Trump, they told me, was not as fervent as the anger they feel toward their own government. "Now the crisis is more acute because of Trump," Maykol told me. "But this is all our fault, of the people who live here and the people in power." Chaguaceda told me he opposed the limits on remittances imposed by the first Trump administration, because they hurt his ability to support his relatives. But now, he said, he wants the United States to act more decisively so that Cubans' misery ends sooner. Father Reyes told me he's heard complaints that "el Rubito" (Secretary of State Marco Rubio) is taking too long. But some parishioners remain optimistic that this period of intense hardship finally augurs the end of the regime. A popular new saying is "Better a horrible ending than a horror with no end." Still, there is widespread fear about what might come next and who might be in charge. Some on the island bristled at statements made by Maria Elvira Salazar, a South Florida representative, that "a mother's hunger" was ultimately the price to pay "to free Cuba forever."

Read: All eyes on Cuba

"Well, she's not going to be here to live that," a young Cuban woman, the mother of Maykol's baby, told me. (She asked that I not use her name.) "We will be the most affected."

Maykol seemed ambivalent about the prospect of the U.S. overthrowing their government. The first time I asked him, he said he was rooting for it: "I hope the gringos come." Later in the conversation, he told me he was anxious, too. "What if we're going through all of this for nothing?" he said. "What if the Americans come and there's violence but then nothing changes?"

If there is ambivalence over the motives of the U.S. government, no such reservations exist for another group of people outside Cuba: the community of humanitarian organizations, think tanks, foreign journalists, and activists who are focused on the island's plight. The issue for many Cubans isn't that these observers care. It is that they might care more about the perceived perfidy of America's dealings with Cuba and about romanticizing life under the regime (free health care!) than they do about the welfare of Cubans. Several Cubans in exile told me they feel that much of the attention their homeland generates is only due to the oil sanctions providing another means to criticize Trump.

Maria Cabrera Arus, a Cuban American sociologist at NYU, became so angry when her colleagues in academia asked her to sign a petition for the White House to lift the new sanctions that she wrote her own public letter. "For six decades, Cuban authorities have framed the nation as a victim of external hostility," she wrote. But "the country's deterioration, often perceived from abroad as picturesque or cinematic," is mostly the result of internal politics, or "a system designed to preserve centralized control."

Read: Cuba doesn't care about Marxism

The Cuban American artist Coco Fusco complained to me that every time she gives a talk about her work on Cuba, an audience member asks her some version of the question: But what about the American blockade? Fusco told me that whenever she talks about Cuba with her friends, she has to "pay tributes" to what she sees as the American consensus--that the embargo is bad and has been ineffective in applying pressure on the Cuban government--before she can criticize the regime. And Maria Werlau, who founded a nonprofit to document the abuses the Cuban government inflicts on the doctors it sends on medical missions to Venezuela and elsewhere, told me that when scholars and journalists reach out to her to talk about Cuba, many of them want to talk only about how America is treating the island.

A similar frustration greeted the Nuestra America boat on its arrival in Havana. The organization, on its website, claimed to be bringing aid "in solidarity with the Cuban people." But the organization's animus is clear: "There is no time to waste, as the Trump administration ramps up its assault on the island and its campaign to isolate its people." And when the activists, after docking, received praise from the regime, many Cubans were infuriated that the people who claimed to have arrived to help them weren't listening to what they had to say.
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The Posting Will Continue Until Morale Improves

Trump's Iran messaging seems desperate.

by Jonathan Chait

Thu, 23 Apr 2026




On Monday morning, CNN reported that the United States and Iran had been on the verge of striking a deal to end the war when Donald Trump made a series of comments to reporters and on social media that undermined the talks. "The Iranians didn't appreciate POTUS negotiating through social media and making it appear as if they had signed off on issues they hadn't yet agreed to, and ones that aren't popular with their people back home," complained one source, who apparently pleaded with his boss to stop.

This was Trump's signal to begin binge-posting about the Iran negotiations. The Iranians may not have appreciated Trump's stream-of-consciousness messaging, and apparently their American counterparts did not either. But one very important person did.

Trump can't seem to refrain from touting his genius, especially when the subject is dealmaking, his professed speciality. And so, in a torrent of commentary, the president made the case that he is winning very greatly.

Already, despite the president's surface bravado, an undercurrent of nervousness had emerged. Trump was favorably comparing his prospective deal with the Obama administration's in 2015. "The DEAL that we are making with Iran will be FAR BETTER than the JCPOA, commonly referred to as 'The Iran Nuclear Deal,' penned by Barack Hussein Obama and Sleepy Joe Biden, one of the Worst Deals ever made having to do with the Security of our Country," he wrote on Monday. Simultaneously touting your prospective deal while comparing it to the worst deal ever is a bit like saying, I'm a fantastic basketball player, much better than my late grandmother, who never played the game.

Tom Nichols: Maybe Trump should not have given this speech

In a follow-up post, five minutes later, Trump addressed concerns that the war had gone beyond his promised six-week deadline. His technique, once again, was to reframe expectations. "Despite World War I lasting 4 years, 3 months, and 14 days, World War II lasting 6 years and 1 day, the Korean War lasting 3 years, 1 month, and 2 days, the Vietnam War lasting 19 years, 5 months, and 29 days, and Iraq lasting 8 years, 8 months, and 28 days, they like to say that I promised 6 weeks to defeat Iran, and actually, from the Military standpoint, it was far faster than that, but I'm not going to let them rush the United States into making a Deal that is not as good as it could have been." (Luckily, he seems unfamiliar with the Hundred Years' War.)

In the same post, he proceeded to assert, "I read the Fake News saying that I am under 'pressure' to make a Deal. THIS IS NOT TRUE! I am under no pressure whatsoever, although, it will all happen, relatively quickly!"

Generally speaking, people who are not under pressure rarely have to (1) issue frantic, all-caps claims that they are not under pressure, or (2) promise that they will quickly deliver a deal that will cause them tremendous embarrassment if it fails.

Thirty-six minutes later, the president posted again. "I'm winning a War, BY A LOT, things are going very well," he wrote, before attacking the "Fake News" for suggesting otherwise. The president also claimed that the American naval blockade of the Strait of Hormuz is costing Iran $500 million a day. He would repeat this point three more times over the course of several hours, as if pleading with his counterparties to see fiscal reason. (Religious fanatics, alas, do not always respond to the same incentives as New York developers.)

The next morning, Trump posted, "Iran has Violated the Cease Fire numerous times!" By afternoon, however, all was forgiven: The president announced, non-desperately, that he was extending the cease-fire despite Iran's repeated violations, "based on the fact that the Government of Iran is seriously fractured."

Read: One of these Trump threats is not like the others

Iran's internal fractures, which are very real and deepened by the decapitation strikes by the U.S. and Israel, have indeed made negotiations complex. By yesterday, the administration had decided to give the country through the weekend to resolve its regime schism. "Trump is willing to give another three to five days of ceasefire to allow the Iranians to get their shit together," a source told Axios.

It is hard to believe that the Iranians could quickly resolve their deep-seated divisions even under optimal conditions. It is even harder to believe that a vague deadline of three to five days would meaningfully accelerate the timeline in which they could do so, given that Trump has relaxed his previous deadline despite Iran flouting the truce terms.

Yesterday, The Washington Post reported that Trump "has authorized U.S. negotiators to consider a bargain that involves many of the same trade-offs one of his predecessors confronted." Somehow, the great dealmaker, operating under no pressure whatsoever, might end up striking a pact similar to one of history's worst deals ever. Can the terms be improved with a few more social-media posts?

Trump returned to Truth Social this morning to narrate the war. "Iran is having a very hard time figuring out who their leader is!" he wrote. However, he continued, the strait "is 'Sealed up Tight,' until such time as Iran is able to make a DEAL!!!"

According to the president, we are holding the world economy hostage until such time as Iran can resolve its internal struggle. Perhaps the problem here is not just Trump's live commentary about his negotiating strategy, but the strategy itself.
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The New Plastic-Surgery Playbook

Celebrities aren't just admitting they got work done--they're showing all the details.

by Rheana Murray

Thu, 23 Apr 2026




Recently the actor Denise Richards shared several photos of her bare face that triggered a wave of double takes. In some, her side profile reflects the gentle weathering expected of nearly 55 well-lived years; in others, her face rewinds to how it looked during her Bond-girl era. It was as if, as one fan put it, she'd acquired a time machine. But nobody needed to guess how she transformed: She also posted an image from the morning of her facelift. In it, ink markings peppered her features, illustrating exactly where a surgeon would soon cut her skin open.

Richards didn't just cop to cosmetic surgery. She shared who did it, how she prepared, what recovery felt like, and--perhaps most surprising--what it looked like, via post-op photos at two days, five days, eight days, 10 days, and 3.5 weeks: A bandage swaddled the former model's face in one, and purple bruises bloomed atop her cheeks; a handful of tiny, stitched scalpel cuts on the corners of her mouth and eyelids still looked fresh. Her goal, she told the beauty magazine Allure, had been to "put things back up, where they were before," adding that the procedures boosted her confidence and made her "feel good." Predictably, the photos went viral; fans applauded Richards's honesty. "Bless her," wrote one commenter, "for showing us that she did this instead of pretending it's olive oil and yoga."

Welcome to the confessional era of cosmetic surgery, where getting work done is seen as a form of self-care and posting about it is social-media currency.

Not so long ago, stars typically hid their nips and tucks, deflecting questions about plastic surgery or even denying it, instead crediting a disciplined diet or skin-care regimen. In the past year or so, not only have celebrities become more comfortable owning their cosmetic surgeries, but some of them are walking fans through every step. Last year, when a fan asked Kylie Jenner for information about her breast implants, she responded in almost clinical detail: "445 cc, moderate profile, half under the muscle!!!!! silicone!!! garth fisher!!! hope this helps lol." Like Richards, many people also invite the public into the somewhat gruesome medical process. This month, the Bachelorette star Kaitlyn Bristowe posted a photo of the surgical drains she had after a breast augmentation--two plastic receptacles filled with blood and other bodily fluids. In many of these reveals, the script is heavy on the language of empowerment and the importance of prioritizing oneself.

In some ways, it's an encouraging departure from a time when the masses were asked to assume that the famously beautiful got their good looks by sheer force of will. But this new playbook comes with its own risks too: When the language is technical and the information actionable, transparency can quickly look a lot like instruction.



Plastic surgery exploded in the United States in the 1990s and 2000s following a surge in advertising, Victoria Pitts-Taylor, a professor of gender studies at Wesleyan and the author of Surgery Junkies, told me. At the time, a "natural" body--one untouched by scalpels or needles--was the ideal, and the cultural norm was to condemn people who went under the knife for the sake of vanity: "People were wrestling with the idea that cosmetic surgery was something shameful or something that was meant to be kept hidden."

Throughout the 2010s, tabloids frequently "outed" celebrities rumored to have had plastic surgery. As recently as 2021, research showed that people perceived women who plan to undergo plastic surgery as less moral than those who don't. As a result, most celebrities strove to have fans believe their looks were effortless--or at least, not thanks to a surgeon. The ones who did openly talk about the work they'd gotten done sometimes described it as practically necessary due to the pressures of Hollywood.

Read: What porn taught a generation of American women

But the coronavirus pandemic marked a turning point. When elective surgery reopened following the shutdown, it triggered a boom in procedures, which researchers attributed to, in part, people staring at their own face on Zoom all day long. Many people started talking about cosmetic surgery as a personal desire, a way to build self-confidence. This shift flowed right into influencer culture, in which one's life is monetizable. Being open about cosmetic surgery allowed someone not only to "gain a more idealized image," Pitts-Taylor said, but also to "cultivate a likability based on authenticity." By the time Jenner dished about her implants, a new goal had emerged: that pedestaled buzzword transparency.

Celebrities who espouse the "transparency is best" approach tend to want people to know that the bodies they see on screens aren't natural so that they can have realistic expectations of their own. As the actor Julia Fox told People last year, celebrities who don't own up are "setting an unrealistic bar" for young women. In the interview with Allure, Richards said that it's good to know "it's not just serums and working out and lasers." After years of celebrities selling an image of themselves that wasn't always true, the honesty clearly feels refreshing to a lot of people. Stars who open up about the work they get done are frequently praised for ushering in a new era in beauty culture.

The step-by-step nature of surgery posts fits in neatly with existing internet practices. People already follow along as influencers flip houses, cook elaborate meals, or shop for the perfect suitcase; why not do the same for someone's facelift journey? In many celebrity social-media posts, procedures have even started being framed as routine maintenance. Jessi Draper, a cast member on The Secret Lives of Mormon Wives, described her recent blepharoplasties (commonly known as eyelid lifts) and fat grafting in her face and lips--all of which require anesthesia and intense recovery--as just an in-between-seasons "freshening up." Describing surgery as "birthday presents" is common, as are jokes about all the work one has gotten done. In March, Caroline Stanbury of The Real Housewives of Dubai posted a tongue-in-cheek video about growing old with her much-younger beau that featured an unvarnished look at her facelift recovery: a line of bloodied stitches snaking up the skin in front of her ear.

People are free to do what they please with their bodies, of course. And they are: Plastic-surgery rates have continued to rise. Surgeons say they're seeing an increase in young patients; the so-called starter facelift has become part of the cultural lexicon as surgery is seen as not just a corrective measure, but also a preventive one. All of the surgery posts also double as marketing. Dr. Ben Talei, who did Richards's face lift, told me that his office typically gets from 10 to 20 inquiries daily; since Richards's results photos dropped, last month, that number has shot up to 100. When Jenner shouted out Garth Fisher, the surgeon told TMZ that his office was getting 150 calls a day.

Everyday people have started sharing their plastic-surgery journeys too. Last year, a 50-year-old woman went viral after documenting her facelift experience on TikTok; the app is saturated with diaristic recovery stories from women who have undergone all manner of procedures: Brazilian butt lifts, tummy tucks, liposuction. These candid, unfiltered posts create a feeling of democratization. Here's what I did, so you can go do it too. 

Read: The logical extreme of anti-aging

But the hyper-transparency of cosmetic surgery feeds its own lie: that a "perfect" body is possible, if one just knows who to call or what procedure to ask for. Fisher, Jenner's surgeon, warned against "cookbook" surgery; bodies are unique, and fans can't actually copy and paste Jenner's chest onto their own. Price tags of extensive surgery are also out of reach for most people. The average cost of a facelift is about $11,000, and many surgeons charge much more, especially those who offer advanced techniques; Talei told me the typical cost for what Richards had done is in the mid-$200,000s. And healing from major surgery can also be taxing and uncomfortable--more than even a 30-second Instagram reel with graphic recovery photos could possibly convey.

The idea of aesthetic-surgery choices as self-care raises another problem: It implies, subtly, that people aren't really taking care of themselves unless they're drastically altering their appearance. Besides setting an impossible standard, it also leaves little room for what can happen if a procedure goes badly--a quest for self-confidence can quickly slide into self-criticism. Mormon Wives' Draper, for one, recently shared that she "hates" her new face. "I didn't quite understand what I was getting into, to be honest," she said on Instagram. "I just kind of listened to a suggestion."

Plastic-surgery confessions don't exist in a bubble; they're a symptom of a culture obsessed with anti-aging, and one that rewards candor. But, short of an actual time machine, there is no authentic way to stay young forever. These stories may have reduced the stigma of the procedures themselves, and made visible the lengths some people go to for appearances, but they've done little to dismantle the beauty standards that drove people to surgery in the first place. If anything, they've reinforced them.



  When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Trump Voters Like Marco Rubio More and More

And J. D. Vance less and less

by Sarah Longwell

Thu, 23 Apr 2026




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

President Trump reportedly likes to go around asking aides about who his successor should be: J. D. Vance or Marco Rubio. If Trump were to ask his own voters the same question, he would, at least based on my recent experience, come away with a pretty clear answer.

I run weekly focus groups, and the moderators regularly ask Trump voters whom they would like to see inherit the party in 2028 and beyond. More and more, what we're hearing in response is a strange new respect for Rubio. Although Vance might seem like a more natural MAGA heir, many Trump voters see Rubio as a stabilizing force who comes off a lot better than many of his peers inside the administration, including the vice president.

"Marco Rubio, I think, is an amazing dude," said Ken, a Biden 2020/Trump 2024 voter from Georgia. "If anybody is left that we can see on the TV or C-SPAN that's just genuine," he said, "it's Marco Rubio." Ken called Rubio "a family man and still a stand-up politician," and said, "He also is about putting America first, which I agree with." (To protect participants' privacy, we disclose only their first name.)

In a recent group of Republican Jewish voters, Boris from Texas called Rubio "a real statesman in my eyes." Steve from Florida said, "Marco Rubio, my former senator, is doing great as secretary of state. He will be a great president too." And Andrea from Georgia said, "Marco Rubio's been, like, killing it from an international-policy perspective."

Read: Trump voters are over it

This is not what I would have expected, based on all my years of listening to Republican voters, who tend to abhor politicians of the pre-Trump vintage. Rubio was the driving Republican force behind the last serious push for comprehensive immigration reform, in 2013. He stood as the avatar for the new wave of moderate, sunny-dispositioned conservatism that was supposed to inherit the party after Mitt Romney's 2012 loss. He was a staunch defender of NATO and of America's role as a force for global stability. His 2016 campaign slogan was "A New American Century." (He was, I admit, my preferred candidate for much of the Republican primary that year.)

All of this is repellent to today's Republican base, and anyone who has observed the past decade of American politics might have assumed that Rubio's future political aspirations were DOA. Vance, who has spent the past several years reinventing himself as an isolationist, "America First" nationalist, seems more in step with the current iteration of the Republican Party. But that's not what I'm hearing in the groups.

The first line of thinking among Rubio's fans goes something like this: Because he has so many different jobs, he must be competent. Rubio currently serves as secretary of state and national security adviser, and until recently he served as acting USAID administrator and acting archivist of the United States. Voters see the memes tweaking Rubio for having such a laughable number of important titles and think he must be doing something right.

"He's wearing multiple hats right now," said Dave, a two-time Trump voter from West Virginia. "I think he's doing a good job in his role. I think he speaks well." He went on: "I'd prefer to see him continue to stay in one of these State Department roles. Or if Trump makes him the new ayatollah or something, maybe he can do that as well."

Another reason voters seem to like Rubio: They see him as the "adult in the room." This is understandable. Looking smart and sober is relatively easy when you're surrounded by the likes of Pete Hegseth, Kash Patel, and Robert F. Kennedy Jr. Even Trump himself--with his garbled speech and incoherent ramblings--makes his underlings seem more credible by comparison. All of that accrues to Rubio's benefit.

"Marco Rubio, when you look at the totality of who surrounds Trump, and particularly as it relates to defense and international policy--he seems the most normal," said Adam, a two-time Trump voter from California.

"He seems more human than a lot of the other characters," Lateefah, a Biden 2020/Trump 2024 voter from Texas said. "Like Hegseth--I am not a fan of him, as well as Kennedy."

Vance, by contrast, is getting more and more criticism from the voters who elected him. They've picked up on the fact that the vice president has had a bad month: squabbling with the pope, getting heckled at a Turning Point USA event, campaigning with Viktor Orban just days before his historic defeat.

And then there's the war in Iran. On the campaign trail, Vance positioned himself as the high priest of "America First" isolationism. But he has tied himself in knots to avoid criticizing the conflict. Not only that, Trump designated him to lead the peace talks, which collapsed in less than a full day, while the president attended a UFC fight with Rubio.

Inauthenticity is a kiss of death with today's voters, and Vance's future prospects appear to be dimming as Americans watch him shape-shift in real time.

"I loved his backstory. I read and liked Hillbilly Elegy," Andrew, a Biden 2020/Trump 2024 voter from Pennsylvania, said in an April 8 focus group. "Since he's entered politics, I don't have a clear sense of what he personally stands for."

Adam, the two-time Trump voter from California, told us in an April 2 group that Vance, in his Hillbilly Elegy days, "seemed like an interesting figure." But, Adam said, "I think the well is poisoned. I think that he sold his soul in a way, and he's adopting the divisive, dismissive stance that his boss does, to curry favor, secure his position. So unfortunately, he revealed a part of himself that there's no returning from." (Adam likewise has lost faith in the president.)

When we asked Ken, the Georgia voter who supported Biden in 2020 and Trump in 2024, about his preferred candidate for 2028, he said, "If you're giving me a choice outside of Rubio, I would've said Vance, until it just seems like he lost his backbone."

Rubio, too, has compromised his principles and remade himself as a Trump acolyte. But while Vance flails, Rubio is presenting himself as a ruthless executor of Trump's will--most notably through his involvement with the successful capture of Nicolas Maduro in Venezuela. It also helps Rubio that voters' memories just aren't that long. Many young voters in our groups don't remember Rubio from the Before Times. They see only the Rubio of today, and view him as a staunch and unapologetic Trump ally.

Sam from Minnesota, a Gen Z Trump 2024 voter, captured a common feeling that I hear among this cohort: " I just don't like Vance a lot. I think he has flip-flopped on issues. If you look at what he was about in 2018, 2019, or 2020, and you look at what he's about now, it's very, very different." Asked who he'd like to see run in 2028, Sam said, "I'd love to see Marco Rubio."

What I'm hearing in these groups, it's worth noting, reflects the views of people inside Trump's coalition who are mostly still riding with him. The hardcore "America First" crowd--followers of Tucker Carlson, Candace Owens, and Nick Fuentes--are in a different place entirely. They are in open rebellion against Trump for the Iran war and its economic consequences, and they regard Rubio as complicit in those sins.

Sarah Longwell: The disappointment of young Trump voters

It's way too soon to say whether Rubio is going to be the Republican heir apparent, but he might be the candidate who has leveraged the second Trump administration to his advantage the most. He has juggled his multiple high-level posts, and presented himself to the party faithful as a competent operator who is seen as, if not entirely honest and upright, then less of a disappointment than Vance. And he appears to enjoy Trump's confidence, at least for now.

It can be tempting to read all of this and think that, in 2028, the GOP might be due for a reset--that maybe Rubio's ascension will get the party back to its pre-Trump norm. Certainly a lot of the president's defenders in the anti-anti-Trump camp would like to believe so.

They're wrong. The party isn't reverting back to Rubio; it's Rubio who's changed to meet the party. All it took for Rubio to get into the position he's in was to sell out his principles, betray America's leadership role in the world, and deliver on his boss's authoritarian demands. He even reportedly put on oversize shoes to please Trump.

In 2016, Rubio called Trump a "con artist" and a "third-world strongman" who is running the "biggest scam in American political history." He was right. He also said Trump "will never get control of this party." He was wrong.
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Life Isn't Easy in the OnlyFans Economy

TV is finally considering the relentless, creative work of making a living online.

by Sophie Gilbert

Thu, 23 Apr 2026




On-screen, the actor Elle Fanning has the cherubic, moon-eyed guilelessness of a storybook princess or an animated woodland creature, the kind that belies a character much more tenacious than she first appears. In the new Apple TV series Margo's Got Money Troubles, based on the 2024 novel by Rufi Thorpe, Fanning plays an imaginative and naive college student named Margo, and it doesn't take long for a predator to come sniffing around. In this case, it's a sad-sack, married literature professor named Mark (played by Michael Angarano), who locks in on Margo and--correctly--identifies her writing potential. "I'm meeting him for coffee," Margo tells her best friend over FaceTime. "He thinks my writing is brilliant." (If your eyes roll at this point, they're supposed to.)

The TV titan David E. Kelley (Ally McBeal, Big Little Lies), who created the show and wrote the first three episodes, zips through the inevitable scenes that follow: Mark and Margo end up in bed, where she's not enthralled by him so much as enchanted by how he makes her feel about herself. Margo vomits at her waitressing job without realizing what it portends. By the beginning of the second episode, Margo has dropped out of school and is the totally broke single mother to a colicky baby, Bodhi, who cries so committedly that two of Margo's roommates move out. She can't continue waitressing without child care, and she can't pay for child care without a job. Her mother, Shyanne (Michelle Pfeiffer), is a lacquered and brittle femme fatale who, having raised Margo alone, declines to repeat things with Bodhi. Truly, the show emphasizes, Margo is out of options, except for a specific and potentially lucrative career that beckons through her laptop screen. And so, desperately in need of rent money and diapers, she signs up for OnlyFans.

The erotic-creator model has been entrenched in the American economy since the early months of the coronavirus pandemic, so the fact that TV has taken this long to really consider it is a little surprising. Margo's Got Money Troubles premiered the same week as the third season of HBO's nihilistic teen drama Euphoria, in which Sydney Sweeney's dead-eyed Cassie has taken to the popular subscription service, dressing up as a seductive puppy and even a pacifier-sucking baby. "People make money doing this," she tells her fiance, simply. She doesn't need money but wants it, and in the world of Euphoria, where sex is often nothing more than currency, that's enough.

Read: The dark teen show that pushes the edge of provocation

It's hard to sufficiently emphasize how different a show Margo's Got Money Troubles is--how sweet-natured, humane, and tender it is toward its characters and their plight, and how astute about the mechanics of the modern-day attention economy. Margo is credulous, yes, and her questionable decisions stack up like dominoes when the show has barely begun, but she's also creative, practical, and immensely in love with her child. She's supported by her roommate, Susie (Thaddea Graham), a fantasy cosplayer and wrestling fan, and her formerly absentee father, Jinx (Nick Offerman), who arrives at Margo's door not long after leaving rehab for an opioid addiction and seeing a string of panicked texts from her.

Offerman, radiating the majestic vulnerability of a forlorn mountain, is spectacular, and his bond with Bodhi helps Margo dive deeply into her new pursuit. At first, she offers to compare photos of people's penises to Pokemon for tips, employing both her critical and descriptive skills. ("Your penis is a Tentacruel! With bulging pink glans and glittering mushroom-blue veins, your penis is filled with a quiet menace.") But soon, she comes up with a persona--Hungry Ghost, named after a poem Mark wrote her--and a schtick, and becomes convinced that she can turn her side hustle into a real career.

Whatever you might be thinking about OnlyFans, the show wants to tweak it. "So it's pornography," Jinx says to Margo, wrinkling his nose, when she explains to him how she's supporting her family. "It's not pornography," Margo replies. "Sometimes there's some nudity." Most of the work she does involves that most relentless of 21st-century labors: building a following. Methodically, Margo's Got Money Troubles underscores just how closely Margo's work aligns with other creative jobs, such as Jinx's career as a wrestler and even David E. Kelley's duties as a showrunner.

Margo writes scripts, plans costumes and makeup, blocks scenes, and dreams up plot arcs for her erotic-alien alter ego. Fanning is frequently nude on the show, but rarely in the context of her work online; more often, she's nude as a new mother, frantically trying to feed a child who won't latch. ("He just spits them out with such vicious contempt!" Margo sobs, alternating between watching YouTube tutorials on breastfeeding and shrieking with frustration--a scene that yanked me right back to the endurance tests of early parenthood.) Slyly, the series reveals all the ways in which nudity is or isn't sanctioned, bodily labor affirmed or condemned.

Read: What porn taught a generation of women

By the point in the show where Margo is derogatively labeled a "sex worker" by disapproving lawyers and social workers, we've seen so much of who she really is that the label seems wholly insufficient and unfairly loaded--if selling yourself as a character on the internet is that awful, let he who is without sin cast the first stone. Kelley even allows two of Margo's OnlyFans collaborators, played by Lindsey Normington and Rico Nasty, to criticize her "internalized whorephobia" when she insists that she's making art, not porn. Margo's Got Money Troubles seems interested in questioning the other labels society loves to pummel people with too: "single mother," "addict," "Hooters waitress." Maybe OnlyFans is popular because people get to choose their designation for themselves, and to imagine a persona as expansive as they want it to be. (They can also do this while working from home and setting their own hours, accommodations that the American economy isn't remotely interested in offering parents.)

I'll tell you my fantasy: a world in which women's creative work is engaged and rewarded even when it isn't sexualized or catering to men who tip, and in which erotic desire isn't so often informed by market forces. In the meantime, it's hard to watch this charming, wholesome show and not support Margo's endeavors, not weep at her family coming together to endorse her as a mother. For a dully cynical take on the OnlyFans economy, there's Euphoria, but for a more affirming consideration, Margo is well worth the subscription.
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The Questionable Triumph of the 'Baling Wire Hippies'

Stewart Brand's <em>Whole Earth Catalog</em> was seen as a countercultural milestone, but his new book reveals his alliances with the powerful.

by Alec Nevala-Lee

Thu, 23 Apr 2026




Stewart Brand changed my life. At my local library as a teenager, leafing through the massive 1980 edition of the Whole Earth Catalog--the countercultural guide to ideas and tools that Brand originally launched in the late '60s--I felt as if I'd stumbled across the best book in the world. It introduced me to the architect Buckminster Fuller, who would become a lifelong obsession, and to works that shaped my thinking forever. An encouraging blurb from Brand was enough to send me in search of A Pattern Language, Zen in English Literature and Oriental Classics, and many other revelatory reads. Just browsing through the Catalog made me feel like a generalist, and I identified with its charismatic editor, who signed his comments with the initials "SB."

When I looked into Brand himself, I grew even more intrigued. Raised and educated in the establishment--Phillips Exeter Academy, Stanford, a stint in the Army--he found an early spiritual home with Ken Kesey and the Merry Pranksters, and even had a memorable cameo in Tom Wolfe's tour of 1960s psychedelia, The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test. Later, he pivoted toward technological prophets such as Fuller, from whom he harvested a key insight: "Changing human nature is hard, and when you try, you mostly fail, and it's discouraging. Changing tools and technology is relatively easy." This message resonated powerfully with the founders of Silicon Valley, including Steve Jobs, who described the Catalog as "one of the bibles of my generation."

Over the following decades, Brand devoted more of his energy to nonliterary pursuits, bouncing between corporate-consulting gigs and unrealized dream projects such as cloning the woolly mammoth. His latest book, Maintenance: Of Everything, Part One, allows the author, now 87, to come full circle. It's a compact, beautifully illustrated hardcover, rather than a grungy oversize paperback, but its mosaic of images and excerpts evokes the same sense of serendipity and curation that I loved in the Catalog. The new book's most intriguing recommendation, Dry Stone Walls, by the Swiss Environmental Action Foundation ("Its principles apply metaphorically to anything that has to hold itself together--a poem, a theory, a software program"), is out of print and hard to find, but I plan to get my hands on The Long Way, by Bernard Moitessier, and Truck, by John Jerome, as soon as I possibly can.

Unlike its loose and baggy predecessor, the new compendium is built around a single goal: to promote the unglamorous act of maintenance, or "the whole grand process of keeping a thing going." It also exposes elements of the author's personality--which has always been more complicated than most readers have known--that were obscured by the Catalog's embarrassment of riches. To the extent that Brand intends to fascinate us with artifacts such as the Johansson gauge blocks, he succeeds magnificently. "What can be learned," he wonders, "if you think about all the varieties of maintenance at the same time?" He doesn't quite live up to the lofty premise of this question--the book is full of obvious gaps--but it's only Part One, after all, and Brand teases a series of sequels that will cover "system repair, cities, software, and the planet."

Maintenance should represent a victory lap for a visionary who has influenced our culture profoundly. Unfortunately, I have grave misgivings about any future installments. The first warning sign appears in the table of contents, which features five "digressions," including one simply titled "Elon Musk." Flip to that essay and you'll come across these lines: "Through Tesla and SpaceX, Musk initiated and directly led a new, accelerated regime in climate-friendly electric vehicles and a new, accelerated regime in providing access to Earth orbit. With the success of these projects, Musk may have done more practical world saving than any other business leader of his time."

Read: The decline and fall of Elon Musk

I suspect that I won't be the only reader surprised to find Musk praised so prominently in a book about nurturing the "maintenance mind." Musk may have a knack for building hardware from the ground up, but when it comes to what Brand describes as the "repetitive, boring, often frustrating" work of maintaining existing legacy systems, I can hardly think of a less promising role model than the man who was photographed brandishing a chainsaw as the unofficial head of the Department of Government Efficiency. DOGE's reckless campaign to slash spending, by many accounts, actually cost taxpayers billions. Brand never mentions any of this, even when--borrowing a term from medicine--he warns, elsewhere in the book, of "iatrogenic" disruptions, in which "a sloppy attempt to fix a problem makes the problem worse or adds a new one."

Instead of exploring these contradictions, Brand devotes a long, glowing section to the Tesla sedan that he calls "the ultimate in irresistible cool." At one point, he confesses, "I won't try to write about the ongoing industry-wide shift to electric vehicles because it would be out of date almost immediately." This is truer than he might have known, but not for the reasons he implies. His claim that Tesla "forced the entire industry into a new era" inexplicably overlooks Musk's efforts to secure a second term for Donald Trump, who has done his apparent best to stop the energy transition in its tracks. Brand should know better: He informs us that the rejection of Enlightenment values set back the industrial revolution in France for half a century, but he says nothing about a similar backlash in our time, which Musk cheerfully enabled.

If Musk ever reads Maintenance--and much of it seems to have been written with this possibility in mind--he might not be convinced by its arguments, but his ego should be gratified by its tone of unqualified approval. Brand's love letter to Musk casts a pall on the rest of the book, under which the author's indifference to politics becomes more difficult to ignore. (For example, he writes, "The war in Ukraine is, in part, a contest between Russian sustainment and NATO-supplied sustainment." The phrase in part is doing a lot of heavy lifting here.) Yet this makes perfect sense in the context of Brand's career. The Catalog spoke directly to an off-the-grid, DIY-minded subset of the counterculture--described by one observer as "baling wire hippies"--many of whose members wound up souring on political activism, turning instead to the transformative possibilities of technology. Reading Brand made it seem possible to believe that one could change the world through design, circumventing the messy business of politics entirely.

Read: The perils of 'design thinking'

"Hippies were so dedicated to living in the moment that preventive maintenance was a difficult lesson for us," Brand writes. "Something breaking is a big event. Repairing the broken thing is a big event. But preventing the thing from breaking is a non-event." This is equally true of society, and disregarding this truth only postpones the moment of reckoning. You can almost read Brand's case for maintenance as atonement for his role in shaping an industry whose philosophy is to move fast and break things. What he really shares with the disruptors of Silicon Valley, however, is an impulse to skip over the boring process of incremental change, ideally with the help of a powerful benefactor. As Kesey once said, "Stewart recognizes power. And cleaves to it."

After winding down the Catalog, Brand spent the ensuing decades looking for this kind of shortcut. He served as a genius whisperer for a wide range of clients--including former California Governor Jerry Brown and Shell oil and gas--who seemed to be useful patrons. His greatest triumph was the construction of a monumental clock, initially conceived by the computer scientist Danny Hillis, that could keep accurate time for 10,000 years. The Clock of the Long Now was finally built for about $42 million by Jeff Bezos in a mountain on his ranch in Texas. It reached its widest audience after Lauren Sanchez, Bezos's then-fiancee, posed under its gears for an Annie Leibovitz photo spread in Vogue, which left many of the clock's longtime fans, including me, with mixed feelings. What should have been a collective effort of the imagination--a reminder that the story of our species transcends any one individual--now looks more like a vanity project, a permanent symbol of how radical ideas can be turned into private playthings.

Brand might argue that the result was worth it, because it allowed him to fulfill his dream. What I've come to realize since my high-school days, however, is that the anarchic, self-reliant spirit that drew me to Brand doesn't just run the risk of neglecting maintenance by undervaluing it; by avoiding the thankless task of encouraging social change over time, it can actively make matters worse. For all their fixation on revolutionary design solutions, innovators often find it expedient to ally themselves with the opportunists who already control the more conventional levers of politics and capital. The rest of us are left to navigate the world they have built, and to maintain it as well as we can.
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If I Tried to Escape, I Would Be Killed

A kidnapping in Iraq

by Shelly Kittleson

Thu, 23 Apr 2026




I remember screaming, though I don't know what words I screamed. And I remember resisting, though there was little I could do in heels against two military-trained men intent on shoving me into the back seat of their vehicle.

Video surveillance captured the moment I was taken. In it, you can see two burly men walk past, watching nonchalantly as I struggle. Inside the vehicle, the men zip-tied my wrists and ankles, and blindfolded me. I kept asking them: Why? 

I had been working in Iraq as a journalist for more than a decade. I had documented Iraq's fight against the Islamic State from the front lines as a freelancer--at my own expense and at great risk. I had covered social, political, economic, and environmental issues, and had been welcomed into the homes of many Iraqi families whose stories I tried to tell with sensitivity and fairness. Why, I asked these men in Arabic, had they taken me? Why were they hurting me? What purpose did this serve?

"No speak!" one yelled, in what was apparently the only English he knew. He continued punching me on my side and my back. Something was pulled over my head--a bag or hood--that made it hard for me to breathe and move. The beating continued, viciously, as I was shoved to the floor behind the driver's seat. My dress had been pulled up above my waist. I began praying softly in Arabic, which led to more pounding and my first loss of consciousness.

At one point, I was pulled out of a vehicle. My knees scraped across the ground. The stockings I was wearing would later be used to blindfold me; throughout my detention, they remained crusty with blood. I don't remember being carried into the building where I would be held. I came to when I heard a voice asking where I should be dropped: "On the mattress?"

"Yes."

I heard sounds that made me think we were still in an urban area. My legs were spread and my body was searched. I was in excruciating pain from what I later learned were several broken ribs, but I tried not to cry out; I had been told that I would be killed if I made any noise. Then I heard a voice that, in its humanity, offered me the slightest bit of hope.

"But she's a woman," this man said. He felt, or I imagined he felt, a touch of shame or pity. Perhaps he could see, in my agonized self, some trace of a woman he had known and loved.

I was taken hostage on March 31. Earlier in the day, I had stopped by an outdoor tea place where older men chat and network; an Iraqi journalist I knew was sitting there, and had spotted me walking past and waved me over. I then went back to my budget hotel, and changed into heels and more formal clothes. I had a meeting with an Iraqi government official whom I had known for years but had not seen for a while; I had arrived back in Baghdad only the week before. It was when I was trying to get a taxi to go to that meeting that I was grabbed off the street.

I had been warned multiple times over my years of reporting from Iraq that I might be targeted for kidnapping or assassination. However, this is always a risk for journalists who work on the ground, and none of the previous warnings had been followed by any attempts. I have never traveled with security--not in Iraq, Afghanistan, Syria, or elsewhere. I have always walked or used local transportation, and often stay with local families.

I had, however, known Iraqis who had been kidnapped or killed in Baghdad, allegedly by militias. I also knew that the Iran-linked militia Kataib Hezbollah was widely believed to have been behind several such incidents. But I could not know for certain whether this was the group that had taken me. And in those first hours and days, I had little energy to speculate. I was in immense pain and too focused on staying alive.

I don't know how long I was held in the first location--a few days, probably. I was in a narrow, windowless cell of sorts, with a heavy door and a video camera that filmed me at all times. I remained shackled, and was taken out only a few times--always blindfolded--to use the bathroom in another part of what seemed to have once been someone's home. To get in and out of the cell, I had to crawl through an opening in the door that was about a meter high. During one long stretch, no one came to open it. I was forced to urinate in the cell and wonder if I had been left there to die.

My captors would tell me nothing beyond that I was in "detention," that I was in the "hands of the security forces," and that, if I was innocent, I would be "released in a few days."

At one point, having been left for many hours, I woke to a sort of booming sound, and then heard something heavy being moved outside the door. The crawl space opened, and a man entered, while another crouched just outside, wielding a knife. They said to do what I was told "for my own safety," and to not speak a word. Blindfolded again with my bloody stockings, and with my wrists and ankles bound, I was dragged out and deposited in the trunk of a vehicle. I was moved to a second and then a third vehicle before I arrived at my next place of captivity.

Only one of the men from my first detention--the one whose voice had seemed to hint at shame or empathy--was present in this new place. I was later told that his "group" had taken me from the first "group" on the orders of "their leader"; I was unable to get additional information about this or to ascertain the veracity of it.

However, I was treated markedly better here. The blindfold was removed when I was locked into "my room"; the zip ties that cut into my skin were replaced by handcuffs that made moving around slightly easier. I could hear birds--I was somewhere more rural. This room was much larger, and I could get up and walk a bit. There was one window, frosted and half-boarded up. It let in some natural light, so I knew day from night, but I was warned not to get too close: "We're 'friends' now," one thin, dark-skinned man wearing a camouflage balaclava told me, "but if you try to see anything out that window or anywhere else, our 'friendship' ends there."

If I tried to escape, I was told, I would be killed.

My guards granted me small mercies: yogurt and dates, as much water as I asked for, and frequent bathroom trips, as well as company of a sort and conversations that gradually became slightly more open. They propped up my injured torso on an extra blanket, asked me how I liked eggs and brought them for me, and gave me tissues and sanitary napkins--I had been menstruating heavily since the first day of captivity and had bled through my clothes. They even brought watermelon, noting that it was "good for healing."

"You are innocent, we know that," one of my captors said, but "there is a war right now, and you have an American passport."

"There was also false information about you," he added, "but we've understood that it was wrong."

Although the men still wouldn't tell me who they were, eventually one said, "But you know who we are, don't you?"

"Maybe Kataib Hezbollah?" I said.

The group is possibly the most powerful--but also the most secretive--of the many armed factions in Iraq. It operates outside of Iraqi-government control but is linked to brigades within the Iraqi-government forces. Three brigades that are part of Iraq's Popular Mobilization Forces--the 45th, 46th, and 47th, which are deployed south of Baghdad and near the border with Syria--originated from fighters trained under Kataib Hezbollah, who had declared loyalty to the supreme leader of Iran but now nominally report to the Iraqi government. The group also has a political wing whose members serve in the Iraqi Parliament.

The man said that I would find out who they were when I was released.

One day, a man brought me shampoo, pink pajamas, and a toothbrush. He took my handcuffs off long enough to allow me to try to wash myself a bit. I was told that "the investigative officer" was coming--the man who would determine my fate.

The "interrogation" that followed was a farce, as was the "confession" that was scripted by the "officer" (also referred to as "doctor" and "judge") who interrogated me extensively about everything: how much money I made per article, why I was not married, whether I knew certain Iraqi journalists, what books I had read.

I was told that there were "accusations" against me. I was told that there were photos of me at the U.S. embassy in Baghdad, and that I had resided at the embassy for months, despite my never having even visited it. I was told that I had met with a man from the embassy in recent days and had given him information about the locations of Iran-linked armed factions and advisers--also untrue.

Next to the "investigative officer" was a large young man with black-rimmed designer glasses who mostly yelled "You're lying!" after everything I said. He accused me of meeting with a U.S. official at the Babylon Hotel. I had recently chatted with someone in the lobby of the Babylon Hotel--a high-ranking Iraqi official whom I had known for years. Perhaps whoever had passed on the information had assumed that the Iraqi was American because he spoke excellent English. Or maybe the report was made up to give my captors an excuse to do what they were doing.

I was well aware of the risks inherent in being a journalist with the "wrong" passport in places where the default assumption is that anyone asking questions is a "spy." I was also keenly aware of the creativity employed by those who write "intelligence" reports, having been the victim of fabricated reports of that sort in the past.

I had reported from the front lines alongside essentially every official armed force since first arriving, in late 2014, during the fight against the Islamic State: the army, the federal police, the Rapid Response Division, the Counter Terrorism Service, several brigades of the Popular Mobilization Forces, local police, and others. I had met Prime Minister Mohammed Shia' al-Sudani. I had reported on people's lives everywhere from Maysan, near the Iranian border, to Anbar, along the Syrian one, to Mosul and Sinjar in the north. And many Iraqis, including government officials, had acknowledged this fact and thanked me for my fairness. The respect I had earned had helped keep me safe before, but it had not prevented this.

The "investigative officer" told me that I could either do as I was told and recite the script he had written, in which case I could be released the next day, or I would be held for years. He then said, "There are a lot of people outside here that want to kill you. And if I walk out that door without the video, I take no responsibility for what happens to you. Your life depends on this. Choose well."

The script consisted of nonsense about my having "gathered information on the leader of Kataib Hezbollah" and on bases of factions of the Iran-linked Islamic Resistance in Iraq. I was to say that I had relayed that information to U.S. embassy officials, including the consul. One issue was that the "investigative officer" wanted me to name the consul in the video, but I had no idea what his name was, and neither did my guards, so he eventually dropped this demand. I was also ordered to say that I had received three months of training from U.S. military officers on intelligence gathering or something of the sort in Syria in 2025, and before that in Ukraine--also easily debunked.

He gave me 30 minutes to learn the script by heart, and told me that I would be recording it in both English and Arabic, and that "there would be problems" if I was found not to have said the same thing in both. I was in no condition to refuse, if I wanted to live. And I did.

A tripod was set up. The handcuffs were removed, and one of the men pulled down my sleeves to cover the cuts and bruises on my arms. The video, with its absurd claims, was made.

The "investigative officer" seemed satisfied, calling the video my "ticket to freedom." He said that he knew I was innocent but "it's war now," and that he hoped I could come back to Iraq and walk safely on its streets again.

Although the release did not happen the next day, I was eventually handed over--in the early-morning hours of April 8. I later learned that Kataib Hezbollah had claimed responsibility for taking me hostage and had allegedly demanded the release of several of its fighters in exchange for my freedom. No official statement has been made about whether any were actually released. (I also learned that Kataib Hezbollah had announced my release several hours before it actually happened.)

Blindfolded once again, I was loaded into one vehicle, then transferred to another, and finally handed over to the official Iraqi-government forces, who took me to Baghdad's Green Zone, where the president of Iraq's Supreme Judicial Council, Faiq Zaidan, was waiting for me.

I was dazed, and still wearing the sweaty pink pajamas my captors had given me the day of the interrogation. I had removed my contact lenses my first night in captivity, so Zaidan's face--like everything for the past week--was blurry. But his hands, when they clasped mine, were soft.

Before handing me over to officials from the U.S. embassy, who would take me to the embassy and then fly me to Europe to receive medical treatment, Zaidan told me that I would be welcomed back to Iraq in the future, and that he would grant me an interview whenever I returned.

Many important stories in Iraq deserve the attention of experienced journalists who know the country well, and who care deeply about it.

I have every intention of asking him to keep his word.
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The Big Question the Fed-Chair Hearing Leaves Open

At yesterday's confirmation hearing, Kevin Warsh remained tactically opaque.

by Will Gottsegen

Wed, 22 Apr 2026




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

Speaking before the Senate Banking Committee yesterday, Kevin Warsh--Wall Street veteran, centimillionaire, and family friend of the president's--insisted that he would be "an independent actor" if confirmed as the Federal Reserve chair. The real question was whether enough of his audience believed him.

In some ways, Warsh is a relatively uncontroversial choice for the role. He has plenty of relevant credentials: He served on the National Economic Council during the George W. Bush administration, and was a Fed governor during the Great Recession. He was even on the shortlist to be chair in 2017. His experience as a governor also informed some of his long-standing critiques of the institution; in an op-ed last year, he laid out a vision for reducing central-bank overreach. But overshadowing Warsh's qualifications was Donald Trump's ongoing campaign to exert control over the Fed. Some committee members were more focused on interrogating the nominee's ability to resist presidential interference than they were on his resume.

The Fed has always been charged with making policy decisions based on its own assessments of the economy, rather than simply accepting the president's direction. Its seven governors are appointed to 14-year terms because they're meant to take the long view. This hasn't sat well with Trump, who has repeatedly berated the central bank's current chair, Jerome Powell, for refusing to cut interest rates as quickly as he would like. Tensions between the two culminated in January, when Powell revealed that he was under federal investigation over his handling of the renovation of the Fed headquarters (three past chairs condemned the administration's move as an "unprecedented attempt" to meddle with monetary policy). Last week, Trump escalated the situation by threatening to fire Powell if he exercises his right to remain on the Fed's board of governors once Warsh is confirmed--as Powell has said he will do until the investigation comes to an end.

Trump has been clear about his ambitions for the bank: "I want my new Fed Chairman to lower Interest Rates if the Market is doing well," he wrote on Truth Social in December. "Anybody that disagrees with me will never be the Fed Chairman!" While campaigning for the job, Warsh made a point of saying he would bring rates down. He'd been hawkish on inflation during his previous tenure at the bank, but he has argued more recently that AI-fueled productivity gains and a reduction in the Fed's balance sheet could justify lowering rates. During the hearing, Democratic senators pressed Warsh on whether his policies were his own, or just strategic attempts to get the job. Elizabeth Warren called him a "sock puppet" for the president, even as Warsh stressed that he has not promised Trump any particular policy outcomes in exchange for the position.

This hearing had already been delayed once, and Democrats pushed last week to delay it again until the Trump administration drops its investigations into both Powell and the Fed governor Lisa Cook. In order for Warsh to be confirmed, Republicans will have to reckon with a crucial holdout in their own ranks: Senator Thom Tillis has been saying for months that he won't support the nomination until the Justice Department drops the investigation into Powell. Yesterday, Tillis pointed--literally--to a massive printout of a 2010 quote from Warsh that highlighted the importance of Fed independence. In the Trump era, plenty of officials have promised to remain independent of the president, and not all of them have followed through. FBI Director Kash Patel and former Attorney General Pam Bondi, for example, both made that pledge during their confirmation hearings and later steered their departments in directions that explicitly served the president's aims.

Warsh repeatedly dodged questions that might put him at odds with Trump. He declined, for example, to say whether Trump lost the 2020 election. Warsh also minimized the president's threats against the central bank, asserting that the Fed isn't actually in any immediate danger of being coerced. "Fed independence is up to the Fed," he told the senators. He also said that the central bank's independence isn't especially imperiled when "elected officials state their views on rates." But the president has already gone far beyond simply stating his views.

His push to reshape the bank began in earnest last year with his attempt to fire Cook--the first move of its kind in American history. Presidents can remove members of the Fed's board "for cause," but the "cause" that the administration is alleging in this case isn't, say, gross misconduct. It's mortgage fraud. No criminal charges have been brought against Cook; she has denied wrongdoing and is fighting the case in court. The Supreme Court heard oral arguments in January--if the justices decide that the attempted firing was legal, it could effectively supercharge Trump's power to stack the board according to his preferences.

The Fed can't navigate economic uncertainty without steady and impartial leadership. Consumer sentiment, an important indicator of the health of the economy, hit a record low this month, and the war in Iran drove inflation up nearly an entire percentage point in March. If Warsh remains a defender of Fed independence, he may well find himself in precisely the same position as Powell. Warsh's diplomatic responses at the hearing could help him secure his new role, but they leave open key questions about the relationship between an independent Fed and a president unconcerned with keeping it that way.

Related:

	Trump almost has a point about the Federal Reserve.
 	The Fed's succession drama




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump's enormous gerrymandering blunder
 	A "barbaric" problem in American hospitals is only getting bigger.
 	The "missing scientist" story is unbelievably dumb.




Today's News

	Iran fired on three ships and seized two of them in the Strait of Hormuz, a day after President Trump extended the cease-fire while maintaining a U.S. blockade of Iranian ports.
 	Virginia voters approved a Democratic-backed redistricting plan last night that could help the party gain up to four House seats in the midterms. This move allows Democrats to redraw the state's congressional map after Republicans pushed similar efforts in other states.
 	John Phelan is departing from his position as Navy secretary after months of tensions with Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth, according to a Pentagon official. Hung Cao, the current undersecretary of the Navy, will serve as acting secretary.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Brace for the plastic-price hikes, Beth Gardiner warns.
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Apple Is Boring Now

By Ian Bogost

Tim Cook's job was to make Apple boring--and he did. Cook, Apple's chief executive officer, is stepping down after 15 years in the role. He had succeeded Steve Jobs after the visionary co-founder of Apple Computer Company left only months before dying of pancreatic cancer in 2011. Since then, Apple has grown in market value by 2,000 percent. It has also transformed into a staid, if immensely effective, firm that sells people glass rectangles, wireless earbuds, and, sometimes, computers. This legacy is not tragic, but it is somber.


Read the full article.
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MAHA Swing Voters Are an Illusion

Politicians are fooling themselves about the political power of health-conscious moms.

by Nicholas Florko, Tom Bartlett

Wed, 22 Apr 2026




Updated at 7:11 a.m. ET on April 23, 2026

Earlier this month, MAHA moms went to the White House. Several key figures in the "Make America Healthy Again" movement gathered around a table in the Roosevelt Room to speak with Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. and other top administration officials. The invitees--who included the health activist Kelly Ryerson, the wellness podcaster Alex Clark, and the nutritionist Courtney Swan--were all women. They're influential among the loose coalition of Kennedy supporters known as MAHA moms, many of whom are worried about their children's health. This was a chance for them to air their grievances with the Trump administration--which have grown in recent months. Afterward, they were ushered into the Oval Office to see President Trump, who, according to Ryerson, welcomed them as "my MAHA leaders."



The alliance between MAHA and MAGA was always an unlikely one. Kennedy was a Democrat before his independent presidential run in 2023, and many of his priorities--such as encouraging healthy eating--have traditionally been the domain of the left. Lately, the partnership has started to fray. Core MAHA supporters were infuriated when Trump signed an executive order in February that could give liability protection to manufacturers of glyphosate, the weed killer used in Roundup that studies have linked to cancer. (Ryerson is so against the chemical that she goes by "Glyphosate Girl" on Instagram.) The movement has also been frustrated by the stalled nomination of perhaps the most famous MAHA mom, Casey Means, Trump's pick for surgeon general, who has yet to receive a Senate confirmation vote. Means was also at the recent White House gathering, which appeared to be an attempt to smooth things over with MAHA before the midterms.

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

Not unlike the "silent majority" that pushed Richard Nixon to victory in 1972 or the Tea Party movement that ushered in the red wave during the 2010 midterms, MAHA moms have been billed as a significant factor in the upcoming election. MAHA is "central to our coalition," Steve Bannon, Trump's former chief strategist, told us. Without the movement's support, he believes, there's no chance that Republicans can prevail in November. The president seems to be on the same page: "I read an article today where they think Bobby is going to be really great for the Republican Party in the midterms," Trump said during a Cabinet meeting in January, referring to the health secretary. "So, I have to be very careful that Bobby likes us." In an email, the White House senior deputy press secretary Kush Desai told us that the administration is dedicated to delivering on the MAHA agenda. The gathering at the White House "was one of many productive engagements that the Administration has had and continues to have with the MAHA community," he wrote.



These voters are politically desirable across party lines. Some of MAHA's priorities--such as getting rid of petroleum-based food dyes or limiting pesticide use--are widely popular. About a third of independent parents, along with one in six Democratic parents, identify as supporters of the MAHA movement, according to a poll from last year. Many Democrats are also trying to win over disaffected MAHA moms.



The most prominent MAHA moms tend to be swing voters rather than Trump loyalists. Vani Hari, an activist known as the "Food Babe," was a delegate at the Democratic National Convention in 2012 but is now a prominent MAHA influencer (she was invited to the White House meeting but couldn't attend). Ryerson voted for Trump because of Kennedy. "I probably wouldn't have voted otherwise," she told us.



But Hari and Ryerson--both of whom were health activists long before MAHA came along--may not be representative of rank-and-file voters. For this story, we spoke with several MAHA supporters, including a documentarian who had worked on anti-vaccine films, moms with a parenting podcast, and an Instagram influencer who told us about her four-ingredient recipe for homemade Goldfish crackers. One of us chatted with more than a dozen attendees at CPAC, the annual Republican conference. Many were MAGA before they were MAHA, and said their midterm votes don't hinge on health issues. Virtually none said they would realistically consider voting blue in November.

And then there is the question of numbers. To hear MAHA leaders tell it, their supporters constitute a small army. Tony Lyons, who runs MAHA PAC, the movement's political arm, has said that there are millions of MAHA moms and, in a memo to GOP leaders, argued that embracing the movement is the way to "win big in the midterms." Hari claimed on X in January that thousands of MAHA supporters have been calling state legislatures in recent months over concerns about legislation that would give pesticide makers immunity from lawsuits. (When we asked about that, she conceded that the number was more likely in the hundreds. After publication of this article, she said that she had responded too quickly and meant to say thousands--though she declined to produce any evidence for that number.)

In Tennessee, which considered a pesticide bill earlier this year, a lawmaker told us that she received "about 150 emails and around 50 calls to my office." But in our reporting, we were unable to track down evidence suggesting that moms who will cast their votes based on their MAHA beliefs exist in such numbers that they could swing the midterms. MAHA "is not going to affect the aggregate, but it could affect various districts which are very close," Bob Blendon, a Harvard professor who studies public opinion on health, told us.

Read: The man holding MAHA together

The most prominent contest where MAHA has come into play so far isn't even a seat that is realistically at odds of flipping from red to blue. MAHA PAC has pledged to spend $1 million to unseat Senator Bill Cassidy of Louisiana, who was the pivotal vote to advance RFK Jr.'s nomination as health secretary but has since publicly called him out on occasion. The group has endorsed another Republican, Julia Letlow, and health hasn't been a defining issue in the race. Instead, both candidates have competed to prove that they are more loyal to Trump. (Trump has endorsed Letlow over Cassidy.)



Of course, a lot can change from now until November. American elections have been upended before by groups of voters who seemed elusive and seemingly came out of nowhere. The Tea Party, for example, was seen initially as diffuse--much like the modern MAHA movement--but the effort was actually well funded and well planned, Patrick Rafail, a professor at Tulane University who wrote a book on the movement, told us. "I don't see a parallel for MAHA," he said.



MAHA seems to be one of the few causes that unites people across the political spectrum. But broad appeal doesn't necessarily translate at the ballot box.
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On the Brink of Global Recession

The economist Adam Posen on the effect of the war in Iran on the world's economy and the darkening economic outlook for the United States. Plus: A shifting partisan balance of power and <em>Ask Not: The Kennedys and the Women They Destroyed</em>, by Maureen Callahan.

by David Frum

Wed, 22 Apr 2026




Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube

In this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with a discussion of the likelihood that the partisan balance of power will shift from Republicans to Democrats at state-government level.

Then, David is joined by the president of the Peterson Institute for International Economics, Adam Posen, for a conversation about the state of the world's economy. Frum and Posen discuss the economic effect of the war in Iran, the United States' reputational hit caused by Trump's tariffs, and the chance of global recession.

Finally, David ends the episode with a discussion of Ask Not: The Kennedys and the Women They Destroyed, by Maureen Callahan, and reflects on why reactions to the abuse of women by men in power seem to have become a partisan issue.

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. If you are viewing this program, you will have immediately noticed that there's something different this week. I am recording this introduction in London, where I'm traveling. We had a change of plan in the show that we intended to bring to you this week. We originally had a different theme, a non-Iran-themed program, but because of the looming crisis in the peace negotiations and the gathering threat to the world economy, I thought it was urgent this week to talk about the economic fallout of President Trump's Iran war. And I have invited Adam Posen of the Peterson Institute for International Economics to give us a truly global perspective on the worsening, darkening economic outlook for the United States and for the rest of the world.

My book this week will be Ask Not: [The Kennedys and the Women They Destroyed], a study of the Kennedy family and the maltreatment of Kennedy women, both those born into the family and those married into it.

Before either the dialogue with Adam Posen or the book discussion, let me revert to some opening thoughts recorded earlier this week in Washington, D.C., where I discussed the likelihood of a great swing of partisan balance of power from Republicans to Democrats at state government, and why this swing of state power may be the most surprising and important outcome of the pending 2026 midterm elections.

[Music]

Frum: When the Supreme Court struck down the Roe v. Wade decision protecting abortion rights and sent the abortion decision back to the states, a lot of people who are concerned for abortion rights understandably shuddered. State government is one of the most conservative branches of the American government, overwhelmingly dominated by Republican legislators. To send something back to the states is to send it for conservatives to govern.

You have to be a quite middle-aged person to remember when it was contrary. Republicans have controlled the vast majority of the state governments for a long time. There are 99 state chambers in the United States. Most states have two; Nebraska has one. Of the 99 state chambers, the Republicans have controlled the overwhelming majority since the 2010s. You have to go all the way back to the early Obama years to remember a time when it was otherwise.

But the Republican edge has been dwindling for quite some time. More and more of the state races that we are seeing in 2025 and 2026 are witnessing Republican defeats in state contests that Republicans had no business losing at all or close calls where Republicans used to have enormous advantage. If the blue wave that seems to be building in 2026 is as big as it looks like it's going to be, it will affect not only the U.S. House, not only potentially the United States Senate, but state governments as well. It's just, for so long, it has been so Republican that people--again, unless you're quite middle-aged--cannot imagine that it could ever be otherwise. But it could be otherwise, and it's very possible that after 2026, it will be otherwise. And that has a lot of implications for our political philosophy on both the left side and the right side of the political spectrum.

Federalism has looked like a kind of thin protection against the abuses at the center of the government, especially as President Trump and his administration have abused the authority of ICE, and his local police departments have tried to protect the rights of the citizens of their states. I think a lot of people on the liberal side have discovered maybe the rights of states and the decentralization of power, maybe that's a kind of beneficial thing after all. Maybe the conservatives were right about that. Now, they've been restrained by the sheer partisan imbalance, caused often by extreme gerrymandering. But if the gerrymandering is overcome by a sufficient political wave and the state balances right themselves, suddenly the idea of sending the abortion decision back to the states, that will look not like a charter for the most conservative people in the country to oppress women, but for moderate and more liberal states to write into their state law the defense of abortion rights that was removed from federal law.

So whatever you used to think about federalism, if you're on the blue side of the ledger, if you're on the liberal side, you may be about to discover the wisdom of the long conservative teaching that power is most safely entrusted when it is entrusted closest to the people and that the best bulwark against the abuse of power by authoritarian leaders at the center is a distribution of power to many leaders in the states and in the localities.

And now my conversation with Adam Posen. But first, a quick break.

[Break]

Frum: Adam Posen is president of the Peterson Institute for International Economics, a position he has held since January 2013. After service at the Federal Reserve Bank of New York in the 1990s, he was appointed by the British chancellor of the exchequer as an external voting member of the Bank of England's Monetary Policy Committee, where he advocated activist policy responses to the financial crisis and helped pioneer quantitative easing. He was awarded an honorary CBE [Commander of the British Empire] by Queen Elizabeth II in 2014 and in 2021 received Japan's Order of the Rising Sun for his contributions to U.S.-Japan relations.

Adam, I am so grateful you are here. Welcome to The David Frum Show.

Adam Posen: Thank you for having me on The David Frum Show, David.

Frum: (Laughs.) So the reason I was so eager to speak to you at this urgent moment was it looks like peace talks with Iran--between the United States and Iran, or between the United States, Israel, and Iran--are at an impasse. There's a lot of talking up the prospects of peace by the Trump administration in order to calm markets. Financial markets so far seem to be believing the reassuring talk, but energy markets are not, and the Asian economies, about which you know so much, seem to be plunging into, really, generational crisis. So would you give us a tour of the world economy as it stands--we are just short of the deadline for the renewal of the cease-fire--where we are today and where we are likely to be if the cease-fire breaks down, as it seems on its way to doing?

Posen: David, thank you for having me on. I think the way to understand first what financial markets, particularly the stock market in the U.S., are telling you is not necessarily that they believe in the cease-fire; it's that they believe that there is a tomorrow eventually, so you might as well buy now, and that, relatively speaking, if the U.S. is bombing the world and creating energy shortages, it's better to park your money in the U.S. The financial markets are not telling you that they're confident or that there's gonna be a cease-fire that holds. And so when we look beyond the equity markets, the stock markets in the U.S., you do see a much more grim picture.

The way to think about this is partly a matter of how much our country is dependent on energy from the Middle East and fertilizer from the Middle East and helium from the Middle East--I know you and your listeners are aware now, there's a lot of things that go through the [Strait] of Hormuz--but also what position they are in when they start in terms of how much energy and other key materials they've stockpiled, in terms of how flexible their economies are.

And so the short answer is, as usual, the developing world is in deep trouble because when there's an energy crisis like this, generally, the countries that import energy also import food, also import fertilizers. Very few countries can physically be self-sufficient. And so they are going to be hammered on those prices, but they're also in a situation where, as I just mentioned, money is seeking temporary safety in the U.S., so that makes their credit conditions harder. And third, money is flowing into the dollar, which, again, is a risk response, not a long-term vote of confidence in the dollar. And so the developing countries, from the large ones like India and Brazil all the way down to--I don't mean "down" otherwise, but in size--to South Asia, sub-Saharan Africa, Central America, are in deep trouble. They're gonna have weakening currencies, higher prices, have to raise interest rates.

Frum: So basically, from the point of view of those countries, the United States blew up the world economy, money panics and flowed into the United States, which then profiteered from its own economic actions, blowing up everyone else's economy. But the rest of the world is paying a price that is intensifying. Americans seem to have this idea that it won't touch them. The figure that we are hearing a lot is that 20 percent of the world's oil comes from the Persian Gulf, but 80 percent of that flows to Asian markets. The United States is a relatively small importer from the Persian Gulf. It imports some; it exports other. But it's a net exporter of energy, and President Trump took from this the idea that therefore the United States wouldn't be affected at all. But if all of America's trading partners, or former trading partners, are heading into crisis, the crisis blows back. And yet the financial market is happy because they think, Ah, well, at least we're the least dirty shirt in the sack of laundry.

Posen: We're the least dirty shirt in the sack of laundry, and someday people will need their dress shirts back again, even if at the moment we don't.

But I just want to emphasize two things out of what you just said, David. First is the blowback to the U.S. does come more indirectly. There are advantages to being an energy exporter; we can't lie about that. But in the end, you're gonna end up with inflation in the U.S. We're already en route to that, and it's gonna get much worse, in my view. Because while we're not gonna have shortages, perhaps like Asia or the developing world will, we will have price rises because in the end, Japan and Korea and Germany and the U.K.--and for that matter, China, if this goes on for a while--will spend what they need to get the energy, and that will drive up the prices in the U.S. as well.

Frum: How close are we to either a global recession or to another bout of global inflation like that which we suffered after COVID?

Posen: I think we're very close to another bout of global inflation. I think, actually, in some ways, that's a place where the U.S. is gonna be worse off than a lot of the other high-income economies because we didn't quell inflation enough over the last few years since COVID. But I also think that the recession is very imminent in what's called the global South and in certain parts of the middle-income economies.

The one thing which I am a little less gloomy [about], although the foreign policy doesn't get justified by this, is I do think the U.S. and Western Europe will likely avoid a sharp recession. But that's a small comfort. (Laughs.)

Frum: How do the U.S. and Europe escape?

Posen: In the U.S. case, it's primarily, as it's been for the last couple years, that you have a combination of huge corporate investment in artificial intelligence and related industries, and you have steady consumption by not a K-shape, not a small portion of the economy, but by roughly two-thirds of American households. That may weaken. They may decide their income is going down, their world is scary, and they may cut back. We just saw some survey data from the very dependable surveys of small business, the National Federation of Independent [Business], that suggests their confidence has crashed since the Iran bombings. So it could happen, but probably, that's enough of a prop: AI and consumption.

In Europe, the case is more they're starting from a better place. They have room to cut interest rates. They don't have inflation yet. And so they're not gonna be happy, but they are gonna have more room to offset.

Frum: Well, let me take you to an area that is a specialty of yours: monetary economics. President Trump is trying to put a new chairman of the Federal Reserve Board in place. There's some paralysis about this because one crucial senator, Thom Tillis of North Carolina, is saying, I won't give you a vote on your nominee until you stop the harassment and bogus, fake criminal prosecution of Jerome Powell, which may stalemate the opinion. But President Trump desperately wants interest-rates cuts in the face of rising price pressure, and Jerome Powell didn't give those cuts to him, not as fast as he wanted, anyway. The new chairman may or may not. Is this how you get a stagflation like that which we had in the '70s, which is that you have a downward economy in an inflationary time, and the political authorities press the central bank, give us interest-rates cuts, and it doesn't make the economy any better--it just makes the money less valuable?

Posen: Yeah, you get stagflation, as you said, David, when you take a contractionary shock and you add on top of it price hikes. And the price hikes generally come when the central bank is perceived to be soft on inflation. And as you indicated, the new chair--who's still likely to be Kevin Warsh, the nominee--in a sense is getting a get-out-of-jail-free card because it would be so criminally malpractice to cut rates right now that vast majority of members of the Federal Open Market Committee have publicly all said we should sit tight for now. I would be arguing they should be ready to raise rates, but leaving that aside, even some of the ones who President Trump appointed or has promoted and who had been talking about rate cuts are, with one exception, saying, No, now we gotta worry. We gotta hold off on rate cuts.

So they could make a huge mess of this. This could be like Arthur Burns 50 years ago failing to raise rates--in fact, cutting rates to please a sitting, paranoid president. But in a sense, the oil shock makes it less likely that you'll get a committee that agrees to it. So instead, the Fed will be a little behind the curve, in my view, and so inflation'll get some momentum, but we won't get the full-on stagflation. That could get worse, but for now.

Frum: If the Federal Reserve has to increase interest rates to cope with the price increases from the war, is that enough to push the U.S. economy into recession, or is the AI boom just so strong that nothing will stop it?

Posen: No, if you had to raise rates more than, say, 50 basis points, or a half a percentage point, or 75, once you start getting into those kinds of numbers, you probably could cause a recession.

A key thing has shifted on the AI front, which isn't so much the prospects for the returns on AI; it's that the big companies have spent so much money on the investment the last few years that they're now having to borrow to finance their stream of investment. Up until now, the Facebooks, Googles, Apples, Microsofts, all the big ones, have been able to largely finance their investment without borrowing 'cause they had so much retained profits they had been sitting on. But once they start having to borrow to finance their investment, they are more sensitive to Fed interest-rate hikes. So this is the usual central-banker argument, which is, you try to be ahead of things so you can raise rates a little bit so it scares people into behaving in the sense of not raising prices and wages too much, and then you hope you don't have to do a lot of it. If you have to do a lot of interest-rate hikes, then usually, it causes a recession. Interestingly, surprisingly, in 2022, it didn't, but that was coming out of COVID, so that was kind of weird.

Frum: Well, many people listening to us or watching us will remember the dot-com bust, which followed a huge wave of investment in the 1990s in all kinds of infrastructure of the internet, especially fiber-optic cable. There was a huge investment, made the economy go, go, go from '96 to 2000, then boom, bust. It wasn't the worst bust in the world. The history of the 19th-century United States is railway booms followed by railway busts. And those were big--

Posen: Those were big.

Frum: --those were much bigger booms and then much bigger busts. Every investment boom is followed by a bust sooner or later, when people realize, You know what? We've built enough railway track, or We've got enough fiber-optic cable for the next 10 years, and let's stop. And it seems like everyone will hit the brakes at the same time and then bang. So if that were to happen in the next few weeks or few months, if that kind of sense of AI has--enough money has been spent, and you have these crises all over the world, is that the impetus for a recession?

Posen: Again, I don't wanna rule it out, but I am gonna be slightly less pessimistic because, usually, when you get a recession worthy of the name, rather than just a slowdown, in addition to the falloff of what we call "animal spirits"--the common sense of a bunch of people, We should be investing a lot right now--two other things usually happen.

You usually have a fragile financial system, as we most certainly did, for example, in the savings-and-loan crisis in the '80s or we did, obviously, in 2007, '08, '09. And that amplifies the cutback. And right now we don't know fully what's going on in what's called private credit, but it looks like the financial system's pretty secure.

The other thing that tends to happen--again, sorry to repeat--but it tends to be a function of how much, how quickly the Fed has to raise rates and is able to get inflation under control. And so that's where I'm more worried, that the Fed is gonna have to be pretty aggressive to get inflation under control, and that'll get you the recession.

Frum: How much harm to the U.S. and world economy did the Trump administration do in 2025 with its tariffs? And how much relief is the world economy getting in 2026 from the Supreme Court ruling that the largest bulk of those tariffs turned out to be unconstitutional, illegal, and even the money has to be refunded, although the Trump administration is dragging its feet on the refunds?

Posen: Yeah, you covered a lot there.

I think, David, the main point is that, in a world where the government has arbitrary power in ways that [involve] intervening in business life and consumer life that it hadn't for a long time, it's a huge adjustment. And particularly the way the Trump administration did it--that they were bullying and bargaining and threatening China, and not doing anything on China, and suddenly attacking Japan for no particular reason, and back and forth--created this huge air of uncertainty. And that's not an abstract concept. What happened, what we see in the data, is, starting basically in April last year, with April Fools' "Liberation" Day, is that business investment outside of the AI sector just completely flatlines. And that's been true for the last 12 to 14 months.

And if you think about what else was in the Trump economic agenda, there were a lot of things that should have boosted investment: There was the passage of the tax cuts that were favorable to investment. There was deregulation. There was reduced enforcement of regulation. There was reduced energy prices, until we got to the Iran bombings. There was a whole list of things--there was reversal of what I thought were some very bad Biden policies against mergers and acquisitions, and monopolies. And so what you had were all the components for maybe not a sustainable, but at least a short-term investment boom, and none of it happened outside of AI. And it is, clearly, between the tariffs and the antimigration policy, the Trump administration has created so much uncertainty that people, businesses are just unwilling to take the risk.

Frum: Okay, so in April, they got a bunch of hammers and started hitting themselves in the head.

Posen: Yep.

Frum: And now it's 2026, and good news, the Supreme Court has taken the hammers away, or at least most of them.

Posen: No, the Supreme Court hasn't taken the hammers away. The Supreme Court has said, Don't use the ball-peen hammer, and give them a Band-Aid for hitting them, but it hasn't taken all the hammers away. The threat of the hammers is still there. And that's the point, that even if the tariffs get refunded, the threat of tariffs and the behavior of businesses and investors all over the world in reaction to the ongoing threat of crazy U.S. economic behavior is real. And so it's good the Supreme Court did this. They were right to draw a limit somewhere on the president's emergency powers, not just because of tariffs; they made the decision on a legal basis, not an economic basis. But it doesn't reassure people, it doesn't reassure long-horizon businesses that the Trump administration won't do something like this again. And they keep saying they will, so.

Frum: One of the challenges that nonspecialists, non-economists, have in understanding economic events is getting their minds around relative scale. The U.S. economy is enormous. It has a lot of room for governments to do stupid things; governments are always doing stupid things. And we tend to, as non-economists, react to the scale of the stupidity of the thing rather than to the scale of the thing. So you'll hear about some policy, and that sounds pretty dumb, but in the end, the scale of this policy is in the billions of dollars in an economy that is denominated in the tens of trillions of dollars. So help us understand scale--in terms of the size of the event, how big an event is the energy shock from the Iran war? How big an event was the trade policy? How big are these events, and if they continue, how big are they relative not only to the United States, but to the world?

Posen: Okay, so let me try to benchmark. If you think about the U.S. as having an economy of $30 to $33 trillion in national income every year, currently, and normally, it grows at a rate of about 1.5 percent a year because we have productivity growth, and we accumulate some useful structures and capital, and we have now almost zero workforce growth because of no immigration. So in a normal year, the U.S. economy should be growing by roughly $4 to $4.5, up to $5 trillion. And anything below that suggests something is wrong, because this is just returns on capital, progress, nothing--and you're right about the different sizes of government effects, David. There's all kinds of stupid things that don't fundamentally alter that path.

Then you get something like the oil shock. And the key points about the oil shock are, first, it affects the likelihood that the Fed's gonna raise rates, which affects the whole economy at once; it doesn't just affect one sector. Some places are more dependent on credit than others, but it affects everything from home mortgages to car loans to business investment to the price of stocks. That's why it's so powerful, and that's why people care who's at the Fed. So when you create a situation that either makes it difficult for the Fed to do the right thing, makes it confusing and the Fed messes up, or actually creates large inflation so the Fed has to act, you're talking big numbers. So then what happens is you normally get a recession to slow down the inflation. And a recession means growth of, say, minus a half a percent or minus a percent over a full year instead of positive a percent and a half. So you're talking about a swing of, on the order, $6 trillion, which is an enormous, enormous number. If you go from decent inflation, no Fed tightening to high inflation, Fed tightening, that's the kind of swing you're talking about.

If you're looking at the global economy and the trade war, what we emphasize at the Peterson Institute, what other mainstream, responsible economists emphasize, is what I tried to convey a minute ago: that the direct effects of the tariffs were bad, but they're somewhere closer to the policy you said about just it's stupid. It affected 10 percent of the value of 18 percent of the economy, and it affected it in part by distorting the prices, not by wiping out availability. So you're talking about something that takes two- or three-tenths of a percent of growth off in terms of making steel so much more expensive, aluminum so much more expensive, shortages of various goods from China. It's real money--it's in the hundreds of billions of dollars--but it's not an absolutely enormous number.

The problem is when you get these things interacting. So the rest of the world is making less money. The rest of the world is more nervous about the dollar. American business is less willing to invest. And investment usually is about 15 percent of the economy. Investment is usually about $4 to $5 trillion a year. And if investment flatlines outside of AI, that means you're only doing 2.5 percent, $2.5 trillion of investment a year. So arguably, the tariffs ended up costing us a few percent of GDP because we skipped the investment, and more importantly, it costs us down the road because we don't get the benefits of that investment we skipped.

So they're different animals. The oil shock is what happens now, what happens over the next two years. The tariffs and the antimigration policies are a business-confidence shock, and that spreads over more years.

Frum: So let's focus very specifically on the energy shock. The United States is a net exporter of oil and gas. It imports some, primarily from Canada. It exports others. And oil is not one product; it's got many different versions. And we're all going to, unfortunately, have to learn a lot more about this than we knew before February 28. (Laughs.) But Americans have an idea that--at least, the president has an idea that the United States is insulated from the world economy because it imports relatively little and it exports more, so the United States is fine. And indeed, a lot of Americans are going to make money because those Americans who do produce and refine and sell oil will enjoy higher prices. So that's good news for people in the fracking industry. That's good news for Texas. Or is it?

Posen: It's good news in the short term for a few people, yeah. It's just like one can say, Well, if there's a war, the munitions makers may end up making some money and may end up selling their munitions at higher prices. And is that a justification for putting the whole economy for a ringer? No, it's just something, when you're realistically looking at things, you take that into accounting.

So the U.S. does export energy. As you pointed out, David, it's important, the different types of petroleum, the different ways of exporting natural gas, because it's not totally interchangeable; certain places are only set up to receive certain kinds of oil and gas. But essentially, you have one global market in natural gas and one global market with a little bit of this differentiation in petroleum for fuel. And in the end, if there's a shortage, the countries who have money and need the stuff--meaning Western Europe, Japan, Korea, China, and to a lesser degree, India has enough money because it's so large--they will bid up the price of energy. Some of that becomes a windfall for American producers, but other pieces of that spill out into things like higher food prices, higher helium prices, higher opportunity costs for what you can do with your money. And so at the gas pump, the consumer is still gonna be hit. And then again, that brings us back to: What are you doing to one small part of the economy, versus what are you doing to inflation and then interest rates and then growth overall?

Frum: Well, this is a point that President Trump really seems unable to process, because he will simultaneously reassure Americans the United States is net self-sufficient in oil and gas, so no problem. And then he will say to the rest of the world, We have lots; come buy from us. And then it's, well, if the money comes in and the oil comes out, then you're going to equilibrate the American price with the price on the rest of the planet. The only way the self-sufficiency turns into low prices is if you can somehow stop your export economy.The president does have a very statist vision of the economy--maybe he has in mind something like that. There'll be kind of not only import barriers, but export barriers. But the export barriers have to be pretty tough to prevent energy from moving. And if you don't have those kinds of export barriers, if you are selling to other people, then you import their price along with the energy you export.

Posen: Exactly. And just to take it further, I've been visiting with European officials recently, and they're very worried about President Trump putting export controls on U.S. energy and using it for political purposes vis-a-vis Ukraine or Israel or Iran or whatever. And so they're not only saying, Oh my God, if we buy from the U.S., they're gonna jack up prices. They're saying, Oh my God, we don't wanna be dependent on the U.S., so we gotta stockpile energy. We gotta switch to other forms of energy. We gotta try to cut out the U.S. and buy from elsewhere. And so over the long term, meaning the next few years, the U.S. share of energy markets is gonna go down, on top of everything you said, David, which is, ultimately, unless the president really does go Chinese Communist style and set up barriers around the whole U.S. economy, which would be insane and require huge police presence, it won't work.

Frum: On that point about the European fears, I think you have to have a bit of memory here to understand how amazing this is. So Russia escalates the war in Ukraine to a full-scale war in February of '22. In order to put pressure on the rest of the world, in the month before the war, in the winter of '21, '22, Russia began turning off gas exports to Europe. Gas, of course, typically moves through pipelines. That's the cheapest way to move gas. It's a gas--you have to encase it in a pipeline and flow it through. And a pipeline can't go up in a day. Gas has to follow along certain routes, like electricity. You can't just put it in a boat and move it the way you can with oil. And Europe was very dependent on Russian gas, and they had a big energy crisis in January and February of '22. And a lot of people thought that this was going to be a catastrophic event; I wrote a lot about it for The Atlantic. And through amazing acts of both technology and solidarity and planning and self-sacrifice, Europeans actually got through the crisis. But one of the things that helped was the United States under President Biden said, We've got gas in the United States, and we can't build you a pipeline, but what you can do is put the gas in a giant machine and smush it and make it into a liquid and then put it in a boat, keep it cold, and move it around the world, and the United States invited the Europeans to invest a lot of money in building facilities to receive liquid natural gas from the United States. And everybody thought, Well, what a better world it is when Europe no longer has to depend on authoritarian, corrupt, nontransparent Russia for pipeline gas and can instead import liquid gas from democratic, reliable, NATO-friendly, Europe-friendly United States. And it turns out, oh, wait, (Laughs.) one's almost as bad as the other as a supplier. One is as capricious and arbitrary and corrupt--well, I shouldn't say as, because that's not true, but--

Posen: No, no, but you go from being oblivious about the risks of depending on Russia to--

Frum: You went from thinking you could trust the United States as a supplier to saying, Oh, well, it's better than Russia, but it's not good.

Posen: Right. Which is a pretty huge reduction in the dependability of the U.S. And so you just gotta think about this: If I'm a German or--let's leave the French out of it--a British or a Japanese official, and in the Japanese case, I have such a national-security dependence on the U.S. that it's, like the kids say, ride or die; I have to stick with it. But if I'm the Germans or other Europeans, like you said, I can make other adjustments. I can increase the diversity of places I build pipelines with. I can decrease my dependence on natural gas. All these things have costs; all these things take time. But if I'm worried I'm gonna be cut off at any moment, then, yeah, I'm gonna do those things. (Laughs.)

Frum: Yeah, well, maybe when you're saying about the long-term costs of this war, one of them is changing the way the whole planet thinks about energy supplies. Because I think the way many people would have thought about this problem four years ago is, too much of the world's oil comes from places that are unstable, either because they're unstable themselves, like Russia, or because they have bad neighbors, like the Persian Gulf. And the goal of sound energy policy is, one, to get more non-oil-and-gas energy sources--so those are more predictable and reliable. No one's turning off the wind; no one's turning off the sun. And [former Chancellor of Germany] Angela Merkel turned off nuclear, unfortunately, but if you can reconstitute an update to the nuclear program, it would be more self-sufficient. And anyway, gas comes from the United States, and you can trust them. And gas can come from lots of different places beside the United States. But we now have an image of an energy market in which almost all those sources look unpredictable. And maybe the conclusion that everybody takes is, this is the moment where you do need to make the tough choices to reduce dependence on oil and gas because North America is not to be trusted either.

Posen: Well, let's follow that logic, David, 'cause it's affecting not just energy immediately right now, but it's affecting a whole host of things, right? So think about Canada. I was in Canada shortly before the election of [Prime Minister] Mark Carney 14 months ago, 15 months ago, when the fight between Trump and Carney was just starting up. And you had Canadian officials saying, Oh my God, we suddenly realized we're entirely dependent on the U.S. for internet access. All our cables run through the U.S. or through U.S. satellites. It could be turned off by the U.S. at any time. What the bleep do we do? You have people in U.K. who are completely dependent on the U.S. for various kinds of military supplies. And whatever the pluses and minuses of it, the idea that the U.K. was this incredibly close ally that was boots on the ground next to us in Afghanistan and Iraq, as well as many other wars, was totally dependent on the U.S. for spare parts and intelligence, and then they see what's happening in Ukraine, and they see what's happening elsewhere, and they see Trump turn from, Oh, I love you, and I wanna have a state dinner, to Oh, but you're idiots. You gotta pay me money. So now we've got the so-called Eurofighter, and we've got the joint Italian-Japanese-British development of a fighter plane to be an alternative to the F-35.

So it's happening right now in energy. You can't avoid it. It's terrifying. But it's important to understand the U.S. is causing even allies--or, one would argue, especially allies--to have to rethink their dependence on the U.S., and that has huge foreign-policy, as well as economic, implications.

Frum: Well, and this maybe goes to your core beliefs and the core work of the Peterson Institute, which is, we've developed a way of thinking over the past 30 years about the world economy, which is to say, if you could build enough trust between countries, if you could eliminate the kind of, potentially, annihilation of state competition that was the Cold War, and build a world that was more stable and predictable, then you could have more trade. You could have more specialization. And it wouldn't matter that the screws came from one place and the nails came from somewhere else and the plates came from a third place and the batteries from someplace else and that they were assembled--you could do that all efficiently, capture all of these incredible gains for standard of living. And that was the story of the 1990s: The world got very rich very fast because it could do business in a more efficient way because there was less fear of country upon country.

And if in the story of the 2020s is--when people use terms like deglobalization, what we really mean is more fear, more fear. And if we feel fear, we pay a price for insurance: Well, we have to make all our own screw factories because we are afraid to depend on foreign screw suppliers.I remember this was one of the points that Howard Lutnick used to make. He would hold up the iPhone and complain that the little screws at the bottom of the iPhone were made in China, as they were. And so how do you get little, tiny iPhone screws made in America? You need to have a big tariff wall and you need to leave it there for a long time to encourage people to invest in building tiny factories to build tiny screws in the United States to go into iPhones. All of that costs money. All of that reduces efficiency. All of that means instead of one screw factory supplying the entire Earth, you have lots and lots of screw factories for each relevant economic bloc, and we all get poorer faster in the way that we got richer faster.

Posen: We all get screwed, basically.

Frum: Yeah. I remember seeing this chart that just explained the origin of the Great Depression by tracking the shrinkage of world trade between 1929 and 1933 as a kind of inner spiral.

Posen: Right. It's a famous chart by an economic historian named Charles Kindleberger. And what he said was, obviously, the start of the Great Depression was the, going back to things we were talking about a couple of minutes ago, the stock market crash and the Fed reacting in the wrong way and a collapse of the banking system. But then you couldn't get out of it, because everybody in the world started cutting off everybody else. And so the lack of trust you were talking about--which obviously had a basis in a lot of things that had geopolitical reasons, not economic reasons--undermined the purchasing power of everybody because a little screw suddenly had to be artisanal, locally developed little screws. And you had to pay people less because you had to get an American or a Brit or a German to screw in the little screws instead of somebody out in the colonies somewhere, who was paid much less. And so suddenly, everything became much more expensive, and everybody cuts back when everything becomes more expensive.

And the key point I wanna go back to, David, is what you said, is the word insurance. So what I argued in Foreign Affairs last fall--I talked about what I called the "new economic geography." And the basic point was that the U.S. had been providing all the insurance to allow that kind of commercial integration you were talking about. They provided safety on the seas so you could ship the screws. They provided property rights so everybody knew who was getting what. There was various forms of cheating, particularly from the Chinese, but basically, the U.S. collected various forms of premia payments from people and provided lots of insurance, including a market in the U.S. you could sell into, including a Treasury market that was very liquid.

The Trump administration took it from being insurance to being a protection racket. They walked around cracking their knuckles and telling people, You have a nice economy there; it would be a shame if anything happened to it. So therefore, you should pay me. And that's a very different business model. And then that leads to people wanting to get out from being in the protection racket. So it's a very much scarier world, which just reinforces your point that the trust breaks down and then you get these spirals: When something bad happens, people pull back more. They pull back more, things get worse.

Frum: Yeah, and you said something that I don't think gets said enough, which is, the United States gets benefits from the system, that Donald Trump offers Americans a vision of the world in which he says, Okay, the United States provides security, provides all these rules, and the United States is just being terribly taken advantage of, because what does it get back in return?, and as you know, it gets back a lot of things. They're not always advertised, because Americans, when they set up this system--which was good for everybody; everyone benefited. And there are many people who benefited more than Americans did, proportionally to the small size--

Posen: But that's not at the expense of Americans. That's the point.

Frum: But the United States didn't like to talk about what it got as benefits, because best not to draw attention to them. But the fact that countries hold their wealth in United States dollars, which allows the United States government to borrow more cheaply, that's a product of the system. The fact that Americans by and large don't need to learn a second language is--it would be good if more did, but they don't, in a way that people all over the planet have to learn English. And just think about what is the benefit to you to spend that time doing something else, where your German or Japanese or even Chinese counterpart has to learn some amount of English to function in the world economy.

Posen: No, no, there's a laundry list, and all those you mentioned are very real. And in particular, I just wanna emphasize: The fact that everybody felt, with the exception of a few sanctioned oligarchs, that they could put money into the U.S. Treasury market and when you wanted to go get it back, it would be worth the same amount, and no one would discriminate against you, and no one would notice was a huge thing that meant that our country and our people were paying much less for our Treasury bills, much less for our government activities. We had, in addition to all the things you mentioned--

Frum: Which fed through and therefore paying much less for mortgage. Thirty-year mortgages are a uniquely American product.

Posen: And similarly, one of the things we got, to our benefit, was standard-setting. So when there were industries, we didn't necessarily directly control it, but because the U.S. was the provider of insurance and safety, U.S. got to pretty much say, Hey, here's this kind of chemical, and you don't like it, that's your business, but this is the way we're gonna decide how things get used. Hey, this is the way for property rights and motion-picture agencies. Yes, there's a lot of theft, but we're gonna prosecute it, and most of the world is gonna pay Hollywood when it's time to buy movies. And then there were all the things Joseph Nye used to call "soft power," all the cultural things, that people believed in the U.S. and therefore wanted to buy U.S. cultural products, wanted to pay universities to be educated or to get qualifications, wanted to have the kinds of foods and cars and even cigarettes that the Americans wanted.

All these things went together, and so you hit the core point, David. Trump has sold people on the idea that the U.S. was getting ripped off. The U.S. wasn't getting ripped off; it was running a very good business, running not an insurance racket, a genuine insurance company. We were getting premiums. If we thought the premiums were a little low, we could have offered to ask them to slightly increase the premium. But you don't turn from that into being a gangster, because then everybody has an interest in seeing you lose.

Frum: Yeah. Well, as we move to the end, this is the vision that most haunts me about how American power ends. Because the story of, ever since there is a world system, going back 500 years or so, that at any given moment, there's a strongest power. And once, it was the Habsburgs, based in Spain and Austria, and then it was the Bourbons, based in France, and other people--they are different No. 1 powers. But the No. 1 power, while stronger than any other power, was never stronger than all the other powers. And what would happen was anyone who emerged as the strongest power, all the other powers would combine to tear down the strongest power because they perceived it as a threat to each of them in turn. And the coalition against the strongest power would always win and the strongest power would always lose because the combined strength of powers 2 through 10 was greater than the power of No. 1.

And when the United States emerged as the world's strongest power--and you can take that whenever you want, but 1945, conveniently--when the United States emerged as the world's strongest power, it cracked this puzzle by saying, Well, what if we use our power in ways that are not threatening to powers 2 through 10--or at least, actually, in those days, deeply threatening to power No. 2, the Soviet Union--but 3 through 10, the power protects you. And so 3 through 10 combined with 1 against 2, instead of 2 through 10 combining together against No. 1. And that the United States, through this generous system, also bought itself safety against envy and attack. And the thing I worry about most is, when Donald Trump says the United States is going to behave more like a traditional great power, that he doesn't think through, and that means he is going to unleash the kind of reaction that is traditionally unleashed by the world's great power when it acts alone--that is, it frightens people and causes them to combine with one another.

Now, China, for the moment, remains such a bad global actor that I don't think they're going to have a lot of success getting people to combine with them against the United States. But that depends on American behavior as much as it depends on Chinese behavior. And if American behavior continues to be not only unpredictable, but often kind of predatory and even sinister, you're marching down the path that the Habsburgs and the Bourbons took before the United States.

Posen: Basically, yes. And it starts being seen in the economic sphere before the military sphere because so many countries depended on exactly what you said, David, that the U.S. wasn't a direct threat to them, that sometimes we were liked, sometimes we were not liked, but none of the powers 3 through 10 viewed us as a genuine direct threat. And now, at a minimum, people are saying, No, I have to insure against the possibility the U.S. does pull out the rug from under me in terms of support for NATO or in terms of availability of natural gas or in terms of kill switches and the technology we buy. And once you start doing that, it starts unraveling down the path you're talking about. And I agree with you--that's when the U.S. ends up not only in trouble, but we end up losing the reason why we want the U.S. to be okay, because then we've become just another exploitive, bullying government.

Frum: The Americans of the period from the end of the Second World War to the Great Recession, let's say, I think did understand this. And some understood it more self-consciously and articulately than others, but most people sort of sensed it. And when you think, Why did we know that for those [periods]?, because there was this kind of memory of the trauma of the Great Depression and the two world wars, and how all of this was caused by the fear of one country against another, and that if only you could find some way to a world system where there is more trust and mutual benefit, you wouldn't have to suffer what people suffered from 1914 to 1945; you would have the better world they enjoyed from 1945 onward. And passage of time, people forget those lessons. And I worry, is there any way that we can learn these lessons without the trauma? Can we read a book or something? Or do we have to suffer directly in order to gain wisdom?

Posen: I fear we're in the latter situation. There are an awful lot of books out there--some of them are even quite good, well written; others boring--but there are an awful lot of books out there making this point. And I don't know if it's a majority of people, but there's a politically effective plurality of people who have this politics of resentment convinced that the U.S. was not gaining in its enlightened self-interest from the way it behaved after World War II through the last 10 years. And I think that's wrong. And I think fear of China is part of this. But going back to where you started, we need a world where it's No. 1 and Nos. 3 through 10 facing together against China, to the degree that's necessary, and not a world where Nos. 3 through 10--or, for that matter, 3 through 90--say, Well, I don't really wanna choose between U.S. or China, 'cause they're both bad. Those are bad outcomes.

Frum: Last question for you on the way out: What is our best-case scenario of exit from the Iran conflict? What do we hope for?

Posen: Combining the national security and economics, the best-case scenario is Trump declares victory, and somehow domestically in Iran, they get enough control on the dispersed [Islamic] Revolutionary Guard Corps to reduce the threat of anybody shooting missiles at ships in the Persian Gulf. And within a couple weeks, shipping goes back to normal and energy prices start coming down, though they don't come down the full way. That's the best-case scenario.

Frum: And the war's legacy is an Iran that has fewer offensive weapons, but the price of oil is higher.

Posen: Fewer offensive weapons, but everybody except the U.S. feels they have to self-provision, and that can be the UAE and Saudi and the other states in the region saying, I don't wanna be dragged in a war by the U.S., so I'm gonna start hedging my bets more. It can be people in Europe and East Asia saying, I don't wanna be dependent on the U.S. for energy. So some of that's good: I'll become more efficient. And some of that's bad: I'm gonna stockpile huge amounts of energy. And then you get a bunch of developing countries going back to where we opened, which are like, Hey, the U.S. just did this and caused a major recession and a huge decline in purchasing power in energy for my people for no clear reason. Why did you do this to me? So it's not a good legacy, even before you get to the foreign policy. It's not a good legacy.

Frum: And we don't have to specify the worst-case scenarios, because why depress everybody? The best-case scenario is bad enough.

Adam Posen, thank you so much for making time for me.

Posen: Thank you for having me on The David Frum [Show], David.

Frum: Bye-bye.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Adam Posen for joining me today. And now my book talk, as recorded earlier in Washington, D.C.

[Music]

Frum: The book for discussion this week is on a related topic. The book is Ask Not: The Kennedys and the Women They Destroyed, by Maureen Callahan, published in 2024. Ask Not is a heartrending collective portrait of three generations of women born into or married into the Kennedy family and the tragic fates that often overtook them. We meet, for example, Rosemary Kennedy, the daughter of Joe Kennedy, the sister of President Kennedy and [Senators] Bobby and Teddy Kennedy, was locked away in an institution for all of her life. We meet Jacqueline Kennedy, who was so betrayed during her lifetime by President Kennedy and then traduced after his death for her second marriage to Aristotle Onassis. We meet Mary Richardson Kennedy, the wife of Bobby Kennedy Jr., who was driven to suicide. We meet Carolyn Bessette, the wife of John Kennedy Jr., who, along with her sister, died in a plane crash caused by her husband's carelessness. We meet Joan Kennedy, the wife of Ted Kennedy. We meet the young women in the White House of President John F. Kennedy who are preyed upon in a way that often came to the verge of rape by a president who seemed to regard the women around him as his entitlement, his right, his prerogative, with no regard for them or for his oaths to his wife, Jacqueline Kennedy.

And maybe most excruciatingly of all, we meet Mary Jo Kopechne, the brilliant young aide to Robert Kennedy, so important to his 1968 presidential drive, who made the mistake of getting into an automobile with Senator [Ted] Kennedy in 1969. Ted Kennedy drove the car off a bridge, flipped it over. He made good his own escape, but left Mary Jo Kopechne while Kennedy made no effort to gain help to save her life, a life that might've been saved had he acted in a speedier and less selfish manner.

The book also serves as a collective portrait of the Kennedy men, of the common themes, that we meet the same kind of behaviors again and again and again. And they remain relevant into our own time because one of those men is in the Cabinet of President Trump.

Ask Not is an exquisitely researched book and excruciatingly written. It is a powerful book, and it often hurts to read because the stories are so heartrending, especially those of the very youngest women, some of them still alive, who are trying to make sense out of what happened to them, of how they were used and how they were betrayed.

The book you might have thought would've gotten a big response at this time when we are increasingly alive to the rights of women and increasingly prone not to blame women for the way that they are taken advantage of by rapacious men. It didn't get that response--or it seems to me; I don't wanna do an injustice to the book--but scanning the reviews, it didn't get the response it might have, because there's a strong whiff of conservative politics about Ask Not. Maureen Callahan, the author, is a columnist for the Daily Mail, and she made one of her very first media appearances to promote the book on the Megyn Kelly podcast, where Megyn Kelly gloated over the unquestionably terrible behavior of the Kennedy family.

And I think a lot of people might have thought it's kind of strange in the year 2024 to be paying so much attention to the Kennedys when, with President Trump, we have a civilly adjudicated sexual assailant in the White House with cases of credibly attested sexual-assault allegations against him over many, many years. AndI think that's an impulse that I can understand, but that needs to be put aside. And I'll tell a story about this.

On the night that Congressman Eric Swalwell resigned from the House, I happened to be in a Trump-friendly space where there were a lot of television sets. The space was noisy, so I couldn't hear what was on the television sets, but I didn't need to, because I could see the gloating faces of the Fox News hosts in the 8 o'clock hour as they devoted the first quarter of an hour of the newscast to Swalwell and his fall. You would not know from watching the program that a Republican congressman, Tony Gonzales, had resigned that same day over his own heinous allegations of sexual misconduct. And of course, you would never know that Fox News had defended President Trump against credible allegation after credible allegation, going back for many years, of his outrageous behavior. There was a strong mood of This is one for our team. Our team has scored one. We nailed one of the other guys. We brought 'em down. Yay, us; boo, them.

And the question I found myself thinking about is, "Is the fair and decent treatment of women, is that a matter of morality, or is that a matter of convenience? Is that an important part of how we judge people in public life or not?" If it is, then, like cheating on your taxes, like drunk driving, like any other kind of moral outrage, it's something that needs to be assessed equally to all people and without regard to whether or not our team or their team is the affected party. That's not how we often do it, but it's the way we should do it. And it should be possible to say, You know what? The Kennedys and the Trumps, both bad. And not bad in every respect--who would deny that the Kennedy family made great and important contributions to the politics of this country? And not that there was not much to admire, especially in President Kennedy and Bobby Kennedy, less so in Robert Kennedy Jr., about whom there's not much to admire. But it is important to note in the ledger the terrible things they did and the terrible suffering that they inflicted on people they purported to care about or on people they just used and tossed away. And if you're going to do that for them, you can do it equally for everybody.

Thanks so much for joining me today on The David Frum [Show]. Thanks for watching and listening. As ever, the best way to support the work of this program, if you're minded to do it, is by subscribing to The Atlantic, where you can see the work of myself and all of my colleagues. I hope you will consider liking and sharing this podcast on social media. It does propitiate the algorithm gods if you press that little button. It really makes a difference to bringing the work of the show to more and more people. Thank you so much for watching and listening this week. See you next week on The David Frum Show. Bye-bye.

[Music]
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The Virginia Gerrymander Disenfranchises Republicans

Republicans seem to have expected that Democrats would continue to follow rules they had long since enthusiastically abandoned.

by Adam Serwer

Wed, 22 Apr 2026




Voters in Virginia approved a lopsided congressional map on Tuesday, reducing the expected number of Republican-leaning districts in the Democratic-controlled state from five to one. Republicans have reacted by complaining that conservative-leaning voters in the state have been disenfranchised by gerrymandered maps that reduce the influence of their vote.

And they're right. That is exactly what the new Virginia map does.

Gerrymandering is an attempt to thwart the will of the voters. It circumvents the vital process of democratic feedback by insulating politicians from political backlash. It should not happen, and yet this latest chapter of the redistricting wars did not begin in Virginia. It did not even begin last year, when Donald Trump openly urged red states to gerrymander their congressional maps so Republicans might retain possession of the House during the midterms. He did so despite the fact that the maps had been drawn after the 2020 census and would normally be expected to last until 2030.

Gerrymandering as a practice goes back to the beginnings of the republic--the term comes from maps drawn under Governor Elbridge Gerry in 1812. But the current redistricting arms race was prompted by the conservative-controlled Supreme Court's 2019 ruling in Rucho v. Common Cause, which said partisan gerrymandering was a political issue the Court couldn't interfere with. That ruling granted conservatives a victory they had long sought, and they may be on the verge of another. The Roberts Court will soon release its decision in Louisiana v. Callais, in which it may further neuter the Voting Rights Act to allow racial gerrymanders in the name of so-called color- blindness. If this happens, politicians would have a free hand to draw districts along partisan lines, and, as the Brennan Center, a left-leaning legal organization notes, many politicians would see the Court's decision "as an invitation to return to the racially discriminatory systems that previously entrenched the power of white voters at the expense of minority communities."

Read: Trump's enormous gerrymandering blunder

Republicans have justified gerrymandering in the past much as they have defended other forms of malapportionment in the American political system: by arguing that the votes of constituencies that lean Republican are more legitimate than those that lean liberal. "If you took Madison and Milwaukee out of the state election formula, we would have a clear majority--we would have all five constitutional officers and we would probably have many more seats in the Legislature," Robin Vos, the Republican speaker of the state assembly in Wisconsin, said in 2018. The logic here is clear: Rural votes, more likely to be Republican, should count more than urban votes, which tend to come from Democrats. At the time, Republicans in Wisconsin had managed to draw maps so effectively that even when Democrats won 53 percent of the vote, they won only about a third of the seats in the legislature.

Be careful what you wish for. Before 2019, some Democratic-controlled states had tried to lead by example, installing nonpartisan redistricting commissions to draw fair maps. Republicans liked that because it meant they could gerrymander conservative-leaning states and get fair treatment in liberal-leaning ones, thereby maximizing their representation in Congress. While the nonpartisan commissions respected the will of the voters, Democrats understandably began to see them as a form of unilateral disarmament.

Republicans seem to have expected that Democrats would continue to follow rules they had long since enthusiastically abandoned. The Washington Post editorial page, exemplifying its rightward turn under owner Jeff Bezos, dismissed Democratic concerns about Texas gerrymandering last year, arguing that "what's happening in the Lone Star State is not a threat to democracy." The editorial-board members were considerably less enthusiastic about Virginia's redistricting, which they called a "power grab"; Democrats, they warned, had plunged America "deeper into the gerrymandering abyss." Whoops!

What Virginia Democrats did by redrawing the congressional maps was antidemocratic, and it should be illegal. But, for those who care about ensuring the future of democracy, it was the least bad option of those available. As the political scientist Seth Masket wrote last year, Democrats couldn't force the Republican Party to "feel more reverent toward institutions and norms"; they could only "raise the costs of irreverence. In the long run, that's the most effective tool available."

Read: The state that handed Trump his biggest defeat yet

Republicans should use their newfound realization that gerrymandering is an antidemocratic practice whose purpose is to insulate politicians from the electorate to work together with Democrats to ban gerrymandering, or at least to limit its rewards. If the long-term outcome of the redistricting wars is a fairer system for drawing legislative maps, then it will have been worth it. The only way out of this is for both parties to agree to make the rules fairer. As Greg Sargent points out, Democrats attempted to ban partisan gerrymandering last time they had a House majority--only for Republicans to oppose it in the Senate.

I suspect, however, that Republicans have not had this realization, and that they simply believe that disenfranchising Democrats is good but disenfranchising Republicans is bad. If that's the case, then this race to the bottom will continue indefinitely. On Monday, Trump called the new maps a "shameful effort" to "silence the voices of Virginia conservatives." He either didn't remember or didn't care that he had set off this whole process by demanding that liberals in Texas and other Republican-controlled states be similarly silenced. In fact, the president complained in a post today that the election had been "rigged" by virtue of the fact that all the votes--including mail-in ballots--had been counted.

"The partisan gerrymanders here debased and dishonored our democracy, turning upside-down the core American idea that all governmental power derives from the people," Justice Elena Kagan wrote in her 2019 dissent in Rucho. "If left unchecked, gerrymanders like the ones here may irreparably damage our system of government."

Kagan was right then, and she's right now. If Republicans had listened at the time, they would not be tasting their own bitter medicine today.
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Photos: Reclaimed by Nature

On Earth Day, I wanted to share images of the incredible resilience of nature: the many ways that plants, animals, and natural processes reclaim abandoned human places and find ways to thrive.

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 22 Apr 2026


Abandoned oil tanks are covered by flourishing ivy plants in Huai an, Jiangsu province, China, seen on May 9, 2023. (VCG via Getty)




A discarded sneaker, covered in thick layers of green moss, rests on a fallen tree branch in a public park on the outskirts of St. Petersburg, Russia, on April 8, 2026. (Artem Priakhin / SOPA Images / LightRocket / Getty)




Young trees sprout up within the unfinished Evergrande Cultural Tourism City project in Zhenjiang City, Jiangsu province, China on September 5, 2024. The project was originally planned as a world-class fairy-tale themed park--a competitor to Shanghai Disneyland--meant to open in 2021. (CFoto / Sipa USA / Reuters)




Thick ivy covers a streetlight in Frechen, Germany, seen on July 26, 2024. (Christoph Hardt / IMAGO / Panama Pictures / Reuters)




An aerial view of the abandoned MS World Discoverer cruise ship, stranded in shallow water in Roderick Bay in the Solomon Islands, seen on on April 20, 2024. The ship struck a rock during a cruise in 2000, and was deliberately grounded to prevent it from sinking. (Saeed Khan / AFP / Getty)




A view of the thousand-year-old Heicheng ruins in Ejina Banner in China's Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region, shows encroaching dunes, viewed on October 29, 2025. (Lian Zhen / Xinhua / Getty)




An old table-tennis table sits in an abandoned playground, overgrown by plants, in Essen, Germany. (Jochen Tack / Reuters)




A polar bear pokes its head out of a window at an abandoned research station on Koluchin Island, off Chukotka, Russia, on September 18, 2025. (Vadim Makhorov / AP)




An aerial view of the bell tower of San Juan Parangaricutiro Church, which was buried by lava during the eruption of the Paricutin volcano in 1943, in the Mexican state of Michoacan. (Leo Coulongeat / Hans Lucas / Reuters)




Plants grow within the ruins of St Mary's Church in Wye Valley, Tintern, Wales. (Peter Schickert / IMAGO / Reuters)




A tiled corridor in an abandoned building frames a view of bright yellow autumn leaves in Neukirchen, Germany, on October 10, 2025. (Michael Nguyen / NurPhoto / Getty)




Animals walk past abandoned houses in the Bebedouro neighborhood of Maceio, Brazil, which was evacuated due to the risk of collapse at a nearby salt mine, seen on December 11, 2023. (Jonathan Lins / DPA / Getty)




Trees grow among stones in a collapsed section of Beng Mealea, an ancient temple in Siem Reap, Cambodia. (JanelleLugge / iStockphoto / Getty)




An aerial view of the closed Stadio Sant'Elia stadium, seen with an overgrown field, in Cagliari, Sardinia, Italy, viewed in 2025 (Detlef Voigt / Zoonar / IMAGO / Reuters)




An abandoned house sits near eroded cliffs in Saint-Pierre-en-Port, France, on August 22, 2025. (Lou Benoist / AFP / Getty)




Rabbitbrush takes over an abandoned gas station in the Nevada desert. (Jim West / Universal Images Group / Getty)




Abandoned buses, discontinued from active service, stand overgrown with creeper vines and other vegetation at a bus depot in Mumbai, India, on July 26, 2025. (Indranil Mukherjee / AFP / Getty)




A computer monitor and telephone remain on a desk in the offices of an abandoned steel plant in Charleroi, Belgium, seen on February 9, 2026. (Nicolas Tucat / AFP / Getty)




One of the structures of the ancient Mayan city of Calakmul sits surrounded by a tropical forest in the Mexican state of Campeche. (Iren_Key / iStockphoto / Getty)




A large patch of Kudzu takes over a parking lot. (Atlantagreg / iStockphoto / Getty)
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Hegseth to the Troops: We Are Bringing Back the Flu!

Grab your cough drops. We're going to battle.

by Alexandra Petri

Wed, 22 Apr 2026




Sign up for Inside the Trump Presidency, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump term.

WAR-FIGHTERS! As a step to making sure we are ready for warfare at all times, we have decided to ELIMINATE THE MANDATORY FLU SHOT! Nothing says "we are ready for war" like "we all have the flu."

Get your hot-water bottles! Get your ibuprofen! Not Tylenol, though! It knows what it did. Because we are bringing FLU to the war-fighters! Are you ready to have a RUNNY NOSE and an ITCHY THROAT? Are you ready to get REALLY SERIOUSLY DEHYDRATED AND NEED MEDICAL ATTENTION? Hoo-RAH!

We will terrify the enemy by coming in hot! And when I say hot I mean our temperatures! We will need COUGH DROPS, and we will knock those back, CRUNCH CRUNCH CRUNCH, with a sound more frightening than gunfire. This will strike fear into the hearts of the enemy. They will say things like "Do you need a tissue?" and "Are you okay?," and when they are offering us that tissue, we will strike. And then we will go back to bed and lie under a tactical pile of war-fighting blankets. Peak performance is when you have a terrible headache and want to be asleep, and whenever you open your mouth you sound like someone took lawn shears to your vocal cords. YEAH!

We are going to experience BODILY ACHES and, of course, CHILLS! This is the war-fighter way! Not having the flu was holding us back. When we are nondrowsy with maximum-strength medication we will perhaps even SEE GOD AND COMMUNICATE WITH HIM. (He is male and he loves it when you do a push-up! Recently, he whispered in my ear that war crimes are okay, confirming what I had always suspected to be true!)

If footage of me doing an incorrect push-up cannot intimidate America's foes, the knowledge that our whole fighting force MIGHT HAVE THE FLU AT ANY TIME and is CERTAINLY VULNERABLE TO THE LATEST STRAIN will! Yeah, we aren't afraid to stare death in the face. That will probably impress them.

I haven't washed my hands in more than 10 years! I don't see germs. I am the secretary of war, and I demand that every cell in my body be fighting at every moment. Especially the white blood cells (probably the most meritorious type of cell, and the only kind I would promote). I need them to fight all the time. That's the Pete Hegseth legacy: pointless, unnecessary battles everywhere you look. Against the media. Against our own rules of engagement. Against history. Against the flu. All battles I am confident we can win, with little to no casualties. (Please do not tell me about any events that happened in the past, say between the year 1918 and the present.)

The best warrior is he who fights the most. Especially when he doesn't need to. I think Sun Tzu said that. But I would never read Sun Tzu. First, he is from a nation I consider a geopolitical foe. And second, Sun Tzu is dead. I will never die. I am too strong a warrior.

Some say George Washington, who worked hard to inoculate the troops 250 years ago, would be ashamed of this development. I say, I'm ashamed of George Washington. He wasn't man enough to face down disease unassisted. I bet he couldn't do a single push-up.
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Trump's Enormous Gerrymandering Blunder

The Republican redistricting effort backfires.

by Russell Berman

Wed, 22 Apr 2026




Sign up for Inside the Trump Presidency, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump term.

When President Trump last summer implored Republicans to launch a nationwide gerrymandering blitz to pad their narrow House majority, the fight he started did not seem fair. GOP lawmakers had both the will and the power to draw their party new seats, while Democrats were hamstrung by limits of their own making. The question was not whether Republicans could expand their edge in Congress, but by how much.

This morning the landscape looks a lot different, after Virginia voters yesterday approved a lopsided new House map that could hand Democrats an additional four seats that Republicans currently hold. The Democratic redistricting victory is the party's second in a statewide referendum. When combined with new lines that California voters endorsed in November, Democrats have now succeeded in drawing districts that will likely yield them nine more seats this fall, at least matching what Republicans have been able to achieve in states that they control. By some measures, Democrats have jumped into the redistricting lead, bolstering their chances of winning back the House majority in the midterm elections.

The battle is not over. The GOP-dominated Florida legislature will hold a special session next week to consider redistricting, and the Democratic victory in Virginia could help Governor Ron DeSantis win over lawmakers who are reluctant to press the Republican advantage too far. Officials in both parties expect the Supreme Court to issue a ruling in the coming months that will weaken if not eviscerate a key part of the Voting Rights Act, which would allow states such as Louisiana and Alabama to carve up districts now held by Black Democrats. (Such a decision would have an even larger impact in southern states come 2028.)

But for now, Trump's move to open this new front in a centuries-old gerrymandering war between the parties looks like an enormous tactical blunder. Republicans have appeared taken aback by the ferocity with which Democrats have responded--and the speed with which they've set aside their drive to ban gerrymandering in the name of good government. In both California and Virginia, Democrats swamped the opposition in campaign spending, using the redistricting referenda to rile up a party base seeking any opportunity to push back against an unpopular administration. The margin of victory was much narrower in Virginia, where Republicans accused Democrats--wishfully, it turned out--of overreaching with a push to take 10 out of 11 seats in a state that had a GOP governor only a few months ago. (Democrats currently hold six of the state's House seats.) "If they would have done a more measured map, they would have blown this thing out," Zack Roday, a Richmond-based Republican campaign strategist, told me.

Like other GOP operatives I spoke with, Roday defended the White House's gerrymandering push, however risky it has turned out to be. "Your job is to contingency-plan on all of these pieces. And I think they fully knew what could happen," he said, calling the move, on balance, "a worthy gamble." "You have to do everything you can to gain that advantage, given the cycle, given the environment that we're in."

Democrats joined this fight at a distinct disadvantage. The party had spent years not only warning about the evils of gerrymandering but backing legislation and ballot measures to prohibit the practice where they could. (A Democratic effort to pass a federal gerrymandering ban fell to a Senate filibuster in 2022.) States, including California and Virginia, had given power over redistricting to non- or bipartisan commissions, forcing Democrats to seek permission from voters to override the panels through expensive snap elections. Republicans, having never embraced redistricting reform in the first place, had no such limits in the states they controlled. All they had to do was pass new maps through GOP-dominated state legislatures. Texas was the first to move, as Republican lawmakers enacted newly drawn districts in August, overcoming a bid by Democrats to deny quorum in the legislature by fleeing the state.

Read: 'California is allowed to hit back'

In California, Democrats, led by Governor Gavin Newsom--seeking a political win ahead of a likely 2028 presidential bid--responded quickly and aggressively to the Republican gerrymander in Texas. They drew up new House lines targeting five GOP-held seats and buttressing several more of their own battleground districts. Voters endorsed the move overwhelmingly in a November referendum. Democrats enjoyed several advantages in California, beginning with a huge, deep-blue electorate. Another was timing: The election occurred at a moment when the GOP gerrymandering drive was peaking and offered voters angered by Trump's moves to consolidate power their first opportunity to push back.

That edge had faded by the time the campaign arrived in Virginia, a lighter-blue state where voters had nevertheless just delivered a sharp rebuke to Republicans five months earlier. Democrats again significantly outspent the opposition, but Republicans used the highly partisan gerrymandering effort to tarnish the state's new governor, Abigail Spanberger, who had run as a bridge-builder focused on affordability. Democrats tried to replicate their winning message in California by imploring Virginia voters to "level the playing field" against Trump. But the recent struggles of the GOP's own redistricting drive threatened to sap some of the urgency from the Democratic campaign in Virginia. After Republicans added seats in Texas, Missouri, North Carolina, and Ohio, resistance within the party's legislative caucuses blocked them from doing so in Indiana and Kansas.

Read: The state that handed Trump his biggest defeat yet

Democrats had an opportunity to match or even exceed the total seats gained through gerrymandering--a prospect that seemed unthinkable when Trump launched his redistricting war last summer--but they did not prevail everywhere. Opposition from the state-Senate president in Maryland thwarted the Democrats' bid to target the state's lone House Republican, and an effort to pursue redistricting through the courts fell short in New York. That left Virginia, where, despite being outspent, Republicans were turning out in strong numbers after losing badly in November. Democrats held on, but the tight margin--with most precincts reporting, the referendum was winning by around three points--raised questions about whether national Republicans should have devoted more of their considerable war chest to the race. "I would have thought that this amendment would be passing by double digits," Chaz Nuttycombe, the founder of the nonprofit group State Navigate and a close observer of Virginia politics, told me yesterday. He questioned the Republican strategy. "In all likelihood, they're going to be losing four seats in Congress after tonight. So it's like, why didn't they get in on this?"

The redistricting race now moves to Florida, and Roday told me he was rooting for DeSantis to succeed in winning a new map to put Republicans back on top. "This is the way the world is now," he said. "It's 218 by any means necessary." The only solace he took from the defeat in Virginia was the hope that Democrats might finally have to cede their claim to the moral high ground on gerrymandering. "This holier-than-thou notion that Democrats have," Roday said. "That charade is over."
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Eight of the Most Fascinating Biographies to Read

Each is animated by the author's love--for their subject, for language, and for pushing the boundaries of what the genre can do.

by Nicholas Boggs

Wed, 22 Apr 2026




Literary biography is a cruel genre. The authors of these books--by which I mean not just biographies about literary figures but also those that aspire to writerly excellence--have been described by the writer Janet Malcolm as "professional burglars." After rifling through a person's affairs, they must conjure inside their pages a living, breathing human being--and then, inevitably, they'll have to close the coffin on their resurrected subject. But I like to think the "literary" element can temper the sting of these dastardly deeds, insofar as the author is tasked with perpetrating them in the most humane way possible: with the appropriate amount of reverence, style, and, yes, love. This is, at least, what I tried to do in my own literary biography, Baldwin: A Love Story, about James Baldwin's life and relationships.

I was inspired by other biographers, including the great Robert Caro, who has immortalized Lyndon B. Johnson and Robert Moses. I followed the essential dictums from his memoir, Working (turn every page, for example, and visit every setting possible)--but I was perhaps guided even more by memoirists, novelists, essayists, and poets. The eight titles below include some that particularly shaped my approach in Baldwin; others are more recent, artful examples that incorporate complex layers of experience and emotion. Each is animated by the author's love--for their subject, for language, and for pushing the boundaries of what a biography can do.



Virginia Woolf, by Hermione Lee

Lee opens her classic 1997 work by quoting a question posed by Woolf herself--"My God, how does one write a Biography?"--and responds over the course of more than 700 magnificent pages. Lee is all too aware that Woolf was a skeptic of the genre (she preferred the term "life-writing"), and with that caveat in mind, she produces something genuinely novelistic in scope, detail, and insight. Her concerted attention to place (she writes about Woolf's childhood summer house, her various London flats, and her charming later home in Sussex) provides the backdrop for her true subjects: the relationships that formed and sustained Woolf--with her parents; her husband, Leonard; and her lover Vita Sackville-West, for instance. Along the way, Lee is attentive to the roles of mental illness and gender in Woolf's genius, and proves that a doorstop biography doesn't have to be an exercise in tedium. Rather, it can be its opposite--a thrilling work of absorption and revelation.

Lauren Groff: Why read literary biography?



Positive Obsession: The Life and Times of Octavia E. Butler, by Susana M. Morris

Morris's book also takes on the challenge of describing a complex female genius: the trailblazing science-fiction writer Octavia Butler. Butler described her will to write as a "positive obsession"--something propulsive and dangerous, connected to "not being able to stop at all." Morris skillfully blends Butler's difficult and singular story with cogent analyses of how her fiction critiqued--and predicted--late-20th and early-21st-century America (for example, Butler's 1993 novel, Parable of the Sower, tells the story of a young Black woman in the 2020s whose community is locked in conflict with a tyrannical autocrat while Los Angeles burns). Morris makes pressing political and academic ideas accessible while allowing them to remain as expansive as the universes that Butler explored so brilliantly. That she does so in just a few hundred pages, while losing none of the crucial context of Black feminism, the civil-rights movement, American imperialism, and the Reagan era, is a testament to Morris's skill as that rare scholar who is also very much a writer. Her own positive obsession with Butler becomes the reader's great reward.

Master Slave Husband Wife: An Epic Journey From Slavery to Freedom, by Ilyon Woo

This book rightfully won a Pulitzer Prize in recognition of the depth of Woo's research, the accomplishment of her writing, and her generous idea of what a biography can be. Rather than recount the arc of a single figure's life, Woo has written both a collective history lesson and an exhilarating tale. Her focus is on Ellen and William Craft, an enslaved couple who escaped from Georgia to the North in 1848 by dressing up, ingeniously, as master and slave. As the couple make their way up to Philadelphia, then Boston, and eventually to England, vivid details and expertly rendered scenes of danger give way to an important historical record of slavery and the vicissitudes of the post-emancipation era. In her coda, Woo writes with great compassion and erudition about what can't be found in archives, particularly the specifics of how Ellen Craft died. This is a stirring example of how, even after subjects have been roused so masterfully, mysteries can persist: It remains unclear when Ellen was ultimately buried under a tree in Georgia, the state that she and her beloved had fled.

Read: History is never only one person's story



The Age of Phillis, by Honoree Fanonne Jeffers

Although this book was longlisted for the National Book Award for Poetry, it could easily have been categorized as biography. As both a work of life-writing and a book about the challenges of writing, it may have no equal. Focusing on the groundbreaking 18th-century poet Phillis Wheatley, the collection reimagines her childhood in West Africa, her existence with her white American enslavers, her friendships and her marriage to John Peters, and, in the volume's haunting final poem, her death at roughly the age of 31. The volume concludes with a learned essay reflecting on the possibilities and the perils of biographical writing: Jeffers questions, for example, the historical account of a 19th-century white woman who claims to be related to Wheatley's enslaver, as well as racist accounts of Wheatley's husband in early biographies. By moving through and beyond several genres, this book joins a rich new tradition of what the scholar Saidiya Hartman calls "critical fabulation," a mode of imaginative writing that fills in gaps of African American history, correcting misrepresentations along the way.

The Flower Bearers, by Rachel Eliza Griffiths

Much like Jeffers, Griffiths is gifted across several genres--as a poet, a novelist, and now, a memoirist. In this book, she interweaves three stories: her own genesis as a young artist in New York City; the sudden loss of a key member of her chosen family, the poet Kamilah Aisha Moon; and the near-fatal 2022 attack on her husband, Salman Rushdie, less than a year later. Not since Audre Lorde's Zami: A New Spelling of My Name has the pluck and resilience required of a Black woman hoping to be an artist been captured with such a resoundingly original and poetic voice. In the end, though, this book is a love story. The author's depth of emotion for her friend, for her partner, and for the self she has lost radiates with deep, hard-earned understanding.

Read: A book that puts the life back into biography



Come Back in September: A Literary Education on West Sixty-Seventh Street, Manhattan, by Darryl Pinckney

This was, hands down, my favorite book of 2022. Pinckney, a celebrated novelist and critic, animates not just his relationship with his teacher and longtime mentor, the legendary writer and editor Elizabeth Hardwick, but an entire milieu: the world, by turns rarefied and gritty, of literary New York in the 1970s. Pinckney introduces the reader to a number of men, and he invokes the devastations of the impending AIDS epidemic in a wholly original way as he suggests that they will be lost to the disease in the years to come. Both somber and hilarious, this memoir elevates gossip to high art, taking readers through Pinckney's years trawling the East Village in the era when he wrote his earliest articles for The New York Review of Books. It may well send you back to read, or reread, some of the figures covered in its pages--Hardwick and Susan Sontag, Robert Lowell and Mary McCarthy. After that, you may yearn to read this volume all over again; I did precisely that.

This Is All I Got: A New Mother's Search for Home, by Lauren Sandler

Sandler's story of a year in the life of Camilla, an unhoused Latina woman in New York City, is a product of the kind of immersive reporting that produced Adrian Nicole LeBlanc's Random Family and Alex Kotlowitz's There Are No Children Here. As Camilla tries to navigate the city's Byzantine public housing system in her quest for a home for herself and her newborn son, she emerges as a heroic young woman whose obvious smarts and resourcefulness are still no match for a woefully insufficient bureaucracy. Difficult material, yes--but somehow Sandler injects snap and humor into these pages, whether they're set at the welfare office or on the road in the Dominican Republic, making this a true pleasure to read. No wonder her feat of reporting has inspired a staged musical titled Shelter. Last summer, a rousing workshop version starred the ebullient Tony Award-nominee Jasmine Amy Rogers--and the form uncannily suits the emotions of Camilla's journey.

Cleopatra: A Life, by Stacy Schiff

Schiff, the consummate biographer as literary stylist, manifests the nearly impossible by portraying, in technicolor, a subject who left behind virtually no primary sources and whose history is encased in centuries of mythologizing. Schiff's method is steeped in the techniques of writers such as Caro and Lee, augmented by her own cinematic prose. She addresses the lack of access to Cleopatra's childhood, for example, by turning the ancient city of Alexandria into a glittering character itself, letting it take up an early section of the book. But her greatest ingenuity lies in how she addresses the death of her subject. Instead of just recapitulating questionable myths around Cleopatra's demise by way of poisonous asp, Schiff grants her not one possible death but two: She speculates, convincingly, that the queen may have poisoned herself in a final act of agency before her imminent capture by the Romans. In Schiff's deft hands, the biography functions as an historical corrective that is also an act of mercy.
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Apple Is Boring Now

Fifteen years after Steve Jobs's death, the company is a successful, if unexciting, powerhouse.

by Ian Bogost

Wed, 22 Apr 2026




Tim Cook's job was to make Apple boring--and he did. Cook, Apple's chief executive officer, is stepping down after 15 years in the role. He had succeeded Steve Jobs after the visionary co-founder of Apple Computer Company left only months before dying of pancreatic cancer in 2011. Since then, Apple has grown in market value by 2,000 percent. It has also transformed into a staid, if immensely effective, firm that sells people glass rectangles, wireless earbuds, and, sometimes, computers. This legacy is not tragic, but it is somber. The crucible in which the personal computer and the smartphone were forged is just a big company now.

Jobs and Steve "Woz" Wozniak started Apple Computer in 1976 to bring Woz's design for an early personal computer to market, but Jobs did not serve as CEO until 1997, when he returned after years away. Before then, a series of more ordinary businesspeople had run the company--mostly former semiconductor executives including Michael Scott, Mike Markkula, and Gil Amelio, along with the former PepsiCo CEO John Sculley. But by the mid-2000s, after the iMac, iPod, and iPhone had appeared, Jobs had become the apotheosized Visionary CEO--a model for the technology industry and beyond. His exacting and sometimes unreasonable demands, which dated back to the design of the Macintosh in the early 1980s, had made him a singular and irreplaceable presence: a figure who could bend an organization, an industry, and the public who would be transformed by its products to his will.

Cook, by contrast, had come to Apple as a run-of-the-mill executive in 1998, after a dozen years in the boring-sounding job of director of North American fulfillment for IBM and a brief stint in the equally unvisionary title of vice president for corporate materials at Compaq, a once-well-known PC brand that was sold and dismantled in the early 2000s. In a commencement speech delivered at his alma mater, Auburn University, in 2010, Cook described the decision to join Apple as rash, given the company's low standing at the time: "I wanted to throw caution and logic to the wind and join Apple." Cook's appeal for Apple was something like the opposite. An engineer, he was not a risky or dangerous choice; he was simply charged with fixing the company's manufacturing operations.

By all measures, Cook was massively successful. In his initial role, he turned Apple into an efficient manufacturing powerhouse. During Cook's tenure as CEO, the firm's market capitalization reached $4 trillion, and its revenues increased more than fourfold. Apple introduced several new product lines, most of which became cultural and commercial hits--in particular the Apple Watch, a wearable that transformed into a health-and-fitness device, and AirPods, the wireless earbuds that normalized always-on ambient-audio life. Cook's Apple also introduced a services ecosystem--including Apple Music, Apple TV+, Apple Pay, and others, which now bring in $100 billion in annual revenue.

But after 15 years of Cook's leadership, the risk and danger that a younger Cook did not possess have been mostly eviscerated from Apple as a whole. The Apple Vision Pro, an overpriced "spatial computing" headset that didn't catch on, surely counts as a risk--but also a failure. The Apple Watch was successful, but it doesn't feel revolutionary, as the iPhone did; rather, it's just a smaller version of the thing, worn on the wrist. People continue to buy and upgrade their Apple devices, but doing so now feels routine. Instead of marvel at Apple's inventiveness, today you might more often feel resignation, as one smartphone, laptop, or tablet replaces another. Mirroring his products, Cook settled comfortably into the role of a generic executive. At an appropriately mundane workforce-policy meeting that both Donald Trump and Cook attended in 2019, Trump mistakenly referred to Cook as "Tim Apple." (He did so again this week in a social-media post about Cook's departure.) It was a verbal slip, but the gaffe concealed a curious truth: Apple's CEO had become just some guy, not a dreamer, mystic, or pioneer.

Charlie Warzel: The Vision Pro is the perfect gadget for the apocalypse

Within the company, an effective solemnity seems to have replaced playful invention. Jony Ive, the company's longtime industrial-design chief, left to provide services to OpenAI and Ferrari instead. The public-facing new-product keynotes that Jobs had invented, and that the whole technology sector has since adopted, now seem overproduced, polished to a respectable but characterless shine. When I have contacted the company for stories over the past decade, the personnel allowed to speak with me have, at times, struck me as robotic or defeated. While I was reporting a story about Apple Intelligence last year, my Apple host sent me an invitation via the WebEx videoconference service rather than the more popular Zoom or Apple's own FaceTime, conveying an IBM-like enterprise neutrality. Though a small detail, the moment felt revealing, as if to telegraph Apple's embrace of bland reliability.

John Ternus will replace Cook as CEO in September (Cook will stay on as an executive chairman). Currently Apple's senior vice president of hardware engineering, Ternus has worked at Apple for 25 years, effectively his entire career. He oversaw the development of the AirPods and, later, iPhone and Apple Watch. When he starts the job, Ternus will be 51, the same age that his predecessor was in 2011. Apple released a photograph of the two men grinning at each other across the years between them in matching navy button-downs and indigo-blue jeans. The image reminds me of the internet meme that shows Spider-Man pointing at himself: Tim Apple pointing at John Apple.

Matteo Wong: OpenAI's ambitions just became crystal clear

This is not a sneer; it's just what success looks like decades after radicalism hardens into normalcy. In 2000, Bill Gates handed Microsoft over to Steve Ballmer, a longtime executive at that company, who then handed it off to another long-serving insider, Satya Nadella. Google's Larry Page did the same, to the Googler Eric Schmidt, and later to a fellow company veteran, Sundar Pichai. American culture celebrates a revolutionary spirit in business, but longevity dictates domestication. Someday, Mark Zuckerberg will hand over the reins of Meta to a safe successor. Even OpenAI's Sam Altman and Anthropic's Dario Amodei, the current darlings of generative-AI fanaticism, will become subdued if their firms survive. To persist is to put down roots for the long term. All companies that grow either do so or die.

A long time has passed since Steve Jobs was a radical: half a century since the invention of the personal computer; 30 years since Jobs became CEO of the company he had founded; 20 since the iPhone. Young adults today may not even know who Steve Jobs was, and they almost certainly do not remember him. Apple is just a company now, a big and successful one, which makes consumer electronics that people use to run their life. It has been for some time. Tim Cook saw to it, and now somebody else will.
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Brace for the Plastic-Price Hikes

The war in Iran could raise the consumer costs of car parts, toys, clothing, and more.

by Beth Gardiner

Wed, 22 Apr 2026




The Iran war's effect on fuel prices is easy to see, not least in the climbing numbers on gas-station signs. Less visible is the disruption cascading through another part of the fossil fuel-based economy: plastic production. Before long, prices not just for the gasoline that goes into cars but for the parts that make them--along with the cost of toys, furniture, clothing, and more--could start climbing too.

The plastics that proliferate through modern life are almost all made from oil and gas derivatives or by-products. Until the conflict began, many of the chemical ingredients that go into plastics, the ingredients for those ingredients, and raw plastics themselves originated in the Middle East. The Strait of Hormuz closure has already created shortages of key ingredients, which could mount into shortfalls of some plastics and plastic products. Even if tensions ease and the strait reopens soon, untangling supply lines would take months, likely until the end of the year, experts say.

So far, Asia, whose plastic makers depend heavily on oil and chemicals traveling through the strait, has borne the brunt of the disruption. In China, Taiwan, Thailand, Indonesia, and other industrial powerhouses, many petrochemical producers have declared force majeure, invoking emergency provisions to warn that they might be unable to fulfill contractual commitments.

Some have scaled back production as they've run short of crucial ingredients such as naphtha, a crude-oil derivative. South Koreans began panic buying trash bags in March (although the run has since eased), and officials in Taiwan asked plastic suppliers to prioritize medical uses to avoid shortages of vital items. India's biggest bottled-water seller raised prices by more than 10 percent because of escalating costs for its bottles and caps.

Given Asia's role as a manufacturer of goods exported around the world, its troubles may soon ricochet more widely. Malaysia, for example, makes nearly half of the world's synthetic rubber gloves. One producer announced that it would wind down operations this month because of spiking prices for raw materials, and others are raising prices by as much as 40 percent. Southeast Asia also makes a lot of tires, and Alexander Tullo, who covers plastic production for Chemical & Engineering News, told me that "if they're seeing constrained synthetic rubber, maybe that means that the tire production will be affected too."

Already, the prices that manufacturers pay to buy plastic are spiking everywhere. Dow, for example, hiked its North American polyethylene price by 10 cents a pound in March, then announced a 15-cent increase for April--which it promptly doubled--followed by another 20-cent jump planned for May. 

"This is not normal for how prices are handled in this industry," Anne Keller, a petrochemicals expert at Midstream Energy Group, a Texas-based consultancy, told me. "It's essentially, 'We can get it, so that's what we're going to charge.'"

In China, prices of polyethylene, polypropylene, and polyethylene terephthalate, or PET, the plastic typically used to make drink bottles, have all surged by at least 30 percent, Albert Li, a chemical analyst at Bloomberg Intelligence in Hong Kong, told me. Polyester, widely used in clothing, carpets and furniture, is getting more expensive too.

Jay Foreman, the CEO of Basic Fun, a Florida-based toy company whose brands include Tonka, Lite-Brite, and Care Bears, was recently in China meeting with contractors producing his products.

"Obviously, everybody is incredibly concerned," he told me. Many of his suppliers bought large stocks of plastic when oil prices were low, so they haven't hiked prices yet. But "they are signaling to us looming cost increases and supply-chain shortages."

Such shortages are his primary worry, he said, because toy companies, especially smaller ones like his that can't match the spending power of bigger rivals, are typically near the back of the line when supplies are tight. "We don't have any leverage, so we're at the whim of the market."

Soon, he'll have to lock in toy prices with retailers for spring 2027. Last year, when President Trump slapped tariffs on many imports, Basic Fun didn't have time to pass on the new costs. "We had to eat them," Foreman said, and he expects to be in the same position if he has to cough up more for toys in the coming months.

In other sectors, such as packaging, inventories move faster. Manufacturers and retailers may temporarily absorb the hit, but "they'll pass it on as soon as they can," Ed Hirs, an energy economist at the University of Houston, told me. "It's one of these pernicious price increases that'll just inch its way into the consumer's wallet." The impact won't be as big as that from fuel-price spikes, Hirs said, "but it's there and it will" fuel inflation.

Among the biggest beneficiaries so far are companies making plastics in the United States. They are significantly less dependent on the Middle East for the ingredients because they source important ones domestically, from fracking. In recent years, petrochemical companies have plowed more than $200 billion into plants, many of them in Texas and Louisiana, that turn fracking by-products into plastic and other petrochemicals.

After China expanded its own plastic production, a global glut pushed down prices, as well as petrochemical companies' profitability. The war abruptly changed that. Dow and other producers with extensive American operations are not paying dramatically inflated prices for their raw materials, Keller said, but plastic markets' new tightness means they can charge their customers more. "They're going to make a lot of money if this persists, and they're probably making a lot of money already," Tullo said. (The American Chemistry Council, the trade group that represents petrochemical producers, declined to comment. The Plastics Industry Association did not reply to an email requesting an interview, nor did Dow.)

Even so, Americans remain vulnerable to plastic and product shortages if the conflict continues. Plastics made from the ingredients available in the U.S. are most suited for producing single-use items such as bags, bottles, and disposable goods, Keller said. More durable plastics, including those used in car parts or some medical equipment, must be made from oil derivatives and are often imported from Asia. That means supply hiccups "may kick in sooner rather than later," she said. Many people have internalized the idea that gas prices depend on global events; now they may be forced to recognize that dependence on plastic makes the world similarly vulnerable.
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The Iran Talks Are Making India Feel Small

Modi styled himself a global leader but can't seem to get ahead of events in the Middle East.

by Vaibhav Vats

Wed, 22 Apr 2026




Pakistan is having a diplomatic moment, and India's political elites are not enjoying it.

Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi has spent the past decade promoting the notion that India is the leader of the global South and, as such, is indispensable to world affairs. Now a conflict in the Middle East has thrown the global economy, and, with it, India's, into crisis. On top of that, Islamabad, not New Delhi, has hosted at least one round of talks between the United States and Iran and is preparing to mediate others, leaving the Indian government to ponder its irrelevance.

Indian Foreign Minister Subrahmanyam Jaishankar first dismissed Pakistan's role in the U.S.-Iran talks, using a pejorative Hindi word for a kind of unsavory middleman. But in Indian political circles, particularly after the April 8 cease-fire was announced, criticism has been trained on the Modi government. Jairam Ramesh, a spokesperson for the opposition Congress Party, wrote on X that Pakistan's role was "a severe setback to both the substance and style of Mr. Modi's highly personalised diplomacy." Ramesh mocked the Indian prime minister for calling himself vishwaguru, meaning "teacher of the world." Asaduddin Owaisi, the country's most prominent Muslim politician, lamented that India would have been the natural venue for the U.S.-Iran talks, if not for the Modi government's missteps.

Modi's troubles with the Trump administration began last spring. A terrorist attack in Indian-administered Kashmir sparked a four-day conflict between India and Pakistan. President Trump announced a cease-fire that ended the fighting. But this unilateral declaration embarrassed Modi, who likes to project a strongman image. The Indian prime minister could not bring himself to acknowledge the American role in brokering the cease-fire. After that, his relationship with Trump steadily worsened. The U.S. president slapped 50 percent tariffs on India, among the highest anywhere in the world.

From the February 2025 issue: Narendra Modi's populist facade is cracking

Pakistan, meanwhile, saw a window to repair its relationship with the United States. The war on terror had driven a wedge between Islamabad and Washington, as the American government came to suspect Pakistan of evasions and double-dealing. Last year Islamabad profusely thanked Trump for his role in the cease-fire with India, and Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif nominated the U.S. president for the Nobel Peace Prize. Embracing Trump's transactional style, Pakistan signed a rare-earth-minerals deal with the U.S. and joined the president's Board of Peace.

The first round of Islamabad talks ended without an agreement a little more than a week ago. No one was apparently happier than the members of New Delhi's power circles. "To all those who were hailing the Pakistan mediation and calling it a diplomatic coup. Hope the cake on your face was tasty," Priyanka Chaturvedi, a former member of Parliament, posted on X. But Pakistan has not abandoned the role, and a second round of talks in Islamabad is still possible this week.

Ordinary Indians have reason to want to see the U.S.-Israel-Iran war resolved, regardless of who does the mediating. The country procures half of its oil and 60 percent of its liquid petroleum gas from the Middle East, and much of both transits the Strait of Hormuz. The war has caused an oil shock that has rattled India's economy. Restaurants have been closing early, or closing altogether. Rural migrants who eke out a fragile existence in India's cities now flock to railway stations to return to their villages, on the grounds that living on farms and cooking on wood fires may be a decent alternative to starving in the city. Factories have closed because of the uncertainty around energy supplies. A scarcity of fertilizers imperils the country's food security. And the Indian rupee has been in free fall. A United Nations report warned that the Iran war could push up to 2.5 million Indians into poverty.

One humid afternoon early this month, I spoke with Irfan Ahmed, a 56-year-old electrical worker, as he emerged from a gas dealership in central Delhi with a bulky red cylinder of the sort that's a fixture in most Indian homes. Piped gas is still restricted to elite neighborhoods; most Indians rely on portable cylinders that they hook up to stoves. Procuring this one had taken Ahmed more than five hours and cost him the day's wages.

Before the Iran war, he would have placed a request online, and the cylinder would have been delivered to his home within three days. Since the war, the online process has been discontinued, and the government, ostensibly to stanch the black market, demands that people present identity documents when buying cylinders. Ahmed had spent the morning in a two-hour queue for bureaucrats to verify his documents before directing him to the gas dealership. Then he and his brother hoisted the container, which weighed more than 50 pounds, onto a scooter and drove home with the cumbersome vessel perilously perched between them. Many others around them were similarly trying to balance cylinders on their motorbikes.

At the start of the U.S.-Israel-Iran war, the Indian government apparently did not envision such far-reaching consequences. In fact, when a February 28 air strike killed Iranian Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei, the Indian government maintained a pointed silence for several days before sending a diplomat to sign the condolence book at the Iranian embassy in New Delhi. Many observers, including in the Congress Party, concluded that Modi approved of the strike. But if New Delhi had imagined that Iran's regime would fall, and that no complications would arise for India, it was sorely mistaken. Instead the war escalated, and Iran blocked the Strait of Hormuz.

India managed to make some temporary arrangements for itself. On March 12, Modi spoke with Iranian President Masoud Pezeshkian and secured passage for a few Indian ships through the strait. The U.S. waived some sanctions on Iranian oil, and in April, India received its first such shipment in seven years. But shortly afterward, on April 18, Iran shot at two Indian-flagged vessels crossing the Strait of Hormuz, forcing them to turn back. The incident broke the fragile detente; India summoned the Iranian ambassador to convey New Delhi's "deep concern."

Before the Modi years, India's policy in the Middle East had been one of strategic balance. It maintained strong, civilizational ties with Iran that went back more than a millennium; at the same time, it pursued a relationship with Israel. But Modi has tipped that balance by drawing closer than ever to his counterpart in Israel, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. The Indian leader paid a friendly visit to Israel in the days immediately preceding the war, and this likely destroyed any possibility of New Delhi emerging as a mediator in the conflict.

"India has been pretty irrelevant in the war," Aakar Patel, a prominent writer and columnist, told me. "Except that we are taking the punishment quietly."

India's inability to influence global events has much to do with the way Modi has managed domestic ones. Modi has empowered a virulently anti-Muslim Hindu nationalism that has helped diminish his country's standing in the Middle East. And the lack of a constructive and serious public reckoning with the government's missteps during this crisis or any other largely owes to Modi's suppression of the Indian media. For the past decade, Modi has preferred to rule by spectacle, forbidding the country's problems to be acknowledged, let alone confronted and solved.

Read: Iran had a doomsday weapon all along

On April 18, the same evening that Iran attacked the Indian-flagged vessels, Modi gave a prime-time address to the nation. He might have used that speech to lay out the government's response to India's geopolitical and economic predicament. But he didn't: He devoted its entirety to attacking his political opponents, in the hope of swaying an upcoming election in West Bengal that has become a particular fixation for him.

Meanwhile, the Hindu-nationalist propaganda machine has carried on creating an alternate universe. Shortly after the Iran war began, the film Dhurandhar, about an undercover Indian spy in Pakistan who metes out brutal punishment to his nation's enemies, became one of the highest-grossing Bollywood movies in history. The hypernationalist blockbuster is typical of India's current public discourse in its detachment from reality and profound unseriousness about the real challenges India faces.

A country that once imagined itself a great power in waiting--a regional hegemon, dwarfing Pakistan, and a counterweight to China--now struggles to project power even within south Asia, having fought Pakistan to a draw last summer. The Iran crisis further suggests that India remains stuck as a middle power, defined by events rather than shaping them.

"The ambition that India would be this global power is gone," Patel told me. "It's only the pageantry that remains."
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Is Cohabitation the Feminist Future?

Stories about women living together are proliferating--and offering alternative visions to the nuclear family.

by Lily Meyer

Wed, 22 Apr 2026




Years ago, I moved into a small, cold house with two women I'd never met. Quickly, we became very close, in part through living communally: divvying up the big chores and scarce hot water, waiting until everyone was home to watch the latest episode of Girls. We were the same age as the show's characters and had our share of similar dramas, largely related to the boyfriends who, we rightly assumed, would eventually end our cohabitation. Much as we loved our setup, we all wanted and expected to move in with men. Still, each of us recalls that time lovingly, and I, at least, sometimes idealize it.

I know I'm not alone. I've heard many women daydream about setting up house with female friends. Mostly, though, those are fantasies, ones that don't stretch to mortgages or arguments about whose hair is clogging up the shower drain. No one wants to imagine the many challenges that the Danish writer Pernille Ipsen describes in My Seven Mothers, a memoir of growing up in a women's commune that's full of descriptions of conflict. But Ipsen includes those struggles for a reason: She quotes one of her mothers telling her, "What I wanted, wanted, wanted, was that this way of life, women living with women, should include it all."

My Seven Mothers came out in Danish in 2020 and in English last year, translated by Tiina Nunnally. It's part of a wave of recent literature about women living together. Although these novels and memoirs come from all over--Denmark, Italy, Japan, South Korea--and vary widely in style and attitude, each of them takes female cohabitation seriously, not omitting its challenges. Indeed, these books embrace the idea that women living with women not only can but necessarily will "include it all," even when that means loss, violence, and strife.

In My Seven Mothers, Ipsen describes the entire life of the commune, which disbanded when she was still a child, with great generosity. A similar mood pervades Fausta Cialente's A Very Cold Winter, published in Italy in 1966 but not released in English until Julia Nelsen's translation came out this year. Nothing in A Very Cold Winter can be idealized: Its characters have lost or been left by men and are now cobbling together a home in an icy, half-ruined Milanese attic after World War II. Most of them gripe constantly--and then grumble that everyone's "unhappiness is so depressing, their eternal discontent!"--and yet the novel is gentle and familial, animated by a spirit of inclusion so strong that even the infant living with the women gets to narrate a page or two.

A harsher dynamic is evident in Asako Otani's sardonic 2023 debut, Hollow Inside, newly translated into English by Ginny Tapley Takemori. Otani's protagonist, who is averse to sex and romance, rents an apartment with a female acquaintance as a tacit declaration that she's "given up" on marriage. For her, moving in with another woman is a rebellion against family life; the same is true in Two Women Living Together, a 2019 memoir co-written by Kim Hana and Hwang Sunwoo and recently released in Gene Png's translation, which is especially direct about its feminist agenda. Kim and Hwang bought their apartment together after deciding that they wanted neither marriage, with the subjugation they feared it would imply, nor the solitude and precarity of living alone in a world designed for family units. Now they consider each other next of kin.

Read: All our brilliant friends

Two Women Living Together, despite its light, bloggy tone, is clearly meant to campaign for cohabitation--but to do so for a wide audience, the authors avoid discussing the full emotional weight of being a woman who exists outside the norm. The precise inverse is true of Mieko Kawakami's Sisters in Yellow, a psychological thriller that is the darkest and most complicated of this group of books. Its characters, like Cialente's, see living together as a way to re-create rather than rebel against family structure, though in this case it backfires. The branching trajectories of stories about women living together is fascinating. They suggest that authors taking the conceit as a starting point rather than a stage or a daydream is a rich way to consider its possibilities--and to show women confronting the misogynistic demons that haunt them even when no men are around.

Sisters in Yellow was serialized in Japan and released in full in 2023; Laurel Taylor and Hitomi Yoshio's translation brought it to American readers last month. Kawakami is best known stateside for her novel Breasts and Eggs, which was a sensation in Japan and a slow-growing literary hit when it came out in the United States. An overtly feminist story of sisters struggling for bodily autonomy, it shows some of Kawakami's interest in women living without men. Early in the novel, its protagonist, Natsuko, then a child, comes home to discover that her sad-sack father has vanished. "It was the same apartment," Kawakami writes, "cramped and gloomy, dirty clothes on the floor, but without him, everything was different." Natsuko is so thrilled that she starts to dance. She never lives with a man again.

Hana, the protagonist of Sisters in Yellow, never really lives with a man--or with family--at all. Her father comes and goes when she's young; her mother is a bar hostess for whom "home is the last thing on her mind." Both Hana and her creator, in contrast, are home-obsessed. In a recent interview, Kawakami compared writing the book to "building a house: I started off with only a barebones floorplan. Then as I wrote, I was scrutinizing the choices for the wallpaper, the lighting fixtures, the rugs and furniture for each room." She's minutely attentive to Hana's surroundings throughout the novel, as is Hana herself, but what really matters are the women around her, whom Hana idealizes to her great detriment.

Hana's main object of worship is her mother's acquaintance Kimiko, another hostess who crashes in their tenement one summer when Hana's mom is off with a boyfriend. Kimiko tidies the space and cooks with Hana; the younger girl, accustomed to preparing herself simple meals, recalls Kimiko's stay as "the first time I'd ever done anything with garlic." Just like Hana's mother, Kimiko leaves without warning, but Hana still longs for her so intensely that when she bumps into her on the street a few years later, she immediately agrees to move in with her and become a hostess at the bar Kimiko is about to open.

Kawakami, always an emotionally direct writer, loads this decision with both excitement and risk: Readers will at once thrill and fear for Hana. Before long, the latter takes over. Kimiko brings alarming men--both bar customers and gangsters--into Hana's life. She also behaves, in certain negative senses, like a stereotypical male head of household: She controls their money yet expects Hana to pay the bills, and she shies from discussing their connection. When Hana tells her roommate that she's glad to have her, she gets a terse reply: "What's that supposed to mean?"

Read: When domestic life is like a horror story

Still, Hana wrings a sense of security from their relationship by convincing herself that Kimiko could never get by without her. Kawakami channels this conviction through Hana's fixation on the color yellow, with which she becomes preoccupied after Kimiko mentions her feng shui-inflected belief that it brings wealth. Hana fills their apartment with yellow trinkets, clinging to them as a source of the "courage and comfort" she so badly needs. But they're not enough, and Hana starts seeking control on a larger scale.

As Hana's need for security grows larger than her relationship with Kimiko, she befriends two girls her age, Ran and Momoko, both equally adrift, if slightly less vulnerable, and becomes a big-sister figure to them. At first, their friendship is a joy to read about. They have so much fun together that in one glittering scene, as they walk through a night "sparkling with light here, there and everywhere," Hana is so overcome by contentment that she has to "stop and put my hands to my chest."

Kawakami allows this luminous joy to spread through Sisters in Yellow for a stretch: Hana and Kimiko move into a house with Ran and Momoko, and readers may hope that the living arrangement with her friends will turn into the true, stable home Hana yearns for. Then the bar burns down. Hana, terrified that their household won't be able to afford to stay together, turns to Kimiko's gangster friends for work. As she plunges into crime, she becomes increasingly controlling and paranoid, dictating and monitoring everything Ran and Momoko do. Before long, she's become something like a domineering father--or like Kimiko, who still hovers in the background, the teacher whom the student has surpassed.

An understated yet vital detail in Sisters in Yellow is that Kimiko, like Hana, has never meaningfully lived with a man. Still, she teaches her accidental protege to deny other women authority like a prototypically macho guy might. What saves Hana--and keeps readers on her side--is her heartrendingly plain need for an anchor. Hana's drive to control her friends comes not from disrespect but from her dream of keeping them with her; she wants a family so badly, and is so unfamiliar with the workings of a functional one, that she often forgets to consider her friends' individual wants and needs.

Even when Hana is at her most selfish, the prospect of sisterhood stays alive in her head, and in the girls' dynamic. Consider a scene late in the novel in which Hana loses her temper at Ran and Momoko for disrespecting her yellow tchotchkes and demands that they paint the whole house yellow in penance. But she accidentally buys outdoor paint to use inside, and all three girls quickly get high from the fumes. Still, Hana won't let them stop, which turns the punishment into a poisoning--but also a night of "never-ending laughter," a meaningful bonding experience even after their relationship has gone sour.

As feminist commentary, this story is as incisive as the advocacy in Two Women Living Together, if significantly more complex. Sisters in Yellow makes quite clear that a home without men doesn't mean a home without the violence and control of patriarchal society.

Mieko Kawakami: Fortunes

Yet even when Hana is at her most controlling, she and her friends can still fling paint on one another and roll on the floor, stoned and giggling. The possibility of freedom can still glimmer throughout Kawakami's noir nightmare--as it can in traditional family life. None of these books reject men wholesale. A Very Cold Winter ends with some of its characters falling in love and moving in with men, as does My Seven Mothers. Ipsen's birth mother, Sanne, meets her stepfather and departs the commune, creating a nuclear family that still has room for Sanne's radical politics.

Otani's Hollow Inside, meanwhile, ends with an embrace of solitude. In one of its final scenes, the narrator, who has struggled throughout the book with a feeling of obligation to have a child, asks her roommate, a 3-D-printing enthusiast, to design and make her a plastic infant. The roommate does so, then asks, "Doesn't it make you want a baby? A real one?" Cradling the toy, the protagonist replies contentedly, "I have this one, and it's enough for me." It's at once an unsettling concession and one last declaration of liberation from the nuclear--and flesh-and-blood--family. All of these authors are, to some degree, making such assertions, even though they lead in divergent directions. Each of them invites readers to think more fully about how women might assert their independence in societies still designed in many ways for men--and to imagine what might get upended in turn.
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The Posting Will Continue Until Morale Improves

Trump's Iran messaging seems desperate.

by Jonathan Chait

Thu, 23 Apr 2026




On Monday morning, CNN reported that the United States and Iran had been on the verge of striking a deal to end the war when Donald Trump made a series of comments to reporters and on social media that undermined the talks. "The Iranians didn't appreciate POTUS negotiating through social media and making it appear as if they had signed off on issues they hadn't yet agreed to, and ones that aren't popular with their people back home," complained one source, who apparently pleaded with his boss to stop.

This was Trump's signal to begin binge-posting about the Iran negotiations. The Iranians may not have appreciated Trump's stream-of-consciousness messaging, and apparently their American counterparts did not either. But one very important person did.

Trump can't seem to refrain from touting his genius, especially when the subject is dealmaking, his professed speciality. And so, in a torrent of commentary, the president made the case that he is winning very greatly.

Already, despite the president's surface bravado, an undercurrent of nervousness had emerged. Trump was favorably comparing his prospective deal with the Obama administration's in 2015. "The DEAL that we are making with Iran will be FAR BETTER than the JCPOA, commonly referred to as 'The Iran Nuclear Deal,' penned by Barack Hussein Obama and Sleepy Joe Biden, one of the Worst Deals ever made having to do with the Security of our Country," he wrote on Monday. Simultaneously touting your prospective deal while comparing it to the worst deal ever is a bit like saying, I'm a fantastic basketball player, much better than my late grandmother, who never played the game.

Tom Nichols: Maybe Trump should not have given this speech

In a follow-up post, five minutes later, Trump addressed concerns that the war had gone beyond his promised six-week deadline. His technique, once again, was to reframe expectations. "Despite World War I lasting 4 years, 3 months, and 14 days, World War II lasting 6 years and 1 day, the Korean War lasting 3 years, 1 month, and 2 days, the Vietnam War lasting 19 years, 5 months, and 29 days, and Iraq lasting 8 years, 8 months, and 28 days, they like to say that I promised 6 weeks to defeat Iran, and actually, from the Military standpoint, it was far faster than that, but I'm not going to let them rush the United States into making a Deal that is not as good as it could have been." (Luckily, he seems unfamiliar with the Hundred Years' War.)

In the same post, he proceeded to assert, "I read the Fake News saying that I am under 'pressure' to make a Deal. THIS IS NOT TRUE! I am under no pressure whatsoever, although, it will all happen, relatively quickly!"

Generally speaking, people who are not under pressure rarely have to (1) issue frantic, all-caps claims that they are not under pressure, or (2) promise that they will quickly deliver a deal that will cause them tremendous embarrassment if it fails.

Thirty-six minutes later, the president posted again. "I'm winning a War, BY A LOT, things are going very well," he wrote, before attacking the "Fake News" for suggesting otherwise. The president also claimed that the American naval blockade of the Strait of Hormuz is costing Iran $500 million a day. He would repeat this point three more times over the course of several hours, as if pleading with his counterparties to see fiscal reason. (Religious fanatics, alas, do not always respond to the same incentives as New York developers.)

The next morning, Trump posted, "Iran has Violated the Cease Fire numerous times!" By afternoon, however, all was forgiven: The president announced, non-desperately, that he was extending the cease-fire despite Iran's repeated violations, "based on the fact that the Government of Iran is seriously fractured."

Read: One of these Trump threats is not like the others

Iran's internal fractures, which are very real and deepened by the decapitation strikes by the U.S. and Israel, have indeed made negotiations complex. By yesterday, the administration had decided to give the country through the weekend to resolve its regime schism. "Trump is willing to give another three to five days of ceasefire to allow the Iranians to get their shit together," a source told Axios.

It is hard to believe that the Iranians could quickly resolve their deep-seated divisions even under optimal conditions. It is even harder to believe that a vague deadline of three to five days would meaningfully accelerate the timeline in which they could do so, given that Trump has relaxed his previous deadline despite Iran flouting the truce terms.

Yesterday, The Washington Post reported that Trump "has authorized U.S. negotiators to consider a bargain that involves many of the same trade-offs one of his predecessors confronted." Somehow, the great dealmaker, operating under no pressure whatsoever, might end up striking a pact similar to one of history's worst deals ever. Can the terms be improved with a few more social-media posts?

Trump returned to Truth Social this morning to narrate the war. "Iran is having a very hard time figuring out who their leader is!" he wrote. However, he continued, the strait "is 'Sealed up Tight,' until such time as Iran is able to make a DEAL!!!"

According to the president, we are holding the world economy hostage until such time as Iran can resolve its internal struggle. Perhaps the problem here is not just Trump's live commentary about his negotiating strategy, but the strategy itself.
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The Kash Patel Fallout

An interview with the <em>Atlantic</em> staff writer Sarah Fitzpatrick about her reporting

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 23 Apr 2026




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

In a recent story, the Atlantic staff writer Sarah Fitzpatrick writes about how FBI Director Kash Patel's colleagues are alarmed by what they describe as erratic behavior and excessive drinking. Sources told Fitzpatrick that, on multiple occasions, members of his security detail had trouble waking Patel because he was seemingly intoxicated. Last year, Fitzpatrick reports, a request was made for "breaching equipment," normally used by SWAT teams to break into buildings, because Patel had been unreachable behind locked doors.

Patel called the story a "lie" and earlier this week sued The Atlantic for defamation. When asked about it at a press conference Tuesday, he said, "I can say unequivocally that I never listen to the fake-news mafia. And when they get louder, it just means I'm doing my job."

Since publishing the story, Fitzpatrick has been "inundated" with sources corroborating her reporting, she says on this week's Radio Atlantic: "I stand by every single word of this report."

Although Patel's erratic behavior has been an "open secret" in the FBI and other parts of the administration, according to Fitzpatrick, sources have been reluctant to express concerns through traditional channels because Patel has contributed to a climate of fear within the department by making employees take polygraph tests and waging an alleged retribution campaign against the president's perceived political enemies. Patel has fired agents involved in investigations into Donald Trump and his efforts to overturn the 2020 election.

Fitzpatrick joins Radio Atlantic to talk about her reporting inside the FBI, and how sources she spoke with are concerned about the agency keeping Americans safe during a time of heightened threats. And we talk to our staff writer Quinta Jurecic about the state of Trump's Justice Department after Pam Bondi's firing.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Last week, Atlantic staff writer Sarah Fitzpatrick wrote about FBI Director Kash Patel. She talked to more than two dozen sources, including colleagues of his who are alarmed by what they say is erratic behavior and excessive drinking.

Sarah Fitzpatrick:  It was people who felt that not only was this conduct embarrassing, unbecoming, but that it was a national-security vulnerability and that Americans were perhaps less safe as a result.


Rosin: Sarah's story opens with a stark illustration of his paranoia: a "freak-out," according to multiple sources, that happened on April 10.

Fitzpatrick:  It's a Friday, late on a Friday. And he attempts to log in to an FBI internal system. And he's unable to do so. And almost immediately, without waiting for verification, he begins calling allies, staff, and saying, I've been fired.


[Music]

 And it set off this panic in Washington. Now, granted, because it was--people within the FBI were calling the White House asking, Is Kash Patel still the FBI director? And if not, who is in charge of the FBI?


Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic.

At a Department of Justice press conference on Tuesday, a reporter asked about Sarah's story. Here's Patel's response.

FBI Director Kash Patel: I can say unequivocally that I never listen to the fake-news mafia. And when they get louder, it just means I'm doing my job.


Rosin: Today on the show, I'm talking to Sarah about her reporting.

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

Fitzpatrick: Thank you for having me.

Rosin: Sarah, you wrote that the concerns about Patel's conduct go beyond what's been previously publicly reported. Can you give us some examples of what you learned?

Fitzpatrick: So, these include examples of unexplained absences. This includes examples of drinking to what his colleagues perceive as excess in public or semipublic places.

This includes examples of him not being available to be involved in very specific high-level determinations that only the director can sign off on. It was known throughout the FBI, known to members of the Justice Department, and known to members of the White House that his security detail had trouble reaching him behind closed doors.

And that's what I think, really, was causing alarm throughout the security establishment.

Rosin: So what these sources are telling you is that he's locked behind a closed door, or what were they saying?

Fitzpatrick: There have been multiple occasions on which his security detail, which is responsible for two things--protecting him and being able to move him quickly--were unable to do so. And this actually--at one point, the alarm became so great that a request was made for additional equipment that is used to breach doors, because there had been a concern about this.

Rosin: So, like, a battering ram or some object that would help you get through a locked door.

Fitzpatrick: The FBI has a lot of different types of things that can be used for this nature, but yes, there was a request for additional resources.

Rosin: And had you ever heard something like this before as a reporter?

Fitzpatrick: No. (Laughs.) I had never heard anything like this as a reporter, and I think I spent a very long time, a very diligent amount of time checking it out because it was so explosive. And I think the fact that this was known throughout the FBI, throughout the Justice Department, that it reached the White House is because it was so alarming. And people were really frightened.

Rosin: What kind of people did you talk to for this story?

Fitzpatrick: I spoke to dozens of people: everyone from current and former FBI officials, Justice Department officials, people close to the White House, people who are involved in intelligence agencies, people who are lawyers, lobbyists, hospitality workers. It was people that had seen it with kind of a 360-degree view and had seen it over an extended period of time.

Rosin: And as you were going through this reporting process, what stood out most to you?

Fitzpatrick: The thing that stood out the most to me was the incredibly high levels of alarm that I would describe as bordering on panic for these sources. These types of people that I was speaking to are people that have--are not easily upset. They are not prone to exaggeration. They do not want to talk to a reporter, ever, and they were alarmed.

I had so many conversations in which I could tell a level of, not just panic, but, like, emotion, like, grown men who have done nothing but counterintelligence and solving some of the worst-of-the-worst crimes who are not easily scared, intimidated, concerned--they were frightened. And that really stuck with me. And that was an added element of the responsibility of this reporting and the care that I had to take to it. But it also was a signal of, this is an alarm that's coming from within the building, and that, we need to take seriously.

Rosin: And how long did these sources say they'd been concerned?

Fitzpatrick: So, I began hearing concerns about Patel even before he became the FBI director, before his nomination and then during his nomination. I would say that the frequency and intensity of those concerns has increased exponentially, and particularly since the beginning of the Iran war.

That has led a lot of people at various levels of government--because Iran is one of the United States' adversaries that, one, targets the FBI director and other key members for counterintelligence, hacking, threats on their lives. That's a major focus, and especially in a moment of--they are particularly adept asymmetric warfare, and this would be a moment.

Two, there's a perception among those specifically in traditional military as well as counterintelligence, that this is a moment in which the United States is uniquely vulnerable. There are multiple wars, there are multiple things that are all happening at once, and there's an expectation-slash-anticipation for many people who work in the national-security space that something could happen here at home.

They're most concerned about a terrorist attack. And how would the FBI director be able to respond in the event that that happened? Given this behavior, they did not have a high degree of confidence, and that was keeping them awake at night.

Rosin: After the story was published, Patel's response in an interview with Reuters was, "The Atlantic's story is a lie." And then, as you know, on Monday morning, Patel sued The Atlantic for defamation. What is your response to that?

Fitzpatrick: My response is that I stand by every single word of this report. We were very diligent. We were very careful. It went through multiple levels of editing, review, care. And I think one of the things that has been most gratifying, after--immediately after the story published was, I have been inundated by additional sourcing going up to the highest levels of the government, thanking us for doing the work, providing additional corroborating information.

So this was an open secret in Washington, unfortunately, and we took great care to bring it to light.

Rosin: You've mentioned that people were scared, maybe to the point of panicked. What did they say was at stake?

Fitzpatrick: At stake is the security of American citizens. There are so many things that the FBI plays a really important role in--from monitoring potential terrorists to responding to mass-casualty events. And then there's other things too. There are questions about allocation of resources, how you keep in personnel.

Patel has been very involved at the direction of the president in pursuing an effort to get certain people to leave the FBI, either voluntarily or by firing them. And so there's been a mass exodus--truly--of staff at every level, from the field office to the executive level, and that exodus has also resulted in a loss of expertise.

And now you have an agency that is severely understaffed and being asked to do more with less, and that is a recipe for something very bad to happen if you're not having a leader that is alert.

Rosin: This week, another Cabinet member, Labor Secretary Lori Chavez-Deremer, stepped down. She's been under investigation after staffers filed formal complaints alleging professional misconduct. She denies any wrongdoing. Now, that is an entirely different set of issues than what we are talking about here. But I was wondering, in the case of the FBI, why haven't we seen some of these concerns being raised more publicly and under people's own names?

Fitzpatrick: The thing you have to understand about this is Patel in particular is known to be extremely, extremely vindictive. He feels a responsibility and openly kind of is proud of the fact that he's on a bit of a retribution campaign on behalf of the president. He wrote a book, which identified a list of people that he felt needed to be purged from the government.

And so I think there is a real fear at every level--not just of the FBI, of the Justice Department, people who work in the White House--that this is a person who is going to come after. If you speak out, if you are perceived as not being 120 percent behind this FBI director or behind the president, there is a concern that you are going to lose your job. But not just that, that you are going to be bankrupted and your family is going to be bankrupted with litigation. And we have seen him, we have seen him personally go after people that he perceives as being problematic.

Rosin: I mean, despite this loyalty, you reported that officials around him expected Patel to be fired shortly after Pam Bondi at the Justice Department. What exactly did you hear?

Fitzpatrick: My colleague Ashley Parker and I reported in a piece at the time that there was a list of other officials that were going to be fired imminently. Kash Patel was one of those people.

It's also clear by his behavior on the April 10 episode--he himself was telling people, the director of the FBI is telling people that he believes he's been fired. You know, this is really openly discussed, about who is gonna be the next FBI director. So his fear was well founded.

Rosin: When he came in, Patel seemed to really share Trump's views. You've mentioned the "enemies" list, also that some FBI people were deep-state agents who needed to be purged. So how did they diverge? Like, how did he end up on this list?

Fitzpatrick: I think, unfortunately, this is this behavior that we are talking about in this article. I think there may be other things. But the president is known--his own brother, of course, suffered from alcoholism. Trump has talked very openly about that. I also think that this conduct has also not gained him many, you know, a lot of support from other people within the Cabinet or within the government.

Patel has complicated other people's ability to do their jobs, and it's a distraction. And I think that especially--I have reported prior; my colleagues have also reported this--that there was a, a very clear note what's called the no-scalps policy within the White House. That no one--they knew they had problems, they knew people were gonna be out, but the plan was to do that shortly after the midterms, that there would be no, because it was viewed as an admission of weakness if they let anybody go.

And that was a lesson that they very actively learned during the first Trump administration. However, I think that a combination of factors, including information about the polling that was happening out in the field that was finally making it to the White House, made it clear that if there was gonna be a change, they had to do it quickly.

Rosin: On Tuesday of this week, acting Attorney General Todd Blanche held a press conference at the DOJ. Patel was there with him in what you could interpret as a vote of confidence. What do you think happens next for the FBI director?

Fitzpatrick: I think that we are seeing evidence of someone who is experiencing a lack of confidence from the president all the way on down. I think we are seeing impulsive behavior, which has been a pattern of his, but we are seeing it increased. We're watching it now on television. I think we are--in private, my sources have described this as the entire building is panicking. The entire building is freaking out.

People are just waiting for the moment when he will be fired, and it's creating--unfortunately, it creates a lot of chaos and a lot of instability. There are really key, important, life-or-death decisions that need to be made that--the entire staff of the FBI, you want to be focused, you want to be clear on who their leader is, and unfortunately that's not happening.

Rosin: And it sounds like you two are following up or hearing from new sources.

Fitzpatrick: Since the moment that I published this story, I have been inundated, truly inundated, with new sourcing that goes to the highest levels of the government, who are offering corroborating information. So if you've reached out to me and I haven't gotten back to you, it's because I just haven't made it there yet. But I am going to call you--don't worry.

[Music]

Rosin: When we come back, I'll be joined by staff writer Quinta Jurecic to get a wider look at the FBI and the Justice Department under Trump--starting with a new indictment announced this week. That's in a moment.

[Break]

Rosin: Quinta, welcome back to the show.

Quinta Jurecic: Thank you for having me.

Rosin: This week, acting Attorney General Todd Blanche held a press conference with Kash Patel. Can you explain what they were announcing?

Jurecic: Blanche and Patel were announcing an indictment of the Southern Poverty Law Center, which listeners may be familiar with as kind of a racial-justice, social-justice organization.

Acting Attorney General Todd Blanche: Good afternoon. Today, a few minutes ago, in the Middle District of Alabama, a grand jury returned an 11-count indictment charging the Southern Poverty Law Center with six counts of wire fraud, four counts of bank fraud, and one count of conspiracy to commit money laundering.


Jurecic: The allegations center on the suggestion that it essentially constituted wire fraud for the SPLC to engage in a practice of paying confidential informants within extremist groups.

The argument that Blanche is making is that when the SPLC paid those informants, it was actually, in that sense, funding the groups that it had told its donors it was working to combat. I think another way to look at it would be that the SPLC's use of paid informants was part of their work trying to combat these extremist groups.

Rosin: Yeah, we should mention that the SPLC has called these allegations false and said its paid-informant program has been used to monitor violent threats. But Quinta, as you were watching this press conference, what were you noticing?

Jurecic: What jumped out to me was how this fits into a pattern that other reporters have noticed before. There's a report that came out recently from MS NOW by Carol Leonnig and Ken Dilanian essentially noting that often when there are headlines that have negative press about Kash Patel, a day, a few days later, there will be stories about how Patel has fired agents in the FBI, alleging that they were involved in persecution of Trump, they were involved in the investigations against him, that kind of thing.

There's a quote in the article from a former FBI agent, his name is Rob D'Amico, saying, when he gets jammed up on something, he literally fires people right after. So to me, this is obviously not a firing, but it does seem to be consistent with that reported pattern where there are headlines about Patel that are negative or unflattering to him in some way, then immediately after that there's kind of an action that MAGA can look at and say, He's our guy, he's doing something that we like. And in this case, the indictment--in that context, I think you could certainly read it as kind of giving some red meat to the base.

Rosin: Right. And I just want to note that the FBI denies conducting firings this way. But that pattern you mentioned is important. I bring up that press conference because there's a broader concern that leaders in the FBI and the Justice Department are acting in a way that focuses on President Trump's priorities and not necessarily on the priorities that we would expect from the FBI. For example, they're the federal agency in charge of domestic national security.

The U.S. is currently at war with Iran, which is considered a state sponsor of terrorism. And we've heard reports about counterterrorism experts leaving or being forced out. What do you know about that?

Jurecic: The people I know who are formerly at DOJ and FBI, who worked on counterterrorism and counterintelligence issues, are absolutely worried about how prepared the United States is right now for the current situation. Iran--since the Iranian Revolution, the Iranian [Islamic] Revolutionary Guard Corps has really invested in sort of international terrorism as one of its capabilities.

So keeping an eye out for potential IRGC-linked terror attacks is something that, under normal circumstances, given that we are now at war with Iran, you would expect that the U.S. national-security apparatus would be taking extremely seriously, and trying to protect Americans and people in the U.S., particularly Jewish communities, from potential Iran-linked attacks.

As you say, what's disturbing is that, over the last year, many people who were experts in the Iran space, and in the counterterror and the counterintelligence spaces, were pushed out. So shortly before the war began, a number of agents and analysts at the FBI who were working in the counterintelligence unit in the Washington field office, who were monitoring threats from Iran and elsewhere in the Middle East--they were fired by Director Patel for their involvement in the investigation into classified records held improperly at Mar-a-Lago.

Rosin: Right. And we should say, Patel claims that these firings were for quote "ethics violations." It's a situation, though, where the FBI's priority seems to be loyalty. And that trumped everything else, basically. Like, it didn't matter what subject expert you were--if you happened to have been caught up in an investigation that the administration didn't like, you were let go.

Jurecic: That's certainly what it looks like. And as you say, you know, these are not people who are out there saying, you know, I have a great idea. Let's go down to Mar-a-Lago and see if there are any classified documents. These are called line agents--you know, people who are told what to do and what to investigate.

And as you say, I think it, it has certainly seemed like DOJ and FBI are more concerned with getting rid of people who are associated in any way with these now politically toxic investigations than they are with making sure that, you know, the jobs that these people are assigned to do are actually carried out.

Rosin: And how does it normally work within the FBI? Because the FBI is a domestic agency. We go to war with another country. What would it look like at another time? Like, what would these counterintelligence agents be doing?

Jurecic: The difference between counterintelligence and counterterrorism is a tricky one.

Counterterror, I think, is something that is more instinctively understandable to people. It's, you know, the agents and analysts at the bureau who are trying to make sure that, you know, whoever is out there plotting attacks, the FBI is trying to prevent them from being able to carry them out. Counterintelligence is what people probably would understand as kind of spy versus spy. You know, your goal is to, if you're focusing on Iran, say, see what kind of intelligence operations Iran is running and then keep an eye on them or push back on them. And so the FBI is this kind of weird hybrid organization where it is a domestic law-enforcement organization, as you say, but it also has this counterintelligence apparatus that it engages in, even when things are related to stuff that happens on U.S. soil.

Rosin: And you said that you've heard from sources that people are worried that we're not prepared. How worried? What does that mean? Does that mean there's just a lack of expertise on Iran specifically? Like, what does it actually translate into?

Jurecic: There are a lot of different reasons. One is, as you say, you know, the people who are experts in this kind of work, both the prosecutors who know how to bring these cases, the agents who know how to investigate them--a lot of them are not there.

Agents have been reassigned from working on counterterrorism and counterintelligence cases to immigration cases. I think there was some reporting, I believe in The Washington Post, in the fall, that nearly a quarter of the FBI's agents had been reassigned to immigration enforcement.

That's a huge number. In D.C., we have had people at FBI and DOJ who might have normally been working on counterintelligence, counterterrorism issues who were out patrolling the streets because of the president's directive to increase federal law enforcement's presence in the city. And so there aren't as many people. A lot of the experts are gone. The people who are there are stretched thin, and their work has been directed onto other issues that might take their attention away.

Rosin: So the FBI is part of the Department of Justice, obviously, so I want to talk about the DOJ more broadly. It's been about three weeks since Trump fired Pam Bondi as the attorney general. What is your sense of the mood in the Department of Justice these days?

Jurecic: There was this period after Bondi was fired where it seemed like things were really up in the air. There was a question of, you know, who would take her role. There was reporting that it might be Lee Zeldin, who's currently leading the EPA.

There was reporting that the No. 3 at DOJ, who's a guy named Stan Woodward, would step down and that Harmeet Dhillon, who's running the civil-rights division, would take his place. It seems like things have kind of stabilized a little bit for the time being. So currently, Todd Blanche, who was the deputy attorney general--that's the No. 2--is the acting attorney general, and I, at least, have not seen any indication that Trump plans to nominate anybody imminently.

So it seems like this is Todd Blanche's show for the time being.

Rosin: And what do we know about him?

Jurecic: Blanche is, unlike Bondi, someone who does not have a long history in Republican politics. He, however, was Trump's criminal-defense lawyer for various criminal investigations into him and is very, very closely tied to Trump.

Overall, I think the common thread with, you know, some quirks here or there is really the people in charge at DOJ are people who are very happy to do things that Donald Trump has directed them to do, or that they think Donald Trump or his supporters would like. It's very much a DOJ that is in line with the president's particular vision, and Pam Bondi was pushed out, it seems, mostly because she wasn't able to operationalize that agenda to Trump's particular taste.

Rosin: So another big issue is election interference. It was the FBI that raided the Fulton County election office in Georgia. Do you have a sense of how Trump could use the FBI to interfere with elections? Like, what are you hearing about those efforts that might not be in the headlines in this exact moment?

Jurecic: It's a little hard to say because anything that he would ask the FBI to do would be probably illegal--certainly far, far outside the bounds of anything that a president has ever asked the FBI to do in the past.

And so it's a little bit like speculating about something that's just so completely off the map. People are definitely worried about this. Dhillon has certainly been active recently. She has been sort of on this quest to obtain voter rolls from states and recently also sent a request to Michigan to get ballots from the Detroit area from 2024.

It's not really clear what the goal is of getting these voter rolls. Nobody seems to have a firm idea. I think that that kind of adds to this sense that I've described that, you know, something bad might happen, but it's really hard to specify what specifically, just because there's no obvious set of levers to pull, if that makes sense.

And the reason is, I should say, just that the federal government doesn't have a role or has a very, very, very limited role in administering elections at all. So there's just not much to do.

Rosin: Okay. Is there anything else, as you're looking at the future of the DOJ, FBI, understanding Trump's priorities, that you are watching?

Jurecic: I've been keeping an eye on the prosecutions of Trump's opponents and the investigations of them. That was one of the things that Trump was really angry at Bondi about, that they hadn't moved quickly enough. And we've actually seen some news since Bondi was pushed out, that of, you know, the investigation into former CIA Director John Brennan moving forward.

DOJ swore in Joseph diGenova, who listeners may recall, was, used to be a sort of Fox News personality. He was very vocal around the 2020 election, and I believe publicly apologized after saying that Chris Krebs, who was the director of CISA [the Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency], an agency that ran sort of election-integrity issues, that Krebs should be, and I quote, "taken out at dawn and shot."

So Joseph diGenova is now leading the investigation of John Brennan. That doesn't fill me with hope that this will be a fair and evenhanded investigation, but clearly, DOJ, for whatever reason, maybe trying to make Trump happy, is trying to move full speed ahead. The problem that they have had, and I would certainly anticipate that they'll run into this in the Brennan investigation, is that it turns out the American justice system is, actually, I would say surprisingly good at preventing a totally, you know, 100 percent politicized, made-up prosecution.

The prosecutions of James Comey and New York Attorney General Letitia James were thrown out. DOJ is now trying to get them back into court again, but they've had a difficult time of it. With Brennan, I frankly would be a little surprised if they're able to actually bring an indictment, especially because diGenova has reportedly moved the probe to D.C., and D.C. grand jurors have not looked particularly kindly on the administration as of late. So I think the question in my mind is, you know, DOJ is clearly trying to move more aggressively on these kinds of cases and investigations of Trump's enemies that are really a priority for Trump.

Will they actually have any more success or is this a circumstance where in three to six months, we're gonna be talking about how Todd Blanche was fired because Trump was angry that he wasn't able to move these prosecutions forward enough?

Rosin: Right. So more efforts, more aggressive efforts--and I suppose the thing to worry about there is, they divert resources and time from other things that the DOJ or the FBI should be doing--but not necessarily more success.

Jurecic: That's right. And I should say, I mean, one of the U.S. attorney's offices that was very involved in the Comey and James prosecutions was the U.S. attorney's office for the Eastern District of Virginia, which has historically, because it's where the CIA is located, played a really significant role in counterterrorism and counterespionage prosecutions.

And some people in that office have quit or been pushed out because they didn't want to be involved. So that's just another example of how the, sort of, ability of the federal government to counter actual, real, existing threats as opposed to people Trump doesn't like has really been hollowed out.

Rosin: Well, Quinta, thank you so much for helping us to understand all these complicated entanglements.

Jurecic: Thank you for having me.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Rosie Hughes and Jinae West. It was edited by Kevin Townsend. Miguel Carrascal engineered. Fact-checking by Marie-Rose Sheinerman, Sara Krolewski, and Isabel Ruehl. 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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/podcasts/2026/04/kash-patel-fallout/686907/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Theft Is Now Progressive Chic

In some left-wing corners of the commentariat, moral rectitude is out. Flagrant disregard of the social contract is in.

by Thomas Chatterton Williams

Thu, 23 Apr 2026




In 1785, Immanuel Kant introduced his famous "categorical imperative." Put simply: Act the way you want others to behave. This dictate, a version of the Golden Rule, has been a bedrock of moral philosophy for centuries. But for the New Yorker staff writer Jia Tolentino, Kant's "categorical-imperative-type thing" no longer applies. Moral rectitude, in some left-wing corners of the commentariat, is out; flagrant disregard of the social contract is in.

Yesterday, The New York Times posted a video of a conversation featuring Tolentino, the pro-communist streamer Hasan Piker, and the Times opinion editor Nadja Spiegelman, under the headline: "The Rich Don't Play by the Rules. So Why Should I?" It began with Tolentino, a highly successful author, admitting to shoplifting lemons from Whole Foods. "I think that stealing from a big box store--I'll just state my platform--it's neither very significant as a moral wrong, nor is it significant in any way as protest or direct action."

"But what about the argument that if everyone just starts stealing wantonly," Spiegelman replies, "Whole Foods will eventually raise the prices?"

"Yeah, chaos," Piker says. "Full chaos. Let's go."

"I kind of am inclined toward this," Tolentino adds. "Everyone, try it. See what happens."

Marc Fisher: Shoplifters gone wild

It is difficult to know where to begin with such moral reasoning, if it can be called reasoning. At a time of kleptocratic governance and corporate oligarchy, Tolentino and Piker resort to a game of jaded whataboutism. For them, theft is a kind of perverse virtue signaling. Societal problems do not just excuse personal wrongdoing; they ennoble it.

Both Tolentino and Piker seem to justify stealing from large companies such as Whole Foods, which is owned by Amazon, because those corporations exploit workers and already budget for theft. Why wring our hands about shoplifting when it's been accounted for? Such an attempt to normalize petty crime makes Vicky Osterweil's 2020 manifesto, In Defense of Looting, look high-minded.

As with Osterweil, who argued that white supremacy can render even violent looting a legitimate act, Piker and Tolentino suggest that certain crimes become not just morally justifiable but even admirable when coupled with a claim against structural injustice. Spiegelman uses the term micro-looting, dressing up petty theft in political pretensions.

Piker, who has 3 million followers on the streaming platform Twitch, and is sometimes described as the left's answer to Joe Rogan, states that he is "pro-piracy all the way, like, across the board," adding that were it technologically possible, he would even pirate a car, whatever that means. Both Piker and Tolentino brag about IP theft. Tolentino encourages readers to skirt The New Yorker's paywalls and read her articles for free. "I say, go off, use the Wayback Machine."

"Would you steal from the Louvre?" Spiegelman asks.

"Yes," Piker says.

"I would not be logistically capable of executing" such a theft, Tolentino adds. "But would I cheer on every news story of people that I see doing it? Absolutely."

"I think it's cool," Piker says. "We've got to get back to cool crimes like that: bank robberies, stealing priceless artifacts, things of that nature."

These remarks are manifestly silly, but the conversation ranges into darker territory. Toward the end of the discussion, Spiegelman asks for an example of something that is not considered acceptable to do but should be. Tolentino responds, "Maybe things like blowing up a pipeline."

"I can relate to what you were saying, Jia," Spiegelman replies. "It is so hard to live ethically in an unethical society." She's right. Rather than lead a discussion about the difficulties of maintaining personal integrity in an immoral age, however, she wound up convening a celebration of vice.

Tolentino's treatment of sabotage is emblematic of the discussion's overall irresponsibility. She continues, "Some sort of fire could hypothetically be framed within a collective action that is tactically useful." Piker concurs: "Sabotage has played a formative role in labor unions."

During the Kenosha, Wisconsin, uprising in the summer of 2020, as fires raged nearby, a masked rioter screamed into a camera, "It's Black Lives Matter, not building lives matter!" The implication, which was widely accepted at that time on the left, was that property destruction is trivial but human life is sacrosanct.

Graeme Wood: The pinnacle of looting apologia

Yet both Piker and Tolentino move from discussing nonlethal crimes of nuisance and destruction to making excuses for murder. When the conversation turns to Luigi Mangione, the alleged assassin of the UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian Thompson, Piker asserts that the executive had been engaged in "a tremendous amount of social murder." Both he and Tolentino frame the at-times-gleeful public reaction to the killing as understandable because the health-care industry is structurally oppressive.

Watching the video, and not merely reading the transcript, is worthwhile here. Asked whether one should murder a health-care executive, all three dutifully say no, even as they refuse to treat the extrajudicial killing of a man with anything approaching gravity. In fact, the way they exchange smirks about it, you could be forgiven for thinking they were still on the subject of shoplifting produce.

And so a very silly conversation leads to a series of positions that are far from frivolous. Its overarching premise is that the law loses its legitimacy when political and economic elites violate--or are merely perceived to violate--the social contract. In such a world, ordinary people become entitled to ignore rules as they see fit. Neither Piker nor Tolentino explicitly endorse violence. But it is a short conceptual bridge from where they sit behind microphones to political murder.
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Cubans' Despair

Economic desperation has morphed into frustration, including at those purporting to help.

by Gisela Salim-Peyer

Thu, 23 Apr 2026




Cubans for decades have been buffeted by great powers, repressed by their own government, crushed by economic crises, and paraded as the victims of a succession of sanctions imposed by the White House. Glimmers of a better life came and went, either because the regime in Havana briefly allowed a sliver of greater liberty or the U.S. government tried a new tack to overthrow the communist ideology that has reigned over the island for almost 70 years. So it is perhaps not surprising that Cubanos by now have had it up to here with pretty much everyone.

Consider the reaction when a boat from the international activist group Nuestra America Convoy approached Havana's port last month. The Trump administration had recently imposed new sanctions on countries providing oil to Cuba, pushing an already shaky economy to the brink of collapse. The boat's crew of 20 or so young campaigners carried about 14 tons of humanitarian aid, flew the Cuban flag, held a LET CUBA LIVE sign, and protested against the U.S. oil sanctions. "We are all shouting, 'Cuba yes! Blockade no!'" one crew member told Cuban state media in a phone call.

The chorus of Cuban condemnation online was immediate. Yoani Sanchez, a writer in Havana, told the activists to take their "ideological tourism" elsewhere. The editorial board of El Estornudo, a Cuban magazine known for its criticism of the government, excoriated the whole effort as a "safari." One social-media user mocked the decrepit state of the boat and the untidy appearance of its crew: "Those people on that ship seem to need more help than we do."

The Nuestra America delegation did itself few favors in seeking to connect with ordinary Habaneros. Jeremy Corbyn, the septuagenarian British leftist, who had already arrived in Havana by plane, met with high-ranking Communist Party officials in the presidential palace. Pablo Iglesias, the founder of Spain's Podemos party, stayed at the luxury Gran Hotel Bristol in Havana ("Four unique gastronomic experiences offer vibrant cuisine and entertainment," its website says), from whence he remarked that the situation in the country was not as bad as it's depicted abroad.

The backlash to their mission stemmed from Cubans' frustration that, once again, foreigners were making theater from their pain and appeared more interested in siding with the Cuban regime against Donald Trump than in actually helping Cubans. That put the activists on the citizens' grievance list--along with many others who have been there for much longer.

Cubans, of course, are first and foremost furious at their own government. The ruling Communist Party rarely permits freedoms such as independent public polling, so approval ratings don't tell the tale. But the loudness and frequency of cacerolazos--protests where people bang pots--across the island attest to the rage. Father Alberto Reyes Pias, a Catholic priest who serves 13 towns in the Camaguey province, in the island's center, told me that the government had lost the people long ago. "We have lived so many decades of agony, and it never stops," he said by telephone. "It just goes on."

In 2021, Cubans' anger found some release. On July 11 of that year, people in the city of San Antonio de los Banos began marching and singing "Patria y Vida" ("Fatherland and Life"), an opposition anthem designed to counter the revolutionary motto "Patria o Muerte." The news spread on social media, and protests sprang up in cities across the country for a few days, creating the biggest anti-government demonstration since the 1959 revolution that brought Fidel Castro to power. President Miguel Diaz-Canel's government described the protesters as mercenaries and counterrevolutionaries and called on the regime's own supporters to fight them. The government shut off the internet, and the military and police cracked down, eventually extinguishing the protests and jailing more than 1,400.

Read: I watched Cuba crumble from the inside

Think tanks and scholars seeking to explain this moment of collective catharsis searched for causes outside Cuba. The Obama-era tourism boom had receded because of sanctions imposed during Trump's first term, and then had disappeared in the pandemic. The Trump administration also choked off European tourism to Cuba. Venezuela, Cuba's main benefactor since the 2000s, was dealing with its own economic crisis. And countries in Latin America stopped hiring Cuban medical brigades, an export tainted by reports of forced labor, depriving the government of a key source of income.

External factors have contributed to the discontent, along with an anger that's more homegrown: Cubans' hatred for the regime. Consider the signs they carried--DOWN WITH THE DICTATORSHIP--and the song they were singing. The lyrics of "Patria y Vida" made clear that protesters were ready to ditch members of the revolutionary pantheon, such as Che Guevara and Jose Marti, for a bit of foreign currency. In the song, the protesters also scolded the government for selling Cuba to foreigners as a paradise while "mothers cried for the sons that left." We are "the true history, not the mistold one," the protesters sang. "We are the trampled dignity of an entire people."

The largest exodus in Cuban history followed, driven by the impact of sanctions and the regime's ineptitude and repression: About 1 million people left in the next couple of years. The Havana-based demographer Juan Carlos Albizu-Campos estimates that the Cuban population has shrunk by one-quarter in the past five years, a steeper decline than that of Ukraine's population following Russia's 2022 invasion. Cuba's total number of births last year was lower than in 1899, Albizu-Campos told me. With so many young people fleeing, those left behind tend to be of older generations: Cuba's population is the oldest in Latin America. An aging society, combined with the sorry state of hospitals, means that the overall number of deaths keeps rising even as the population contracts. "The system is not sustainable," Albizu-Campos said of the country. "This is like a sick person in the terminal phase; there's no way out other than death."

These days, protesters are back in the streets for the first time since 2021--although instead of shouting for "Fatherland and Life," their slogan is now "Power and Food." Last month, demonstrators in the city of Moron set the headquarters of the Communist Party on fire--a gesture of defiance hard to imagine even just a year ago. Many of the activists who led the 2021 protests remain in jail or exile, but the regime has become more tolerant, slowly releasing some prisoners. A couple of protesters who used to cover their faces told me they now feel they no longer must.

Cuba has been under the longest-running sanctions regime America has imposed on any country, but the severity has ebbed and flowed. Soon after the U.S. military seized Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro in January, the Trump administration began hinting that action against Havana was high on the priority list and imposed sanctions on countries supplying oil to Cuba. The administration hopes that cutting off Cuba's oil supply will force the regime to agree to implement political reforms and increase access for U.S. corporations. President Diaz-Canel initially was game to talk with Washington. But in a recent interview with NBC's Meet the Press, he said he would die defending his homeland in the face of U.S. military intervention.

Cuba relies heavily on imported oil for its electric grid and for gasoline, so the consequences were predictable and dire--and heightened Cubans' exasperation. Regime officials blamed the hardship on the U.S. oil embargo. "The Cuban economy has been collapsing the past five years," Pavel Vidal Alejandro, a Cuban economist based in Colombia, told me. "But the past few months have been something else. This is the hecatomb," a reference to the ancient Greek and Roman practice of mass animal sacrifice to appease the gods. Vidal has studied how sanctions directly hurt household consumption. He told me that many of his fellow Cubans understand that but don't want to call out the U.S. too loudly, because they are wary of repeating the regime's talking points. Armando Chaguaceda, a Cuban historian, compared the regime to a kidnapper blaming his hostages' suffering on those calling for their release.

Maykol, a 25-year-old Havana resident who asked me to use just his first name to avoid regime reprisals, told me that lengthy power outages, already frequent before January, now occur daily. Charcoal, which many Cubans use to cook when the power is out, has become hard to find. During a blackout in February, Maykol's neighbors chopped up a chair to use as cooking firewood rather than let the meat in their fridge rot. (When I recounted this anecdote to Albizu-Campos, he told me the only part that surprised him was that the people had meat, which has been a luxury for a while now.)

Gasoline shortages have had the greatest impact. One of Maykol's relatives sleeps at the hotel where she works to minimize her number of taxi rides, which have become prohibitively expensive. (Buses have virtually stopped running.) In his walk to the market where he sells food, Maykol zigzags through garbage that sits uncollected because garbage trucks lack fuel. Mosquito-borne diseases are thriving; Maykol is recovering from chikungunya.

And yet most Cubans I spoke with wanted to set the record straight: The anger they feel toward Trump, they told me, was not as fervent as the anger they feel toward their own government. "Now the crisis is more acute because of Trump," Maykol told me. "But this is all our fault, of the people who live here and the people in power." Chaguaceda told me he opposed the limits on remittances imposed by the first Trump administration, because they hurt his ability to support his relatives. But now, he said, he wants the United States to act more decisively so that Cubans' misery ends sooner. Father Reyes told me he's heard complaints that "el Rubito" (Secretary of State Marco Rubio) is taking too long. But some parishioners remain optimistic that this period of intense hardship finally augurs the end of the regime. A popular new saying is "Better a horrible ending than a horror with no end." Still, there is widespread fear about what might come next and who might be in charge. Some on the island bristled at statements made by Maria Elvira Salazar, a South Florida representative, that "a mother's hunger" was ultimately the price to pay "to free Cuba forever."

Read: All eyes on Cuba

"Well, she's not going to be here to live that," a young Cuban woman, the mother of Maykol's baby, told me. (She asked that I not use her name.) "We will be the most affected."

Maykol seemed ambivalent about the prospect of the U.S. overthrowing their government. The first time I asked him, he said he was rooting for it: "I hope the gringos come." Later in the conversation, he told me he was anxious, too. "What if we're going through all of this for nothing?" he said. "What if the Americans come and there's violence but then nothing changes?"

If there is ambivalence over the motives of the U.S. government, no such reservations exist for another group of people outside Cuba: the community of humanitarian organizations, think tanks, foreign journalists, and activists who are focused on the island's plight. The issue for many Cubans isn't that these observers care. It is that they might care more about the perceived perfidy of America's dealings with Cuba and about romanticizing life under the regime (free health care!) than they do about the welfare of Cubans. Several Cubans in exile told me they feel that much of the attention their homeland generates is only due to the oil sanctions providing another means to criticize Trump.

Maria Cabrera Arus, a Cuban American sociologist at NYU, became so angry when her colleagues in academia asked her to sign a petition for the White House to lift the new sanctions that she wrote her own public letter. "For six decades, Cuban authorities have framed the nation as a victim of external hostility," she wrote. But "the country's deterioration, often perceived from abroad as picturesque or cinematic," is mostly the result of internal politics, or "a system designed to preserve centralized control."

Read: Cuba doesn't care about Marxism

The Cuban American artist Coco Fusco complained to me that every time she gives a talk about her work on Cuba, an audience member asks her some version of the question: But what about the American blockade? Fusco told me that whenever she talks about Cuba with her friends, she has to "pay tributes" to what she sees as the American consensus--that the embargo is bad and has been ineffective in applying pressure on the Cuban government--before she can criticize the regime. And Maria Werlau, who founded a nonprofit to document the abuses the Cuban government inflicts on the doctors it sends on medical missions to Venezuela and elsewhere, told me that when scholars and journalists reach out to her to talk about Cuba, many of them want to talk only about how America is treating the island.

A similar frustration greeted the Nuestra America boat on its arrival in Havana. The organization, on its website, claimed to be bringing aid "in solidarity with the Cuban people." But the organization's animus is clear: "There is no time to waste, as the Trump administration ramps up its assault on the island and its campaign to isolate its people." And when the activists, after docking, received praise from the regime, many Cubans were infuriated that the people who claimed to have arrived to help them weren't listening to what they had to say.
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Seriously, Tucker Carlson? Come On

Media figures who have turned against Trump only in recent weeks have forfeited the right to be taken seriously in the future.

by David A. Graham

Thu, 23 Apr 2026




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

Pity poor Tucker Carlson. Watching Donald Trump's war in Iran--which Carlson has branded "the single biggest mistake" by a U.S. president in his lifetime--he is ruing his strong support for Trump in the 2024 election.

"It's a moment to wrestle with our own consciences," Carlson, long the most prominent media personality in the MAGA movement, said this week on his podcast. "We'll be tormented by it for a long time. I will be. And I want to say I'm sorry for misleading people."

Or, even better, don't pity Carlson. He is one of several media figures who are having second thoughts about Trump--and in some cases, receiving praise for it. But these pundits deserve no amnesty. Their second thoughts are wise, but to have erred so badly, when so many other commentators and journalists saw the truth, disqualifies them from being taken seriously on politics again.

The problem is not just that Carlson ought to have known better. It's that he did, as the journalist Jason Zengerle reports in his recent biography, Hated by All the Right People. Back in the early 2000s, Carlson harbored reservations about the war in Iraq, but he swallowed them to be what he felt was a good team player for the right, Zengerle notes. Later, he said, he'd gone "against my own instincts in supporting it. It's something I'll never do again. Never." (The Iraq disaster may inform Carlson's vehement opposition to the war in Iran.)

And yet Carlson did just that with Trump, repeatedly. He initially found Trump coarse, but came around to him during the 2016 presidential campaign. By 2020, however, he'd become disgusted with Trump, including over his handling of COVID; Zengerle writes that Carlson first believed that the president's approach was too blase, then too strict. He told people he voted for Kanye West for president in 2020. When Trump tried to steal the election despite losing it, Carlson skewered Trump's allies on air and was even harsher in text messages to colleagues.

"I hate him passionately," Carlson wrote in texts revealed a few years later in a lawsuit against Fox. "That's the last four years. We're all pretending we've got a lot to show for it, because admitting what a disaster it's been is too tough to digest. But come on. There isn't really an upside to Trump." Yet after being fired from Fox, Carlson mended his relationship with Trump, counseling him to choose J. D. Vance as running mate and speaking at his rallies.

Discerning the "real" Tucker Carlson is, Zengerle suggests, a lost cause, and anyway, it doesn't matter whether Carlson was honest when he was backing Trump or is being earnest now. Either way, he's forfeited any reason to listen to him. And yet Carlson's turn against Trump has won him commendation of the "strange new respect" variety from liberals such as Jon Favreau of Pod Save America. This is ill-advised, and not only because Carlson continues to mingle anti-Semitism and other bigotries with his Trump criticisms. If these liberals' goal is to make allies who can draw Trump voters away, it's also likely to be ineffective. As Carlson rejects Trump, his own popularity is cratering faster than the president's.

Restoring American democracy after Trump will require reaching out to those who backed him. That's good sense and good math: After all, he was democratically elected, and many of his supporters were fooled by him or didn't believe he'd follow through on his more draconian promises. In the case of the unpopular Iran war, voters may have been tricked by Trump's claims to be an antiwar figure; that impression was fostered not only by his rhetoric but also by credulous framing in the mainstream press. Every voter has a responsibility to do their best to understand the candidates in an election, and Trump's foibles should have been plain long before November 2024, but most people are also busy and dependent on the media, whichever kind they choose, to inform them. Creating space for ordinary Trump voters to reject Trump doesn't require welcoming or absolving the prominent figures who rallied the public to support him.

One group ripe for shunning is broadcasters such as Carlson and Alex Jones, who has also reacted strongly to the Iran war. "I love the old Trump," he said during an interview with former Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene, another MAGA apostate. "I'm just going to be honest. I hate this person. This is a disgusting husk of a former person." (Strong words from a guy who falsely claimed that the Sandy Hook massacre was fake and the families of murdered children were "crisis actors.")

A second is the so-called Trumpist intellectuals, who have tried to create an ideological framework around MAGA. The writer Sohrab Ahmari argued (with Matthew Schmitz) in 2022 that Trump was "the only candidate who recognizes" that the establishment's warmongering was the root of American problems. Now, as the journalist Michelle Goldberg points out, Ahmari writes that Trump's "mad-king governance is exhausting for Americans and the world" and bitterly adds, "Bring back Hillary." The conservative commentator Christopher Caldwell declared the Iran war to be the end of Trumpism and wrote that Trump's "virtues are not the ones you need to run a free country." You get zero points for recognizing Trump's style and character only now, a decade into his era.

A third is those you might call lifestyle podcasters, many of whom forswear any claim to be political commentators but happily take on the job anyway, interviewing political candidates or issuing endorsements for office. This includes Theo Von, who has called Trump's strikes on Iran "diabolical," and Joe Rogan. "Make America greater--I'm down. But Make America Great Again and then it becomes a movement of a bunch of fucking dorks? 'Cause a lot of them are dorks," Rogan said last month, calling them "really weird, fucking uninteresting, unintelligent people." If Rogan was unable to notice this before, this says little for his perception. (The White House seems to be eager to heal any rift and hosted Rogan at the White House this past Saturday.)

The proposition that people such as Carlson, Ahmari, and Rogan offer their audiences is that they are smarter or better informed than a lay observer, or have access to politicians that allows them to be useful conduits for information and ideas. They have also argued loudly that they're more trustworthy and have clearer judgment than the mainstream media. If their most prominent political position was backing Trump in 2024, and they have all come to regret it, that says everything we need to know about their credibility going forward.

"It's not enough to say, 'Well, I changed my mind'--or like, 'Oh, this is bad. I'm out,'" Carlson said on the same podcast episode. He's right, for once; perhaps he should try saying nothing at all for a good long time.

Related:

	Tucker Carlson is the emblem of GOP cynicism.
 	Finally, someone said it to Joe Rogan's face.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Shelly Kittleson: If I tried to escape, I would be killed.
 	Trump voters like Marco Rubio more and more.
 	Radio Atlantic: The Kash Patel fallout




Today's News

	The Trump administration signed an order reclassifying state-licensed medical marijuana as a less dangerous drug, moving it from Schedule I to Schedule III. The change, signed by Acting Attorney General Todd Blanche, does not legalize marijuana federally but eases some regulations.
 	President Trump said that he ordered the United States Navy to "shoot and kill" any Iranian boats laying mines in the Strait of Hormuz.
 	Israel and Lebanon are set to hold a second round of U.S.-brokered talks in Washington today, continuing rare direct discussions following last week's cease-fire between Israel and Lebanon. The talks come as both governments say they want Hezbollah disarmed, though the Iranian-backed militant group has vowed to resist those efforts.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: The story of the Freedman's Memorial shows just how quickly a nation's ideals can erode, Jake Lundberg writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Angelo Mastrascusa / Anadolu / Getty



Cubans' Despair

By Gisela Salim-Peyer

Cubans for decades have been buffeted by great powers, repressed by their own government, crushed by economic crises, and paraded as the victims of a succession of sanctions imposed by the White House. Glimmers of a better life came and went, either because the regime in Havana briefly allowed a sliver of greater liberty or the U.S. government tried a new tack to overthrow the communist ideology that has reigned over the island for almost 70 years. So it is perhaps not surprising that Cubanos by now have had it up to here with pretty much everyone.


Read the full article.
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If I Tried to Escape, I Would Be Killed

A kidnapping in Iraq

by Shelly Kittleson

Thu, 23 Apr 2026




I remember screaming, though I don't know what words I screamed. And I remember resisting, though there was little I could do in heels against two military-trained men intent on shoving me into the back seat of their vehicle.

Video surveillance captured the moment I was taken. In it, you can see two burly men walk past, watching nonchalantly as I struggle. Inside the vehicle, the men zip-tied my wrists and ankles, and blindfolded me. I kept asking them: Why? 

I had been working in Iraq as a journalist for more than a decade. I had documented Iraq's fight against the Islamic State from the front lines as a freelancer--at my own expense and at great risk. I had covered social, political, economic, and environmental issues, and had been welcomed into the homes of many Iraqi families whose stories I tried to tell with sensitivity and fairness. Why, I asked these men in Arabic, had they taken me? Why were they hurting me? What purpose did this serve?

"No speak!" one yelled, in what was apparently the only English he knew. He continued punching me on my side and my back. Something was pulled over my head--a bag or hood--that made it hard for me to breathe and move. The beating continued, viciously, as I was shoved to the floor behind the driver's seat. My dress had been pulled up above my waist. I began praying softly in Arabic, which led to more pounding and my first loss of consciousness.

At one point, I was pulled out of a vehicle. My knees scraped across the ground. The stockings I was wearing would later be used to blindfold me; throughout my detention, they remained crusty with blood. I don't remember being carried into the building where I would be held. I came to when I heard a voice asking where I should be dropped: "On the mattress?"

"Yes."

I heard sounds that made me think we were still in an urban area. My legs were spread and my body was searched. I was in excruciating pain from what I later learned were several broken ribs, but I tried not to cry out; I had been told that I would be killed if I made any noise. Then I heard a voice that, in its humanity, offered me the slightest bit of hope.

"But she's a woman," this man said. He felt, or I imagined he felt, a touch of shame or pity. Perhaps he could see, in my agonized self, some trace of a woman he had known and loved.

I was taken hostage on March 31. Earlier in the day, I had stopped by an outdoor tea place where older men chat and network; an Iraqi journalist I knew was sitting there, and had spotted me walking past and waved me over. I then went back to my budget hotel, and changed into heels and more formal clothes. I had a meeting with an Iraqi government official whom I had known for years but had not seen for a while; I had arrived back in Baghdad only the week before. It was when I was trying to get a taxi to go to that meeting that I was grabbed off the street.

I had been warned multiple times over my years of reporting from Iraq that I might be targeted for kidnapping or assassination. However, this is always a risk for journalists who work on the ground, and none of the previous warnings had been followed by any attempts. I have never traveled with security--not in Iraq, Afghanistan, Syria, or elsewhere. I have always walked or used local transportation, and often stay with local families.

I had, however, known Iraqis who had been kidnapped or killed in Baghdad, allegedly by militias. I also knew that the Iran-linked militia Kataib Hezbollah was widely believed to have been behind several such incidents. But I could not know for certain whether this was the group that had taken me. And in those first hours and days, I had little energy to speculate. I was in immense pain and too focused on staying alive.

I don't know how long I was held in the first location--a few days, probably. I was in a narrow, windowless cell of sorts, with a heavy door and a video camera that filmed me at all times. I remained shackled, and was taken out only a few times--always blindfolded--to use the bathroom in another part of what seemed to have once been someone's home. To get in and out of the cell, I had to crawl through an opening in the door that was about a meter high. During one long stretch, no one came to open it. I was forced to urinate in the cell and wonder if I had been left there to die.

My captors would tell me nothing beyond that I was in "detention," that I was in the "hands of the security forces," and that, if I was innocent, I would be "released in a few days."

At one point, having been left for many hours, I woke to a sort of booming sound, and then heard something heavy being moved outside the door. The crawl space opened, and a man entered, while another crouched just outside, wielding a knife. They said to do what I was told "for my own safety," and to not speak a word. Blindfolded again with my bloody stockings, and with my wrists and ankles bound, I was dragged out and deposited in the trunk of a vehicle. I was moved to a second and then a third vehicle before I arrived at my next place of captivity.

Only one of the men from my first detention--the one whose voice had seemed to hint at shame or empathy--was present in this new place. I was later told that his "group" had taken me from the first "group" on the orders of "their leader"; I was unable to get additional information about this or to ascertain the veracity of it.

However, I was treated markedly better here. The blindfold was removed when I was locked into "my room"; the zip ties that cut into my skin were replaced by handcuffs that made moving around slightly easier. I could hear birds--I was somewhere more rural. This room was much larger, and I could get up and walk a bit. There was one window, frosted and half-boarded up. It let in some natural light, so I knew day from night, but I was warned not to get too close: "We're 'friends' now," one thin, dark-skinned man wearing a camouflage balaclava told me, "but if you try to see anything out that window or anywhere else, our 'friendship' ends there."

If I tried to escape, I was told, I would be killed.

My guards granted me small mercies: yogurt and dates, as much water as I asked for, and frequent bathroom trips, as well as company of a sort and conversations that gradually became slightly more open. They propped up my injured torso on an extra blanket, asked me how I liked eggs and brought them for me, and gave me tissues and sanitary napkins--I had been menstruating heavily since the first day of captivity and had bled through my clothes. They even brought watermelon, noting that it was "good for healing."

"You are innocent, we know that," one of my captors said, but "there is a war right now, and you have an American passport."

"There was also false information about you," he added, "but we've understood that it was wrong."

Although the men still wouldn't tell me who they were, eventually one said, "But you know who we are, don't you?"

"Maybe Kataib Hezbollah?" I said.

The group is possibly the most powerful--but also the most secretive--of the many armed factions in Iraq. It operates outside of Iraqi-government control but is linked to brigades within the Iraqi-government forces. Three brigades that are part of Iraq's Popular Mobilization Forces--the 45th, 46th, and 47th, which are deployed south of Baghdad and near the border with Syria--originated from fighters trained under Kataib Hezbollah, who had declared loyalty to the supreme leader of Iran but now nominally report to the Iraqi government. The group also has a political wing whose members serve in the Iraqi Parliament.

The man said that I would find out who they were when I was released.

One day, a man brought me shampoo, pink pajamas, and a toothbrush. He took my handcuffs off long enough to allow me to try to wash myself a bit. I was told that "the investigative officer" was coming--the man who would determine my fate.

The "interrogation" that followed was a farce, as was the "confession" that was scripted by the "officer" (also referred to as "doctor" and "judge") who interrogated me extensively about everything: how much money I made per article, why I was not married, whether I knew certain Iraqi journalists, what books I had read.

I was told that there were "accusations" against me. I was told that there were photos of me at the U.S. embassy in Baghdad, and that I had resided at the embassy for months, despite my never having even visited it. I was told that I had met with a man from the embassy in recent days and had given him information about the locations of Iran-linked armed factions and advisers--also untrue.

Next to the "investigative officer" was a large young man with black-rimmed designer glasses who mostly yelled "You're lying!" after everything I said. He accused me of meeting with a U.S. official at the Babylon Hotel. I had recently chatted with someone in the lobby of the Babylon Hotel--a high-ranking Iraqi official whom I had known for years. Perhaps whoever had passed on the information had assumed that the Iraqi was American because he spoke excellent English. Or maybe the report was made up to give my captors an excuse to do what they were doing.

I was well aware of the risks inherent in being a journalist with the "wrong" passport in places where the default assumption is that anyone asking questions is a "spy." I was also keenly aware of the creativity employed by those who write "intelligence" reports, having been the victim of fabricated reports of that sort in the past.

I had reported from the front lines alongside essentially every official armed force since first arriving, in late 2014, during the fight against the Islamic State: the army, the federal police, the Rapid Response Division, the Counter Terrorism Service, several brigades of the Popular Mobilization Forces, local police, and others. I had met Prime Minister Mohammed Shia' al-Sudani. I had reported on people's lives everywhere from Maysan, near the Iranian border, to Anbar, along the Syrian one, to Mosul and Sinjar in the north. And many Iraqis, including government officials, had acknowledged this fact and thanked me for my fairness. The respect I had earned had helped keep me safe before, but it had not prevented this.

The "investigative officer" told me that I could either do as I was told and recite the script he had written, in which case I could be released the next day, or I would be held for years. He then said, "There are a lot of people outside here that want to kill you. And if I walk out that door without the video, I take no responsibility for what happens to you. Your life depends on this. Choose well."

The script consisted of nonsense about my having "gathered information on the leader of Kataib Hezbollah" and on bases of factions of the Iran-linked Islamic Resistance in Iraq. I was to say that I had relayed that information to U.S. embassy officials, including the consul. One issue was that the "investigative officer" wanted me to name the consul in the video, but I had no idea what his name was, and neither did my guards, so he eventually dropped this demand. I was also ordered to say that I had received three months of training from U.S. military officers on intelligence gathering or something of the sort in Syria in 2025, and before that in Ukraine--also easily debunked.

He gave me 30 minutes to learn the script by heart, and told me that I would be recording it in both English and Arabic, and that "there would be problems" if I was found not to have said the same thing in both. I was in no condition to refuse, if I wanted to live. And I did.

A tripod was set up. The handcuffs were removed, and one of the men pulled down my sleeves to cover the cuts and bruises on my arms. The video, with its absurd claims, was made.

The "investigative officer" seemed satisfied, calling the video my "ticket to freedom." He said that he knew I was innocent but "it's war now," and that he hoped I could come back to Iraq and walk safely on its streets again.

Although the release did not happen the next day, I was eventually handed over--in the early-morning hours of April 8. I later learned that Kataib Hezbollah had claimed responsibility for taking me hostage and had allegedly demanded the release of several of its fighters in exchange for my freedom. No official statement has been made about whether any were actually released. (I also learned that Kataib Hezbollah had announced my release several hours before it actually happened.)

Blindfolded once again, I was loaded into one vehicle, then transferred to another, and finally handed over to the official Iraqi-government forces, who took me to Baghdad's Green Zone, where the president of Iraq's Supreme Judicial Council, Faiq Zaidan, was waiting for me.

I was dazed, and still wearing the sweaty pink pajamas my captors had given me the day of the interrogation. I had removed my contact lenses my first night in captivity, so Zaidan's face--like everything for the past week--was blurry. But his hands, when they clasped mine, were soft.

Before handing me over to officials from the U.S. embassy, who would take me to the embassy and then fly me to Europe to receive medical treatment, Zaidan told me that I would be welcomed back to Iraq in the future, and that he would grant me an interview whenever I returned.

Many important stories in Iraq deserve the attention of experienced journalists who know the country well, and who care deeply about it.

I have every intention of asking him to keep his word.
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The Flip-Phone Cleanse

I spent a month with a group of people who aspire to a state of offline bliss.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Thu, 23 Apr 2026




In March, I put my iPhone into a yellow cardboard box with MO stamped on top--the M looked like a riff on the Motorola logo; the O looked like a flower. Over the next several weeks, I left my phone there for roughly 23.5 hours out of every day.


I did so as a participant in "Month Offline," which started last year in Washington, D.C., as a kind of Dry January challenge, but for smartphones. Now it is a fledgling business with a footprint in New York City. Members of each monthlong "cohort" pay $75 for the experience, during which they swap their iPhones for a lower-tech device and participate in weekly meetups. I joined the cohort that began on March 2 and received an email just before the first meeting: "Excited 2 see u soon," it said.


My month offline began with the MO pledge--a document with curious capitalization that declared us all "Free and Independent Human Beings" who were "Absolved from all dependence on big tech and their attention-grabbing algorithms." By signing at the bottom, I agreed to "forego" the use of my smartphone for 30 days and thereby "trade dopamine for daylight, doomscrolls for detours, pixels for paper maps."


The other members of my cohort, who would meet on Monday nights in a still-semi-industrial corner of Brooklyn's Bushwick neighborhood (near a soup factory), were mostly women, mostly in their late 20s or early 30s. They had heard about Month Offline from a friend, or they had seen a wheat-paste flyer (Flip Off!) on the street, or, in at least one case, they had come across a post about MO on the party-planning app Partiful, which is where this person did their scrolling after having deleted all other forms of social media from their phone. Several people in our group had full-time jobs in technology, and nobody I spoke with considered themselves to be "anti-tech." But they all felt like smartphone use was costing them hours of free time every day, access to stores of creativity, and opportunities for adventure and friendship in the great city of New York.


One salve for these anxieties could be a different kind of phone. Month Offline has spun off a tiny start-up, dumb.co, that sells the sort of flip phones that you might want to use when your iPhone has been hidden in a cardboard box. Their design is more than just a relic from the aughts. It's a relic from the aughts that has been kitted out with a custom operating system designed by a former Washington Post software engineer named Jack Nugent. You can pair a dumb.co flip phone with your smartphone through an app called Dumb Down, such that your normal calls and text messages are forwarded to your dumb.co number. (Many of the numbers in my cohort had the Atlanta area code 404, as a joke about going offline.) Nugent's system also comes with scaled-down versions of Uber, WhatsApp, Google Maps, and Microsoft Authenticator. "Before this device, a lot of people would say something like, I wish I could use a dumbphone, but I need X,Y,Z," he told me. So he started adding X and Y and Z. The next version of the flip phone will allow for music streaming and include the retro phone game Snake. Nugent said he drew a hard line at email, though--the dumb.co flip phone will never have email.


For several weeks I took my dumbphone everywhere I went, and for several weeks strangers asked about it. Even people who did not seem like they would hang out in semi-industrial Bushwick were intrigued. One evening in lower Manhattan, a polished-looking man who had just been talking with someone else about his job in finance turned and saw my flip phone sitting on the bar. His face lit up. He wanted to know where I'd gotten it, and said that he'd been thinking about getting one too. A spirit of dumbphone curiosity seemed to be all around me.





Clearly, one of the flip phone's thrills is that it flips. It flips, and the feeling of its flipping is neat and familiar. For people of my cohort's age (and mine), it's a reminder of our first phones, which were amazing devices that conferred agency, independence, and the possibility of receiving secret messages from a crush. It's nice to have a flip phone again.


Month Offline leans into this feeling of nostalgia. At my second weekly meeting, my fellow travelers and I had the thrill of our lives decorating our new flip phones with stickers, just as we might have done in 2007. I added one baseball sticker to the front of my phone and one to the back, but some others created intricate patterns with rhinestones. The get-togethers were heavy on crafts; we often expressed ourselves through crayon. At the end of each meeting, we received a gift to help us get through the next week in an ever more analog fashion--a disposable camera, a book of crossword puzzles, a compass on a carabiner.


A key concept, discussed every week, was that of "friction"--or the specific discomfort we were feeling whenever we ran up against our reliance on our boxed-up smartphones. One week, we used the crayons to draw a "moment of friction," and most people drew themselves getting lost. The flip phone's tiny version of Google Maps is hard to use, and some people were trying not to use it all, preferring to navigate the city as their parents and grandparents once did, going only by their memory and directions from strangers.


I embraced the frictions of my month offline, except for when they made me extremely annoyed. Once, I settled down at a coffee shop to do some work and realized I was locked out of my computer; I had to call my fiance and ask him to bring my iPhone to me so that I could two-factor in. (My job requires a specific authenticator app that is not available for dumbphones.) I stewed while I waited. A couple of days before, I'd missed a text from my sister telling our family that she'd gotten into a medical residency. (Group chats sometimes glitched on my flip phone; other people in my cohort also reported having scattered problems with text-forwarding.) And because I had not received that text, or any of my family's responses to the biggest news of my sibling's life, my contribution to the chat was to blithely inform everyone a few minutes later that Seiya Suzuki would not be a good draft pick for our family's fantasy-baseball league, because he'd injured his knee in the World Baseball Classic.


At times like these, I felt as though this experiment in freeing myself was doing just the opposite. After all, I was paying for a second phone plan on top of the one I had for my iPhone--dumb.co service costs $25 a month for Month Offline participants--and then all this other annoying stuff was happening to me too. But the Month Offline program has a protocol for such moments of weakness: Between meetings, we were encouraged to text or call a couple of assigned "Flipmates," who were similar to Alcoholics Anonymous sponsors, and also to leave voicemails in a centralized mailbox for the group called the "Dumbphone Diary." The diary entries, which we sometimes listened to together at meetings, were brief, palpably sincere stories of the teller's struggles without a smartphone, or else their pride at having reconnected with art, nature, their friends, and their own mind.


Our group had three facilitators who would lead each week's activities and offer guidance. One of them, Lydia Peabody, explained that she had left her job as a therapist while participating in a previous Month Offline. The experiment had been a revelation, she told me. A few days into using the flip phone, she'd noticed that her mood was worsening. "I was like, Holy shit, why do I feel so awful?" Eventually, she deduced that her mindless smartphone scrolling had been a way to distract herself from her unhappiness. Without that option, she was forced to face reality. So she quit, and shortly after that she went to a Grateful Dead-cover-band show with the CEO of dumb.co, who hired her to run Month Offline because of her experience leading group therapy.


Her expertise has certainly been germane. Though the meetups weren't set up to be group therapy, people seemed to want to talk (and talk, and talk) about the ways their lives had changed without smartphones, and the discussions sometimes took on a therapeutic tone. I found this all a bit grating and repetitive, but as the month went on, I began to see the same results as everyone else. I read more, talked with strangers more, worried less, and forgot about Instagram almost entirely. I felt worse, and then I felt better.





At the final meetup for my month offline, we participated in a graduation ceremony, complete with Vitamin C's "Graduation (Friends Forever)" playing on a portable speaker. Cards on which we had written our average daily smartphone screen time at the beginning of the month were redistributed, and we wrote down our new totals. Mine went from nearly 4 hours to 19 minutes.


Peabody asked if there was anyone in the room who had not touched their smartphones at all, for the whole month, and two people raised their hands. The rest of us ooh-ed and clapped. I left with a feeling of genuine camaraderie. I also left having turned over my credit-card information to sign up for another month of dumb.co's dumbphone-service plan. My experiment was over, but I wasn't ready to give up on my little flip (which I'd started calling "my little flip").


Read: Get your kid a watch

The following week, our cohort came back together for a show of the creative projects we'd made with all of our offline free time. Those without artistic talents were encouraged to interpret the prompt liberally, and so one Month Offliner presented cookies she'd made from a favorite recipe, and another just sat at a table with a simple crossword puzzle she'd made.


At least 100 people came out for the event. Some were friends of Month Offliners who were there solely out of the goodness of their heart. When I asked one such woman what her level of interest was in participating in a Month Offline herself, she said it was "medium to mild." Other attendees were part of the city's broader, burgeoning subculture of "attention activism." I ran into Dan Fox, who works for the minimalist phone company Light, as well as Nick Plante, a community organizer who is one of the scene's best-known voices.


In his writing, Plante can come off as a zealot. He recently described social-media platforms as "prisons of the mind" and speculated that we may one day "see these companies burn and smolder." But when I spoke with him by phone after the Offline art show, he presented his stance in less fiery terms. Phone-free parties and club nights are already taking off, he said, and he guessed that New York will soon have an assortment of phone-free bars, restaurants, and co-working spaces. A culture shift away from smartphones is already under way, he said. "They're perceived as being so central to our society right now," he said. But what if they weren't?


My cohort mate Alana Kupke, a 30-year-old freelance stylist, had been thinking along the same lines. She'd signed up for the group because she works in the fashion industry and has felt obligated to be online all the time, just to keep her finger on the pulse. She'd been wondering whether she could do the same just by observing her physical surroundings and talking with people. At first, when friends saw her on the flip phone, they would freak out, she said. They would say "Oh my God" and swear that they could never get through the day with such a thing. "It kind of is a problem if people are scared to not have iPhones," Krupke told me. By the end of the month, though, she'd persuaded her roommate, several of her friends, and four people she'd met during gigs to make the switch to flip phones.


Read: Can Gen Z get rid of its iPhones?

Jenine Marquez, 26, another member of my cohort, told me that ever since our month offline she keeps her iPhone in a zippered pocket in her bag, where she can still reach it for emergencies and to answer video calls from her dad. Also, she can feel it buzzing if she gets a bunch of Microsoft Teams messages. Otherwise she doesn't touch it. Krupke said she's been switching out her iPhone for the dumbphone whenever she goes out with friends, so she can be more present. As for me, after signing up for another month of service, I haven't picked up my little flip even once.


A few days after the art show, when I met Peabody for tea, she acknowledged that not everyone who goes to Month Offline continues with the flip phones. Some treat the month like a detox. Others want to stay offline but struggle to stay on the wagon. "When you stop going to something each week that holds you accountable, it becomes harder for anybody to face this alone," Peabody said. She encourages people not to think about it as all-or-nothing. Her iPhone usually stays at her desk in her apartment, plugged in like a computer, she said. But she'll take it out to use it for something specific. "I don't make my life a living hell trying to use only this," she said, holding up her flip phone. "I use it most of the time because I feel better."


Only a few hundred people have participated in Month Offline so far, and participation may be limited to those whose lifestyles allow for voluntary inconvenience. But Peabody said she thinks the early flip-phone readopters will create a snowball effect. Each one will normalize the dumbphone's use a little more, even if it's just within their social circle or in the bars and coffee shops through which they pass. "Most people can do this, or a lot of people can do it," she said. "If you and I meet in a year, we'll be having different conversations."
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Israel Could Have What It Most Wants in Lebanon

It just has to give up territorial ambitions and work with the Lebanese government to disarm Hezbollah.

by Hussein Ibish

Thu, 23 Apr 2026




Parallel to the shaky truce between the United States and Iran, a cease-fire between Israel and Hezbollah has temporarily stopped the fighting in Lebanon, but without settling any of the important questions behind it. That's a shame, because prospects for a lasting resolution in Lebanon are better than ever--if only Israel would embrace the Lebanese government as the indispensable partner it could be.

Both Israel and the Lebanese government seek to free Lebanon from the excessive influence of Hezbollah and Tehran. When the latest conflict began on March 1, many Lebanese I spoke with across the country were horrified to be yet again plunged into a conflict with Israel that serves no Lebanese national interest whatsoever. Hezbollah had sent a barrage of projectiles into Israel as a show of solidarity with Tehran after an Israeli air strike killed Iran's supreme leader, and Israel responded with predictably aggressive military action.

The previous round of fighting between Israel and Hezbollah, in 2023-24, devastated the militia, destroyed much of its missile and drone arsenal, and killed most of its senior battlefield commanders and political leaders. It also left the Lebanese government with the task of disarming the group in the south of the country, which it did not do very effectively. Indeed, the most recent exchanges of fire have demonstrated just how disturbingly successful Hezbollah has been in rebuilding its capabilities. The result is that Lebanon, against the will of its government and most of its society, is now suffering through yet another war with Israel.

Read: Israel is missing its big chance in Lebanon

The day after Hezbollah's barrage, Lebanon's prime minister, Nawaf Salam, made a historic announcement: Hezbollah's arsenal and paramilitary activities were officially designated illegal, by a near-unanimous decision of the government. Lebanese President Joseph Aoun reiterated this policy to foreign diplomats, adding that it was permanent and irrevocable. The military was duly instructed to disarm the organization, but General Rudolph Haykal, the commander of the Lebanese Armed Forces, has not yet issued a general order to confront and disarm Hezbollah fighters throughout the country. That's because Lebanon's political and military leaders are divided. Civil authorities believe that the overwhelming public backlash against Hezbollah presents a unique opportunity to defang and control the group; the country's military brass fears that an order to disarm the militia could split their troops and even lead to civil conflict.

Israel would be advised to be patient with this delicate situation. But ever since the October 7, 2023, Hamas-led attack on southern Israel, the country has taken a hyperaggressive approach toward armed nonstate actors on its borders. Israel's latest military operation in Lebanon appears to be modeled on the one it undertook in Gaza. As soon as the fighting began, Israel ordered the evacuation of most of southern Lebanon, and within days, more than 1 million refugees poured into Beirut and other parts of the country from the south and the southern suburbs of the capital. Much of southern Lebanon has been both devastated by military strikes and depopulated.

In recent days, refugees have begun returning to wrecked villages and towns. Over the weekend, the Israeli military released a map delineating an area that runs deep into Lebanon--a so-called yellow line where five Israeli divisions will continue to operate during the cease-fire. Israel may well hope to control this territory for the foreseeable future, as a buffer to protect northern Israel from Hezbollah. And it may prefer for much of this region to remain essentially uninhabited. Indeed, the Israeli military reportedly told Christian and Druze villagers in southern Lebanon that they could remain there only if they declined to harbor refugees from Shiite villages (the latter are apparently presumed to support Hezbollah).

The map also outlines a new maritime buffer zone that conflicts with the borders that the two countries agreed on with the United States in 2022. Enforcing Israeli control of this zone would cut Lebanon off from its Qana gas field. The map also opens the possibility that Israel might divert waters from the Litani and Wazzani Rivers, which flow down from the Golan Heights.

History strongly suggests that any Israeli attempt to occupy Lebanese territory in the name of security will backfire. In 1982, Israel launched a war to drive the fighters and political leadership of the Palestine Liberation Organization out of Lebanon. The ensuing occupation, which lasted until May 2000, led directly to the creation of Hezbollah, a far more dangerous and entrenched enemy on Israel's northern border. Today Hezbollah's best shot at rebuilding its forces, along with its popularity and political viability within Lebanon, is to return to its origins fighting Israeli occupation in southern Lebanon.

Jonathan Chait: Israel moderates are losing the Democratic Party

The Lebanese government sincerely wants to take control of the south and disarm and contain Hezbollah. To do that, it will have to persuade the army to move systematically through the region, ridding each targeted area of militia fighters until the job is done. That's a long, slow, risky endeavor. Under a peace agreement, Lebanon might consider allowing Israel to do the heavy lifting in pulling it off.

For its part, Israel would have to accept that the only alternative to a Hezbollah-dominated Lebanon is a strengthened and sovereign Lebanese state, which cannot emerge in the context of a new Israeli occupation in the south or an effort to force Lebanon into an Israeli sphere of influence in the Levant. That sort of overreach could give Hezbollah new life by lending credence to the political rationale behind its paramilitary activities.

The Israeli and Lebanese governments don't want to admit this, but they need each other. Both would like to subdue Hezbollah and transform it into a relatively normal Lebanese political party. To make that happen, both will need to take risks. They will also have to avoid undermining each other--and to even work together, tacitly and delicately, toward their common goal.
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An Unsettling Anti-Slavery Memorial

One monument's story shows just how quickly a nation's ideals can erode.

by Jake Lundberg

Thu, 23 Apr 2026




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


The closest thing the United States has to a national monument to the end of slavery is in a park in the capital, a little more than half a mile from the National Mall. It depicts two figures: Abraham Lincoln, tall and stately, holding out his left arm and looking down at a barely clothed Black man with broken shackles kneeling at his feet. A single word, Emancipation, is emblazoned on the base below him. Dedicated on April 14, 1876, the 11th anniversary of Lincoln's assassination--and 150 years ago this month--the imagery of the Freedman's Memorial was as unsettling then as it is now. What had begun as an effort among Black Americans to honor the fallen president and emancipation has become a bronze-cast symbol of the movement's limits.


The story of the Freedman's Memorial shows just how quickly a nation's ideals can erode. The concept for the monument began with a single donation of $5 from a formerly enslaved woman named Charlotte Scott following Lincoln's assassination. The well-publicized gift inspired more gifts from other Black Americans, many of them Union-army veterans, who established a fund. When word reached a white Union-army general, the direction of the project changed. The funds and the organizing responsibilities were handed over to the Western Sanitary Commission of St. Louis, an outfit managed by white Americans.


Led by the founder of Washington University in St. Louis, William Greenleaf Eliot (the grandfather of T. S. Eliot), the commission debated over the monument's design. A proposal by the sculptor Harriet Hosmer would have surrounded Lincoln with four standing Black figures, who would have represented the progression from slavery to citizenship, as well as the vital contributions of Black soldiers in the Civil War. The commission passed on Hosmer's design--which was more expensive to build and more egalitarian in vision--for Thomas Ball's concept of the kneeling Black man, with two modifications. First, the generic Black figure at Lincoln's feet was replaced with a figure modeled after a Black Missouri man named Archer Alexander whom Eliot had sheltered following his escape, and who would later work as Eliot's servant. But Alexander was an odd choice for the monument: He had escaped slavery on his own in Missouri, and was not freed by Lincoln's Emancipation Proclamation--which didn't apply to the state. The second modification was a small gesture to such agency: Alexander's right arm was elevated slightly, to suggest his role in "helping to break the chain that bound him," as the commission put it.


The idea for Alexander's pose had a long history, reaching back to 18th-century British abolitionism. The potter Josiah Wedgwood first produced a medallion of a crouching, half-clothed Black figure looking upward and asking, "Am I not a man and a brother?" It had been a staple of antislavery iconography ever since. Versions appeared on teapots and woodcuts and the masthead of William Lloyd Garrison's abolitionist newspaper The Liberator. During the Civil War, popular lithographs depicted Lincoln next to the crouching Black man, and army-camp photographers posed white Union soldiers beside Black men in a similar arrangement.


The years leading up to the creation of the Freedman's Memorial saw the full enfranchisement of Black men--and then the dimming of this vision. The most productive period of Reconstruction saw vital civil-rights legislation and two amendments (the Fourteenth and Fifteenth) that defined national citizenship and established equal protection in voting rights. But by the spring of 1876, when the memorial was dedicated, the country was moving away from Reconstruction. White northerners looked on with growing indifference as white southerners waged campaigns of murder, terror, and intimidation to restore their control of state and local governments; they greeted the news of a wave of violence in Mississippi's 1875 state elections with a shrug. As Ulysses S. Grant wrote to his attorney general, "The whole public are tired out with these annual, autumnal outbreaks in the South."


When Frederick Douglass rose to speak at the dedication of the Freedman's Memorial, he was painfully aware of both the grim symbolism of the monument and the grim drift of events. Before an audience that included President Grant, Douglass asked Americans to confront the ways in which racism belied their claims to liberty and equality, just as he had 24 years earlier when he'd asked, "What to the Slave is the Fourth of July?" Although Douglass gave Lincoln his due, he also offered an unvarnished account of how and why the president had succeeded: Lincoln understood the limit of white Americans' commitment to emancipation, and with it, their hesitancy to embrace equality. Douglass aired his feelings about the monument soon after in a letter to a Washington newspaper, discovered in 2020 by the historians Jonathan W. White and Scott Sandage. "What I want to see before I die is a monument representing the negro, not couchant on his knees like a four-footed animal," he wrote, "but erect on his feet like a man."


In 1876, the monument registered the retreat from Reconstruction's expansive promise; in 2026, some wish to retreat from history itself. Under the mandate of the Trump administration, the National Park Service has been ordered to purge references to slavery--even from places such as Harpers Ferry, which can't be understood without it--to eliminate so-called corrosive ideology. The constitutional order established with the end of slavery is now no less in question: The birthright-citizenship clause of the Fourteenth Amendment is being challenged in the Supreme Court, and the Voting Rights Act written under the auspices of the Fifteenth is also under threat.


Immediately after the Civil War, it had been possible to view abolition as an expression of the nation's highest ideals. William Dean Howells had said so in The Atlantic in 1866, when he took up the "Question of Monuments" in an essay assessing what kinds of memorials should fill American public spaces. "Our immutable destiny," Howells wrote, is "to give freedom to mankind"--and public sculpture should represent that. As a model, Howells held up John Quincy Adams Ward's 1863 sculpture The Freedman. The figure in Ward's essay wouldn't have been exactly what Douglass had in mind--he was seated and only partially clothed--but he was dignified, classical in form, and hardly a supplicant at the feet of another.


Writing a decade later in 1876, not long after the dedication of the Freedman's Memorial, Howells's tune changed when he encountered another statue representing the end of slavery. This one came in the form of the Italian sculptor Francesco Pezzicar's The Freed Slave, on display at the 1876 Centennial Exhibition in Philadelphia. It was a far cry from what had been unveiled the previous month in Washington. The powerful figure stands, with his arms spread, as if he has just broken his own chains. The copy of the Emancipation Proclamation he's holding is the only indication of Lincoln. Howells, who was serving as The Atlantic's editor by that point, was not impressed with the assertive portrayal before him. Presented with the "most offensively Frenchy negro," Howells concluded, "One longs to clap him back into hopeless bondage."


In 1866, Howells had been able to recognize the connection between ending slavery, envisioning equality, and the broadest expression of the American idea. By 1876, on the country's centennial, he appeared to have given in to the forces that had severed that connection. As some seek to erase the history of slavery from our public sites and to reject the ideal of equality, Howells's change of heart is instructive. Confronting the history of slavery and realizing the Founders' vision of equality isn't an expression of "corrosive ideology." Turning your back on it is.
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Life Isn't Easy in the OnlyFans Economy

TV is finally considering the relentless, creative work of making a living online.

by Sophie Gilbert

Thu, 23 Apr 2026




On-screen, the actor Elle Fanning has the cherubic, moon-eyed guilelessness of a storybook princess or an animated woodland creature, the kind that belies a character much more tenacious than she first appears. In the new Apple TV series Margo's Got Money Troubles, based on the 2024 novel by Rufi Thorpe, Fanning plays an imaginative and naive college student named Margo, and it doesn't take long for a predator to come sniffing around. In this case, it's a sad-sack, married literature professor named Mark (played by Michael Angarano), who locks in on Margo and--correctly--identifies her writing potential. "I'm meeting him for coffee," Margo tells her best friend over FaceTime. "He thinks my writing is brilliant." (If your eyes roll at this point, they're supposed to.)

The TV titan David E. Kelley (Ally McBeal, Big Little Lies), who created the show and wrote the first three episodes, zips through the inevitable scenes that follow: Mark and Margo end up in bed, where she's not enthralled by him so much as enchanted by how he makes her feel about herself. Margo vomits at her waitressing job without realizing what it portends. By the beginning of the second episode, Margo has dropped out of school and is the totally broke single mother to a colicky baby, Bodhi, who cries so committedly that two of Margo's roommates move out. She can't continue waitressing without child care, and she can't pay for child care without a job. Her mother, Shyanne (Michelle Pfeiffer), is a lacquered and brittle femme fatale who, having raised Margo alone, declines to repeat things with Bodhi. Truly, the show emphasizes, Margo is out of options, except for a specific and potentially lucrative career that beckons through her laptop screen. And so, desperately in need of rent money and diapers, she signs up for OnlyFans.

The erotic-creator model has been entrenched in the American economy since the early months of the coronavirus pandemic, so the fact that TV has taken this long to really consider it is a little surprising. Margo's Got Money Troubles premiered the same week as the third season of HBO's nihilistic teen drama Euphoria, in which Sydney Sweeney's dead-eyed Cassie has taken to the popular subscription service, dressing up as a seductive puppy and even a pacifier-sucking baby. "People make money doing this," she tells her fiance, simply. She doesn't need money but wants it, and in the world of Euphoria, where sex is often nothing more than currency, that's enough.

Read: The dark teen show that pushes the edge of provocation

It's hard to sufficiently emphasize how different a show Margo's Got Money Troubles is--how sweet-natured, humane, and tender it is toward its characters and their plight, and how astute about the mechanics of the modern-day attention economy. Margo is credulous, yes, and her questionable decisions stack up like dominoes when the show has barely begun, but she's also creative, practical, and immensely in love with her child. She's supported by her roommate, Susie (Thaddea Graham), a fantasy cosplayer and wrestling fan, and her formerly absentee father, Jinx (Nick Offerman), who arrives at Margo's door not long after leaving rehab for an opioid addiction and seeing a string of panicked texts from her.

Offerman, radiating the majestic vulnerability of a forlorn mountain, is spectacular, and his bond with Bodhi helps Margo dive deeply into her new pursuit. At first, she offers to compare photos of people's penises to Pokemon for tips, employing both her critical and descriptive skills. ("Your penis is a Tentacruel! With bulging pink glans and glittering mushroom-blue veins, your penis is filled with a quiet menace.") But soon, she comes up with a persona--Hungry Ghost, named after a poem Mark wrote her--and a schtick, and becomes convinced that she can turn her side hustle into a real career.

Whatever you might be thinking about OnlyFans, the show wants to tweak it. "So it's pornography," Jinx says to Margo, wrinkling his nose, when she explains to him how she's supporting her family. "It's not pornography," Margo replies. "Sometimes there's some nudity." Most of the work she does involves that most relentless of 21st-century labors: building a following. Methodically, Margo's Got Money Troubles underscores just how closely Margo's work aligns with other creative jobs, such as Jinx's career as a wrestler and even David E. Kelley's duties as a showrunner.

Margo writes scripts, plans costumes and makeup, blocks scenes, and dreams up plot arcs for her erotic-alien alter ego. Fanning is frequently nude on the show, but rarely in the context of her work online; more often, she's nude as a new mother, frantically trying to feed a child who won't latch. ("He just spits them out with such vicious contempt!" Margo sobs, alternating between watching YouTube tutorials on breastfeeding and shrieking with frustration--a scene that yanked me right back to the endurance tests of early parenthood.) Slyly, the series reveals all the ways in which nudity is or isn't sanctioned, bodily labor affirmed or condemned.

Read: What porn taught a generation of women

By the point in the show where Margo is derogatively labeled a "sex worker" by disapproving lawyers and social workers, we've seen so much of who she really is that the label seems wholly insufficient and unfairly loaded--if selling yourself as a character on the internet is that awful, let he who is without sin cast the first stone. Kelley even allows two of Margo's OnlyFans collaborators, played by Lindsey Normington and Rico Nasty, to criticize her "internalized whorephobia" when she insists that she's making art, not porn. Margo's Got Money Troubles seems interested in questioning the other labels society loves to pummel people with too: "single mother," "addict," "Hooters waitress." Maybe OnlyFans is popular because people get to choose their designation for themselves, and to imagine a persona as expansive as they want it to be. (They can also do this while working from home and setting their own hours, accommodations that the American economy isn't remotely interested in offering parents.)

I'll tell you my fantasy: a world in which women's creative work is engaged and rewarded even when it isn't sexualized or catering to men who tip, and in which erotic desire isn't so often informed by market forces. In the meantime, it's hard to watch this charming, wholesome show and not support Margo's endeavors, not weep at her family coming together to endorse her as a mother. For a dully cynical take on the OnlyFans economy, there's Euphoria, but for a more affirming consideration, Margo is well worth the subscription.
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Trump Voters Like Marco Rubio More and More

And J. D. Vance less and less

by Sarah Longwell

Thu, 23 Apr 2026




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

President Trump reportedly likes to go around asking aides about who his successor should be: J. D. Vance or Marco Rubio. If Trump were to ask his own voters the same question, he would, at least based on my recent experience, come away with a pretty clear answer.

I run weekly focus groups, and the moderators regularly ask Trump voters whom they would like to see inherit the party in 2028 and beyond. More and more, what we're hearing in response is a strange new respect for Rubio. Although Vance might seem like a more natural MAGA heir, many Trump voters see Rubio as a stabilizing force who comes off a lot better than many of his peers inside the administration, including the vice president.

"Marco Rubio, I think, is an amazing dude," said Ken, a Biden 2020/Trump 2024 voter from Georgia. "If anybody is left that we can see on the TV or C-SPAN that's just genuine," he said, "it's Marco Rubio." Ken called Rubio "a family man and still a stand-up politician," and said, "He also is about putting America first, which I agree with." (To protect participants' privacy, we disclose only their first name.)

In a recent group of Republican Jewish voters, Boris from Texas called Rubio "a real statesman in my eyes." Steve from Florida said, "Marco Rubio, my former senator, is doing great as secretary of state. He will be a great president too." And Andrea from Georgia said, "Marco Rubio's been, like, killing it from an international-policy perspective."

Read: Trump voters are over it

This is not what I would have expected, based on all my years of listening to Republican voters, who tend to abhor politicians of the pre-Trump vintage. Rubio was the driving Republican force behind the last serious push for comprehensive immigration reform, in 2013. He stood as the avatar for the new wave of moderate, sunny-dispositioned conservatism that was supposed to inherit the party after Mitt Romney's 2012 loss. He was a staunch defender of NATO and of America's role as a force for global stability. His 2016 campaign slogan was "A New American Century." (He was, I admit, my preferred candidate for much of the Republican primary that year.)

All of this is repellent to today's Republican base, and anyone who has observed the past decade of American politics might have assumed that Rubio's future political aspirations were DOA. Vance, who has spent the past several years reinventing himself as an isolationist, "America First" nationalist, seems more in step with the current iteration of the Republican Party. But that's not what I'm hearing in the groups.

The first line of thinking among Rubio's fans goes something like this: Because he has so many different jobs, he must be competent. Rubio currently serves as secretary of state and national security adviser, and until recently he served as acting USAID administrator and acting archivist of the United States. Voters see the memes tweaking Rubio for having such a laughable number of important titles and think he must be doing something right.

"He's wearing multiple hats right now," said Dave, a two-time Trump voter from West Virginia. "I think he's doing a good job in his role. I think he speaks well." He went on: "I'd prefer to see him continue to stay in one of these State Department roles. Or if Trump makes him the new ayatollah or something, maybe he can do that as well."

Another reason voters seem to like Rubio: They see him as the "adult in the room." This is understandable. Looking smart and sober is relatively easy when you're surrounded by the likes of Pete Hegseth, Kash Patel, and Robert F. Kennedy Jr. Even Trump himself--with his garbled speech and incoherent ramblings--makes his underlings seem more credible by comparison. All of that accrues to Rubio's benefit.

"Marco Rubio, when you look at the totality of who surrounds Trump, and particularly as it relates to defense and international policy--he seems the most normal," said Adam, a two-time Trump voter from California.

"He seems more human than a lot of the other characters," Lateefah, a Biden 2020/Trump 2024 voter from Texas said. "Like Hegseth--I am not a fan of him, as well as Kennedy."

Vance, by contrast, is getting more and more criticism from the voters who elected him. They've picked up on the fact that the vice president has had a bad month: squabbling with the pope, getting heckled at a Turning Point USA event, campaigning with Viktor Orban just days before his historic defeat.

And then there's the war in Iran. On the campaign trail, Vance positioned himself as the high priest of "America First" isolationism. But he has tied himself in knots to avoid criticizing the conflict. Not only that, Trump designated him to lead the peace talks, which collapsed in less than a full day, while the president attended a UFC fight with Rubio.

Inauthenticity is a kiss of death with today's voters, and Vance's future prospects appear to be dimming as Americans watch him shape-shift in real time.

"I loved his backstory. I read and liked Hillbilly Elegy," Andrew, a Biden 2020/Trump 2024 voter from Pennsylvania, said in an April 8 focus group. "Since he's entered politics, I don't have a clear sense of what he personally stands for."

Adam, the two-time Trump voter from California, told us in an April 2 group that Vance, in his Hillbilly Elegy days, "seemed like an interesting figure." But, Adam said, "I think the well is poisoned. I think that he sold his soul in a way, and he's adopting the divisive, dismissive stance that his boss does, to curry favor, secure his position. So unfortunately, he revealed a part of himself that there's no returning from." (Adam likewise has lost faith in the president.)

When we asked Ken, the Georgia voter who supported Biden in 2020 and Trump in 2024, about his preferred candidate for 2028, he said, "If you're giving me a choice outside of Rubio, I would've said Vance, until it just seems like he lost his backbone."

Rubio, too, has compromised his principles and remade himself as a Trump acolyte. But while Vance flails, Rubio is presenting himself as a ruthless executor of Trump's will--most notably through his involvement with the successful capture of Nicolas Maduro in Venezuela. It also helps Rubio that voters' memories just aren't that long. Many young voters in our groups don't remember Rubio from the Before Times. They see only the Rubio of today, and view him as a staunch and unapologetic Trump ally.

Sam from Minnesota, a Gen Z Trump 2024 voter, captured a common feeling that I hear among this cohort: " I just don't like Vance a lot. I think he has flip-flopped on issues. If you look at what he was about in 2018, 2019, or 2020, and you look at what he's about now, it's very, very different." Asked who he'd like to see run in 2028, Sam said, "I'd love to see Marco Rubio."

What I'm hearing in these groups, it's worth noting, reflects the views of people inside Trump's coalition who are mostly still riding with him. The hardcore "America First" crowd--followers of Tucker Carlson, Candace Owens, and Nick Fuentes--are in a different place entirely. They are in open rebellion against Trump for the Iran war and its economic consequences, and they regard Rubio as complicit in those sins.

Sarah Longwell: The disappointment of young Trump voters

It's way too soon to say whether Rubio is going to be the Republican heir apparent, but he might be the candidate who has leveraged the second Trump administration to his advantage the most. He has juggled his multiple high-level posts, and presented himself to the party faithful as a competent operator who is seen as, if not entirely honest and upright, then less of a disappointment than Vance. And he appears to enjoy Trump's confidence, at least for now.

It can be tempting to read all of this and think that, in 2028, the GOP might be due for a reset--that maybe Rubio's ascension will get the party back to its pre-Trump norm. Certainly a lot of the president's defenders in the anti-anti-Trump camp would like to believe so.

They're wrong. The party isn't reverting back to Rubio; it's Rubio who's changed to meet the party. All it took for Rubio to get into the position he's in was to sell out his principles, betray America's leadership role in the world, and deliver on his boss's authoritarian demands. He even reportedly put on oversize shoes to please Trump.

In 2016, Rubio called Trump a "con artist" and a "third-world strongman" who is running the "biggest scam in American political history." He was right. He also said Trump "will never get control of this party." He was wrong.
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The Questionable Triumph of the 'Baling Wire Hippies'

Stewart Brand's <em>Whole Earth Catalog</em> was seen as a countercultural milestone, but his new book reveals his alliances with the powerful.

by Alec Nevala-Lee

Thu, 23 Apr 2026




Stewart Brand changed my life. At my local library as a teenager, leafing through the massive 1980 edition of the Whole Earth Catalog--the countercultural guide to ideas and tools that Brand originally launched in the late '60s--I felt as if I'd stumbled across the best book in the world. It introduced me to the architect Buckminster Fuller, who would become a lifelong obsession, and to works that shaped my thinking forever. An encouraging blurb from Brand was enough to send me in search of A Pattern Language, Zen in English Literature and Oriental Classics, and many other revelatory reads. Just browsing through the Catalog made me feel like a generalist, and I identified with its charismatic editor, who signed his comments with the initials "SB."

When I looked into Brand himself, I grew even more intrigued. Raised and educated in the establishment--Phillips Exeter Academy, Stanford, a stint in the Army--he found an early spiritual home with Ken Kesey and the Merry Pranksters, and even had a memorable cameo in Tom Wolfe's tour of 1960s psychedelia, The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test. Later, he pivoted toward technological prophets such as Fuller, from whom he harvested a key insight: "Changing human nature is hard, and when you try, you mostly fail, and it's discouraging. Changing tools and technology is relatively easy." This message resonated powerfully with the founders of Silicon Valley, including Steve Jobs, who described the Catalog as "one of the bibles of my generation."

Over the following decades, Brand devoted more of his energy to nonliterary pursuits, bouncing between corporate-consulting gigs and unrealized dream projects such as cloning the woolly mammoth. His latest book, Maintenance: Of Everything, Part One, allows the author, now 87, to come full circle. It's a compact, beautifully illustrated hardcover, rather than a grungy oversize paperback, but its mosaic of images and excerpts evokes the same sense of serendipity and curation that I loved in the Catalog. The new book's most intriguing recommendation, Dry Stone Walls, by the Swiss Environmental Action Foundation ("Its principles apply metaphorically to anything that has to hold itself together--a poem, a theory, a software program"), is out of print and hard to find, but I plan to get my hands on The Long Way, by Bernard Moitessier, and Truck, by John Jerome, as soon as I possibly can.

Unlike its loose and baggy predecessor, the new compendium is built around a single goal: to promote the unglamorous act of maintenance, or "the whole grand process of keeping a thing going." It also exposes elements of the author's personality--which has always been more complicated than most readers have known--that were obscured by the Catalog's embarrassment of riches. To the extent that Brand intends to fascinate us with artifacts such as the Johansson gauge blocks, he succeeds magnificently. "What can be learned," he wonders, "if you think about all the varieties of maintenance at the same time?" He doesn't quite live up to the lofty premise of this question--the book is full of obvious gaps--but it's only Part One, after all, and Brand teases a series of sequels that will cover "system repair, cities, software, and the planet."

Maintenance should represent a victory lap for a visionary who has influenced our culture profoundly. Unfortunately, I have grave misgivings about any future installments. The first warning sign appears in the table of contents, which features five "digressions," including one simply titled "Elon Musk." Flip to that essay and you'll come across these lines: "Through Tesla and SpaceX, Musk initiated and directly led a new, accelerated regime in climate-friendly electric vehicles and a new, accelerated regime in providing access to Earth orbit. With the success of these projects, Musk may have done more practical world saving than any other business leader of his time."

Read: The decline and fall of Elon Musk

I suspect that I won't be the only reader surprised to find Musk praised so prominently in a book about nurturing the "maintenance mind." Musk may have a knack for building hardware from the ground up, but when it comes to what Brand describes as the "repetitive, boring, often frustrating" work of maintaining existing legacy systems, I can hardly think of a less promising role model than the man who was photographed brandishing a chainsaw as the unofficial head of the Department of Government Efficiency. DOGE's reckless campaign to slash spending, by many accounts, actually cost taxpayers billions. Brand never mentions any of this, even when--borrowing a term from medicine--he warns, elsewhere in the book, of "iatrogenic" disruptions, in which "a sloppy attempt to fix a problem makes the problem worse or adds a new one."

Instead of exploring these contradictions, Brand devotes a long, glowing section to the Tesla sedan that he calls "the ultimate in irresistible cool." At one point, he confesses, "I won't try to write about the ongoing industry-wide shift to electric vehicles because it would be out of date almost immediately." This is truer than he might have known, but not for the reasons he implies. His claim that Tesla "forced the entire industry into a new era" inexplicably overlooks Musk's efforts to secure a second term for Donald Trump, who has done his apparent best to stop the energy transition in its tracks. Brand should know better: He informs us that the rejection of Enlightenment values set back the industrial revolution in France for half a century, but he says nothing about a similar backlash in our time, which Musk cheerfully enabled.

If Musk ever reads Maintenance--and much of it seems to have been written with this possibility in mind--he might not be convinced by its arguments, but his ego should be gratified by its tone of unqualified approval. Brand's love letter to Musk casts a pall on the rest of the book, under which the author's indifference to politics becomes more difficult to ignore. (For example, he writes, "The war in Ukraine is, in part, a contest between Russian sustainment and NATO-supplied sustainment." The phrase in part is doing a lot of heavy lifting here.) Yet this makes perfect sense in the context of Brand's career. The Catalog spoke directly to an off-the-grid, DIY-minded subset of the counterculture--described by one observer as "baling wire hippies"--many of whose members wound up souring on political activism, turning instead to the transformative possibilities of technology. Reading Brand made it seem possible to believe that one could change the world through design, circumventing the messy business of politics entirely.

Read: The perils of 'design thinking'

"Hippies were so dedicated to living in the moment that preventive maintenance was a difficult lesson for us," Brand writes. "Something breaking is a big event. Repairing the broken thing is a big event. But preventing the thing from breaking is a non-event." This is equally true of society, and disregarding this truth only postpones the moment of reckoning. You can almost read Brand's case for maintenance as atonement for his role in shaping an industry whose philosophy is to move fast and break things. What he really shares with the disruptors of Silicon Valley, however, is an impulse to skip over the boring process of incremental change, ideally with the help of a powerful benefactor. As Kesey once said, "Stewart recognizes power. And cleaves to it."

After winding down the Catalog, Brand spent the ensuing decades looking for this kind of shortcut. He served as a genius whisperer for a wide range of clients--including former California Governor Jerry Brown and Shell oil and gas--who seemed to be useful patrons. His greatest triumph was the construction of a monumental clock, initially conceived by the computer scientist Danny Hillis, that could keep accurate time for 10,000 years. The Clock of the Long Now was finally built for about $42 million by Jeff Bezos in a mountain on his ranch in Texas. It reached its widest audience after Lauren Sanchez, Bezos's then-fiancee, posed under its gears for an Annie Leibovitz photo spread in Vogue, which left many of the clock's longtime fans, including me, with mixed feelings. What should have been a collective effort of the imagination--a reminder that the story of our species transcends any one individual--now looks more like a vanity project, a permanent symbol of how radical ideas can be turned into private playthings.

Brand might argue that the result was worth it, because it allowed him to fulfill his dream. What I've come to realize since my high-school days, however, is that the anarchic, self-reliant spirit that drew me to Brand doesn't just run the risk of neglecting maintenance by undervaluing it; by avoiding the thankless task of encouraging social change over time, it can actively make matters worse. For all their fixation on revolutionary design solutions, innovators often find it expedient to ally themselves with the opportunists who already control the more conventional levers of politics and capital. The rest of us are left to navigate the world they have built, and to maintain it as well as we can.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/2026/04/stewart-brands-lost-promise-maintenance-book-review/686898/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The New Plastic-Surgery Playbook

Celebrities aren't just admitting they got work done--they're showing all the details.

by Rheana Murray

Thu, 23 Apr 2026




Recently the actor Denise Richards shared several photos of her bare face that triggered a wave of double takes. In some, her side profile reflects the gentle weathering expected of nearly 55 well-lived years; in others, her face rewinds to how it looked during her Bond-girl era. It was as if, as one fan put it, she'd acquired a time machine. But nobody needed to guess how she transformed: She also posted an image from the morning of her facelift. In it, ink markings peppered her features, illustrating exactly where a surgeon would soon cut her skin open.

Richards didn't just cop to cosmetic surgery. She shared who did it, how she prepared, what recovery felt like, and--perhaps most surprising--what it looked like, via post-op photos at two days, five days, eight days, 10 days, and 3.5 weeks: A bandage swaddled the former model's face in one, and purple bruises bloomed atop her cheeks; a handful of tiny, stitched scalpel cuts on the corners of her mouth and eyelids still looked fresh. Her goal, she told the beauty magazine Allure, had been to "put things back up, where they were before," adding that the procedures boosted her confidence and made her "feel good." Predictably, the photos went viral; fans applauded Richards's honesty. "Bless her," wrote one commenter, "for showing us that she did this instead of pretending it's olive oil and yoga."

Welcome to the confessional era of cosmetic surgery, where getting work done is seen as a form of self-care and posting about it is social-media currency.

Not so long ago, stars typically hid their nips and tucks, deflecting questions about plastic surgery or even denying it, instead crediting a disciplined diet or skin-care regimen. In the past year or so, not only have celebrities become more comfortable owning their cosmetic surgeries, but some of them are walking fans through every step. Last year, when a fan asked Kylie Jenner for information about her breast implants, she responded in almost clinical detail: "445 cc, moderate profile, half under the muscle!!!!! silicone!!! garth fisher!!! hope this helps lol." Like Richards, many people also invite the public into the somewhat gruesome medical process. This month, the Bachelorette star Kaitlyn Bristowe posted a photo of the surgical drains she had after a breast augmentation--two plastic receptacles filled with blood and other bodily fluids. In many of these reveals, the script is heavy on the language of empowerment and the importance of prioritizing oneself.

In some ways, it's an encouraging departure from a time when the masses were asked to assume that the famously beautiful got their good looks by sheer force of will. But this new playbook comes with its own risks too: When the language is technical and the information actionable, transparency can quickly look a lot like instruction.



Plastic surgery exploded in the United States in the 1990s and 2000s following a surge in advertising, Victoria Pitts-Taylor, a professor of gender studies at Wesleyan and the author of Surgery Junkies, told me. At the time, a "natural" body--one untouched by scalpels or needles--was the ideal, and the cultural norm was to condemn people who went under the knife for the sake of vanity: "People were wrestling with the idea that cosmetic surgery was something shameful or something that was meant to be kept hidden."

Throughout the 2010s, tabloids frequently "outed" celebrities rumored to have had plastic surgery. As recently as 2021, research showed that people perceived women who plan to undergo plastic surgery as less moral than those who don't. As a result, most celebrities strove to have fans believe their looks were effortless--or at least, not thanks to a surgeon. The ones who did openly talk about the work they'd gotten done sometimes described it as practically necessary due to the pressures of Hollywood.

Read: What porn taught a generation of American women

But the coronavirus pandemic marked a turning point. When elective surgery reopened following the shutdown, it triggered a boom in procedures, which researchers attributed to, in part, people staring at their own face on Zoom all day long. Many people started talking about cosmetic surgery as a personal desire, a way to build self-confidence. This shift flowed right into influencer culture, in which one's life is monetizable. Being open about cosmetic surgery allowed someone not only to "gain a more idealized image," Pitts-Taylor said, but also to "cultivate a likability based on authenticity." By the time Jenner dished about her implants, a new goal had emerged: that pedestaled buzzword transparency.

Celebrities who espouse the "transparency is best" approach tend to want people to know that the bodies they see on screens aren't natural so that they can have realistic expectations of their own. As the actor Julia Fox told People last year, celebrities who don't own up are "setting an unrealistic bar" for young women. In the interview with Allure, Richards said that it's good to know "it's not just serums and working out and lasers." After years of celebrities selling an image of themselves that wasn't always true, the honesty clearly feels refreshing to a lot of people. Stars who open up about the work they get done are frequently praised for ushering in a new era in beauty culture.

The step-by-step nature of surgery posts fits in neatly with existing internet practices. People already follow along as influencers flip houses, cook elaborate meals, or shop for the perfect suitcase; why not do the same for someone's facelift journey? In many celebrity social-media posts, procedures have even started being framed as routine maintenance. Jessi Draper, a cast member on The Secret Lives of Mormon Wives, described her recent blepharoplasties (commonly known as eyelid lifts) and fat grafting in her face and lips--all of which require anesthesia and intense recovery--as just an in-between-seasons "freshening up." Describing surgery as "birthday presents" is common, as are jokes about all the work one has gotten done. In March, Caroline Stanbury of The Real Housewives of Dubai posted a tongue-in-cheek video about growing old with her much-younger beau that featured an unvarnished look at her facelift recovery: a line of bloodied stitches snaking up the skin in front of her ear.

People are free to do what they please with their bodies, of course. And they are: Plastic-surgery rates have continued to rise. Surgeons say they're seeing an increase in young patients; the so-called starter facelift has become part of the cultural lexicon as surgery is seen as not just a corrective measure, but also a preventive one. All of the surgery posts also double as marketing. Dr. Ben Talei, who did Richards's face lift, told me that his office typically gets from 10 to 20 inquiries daily; since Richards's results photos dropped, last month, that number has shot up to 100. When Jenner shouted out Garth Fisher, the surgeon told TMZ that his office was getting 150 calls a day.

Everyday people have started sharing their plastic-surgery journeys too. Last year, a 50-year-old woman went viral after documenting her facelift experience on TikTok; the app is saturated with diaristic recovery stories from women who have undergone all manner of procedures: Brazilian butt lifts, tummy tucks, liposuction. These candid, unfiltered posts create a feeling of democratization. Here's what I did, so you can go do it too. 

Read: The logical extreme of anti-aging

But the hyper-transparency of cosmetic surgery feeds its own lie: that a "perfect" body is possible, if one just knows who to call or what procedure to ask for. Fisher, Jenner's surgeon, warned against "cookbook" surgery; bodies are unique, and fans can't actually copy and paste Jenner's chest onto their own. Price tags of extensive surgery are also out of reach for most people. The average cost of a facelift is about $11,000, and many surgeons charge much more, especially those who offer advanced techniques; Talei told me the typical cost for what Richards had done is in the mid-$200,000s. And healing from major surgery can also be taxing and uncomfortable--more than even a 30-second Instagram reel with graphic recovery photos could possibly convey.

The idea of aesthetic-surgery choices as self-care raises another problem: It implies, subtly, that people aren't really taking care of themselves unless they're drastically altering their appearance. Besides setting an impossible standard, it also leaves little room for what can happen if a procedure goes badly--a quest for self-confidence can quickly slide into self-criticism. Mormon Wives' Draper, for one, recently shared that she "hates" her new face. "I didn't quite understand what I was getting into, to be honest," she said on Instagram. "I just kind of listened to a suggestion."

Plastic-surgery confessions don't exist in a bubble; they're a symptom of a culture obsessed with anti-aging, and one that rewards candor. But, short of an actual time machine, there is no authentic way to stay young forever. These stories may have reduced the stigma of the procedures themselves, and made visible the lengths some people go to for appearances, but they've done little to dismantle the beauty standards that drove people to surgery in the first place. If anything, they've reinforced them.
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MAHA Swing Voters Are an Illusion

Politicians are fooling themselves about the political power of health-conscious moms.

by Nicholas Florko, Tom Bartlett

Wed, 22 Apr 2026




Updated at 7:11 a.m. ET on April 23, 2026

Earlier this month, MAHA moms went to the White House. Several key figures in the "Make America Healthy Again" movement gathered around a table in the Roosevelt Room to speak with Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. and other top administration officials. The invitees--who included the health activist Kelly Ryerson, the wellness podcaster Alex Clark, and the nutritionist Courtney Swan--were all women. They're influential among the loose coalition of Kennedy supporters known as MAHA moms, many of whom are worried about their children's health. This was a chance for them to air their grievances with the Trump administration--which have grown in recent months. Afterward, they were ushered into the Oval Office to see President Trump, who, according to Ryerson, welcomed them as "my MAHA leaders."



The alliance between MAHA and MAGA was always an unlikely one. Kennedy was a Democrat before his independent presidential run in 2023, and many of his priorities--such as encouraging healthy eating--have traditionally been the domain of the left. Lately, the partnership has started to fray. Core MAHA supporters were infuriated when Trump signed an executive order in February that could give liability protection to manufacturers of glyphosate, the weed killer used in Roundup that studies have linked to cancer. (Ryerson is so against the chemical that she goes by "Glyphosate Girl" on Instagram.) The movement has also been frustrated by the stalled nomination of perhaps the most famous MAHA mom, Casey Means, Trump's pick for surgeon general, who has yet to receive a Senate confirmation vote. Means was also at the recent White House gathering, which appeared to be an attempt to smooth things over with MAHA before the midterms.

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

Not unlike the "silent majority" that pushed Richard Nixon to victory in 1972 or the Tea Party movement that ushered in the red wave during the 2010 midterms, MAHA moms have been billed as a significant factor in the upcoming election. MAHA is "central to our coalition," Steve Bannon, Trump's former chief strategist, told us. Without the movement's support, he believes, there's no chance that Republicans can prevail in November. The president seems to be on the same page: "I read an article today where they think Bobby is going to be really great for the Republican Party in the midterms," Trump said during a Cabinet meeting in January, referring to the health secretary. "So, I have to be very careful that Bobby likes us." In an email, the White House senior deputy press secretary Kush Desai told us that the administration is dedicated to delivering on the MAHA agenda. The gathering at the White House "was one of many productive engagements that the Administration has had and continues to have with the MAHA community," he wrote.



These voters are politically desirable across party lines. Some of MAHA's priorities--such as getting rid of petroleum-based food dyes or limiting pesticide use--are widely popular. About a third of independent parents, along with one in six Democratic parents, identify as supporters of the MAHA movement, according to a poll from last year. Many Democrats are also trying to win over disaffected MAHA moms.



The most prominent MAHA moms tend to be swing voters rather than Trump loyalists. Vani Hari, an activist known as the "Food Babe," was a delegate at the Democratic National Convention in 2012 but is now a prominent MAHA influencer (she was invited to the White House meeting but couldn't attend). Ryerson voted for Trump because of Kennedy. "I probably wouldn't have voted otherwise," she told us.



But Hari and Ryerson--both of whom were health activists long before MAHA came along--may not be representative of rank-and-file voters. For this story, we spoke with several MAHA supporters, including a documentarian who had worked on anti-vaccine films, moms with a parenting podcast, and an Instagram influencer who told us about her four-ingredient recipe for homemade Goldfish crackers. One of us chatted with more than a dozen attendees at CPAC, the annual Republican conference. Many were MAGA before they were MAHA, and said their midterm votes don't hinge on health issues. Virtually none said they would realistically consider voting blue in November.

And then there is the question of numbers. To hear MAHA leaders tell it, their supporters constitute a small army. Tony Lyons, who runs MAHA PAC, the movement's political arm, has said that there are millions of MAHA moms and, in a memo to GOP leaders, argued that embracing the movement is the way to "win big in the midterms." Hari claimed on X in January that thousands of MAHA supporters have been calling state legislatures in recent months over concerns about legislation that would give pesticide makers immunity from lawsuits. (When we asked about that, she conceded that the number was more likely in the hundreds. After publication of this article, she said that she had responded too quickly and meant to say thousands--though she declined to produce any evidence for that number.)

In Tennessee, which considered a pesticide bill earlier this year, a lawmaker told us that she received "about 150 emails and around 50 calls to my office." But in our reporting, we were unable to track down evidence suggesting that moms who will cast their votes based on their MAHA beliefs exist in such numbers that they could swing the midterms. MAHA "is not going to affect the aggregate, but it could affect various districts which are very close," Bob Blendon, a Harvard professor who studies public opinion on health, told us.

Read: The man holding MAHA together

The most prominent contest where MAHA has come into play so far isn't even a seat that is realistically at odds of flipping from red to blue. MAHA PAC has pledged to spend $1 million to unseat Senator Bill Cassidy of Louisiana, who was the pivotal vote to advance RFK Jr.'s nomination as health secretary but has since publicly called him out on occasion. The group has endorsed another Republican, Julia Letlow, and health hasn't been a defining issue in the race. Instead, both candidates have competed to prove that they are more loyal to Trump. (Trump has endorsed Letlow over Cassidy.)



Of course, a lot can change from now until November. American elections have been upended before by groups of voters who seemed elusive and seemingly came out of nowhere. The Tea Party, for example, was seen initially as diffuse--much like the modern MAHA movement--but the effort was actually well funded and well planned, Patrick Rafail, a professor at Tulane University who wrote a book on the movement, told us. "I don't see a parallel for MAHA," he said.



MAHA seems to be one of the few causes that unites people across the political spectrum. But broad appeal doesn't necessarily translate at the ballot box.
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The 'Missing Scientist' Story Is Unbelievably Dumb

It is, in a way, a remarkable achievement.

by Daniel Engber

Wed, 22 Apr 2026




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

The mystery of the missing scientists began with a Silver Alert. In late February, a retired Air Force major general named Neil McCasland left his house in New Mexico for a walk and never returned. Rumors spread on social media that the elderly former astronautical engineer had been abducted or killed. Forget Nancy Guthrie, they said. Here was a guy who used to run a "UFO-linked" lab. Here was a guy with knowledge of "America's deepest, darkest secrets." So where was this guy?



McCasland's wife did her best with a post on Facebook to address what she called the "misinformation circulating about Neil and his disappearance," but wild notions only multiplied. Dots were added, then connected: Another scientist--an advanced-materials researcher at NASA's Jet Propulsion Laboratory (JPL) named Monica Reza--had disappeared while hiking near Los Angeles in June 2025. A physicist at MIT had been murdered in December. "What is going on seems to be an enemy action," Walter Kirn, the novelist and podcast contrarian, said last month.



Things got even dottier from there: Another eight names were added to a growing list of scientists who have recently either died or gone missing. House Oversight Committee Chairman James Comer expressed concern about the 11 missing scientists and said that "something sinister could be happening." Another member of that committee proposed that China, Russia, or Iran might be involved. And last week, on the White House lawn, President Trump told a reporter from Fox News that he'd just been in a meeting to discuss the matter. (Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt confirmed that the administration will address the "legitimate questions about these troubling cases" and said that "no stone will be unturned.")



Read: Walter Kirn and the empty politics of defiance



Which is all to say that another piece of flagrant nonsense has ascended to the highest levels of U.S. politics and media. To call it a conspiracy theory would be far too kind, because no comprehensive theory has been floated to explain the pattern of events. But then, even the phrase pattern of events is imprecise, because there is no pattern here at all. Given all the people who could have been roped into this narrative but weren't, any hope of finding meaning falls away. Barring any dramatic new disclosures, the mystery of the missing scientists has the dubious honor of being a sham in every way at once.



The conspiracy theorists can't even put their finger on the field of U.S. research that has fallen under threat. Our leading scientists are being targeted by foreign powers--but which ones, exactly? Well, it's the people who study space technologies, or maybe the people who study asteroids and comets, or maybe the people who work on plasma physics? The Fox News reporter Peter Doocy tried to sum it up like this: The scientists who have died or gone missing are the ones "with access to classified stuff--nuclear material, aerospace." Kirn's attempt was somehow even less coherent: The missing experts, he said, work "in the most advanced realms of space-rocket propulsion and, you know, Air Force-NASA-type endeavors."



If these attempts at explanations sound stupid, it's because the people on the list of missing scientists have no common area of expertise. Sure, many happen to be physicists or engineers; some are or were affiliated with government labs. But what about Jason Thomas? His tragic death over the winter made the list even though he was a chemical biologist working for Novartis on ways to improve the process of drug discovery.



And what about Melissa Casias, a Los Alamos National Laboratory employee who went missing last year? She was not a scientist at all, but rather an administrative assistant. (Perhaps she had access to some "classified stuff"; who knows?) Another person on the list is Amy Eskridge, who was a "scientist" only in the way that a subway preacher is a "theologian." Whatever fame she had derived from her claiming that her father, a former NASA propulsion engineer, had discovered the secret of antigravity and that she would soon go public with this world-changing scientific breakthrough. She also made frequent reference to a friend of hers, a "katana-wielding, time-traveling soldier" named Dan.



Maybe Casias chanced to open some ultrasensitive file in the course of doing her job, and had to be abducted. Maybe Eskridge really was onto some new technology. The bigger problem with the story is this: Their deaths and disappearances aren't really unexplained. Reza went missing while hiking, a fate that probably befalls hundreds if not thousands of people every year. Two more people on the list, a pair of JPL-affiliated astrophysicists, each about 60 years old, may have died of natural causes, as happens to roughly 35,000 other Americans of their age each year. The MIT physicist was murdered by a former classmate who also shot and killed two undergraduates at Brown University. Several people on the list appeared to be suffering from personal distress: Thomas, the chemical biologist, was distraught over the recent loss of both of his parents; Casias had very significant personal problems, according to her daughter, and may have tried to run away from them; McCasland was tormented by brain fog and physical deterioration, according to his wife, and he'd told her more than once that "he didn't want to live like that."



And then there's Eskridge, the antigravity theorist with the time-traveling-soldier friend. In what seems to be her final media appearance, from 2020, she is (by her own account) drunk and high, and appears to be in the grips of a paranoid delusion. Over the course of the interview, she claims that someone sneaked into her home while she was out and closed her bedroom window and that, in another incident, someone broke in and unplugged the charger for her boyfriend's wireless headphones. Eskridge also said that she'd been followed by a car with a license plate that kept changing, that she'd been roofied multiple times, and that strangers at her local bar had been taunting her by using "buzzwords" relevant to her life. "I'm scared," she said near the end of the interview. "I'm tired. I'm real tired." Eskridge died in June 2022.



Read: An act of cosmic sabotage



Note the date: June 2022. Any good conspiracy theory starts with a notable coincidence. (The bacteria that cause Lyme disease were first discovered on an island that happens to be just 10 miles away from the former site of a military research lab ...) But again, this is not a good conspiracy theory. When on the White House lawn Doocy asked for comment on the missing scientists, he described them as having "all gone missing or turned up dead in the last couple of months." If that were true, we might indeed be looking at a "cluster" of events. In fact, the cited instances of dead or missing people extend across a span of nearly four years, from Eskridge's death to McCasland's disappearance two months ago.



Add in the diversity of individuals and circumstances--recall that we're talking about a group of people who were either scientists or nonscientists, and who died of natural causes or got murdered or went missing--and it's crystal clear that no coincidence actually exists. The loss of life is real, and families are mourning, but nothing sinister is going on. The "mystery" is just a p-hacked panic and a waste of everybody's time.



Read: Every scientific empire comes to an end



Ironically, America doesn't seem to need much help when it comes to disappearing scientists. About 1,000 employees have been laid off from NASA's JPL in the past few years. One senior scientist who is still there told my colleague Ross Andersen last October that he'd never seen the place so empty and lifeless. In the meantime, the Trump administration has repeatedly proposed cutting NASA's science research funding in half, a plan that would surely lead to further loss of staff at JPL, not to mention the abandonment of probes that have been sent into our solar system.



And while the FBI looks into potential foreign involvement in professors' deaths at MIT and Caltech, the Trump administration says that it intends to halve the budget of the National Science Foundation, which in recent years has furnished those two schools with hundreds of millions of dollars in research grants. Already, more than 40 percent of the NSF's scientific staff have left or been fired.



This is just a subset of the harms that have been done to the U.S. research enterprise since the start of 2025. In response, some top scientists have been getting up and walking out the door. Their absence can't be blamed on China, Russia, or Iran. Maybe the White House should look into it.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/2026/04/missing-scientists/686885/?utm_source=feed
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I Found It: The Best Free Restaurant Bread in America

Thirteen thousand miles. Infinite contenders. One beautiful loaf.

by Caity Weaver

Tue, 14 Apr 2026




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

Here is the promise you and I must cling to across the thousands of words that follow: At some point within this text, I will reveal to you what--after 555 responses, 13,000 miles of travel, and months of monomaniacal research--I have determined to be the best free restaurant bread in America. I will not attempt to slither to the moral high ground, arguing that best is a meaningless measure, or insisting that all bread is dear in its own way. Even if you attempt to betray me--for instance, by merely scanning the text that follows for the phrase Here it is: the best free restaurant bread in America--I will uphold my end of the bargain.

I encounter on this quest three types of Americans, because only three types exist. The type that you are--or the type that you are dealing with--is revealed in response to the question "What is the best free restaurant bread in America?"

The American people, alas, have grown skittish about answering plain questions. An unconscionable number ask what I mean by this, as if the words might have an obscure double meaning. To be clear: Any bread from any restaurant in America is eligible, so long as it is free to all customers. The contents of the basket set on the table before the meal arrives, the cost of which is invisibly diffused throughout other menu items. Rolls that arrive unbidden. Popovers, if everyone gets a popover no matter what. You know what I'm talking about. Free restaurant bread.

The first type of American: people who joyride the day's updrafts like marvelous, glossy crows. They easily recall the locations of treats encountered over their lifetime. They answer this question Glock-shot fast, as if they have been waiting to be asked it. They are happy.

The second type: fairly certain that they have consumed bread at some point; allows that a portion of that consumption could have occurred within the confines of a restaurant, or a restaurant-like environment; will grant that some pieces of said bread were perhaps free and/or enjoyable to ingest. But they profess to have retained no specifics. Their personal histories are inscribed in chalk, regularly power-washed with jets of deterging Time. They resent the implication that they could ever derive meaning from the pale, abstract remnants of narrative that constitute their internal autobiographies, and, with a few kindhearted exceptions, will not attempt to. Many, in fact, will appear oddly furious to have been asked this question, and will invent wafer-thin excuses as to why they are unable to spend two seconds considering it.

The third type: a tragic, paranoid (though occasionally brilliant) figure. Ask this person, "What is the best free restaurant bread in America?" and their eyes shimmer with panic. These individuals live with the terrific knowledge that there is a best free restaurant bread in America, and the awful conviction that they are incapable of identifying it. It is not a lack of contenders that prevents them from volunteering an answer--the prison of their mind teems with memories of free restaurant breads--rather, they are silenced by a hallucinatory fear of nebulous consequences that could befall them should they personally misidentify the best free restaurant bread in America, even in private conversation. Asked this question, such people refuse to answer. "It's too much pressure!" they insist. Whence this pressure, of what force, applied to what possible end, is never explained. Men and women with advanced degrees are overrepresented in this type.

Though it strikes the ear as an insoluble query, there is a correct answer--right now, known only to God (and to me, an agent of his will), but erelong to the steadfast reader.

Here is where the notion for the undertaking came from: Tucked within the viscera of the continental United States is a restaurant that gives away superb free bread. Every time I have eaten it (before this past year, three times total), I have said aloud (to my husband, who did not care), "This is the best free restaurant bread in America." The thought made me feel the way you do when you realize you were just a half a moment away from being plowed by a car, and were spared only by a chance nanosecond of dawdling before stepping into the street: giddy and flabbergasted and grateful to be alive. It seemed incredible, but also possible, that this really could be the best free restaurant bread in America. What if it was? Even more dizzyingly, what if it wasn't? What if--unfathomable--someone else was giving away an even better bread for free? The thought drove me crazy. I begged for the opportunity to investigate.

From the November 2025 issue: Caity Weaver on what it takes to be a Revolutionary War reenactor

Naturally, I told my superiors, this investigation would bring me into contact with the entire arc of human history. People have been eating bread--in many places, eating mostly bread--for millennia. We can't say for certain that the individuals who fled their burning homes on the shore of the Sea of Galilee 23,000 years ago (leaving behind baskets they'd woven, tools they'd carved from bones, and sleeping areas they'd turned snug and cozy) ate bread, but we know from microscopic barley and oat remnants embedded in a grindstone abandoned to the flames that they were, at least, processing flour. (To situate these folks in time: Cats would not be domesticated for another 14,000 years or so.)

Once people began munching bread, they never stopped. (Or, at least, they never stopped until very recently.) The word bread can also refer more generally to food, sustenance, or livelihood--not just in English, but in languages from Russian to Hindi. Breadcrumbs are scattered throughout our language. The word lord is derived from a compound word in Old English--hlafweard--translating, roughly, to "loaf guard" or "loaf keeper" (breadwinner could be seen as a modern fraternal twin); lady comes from hlaefdige : "loaf kneader." The arm bones of Neolithic women, researchers have found, were 11 to 16 percent stronger than those of the women's rowing team at the University of Cambridge, likely from grinding grain for hours every day.

Read: What bread tasted like 4,000 years ago

(Of course, eventually, my investigation would lead me back to the site of the bread that inspired it, thereby accomplishing my secret personal mission: procuring a fourth basket of free bread from that restaurant. Unfortunately, what happened to me on my return visit was so shocking and abominable, I was tempted to re-pitch this article as "What Is the Restaurant in America That I Hate, That I Will Never Go Back to, That Has Made of Me an Enemy for Life Due to Its Psychotic Soda Policy"--on which, more upsetting details to follow.)

How would I determine the best free restaurant bread in America? Simple: I would ask every single person I encountered, "What is the best free restaurant bread in America?"; travel to the most likely candidates; and try the bread myself.

The $725.32 Free Bread

Sixteen splendorous bread varieties are yours for claiming off the three-tiered lacquered rolling cart at Joel Robuchon in Las Vegas. You can have as many as you want, all for free, with your meal. My meal was the Degustation Menu, which costs $525 per guest. The breads range from the fanciful (surprisingly pointy bacon-and-mustard pods, heart-stoppingly yellow saffron focaccia) to the nearly indistinguishable (classic baguettes, traditional baguettes). There are flaky spirals and poofy cubes and bread with the gently rounded profile of a tasteful breast implant. There is olive bread; rosemary brioche; basil focaccia; walnut raisin; one miniature croissant; two cheese breads; a third kind of baguette that is exactly the same as one of the other baguettes, only smaller. There is country loaf. Sixteen.

The three-Michelin-star Joel Robuchon is located within the abyss of the MGM Grand Las Vegas, directly adjacent to a Cirque du Soleil-themed gift shop, though it seems determined to ignore this fact. The MGM's more than 5,000 rooms colluded to make it the Earth's largest hotel when it opened in 1993; it has since lost that ominous distinction without shrinking in square footage. Roaming its purgatorial interior, you could be wandering a mega-cruise ship beached in the desert, or vacationing amid the elevator banks of a parking garage containing every car in the world. It is as all-encompassing as the world of a nightmare. In addition to Joel Robuchon, at the time of my visit, the MGM's droves of restaurants included a Netflix-themed chow palace, Netflix Bites--where screens over the bar silently flashed random trailers for Netflix original programming, interspersed with Stranger Things and Bridgerton screen savers (Netflix Bites has since closed)--and a restaurant inspired by the Jonas Brothers' great-grandmother, Nellie's Southern Kitchen: A Jonas Family Restaurant.

Unlike at Netflix Bites, there are no hot-pink signs reading I'D BON APPETIT HIM inside Joel Robuchon; it is a refined place, its cream facade evoking the stately grandeur of Haussmann's Paris. Chandeliers, plural, are visible through the glass doors. The Robuchon dining room is peculiar within the MGM in that it was built to human scale; it feels like a rich person's living room, down to the smattering of black-and-white framed snapshots of Nicolas Cage and Celine Dion. I am seated on a velvet couch of Tyrian purple, opposite a tabletop trio of pink roses and in front of a Nic Cage photo. My black napkin is of a material lovelier than my dress; to sleep beneath sheets stitched from such napkins would be the apex of indulgence.

The concept of an elegant chuck wagon buckling beneath the weight of its cargo of bread is not unique in Las Vegas to Joel Robuchon, but the Robuchon grain trolley is esteemed as one of the finest. To ensure that I will be hungry enough to sample the totality of its breads at my 9:15 p.m. reservation, I consume nothing after a modest breakfast. This will prove to be a mistake. By afternoon, counting down the hours in my MGM hotel room ($39.20 a night before fees, a little more than 5 percent of my dinner bill), I pay more serious consideration to a can of Sour Cream & Onion Pringles--which I do not even like--than I did to the paperwork when I bought my car. I gaze, too, upon a lavender can next to the potato chips, envisioning the sugarplum delights it might enclose. Upon closer inspection, it turns out to contain a vibrator, two condoms, and personal lubricant (could this be edible as a kind of syrup?). By the time I am shown to my purple couch, I am hungry enough to eat the tablecloth.

The army of waitstaff who attend to each patron at Joel Robuchon is classy. When I confess to my headwaiter that I would, if possible, prefer not to have lamb for one course, he thanks me as if I have paid him a compliment. These professionals, many of whom have worked here for decades, would never make a woman eating a $525 meal alone at 9:15 on a Monday night feel bad for any request. But still. It is impossible to lock eyes with a Frenchman, after he has just spent minutes delicately extolling the virtues of 16 different breads, and ask, "Could I do one of each?" without feeling ridiculous, no matter how evenly he responds, "Absolutely!"


A selection of the 16 varieties of bread presented to the writer on a three-tiered rolling cart at Joel Robuchon in Las Vegas (Hugo Yu for The Atlantic)



Unaware that every passing second escalates the odds that they will lose a silver button, a finger, or even a limb to my ravenous maw, the waiters continue the pageantry of the bread service. "Butter from France!" one trumpets as he wheels over a second cart, this bearing a hoodoo of butter beneath a spotless glass cloche large enough to contain a human head. A spoon in each hand, he shaves off a translucent spiral, which he confetties with salt. I am so dangerously close to eating the butter plain, like a scoop of ice cream, that I hear him announce, "Olive oil from Alicante!" only faintly, as a cry from a distant ship.

At last, 20 impeccably choreographed minutes after my arrival, my first round of breads is placed before me: 12 oven-warmed rolls crammed into a silver bowl. For one light-flooded second, I am a doe in high beams, paralyzed by everything that could happen next. Then I grab the bacon-and-mustard roll and throw it into my mouth so fast that I forget to taste it. I am about to snatch a second roll, any roll, when a waiter materializes at my elbow to tell me a story.

It is the history of what he calls "a beautiful dish"--a beautiful dish he has recklessly placed between myself and my breads. It is a shallow bowl of mesmerically arranged dots: three concentric rings of molar-size white dots, each topped with a little green dot, converging, as if in worship, upon a perfect circle that is itself an agglomeration of still smaller black dots--all suspended in straw-colored jelly. It looks like something from the biology lab at Liberace University. These, I am informed, are chlorophyll-kissed cauliflower pearls surrounding a caviar disc. The caviar is flecked with 24-karat gold leaf. I scarf it down like my dog inhales breakfast, in order to get back to the bread.

The saffron roll tastes of nothing. The pale-green basil focaccia looks like bread from the morgue. Some of the pickings are quite tasty, but the sheer number of rolls dilutes the impact of each. When the headwaiter asks if I have a favorite "so far," I humiliate myself by describing a square bread covered in cheese that does not exist. He instantly identifies the two rolls I have conflated--an ethereal marshmallow-size cube made with milk instead of water, and a sphere crowned with crunchy, oven-toasted Gruyere that tastes like cheese-flavored air--and brings out more of these for me to confirm. I accept; I could eat 60 to 600 more!

Another mistake. I had meant to merely sample the breads; instead I am consuming each in toto. The remaining 13 courses are whisked out to me at a relentless pace. There are triangles of many colors; foam; a leaf that is a cake; a ladybug that is candy; gold foil distributed with such apparent abandon--festooning a truffle; smeared on the rim of a glass--that it may simply be drifting through the kitchen's HVAC system like ash from a phoenix's nest. "I'm eating so much gold," read my notes.

As I challenge the elastic limits of my gastric wall, distending it with hundreds of dollars' worth of fabulous things in rare shapes, and also rolls, I rely more and more on the chemical burn of Diet Coke to excoriate my palate between bites. Joel Robuchon's Diet Coke is crisp and cold, and swims right up to the brim of the voluptuously curved glasses they serve it in; it devours my tongue like a cleansing fire. Feeling sheepish, and also sluggish, and also like I will never be hungry again, I ask the maestro of the bread cart if I might have my second round. It is time for the loaves.

At 10:46 p.m.--90 minutes after my arrival; I'm exhausted, unable to eat another bite of anything--I calculate how many courses I have left. Five?! I am given a plate of Iberico ham. It tastes exquisite: nutty, salty, rich. I force it down like I am eating packing peanuts. I notice that I have begun shivering slightly, probably because of the frosty Diet Cokes. "I love Diet Coke!" I write in my notes. Tendrils of conversation from other diners drift to my table. "This was such a good dinner!" one woman declares--a demented way to describe what has happened here tonight; this is dinner in the same way that Australia is an isle. I impel myself to eat all of the foie gras I am served, because I know it is made inhumanely. It is 20 minutes to midnight by the time my posh experience draws to a close. I prefer the traditional baguette to the classic baguette.

What's the Point of the Article?

"What's the point of the article?"

This is the question an exasperated William Rubel, the author of Bread: A Global History, demands of me. Rubel is an American who was made a Chevalier of the Ordre National du Merite Agricole by France's minister of agriculture for contributions to agricultural knowledge. He is a scholar affiliated with no university. His objective is the total comprehension of a small portion of culinary history--aptly, because, with his untamed thatch of shoulder-length white hair and woolly-caterpillar brows, he looks like someone who could have been alive at any point in the era of man. He also founded a children's literary magazine.

"Fun article for people to read," I tell him glumly.

Rubel's knowledge of bread is so comprehensive--and mine so nonexistent--that he is quickly, if cantankerously, becoming my own hlafweard : the curmudgeonly warden of all loaf understanding. I came to him originally with a question to which I could find no answer: Why did restaurants start giving away bread for free?

"It's the opposite of what you asked," Rubel says. "It's not 'When did they begin giving away bread for free?' Because no one could have imagined sitting down at the meal and not eating bread. It was not possible."

In the timeline of Western civilization, restaurants are a brand-new trend. The United States had batteries before it had a restaurant. Delmonico's began operating in New York City in 1837 as a novel kind of dining space: one where patrons could purchase individually priced items off a menu. Prior to the importation of this French-style concern, a person who wished to be served a meal away from home was pretty much restricted to an oyster saloon (where they could have oysters) or an inn or a tavern (where a flat fee purchased whatever meal everyone else was getting--not necessarily oysters). To say that a 19th-century American tavern meal included bread would be like remarking that a 21st-century restaurant meal includes cutlery. We know that America's first restaurants offered bread to patrons because it would have been unthinkable not to.

People have judged restaurants on the quality of their free bread from the institutions' earliest days. In what is possibly America's first restaurant review (a madcap meta-account published in The New York Times in 1859), the bread at New York's Astor House is deemed "the best bread in the universe." And although dozens of poll respondents insisted to me that complimentary bread, as a concept, has been lately abandoned in this country--that "every" restaurant charges for bread "now" (not true)--in fact, people have been complaining about vanishing complimentary rolls for at least a century. In 1912, the Times devoted days of coverage to outrage over a new 10-cent charge for bread and butter: "HOTEL DINER BRINGS IN HIS OWN BREAD," read the headline of an article that described one man's attempt to skirt the fee.

In the days of tavern dining, proprietors would have wanted customers to fill up on as much bread as possible, so that they would consume less of the more expensive ingredients to which they were entitled. A la carte restaurants perhaps felt themselves grandfathered into what had become a mark of hospitality. Chefs I consult attest to free bread's ability--a finite ability--to make kitchens run more smoothly (by slowing down orders). It also makes customers less whiny: Restaurants give you free bread "just so that you have something to do with your hands and your mouth," Richard Horner, a New Orleans chef and restaurateur, tells me.

Horner lays bare the strategic timing of this generosity. Ideally, free bread should not hit the table until after customers have ordered their meal, "because then they order from a position of maximum hungriness," he says. Plus, the delay builds anticipation: "Will there be bread? I see other people with bread. We haven't got bread yet." And then, once the bread is bestowed: "Oh! There is bread! What a fun surprise."

Horner's demonic calculation for how many slices or rolls each table's basket should contain is [Number of diners] + 1. Unevenly divisible bread creates "a tension that I really enjoy."

But Horner describes himself as "anti-free bread"--a common position among restaurant professionals. A premature breadbasket can gut the total bill. Also, the bread intended to placate customers can just as often be something else for them to complain about. "They get really, really particular about this thing you're giving them for free," Horner says. " 'This isn't hot' or 'Bring me more stuff '; 'I need more bread'; 'I need more oil and vinegar for some reason'; or 'This butter is wrong.' " He sees the decline of free bread as a consequence of restaurants being stretched so thin during the pandemic. They just got fed up: "You know what? You don't get bread anymore! "

Several chefs, including the author Alison Roman, make the case that customers, by demanding bread that is free, deprive themselves of bread that is worth eating. "It's either good and you pay," Roman tells me, "or it's free and bad. Bread costs money to make. It takes skilled labor, and it shouldn't be free."

Horner echoes her point. When free bread is "an afterthought"--provided only because free bread is expected--"I would rather just not have it on the table," he says. If you're going to give customers bread, "it should be as good as the rest of your food. And if that's the case, you should charge for it."

(No one outside the food industry ever tells me they'd prefer paying for excellent bread to receiving mediocre bread for free. Most people just want to be given bread they have not paid for. That bread being good constitutes a rare and wonderful possibility--certainly not an expectation. Nothing tastes as good as free costs.)

My primary means of determining the best free restaurant bread in America is to demand answers from people--my father and friends, yes, but also anyone else I can think of. Strangers encountered on errands. Everyone who sends me an email during the month of October. "What is the best free restaurant bread in America?" I amass several hundred answers.

In harvesting this knowledge, I am exposed to countless novel methods through which humans might delight, disappoint, irritate, and surprise one another. Some people invent their own question on the spot and answer that instead: Asked to identify the best free restaurant bread in America, they tell of a great bakery where bread can be purchased for money, or the worst free restaurant bread in America. Others imagine that the question contains some hidden constraint, which they undertake to expose--"It can't be a chain restaurant," they declare, or "It has to be a chain restaurant." The fixins'-dazzled deliver monologues about butter and olive oil, forgetting that bread exists. One smug stranger in a hot tub tells me that she cannot answer, because she makes her own bread. (Does she bring it to restaurants?) A number decline to consider the question, because they no longer eat gluten. (I don't require anyone to eat the bread they mention.) (Unrelated warning--not a threat: Gluten-free bread is unable to transubstantiate into the body of Christ, according to Catholic law.) Some folks itch to argue with me about what I mean by bread, daring me to reject their votes for pitas, sopaipillas, corn tortilla chips, or hush puppies. They are disgruntled to learn that I let each person define bread as he or she wishes, desiring only that it incorporate a non-raw staple starch.

From the March 1989 issue: Corby Kummer on the ideal panettone

I am astonished that only a minority of people can summon an answer quickly. My mental filing cabinet devoted to cataloging free restaurant breads is one of the largest and most scrupulously maintained in my neocortex; I've discarded the contents of other filing cabinets ("Visuospatial Reasoning," "First Aid") to make room for it. What occupies the free-bread space in others' minds? Americans of the second type--those who don't have an immediate answer to the best-free-bread question--are certainly not charmed by being asked. They seem to resent being pulled out of the swift current of their life and forced to ponder restaurant bread for a few seconds. But aggression is not limited to such people. A man from Boston overhears me asking another stranger the question in an elevator, and cuts in: "Any restaurant you walk in, in the North End, is the best bread." I ask him to name one. "Any of them," he says. "Pick one," I encourage. The man grows furious: "Any of them!"

My father's answer surprises me. When I was growing up, he, my mother, and I were all serious eaters (not in the sense of being discerning, but of deriving satisfaction from doggedly plowing through any volume of food) with a special penchant for free items. At 81, he tells me, he possesses a single vivid memory of free restaurant bread: He ate it on one of the handful of days in his life that he saw his father. "He would show up occasionally and try to act like the big dad," my father recalls, bringing Christmas presents to his wife and sons in South Philly. Once, in 1962, my grandfather bought his sons--one in the Air Force, the other (my father) a teenage gang member--lunch at the Four Seasons in Manhattan.

I am stunned to learn that my father--an indefatigable storyteller who I thought had long since frog-marched me through everything that had ever happened to him--once went to a restaurant as nice as the Four Seasons. I'd thought he might say the biscuits at Red Lobster, a restaurant that was the setting for so many jubilant meals with my parents, grandparents, and cousins that I struggle to recall a distinct memory from it; every meal blurs together in a montage of steaming biscuits and laughing faces, not unlike a commercial for Red Lobster. I ask my dad if he has any happy memories of his father. "None that I can think of," he says. But he remembers that the bread was warm.

What Celebrities Don't Want You to Know

Hear me when I say this: Irrespective of the vibrant plausibility of your parasocial fantasies, America's celebrities are not your friends. There is only one good celebrity in this world: the author Stephen King. According to Mr. King, the best free bread in America is "crusty and warm" and served at Hyde Park Prime Steakhouse in Sarasota, Florida. Given the fact that no other star, out of the scores I contact via their representatives, successfully manages to answer this question, I can conclude only that America's celebrities consider it their unholy mission to ensure that her masses--their fans--die ignorant of the identity of her best free restaurant bread.

Publicists demand to know which other celebrities are telling me their favorite free restaurant bread before they will even consider passing along this question. LeBron James cannot devote one minute to contemplating the best free restaurant bread in America, a representative confides in October, because the totality of his "focus" is "on preparing for the upcoming season"--a frightening and lonely thought. (A few weeks later, James will shatter the tempered-glass backboard of his concentration at 6:32 a.m. Los Angeles time, confessing on social media: "I love watching YouTube golf [?] videos!! Random I know. lol. SO COOL!" I email his rep a plea to slip the question to James while a YouTube golf video is loading. Do not hear back.) Ben Affleck cannot answer due to being "in the midst of a project"--aren't we all? Jennifer Lopez is likewise "filming a movie right now" and therefore totally unreachable by terrestrial communication.

Do you want to know how abjectly I debase myself, attempting to divine this forbidden knowledge from the impenetrable minds of celebrities? I contact Chris Pratt's publicist to seek Pratt's answer, even though--since we're all being so honest--I don't especially care to know it. (I am merely asking to be polite.) "We need to politely hold off as there isn't interest," comes the reply. Excuse me! That is actually not polite! I don't need to know that Chris Pratt isn't interested; and also, how can he not be interested in such an interesting topic? And also, I am the one who is not interested! But this is not even my lowest moment. That nadir is struck when I am forced to reach out to my nemesis: a celebrity publicist I have previously sworn never to speak to again, because several years ago she lied to me--did not refuse to comment; flat-out lied--when I asked her a direct question. Typing my query about the best free restaurant bread in America to this individual feels like dragging my raw, bleeding fingertips across a gravestone that has been scorched by lightning. And would you believe that not only does this publicist fail to provide an answer to my fun and fascinating question; she does not even acknowledge receipt of my email or my follow-up email ? And so now I am forced to put into writing my new vow, a vow I will keep, even if it one day destroys my life, even if it kills me: Ashley, the next time you and I cross paths, it will be in hell.

("What a nice article this will be to read," Oprah Winfrey's ultra-classy publicist writes, while unequivocally declining her client's participation.)

On a handful of occasions, my interactions with public-relations professionals are at least moderately helpful. When pressed, Buzz Aldrin's and Tyler Perry's publicists reveal what they (these men's publicists) consider to be the best free restaurant bread in America, though they will not ask their principals; I duly log their data.

More often, the exchanges are vexing. The senior director of media relations for the country's largest food-service lobbying group, the National Restaurant Association--the other NRA--tells me that no one from the group will be able to speak with me about free restaurant bread in any capacity, because it "isn't a trend that we track." I ask if someone might be able to chat with me about free restaurant bread anecdotally. "It's not even something we could talk about anecdotally," she responds. I ask if she will tell me what, in her personal opinion, is the best free restaurant bread in America. She never replies to me again. (Neither here nor there, but in 2023, an investigation by The New York Times revealed that this NRA used the $15 fee that restaurant workers pay to attend its mandatory food-safety course to fund a nationwide lobbying campaign against minimum-wage increases.)

Almost but Not Actually the Best Free Restaurant Bread in America

Here it is: the best free restaurant bread in America are words that, in deference to the integrity of this investigation, I am unable to print immediately followed by the cymbal-washed, experimental-jazz phrase Red Lobster Cheddar Bay Biscuits. But such an announcement would be very nearly true. Raw poll numbers situate Red Lobster's signature bread offering--knobbly, crimpled clods, butter-radiant and freckled with parsley--comfortably in second place. I have personally enjoyed these rolls (introduced in 1992 under the straightforward name Hot Cheese Garlic Bread) so many times that I worry I will struggle to evaluate the biscuits impartially, the same way a friend's beauty seems to increase over time as your love for her deepens. And so I beg my friend Alice, an Englishwoman for whom Cheddar Bay is mare incognitum, to let me watch her sample her first at our local Red Lobster in Santa Fe.


Red Lobster's butter-radiant Cheddar Bay Biscuit. (The culinary historian William Rubel denies the possibility that any chain restaurant might have the "best" bread.) (Hugo Yu for The Atlantic)



Our Ultimate Feast is not without some painful moments, such as when, one second before tasting the milky-slurry pina-colada dipping sauce for our Parrot Isle Coconut Shrimp, Alice asks, "What is this?" and then, at the exact same moment I gaily sing, "You're gonna like it!," gasps, "Oh my God--that is disgusting." But her verdict on the Cheddar Bay Biscuits is effusive: "Americans have got a lot of things right regarding the texture of foodstuffs," she says. "Outstanding."

The problem is that I want to examine the nubiform texture of these foodstuffs at Red Lobster's culinary-development center, in Orlando.

My email inquiry is answered by a representative from the PR firm that fields press requests for Red Lobster. I express my desire to visit the offices of the company that purchases a quarter of the lobster and crab caught on boats in North America; she tells me she will "check in with the brand to see what is possible." What is not possible, I am informed a few days later, is setting foot anywhere inside the corporate lobster den, let alone its gleaming test kitchen. I can enjoy no audience with Damola Adamolekun--who at 35 became the youngest Red Lobster CEO in company history and has spent recent months in a media blitz, promoting the brand's determination to claw its way back into the hearts of young Black Americans as part of a post-bankruptcy revitalization strategy. Instead, I am invited to submit some questions via email or Zoom to ancillary executives.

By coincidence, in the midst of these faltering negotiations, I meet someone who previously worked with Adamolekun. She says he's "really cool," "actually quite lovely"; I should just email him directly, rather than becoming ensnared in PR red tape, like the hundreds of thousands of dolphins, whales, seals, etc. that perish in the Earth's oceans each year, tangled in trash and fishing gear; here is his email address. I send Adamolekun a short email, in which I attempt to make it clear that I am likewise really cool and actually quite lovely. "I'd like to figure out a fun way to feature Red Lobster in the story," I say. "I have a couple ideas that would involve you directly." (Ideas like: eat the biscuits with him, and many other ideas that will hopefully occur to me if he writes back.)

And that is how I learn that Damola Adamolekun is a snitch.

The next day, I receive an email from the same PR rep. "The brand and I connected following your email to Damola," she writes. "To keep things streamlined and to spare Damola's inbox, feel free to continue corresponding through me. ?"

This PR representative is made of steel. Googling her name unearths a YouTube assignment recorded for a college public-relations class a few years ago. In it she coolly addresses the camera while expressing regret for a factory collapse in which, "so far, 1,100 people have lost their lives." (The crisis-video exercise was apparently inspired by the 2013 Rana Plaza disaster in Bangladesh, in which 1,134 people were killed while working in a building where clothing was manufactured for retailers including the Children's Place and Benetton. "I cannot express how sorry I am that this had to happen," she tells the camera calmly.) I give up trying to penetrate the Red Lobster carapace.

What Is the "Best"?

Let us acknowledge that the "best" bread is influenced by current fashions. Soft white bread was, for much of human history, a yearned-for extravagance. Today, Americans generally regard it as the nastiest, lowest form of bread and stock it in their cheapest grocery stores. Tastes change.

The late 19th century in New York City--soot-blackened, ammoniac with horse urine--spawned a frenzy for breads baked in sanitary conditions. Under the headline "Bread and Filth Cooked Together," an 1894 expose by The New York Press devoted several lurid paragraphs to the cockroach kingdoms of cellar kitchens, where, according to state inspectors, vermin "abounded, and as chance willed became part of the salable products." One baker recounted how an employer had forced him to mix worm-infested, "green and rotten" old pumpernickel into new dough to add volume. The English language "is not sturdy enough," the article insisted, to convey "the animate and inanimate horrors" that its reporters had uncovered. ("Unclean Men Mix the Dough and Sleep in the Same Rooms"!) Within eight months, public outcry fast-tracked a law implementing minimum hygiene standards, including housing toilets in rooms separate from the ones where dough was kneaded.

By the early 1900s, basement bakeries were being replaced by aboveground factories. The new operations began packaging bread in waxed paper as a visual marker of sanitation. The paraffin-coated paper, moreover, helped bread go stale more slowly by delaying moisture evaporation; new additives incorporated directly into the dough delayed staleness further. Soft white bread that stayed fresh for days, once a product of wild fantasy, became commonplace.

From the November 1935 issue: Ready-sliced bread

The rolls served at Texas Roadhouse (third place in the best-free-restaurant-bread contest by raw votes) are indisputably soft and white, roundly square, and immaculate enough to have possibly made themselves with no outside aid. Seven hundred years ago, a king might have eaten such satin-smooth bread on Easter; the Roadhouse gives it out for free, in portions that are infinite. (The first basket accompanies you to your table, like a fellow guest.) The menu items my husband and I order during our visit are remarkable in their own way--no rabbits stealing the last of the November lettuces by moonlight ever chewed a colder salad than our Caesar--but without question, the free rolls, accompanied by honey-cinnamon butter, are the only items really worth paying for (besides the lovely, big Diet Cokes).

If the paschal king were served the bread now in vogue in the United States, he would be apoplectic. People might die. Our most au courant breads would be, to him, peasant fodder--dun-colored, chewy, whole-grain bricks or, even more inexcusable, loaves rendered intentionally sour.

That the "best" bread is prescribed by trend is demonstrated by no bread better than sourdough. Before the 20th century, William Rubel points out, it was considered unwise to eat bread that tasted acidic, biting, or in some way off: "Eating sour foods was credited with the reason that your family had diarrhea." But, he says, in the 21st century, "the high-end culinary elite in this country is very aggressively against any bread that's not sourdough."

After an explosion of interest in the United States during the first spring of COVID, the obsession has continued to flourish, borne, Rubel says, on a memory mirage. In contrast with, say, grits (a dish that has, more or less, been eaten continuously in North America for more than a thousand years), there is, he insists, "no sourdough tradition in the United States."

In this country, sourdough gained widespread usage in the days of the Gold Rush--as a term to refer not to bread but to people. According to legend, fortune hunters in the western hinterlands, far from a steady supply of baker's yeast, kept their starters (a bit of fermented dough that could be added to the next day's mix) warm by sleeping with them, which caused the miners to reek of sour dough.

As a term referring to a type of bread, rather than a type of person, sourdough did not take off before the 1960s, when it was presented as a kitschy, tough-to-chew wilderness food. Alice Waters--the farm-to-table divinity whose altar is every traffic-thronged urban farmers' market--brought a craving for French-style sourdough back to California after she had it in Paris, where levain has a much longer history. Americans have now "fetishized the sourdough," Rubel says, so much so that, in their pursuit of tradition, they have bolted out beyond it, into an ahistoric gastronomic delusion: American sourdough, Rubel says, is uniquely astringent. "In France, they don't want it to taste sour."

Rubel also tells me that the whole premise of my article is flawed. "I think you need to think about favorite versus best," he says. He objects to the fact that I am using the terms, essentially, interchangeably: "Obviously, those can be really different."

Rubel's pronouncement severs the tether that has been weakly holding me to reality as I attempt to determine the best free restaurant bread in America. I spend an afternoon losing and evading my own mind across a kaleidoscopic astral plane of axiological and epistemological contemplation. What if the true criteria for what makes one bread the best are unknown, not just to me, but to everyone on Earth? What are the chances that my 555 poll takers represent, exclusively, morons and deviants, whose tastes in no way reflect those of normal people? Wouldn't many people citing the same thing as their favorite necessarily make it, at least in some way, the best?

The Bread That Flies Through the Air

While I attempt to ask as many different sorts of people "What is the best free restaurant bread in America?" as possible, my sample--though it encompasses respondents of diverse ages, races, incomes, political persuasions, formal-education levels, points of geographic origin, etc.--is inevitably limited.

Lambert's Cafe is a remarkable contender for several reasons. Although it has only three locations, in Missouri and Alabama, its bread is among the 10 most-named by respondents: four strangers from the internet, two members of my husband's family, a museum curator my friend knows, and the chef of another restaurant I visited on my quest. But the most noteworthy thing about Lambert's Cafe is that it distributes its free bread to diners by lobbing it at them from across the room, forcing them to catch it in their bare hands. It is, as its shockingly robust gift shop makes clear 20 million times over, the "Home of Throwed Rolls."

I make my pilgrimage to Lambert's a few days after last Christmas; in Foley, Alabama, families are milling around outside at night in T-shirts and shorts. The restaurant sprawls like a commercial ag shed. Its furnishings are psychotropic, but devoid of the gentle embrace of tranquilizers. Above my booth hang several wooden birdhouses and one birdcage (all vacant), an Alabama license plate, a lithograph of a magician, signs advertising gasoline and Coca-Cola, an illustration of mules in a river, a T-shirt for a wheelchair basketball team framed behind cracked glass, and a metal pictogram that appears to warn of ducks.

Not since stoop-shouldered Irish monks illuminated miracles on vellum in aureate arsenic have more densely inscribed materials than the Lambert's Cafe menu been produced in the Western Hemisphere. Each page bears more rules and explanations than I have ever seen on a menu or legal document--all the more impressive because each page also contains more pictures. There are portraits of Lambert forebears; cartoons of farm animals making dry allusion to the fact that they are subject to slaughter for their protein; a Zodiac Killer cipher key, elucidating the 12 abbreviations for common allergens that speckle the menu; edicts governing plate sharing and doggie bags; an exhortation to visit the gift shop; a list of salads, all of which contain meat; the yowl "SLICE O'HOG From the left side and cut fresh every day!"; and many other elements, besides.

The one that soothes me so totally that it sends all the adrenaline molecules in my body drifting away on a blood lazy river is a red-text promise: "ALL YOU CAN DRINK" soft drinks. My Diet Coke is served in the restaurant's signature mug, which, I learn later, while typing these very words, holds 64 ounces of liquid, and which, I also learn--upon Googling 64 oz x 2 to gallons--means I drank an entire gallon of Diet Coke in one sitting? No???

Lambert's Cafe ovens turn out an average of 520 dozen rolls a day, for a total of more than 2 million five-inch rolls a year. On the night of my visit, the roll warden--the hlafweard--is a young man in heatproof gloves with the salient biceps and keen sight of a baseball player. Patrons signal that they would like a roll to be hurled at them by raising a hand in the air. The accuracy of the bread thrower's aim is spectacular, especially considering that his mental calculations must incorporate a flash assessment of each customer's degree of hand-eye coordination. In the nearly two hours I spend in the restaurant, I see only one roll miss its mark, obviously due to catcher error.

These rolls are, I discover when one collides with my chest cavity, as hot as meteorites slamming into the Earth. They are, by far, the hottest part of my meal, which includes numerous cooked items. The rolls--big and bulbous, with a dense and super-soft interior; faintly sweet and just east of gummy; the tranquil hue of hot-dog buns--are fine but not great. I would absolutely go back. Terrific big sodas!

The Bread of the Appalachian Dancing Bear

Do you know what I love most about my spreadsheet containing 555 replies to the question "What is the best free restaurant bread in America?" (Apart from the fact that it has revealed to me, and soon to you, the hitherto hidden knowledge of what is quite possibly--and in fact I really do believe--the best free restaurant bread in America.)

I love seeing what 555 people said. I love the American optimism, which even more American confidence transforms into certainty, that every respondent is, or at least could be, possessed of the knowledge of the best free restaurant bread in America. I love the fact that no matter where you travel within the 50 states and Washington, D.C., you are never far from what at least one person considers the best free restaurant bread in America.

I love the town names--Big Indian, New York (named for a Munsee Lenape man, allegedly more than 7 feet tall, who lived there); Bee Cave, Texas (named for the honeybees--Mexican honeybees, allegedly--who lived there). I love the chance that the best free restaurant bread in America is to be found on an island off the coast of South Carolina with a population of 130. I love contemplating the food court inside the Pentagon--site of a Lebanese Taverna, whose warm pita is nominated as the best free restaurant bread in America by a man eating at Netflix Bites, and by the chef Jose Andres. I love the outrageous-but-not-impossible prospect that the best free restaurant bread in America might be handed out by an oyster bar in Omaha, which is almost as far from an oyster bed as it is physically possible to be in America.

Cafe Capriccio. Sanitary Fish Market and Restaurant. Silver Saddle. Spindleshanks. Because I lack the budget and employer patience to journey to each of the 226 restaurants that received only a single vote, I determine, instead, to visit just one. This will serve as a spot check, to assess the quality of random strangers' nominations. Having no better means of selecting the spot, I pick the one that has the most charming name. This is how I end up driving into the woods--fully into the woods--of Townsend, Tennessee, to dine at Dancing Bear Appalachian Bistro.

Dancing Bear's entrance is an illusion of carved pine and glass. On approach, its doors appear to depict the arches and stained-glass windows of a Gothic cathedral; close up, the woodwork resolves into the sloping tree branches of a humble forest scene. The dining room, on a cold winter night, is a cozy hall abundant with wood, lit and warmed by an immense stacked-stone fireplace.

The free bread arrives on a slate slab: two wedges of corn bread drizzled with sorghum syrup, next to a ruffled dollop of whisper-light butter. The bad news: Corn bread is just not my favorite. Therefore, I do not believe Dancing Bear's corn bread is the best free restaurant bread in America. The good news: If you love corn bread, this might well be the best free restaurant bread in America, to your misguided taste. It is fathoms above other corn breads. It does not crumble into infinite particles when I bite it. The wedges leave wet sorghum smacks on the slate. In fact, I am dribbling sorghum all over the table. What decadent madness, to entrust every diner with such a sticky substance. I request more bread and, using my trowel-shaped knife, coat it in butter as thickly as a mason mortaring a chimney. I eat a knifeful of the salty butter alone because I am a wild animal. The bread is so good, it makes me giddy. Is corn bread my favorite?


The corn bread from Dancing Bear Appalachian Bistro, in Townsend, Tennessee, might be the best free restaurant bread in America, but only if corn bread is your favorite. (Hugo Yu for The Atlantic)



(Eventually, I learn that I just happened to be there on a corn-bread evening. The restaurant also serves two varieties of focaccia.)

The rest of my meal--roasted-garlic-and-herb-crusted beef-tenderloin tips with local mushrooms, apple-cider gelee, Granny Smith apples, and pickled cranberries; steamed Moosabec mussels--is so delicious as to border on the hallucinatory. The room thrums with conviviality, pierced, now and then, by shrieks of intoxicated laughter. I cannot shake the thought that, when people imagine a perfect little restaurant, this dining room is what they are searching for. When, as I mull dessert options, my waiter tells me that I may also just help myself to free s'mores outside, I wonder how this reasonably priced restaurant (my meal, with dessert--and free s'mores--comes to just over $60 before tip) can possibly make money.

Datassential, an analytics company that monitors the food-and-beverage industry, uses a representative sample of 4,800 establishments to keep tabs on restaurant-menu trends across the United States. In 2012, when the company began tracking the practice of charging for bread, 6 percent of restaurants did it. Last year, 36 percent of restaurant menus in the sample offered some form of bread as an appetizer, and 41 percent of menus listed it as a side. Seemingly every newspaper or magazine story about the increasing popularity of "bread courses" features at least one chef, owner, or manager explaining that a restaurant can no longer afford to give bread away. I want to know how Dancing Bear pulls it off.

The restaurant's bread cost per table is "really not that much," says Dancing Bear's executive chef, Jeff Carter--about 40 cents, he estimates. The vice president of operations, Houston Oldham, tells me that has "very little effect on our bottom line."

"If somebody's telling you that they are scared of having bread on their menu because it costs too much," Oldham says, "there is a cost of pain for your guests too: a cost of a bad experience when you don't have a way to fill the gaps between courses."

And, Carter says, the bread enhances the festive atmosphere. "We kind of consider this our gift to the guest."

The other thing that Dancing Bear gets just right: nice big Diet Cokes in stout glass jars. And they keep them coming.

The Restaurant in America That I Hate, That I Will Never Go Back to, That Has Made of Me an Enemy for Life Due to Its Psychotic Soda Policy

A confession: Throughout this investigation, I nurture an unscientific--though, I am fairly certain, forgivable because ultimately correct--bias. Although it receives just one vote (mine), I remain confident that the bread that inspired this quest truly is the best free restaurant bread in America. A week after my trip to the earthly paradise known as Dancing Bear Appalachian Bistro, I fly to Atlanta--to the steak house Bones--to eat it.

Here is what the restaurant does beautifully on my visit: the bread. It is a boule cut into four wedges. Every possible shade of golden retriever, from pale cream to the deepest cognac orange, is represented by some centimeter of this rotund loaf; its floured bottom is the dark brown of all of their paw pads. Its crust is a texture known to old-fashioned Yankees as cat ice--the brittle sheet, so thin that a cat's paw could shatter it, of an iced-over puddle. On very close inspection, the irregular latticework of air pockets inside the chewy crumb resembles a network of semi-translucent cobwebs. It has no dominant taste other than the flavor of the veriest bread--simple, warm, perfect bread--which it possesses in extraordinary quantity.

Here is what the restaurant does poorly: serves Diet Cokes in glasses that are, I'm going to say, no bigger than a thimble inside a sewing kit inside a dollhouse and, I am astounded and appalled to discover upon receiving my bill, charges you $4 for each and every single one you drink. (Having previously dined here only as my husband's brilliant and visually stunning dream date, I had apparently never looked at a bill at this restaurant.) Over the course of one evening, I spend a total of $16 on Diet Cokes. Worth every penny, of course--1,600 of them--but I'll never go back.

I award this restaurant negative 10 million stars.


The boule from the steak house Bones, in Atlanta, is simple and perfect--
 unlike the restaurant's contemptible Diet Coke-pricing strategy. (Hugo Yu for The Atlantic)



The Chain-Restaurant Popularity Paradox

Can the best free restaurant bread in America come from a chain restaurant? According to raw poll votes, the answer is yes. Chain restaurants claim nearly every spot in the top 10 of my poll. On the one hand, this is to be expected; people are more likely to have been exposed to the bread at a restaurant with 940 locations than at a restaurant with just one. On the other hand, although chains are named most often in the responses, the number of a restaurant's locations do not predict its overall popularity; Olive Garden, with the most locations, receives the fifth-most votes.

I email Sir David Spiegelhalter, a professor emeritus of statistics at the University of Cambridge and a former president of the Royal Statistical Society, to see if he might suggest a math equation to derive meaning from my helter-skelter data. "If a restaurant had 10 customers, and 8 thought it had the best bread, this would seem more impressive than if another restaurant had 100 customers, and 10 thought it had the best bread," he writes back. I concur with my associate. The problem: To weigh the number of votes a restaurant received against the number of that restaurant's customers, I would need to find reliable estimates of each restaurant's customers per year. "But I don't know where you get the footfall data from!" replies Sir David, now as hopelessly lost as I.

I decide to calculate the rate of bestness by analyzing the two variables I know for certain: the number of each bread slinger's locations and the number of nominations it received.

Dividing votes (40) by location (215) gives the Cheesecake Factory--the restaurant that received the most total votes--a bestness rate of 0.19, or the equivalent of 19 votes per 100 restaurants. Lambert's Cafe earns a bestness rate of 2.66--the equivalent of 266 votes per 100 restaurants. While imperfect, this method at least does not penalize restaurants for failing to be national chains--though, for the purposes of the poll, I accept all nominations at face value. If a person tells me they believe the best free restaurant bread in America can be had at Olive Garden, I believe them. I am open to the possibility.

William Rubel is not open to the possibility. When I mention that table bread, these days, is most reliably found at restaurants like the Cheesecake Factory and Texas Roadhouse, he is staggered that I'm even considering them as possible purveyors of the best free restaurant bread in America. "It never occurred to me that that's what you'd be referring to," he says.

"There is no best bread, in an elite cultural sense, at these places you've mentioned--which are places that people like me have never been." He "cannot imagine why I would ever walk through the door" of such a place. He would "never go to" them "under any circumstances."

I imagine a circumstance: What if a Red Lobster is all that's around?

"I don't eat at chain restaurants," he says. "I eat at artisan restaurants."

What if he were driving, I insist, and there were no other options. Would he starve?

"That's why I don't travel the United States," he says.

Red Lobster, Rubel explains, is "what I would read as sort of down-market. I'm sorry--you go there." (Only when it's open!) "But it's not going to Chez Panisse." The amount of money possessed by the average Red Lobster patron is likely less than the average diner at a restaurant evaluated by the James Beard Foundation, he observes. Therefore, he points out--not unreasonably--their concepts of "value" may differ.

It will be impossible, Rubel thinks, for me to identify the best free restaurant bread in America if I'm willing to entertain nominations for chain restaurants. "Because, I'm sorry, those factories are not producing anything that would be called 'best' by any objective standard--probably," he says.

However, "brown bread" from the Cheesecake Factory is not only the most popular answer in the poll; it also tends to come to people quickly. Helen Rosner, a food correspondent for The New Yorker, sums up the tastes of the nation even without being privy to the polling data. "Obviously the Cheesecake Factory's brown bread is the gold standard of free restaurant bread," she writes to me in an email--and, in the same heartbeat, presents a bang-on psychological profile of the country's citizens. "It's distinct," she writes. "Dark brown bread shows up pretty rarely in most people's daily lives, so it both feels special, and has the competitive advantage of not being subconsciously compared to near-infinite other breads of similar complexion."

One January afternoon, I travel to the smallest Cheesecake Factory in America--the flagship location, in Beverly Hills--to break brown bread with Jay Hinson, the company's senior vice president of restaurant-kitchen operations. The average Cheesecake Factory location serves about 7,500 "brown breads"--they are "whole-wheat baguettes," technically, drearily--a week, plus 6,800 of the less-remarked-upon sourdough baguettes that accompany them in the same basket. All of the bread is baked off-site--the sourdough at facilities in New Jersey and Los Angeles, the brown bread in Chicago--frozen, and shipped to the restaurants, where it is rebaked to order. The Cheesecake Factory declined to share any details about the amount of money it spends creating thousands of breads for hundreds of restaurants every week, but at one point in our conversation, Hinson observes, "It is very expensive to have a bread program that is free." At another, he tosses out a hypothetical scenario in which a restaurant company might spend "$10 million" on bread, which seems like an absurd number to chance upon as a totally random example; make of that what you will.


The miniature whole-wheat baguette from the Cheesecake Factory is firm, marginally sweet, speckled with oats for texture, and memorably brown. (Hugo Yu for The Atlantic)



Hinson, an amiable man with six daughters, began working at the Cheesecake Factory as a line cook in Westbury, New York, 28 years ago, and now flies to Chile to meet salmon vendors, and Turkey to meet branzino vendors, and Sweden to watch German-made ovens churn out pasta and steak simultaneously, with an eye ever fixed on the horizon of potential Cheesecake Factory refinements. He is loquacious only about the science of cooking, but also possessed of a striking corporate verbal tic, in which he substitutes the word opportunities for problems : "If your equipment, after five years, has opportunities, you have to place service calls." "We'll meet with my team and discuss any opportunities that happened the week prior. Did we solve them all?" Many customers "had some opportunities with" a previous sourdough iteration that was unacceptably crusty.

The miniature whole-wheat baguette placed on our table is the rich brown of life-giving Diet Coke. It is warm, of course; soft, but with a firm crust; covered in a dense constellation of oats, for "a little bit of texture," Hinson says. It is sweet in the way that adults like things to be--marginally--and mellowed further with the addition of salted Grassland butter. I sample it as I sample everything: like a black hole. I consume two baskets of baguettes solo; Hinson seldom eats free restaurant bread. I would like it to be sweeter, or saltier, or both. But it feels virtuous to be eating something at least moderately healthy, and so blatantly brown.

Except, Rubel informs me (of course), brown bread is not especially healthy. "It's not?" I ask. "In real life?" Rubel replies. "No."

I think of Rubel, and his self-sentenced ignorance of the delights of Red Lobster, a few weeks later, when I visit my father. Measured by the amount of joy it is capable of producing, I'd told Rubel, "a Cheddar Bay Biscuit at Red Lobster is pretty good."

We moved my father cross-country to his apartment in Santa Fe a few years ago, after my mother died unexpectedly. I can tell before I've set one foot inside his door that the man has treated himself to a Red Lobster Ultimate Feast. "Ohhh, it smells like lobster in here!" I exclaim; he has been feeling poorly, and I have taken, recently, to entering his apartment with the verve of a cartoon character. My father is in his recliner, the Ultimate Feast sprawled out before him: A snow crab's severed Jurassic limbs jut over the edge of his wooden tray alongside a half-eaten Cheddar Bay Biscuit.

I am happy to see that he's summoned an Ultimate Feast for himself, because a couple of weeks earlier, he told me that food doesn't "taste like food" to him lately. But I realize that he hasn't made his characteristic dent in the spread.

"What does it taste like?" I ask.

"It kind of tastes like sawdust," Dad says. "Even the biscuits didn't taste good, and I love their biscuits." He is so darkly fascinated by this--Cheddar Bay Biscuits' novel flavorlessness--that he repeats the observation a minute later. "It's amazing," he says, "because I usually love their biscuits." He encourages me to take the extra biscuit home, which of course I do.

My dad will die a few days later, while I am working on this story. This conversation about Cheddar Bay Biscuits will turn out to be one of our last.

The Best Free Restaurant Bread in America

Based on survey responses, Americans seem capable of genuinely convincing themselves that they have just eaten the best free restaurant bread in America anytime they are given gratis bread that is warm or hot. This is not just psychology, Kantha Shelke, a food scientist, tells me; "it's actually thermodynamics." Because aroma is "80 percent of the flavor," Shelke explains, and warm bread releases volatile aroma compounds into the air, "the warm bread literally tastes better to us." (She also tells me that, short of seizing a Cheesecake Factory and transforming it into your private residence, you will never, ever be able to re-create the exact taste of its brown bread at home. Commercial enterprises have access to oxidizing agents, dough-conditioning enzymes, and surfactants that "simply are not available to home bakers.")

Apart from temperature, pillowy, soft, and sweet are the most common adjectives applied to favorite breads in people's responses, followed by crispy and crusty. Small efforts to enhance presentation, plus novel shapes and flavors[?]--bread served on a black linen napkin, for example, or apple fritters--seem to pay off big in terms of memorability. There are some quirky regional trends: Many Californians are able to name the exact local bakery from which their favorite restaurant bread is sourced. Millennials from Massachusetts are inordinately likely to at least mention a pizza chain called Bertucci's that, I am informed over and over again, gives young diners raw dough to play with at the table. Immediate family members frequently identify the same bread as their favorite, as if this has been determined by group vote. Many people can only recall breads eaten as children.

Two restaurants are named often enough in the poll to reach the top 10 without being chains: Parc, in Philadelphia, and Le Diplomate, in Washington, D.C. These restaurants, both operated by the Philadelphia restaurateur Stephen Starr, turn out to serve the exact same bread. If, for the purposes of calculation, we consider them a single restaurant with two outposts, they receive the equivalent of 1,150 votes per 100 restaurants. There are other, no doubt smarter ways to manipulate the data. And, of course, there remains the possibility that the poll has demonstrated only the peculiar tastes of morons and deviants--with the exception of the gracious Stephen King. But you can't keep fiddling with the numbers of your bread poll forever. At a certain point, you have to rejoin the world.

The wicker baskets at Parc, a French bistro on Rittenhouse Square, contain three varieties of bread tucked into wax paper--but the only one people talk about is the cranberry-walnut loaf. It is fitting that the best free restaurant bread in America should contain cranberries; they are indigenous to North America. If you were going to design a restaurant bread specifically intended to appeal to 21st-century Americans, you might well create this exact foodstuff: It is a very chewy sourdough, with a thick, crispy crust that is chocolate brown in color--practically the same hue as the Cheesecake Factory bread. The dried cranberries add so much sweetness that some people mistake them for cherries, but oats and nuts check the suavity before it runs amok. In fact, the bread has an Everlasting Gobstopper-ish ability to harmoniously convey the sensation of eating an entire meal, with dessert, in every bite. It is assembled from familiar ingredients, but unusual enough to be memorable. The terrazzo arrangement of nut and berry is beautiful by candlelight; the crumb appears studded with gems.


Slices of the cranberry-walnut bread served at Parc, in Philadelphia, and Le Diplomate, in Washington, D.C. Each bite delivers the sensation of eating an entire meal. (Hugo Yu for The Atlantic)



Starr estimates that, at a cost of about 60 cents a basket, with 10,000 customers a week, Parc gives away slightly less than half a million dollars in free bread every year--a figure that does not include butter. The kitchen turns out about 1,500 loaves a day, of which 200 are the cranberry-walnut. The brief that Starr gave his chef and baker when the restaurant opened was: "Just come up with the greatest breadbasket ever." The goal, he tells me, was to create a breadbasket so satisfying that "you didn't have to spend any money. You could just come in here, order the breadbasket, a glass of wine, and you're good for the next five, six hours. We just wanted it to be joyful."

"From a financial standpoint, it was the dumbest move we ever made," he says. "It costs so much and people eat so much of it." He's come close to charging for it, he says. But "the moment I think I'm going to do it, I go, 'I can't do it.' "

My visit to Parc, a few weeks after my father's death, is the first time I go to Philly, his hometown, without his knowledge. I am seated near a family: a mother, father, and college-age daughter. I can hardly look at them, even as I can't keep my eyes off them. Veiled by Parc's low lighting, I allow myself to sink into a luxuriant, tear-flooded sadness. My parents will never again shout to be heard in a winter-crowded restaurant, or identify the cheapest (Mom) or most expensive (Dad) entree. They will never again call, into a McDonald's drive-through speaker, the beverage-order coda that I have never heard anyone outside my immediate family utter: "And a cup of free water." Before my check arrives, I request a to-go box of just cranberry-walnut bread, and am floored by the quantity of pieces I receive in a swish brown bag. I wish I could tell my parents about it. Just knowing it was possible to receive so much bread for free would have delighted them.

William Rubel's profoundest anxiety about my article, I learn, is that I will inadvertently denigrate another culture's bread--by suggesting that a yeasted roll is inherently superior to, say, chapati. He fears this more than the possibility that I might assert in print that Red Lobster Cheddar Bay Biscuits taste better than the bread served at Chez Panisse. ("I guess I need to eat it," he says, catching himself declaring, with no firsthand knowledge, that the table bread at Red Lobster could not possibly be superior. I will extend this same grace to the bread at Chez Panisse.) "You'll need to find some way to clarify that you aren't saying these are the best breads in the world," he tells me. "These are what people you talked to in America at this time considered the best."

"There's no recipe for the best bread," Rubel says. "The best bread is written in each person's heart."

I disagree. The best bread--at least the best free restaurant bread in America--is the aforementioned cranberry-walnut loaf.



This article appears in the May 2026 print edition with the headline "I Found It: The Best Free Restaurant Bread in America." When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The FBI Director Is MIA

Kash Patel has alarmed colleagues with episodes of excessive drinking and unexplained absences.

by Sarah Fitzpatrick

Fri, 17 Apr 2026




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

On Friday, April 10, as FBI Director Kash Patel was preparing to leave work for the weekend, he struggled to log on to an internal computer system. He quickly became convinced that he had been locked out, and he panicked, frantically calling aides and allies to announce that he had been fired by the White House, according to nine people familiar with his outreach. Two of these people described his behavior as a "freak-out."



Patel oversees an agency that employs roughly 38,000 people, including many who are trained to investigate and verify information that can be presented under oath in a court of law. News of his emotional outburst ricocheted through the bureau, prompting chatter among officials and, in some corners of the building, expressions of relief. The White House fielded calls from the bureau and from members of Congress asking who was now in charge of the FBI.



It turned out that the answer was still Patel. He had not been fired. The access problem, two people familiar with the matter said, appears to have been a technical error, and it was quickly resolved. "It was all ultimately bullshit," one FBI official told me.



But Patel, according to multiple current officials, as well as former officials who have stayed close to him, is deeply concerned that his job is in jeopardy. He has good reasons to think so--including some having to do with what witnesses described to me as bouts of excessive drinking. My colleague Ashley Parker and I reported earlier this month that Patel was among the officials expected to be fired after Attorney General Pam Bondi's ouster, on April 2. "We're all just waiting for the word" that Patel is officially out of the top job, an FBI official told me this week, and a former official told my colleague Jonathan Lemire that Patel was "rightly paranoid." Senior members of the Trump administration are already discussing who might replace him, according to an administration official and two people close to the White House who were familiar with the conversations.



In response to a detailed list of 19 questions, the White House spokesperson Karoline Leavitt told me in a statement that under Donald Trump and Patel, "crime across the country has plummeted to the lowest level in more than 100 years and many high profile criminals have been put behind bars. Director Patel remains a critical player on the Administration's law and order team." Acting Attorney General Todd Blanche told me in a statement, "Patel has accomplished more in 14 months than the previous administration did in four years. Anonymously sourced hit pieces do not constitute journalism."



The FBI responded with a statement, attributed to Patel: "Print it, all false, I'll see you in court--bring your checkbook."



Read: Trump's purge may be just beginning



The IT-lockout episode is emblematic of Patel's tumultuous tenure as director of the FBI: He is erratic, suspicious of others, and prone to jumping to conclusions before he has necessary evidence, according to the more than two dozen people I interviewed about Patel's conduct, including current and former FBI officials, staff at law-enforcement and intelligence agencies, hospitality-industry workers, members of Congress, political operatives, lobbyists, and former advisers. Speaking on the condition of anonymity to discuss sensitive information and private conversations, they described Patel's tenure as a management failure and his personal behavior as a national-security vulnerability.



They said that the problems with his conduct go well beyond what has been previously known, and include both conspicuous inebriation and unexplained absences. His behavior has often alarmed officials at the FBI and the Department of Justice, even as he won support from the White House for his eager participation in Trump's effort to turn federal law enforcement against the president's perceived political enemies.



Several officials told me that Patel's drinking has been a recurring source of concern across the government. They said that he is known to drink to the point of obvious intoxication, in many cases at the private club Ned's in Washington, D.C., while in the presence of White House and other administration staff. He is also known to drink to excess at the Poodle Room, in Las Vegas, where he frequently spends parts of his weekends. Early in his tenure, meetings and briefings had to be rescheduled for later in the day as a result of his alcohol-fueled nights, six current and former officials and others familiar with Patel's schedule told me.



On multiple occasions in the past year, members of his security detail had difficulty waking Patel because he was seemingly intoxicated, according to information supplied to Justice Department and White House officials. A request for "breaching equipment"--normally used by SWAT and hostage-rescue teams to quickly gain entry into buildings--was made last year because Patel had been unreachable behind locked doors, according to multiple people familiar with the request.



Some of Patel's colleagues at the FBI worry that his personal behavior has become a threat to public safety. An FBI director is expected to be available and focused on his job--especially when the nation is at war with a state sponsor of terrorism. Current and former officials told me that they have long worried about what would happen in the event of a domestic terrorist attack while Patel is in office, and they said that their apprehension has increased significantly in the weeks since Trump launched his military campaign against Iran. "That's what keeps me up at night," one official said.

Patel arrived at the FBI in early 2025 as a deeply polarizing figure. He had risen from being a public defender in Miami to a congressional aide and, ultimately, a national-security official during the first Trump administration. During Patel's confirmation hearing to be FBI director, the Republican chairman of the Senate Judiciary Committee, Chuck Grassley, expressed optimism that Trump's nominee would implement much-needed reforms. "He's the right change agent for the FBI," the senator said, adding that the bureau was in need of "a big shake-up."



Under questioning from skeptical Democrats, Patel vowed that "there will be no retributive actions" and that he was not aware of any plans to punish FBI staff who had been part of investigations into Trump. Democrats were not the only ones who were leery of Patel, who had a record of embracing far-fetched conspiracy theories--including the notion that the FBI and its informants had helped instigate the January 6, 2021, attack on the U.S. Capitol to sabotage the MAGA movement. Several Republicans wavered on whether to back him. But a pressure campaign by the White House and its allies ultimately prevailed, and Patel was confirmed by a vote of 51 to 49.



Inside the FBI, which had been wounded by a number of scandals, many hoped that Patel could give the bureau a fresh start. But even many of those who had been enthusiastic about his arrival have since been disappointed. Officials said that Patel has been an irregular presence at FBI headquarters and in field offices, and that he has compounded the agency's existing bureaucratic bottlenecks. Several current and former officials told me that Patel is often away or unreachable, delaying time-sensitive decisions needed to advance investigations. On several occasions, an official told me, Patel's delays resulted in normally unflappable agents "losing their shit."



Read: 'It's a five-alarm fire'



Patel has also earned a reputation for acting impulsively during high-stakes investigations. He announced triumphantly on social media, for instance, that the FBI had "detained a person of interest" in the Brown University shooting in December. That person was soon released while agents continued to hunt for the killer.



Still, Patel has his fans. The president has been pleased by Patel's efforts to purge agents who worked on January 6 cases and other probes into Trump. The president has also indicated that he is relatively unbothered by grumblings about Patel from within the FBI, according to White House and other administration officials. That's not surprising: Patel views many of the bureau's veterans as anti-Trump "deep state" agents who have worked against him and his followers. But Patel has, on occasion, earned the president's ire. Trump has complained that the FBI director has seemed unprepared for TV appearances and that some high-profile investigations that he directed Patel to pursue have not moved quickly enough. These include inquiries into former Biden-administration officials and other political opponents.



Patel's spotty attendance at the office and the eagerness with which he's embraced the perks and travel that come with the job have also been sources of concern at the White House. Some in the West Wing have followed the headlines about Patel's use of the FBI jet for personal matters--as well as the whispers about his love of partying--and said that they fear that Trump would react badly were he to focus on those storylines.



DOJ's ethics handbook states that "an employee is prohibited from habitually using alcohol or other intoxicants to excess." The department's inspector general has warned that off-duty alcohol consumption can not only impair employees' judgment; it can also make them vulnerable to exploitation or coercion by foreign adversaries.



Patel's drinking is no secret. While on official travel to Italy in February, he was filmed chugging beer with the U.S. men's Olympic hockey team following their gold-medal victory. The incident prompted the president--who does not drink and whose brother died following a long struggle with alcoholism--to call the FBI director to convey his unhappiness, according to two officials familiar with the call. But officials told me that Patel's alcohol use goes far beyond the occasional beer. FBI officials and others in the administration have privately questioned whether alcohol played a role in the instances in which he shared inaccurate information about active law-enforcement investigations, including following the murder of Charlie Kirk.



Many of the people who spoke with me said that they have been afraid to reveal their concerns about Patel publicly or through traditional whistleblower channels, because he has been aggressive in cracking down on anyone he deems insufficiently loyal. At Patel's direction, FBI employees are polygraphed in an effort to identify leakers. One former official told me that bureau employees have been asked in these sessions for opinions about Patel's perceived "enemies," as well as whether they have ever said anything disparaging about the director or the president.



Patel has held on to his job in part because of his commitment to using the federal government to target political or personal adversaries of the president. In his 2023 book, Government Gangsters, Patel designated a list of government officials past and present that he alleged were corrupt or disloyal. In an interview that year on Steve Bannon's podcast, Patel said that he planned to "come after" members of the media for their 2020-election coverage with criminal or civil charges. Patel has led a purge of people who he believes are anti-Trump "conspirators" or "enemies" within the FBI. This has included firing people, opening internal investigations, and pressuring agents to quit when they pushed back--or were perceived to have pushed back--against Patel's demands or questioned their legality.



Some at the FBI are concerned that Patel's behavior has left the country more vulnerable. One former senior intelligence official told me that there is a lack of experience at FBI headquarters and that the turnover rate is high in field offices, because of both voluntary departures and Patel-ordered purges. The result is an FBI workforce being asked to accomplish more with fewer resources, and with less direction from the top. "The instinctive level of muscle memory or discernment that is necessary to identify and counter a terror attack is missing," the former official said. A current official described people inside the bureau feeling besieged and disillusioned--or even angry.



Read: 'The trust has been absolutely destroyed'



Days before the United States launched its war with Iran, Patel fired members of a counterintelligence squad that was devoted, in part, to Iran. The director said in testimony before Congress that the agents had been let go because their work investigating Trump's handling of classified documents had placed them in violation of the bureau's ethics rules. But multiple officials told me that they were concerned that the firings had been rushed and would leave the U.S. shorthanded at a crucial moment.



Patel has publicly proclaimed that the FBI needs to demonstrate that it is "fierce," and officials I spoke with said that he is fixated on that image in private as well. He recently expressed frustration with the look of FBI merchandise, complaining that it isn't intimidating enough. Officials have grown accustomed to such behavior, and they have learned to roll their eyes at it. But they said that the absurdity masks real concerns about what Patel's leadership has meant for an institution that the country relies on for national security and the safety of its citizens. "Part of me is glad he's wasting his time on bullshit, because it's less dangerous for rule of law, for the American public," one official told me, "but it also means we don't have a real functioning FBI director."

Jonathan Lemire, Isabel Ruehl, and Marie-Rose Sheinerman contributed reporting.
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Eight of the Most Fascinating Biographies to Read

Each is animated by the author's love--for their subject, for language, and for pushing the boundaries of what the genre can do.

by Nicholas Boggs

Wed, 22 Apr 2026




Literary biography is a cruel genre. The authors of these books--by which I mean not just biographies about literary figures but also those that aspire to writerly excellence--have been described by the writer Janet Malcolm as "professional burglars." After rifling through a person's affairs, they must conjure inside their pages a living, breathing human being--and then, inevitably, they'll have to close the coffin on their resurrected subject. But I like to think the "literary" element can temper the sting of these dastardly deeds, insofar as the author is tasked with perpetrating them in the most humane way possible: with the appropriate amount of reverence, style, and, yes, love. This is, at least, what I tried to do in my own literary biography, Baldwin: A Love Story, about James Baldwin's life and relationships.

I was inspired by other biographers, including the great Robert Caro, who has immortalized Lyndon B. Johnson and Robert Moses. I followed the essential dictums from his memoir, Working (turn every page, for example, and visit every setting possible)--but I was perhaps guided even more by memoirists, novelists, essayists, and poets. The eight titles below include some that particularly shaped my approach in Baldwin; others are more recent, artful examples that incorporate complex layers of experience and emotion. Each is animated by the author's love--for their subject, for language, and for pushing the boundaries of what a biography can do.



Virginia Woolf, by Hermione Lee

Lee opens her classic 1997 work by quoting a question posed by Woolf herself--"My God, how does one write a Biography?"--and responds over the course of more than 700 magnificent pages. Lee is all too aware that Woolf was a skeptic of the genre (she preferred the term "life-writing"), and with that caveat in mind, she produces something genuinely novelistic in scope, detail, and insight. Her concerted attention to place (she writes about Woolf's childhood summer house, her various London flats, and her charming later home in Sussex) provides the backdrop for her true subjects: the relationships that formed and sustained Woolf--with her parents; her husband, Leonard; and her lover Vita Sackville-West, for instance. Along the way, Lee is attentive to the roles of mental illness and gender in Woolf's genius, and proves that a doorstop biography doesn't have to be an exercise in tedium. Rather, it can be its opposite--a thrilling work of absorption and revelation.

Lauren Groff: Why read literary biography?



Positive Obsession: The Life and Times of Octavia E. Butler, by Susana M. Morris

Morris's book also takes on the challenge of describing a complex female genius: the trailblazing science-fiction writer Octavia Butler. Butler described her will to write as a "positive obsession"--something propulsive and dangerous, connected to "not being able to stop at all." Morris skillfully blends Butler's difficult and singular story with cogent analyses of how her fiction critiqued--and predicted--late-20th and early-21st-century America (for example, Butler's 1993 novel, Parable of the Sower, tells the story of a young Black woman in the 2020s whose community is locked in conflict with a tyrannical autocrat while Los Angeles burns). Morris makes pressing political and academic ideas accessible while allowing them to remain as expansive as the universes that Butler explored so brilliantly. That she does so in just a few hundred pages, while losing none of the crucial context of Black feminism, the civil-rights movement, American imperialism, and the Reagan era, is a testament to Morris's skill as that rare scholar who is also very much a writer. Her own positive obsession with Butler becomes the reader's great reward.

Master Slave Husband Wife: An Epic Journey From Slavery to Freedom, by Ilyon Woo

This book rightfully won a Pulitzer Prize in recognition of the depth of Woo's research, the accomplishment of her writing, and her generous idea of what a biography can be. Rather than recount the arc of a single figure's life, Woo has written both a collective history lesson and an exhilarating tale. Her focus is on Ellen and William Craft, an enslaved couple who escaped from Georgia to the North in 1848 by dressing up, ingeniously, as master and slave. As the couple make their way up to Philadelphia, then Boston, and eventually to England, vivid details and expertly rendered scenes of danger give way to an important historical record of slavery and the vicissitudes of the post-emancipation era. In her coda, Woo writes with great compassion and erudition about what can't be found in archives, particularly the specifics of how Ellen Craft died. This is a stirring example of how, even after subjects have been roused so masterfully, mysteries can persist: It remains unclear when Ellen was ultimately buried under a tree in Georgia, the state that she and her beloved had fled.

Read: History is never only one person's story



The Age of Phillis, by Honoree Fanonne Jeffers

Although this book was longlisted for the National Book Award for Poetry, it could easily have been categorized as biography. As both a work of life-writing and a book about the challenges of writing, it may have no equal. Focusing on the groundbreaking 18th-century poet Phillis Wheatley, the collection reimagines her childhood in West Africa, her existence with her white American enslavers, her friendships and her marriage to John Peters, and, in the volume's haunting final poem, her death at roughly the age of 31. The volume concludes with a learned essay reflecting on the possibilities and the perils of biographical writing: Jeffers questions, for example, the historical account of a 19th-century white woman who claims to be related to Wheatley's enslaver, as well as racist accounts of Wheatley's husband in early biographies. By moving through and beyond several genres, this book joins a rich new tradition of what the scholar Saidiya Hartman calls "critical fabulation," a mode of imaginative writing that fills in gaps of African American history, correcting misrepresentations along the way.

The Flower Bearers, by Rachel Eliza Griffiths

Much like Jeffers, Griffiths is gifted across several genres--as a poet, a novelist, and now, a memoirist. In this book, she interweaves three stories: her own genesis as a young artist in New York City; the sudden loss of a key member of her chosen family, the poet Kamilah Aisha Moon; and the near-fatal 2022 attack on her husband, Salman Rushdie, less than a year later. Not since Audre Lorde's Zami: A New Spelling of My Name has the pluck and resilience required of a Black woman hoping to be an artist been captured with such a resoundingly original and poetic voice. In the end, though, this book is a love story. The author's depth of emotion for her friend, for her partner, and for the self she has lost radiates with deep, hard-earned understanding.

Read: A book that puts the life back into biography



Come Back in September: A Literary Education on West Sixty-Seventh Street, Manhattan, by Darryl Pinckney

This was, hands down, my favorite book of 2022. Pinckney, a celebrated novelist and critic, animates not just his relationship with his teacher and longtime mentor, the legendary writer and editor Elizabeth Hardwick, but an entire milieu: the world, by turns rarefied and gritty, of literary New York in the 1970s. Pinckney introduces the reader to a number of men, and he invokes the devastations of the impending AIDS epidemic in a wholly original way as he suggests that they will be lost to the disease in the years to come. Both somber and hilarious, this memoir elevates gossip to high art, taking readers through Pinckney's years trawling the East Village in the era when he wrote his earliest articles for The New York Review of Books. It may well send you back to read, or reread, some of the figures covered in its pages--Hardwick and Susan Sontag, Robert Lowell and Mary McCarthy. After that, you may yearn to read this volume all over again; I did precisely that.

This Is All I Got: A New Mother's Search for Home, by Lauren Sandler

Sandler's story of a year in the life of Camilla, an unhoused Latina woman in New York City, is a product of the kind of immersive reporting that produced Adrian Nicole LeBlanc's Random Family and Alex Kotlowitz's There Are No Children Here. As Camilla tries to navigate the city's Byzantine public housing system in her quest for a home for herself and her newborn son, she emerges as a heroic young woman whose obvious smarts and resourcefulness are still no match for a woefully insufficient bureaucracy. Difficult material, yes--but somehow Sandler injects snap and humor into these pages, whether they're set at the welfare office or on the road in the Dominican Republic, making this a true pleasure to read. No wonder her feat of reporting has inspired a staged musical titled Shelter. Last summer, a rousing workshop version starred the ebullient Tony Award-nominee Jasmine Amy Rogers--and the form uncannily suits the emotions of Camilla's journey.

Cleopatra: A Life, by Stacy Schiff

Schiff, the consummate biographer as literary stylist, manifests the nearly impossible by portraying, in technicolor, a subject who left behind virtually no primary sources and whose history is encased in centuries of mythologizing. Schiff's method is steeped in the techniques of writers such as Caro and Lee, augmented by her own cinematic prose. She addresses the lack of access to Cleopatra's childhood, for example, by turning the ancient city of Alexandria into a glittering character itself, letting it take up an early section of the book. But her greatest ingenuity lies in how she addresses the death of her subject. Instead of just recapitulating questionable myths around Cleopatra's demise by way of poisonous asp, Schiff grants her not one possible death but two: She speculates, convincingly, that the queen may have poisoned herself in a final act of agency before her imminent capture by the Romans. In Schiff's deft hands, the biography functions as an historical corrective that is also an act of mercy.






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/2026/04/fascinating-biography-life-recommendations/686883/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



A 'Barbaric' Problem in American Hospitals Is Only Getting Bigger

Patients are getting stuck in the emergency department for days while waiting for a spot in an inpatient ward.

by Elisabeth Rosenthal

Wed, 22 Apr 2026




In the last months, weeks, and days of his life, "I will not go to the emergency room" became my husband's mantra. Andrej had esophageal cancer that had spread throughout his body (but not to his ever-willful brain), and, having trained as a doctor, I had jury-rigged a hospital at home, aided by specialists who got me pills to boost blood pressure; to dampen the effects of liver failure; to stem his cough; to help him swallow, wake up, fall asleep.



"I will not go to the emergency room"--emphasis on not--were his first words after passing out, having a seizure, or regurgitating the protein smoothies I made to pass his narrowed esophagus. He said it again and again, even as fluid built up in his lungs, rendering him short of breath and prone to agonizing coughing spells. He had been a big, athletic guy, but now, in the ugly process of dying, he was looking gaunt. Ours was a precarious existence, but I understood his adamant rejection of the emergency department. Most prior visits had morphed into extended trips into a terrifying medical underworld--to a purgatory known as emergency-department boarding.



I managed to keep Andrej at home while we planned for hospice, until one dreadful night at 2 a.m., when I ran out of hacks. We got into an ambulance and headed together to the hospital.

We had already learned the hard way that if you need admission to the hospital, you can remain in the emergency department--in the hallway or a curtained bay on a hard stretcher or in a makeshift holding area--for more than 24 hours, even for days, while waiting for a real hospital bed. In this limbo state, you're technically admitted to the hospital but still located in the physical domain of the ER. And the rules governing acceptable care and safety measures become much less clear.



In the summer of 2024, still being treated to keep his cancer at bay, Andrej had suddenly become somewhat delirious, requiring hospital admission to rule out the possibility of infection or, worse, of the cancer having spread to his brain. After we went to an emergency department near our home, in New York City, he lay trapped on a hard stretcher, with its rails up, for more than 36 hours, amid the alarms and calls for the code team, without any clues of whether it was day or night, and with access only to the few toilets shared by the dozens of patients and visitors in the emergency room. None of this helped his mental state. By the end of day two, he knew me--kind of--but had become convinced that the doctors were "the enemy" and that I was their paid accomplice.



After I pressed to move him to a bed "upstairs"--I meant to an inpatient ward--he was transported to a bed five floors higher. I realized too late that this was an "ED overflow area," according to the paper sign attached to the entrance's swinging door. A plaque in the hall identified it as a former labor and delivery floor. It had been kitted out with some of the trappings of an actual ward, such as real beds and bathrooms, but not the most important one: adequate personnel.



The space was by turns eerily quiet and wildly cacophonous. Although patients there were undergoing intimate, embarrassing procedures, rooms were gender-neutral. That first night, Andrej's roommates were a man in a coma and an elderly French woman in a diaper and boots (no pants), who marched around her bed singing like a chanteuse. In the morning, I pestered a harried nurse and got Andrej moved to a quieter room with three beds, where two people died in three days.



The overworked staff did the best they could, but that was far from good care. My husband--who needed protein and calories but could consume only soft foods--was served chicken cutlets. When I noted to one nurse that Andrej's soiled sheets hadn't been changed for several days, she directed me to a linen cart so I could change them myself.

That first time, one of several extended ER stays Andrej made as a boarder, I thought perhaps we had just hit a busy time at a busy hospital. When I worked as an emergency-medicine doctor a few decades ago, the ED was mostly empty at the beginning of my 7 a.m. shift. A few patients might be lingering from the day before: alcoholics who would sober up and leave, patients with a severe burn or a bad case of pneumonia who were waiting for a bed in intensive care.



In the decades since, EDs have doubled or even tripled in size. Even so, patients are piling up. When I started asking around, I quickly discovered that ED boarding has become commonplace in the past five or so years and is getting worse, more or less omnipresent in hospitals. "Everyone knows about this problem, and no one cares enough to do anything about it," Adrian Haimovich, an ED doctor at Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center who studies ED boarding, told me. "It's barbaric."



Measuring the problem has been challenging because data on ED-boarding time are limited. Only this past November did the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services finalize a rule that would require hospitals to collect data on ED-boarding times, starting in 2026. Using what other data he could find, Haimovich has shown that boarding for more than 24 hours has increased dramatically for people 65 and older since the coronavirus pandemic.



Once they enter ED boarding, patients exist in a gray zone. There has been a national push to establish "safe staffing" nurse-to-patient ratios in EDs. Even with that, if an ED boarder has a medical complaint that needs quick attention, it's easy for them to fall through the cracks, Haimovich said: In some hospitals, an admitting team of doctors from upstairs is responsible for the boarders stuck in the ED (but not the associated floor nurses); in others, overstretched ED medical staff must take full responsibility to care for boarders until a bed opens--and that in addition to seeing new patients. Some EDs now routinely hold more boarders--many of them quite ill--than patients being actively evaluated.



Doctors and nurses have complained bitterly about the situation, which forces them to provide inadequate care. Gabe Kelen, the director of emergency medicine at Johns Hopkins University, told me that it's creating a moral hazard for emergency-department staff. But doctors and department heads such as Kelen are not in control of admissions. Generally, a hospital's administration parcels out inpatient beds, and emergency-department boarding is in many ways a result of today's business models and pressures.



When I worked as a doctor, if an ED was overwhelmed beyond capacity, the attending (that was me) typically called in to ambulance dispatch to request "diversion"--ambulances should take patients to another hospital. If a hospital got too full, the admitting office canceled elective admissions. Today, hospitals run like airlines and intentionally overbook, Kelen said. They also have fewer beds than they did a few years ago--in part because nurse (and executive) salaries have risen since the pandemic. An empty, staffed bed is a money loser, so the institution has an incentive to keep beds full and make new patients wait.



"The problem isn't inefficiency--it's the way health-care finance is structured," Kelen said. "Hospitals typically run on thin margins. Elective admissions are prioritized because they tend to be for lucrative procedures like heart catheterizations and joint replacements."



Admitting patients through the emergency room has business advantages too, even if it means that patients wait for a bed. The evaluation generates charges that typically run many thousands of dollars; once admitted, my husband was still billed the inpatient rate even for a stretcher in the hall. Old, sick, and dying patients are more likely to linger there in part because, after they're in a real bed, they may take up that spot for days or weeks at a time while waiting for a bed in rehab or hospice, requiring nursing time but not the types of interventions that generate revenue.



Hospitals have tried Band-Aid fixes, such as bed-tracking software and discharge lounges where patients can wait for paperwork or transport home. Many do hire more doctors and nurses and orderlies in the ER to confront the overflow. "Long ED wait times and boarding have root causes that extend far beyond EDs and hospitals themselves," Chris DeRienzo, the chief physician executive at the American Hospital Association, told me in an email. He listed the high cost of opening beds and the shortage of rehabilitation facilities, and emphasized the precarious financial situation of many hospitals.



But while Andrej waited in the overflow area, we were not thinking of any bigger picture: He was sick, desperate, and still waiting for care. He lingered in boarding for four days before he got a bed. Each time he had to return to the ED, each time he faced a painful wait, he hardened his resolve to never go back.



Thunk. Crash. "Elisabeth, help!" Those were the sounds that woke me at 2 a.m.



I had fallen asleep in our bed, next to Andrej, his head raised with a foam wedge to ease his breathing and make sure food would not come up. Before I dozed off, I listened to his breathing--30 times a minute, two times faster than normal--a sign that he was struggling to get sufficient oxygen. And that racking cough. This was not good.



Now his bruised body was twisted, lying on the floor with his head against the bed frame. He'd attempted to use his walker to go to the bathroom. He was complaining of chest pain, coughing and short of breath. But he managed to get out those words: "I will not go to the ER."



I knelt by his side in tears, telling him that I loved him but that I could not do anything more right now at home. Carlos, our super, helped me get him into bed and called EMS. I promised Andrej (against hope) that, given his condition, he would surely be quickly assigned to a real room and bed.



What happened next was a blur. I have a vague memory of paramedics arriving, putting him on the stretcher, sliding him into the ambulance, giving him oxygen. I mechanically grabbed his "do not resuscitate" form from under the refrigerator magnet and buckled myself in beside him.



Then he was in the ED, which was thrumming with activity, under the fluorescent lights, with oxygen in his nose, wearing a hospital gown, looking gray and sick. The staff asked what was, for them, the operative question about a guy with widespread cancer: "Does he have a DNR?" Andrej asked me what was, for him, the operative question: "Did you bring my shoes?" He already wanted to leave.



An X-ray showed possible pneumonia, more tumors, and a buildup of fluid in his lungs. A medical team that covers oncology patients wrote an admitting note--he was now a boarder, again--and then retreated upstairs. They started antibiotics and gave him something to help him sleep amid the alarms and shouting. He didn't.



When I came back the next morning--and two mornings after that--I was alarmed to see him still there on a hard stretcher, his feet dangling off the end, exhausted and in pain. "When will he be admitted to a bed?'' I implored. If some of the stuff in his lungs was infectious, maybe he could be treated and get home.



Likely soon and I hear your frustration--I came to detest those two phrases.



Neighboring patients came and went 24 hours a day. Some were pleasant; some were screaming in pain or just screaming mad. Pulmonary doctors came and, in this semipublic space, used a large needle to remove three liters of fluid from Andrej's right lung cavity.

Near the end of the Biden administration, in response to a bipartisan congressional request, the Department of Health and Human Services convened a meeting on emergency-department boarding. Its report, from HHS's Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality, came out the same month that the Trump administration took office, not long before Andrej's fall--the last night he spent at home.



"Emergency department (ED) boarding is a public health crisis in the United States," the report concluded. "Patients who are sick enough to require inpatient care can wait in the ED for hours, days, or even weeks ... Boarding contributes to increased mortality, medical errors, prolonged hospital stays, and greater dissatisfaction with care."



The meeting proposal called for the formation of an expert panel to recommend solutions. In theory, a panel could have weighed in on key questions: Should hospitals--some of which are rich institutions--get paid an inpatient rate for boarding in the ED? Should they have to report boarding times and face penalties for excess? Should they be required to open more real beds, and should requirements for licensing be lessened? How can the country create more rehabilitation beds?



But since then, the Trump administration has dramatically cut that HHS agency's staffing, as well as its grant programs. (Congress is still pushing to fund the agency.) The expert panel never formed, let alone offered solutions. The Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services did initiate a program this year that will include voluntary reporting of boarding times in 2027, which will become mandatory in 2028. Bad marks will eventually affect Medicare reimbursement.



In an emailed statement, the Joint Commission, which certifies the nation's hospitals, called boarding a "serious public health crisis" and "one of the most incredibly complex challenges in healthcare." Although the organization does indirectly look at hospitals' "ED throughput" from charts, such data are not comprehensive. Little information exists, for instance, about how many people's last days are spent on stretchers, in hospital limbo.



None of this knowledge would have helped my dying husband. So I did what I'd promised myself I'd never do: I called a doctor friend, who called the hospital's VIP office.



Suddenly Andrej was whisked to a real hospital room, with a bed that he could adjust to keep his head elevated, a tray he could eat from, a morphine pump, a TV, a bathroom, and a nurse call button at his side. A room with extra chairs, so his stepkids and friends could visit with gifts and mementos one last time. A room where the caring staff placed a chaise longue, where I could sleep over. That way, when he woke scared and coughing and yelling for me, I was there to hold his hand, adjust the oxygen, and push the button for an extra dose of narcotic.



Until, six days after we got in the ambulance and three days after we'd moved to this room, he woke early one morning, agitated and coughing, calling out, "Elisabeth?" I was there. But then, in a blink, he wasn't.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/2026/04/emergency-department-boarding-crisis/686765/?utm_source=feed
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The Big Question the Fed-Chair Hearing Leaves Open

At yesterday's confirmation hearing, Kevin Warsh remained tactically opaque.

by Will Gottsegen

Wed, 22 Apr 2026




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

Speaking before the Senate Banking Committee yesterday, Kevin Warsh--Wall Street veteran, centimillionaire, and family friend of the president's--insisted that he would be "an independent actor" if confirmed as the Federal Reserve chair. The real question was whether enough of his audience believed him.

In some ways, Warsh is a relatively uncontroversial choice for the role. He has plenty of relevant credentials: He served on the National Economic Council during the George W. Bush administration, and was a Fed governor during the Great Recession. He was even on the shortlist to be chair in 2017. His experience as a governor also informed some of his long-standing critiques of the institution; in an op-ed last year, he laid out a vision for reducing central-bank overreach. But overshadowing Warsh's qualifications was Donald Trump's ongoing campaign to exert control over the Fed. Some committee members were more focused on interrogating the nominee's ability to resist presidential interference than they were on his resume.

The Fed has always been charged with making policy decisions based on its own assessments of the economy, rather than simply accepting the president's direction. Its seven governors are appointed to 14-year terms because they're meant to take the long view. This hasn't sat well with Trump, who has repeatedly berated the central bank's current chair, Jerome Powell, for refusing to cut interest rates as quickly as he would like. Tensions between the two culminated in January, when Powell revealed that he was under federal investigation over his handling of the renovation of the Fed headquarters (three past chairs condemned the administration's move as an "unprecedented attempt" to meddle with monetary policy). Last week, Trump escalated the situation by threatening to fire Powell if he exercises his right to remain on the Fed's board of governors once Warsh is confirmed--as Powell has said he will do until the investigation comes to an end.

Trump has been clear about his ambitions for the bank: "I want my new Fed Chairman to lower Interest Rates if the Market is doing well," he wrote on Truth Social in December. "Anybody that disagrees with me will never be the Fed Chairman!" While campaigning for the job, Warsh made a point of saying he would bring rates down. He'd been hawkish on inflation during his previous tenure at the bank, but he has argued more recently that AI-fueled productivity gains and a reduction in the Fed's balance sheet could justify lowering rates. During the hearing, Democratic senators pressed Warsh on whether his policies were his own, or just strategic attempts to get the job. Elizabeth Warren called him a "sock puppet" for the president, even as Warsh stressed that he has not promised Trump any particular policy outcomes in exchange for the position.

This hearing had already been delayed once, and Democrats pushed last week to delay it again until the Trump administration drops its investigations into both Powell and the Fed governor Lisa Cook. In order for Warsh to be confirmed, Republicans will have to reckon with a crucial holdout in their own ranks: Senator Thom Tillis has been saying for months that he won't support the nomination until the Justice Department drops the investigation into Powell. Yesterday, Tillis pointed--literally--to a massive printout of a 2010 quote from Warsh that highlighted the importance of Fed independence. In the Trump era, plenty of officials have promised to remain independent of the president, and not all of them have followed through. FBI Director Kash Patel and former Attorney General Pam Bondi, for example, both made that pledge during their confirmation hearings and later steered their departments in directions that explicitly served the president's aims.

Warsh repeatedly dodged questions that might put him at odds with Trump. He declined, for example, to say whether Trump lost the 2020 election. Warsh also minimized the president's threats against the central bank, asserting that the Fed isn't actually in any immediate danger of being coerced. "Fed independence is up to the Fed," he told the senators. He also said that the central bank's independence isn't especially imperiled when "elected officials state their views on rates." But the president has already gone far beyond simply stating his views.

His push to reshape the bank began in earnest last year with his attempt to fire Cook--the first move of its kind in American history. Presidents can remove members of the Fed's board "for cause," but the "cause" that the administration is alleging in this case isn't, say, gross misconduct. It's mortgage fraud. No criminal charges have been brought against Cook; she has denied wrongdoing and is fighting the case in court. The Supreme Court heard oral arguments in January--if the justices decide that the attempted firing was legal, it could effectively supercharge Trump's power to stack the board according to his preferences.

The Fed can't navigate economic uncertainty without steady and impartial leadership. Consumer sentiment, an important indicator of the health of the economy, hit a record low this month, and the war in Iran drove inflation up nearly an entire percentage point in March. If Warsh remains a defender of Fed independence, he may well find himself in precisely the same position as Powell. Warsh's diplomatic responses at the hearing could help him secure his new role, but they leave open key questions about the relationship between an independent Fed and a president unconcerned with keeping it that way.

Related:

	Trump almost has a point about the Federal Reserve.
 	The Fed's succession drama




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump's enormous gerrymandering blunder
 	A "barbaric" problem in American hospitals is only getting bigger.
 	The "missing scientist" story is unbelievably dumb.




Today's News

	Iran fired on three ships and seized two of them in the Strait of Hormuz, a day after President Trump extended the cease-fire while maintaining a U.S. blockade of Iranian ports.
 	Virginia voters approved a Democratic-backed redistricting plan last night that could help the party gain up to four House seats in the midterms. This move allows Democrats to redraw the state's congressional map after Republicans pushed similar efforts in other states.
 	John Phelan is departing from his position as Navy secretary after months of tensions with Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth, according to a Pentagon official. Hung Cao, the current undersecretary of the Navy, will serve as acting secretary.
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	The Weekly Planet: Brace for the plastic-price hikes, Beth Gardiner warns.
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Apple Is Boring Now

By Ian Bogost

Tim Cook's job was to make Apple boring--and he did. Cook, Apple's chief executive officer, is stepping down after 15 years in the role. He had succeeded Steve Jobs after the visionary co-founder of Apple Computer Company left only months before dying of pancreatic cancer in 2011. Since then, Apple has grown in market value by 2,000 percent. It has also transformed into a staid, if immensely effective, firm that sells people glass rectangles, wireless earbuds, and, sometimes, computers. This legacy is not tragic, but it is somber.


Read the full article.
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On the Brink of Global Recession

The economist Adam Posen on the effect of the war in Iran on the world's economy and the darkening economic outlook for the United States. Plus: A shifting partisan balance of power and <em>Ask Not: The Kennedys and the Women They Destroyed</em>, by Maureen Callahan.

by David Frum

Wed, 22 Apr 2026




Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube

In this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with a discussion of the likelihood that the partisan balance of power will shift from Republicans to Democrats at state-government level.

Then, David is joined by the president of the Peterson Institute for International Economics, Adam Posen, for a conversation about the state of the world's economy. Frum and Posen discuss the economic effect of the war in Iran, the United States' reputational hit caused by Trump's tariffs, and the chance of global recession.

Finally, David ends the episode with a discussion of Ask Not: The Kennedys and the Women They Destroyed, by Maureen Callahan, and reflects on why reactions to the abuse of women by men in power seem to have become a partisan issue.

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. If you are viewing this program, you will have immediately noticed that there's something different this week. I am recording this introduction in London, where I'm traveling. We had a change of plan in the show that we intended to bring to you this week. We originally had a different theme, a non-Iran-themed program, but because of the looming crisis in the peace negotiations and the gathering threat to the world economy, I thought it was urgent this week to talk about the economic fallout of President Trump's Iran war. And I have invited Adam Posen of the Peterson Institute for International Economics to give us a truly global perspective on the worsening, darkening economic outlook for the United States and for the rest of the world.

My book this week will be Ask Not: [The Kennedys and the Women They Destroyed], a study of the Kennedy family and the maltreatment of Kennedy women, both those born into the family and those married into it.

Before either the dialogue with Adam Posen or the book discussion, let me revert to some opening thoughts recorded earlier this week in Washington, D.C., where I discussed the likelihood of a great swing of partisan balance of power from Republicans to Democrats at state government, and why this swing of state power may be the most surprising and important outcome of the pending 2026 midterm elections.

[Music]

Frum: When the Supreme Court struck down the Roe v. Wade decision protecting abortion rights and sent the abortion decision back to the states, a lot of people who are concerned for abortion rights understandably shuddered. State government is one of the most conservative branches of the American government, overwhelmingly dominated by Republican legislators. To send something back to the states is to send it for conservatives to govern.

You have to be a quite middle-aged person to remember when it was contrary. Republicans have controlled the vast majority of the state governments for a long time. There are 99 state chambers in the United States. Most states have two; Nebraska has one. Of the 99 state chambers, the Republicans have controlled the overwhelming majority since the 2010s. You have to go all the way back to the early Obama years to remember a time when it was otherwise.

But the Republican edge has been dwindling for quite some time. More and more of the state races that we are seeing in 2025 and 2026 are witnessing Republican defeats in state contests that Republicans had no business losing at all or close calls where Republicans used to have enormous advantage. If the blue wave that seems to be building in 2026 is as big as it looks like it's going to be, it will affect not only the U.S. House, not only potentially the United States Senate, but state governments as well. It's just, for so long, it has been so Republican that people--again, unless you're quite middle-aged--cannot imagine that it could ever be otherwise. But it could be otherwise, and it's very possible that after 2026, it will be otherwise. And that has a lot of implications for our political philosophy on both the left side and the right side of the political spectrum.

Federalism has looked like a kind of thin protection against the abuses at the center of the government, especially as President Trump and his administration have abused the authority of ICE, and his local police departments have tried to protect the rights of the citizens of their states. I think a lot of people on the liberal side have discovered maybe the rights of states and the decentralization of power, maybe that's a kind of beneficial thing after all. Maybe the conservatives were right about that. Now, they've been restrained by the sheer partisan imbalance, caused often by extreme gerrymandering. But if the gerrymandering is overcome by a sufficient political wave and the state balances right themselves, suddenly the idea of sending the abortion decision back to the states, that will look not like a charter for the most conservative people in the country to oppress women, but for moderate and more liberal states to write into their state law the defense of abortion rights that was removed from federal law.

So whatever you used to think about federalism, if you're on the blue side of the ledger, if you're on the liberal side, you may be about to discover the wisdom of the long conservative teaching that power is most safely entrusted when it is entrusted closest to the people and that the best bulwark against the abuse of power by authoritarian leaders at the center is a distribution of power to many leaders in the states and in the localities.

And now my conversation with Adam Posen. But first, a quick break.

[Break]

Frum: Adam Posen is president of the Peterson Institute for International Economics, a position he has held since January 2013. After service at the Federal Reserve Bank of New York in the 1990s, he was appointed by the British chancellor of the exchequer as an external voting member of the Bank of England's Monetary Policy Committee, where he advocated activist policy responses to the financial crisis and helped pioneer quantitative easing. He was awarded an honorary CBE [Commander of the British Empire] by Queen Elizabeth II in 2014 and in 2021 received Japan's Order of the Rising Sun for his contributions to U.S.-Japan relations.

Adam, I am so grateful you are here. Welcome to The David Frum Show.

Adam Posen: Thank you for having me on The David Frum Show, David.

Frum: (Laughs.) So the reason I was so eager to speak to you at this urgent moment was it looks like peace talks with Iran--between the United States and Iran, or between the United States, Israel, and Iran--are at an impasse. There's a lot of talking up the prospects of peace by the Trump administration in order to calm markets. Financial markets so far seem to be believing the reassuring talk, but energy markets are not, and the Asian economies, about which you know so much, seem to be plunging into, really, generational crisis. So would you give us a tour of the world economy as it stands--we are just short of the deadline for the renewal of the cease-fire--where we are today and where we are likely to be if the cease-fire breaks down, as it seems on its way to doing?

Posen: David, thank you for having me on. I think the way to understand first what financial markets, particularly the stock market in the U.S., are telling you is not necessarily that they believe in the cease-fire; it's that they believe that there is a tomorrow eventually, so you might as well buy now, and that, relatively speaking, if the U.S. is bombing the world and creating energy shortages, it's better to park your money in the U.S. The financial markets are not telling you that they're confident or that there's gonna be a cease-fire that holds. And so when we look beyond the equity markets, the stock markets in the U.S., you do see a much more grim picture.

The way to think about this is partly a matter of how much our country is dependent on energy from the Middle East and fertilizer from the Middle East and helium from the Middle East--I know you and your listeners are aware now, there's a lot of things that go through the [Strait] of Hormuz--but also what position they are in when they start in terms of how much energy and other key materials they've stockpiled, in terms of how flexible their economies are.

And so the short answer is, as usual, the developing world is in deep trouble because when there's an energy crisis like this, generally, the countries that import energy also import food, also import fertilizers. Very few countries can physically be self-sufficient. And so they are going to be hammered on those prices, but they're also in a situation where, as I just mentioned, money is seeking temporary safety in the U.S., so that makes their credit conditions harder. And third, money is flowing into the dollar, which, again, is a risk response, not a long-term vote of confidence in the dollar. And so the developing countries, from the large ones like India and Brazil all the way down to--I don't mean "down" otherwise, but in size--to South Asia, sub-Saharan Africa, Central America, are in deep trouble. They're gonna have weakening currencies, higher prices, have to raise interest rates.

Frum: So basically, from the point of view of those countries, the United States blew up the world economy, money panics and flowed into the United States, which then profiteered from its own economic actions, blowing up everyone else's economy. But the rest of the world is paying a price that is intensifying. Americans seem to have this idea that it won't touch them. The figure that we are hearing a lot is that 20 percent of the world's oil comes from the Persian Gulf, but 80 percent of that flows to Asian markets. The United States is a relatively small importer from the Persian Gulf. It imports some; it exports other. But it's a net exporter of energy, and President Trump took from this the idea that therefore the United States wouldn't be affected at all. But if all of America's trading partners, or former trading partners, are heading into crisis, the crisis blows back. And yet the financial market is happy because they think, Ah, well, at least we're the least dirty shirt in the sack of laundry.

Posen: We're the least dirty shirt in the sack of laundry, and someday people will need their dress shirts back again, even if at the moment we don't.

But I just want to emphasize two things out of what you just said, David. First is the blowback to the U.S. does come more indirectly. There are advantages to being an energy exporter; we can't lie about that. But in the end, you're gonna end up with inflation in the U.S. We're already en route to that, and it's gonna get much worse, in my view. Because while we're not gonna have shortages, perhaps like Asia or the developing world will, we will have price rises because in the end, Japan and Korea and Germany and the U.K.--and for that matter, China, if this goes on for a while--will spend what they need to get the energy, and that will drive up the prices in the U.S. as well.

Frum: How close are we to either a global recession or to another bout of global inflation like that which we suffered after COVID?

Posen: I think we're very close to another bout of global inflation. I think, actually, in some ways, that's a place where the U.S. is gonna be worse off than a lot of the other high-income economies because we didn't quell inflation enough over the last few years since COVID. But I also think that the recession is very imminent in what's called the global South and in certain parts of the middle-income economies.

The one thing which I am a little less gloomy [about], although the foreign policy doesn't get justified by this, is I do think the U.S. and Western Europe will likely avoid a sharp recession. But that's a small comfort. (Laughs.)

Frum: How do the U.S. and Europe escape?

Posen: In the U.S. case, it's primarily, as it's been for the last couple years, that you have a combination of huge corporate investment in artificial intelligence and related industries, and you have steady consumption by not a K-shape, not a small portion of the economy, but by roughly two-thirds of American households. That may weaken. They may decide their income is going down, their world is scary, and they may cut back. We just saw some survey data from the very dependable surveys of small business, the National Federation of Independent [Business], that suggests their confidence has crashed since the Iran bombings. So it could happen, but probably, that's enough of a prop: AI and consumption.

In Europe, the case is more they're starting from a better place. They have room to cut interest rates. They don't have inflation yet. And so they're not gonna be happy, but they are gonna have more room to offset.

Frum: Well, let me take you to an area that is a specialty of yours: monetary economics. President Trump is trying to put a new chairman of the Federal Reserve Board in place. There's some paralysis about this because one crucial senator, Thom Tillis of North Carolina, is saying, I won't give you a vote on your nominee until you stop the harassment and bogus, fake criminal prosecution of Jerome Powell, which may stalemate the opinion. But President Trump desperately wants interest-rates cuts in the face of rising price pressure, and Jerome Powell didn't give those cuts to him, not as fast as he wanted, anyway. The new chairman may or may not. Is this how you get a stagflation like that which we had in the '70s, which is that you have a downward economy in an inflationary time, and the political authorities press the central bank, give us interest-rates cuts, and it doesn't make the economy any better--it just makes the money less valuable?

Posen: Yeah, you get stagflation, as you said, David, when you take a contractionary shock and you add on top of it price hikes. And the price hikes generally come when the central bank is perceived to be soft on inflation. And as you indicated, the new chair--who's still likely to be Kevin Warsh, the nominee--in a sense is getting a get-out-of-jail-free card because it would be so criminally malpractice to cut rates right now that vast majority of members of the Federal Open Market Committee have publicly all said we should sit tight for now. I would be arguing they should be ready to raise rates, but leaving that aside, even some of the ones who President Trump appointed or has promoted and who had been talking about rate cuts are, with one exception, saying, No, now we gotta worry. We gotta hold off on rate cuts.

So they could make a huge mess of this. This could be like Arthur Burns 50 years ago failing to raise rates--in fact, cutting rates to please a sitting, paranoid president. But in a sense, the oil shock makes it less likely that you'll get a committee that agrees to it. So instead, the Fed will be a little behind the curve, in my view, and so inflation'll get some momentum, but we won't get the full-on stagflation. That could get worse, but for now.

Frum: If the Federal Reserve has to increase interest rates to cope with the price increases from the war, is that enough to push the U.S. economy into recession, or is the AI boom just so strong that nothing will stop it?

Posen: No, if you had to raise rates more than, say, 50 basis points, or a half a percentage point, or 75, once you start getting into those kinds of numbers, you probably could cause a recession.

A key thing has shifted on the AI front, which isn't so much the prospects for the returns on AI; it's that the big companies have spent so much money on the investment the last few years that they're now having to borrow to finance their stream of investment. Up until now, the Facebooks, Googles, Apples, Microsofts, all the big ones, have been able to largely finance their investment without borrowing 'cause they had so much retained profits they had been sitting on. But once they start having to borrow to finance their investment, they are more sensitive to Fed interest-rate hikes. So this is the usual central-banker argument, which is, you try to be ahead of things so you can raise rates a little bit so it scares people into behaving in the sense of not raising prices and wages too much, and then you hope you don't have to do a lot of it. If you have to do a lot of interest-rate hikes, then usually, it causes a recession. Interestingly, surprisingly, in 2022, it didn't, but that was coming out of COVID, so that was kind of weird.

Frum: Well, many people listening to us or watching us will remember the dot-com bust, which followed a huge wave of investment in the 1990s in all kinds of infrastructure of the internet, especially fiber-optic cable. There was a huge investment, made the economy go, go, go from '96 to 2000, then boom, bust. It wasn't the worst bust in the world. The history of the 19th-century United States is railway booms followed by railway busts. And those were big--

Posen: Those were big.

Frum: --those were much bigger booms and then much bigger busts. Every investment boom is followed by a bust sooner or later, when people realize, You know what? We've built enough railway track, or We've got enough fiber-optic cable for the next 10 years, and let's stop. And it seems like everyone will hit the brakes at the same time and then bang. So if that were to happen in the next few weeks or few months, if that kind of sense of AI has--enough money has been spent, and you have these crises all over the world, is that the impetus for a recession?

Posen: Again, I don't wanna rule it out, but I am gonna be slightly less pessimistic because, usually, when you get a recession worthy of the name, rather than just a slowdown, in addition to the falloff of what we call "animal spirits"--the common sense of a bunch of people, We should be investing a lot right now--two other things usually happen.

You usually have a fragile financial system, as we most certainly did, for example, in the savings-and-loan crisis in the '80s or we did, obviously, in 2007, '08, '09. And that amplifies the cutback. And right now we don't know fully what's going on in what's called private credit, but it looks like the financial system's pretty secure.

The other thing that tends to happen--again, sorry to repeat--but it tends to be a function of how much, how quickly the Fed has to raise rates and is able to get inflation under control. And so that's where I'm more worried, that the Fed is gonna have to be pretty aggressive to get inflation under control, and that'll get you the recession.

Frum: How much harm to the U.S. and world economy did the Trump administration do in 2025 with its tariffs? And how much relief is the world economy getting in 2026 from the Supreme Court ruling that the largest bulk of those tariffs turned out to be unconstitutional, illegal, and even the money has to be refunded, although the Trump administration is dragging its feet on the refunds?

Posen: Yeah, you covered a lot there.

I think, David, the main point is that, in a world where the government has arbitrary power in ways that [involve] intervening in business life and consumer life that it hadn't for a long time, it's a huge adjustment. And particularly the way the Trump administration did it--that they were bullying and bargaining and threatening China, and not doing anything on China, and suddenly attacking Japan for no particular reason, and back and forth--created this huge air of uncertainty. And that's not an abstract concept. What happened, what we see in the data, is, starting basically in April last year, with April Fools' "Liberation" Day, is that business investment outside of the AI sector just completely flatlines. And that's been true for the last 12 to 14 months.

And if you think about what else was in the Trump economic agenda, there were a lot of things that should have boosted investment: There was the passage of the tax cuts that were favorable to investment. There was deregulation. There was reduced enforcement of regulation. There was reduced energy prices, until we got to the Iran bombings. There was a whole list of things--there was reversal of what I thought were some very bad Biden policies against mergers and acquisitions, and monopolies. And so what you had were all the components for maybe not a sustainable, but at least a short-term investment boom, and none of it happened outside of AI. And it is, clearly, between the tariffs and the antimigration policy, the Trump administration has created so much uncertainty that people, businesses are just unwilling to take the risk.

Frum: Okay, so in April, they got a bunch of hammers and started hitting themselves in the head.

Posen: Yep.

Frum: And now it's 2026, and good news, the Supreme Court has taken the hammers away, or at least most of them.

Posen: No, the Supreme Court hasn't taken the hammers away. The Supreme Court has said, Don't use the ball-peen hammer, and give them a Band-Aid for hitting them, but it hasn't taken all the hammers away. The threat of the hammers is still there. And that's the point, that even if the tariffs get refunded, the threat of tariffs and the behavior of businesses and investors all over the world in reaction to the ongoing threat of crazy U.S. economic behavior is real. And so it's good the Supreme Court did this. They were right to draw a limit somewhere on the president's emergency powers, not just because of tariffs; they made the decision on a legal basis, not an economic basis. But it doesn't reassure people, it doesn't reassure long-horizon businesses that the Trump administration won't do something like this again. And they keep saying they will, so.

Frum: One of the challenges that nonspecialists, non-economists, have in understanding economic events is getting their minds around relative scale. The U.S. economy is enormous. It has a lot of room for governments to do stupid things; governments are always doing stupid things. And we tend to, as non-economists, react to the scale of the stupidity of the thing rather than to the scale of the thing. So you'll hear about some policy, and that sounds pretty dumb, but in the end, the scale of this policy is in the billions of dollars in an economy that is denominated in the tens of trillions of dollars. So help us understand scale--in terms of the size of the event, how big an event is the energy shock from the Iran war? How big an event was the trade policy? How big are these events, and if they continue, how big are they relative not only to the United States, but to the world?

Posen: Okay, so let me try to benchmark. If you think about the U.S. as having an economy of $30 to $33 trillion in national income every year, currently, and normally, it grows at a rate of about 1.5 percent a year because we have productivity growth, and we accumulate some useful structures and capital, and we have now almost zero workforce growth because of no immigration. So in a normal year, the U.S. economy should be growing by roughly $4 to $4.5, up to $5 trillion. And anything below that suggests something is wrong, because this is just returns on capital, progress, nothing--and you're right about the different sizes of government effects, David. There's all kinds of stupid things that don't fundamentally alter that path.

Then you get something like the oil shock. And the key points about the oil shock are, first, it affects the likelihood that the Fed's gonna raise rates, which affects the whole economy at once; it doesn't just affect one sector. Some places are more dependent on credit than others, but it affects everything from home mortgages to car loans to business investment to the price of stocks. That's why it's so powerful, and that's why people care who's at the Fed. So when you create a situation that either makes it difficult for the Fed to do the right thing, makes it confusing and the Fed messes up, or actually creates large inflation so the Fed has to act, you're talking big numbers. So then what happens is you normally get a recession to slow down the inflation. And a recession means growth of, say, minus a half a percent or minus a percent over a full year instead of positive a percent and a half. So you're talking about a swing of, on the order, $6 trillion, which is an enormous, enormous number. If you go from decent inflation, no Fed tightening to high inflation, Fed tightening, that's the kind of swing you're talking about.

If you're looking at the global economy and the trade war, what we emphasize at the Peterson Institute, what other mainstream, responsible economists emphasize, is what I tried to convey a minute ago: that the direct effects of the tariffs were bad, but they're somewhere closer to the policy you said about just it's stupid. It affected 10 percent of the value of 18 percent of the economy, and it affected it in part by distorting the prices, not by wiping out availability. So you're talking about something that takes two- or three-tenths of a percent of growth off in terms of making steel so much more expensive, aluminum so much more expensive, shortages of various goods from China. It's real money--it's in the hundreds of billions of dollars--but it's not an absolutely enormous number.

The problem is when you get these things interacting. So the rest of the world is making less money. The rest of the world is more nervous about the dollar. American business is less willing to invest. And investment usually is about 15 percent of the economy. Investment is usually about $4 to $5 trillion a year. And if investment flatlines outside of AI, that means you're only doing 2.5 percent, $2.5 trillion of investment a year. So arguably, the tariffs ended up costing us a few percent of GDP because we skipped the investment, and more importantly, it costs us down the road because we don't get the benefits of that investment we skipped.

So they're different animals. The oil shock is what happens now, what happens over the next two years. The tariffs and the antimigration policies are a business-confidence shock, and that spreads over more years.

Frum: So let's focus very specifically on the energy shock. The United States is a net exporter of oil and gas. It imports some, primarily from Canada. It exports others. And oil is not one product; it's got many different versions. And we're all going to, unfortunately, have to learn a lot more about this than we knew before February 28. (Laughs.) But Americans have an idea that--at least, the president has an idea that the United States is insulated from the world economy because it imports relatively little and it exports more, so the United States is fine. And indeed, a lot of Americans are going to make money because those Americans who do produce and refine and sell oil will enjoy higher prices. So that's good news for people in the fracking industry. That's good news for Texas. Or is it?

Posen: It's good news in the short term for a few people, yeah. It's just like one can say, Well, if there's a war, the munitions makers may end up making some money and may end up selling their munitions at higher prices. And is that a justification for putting the whole economy for a ringer? No, it's just something, when you're realistically looking at things, you take that into accounting.

So the U.S. does export energy. As you pointed out, David, it's important, the different types of petroleum, the different ways of exporting natural gas, because it's not totally interchangeable; certain places are only set up to receive certain kinds of oil and gas. But essentially, you have one global market in natural gas and one global market with a little bit of this differentiation in petroleum for fuel. And in the end, if there's a shortage, the countries who have money and need the stuff--meaning Western Europe, Japan, Korea, China, and to a lesser degree, India has enough money because it's so large--they will bid up the price of energy. Some of that becomes a windfall for American producers, but other pieces of that spill out into things like higher food prices, higher helium prices, higher opportunity costs for what you can do with your money. And so at the gas pump, the consumer is still gonna be hit. And then again, that brings us back to: What are you doing to one small part of the economy, versus what are you doing to inflation and then interest rates and then growth overall?

Frum: Well, this is a point that President Trump really seems unable to process, because he will simultaneously reassure Americans the United States is net self-sufficient in oil and gas, so no problem. And then he will say to the rest of the world, We have lots; come buy from us. And then it's, well, if the money comes in and the oil comes out, then you're going to equilibrate the American price with the price on the rest of the planet. The only way the self-sufficiency turns into low prices is if you can somehow stop your export economy.The president does have a very statist vision of the economy--maybe he has in mind something like that. There'll be kind of not only import barriers, but export barriers. But the export barriers have to be pretty tough to prevent energy from moving. And if you don't have those kinds of export barriers, if you are selling to other people, then you import their price along with the energy you export.

Posen: Exactly. And just to take it further, I've been visiting with European officials recently, and they're very worried about President Trump putting export controls on U.S. energy and using it for political purposes vis-a-vis Ukraine or Israel or Iran or whatever. And so they're not only saying, Oh my God, if we buy from the U.S., they're gonna jack up prices. They're saying, Oh my God, we don't wanna be dependent on the U.S., so we gotta stockpile energy. We gotta switch to other forms of energy. We gotta try to cut out the U.S. and buy from elsewhere. And so over the long term, meaning the next few years, the U.S. share of energy markets is gonna go down, on top of everything you said, David, which is, ultimately, unless the president really does go Chinese Communist style and set up barriers around the whole U.S. economy, which would be insane and require huge police presence, it won't work.

Frum: On that point about the European fears, I think you have to have a bit of memory here to understand how amazing this is. So Russia escalates the war in Ukraine to a full-scale war in February of '22. In order to put pressure on the rest of the world, in the month before the war, in the winter of '21, '22, Russia began turning off gas exports to Europe. Gas, of course, typically moves through pipelines. That's the cheapest way to move gas. It's a gas--you have to encase it in a pipeline and flow it through. And a pipeline can't go up in a day. Gas has to follow along certain routes, like electricity. You can't just put it in a boat and move it the way you can with oil. And Europe was very dependent on Russian gas, and they had a big energy crisis in January and February of '22. And a lot of people thought that this was going to be a catastrophic event; I wrote a lot about it for The Atlantic. And through amazing acts of both technology and solidarity and planning and self-sacrifice, Europeans actually got through the crisis. But one of the things that helped was the United States under President Biden said, We've got gas in the United States, and we can't build you a pipeline, but what you can do is put the gas in a giant machine and smush it and make it into a liquid and then put it in a boat, keep it cold, and move it around the world, and the United States invited the Europeans to invest a lot of money in building facilities to receive liquid natural gas from the United States. And everybody thought, Well, what a better world it is when Europe no longer has to depend on authoritarian, corrupt, nontransparent Russia for pipeline gas and can instead import liquid gas from democratic, reliable, NATO-friendly, Europe-friendly United States. And it turns out, oh, wait, (Laughs.) one's almost as bad as the other as a supplier. One is as capricious and arbitrary and corrupt--well, I shouldn't say as, because that's not true, but--

Posen: No, no, but you go from being oblivious about the risks of depending on Russia to--

Frum: You went from thinking you could trust the United States as a supplier to saying, Oh, well, it's better than Russia, but it's not good.

Posen: Right. Which is a pretty huge reduction in the dependability of the U.S. And so you just gotta think about this: If I'm a German or--let's leave the French out of it--a British or a Japanese official, and in the Japanese case, I have such a national-security dependence on the U.S. that it's, like the kids say, ride or die; I have to stick with it. But if I'm the Germans or other Europeans, like you said, I can make other adjustments. I can increase the diversity of places I build pipelines with. I can decrease my dependence on natural gas. All these things have costs; all these things take time. But if I'm worried I'm gonna be cut off at any moment, then, yeah, I'm gonna do those things. (Laughs.)

Frum: Yeah, well, maybe when you're saying about the long-term costs of this war, one of them is changing the way the whole planet thinks about energy supplies. Because I think the way many people would have thought about this problem four years ago is, too much of the world's oil comes from places that are unstable, either because they're unstable themselves, like Russia, or because they have bad neighbors, like the Persian Gulf. And the goal of sound energy policy is, one, to get more non-oil-and-gas energy sources--so those are more predictable and reliable. No one's turning off the wind; no one's turning off the sun. And [former Chancellor of Germany] Angela Merkel turned off nuclear, unfortunately, but if you can reconstitute an update to the nuclear program, it would be more self-sufficient. And anyway, gas comes from the United States, and you can trust them. And gas can come from lots of different places beside the United States. But we now have an image of an energy market in which almost all those sources look unpredictable. And maybe the conclusion that everybody takes is, this is the moment where you do need to make the tough choices to reduce dependence on oil and gas because North America is not to be trusted either.

Posen: Well, let's follow that logic, David, 'cause it's affecting not just energy immediately right now, but it's affecting a whole host of things, right? So think about Canada. I was in Canada shortly before the election of [Prime Minister] Mark Carney 14 months ago, 15 months ago, when the fight between Trump and Carney was just starting up. And you had Canadian officials saying, Oh my God, we suddenly realized we're entirely dependent on the U.S. for internet access. All our cables run through the U.S. or through U.S. satellites. It could be turned off by the U.S. at any time. What the bleep do we do? You have people in U.K. who are completely dependent on the U.S. for various kinds of military supplies. And whatever the pluses and minuses of it, the idea that the U.K. was this incredibly close ally that was boots on the ground next to us in Afghanistan and Iraq, as well as many other wars, was totally dependent on the U.S. for spare parts and intelligence, and then they see what's happening in Ukraine, and they see what's happening elsewhere, and they see Trump turn from, Oh, I love you, and I wanna have a state dinner, to Oh, but you're idiots. You gotta pay me money. So now we've got the so-called Eurofighter, and we've got the joint Italian-Japanese-British development of a fighter plane to be an alternative to the F-35.

So it's happening right now in energy. You can't avoid it. It's terrifying. But it's important to understand the U.S. is causing even allies--or, one would argue, especially allies--to have to rethink their dependence on the U.S., and that has huge foreign-policy, as well as economic, implications.

Frum: Well, and this maybe goes to your core beliefs and the core work of the Peterson Institute, which is, we've developed a way of thinking over the past 30 years about the world economy, which is to say, if you could build enough trust between countries, if you could eliminate the kind of, potentially, annihilation of state competition that was the Cold War, and build a world that was more stable and predictable, then you could have more trade. You could have more specialization. And it wouldn't matter that the screws came from one place and the nails came from somewhere else and the plates came from a third place and the batteries from someplace else and that they were assembled--you could do that all efficiently, capture all of these incredible gains for standard of living. And that was the story of the 1990s: The world got very rich very fast because it could do business in a more efficient way because there was less fear of country upon country.

And if in the story of the 2020s is--when people use terms like deglobalization, what we really mean is more fear, more fear. And if we feel fear, we pay a price for insurance: Well, we have to make all our own screw factories because we are afraid to depend on foreign screw suppliers.I remember this was one of the points that Howard Lutnick used to make. He would hold up the iPhone and complain that the little screws at the bottom of the iPhone were made in China, as they were. And so how do you get little, tiny iPhone screws made in America? You need to have a big tariff wall and you need to leave it there for a long time to encourage people to invest in building tiny factories to build tiny screws in the United States to go into iPhones. All of that costs money. All of that reduces efficiency. All of that means instead of one screw factory supplying the entire Earth, you have lots and lots of screw factories for each relevant economic bloc, and we all get poorer faster in the way that we got richer faster.

Posen: We all get screwed, basically.

Frum: Yeah. I remember seeing this chart that just explained the origin of the Great Depression by tracking the shrinkage of world trade between 1929 and 1933 as a kind of inner spiral.

Posen: Right. It's a famous chart by an economic historian named Charles Kindleberger. And what he said was, obviously, the start of the Great Depression was the, going back to things we were talking about a couple of minutes ago, the stock market crash and the Fed reacting in the wrong way and a collapse of the banking system. But then you couldn't get out of it, because everybody in the world started cutting off everybody else. And so the lack of trust you were talking about--which obviously had a basis in a lot of things that had geopolitical reasons, not economic reasons--undermined the purchasing power of everybody because a little screw suddenly had to be artisanal, locally developed little screws. And you had to pay people less because you had to get an American or a Brit or a German to screw in the little screws instead of somebody out in the colonies somewhere, who was paid much less. And so suddenly, everything became much more expensive, and everybody cuts back when everything becomes more expensive.

And the key point I wanna go back to, David, is what you said, is the word insurance. So what I argued in Foreign Affairs last fall--I talked about what I called the "new economic geography." And the basic point was that the U.S. had been providing all the insurance to allow that kind of commercial integration you were talking about. They provided safety on the seas so you could ship the screws. They provided property rights so everybody knew who was getting what. There was various forms of cheating, particularly from the Chinese, but basically, the U.S. collected various forms of premia payments from people and provided lots of insurance, including a market in the U.S. you could sell into, including a Treasury market that was very liquid.

The Trump administration took it from being insurance to being a protection racket. They walked around cracking their knuckles and telling people, You have a nice economy there; it would be a shame if anything happened to it. So therefore, you should pay me. And that's a very different business model. And then that leads to people wanting to get out from being in the protection racket. So it's a very much scarier world, which just reinforces your point that the trust breaks down and then you get these spirals: When something bad happens, people pull back more. They pull back more, things get worse.

Frum: Yeah, and you said something that I don't think gets said enough, which is, the United States gets benefits from the system, that Donald Trump offers Americans a vision of the world in which he says, Okay, the United States provides security, provides all these rules, and the United States is just being terribly taken advantage of, because what does it get back in return?, and as you know, it gets back a lot of things. They're not always advertised, because Americans, when they set up this system--which was good for everybody; everyone benefited. And there are many people who benefited more than Americans did, proportionally to the small size--

Posen: But that's not at the expense of Americans. That's the point.

Frum: But the United States didn't like to talk about what it got as benefits, because best not to draw attention to them. But the fact that countries hold their wealth in United States dollars, which allows the United States government to borrow more cheaply, that's a product of the system. The fact that Americans by and large don't need to learn a second language is--it would be good if more did, but they don't, in a way that people all over the planet have to learn English. And just think about what is the benefit to you to spend that time doing something else, where your German or Japanese or even Chinese counterpart has to learn some amount of English to function in the world economy.

Posen: No, no, there's a laundry list, and all those you mentioned are very real. And in particular, I just wanna emphasize: The fact that everybody felt, with the exception of a few sanctioned oligarchs, that they could put money into the U.S. Treasury market and when you wanted to go get it back, it would be worth the same amount, and no one would discriminate against you, and no one would notice was a huge thing that meant that our country and our people were paying much less for our Treasury bills, much less for our government activities. We had, in addition to all the things you mentioned--

Frum: Which fed through and therefore paying much less for mortgage. Thirty-year mortgages are a uniquely American product.

Posen: And similarly, one of the things we got, to our benefit, was standard-setting. So when there were industries, we didn't necessarily directly control it, but because the U.S. was the provider of insurance and safety, U.S. got to pretty much say, Hey, here's this kind of chemical, and you don't like it, that's your business, but this is the way we're gonna decide how things get used. Hey, this is the way for property rights and motion-picture agencies. Yes, there's a lot of theft, but we're gonna prosecute it, and most of the world is gonna pay Hollywood when it's time to buy movies. And then there were all the things Joseph Nye used to call "soft power," all the cultural things, that people believed in the U.S. and therefore wanted to buy U.S. cultural products, wanted to pay universities to be educated or to get qualifications, wanted to have the kinds of foods and cars and even cigarettes that the Americans wanted.

All these things went together, and so you hit the core point, David. Trump has sold people on the idea that the U.S. was getting ripped off. The U.S. wasn't getting ripped off; it was running a very good business, running not an insurance racket, a genuine insurance company. We were getting premiums. If we thought the premiums were a little low, we could have offered to ask them to slightly increase the premium. But you don't turn from that into being a gangster, because then everybody has an interest in seeing you lose.

Frum: Yeah. Well, as we move to the end, this is the vision that most haunts me about how American power ends. Because the story of, ever since there is a world system, going back 500 years or so, that at any given moment, there's a strongest power. And once, it was the Habsburgs, based in Spain and Austria, and then it was the Bourbons, based in France, and other people--they are different No. 1 powers. But the No. 1 power, while stronger than any other power, was never stronger than all the other powers. And what would happen was anyone who emerged as the strongest power, all the other powers would combine to tear down the strongest power because they perceived it as a threat to each of them in turn. And the coalition against the strongest power would always win and the strongest power would always lose because the combined strength of powers 2 through 10 was greater than the power of No. 1.

And when the United States emerged as the world's strongest power--and you can take that whenever you want, but 1945, conveniently--when the United States emerged as the world's strongest power, it cracked this puzzle by saying, Well, what if we use our power in ways that are not threatening to powers 2 through 10--or at least, actually, in those days, deeply threatening to power No. 2, the Soviet Union--but 3 through 10, the power protects you. And so 3 through 10 combined with 1 against 2, instead of 2 through 10 combining together against No. 1. And that the United States, through this generous system, also bought itself safety against envy and attack. And the thing I worry about most is, when Donald Trump says the United States is going to behave more like a traditional great power, that he doesn't think through, and that means he is going to unleash the kind of reaction that is traditionally unleashed by the world's great power when it acts alone--that is, it frightens people and causes them to combine with one another.

Now, China, for the moment, remains such a bad global actor that I don't think they're going to have a lot of success getting people to combine with them against the United States. But that depends on American behavior as much as it depends on Chinese behavior. And if American behavior continues to be not only unpredictable, but often kind of predatory and even sinister, you're marching down the path that the Habsburgs and the Bourbons took before the United States.

Posen: Basically, yes. And it starts being seen in the economic sphere before the military sphere because so many countries depended on exactly what you said, David, that the U.S. wasn't a direct threat to them, that sometimes we were liked, sometimes we were not liked, but none of the powers 3 through 10 viewed us as a genuine direct threat. And now, at a minimum, people are saying, No, I have to insure against the possibility the U.S. does pull out the rug from under me in terms of support for NATO or in terms of availability of natural gas or in terms of kill switches and the technology we buy. And once you start doing that, it starts unraveling down the path you're talking about. And I agree with you--that's when the U.S. ends up not only in trouble, but we end up losing the reason why we want the U.S. to be okay, because then we've become just another exploitive, bullying government.

Frum: The Americans of the period from the end of the Second World War to the Great Recession, let's say, I think did understand this. And some understood it more self-consciously and articulately than others, but most people sort of sensed it. And when you think, Why did we know that for those [periods]?, because there was this kind of memory of the trauma of the Great Depression and the two world wars, and how all of this was caused by the fear of one country against another, and that if only you could find some way to a world system where there is more trust and mutual benefit, you wouldn't have to suffer what people suffered from 1914 to 1945; you would have the better world they enjoyed from 1945 onward. And passage of time, people forget those lessons. And I worry, is there any way that we can learn these lessons without the trauma? Can we read a book or something? Or do we have to suffer directly in order to gain wisdom?

Posen: I fear we're in the latter situation. There are an awful lot of books out there--some of them are even quite good, well written; others boring--but there are an awful lot of books out there making this point. And I don't know if it's a majority of people, but there's a politically effective plurality of people who have this politics of resentment convinced that the U.S. was not gaining in its enlightened self-interest from the way it behaved after World War II through the last 10 years. And I think that's wrong. And I think fear of China is part of this. But going back to where you started, we need a world where it's No. 1 and Nos. 3 through 10 facing together against China, to the degree that's necessary, and not a world where Nos. 3 through 10--or, for that matter, 3 through 90--say, Well, I don't really wanna choose between U.S. or China, 'cause they're both bad. Those are bad outcomes.

Frum: Last question for you on the way out: What is our best-case scenario of exit from the Iran conflict? What do we hope for?

Posen: Combining the national security and economics, the best-case scenario is Trump declares victory, and somehow domestically in Iran, they get enough control on the dispersed [Islamic] Revolutionary Guard Corps to reduce the threat of anybody shooting missiles at ships in the Persian Gulf. And within a couple weeks, shipping goes back to normal and energy prices start coming down, though they don't come down the full way. That's the best-case scenario.

Frum: And the war's legacy is an Iran that has fewer offensive weapons, but the price of oil is higher.

Posen: Fewer offensive weapons, but everybody except the U.S. feels they have to self-provision, and that can be the UAE and Saudi and the other states in the region saying, I don't wanna be dragged in a war by the U.S., so I'm gonna start hedging my bets more. It can be people in Europe and East Asia saying, I don't wanna be dependent on the U.S. for energy. So some of that's good: I'll become more efficient. And some of that's bad: I'm gonna stockpile huge amounts of energy. And then you get a bunch of developing countries going back to where we opened, which are like, Hey, the U.S. just did this and caused a major recession and a huge decline in purchasing power in energy for my people for no clear reason. Why did you do this to me? So it's not a good legacy, even before you get to the foreign policy. It's not a good legacy.

Frum: And we don't have to specify the worst-case scenarios, because why depress everybody? The best-case scenario is bad enough.

Adam Posen, thank you so much for making time for me.

Posen: Thank you for having me on The David Frum [Show], David.

Frum: Bye-bye.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Adam Posen for joining me today. And now my book talk, as recorded earlier in Washington, D.C.

[Music]

Frum: The book for discussion this week is on a related topic. The book is Ask Not: The Kennedys and the Women They Destroyed, by Maureen Callahan, published in 2024. Ask Not is a heartrending collective portrait of three generations of women born into or married into the Kennedy family and the tragic fates that often overtook them. We meet, for example, Rosemary Kennedy, the daughter of Joe Kennedy, the sister of President Kennedy and [Senators] Bobby and Teddy Kennedy, was locked away in an institution for all of her life. We meet Jacqueline Kennedy, who was so betrayed during her lifetime by President Kennedy and then traduced after his death for her second marriage to Aristotle Onassis. We meet Mary Richardson Kennedy, the wife of Bobby Kennedy Jr., who was driven to suicide. We meet Carolyn Bessette, the wife of John Kennedy Jr., who, along with her sister, died in a plane crash caused by her husband's carelessness. We meet Joan Kennedy, the wife of Ted Kennedy. We meet the young women in the White House of President John F. Kennedy who are preyed upon in a way that often came to the verge of rape by a president who seemed to regard the women around him as his entitlement, his right, his prerogative, with no regard for them or for his oaths to his wife, Jacqueline Kennedy.

And maybe most excruciatingly of all, we meet Mary Jo Kopechne, the brilliant young aide to Robert Kennedy, so important to his 1968 presidential drive, who made the mistake of getting into an automobile with Senator [Ted] Kennedy in 1969. Ted Kennedy drove the car off a bridge, flipped it over. He made good his own escape, but left Mary Jo Kopechne while Kennedy made no effort to gain help to save her life, a life that might've been saved had he acted in a speedier and less selfish manner.

The book also serves as a collective portrait of the Kennedy men, of the common themes, that we meet the same kind of behaviors again and again and again. And they remain relevant into our own time because one of those men is in the Cabinet of President Trump.

Ask Not is an exquisitely researched book and excruciatingly written. It is a powerful book, and it often hurts to read because the stories are so heartrending, especially those of the very youngest women, some of them still alive, who are trying to make sense out of what happened to them, of how they were used and how they were betrayed.

The book you might have thought would've gotten a big response at this time when we are increasingly alive to the rights of women and increasingly prone not to blame women for the way that they are taken advantage of by rapacious men. It didn't get that response--or it seems to me; I don't wanna do an injustice to the book--but scanning the reviews, it didn't get the response it might have, because there's a strong whiff of conservative politics about Ask Not. Maureen Callahan, the author, is a columnist for the Daily Mail, and she made one of her very first media appearances to promote the book on the Megyn Kelly podcast, where Megyn Kelly gloated over the unquestionably terrible behavior of the Kennedy family.

And I think a lot of people might have thought it's kind of strange in the year 2024 to be paying so much attention to the Kennedys when, with President Trump, we have a civilly adjudicated sexual assailant in the White House with cases of credibly attested sexual-assault allegations against him over many, many years. AndI think that's an impulse that I can understand, but that needs to be put aside. And I'll tell a story about this.

On the night that Congressman Eric Swalwell resigned from the House, I happened to be in a Trump-friendly space where there were a lot of television sets. The space was noisy, so I couldn't hear what was on the television sets, but I didn't need to, because I could see the gloating faces of the Fox News hosts in the 8 o'clock hour as they devoted the first quarter of an hour of the newscast to Swalwell and his fall. You would not know from watching the program that a Republican congressman, Tony Gonzales, had resigned that same day over his own heinous allegations of sexual misconduct. And of course, you would never know that Fox News had defended President Trump against credible allegation after credible allegation, going back for many years, of his outrageous behavior. There was a strong mood of This is one for our team. Our team has scored one. We nailed one of the other guys. We brought 'em down. Yay, us; boo, them.

And the question I found myself thinking about is, "Is the fair and decent treatment of women, is that a matter of morality, or is that a matter of convenience? Is that an important part of how we judge people in public life or not?" If it is, then, like cheating on your taxes, like drunk driving, like any other kind of moral outrage, it's something that needs to be assessed equally to all people and without regard to whether or not our team or their team is the affected party. That's not how we often do it, but it's the way we should do it. And it should be possible to say, You know what? The Kennedys and the Trumps, both bad. And not bad in every respect--who would deny that the Kennedy family made great and important contributions to the politics of this country? And not that there was not much to admire, especially in President Kennedy and Bobby Kennedy, less so in Robert Kennedy Jr., about whom there's not much to admire. But it is important to note in the ledger the terrible things they did and the terrible suffering that they inflicted on people they purported to care about or on people they just used and tossed away. And if you're going to do that for them, you can do it equally for everybody.

Thanks so much for joining me today on The David Frum [Show]. Thanks for watching and listening. As ever, the best way to support the work of this program, if you're minded to do it, is by subscribing to The Atlantic, where you can see the work of myself and all of my colleagues. I hope you will consider liking and sharing this podcast on social media. It does propitiate the algorithm gods if you press that little button. It really makes a difference to bringing the work of the show to more and more people. Thank you so much for watching and listening this week. See you next week on The David Frum Show. Bye-bye.

[Music]
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The Virginia Gerrymander Disenfranchises Republicans

Republicans seem to have expected that Democrats would continue to follow rules they had long since enthusiastically abandoned.

by Adam Serwer

Wed, 22 Apr 2026




Voters in Virginia approved a lopsided congressional map on Tuesday, reducing the expected number of Republican-leaning districts in the Democratic-controlled state from five to one. Republicans have reacted by complaining that conservative-leaning voters in the state have been disenfranchised by gerrymandered maps that reduce the influence of their vote.

And they're right. That is exactly what the new Virginia map does.

Gerrymandering is an attempt to thwart the will of the voters. It circumvents the vital process of democratic feedback by insulating politicians from political backlash. It should not happen, and yet this latest chapter of the redistricting wars did not begin in Virginia. It did not even begin last year, when Donald Trump openly urged red states to gerrymander their congressional maps so Republicans might retain possession of the House during the midterms. He did so despite the fact that the maps had been drawn after the 2020 census and would normally be expected to last until 2030.

Gerrymandering as a practice goes back to the beginnings of the republic--the term comes from maps drawn under Governor Elbridge Gerry in 1812. But the current redistricting arms race was prompted by the conservative-controlled Supreme Court's 2019 ruling in Rucho v. Common Cause, which said partisan gerrymandering was a political issue the Court couldn't interfere with. That ruling granted conservatives a victory they had long sought, and they may be on the verge of another. The Roberts Court will soon release its decision in Louisiana v. Callais, in which it may further neuter the Voting Rights Act to allow racial gerrymanders in the name of so-called color- blindness. If this happens, politicians would have a free hand to draw districts along partisan lines, and, as the Brennan Center, a left-leaning legal organization notes, many politicians would see the Court's decision "as an invitation to return to the racially discriminatory systems that previously entrenched the power of white voters at the expense of minority communities."

Read: Trump's enormous gerrymandering blunder

Republicans have justified gerrymandering in the past much as they have defended other forms of malapportionment in the American political system: by arguing that the votes of constituencies that lean Republican are more legitimate than those that lean liberal. "If you took Madison and Milwaukee out of the state election formula, we would have a clear majority--we would have all five constitutional officers and we would probably have many more seats in the Legislature," Robin Vos, the Republican speaker of the state assembly in Wisconsin, said in 2018. The logic here is clear: Rural votes, more likely to be Republican, should count more than urban votes, which tend to come from Democrats. At the time, Republicans in Wisconsin had managed to draw maps so effectively that even when Democrats won 53 percent of the vote, they won only about a third of the seats in the legislature.

Be careful what you wish for. Before 2019, some Democratic-controlled states had tried to lead by example, installing nonpartisan redistricting commissions to draw fair maps. Republicans liked that because it meant they could gerrymander conservative-leaning states and get fair treatment in liberal-leaning ones, thereby maximizing their representation in Congress. While the nonpartisan commissions respected the will of the voters, Democrats understandably began to see them as a form of unilateral disarmament.

Republicans seem to have expected that Democrats would continue to follow rules they had long since enthusiastically abandoned. The Washington Post editorial page, exemplifying its rightward turn under owner Jeff Bezos, dismissed Democratic concerns about Texas gerrymandering last year, arguing that "what's happening in the Lone Star State is not a threat to democracy." The editorial-board members were considerably less enthusiastic about Virginia's redistricting, which they called a "power grab"; Democrats, they warned, had plunged America "deeper into the gerrymandering abyss." Whoops!

What Virginia Democrats did by redrawing the congressional maps was antidemocratic, and it should be illegal. But, for those who care about ensuring the future of democracy, it was the least bad option of those available. As the political scientist Seth Masket wrote last year, Democrats couldn't force the Republican Party to "feel more reverent toward institutions and norms"; they could only "raise the costs of irreverence. In the long run, that's the most effective tool available."

Read: The state that handed Trump his biggest defeat yet

Republicans should use their newfound realization that gerrymandering is an antidemocratic practice whose purpose is to insulate politicians from the electorate to work together with Democrats to ban gerrymandering, or at least to limit its rewards. If the long-term outcome of the redistricting wars is a fairer system for drawing legislative maps, then it will have been worth it. The only way out of this is for both parties to agree to make the rules fairer. As Greg Sargent points out, Democrats attempted to ban partisan gerrymandering last time they had a House majority--only for Republicans to oppose it in the Senate.

I suspect, however, that Republicans have not had this realization, and that they simply believe that disenfranchising Democrats is good but disenfranchising Republicans is bad. If that's the case, then this race to the bottom will continue indefinitely. On Monday, Trump called the new maps a "shameful effort" to "silence the voices of Virginia conservatives." He either didn't remember or didn't care that he had set off this whole process by demanding that liberals in Texas and other Republican-controlled states be similarly silenced. In fact, the president complained in a post today that the election had been "rigged" by virtue of the fact that all the votes--including mail-in ballots--had been counted.

"The partisan gerrymanders here debased and dishonored our democracy, turning upside-down the core American idea that all governmental power derives from the people," Justice Elena Kagan wrote in her 2019 dissent in Rucho. "If left unchecked, gerrymanders like the ones here may irreparably damage our system of government."

Kagan was right then, and she's right now. If Republicans had listened at the time, they would not be tasting their own bitter medicine today.
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The Posting Will Continue Until Morale Improves

Trump's Iran messaging seems desperate.

by Jonathan Chait

Thu, 23 Apr 2026




On Monday morning, CNN reported that the United States and Iran had been on the verge of striking a deal to end the war when Donald Trump made a series of comments to reporters and on social media that undermined the talks. "The Iranians didn't appreciate POTUS negotiating through social media and making it appear as if they had signed off on issues they hadn't yet agreed to, and ones that aren't popular with their people back home," complained one source, who apparently pleaded with his boss to stop.

This was Trump's signal to begin binge-posting about the Iran negotiations. The Iranians may not have appreciated Trump's stream-of-consciousness messaging, and apparently their American counterparts did not either. But one very important person did.

Trump can't seem to refrain from touting his genius, especially when the subject is dealmaking, his professed speciality. And so, in a torrent of commentary, the president made the case that he is winning very greatly.

Already, despite the president's surface bravado, an undercurrent of nervousness had emerged. Trump was favorably comparing his prospective deal with the Obama administration's in 2015. "The DEAL that we are making with Iran will be FAR BETTER than the JCPOA, commonly referred to as 'The Iran Nuclear Deal,' penned by Barack Hussein Obama and Sleepy Joe Biden, one of the Worst Deals ever made having to do with the Security of our Country," he wrote on Monday. Simultaneously touting your prospective deal while comparing it to the worst deal ever is a bit like saying, I'm a fantastic basketball player, much better than my late grandmother, who never played the game.

Tom Nichols: Maybe Trump should not have given this speech

In a follow-up post, five minutes later, Trump addressed concerns that the war had gone beyond his promised six-week deadline. His technique, once again, was to reframe expectations. "Despite World War I lasting 4 years, 3 months, and 14 days, World War II lasting 6 years and 1 day, the Korean War lasting 3 years, 1 month, and 2 days, the Vietnam War lasting 19 years, 5 months, and 29 days, and Iraq lasting 8 years, 8 months, and 28 days, they like to say that I promised 6 weeks to defeat Iran, and actually, from the Military standpoint, it was far faster than that, but I'm not going to let them rush the United States into making a Deal that is not as good as it could have been." (Luckily, he seems unfamiliar with the Hundred Years' War.)

In the same post, he proceeded to assert, "I read the Fake News saying that I am under 'pressure' to make a Deal. THIS IS NOT TRUE! I am under no pressure whatsoever, although, it will all happen, relatively quickly!"

Generally speaking, people who are not under pressure rarely have to (1) issue frantic, all-caps claims that they are not under pressure, or (2) promise that they will quickly deliver a deal that will cause them tremendous embarrassment if it fails.

Thirty-six minutes later, the president posted again. "I'm winning a War, BY A LOT, things are going very well," he wrote, before attacking the "Fake News" for suggesting otherwise. The president also claimed that the American naval blockade of the Strait of Hormuz is costing Iran $500 million a day. He would repeat this point three more times over the course of several hours, as if pleading with his counterparties to see fiscal reason. (Religious fanatics, alas, do not always respond to the same incentives as New York developers.)

The next morning, Trump posted, "Iran has Violated the Cease Fire numerous times!" By afternoon, however, all was forgiven: The president announced, non-desperately, that he was extending the cease-fire despite Iran's repeated violations, "based on the fact that the Government of Iran is seriously fractured."

Read: One of these Trump threats is not like the others

Iran's internal fractures, which are very real and deepened by the decapitation strikes by the U.S. and Israel, have indeed made negotiations complex. By yesterday, the administration had decided to give the country through the weekend to resolve its regime schism. "Trump is willing to give another three to five days of ceasefire to allow the Iranians to get their shit together," a source told Axios.

It is hard to believe that the Iranians could quickly resolve their deep-seated divisions even under optimal conditions. It is even harder to believe that a vague deadline of three to five days would meaningfully accelerate the timeline in which they could do so, given that Trump has relaxed his previous deadline despite Iran flouting the truce terms.

Yesterday, The Washington Post reported that Trump "has authorized U.S. negotiators to consider a bargain that involves many of the same trade-offs one of his predecessors confronted." Somehow, the great dealmaker, operating under no pressure whatsoever, might end up striking a pact similar to one of history's worst deals ever. Can the terms be improved with a few more social-media posts?

Trump returned to Truth Social this morning to narrate the war. "Iran is having a very hard time figuring out who their leader is!" he wrote. However, he continued, the strait "is 'Sealed up Tight,' until such time as Iran is able to make a DEAL!!!"

According to the president, we are holding the world economy hostage until such time as Iran can resolve its internal struggle. Perhaps the problem here is not just Trump's live commentary about his negotiating strategy, but the strategy itself.
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Trump Voters Like Marco Rubio More and More

And J. D. Vance less and less

by Sarah Longwell

Thu, 23 Apr 2026




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

President Trump reportedly likes to go around asking aides about who his successor should be: J. D. Vance or Marco Rubio. If Trump were to ask his own voters the same question, he would, at least based on my recent experience, come away with a pretty clear answer.

I run weekly focus groups, and the moderators regularly ask Trump voters whom they would like to see inherit the party in 2028 and beyond. More and more, what we're hearing in response is a strange new respect for Rubio. Although Vance might seem like a more natural MAGA heir, many Trump voters see Rubio as a stabilizing force who comes off a lot better than many of his peers inside the administration, including the vice president.

"Marco Rubio, I think, is an amazing dude," said Ken, a Biden 2020/Trump 2024 voter from Georgia. "If anybody is left that we can see on the TV or C-SPAN that's just genuine," he said, "it's Marco Rubio." Ken called Rubio "a family man and still a stand-up politician," and said, "He also is about putting America first, which I agree with." (To protect participants' privacy, we disclose only their first name.)

In a recent group of Republican Jewish voters, Boris from Texas called Rubio "a real statesman in my eyes." Steve from Florida said, "Marco Rubio, my former senator, is doing great as secretary of state. He will be a great president too." And Andrea from Georgia said, "Marco Rubio's been, like, killing it from an international-policy perspective."

Read: Trump voters are over it

This is not what I would have expected, based on all my years of listening to Republican voters, who tend to abhor politicians of the pre-Trump vintage. Rubio was the driving Republican force behind the last serious push for comprehensive immigration reform, in 2013. He stood as the avatar for the new wave of moderate, sunny-dispositioned conservatism that was supposed to inherit the party after Mitt Romney's 2012 loss. He was a staunch defender of NATO and of America's role as a force for global stability. His 2016 campaign slogan was "A New American Century." (He was, I admit, my preferred candidate for much of the Republican primary that year.)

All of this is repellent to today's Republican base, and anyone who has observed the past decade of American politics might have assumed that Rubio's future political aspirations were DOA. Vance, who has spent the past several years reinventing himself as an isolationist, "America First" nationalist, seems more in step with the current iteration of the Republican Party. But that's not what I'm hearing in the groups.

The first line of thinking among Rubio's fans goes something like this: Because he has so many different jobs, he must be competent. Rubio currently serves as secretary of state and national security adviser, and until recently he served as acting USAID administrator and acting archivist of the United States. Voters see the memes tweaking Rubio for having such a laughable number of important titles and think he must be doing something right.

"He's wearing multiple hats right now," said Dave, a two-time Trump voter from West Virginia. "I think he's doing a good job in his role. I think he speaks well." He went on: "I'd prefer to see him continue to stay in one of these State Department roles. Or if Trump makes him the new ayatollah or something, maybe he can do that as well."

Another reason voters seem to like Rubio: They see him as the "adult in the room." This is understandable. Looking smart and sober is relatively easy when you're surrounded by the likes of Pete Hegseth, Kash Patel, and Robert F. Kennedy Jr. Even Trump himself--with his garbled speech and incoherent ramblings--makes his underlings seem more credible by comparison. All of that accrues to Rubio's benefit.

"Marco Rubio, when you look at the totality of who surrounds Trump, and particularly as it relates to defense and international policy--he seems the most normal," said Adam, a two-time Trump voter from California.

"He seems more human than a lot of the other characters," Lateefah, a Biden 2020/Trump 2024 voter from Texas said. "Like Hegseth--I am not a fan of him, as well as Kennedy."

Vance, by contrast, is getting more and more criticism from the voters who elected him. They've picked up on the fact that the vice president has had a bad month: squabbling with the pope, getting heckled at a Turning Point USA event, campaigning with Viktor Orban just days before his historic defeat.

And then there's the war in Iran. On the campaign trail, Vance positioned himself as the high priest of "America First" isolationism. But he has tied himself in knots to avoid criticizing the conflict. Not only that, Trump designated him to lead the peace talks, which collapsed in less than a full day, while the president attended a UFC fight with Rubio.

Inauthenticity is a kiss of death with today's voters, and Vance's future prospects appear to be dimming as Americans watch him shape-shift in real time.

"I loved his backstory. I read and liked Hillbilly Elegy," Andrew, a Biden 2020/Trump 2024 voter from Pennsylvania, said in an April 8 focus group. "Since he's entered politics, I don't have a clear sense of what he personally stands for."

Adam, the two-time Trump voter from California, told us in an April 2 group that Vance, in his Hillbilly Elegy days, "seemed like an interesting figure." But, Adam said, "I think the well is poisoned. I think that he sold his soul in a way, and he's adopting the divisive, dismissive stance that his boss does, to curry favor, secure his position. So unfortunately, he revealed a part of himself that there's no returning from." (Adam likewise has lost faith in the president.)

When we asked Ken, the Georgia voter who supported Biden in 2020 and Trump in 2024, about his preferred candidate for 2028, he said, "If you're giving me a choice outside of Rubio, I would've said Vance, until it just seems like he lost his backbone."

Rubio, too, has compromised his principles and remade himself as a Trump acolyte. But while Vance flails, Rubio is presenting himself as a ruthless executor of Trump's will--most notably through his involvement with the successful capture of Nicolas Maduro in Venezuela. It also helps Rubio that voters' memories just aren't that long. Many young voters in our groups don't remember Rubio from the Before Times. They see only the Rubio of today, and view him as a staunch and unapologetic Trump ally.

Sam from Minnesota, a Gen Z Trump 2024 voter, captured a common feeling that I hear among this cohort: " I just don't like Vance a lot. I think he has flip-flopped on issues. If you look at what he was about in 2018, 2019, or 2020, and you look at what he's about now, it's very, very different." Asked who he'd like to see run in 2028, Sam said, "I'd love to see Marco Rubio."

What I'm hearing in these groups, it's worth noting, reflects the views of people inside Trump's coalition who are mostly still riding with him. The hardcore "America First" crowd--followers of Tucker Carlson, Candace Owens, and Nick Fuentes--are in a different place entirely. They are in open rebellion against Trump for the Iran war and its economic consequences, and they regard Rubio as complicit in those sins.

Sarah Longwell: The disappointment of young Trump voters

It's way too soon to say whether Rubio is going to be the Republican heir apparent, but he might be the candidate who has leveraged the second Trump administration to his advantage the most. He has juggled his multiple high-level posts, and presented himself to the party faithful as a competent operator who is seen as, if not entirely honest and upright, then less of a disappointment than Vance. And he appears to enjoy Trump's confidence, at least for now.

It can be tempting to read all of this and think that, in 2028, the GOP might be due for a reset--that maybe Rubio's ascension will get the party back to its pre-Trump norm. Certainly a lot of the president's defenders in the anti-anti-Trump camp would like to believe so.

They're wrong. The party isn't reverting back to Rubio; it's Rubio who's changed to meet the party. All it took for Rubio to get into the position he's in was to sell out his principles, betray America's leadership role in the world, and deliver on his boss's authoritarian demands. He even reportedly put on oversize shoes to please Trump.

In 2016, Rubio called Trump a "con artist" and a "third-world strongman" who is running the "biggest scam in American political history." He was right. He also said Trump "will never get control of this party." He was wrong.
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Trump's Enormous Gerrymandering Blunder

The Republican redistricting effort backfires.

by Russell Berman

Wed, 22 Apr 2026




Sign up for Inside the Trump Presidency, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump term.

When President Trump last summer implored Republicans to launch a nationwide gerrymandering blitz to pad their narrow House majority, the fight he started did not seem fair. GOP lawmakers had both the will and the power to draw their party new seats, while Democrats were hamstrung by limits of their own making. The question was not whether Republicans could expand their edge in Congress, but by how much.

This morning the landscape looks a lot different, after Virginia voters yesterday approved a lopsided new House map that could hand Democrats an additional four seats that Republicans currently hold. The Democratic redistricting victory is the party's second in a statewide referendum. When combined with new lines that California voters endorsed in November, Democrats have now succeeded in drawing districts that will likely yield them nine more seats this fall, at least matching what Republicans have been able to achieve in states that they control. By some measures, Democrats have jumped into the redistricting lead, bolstering their chances of winning back the House majority in the midterm elections.

The battle is not over. The GOP-dominated Florida legislature will hold a special session next week to consider redistricting, and the Democratic victory in Virginia could help Governor Ron DeSantis win over lawmakers who are reluctant to press the Republican advantage too far. Officials in both parties expect the Supreme Court to issue a ruling in the coming months that will weaken if not eviscerate a key part of the Voting Rights Act, which would allow states such as Louisiana and Alabama to carve up districts now held by Black Democrats. (Such a decision would have an even larger impact in southern states come 2028.)

But for now, Trump's move to open this new front in a centuries-old gerrymandering war between the parties looks like an enormous tactical blunder. Republicans have appeared taken aback by the ferocity with which Democrats have responded--and the speed with which they've set aside their drive to ban gerrymandering in the name of good government. In both California and Virginia, Democrats swamped the opposition in campaign spending, using the redistricting referenda to rile up a party base seeking any opportunity to push back against an unpopular administration. The margin of victory was much narrower in Virginia, where Republicans accused Democrats--wishfully, it turned out--of overreaching with a push to take 10 out of 11 seats in a state that had a GOP governor only a few months ago. (Democrats currently hold six of the state's House seats.) "If they would have done a more measured map, they would have blown this thing out," Zack Roday, a Richmond-based Republican campaign strategist, told me.

Like other GOP operatives I spoke with, Roday defended the White House's gerrymandering push, however risky it has turned out to be. "Your job is to contingency-plan on all of these pieces. And I think they fully knew what could happen," he said, calling the move, on balance, "a worthy gamble." "You have to do everything you can to gain that advantage, given the cycle, given the environment that we're in."

Democrats joined this fight at a distinct disadvantage. The party had spent years not only warning about the evils of gerrymandering but backing legislation and ballot measures to prohibit the practice where they could. (A Democratic effort to pass a federal gerrymandering ban fell to a Senate filibuster in 2022.) States, including California and Virginia, had given power over redistricting to non- or bipartisan commissions, forcing Democrats to seek permission from voters to override the panels through expensive snap elections. Republicans, having never embraced redistricting reform in the first place, had no such limits in the states they controlled. All they had to do was pass new maps through GOP-dominated state legislatures. Texas was the first to move, as Republican lawmakers enacted newly drawn districts in August, overcoming a bid by Democrats to deny quorum in the legislature by fleeing the state.

Read: 'California is allowed to hit back'

In California, Democrats, led by Governor Gavin Newsom--seeking a political win ahead of a likely 2028 presidential bid--responded quickly and aggressively to the Republican gerrymander in Texas. They drew up new House lines targeting five GOP-held seats and buttressing several more of their own battleground districts. Voters endorsed the move overwhelmingly in a November referendum. Democrats enjoyed several advantages in California, beginning with a huge, deep-blue electorate. Another was timing: The election occurred at a moment when the GOP gerrymandering drive was peaking and offered voters angered by Trump's moves to consolidate power their first opportunity to push back.

That edge had faded by the time the campaign arrived in Virginia, a lighter-blue state where voters had nevertheless just delivered a sharp rebuke to Republicans five months earlier. Democrats again significantly outspent the opposition, but Republicans used the highly partisan gerrymandering effort to tarnish the state's new governor, Abigail Spanberger, who had run as a bridge-builder focused on affordability. Democrats tried to replicate their winning message in California by imploring Virginia voters to "level the playing field" against Trump. But the recent struggles of the GOP's own redistricting drive threatened to sap some of the urgency from the Democratic campaign in Virginia. After Republicans added seats in Texas, Missouri, North Carolina, and Ohio, resistance within the party's legislative caucuses blocked them from doing so in Indiana and Kansas.

Read: The state that handed Trump his biggest defeat yet

Democrats had an opportunity to match or even exceed the total seats gained through gerrymandering--a prospect that seemed unthinkable when Trump launched his redistricting war last summer--but they did not prevail everywhere. Opposition from the state-Senate president in Maryland thwarted the Democrats' bid to target the state's lone House Republican, and an effort to pursue redistricting through the courts fell short in New York. That left Virginia, where, despite being outspent, Republicans were turning out in strong numbers after losing badly in November. Democrats held on, but the tight margin--with most precincts reporting, the referendum was winning by around three points--raised questions about whether national Republicans should have devoted more of their considerable war chest to the race. "I would have thought that this amendment would be passing by double digits," Chaz Nuttycombe, the founder of the nonprofit group State Navigate and a close observer of Virginia politics, told me yesterday. He questioned the Republican strategy. "In all likelihood, they're going to be losing four seats in Congress after tonight. So it's like, why didn't they get in on this?"

The redistricting race now moves to Florida, and Roday told me he was rooting for DeSantis to succeed in winning a new map to put Republicans back on top. "This is the way the world is now," he said. "It's 218 by any means necessary." The only solace he took from the defeat in Virginia was the hope that Democrats might finally have to cede their claim to the moral high ground on gerrymandering. "This holier-than-thou notion that Democrats have," Roday said. "That charade is over."
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What Abdul El-Sayed Doesn't Get About Trump

How Democrats can lose Michigan, again

by Jonathan Chait

Wed, 22 Apr 2026




Sign up for Inside the Trump Presidency, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump term.

Over the past 15 years or so, Democrats have won a lot of races because the opposing party's primary voters decided to nominate right-wing ideologues (Christine O'Donnell, Todd Akin, Kari Lake) rather than normal Republicans. In all of these races, the Republican establishment warned that nominating an archconservative would undermine their chances of victory, and was proved completely correct.

Now Democrats finally have the chance to do the same thing. In Michigan, a purple state that Donald Trump won twice, the physician Abdul El-Sayed is running a competitive race for the party's Senate nomination. If successful, he would turn a very likely Democratic win into a jump ball.

El-Sayed has followed the classic strategy of adopting positions that appeal to a majority of his party's voters--thus giving him an advantage over more cautious rivals--but that do not appeal to a majority of the general electorate. In El-Sayed's case, those stances include supporting single-payer health insurance, abolishing ICE, and intensely criticizing Israel; at the same time, he positions himself as the most doctrinal left-wing candidate in the race.

Jonathan Chait: Israel moderates are losing the Democratic Party

The Middle East has become a special point of emphasis for El-Sayed, which makes sense: Israel is highly unpopular, especially among Democrats. The trouble with this issue is that it tends to divide the party's base, especially in Michigan, which has large Arab and Jewish populations. The prominence of Israel as a campaign issue in 2024 cost Kamala Harris support from many Arab Americans (who blamed the Biden administration for supporting Israel's war in Gaza) and many Jewish Americans (who blamed President Biden for attempting to restrain Israel).

The Democratic Party's interest is to tamp down the importance of Israel. But El-Sayed's best strategy to win the nomination is to play up the issue, which drives apart the party's base and allows him to claim the biggest slice.

El-Sayed's method of picking fights over the Middle East has included campaigning alongside the livestreamer Hasan Piker--a defender of Hamas, Hezbollah, and various Communist regimes. He has also campaigned with Amir Makled, a candidate for the University of Michigan's board of regents who has shared pro-Hezbollah and anti-Semitic messages on social media. (El-Sayed has dismissed complaints about these comments as cancel culture, which is a very strange defense; nobody is saying that Piker or Makled should lose their jobs or platforms, only that El-Sayed shouldn't tout their support.)

A candidate could potentially win statewide election in Michigan after soliciting endorsements from supporters of terrorism, but it won't be easy. The Democrat's likely opponent in November, former Representative Mike Rogers, presents as a mainstream Republican.

In response to concerns from fellow Democrats, El-Sayed has pointed to Trump's ability to win two elections despite a long list of objectionable statements and positions. "I think there is this notion that electability is about being the least offensive," he told CNN. "If that were true, why would Donald Trump have won the presidency twice?"

Many Democrats have indeed interpreted Trump's success as proof that traditional electability--taking positions that most voters agree with, and avoiding positions they don't--has little predictive value. Alas, this badly misreads recent political history. Trump abandoned his party's heaviest baggage by promising not to cut Medicare or Social Security, causing voters to perceive him as more moderate than traditional Republicans. He benefited from years of marketing that depicted him as America's greatest business genius.

Every candidate has a combination of assets and liabilities. Trump was able to defeat two opponents who were unpopular and did so despite, not because of, his noxious statements. Trump has inspired candidates on the left and the right to believe that they can dispense with the hard task of appealing to a political majority, and win instead by riling people up with offensive rhetoric. It doesn't usually work. It hasn't even worked especially well for Trump, who, after all, lost the popular vote two of the three times he ran.

From the March 2026 issue: The Democrats aren't built for this

The strategy might, however, enable El-Sayed to win the nomination. His greatest advantage is that he might not even need to win a majority of the Democratic primary electorate. He currently has two opponents, Representative Haley Stevens and State Representative Mallory McMorrow. A recent poll found the three candidates essentially tied, with Stevens at 23 percent and McMorrow and El-Sayed at 22 percent, and the remaining vote undecided. The same poll found that El-Sayed would trail in a two-way race against either Stevens (34 percent-25 percent) or McMorrow (34 percent-26 percent). If both of his opponents stay in the race until the election in August, El-Sayed could win the nomination even if most Democrats would prefer either of his opponents to him. General-election polling, meanwhile, suggests that Rogers has the best shot against El-Sayed.

The Republican establishment has spent a decade and a half pleading with Republican voters not to nominate crazy people for office in losable elections, only for the voters to routinely disregard the advice because they prefer a nominee who will fight hard. Indeed, when those candidates lose, their supporters tend to blame the establishment for undermining them, rather than admit that the establishment may have had a point. And when they win, which can happen even to the worst candidates, they conclude that they have disproved the conventional wisdom.

El-Sayed claims the difference between him and his opponents is that he's brave. "It's just the same lack of courage that Democrats deploy to argue as to why they should be taking money from corporations," he said, "or why they should be hedging their bets on clear, obvious policies like abolishing ICE or guaranteeing health care through Medicare for All." The actual difference is that his opponents are trying to beat Republicans, and he's concerned only with beating Democrats.
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Big Sky Crack-Up

Montana Democrats thought they found a novel way to win control of the U.S. Senate--until the party faithful started fighting back.

by Michael Scherer

Tue, 21 Apr 2026




Updated at 10:50 a.m. ET on April 22, 2026.

Sign up for Inside the Trump Presidency, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump term.

Jason Boeshore, a grain-elevator manager on the eastern plains of Montana, fired off a rocket this month to the private Signal chat he shares with the 23 other members of the state Democratic Party executive board. He demanded that leaders make clear in newspapers across the state that the Democratic Party would support only Democratic candidates in the fall elections. The response was swift and not to his liking. Shannon O'Brien, the chair of the party, wrote that her staff, not the board, would set the messaging strategy. Then she addressed the unspoken concerns at the heart of Boeshore's request. "Listen if ANY of you EVER find yourselves questioning my intentions, please call me," O'Brien wrote. "I will continue to move forward to get Democrats elected. There's no hidden agenda."

The problem for O'Brien is the belief among Boeshore and many other party stalwarts in Montana that exactly such a hidden agenda exists, pitting national, big-money Democrats--and maybe even some state party leaders--against the state Democratic apparatus. This internecine feud, full of rumors, speculation, and skepticism over the role of outsiders in state races, threatens to spoil one of the last best places for Democrats to pull a Senate majority from a difficult midterm map.

At issue is Seth Bodnar, a former University of Montana president who is running as an independent for the Senate seat being vacated by Republican Steve Daines. Bodnar, 47, is young, moderate, a veteran, a Rhodes Scholar, and all in all the sort of person Montanans might elect in a year when Republicans are facing the prospect of steep losses amid President Trump's declining popularity. Democratic mega-donors such as one of LinkedIn co-founders, Reid Hoffman; the cryptocurrency investor Michael Novogratz; and the Microsoft heir Rory Gates are all supporting Bodnar's campaign, hoping he can yank the seat away from the GOP. Because Bodnar is running as an independent, it means part of his campaign in Montana is based on criticizing Democrats whose voters he needs to support him.

Even the candidates running for the Democratic nomination have been drawn into the drama. They, too, are criticizing their own party leaders just weeks before the June 2 primary and seeking to make sure that party bigwigs don't try to clear a path for Bodnar to face the GOP nominee in November.

"There is clearly manipulation trying to happen there," Alani Bankhead, a former Air Force intelligence officer and Senate hopeful who lives in Helena, told me. Reilly Neill, the front-runner for the nomination, told me that the state party needs to commit to not changing its bylaws that require it to back Democratic candidates, "because the chatter is that they are going to because the money is too good to pass up." Both have sworn to run hard against Bodnar if they win the nomination.

Bodnar's Democratic backers say he stands the best chance of winning in November, so even without a party label, he is worth supporting on the wink-and-nod assumption that he will help Democrats seal a majority, like Angus King of Maine and Bernie Sanders of Vermont, both independents who caucus with Democrats. In other words, the handwringers in the Montana Democratic Party need to get real. "For Democrats, Seth is the only viable alternative," Matt McKenna, a Bozeman-based Democratic strategist who has worked for the Clinton family and four Democrats who have won statewide in Montana, told me in a statement. "Seth wins with a large majority of Democrats, a majority of Independents, and the Republicans who actually do show up and are sick of the partisan shitshow."

That works only if rank-and-file Democrats swallow their pride and throw their support Bodnar's way--a tough ask of a gossipy party in a frontier state where some current and former Democratic operatives call their regular Zoom meetings the "Giddy Up Club." Former Governor Brian Schweitzer, a Giddy Up founder, told me that he'd had three phone calls with Bodnar before Bodnar announced, imploring him to run inside the party. When Bodnar declined, Schweitzer went on the attack. No independent can win in Montana, the former governor insists, given the significant share of Democrats who are going to vote the party line. The danger is that Bodnar splits the Democratic vote and the Republican sails through. Republicans have circulated an April internal poll, before much campaigning, that shows Neill pulling ahead of Bodnar in a hypothetical four-way general election.

"Seth Bodnar is a pretty good guy, and I understand that he is a Rhodes Scholar," Schweitzer told me. "But he ain't been on a lot of dirt roads in Montana, and that's what it takes to get elected."

Montana is a big state with a tiny population and big personalities--fewer people vote across its 147,000 square miles than live in Louisville or El Paso. But an anti-corporate, libertarian streak has long given the state an outsize role in federal elections, sometimes attracting hundreds of millions of dollars in out-of-state funding. Daines's sudden retirement got Democrats salivating about the possibility of a win. There was also the party crack-up, which became public in January after former Democratic Senator Jon Tester sent around his own prickly text message suggesting his support for Bodnar if he ran as an independent. Tester was a loyal Democrat during his three terms. But the seven-fingered former dirt farmer with a flat-top haircut cast his party affiliation as a liability.

"You can send this around because I don't care," he wrote in the message, which was reported by the Montana press. "During my last two races the democratic Party was poison in my attempts to get re-elected."

Days later, Bodnar stepped down as president of the University of Montana. Weeks later, he announced his campaign; Tester's former pollster, his former political director, and the state party's former spokesperson all signed on. Bodnar joined Act Blue, the Democratic grassroots tech platform, to raise money, hauling in $1.4 million in about a month. "I'm running as an independent because that's who I am," Bodnar told NBC Montana. His campaign, so far, has largely focused on the damage that Trump's economic policies are doing to the state, with some jabs at the political status quo: "We don't believe that here in Montana we have to settle for a broken political system."

The Democratic whisper network went into overdrive. Some former Tester and Schweitzer aides speculated about secret plans to persuade whoever wins the Democratic nomination to then drop out of the race to consolidate support behind Bodnar. One story making the rounds involves a purported plot to have a state party convention in the summer, after the primary, to find a way to avoid an endorsement of the nominee or to leave the Democrats' ballot line empty if the nominee were to be persuaded to step aside. "It's becoming clear the chair of the Montana Democratic Party isn't acting in conjunction with her board and answers to dark-money special interests," Erik Nylund, a former regional director for Tester, told me.

From the March issue: The Democrats aren't built for this

Other members of the state party executive board denied any such intrigue and told me that the party has clearly communicated its commitment to the Democratic nominee. "Somebody has a fever dream that that is going to happen," state Senate Minority Leader Pat Flowers told me. "I think there is a lot of hand-wringing and there is not any reality there."

O'Brien, the party chair, sees the drama as self-defeating when Democrats should be united in seizing the chance to regain power. The party also has a shot at the congressional district covering western Montana this year following the retirement of Republican Representative Ryan Zinke. O'Brien pointed to the huge turnout for "No Kings" rallies in the state. A recent annual fundraising dinner for the state party was oversubscribed. "As chair, I will support the Democratic nominee," O'Brien told me. "To my knowledge there is no intention to change the rules to allow for support of anyone else."

Bodnar has the never-failed resume of a future senator: first in his class at West Point; former Army Ranger-qualified Green Beret with deployments in Iraq; and onetime corporate executive at General Electric. As president of the University of Montana, he reversed a six-year enrollment decline. His wife, also a Rhodes Scholar, befriended the former first daughter Chelsea Clinton at Oxford, and the Bodnars attended her 2010 wedding. They sat next to then-First Lady Michelle Obama at a 2012 presidential debate. Last year, before a University of Montana basketball game, Bodnar showed off his Ranger skills by rappelling to the court from the rafters.

He supports abortion rights, rails against tariffs, and says that Trump needs to seek congressional authorization for the use of force in Iran. His critiques of the Democrats echo those from inside the party itself: The culture wars are a distraction; transgender athletes should not have unfair advantages in competitive sports; and "Defund the police" is a dumb slogan and worse policy. Bodnar has called for a strong border. And, as a hunter, he opposes an assault-weapons ban, but he backs new red-flag laws to take weapons away from people who threaten their communities. "Seth saw his share of dirt roads in Iraq, putting his life on the line for our country," his spokesperson, Roy Loewenstein, a former state party spokesperson, told me when I read Schweitzer's zinger about Bodnar's lack of familiarity with the byways of Montana. (Loewenstein declined to make Bodnar available for an interview.)

Listen: Will 2026 be a fair fight?

Bodnar's advisers point to support from former Governor Marc Racicot and the strategist Reed Galen, who both left the GOP over their opposition to Trump, as a sign of the candidate's bipartisan credibility. But the candidate demurs when asked about the most important decision he would likely make if he wins. The Senate operates as a two-party body; the party with the most votes appoints a majority leader who sets committee assignments and oversees legislative action. "I think we need new leadership in the U.S. Senate," Bodnar said in a recent podcast appearance, a reference to both Republican and Democratic leaders. But he will not say which party's new leaders he would support if elected. His advisers told me that Bodnar would go to Washington, negotiate the best deal for Montana, and not join either the Democratic or Republican caucuses. "I reject the notion that we have to accept a political system where you have to submit to a leader of a Party, vote the way you're told, and engage in endless political warfare with the other side," Bodnar told me in a written statement.

Republicans in Washington have attacked Bodnar, and Senate Democratic leaders have stayed silent. Bodnar's Democratic supporters act as if he is a certain vote for their side. As soon as Bodnar entered the race, a Republican group cut an ad attacking him for running the university when a transgender track athlete competed in meets with other women, in accordance with NCAA rules at the time. Alex Latcham, who runs the super PAC aligned with Republican Majority Leader John Thune, described Bodnar as a registered Democrat--an affiliation that dates to when he was living in Connecticut in 2012. (There is no party registration in Montana, and Bodnar did not claim a party in 2014 when he lived in Florida.) "It is laughable to suggest Seth Bodnar would not vote for Chuck Schumer to be majority leader," Latcham told me. Loewenstein, Bodnar's spokesperson, responded: "Laughing at Montanans who are fighting the broken politics of Washington is exactly what we'd expect."

One bright spot for Bodnar and the Democratic Party is that Republicans in the state are in their own mess. Daines surprised everyone by announcing that he would not stand for reelection minutes before the filing deadline and hours after Bodnar filed as an independent. Daines's handpicked successor, the former U.S. Attorney Kurt Alme, who has never before run for office, was the only candidate who had time to enter the race, confirming to many Montanans the stereotype of national party grandees being dismissive of local democracy.

"That stunt threw everything on both sides of the equation," Nancy Keenan, the former executive director of the state Democratic Party, told me. "Not only are Democrats in a snit, but Republicans are also in a snit."

In a state more libertarian than partisan--abortion, recreational marijuana, permitless concealed carry are all legal--Democrats have had success here before. They claimed at least one, and often both, of Montana's U.S. Senate seats from 1912 to 2024, and pulled off a 16-year run in the governor's mansion from 2005 to 2021. In 2008, Obama came within 11,000 votes of winning. Then came the disruptions of Trump. Democratic presidential nominee Kamala Harris got about 38 percent of the vote in 2024, dooming Tester, who ran seven points ahead of her and seven points behind his Republican opponent.

Tester's defeat led some strategists in the state to de-emphasize party affiliation. Some Democrats backed failed ballot measures in 2024 that would have shifted to an Alaska-style ranked-choice voting program. Others explored adopting a model where lawmakers organize around issues rather than parties. A Democratic consulting firm, Fireweed Campaigns, founded by a former state Democratic Party official, recently began working to elect moderate Republican lawmakers in the hopes of building a post-partisan governing majority in the state legislature, earning rebukes from the state GOP.

In the summer of 2025, Fireweed convened Democratic leaders in Anaconda, Montana, for a pitch on why an independent would have a better chance of winning the state's western U.S. House district in 2026 than a Democrat. That plan, according to two people familiar with the presentation who asked to remain anonymous, was contingent on finding a way to persuade the Democratic nominee to back out once an independent entered the race--a similar scenario to the one that some Democrats suspect is now at play in the Senate race. Tully Olson, a former Tester campaign staffer who now works for Bodnar, was employed by Fireweed at the time and was on the list of those invited to the meeting, according to a document I reviewed. Bodnar's campaign said that Olson did not ultimately attend the meeting. (Lauren Caldwell, the founder of Fireweed, did not respond to a request for comment.)

In mid-April, Democratic activists began circulating a resolution among the state party's executive board that would require the party to appoint a replacement within 72 hours for a Democratic candidate who drops out--one way to ensure that the party doesn't just switch to backing an independent. Current rules are unclear on how quickly the appointment must be made, but it is also not clear that the state party could logistically arrange a nominating convention on such a short timeline. Some of the party faithful fear that national democratic strategists and donors are throwing their money behind Bodnar to attract more money into the state, rather than help the party rebuild and take advantage of Republicans' vulnerability.

"The tradition in Montana is that the top-of-the-ticket Senate races really do have coattails, and it matters for the overall organization of the party in the state. Seth Bodnar just completely screwed that up," Ken Toole, a former Democratic lawmaker and state party officer, told me. "It's a lot like burning down the barn to get rid of a few mice. The damage to the party is going to take a while to get over."

Read: Trump voters are over it

Boeshore and others have pledged to keep raising the alarm. His frustration is such that he asked me to tell Montana voters to reach out to him directly so he can tell everyone in the state that the Democratic Party does not support independent candidates. "My email is on the website," he told me. For him, the Bodnar independent experiment was being driven by "the revenants" of the old Democratic party. But there was a new party, "a new energy," in the grassroots, waiting to emerge. So the fight would go on. And the fate of the Senate could hang on the result.



This article originally stated that California has a ranked-choice voting system. In fact, Alaska has such a system, not California.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/04/montana-democrats-intrigue-bodnar/686852/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



An Extra-Embarrassing White House Correspondents' Dinner

Why is Donald Trump breaking bread with the "enemy of the people"?

by Paul Farhi

Tue, 21 Apr 2026




Sign up for Inside the Trump Presidency, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump term.


Even in the best of times, the annual White House Correspondents' Dinner is an awkward and ethically fraught affair. Journalists spend the evening partying with the president and administration officials whom they're supposed to cover rigorously and skeptically. I've been to the dinner several times over the years. It's typically crowded and a little chaotic, and the ratio of non-journalists to journalists is about 10 to 1. The evening is promoted as a celebration of journalism and the First Amendment, but it has always been a bit of an embarrassment.


These aren't the best of times for White House correspondents or, for that matter, the First Amendment. And this year's gala figures to be even more awkward and embarrassing than usual.


After declining all invitations to the event throughout his years in office, President Trump informed the White House Correspondents' Association last month that he would be attending this year's dinner. His surprising decision sets up a bizarre dynamic: On Saturday night, the president will break bread with the same people he's spent a decade calling "fake" and "enemies of the people."


Andrew Ferguson: A republic too fractured to be funny

Trump easily qualifies as the most anti-press president in the dinner's 105-year history. In just the past 15 months, he has sued news organizations, threatened to jail journalists, and repeatedly suggested taking broadcast licenses away from TV networks that have reported stories he didn't like. His administration has defunded NPR and PBS, hobbled Voice of America, and driven mainstream journalists out of the Pentagon. A few weeks after Trump assumed office last year, his administration took control of the White House press pool, enabling the president to dictate who covers him when he's inside the Oval Office, on Air Force One, or at Mar-a-Lago. The WHCA, which had selected pool members for decades, objected to being pushed aside. The White House ignored its protests.


This state of affairs raises two questions: What explains Trump's change of heart about attending the dinner? And why was he invited in the first place?


The second question is the easier one to answer. The WHCA has always invited the president to its annual dinner; Calvin Coolidge became the first chief executive to show up in 1924. Trump has accordingly been invited every year that he's been president, including last year, after he commandeered the press pool. Trump's motives for accepting the invitation, however, are harder to parse. During his first term, he made a big show of skipping the event, holding campaign-style rallies on the night of the dinner. (He boycotted it last year, too, but without the counterprogramming.) Now, for the first time as president, he's suddenly all in. He posted his decision to accept the invitation on Truth Social in early March, writing that the WHCA had asked him "very nicely" and that the correspondents "admit that I am truly one of the Greatest Presidents in the History of our Country, the G.O.A.T., according to many." The correspondents said no such thing, of course, but that's Trump's version.


Trump might have been encouraged by the WHCA's choice of after-dinner entertainment. The organization usually hires a comedian to roast the president and the assembled reporters, but it announced in late February--a week before Trump said he would attend--that it would feature the "renowned mentalist" Oz Pearlman. Pearlman's act is safely apolitical, which means that Trump won't have to face barbs at his expense. (The WHCA's president, Weijia Jiang of CBS News, declined to comment.)


The prospect of being made fun of has been an issue for Trump. As a guest, in 2011, he sat mostly stone-faced at his table as both President Obama and Seth Meyers fired zingers at him. The comedian Michelle Wolf's grilling of Trump and his administration in 2018 (her opening line: "Like a porn star says when she's about to have sex with Trump, let's get this over with.") prompted some conservatives to walk out in protest. The following year, the WHCA avoided blowback by hiring the historian Ron Chernow as its speaker. The organization's plans collapsed last year when the comedian it had hired, Amber Ruffin, referred to the Trump administration as "kind of a bunch of murderers" on a podcast a few weeks before the event. Amid criticism from the White House and elsewhere, the WHCA quickly unhired Ruffin and dispensed with a comedy routine altogether. Trump skipped the dinner anyway.


Megan Garber: The slow, awkward death of the White House correspondents' dinner

Despite his public disparagement of the event (at one point, he even forbade subordinates from attending), Trump has privately been intrigued by it. In his 2021 book, Betrayal, the ABC News reporter Jonathan Karl writes that Trump toyed with the idea of coming to the dinner in 2020. Karl, who was serving as the WHCA president at the time, recounts that he was summoned to a White House meeting with Trump to discuss the president's role. "Am I supposed to be funny up there?" Trump asked Karl. The president was inclined to come, according to Karl, but wanted the WHCA to get rid of the comedian it had already booked, Hasan Minhaj. Karl declined to negotiate, and Trump never followed up. The dinner that year was ultimately canceled due to the pandemic.


Trump may have come to the realization that the benefits of attending outweigh the risks. "I think he's recognizing he only has so many more chances to do the things a president can do," a former WHCA board member, who requested anonymity because he wasn't authorized by his employer to speak on the record, told me.


Trump will be both the guest of honor and keynote speaker, and the assembled press corps, their bosses, and their guests will be seated below him. With the nation's 250th birthday approaching, he could use the occasion as an opportunity to mend fences, to put aside mutual antagonisms, and to declare a new spirit of cooperation--kidding, of course! Trump will clearly do none of those things. The more likely outcome is that he will heap scorn upon the journalists, who will have no choice but to sit and take it.


"In his second term, Trump is determined to 'own' every organization that opposed him or embarrassed him in his first term," George Condon, a former WHCA president, told me. The Correspondents' Dinner has never been known for the quality of its food. For the reporters and editors in attendance, this year's meal might be particularly hard to stomach.
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What I Learned About Billionaires at Jeff Bezos's Private Retreat

For the richest men on Earth, everything is free and nothing matters.

by Noah Hawley

Mon, 20 Apr 2026




At the end of Paul Thomas Anderson's 2007 movie, There Will Be Blood, Daniel Day-Lewis's oil-baron character, old now and richer than Croesus, beats Paul Dano's preacher to death with a bowling pin. Dano's Eli Sunday, a nemesis of Day-Lewis's Daniel Plainview during his seminal, wealth-building years, has come to sell Plainview the oil-rich land that he once coveted. But Plainview doesn't need the land anymore, because--as he explains in one of the most famous monologues in modern cinema--he has sucked out all the oil hidden beneath it from an adjoining property, like a milkshake.

Desperate for money, Eli begs for a loan. Instead, Plainview chases him around a bowling alley and murders him with great enthusiasm. Once it's over, a butler comes to see what all the noise was about. "I'm finished," Plainview yells.

No matter how many times I watch that movie, and I watch it a lot, I have never once taken those words to mean I'm done for. There will now be consequences for my actions. Quite the opposite: They mean that Plainview has completed his journey, through the acquisition of wealth and power, to a realm outside the moral universe. He's finished, in other words, pretending that the rules of human society apply to him.

In 2018, I was a guest at Jeff Bezos's Campfire retreat in Santa Barbara, California. It's an annual event in which the Amazon founder invites 80-plus guests--celebrities, artists, intellectuals, and anyone else he thinks is interesting--to spend three nights at a private resort. I had recently been approached by Amazon about moving my film-and-television business over from Disney, and although I had declined (or maybe because I had declined), Bezos's team invited me to Campfire, perhaps keen to impress me with the power of his reach.

From the March 2024 issue: The rise of techno-authoritarianism

On a warm October Thursday, a fleet of private jets was dispatched to airports in Van Nuys and New York to shepherd guests to Santa Barbara in style. At that point I had only a vague sense of who else was coming--famous people, rich people, influential people, and me. A guest list, I was told, would be given to us once we arrived. Families were invited; an on-site nanny would be provided for each child.

So my wife and I got our two children from Austin to Los Angeles and took a 45-minute jet ride north, with a television mogul and a comedian on board. Bezos had bought out the entire Biltmore resort for the weekend, as well as the beach club across the street. He had brought in a security firm from Las Vegas to ensure our safety and privacy. Even the weather felt expensive, and when we were shown to our rooms, the designer gift bags we found were filled with luxury goods.

Alexandra Petri: The 10 things the Bezoses are almost certainly grateful for each morning

Each morning, we gathered in a lecture hall to hear presentations. If you've ever seen a TED Talk, you understand the format. The year I went, a sitting Supreme Court justice was interviewed, and a neurologist talked about technological advances in prosthetics. In the afternoons and evenings, we were encouraged to exchange ideas over drinks and four-course meals, with no set purpose--to network, in other words, with some of the most rarefied talent on Earth. The most common question I heard was "Why am I here?"

"Why am I here?" asked the 1980s hair-metal singer. "Why am I here?" asked the Pulitzer Prize-winning novelist, the famous anthropologist, the presidential historian. Only the movie stars and the billionaires didn't ask: They had done this kind of thing before. It turns out there is a circuit of idea festivals. Many tech billionaires host one, and if you find yourself on the right list, you can spend much of the year traveling the world, eating Wagyu, and discussing how to make the world a better place with the most famous talk-show host in history.

That's how the weekend started. Here's how it ended: My wife broke her wrist slipping on wet grass, and both children and I came down with hand, foot, and mouth disease. This is not a joke. One of us went home with her arm in a sling; the other three developed itchy, painful red blisters all over our faces and extremities. If you're looking for a sign from God as to whether hanging out with the richest man on Earth is right for you, pay attention when he sends you not one plague, but two. Suffice it to say we have never been back to Campfire, nor have we ever been invited.

At drinks on the second night, the head of a major talent agency asked me what I thought of the weekend. I said, "I've spent my whole career trying to figure out how the world works. I didn't realize I could just come here and ask the people who ran it." On some level I was kidding. The lead singer of an alt-country band didn't run the world, nor did a noted author who would later be accused of impropriety. But finding myself at that resort by exclusive invitation, I now knew exactly what people meant when they talked about the elite.

Sitting in the lecture hall, pencils out, listening to a famous chef explain his humanitarian work, it was easy to feel like the solution to the world's problems lay within our grasp. And yet, looking around at faces I had only ever seen in a magazine or on-screen, I had an unsettling revelation: This is the hubris of accomplishment. To be declared a genius at one thing is to begin to believe you are a genius at everything.

Here we were, 80 individuals with a combined net worth that was greater than a small city's yet infinitesimal compared with the wealth and dominion of our host. How did he view this exercise--as a first step toward changing the world, or as a performative display of his reach and influence?

Bezos was everywhere that weekend--in a tight T-shirt, laughing too loudly, arms thrown around his teenage sons. He had recently become the world's second centibillionaire, his net worth hovering somewhere around $112 billion, about half of what it is today. That number, previously unimaginable, had made him unique on a planet of 8 billion people, and you could feel it in the room. Even the richest and most famous among us were drawn to the energy of this impossible wealth.

Martin Baron: Where Jeff Bezos went wrong with The Washington Post

Though we didn't know it at the time, Bezos's first marriage would be over a few weeks later. My defining impression of his wife that weekend was sadness, even though Bezos made a big show of performing the role of family man. In hindsight, it is that performance that sticks with me. The Jeff Bezos of 2018 acted as if he still believed that people's impression of him mattered, that his financial and social value could be affected by negative publicity. He still believed that his actions had consequences. He had not yet freed himself--the way Daniel Plainview freed himself--from the rules of men.

Eight years later, Bezos and two of the world's other richest men--Mark Zuckerberg and Elon Musk--have clearly left the world of consequences behind. They float in a sensory-deprivation tank the size of the planet, in which their actions are only ever judged by themselves.

The closer I've gotten to the world of wealth, the more I understand that being truly rich doesn't mean amassing enough money to afford superyachts, private jets, or a million acres of land. It means that everything becomes effectively free. Any asset can be acquired but nothing can ever be lost, because for soon-to-be trillionaires, no level of loss could significantly change their global standing or personal power. For them, the word failure has ceased to mean anything.

Adam Serwer: How America chose not to hold the powerful to account

This sense of invulnerability has deep psychological ramifications. If everything is free and nothing matters, then the world and other people exist only to be acted upon, if they are acknowledged at all. This is different from classic narcissism, in which a grandiose but fragile self-image can mask deep insecurity. What I'm talking about is a self-definition in which the individual grows to the size of the universe, and the universe vanishes. Asked recently if there is any check on his power, President Trump--himself a billionaire, and by far the richest president in American history--said, "Yeah, there is one thing. My own morality. My own mind. It's the only thing that can stop me." Not domestic or international law, not the will of the voters, not God or the centuries-old morality of civic and religious life.

Decades of research in developmental psychology have shown that moral reasoning develops through consequences--not punishment, necessarily, but experiencing the effects of your actions on others, receiving honest feedback, having to accommodate reality as it actually is rather than as you wish it to be. It's not that the wealthy become evil; it's that their environment stops teaching them the things that nonwealthy people are forced to learn simply by living in a world that pushes back. When you can buy your way out of any mistake, when you can fire anyone who disagrees with you, when your social circle consists entirely of people who need something from you, the basic mechanism by which humans learn that other people are real goes dark.

Thomas Chatterton Williams: The very powerful men who think introspection is dumb

When Peter Thiel said, "I no longer believe that freedom and democracy are compatible," he wasn't talking about your freedom. He was talking about his own. You don't exist. When Musk took a chainsaw to the federal government as part of the inside joke he called DOGE, he did so with the air of a man who believed that nothing matters--poverty, chaos, human suffering. He was having fun. It didn't even matter that the entire destructive exercise ultimately yielded no practical financial gains. For him, the outcome was a foregone conclusion: He could only win, because losing had lost its meaning.

Since the 2024 election, there has been a philosophical shift on the right, and especially among tech billionaires, to vilify the idea of empathy. Musk has called empathy "the fundamental weakness of Western civilization." He sees it as a weapon wielded by liberal society to bludgeon otherwise rational people into operating against their own interests. Empathy is something done to you by others--a vulnerability they exploit, a back door through which they gain access to your resources and will. This rejection of empathy as a human value gives cover to people who don't want to feel anything at all. If empathy is the problem, then lack of it isn't a deficiency--it's an advantage.

Elizabeth Bruenig: The conservative attack on empathy

I finally met Bezos on the last day of Campfire, at lunch, after my wife had broken her wrist. I went over to thank him for having us, and he asked how our Campfire experience had been. I told him that it was great, but that unfortunately my wife had broken her wrist that morning when she slipped on the wet grass while kicking a ball with our 6-year-old son.

The night before, we'd all stood by the pool at the beach club watching a cadre of synchronized swimmers execute a flawless water routine. I had spoken with a famous novelist, who said, "I just don't understand why I'm here." A famous rock star was about to start an acoustic set. The famous chef had made paella. Somewhere deep under my skin, a brutal pox was beginning to form.

The next morning, my wife fell, and I found myself in a black SUV with a team of private-security contractors, who whisked us to the back entrance of a Santa Barbara emergency room, where she was seen and treated right away. We made it back in time to watch the Supreme Court justice Zoom in from Washington, D.C.

How was your Campfire? Bezos asked me an hour later, and because I am an honest person, and because I have been a host myself, I decided he would want to know that there had been a problem, but that his team had reacted quickly and been extremely helpful. To be clear, I was in no way blaming him, nor was I shaking down the richest man on Earth. Instead, I was simply offering Bezos, also a husband and father, a brief human connection.

But when I told him what had happened, Bezos looked horrified. He did not say "I'm so sorry." He did not say "Do you need anything?" Instead, he made a face, and in an instant, an aide came and whisked him away. When presented with the opportunity for empathy, even performative empathy, he chose escape.

A few hours later, on the private plane home, a famous movie producer offered my wife a blanket. My children's faces were covered in spots. Under my fingernails, red welts were beginning to rise.

The world has always been run by rich men. The robber barons of the Gilded Age were known for their ruthlessness in the accumulation of wealth--hiring Pinkertons to shoot striking unionists. But they directly engaged with the world around them, using their wealth and power to muscle it into its most profitable form. And although today's billionaires are clearly manipulating society to maximize their own profit, something else is also happening--a disassociation from the reality of cause and effect, from meaning and history. These men no longer feel the need to change the world in order to succeed, because their success is guaranteed, no matter what happens to the rest of us.

"I'm finished," yells Daniel Plainview, perched happily on the polished floor of his own celestial kingdom. Though he has just committed a crime, he has never felt so free.



This article appears in the May 2026 print edition with the headline "Everything Is Free and Nothing Matters."
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The Problem With Hasan Piker's Einstein Story

People scrutinizing influencers for their views should also hold them to account for their facts.

by Yair Rosenberg

Sun, 19 Apr 2026




Last week, Pod Save America, the popular podcast founded by former Obama-administration staffers, hosted the influencer and leftist provocateur Hasan Piker. A charismatic and pugnacious socialist streamer, Piker has become a flash point in a broader debate among Democrats over how far their party's big tent ought to extend. Unsurprisingly, Piker's hourlong interview generated controversy. Critics on the right and left highlighted his refusal to condemn Hamas. Others were upset that the influencer said he would "vote for Hamas over Israel every single time," even as he reiterated his reticence to back a progressive politician such as Gavin Newsom over J. D. Vance.

But a very different part of the podcast caught my attention, because it illustrates the problem with the wrangling over Piker: It revolves around his contentious opinions about a narrow subject--Jews and Israel--while giving short shrift to his broader worldview and his tendency to be wrong on the facts. The issue is not whether to engage with figures like Piker; it's how to do so in a way that's genuinely informative.

Read: The limits of the Democrats' big tent

The Pod Save America appearance offers a case in point. While discussing his personal opposition to Israel's founding, Piker marshals an unexpected ally: Albert Einstein. "My assessment on Zionism as an ideology is not that different from Albert Einstein's assessment of Zionism," he tells the co-host Jon Favreau. The Jewish physicist, Piker said, "was actually asked to be the first president of Israel." But Einstein, in Piker's account, assailed the Israeli project from the start: He saw "the violence that the early Zionist brigades were engaging in" before "the IDF existed, before Israel existed," and "wrote about what Zionism was turning into, and he warned that what he was seeing was exactly what the Nazis were doing."

Most listeners probably took little notice of this historical riff. Favreau does not remark on it. But for me, it was a flashing-neon sign. I wrote my undergraduate thesis about Einstein's relationship to Judaism and Zionism, poring over the relevant documents in three languages on two continents. And just about every bit of Piker's potted portrayal is either misleading or false.

Far from an opponent of the Zionist endeavor, Einstein assisted it for decades. In 1921, he raised money across America for the Hebrew University alongside Chaim Weizmann, the head of the World Zionist Organization. In 1923, he delivered a guest lecture at the school's campus in Jerusalem. Weizmann, meanwhile, was tapped to be the first president of Israel, in 1948; Einstein, who had not been in the running, congratulated him. "Long before the emergency of Hitler, I made the cause of Zionism mine because through it I saw a means of correcting a flagrant wrong," Einstein wrote to Indian Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru in 1947, in an attempt to persuade him to support the movement.

In 1951, the physicist hosted David Ben-Gurion, Israel's founding prime minister, at his home in Princeton, New Jersey. When Weizmann died the next year, Ben-Gurion offered his position to Einstein, who declined, writing that he was "deeply moved by the offer from our State of Israel, and at once saddened and ashamed that I cannot accept it." (The notoriously absent-minded professor explained, "I lack both the natural aptitude and the experience to deal properly with people and to exercise official functions.") Shortly before his death, Einstein told an interviewer that he had "great hopes for the future of the Jewish state." He even planned to deliver a speech marking the seventh anniversary of Israel's founding in 1955--but died days before he could deliver it. He bequeathed his valuable papers and the rights to his name and likeness to Hebrew University.

None of this is to say that Einstein was an uncritical booster of the Zionist project. On the contrary, he was a sharp public antagonist of the Israeli right. This ideological orientation was likely another reason Einstein turned down the ceremonial role of the country's presidency, which is meant to be nonpartisan. He was also a deeply reluctant nationalist. Before Israel was founded, Einstein advocated for a shared state for Jews and Arabs, writing in 1946 that "what we can and should ask" is for "secured bi-national status in Palestine with free immigration." But once Israel was established, Einstein strongly supported its continued existence, while insisting that its ultimate success depended on the pursuit of peace and fair treatment of the land's Arab inhabitants. "International policies for the Middle East should be dominated by efforts to secure peace for Israel and its neighbors," he wrote in the draft of his deathbed speech.

In other words, Einstein wasn't an unapologetic Israel-right-or-wrong advocate or an ardent anti-Zionist, but something more interesting: a left-wing supporter of Jewish statehood who believed in Israel's necessity but also in the fundamental rights of the region's Palestinian citizens. This complex combination of commitments puts him in accord with many, if not most, Americans and American Jews today, according to survey data. In contemporary terms, one might call Einstein a liberal Zionist--the same category of people Piker has previously called "liberal Nazis."

But listeners to Piker on Pod Save America will have learned none of this. The streamer's cavalier characterization of the views of American Jews, living and dead, and his failure to genuinely reckon with what they think, help explain why some feel that Piker fosters anti-Jewish animus. But one need not reach a conclusion on the anti-Semitism question to arrive at the simpler determination that he speaks confidently about things that he does not know much about. And this phenomenon is not unique to Piker. It's characteristic of the new-media landscape, which now includes smashmouth streamers and podcasters of all political persuasions who talk about everything but are experts in nothing, and whose incentives run toward incendiary virality rather than accuracy. Often, this means that these talkers leave listeners less informed than when they came in, as is the case here.

Such pitfalls should not stop journalists and activists from interviewing these influential actors; doing so is part of the job and essential for democratic dialogue. The question is not whether such people should be engaged, but how. Interviewers should educate themselves about an influencer's past arguments and be prepared to dig into the details, as CNN's Elle Reeve did when she exposed the far-right podcaster Candace Owens's conspiracy theories about Charlie Kirk's killing. Tucker Carlson has broadcast elaborate Hitler apologetics and other anti-Semitic ideas; his interlocutors should be familiar with their refutations, and be able to raise them when confronting him.

Hosts could also bring on experts to complicate the simplistic narratives marketed by the streaming set: One imagines a medical researcher might have some thoughts about Piker's recent claim that Cuba has come up with a treatment for Alzheimer's that he alleges has been suppressed. Other interviewers might have someone else in the studio who is tasked with interrogating the claims of guests in real time. After all, even Joe Rogan has his producer serve as an on-air fact-checker; the people interviewing Rogan should too.

Other questions are worth posing to influencers such as Piker by those who are evaluating them as political partners. On Pod Save America, most of the run time was devoted to Piker holding forth about Jews and Zionism. This was less the fault of the show and more a response to the public discourse, which has obsessed over Piker's every utterance on these subjects. But for the average voter considering the streamer as a potential ally, and wondering what the world would look like if he had more power, the tired anti-Semitism arguments obscure far more fundamental issues.

For instance, Piker has repeatedly exhibited a soft spot for left-coded expansionist authoritarian regimes. When he was asked recently if "there is a country that has done socialism in a way that you'd like," he did not cite the Nordic states favored by the likes of Senator Bernie Sanders. He said, "China is probably the closest," while acknowledging "plenty of issues within the Chinese system" that he did not detail before launching into praise of the country's high-speed rail. Piker has likened China's subjugation of Tibet to the North's crushing of the South in the American Civil War, and argued that the takeover helped civilize the territory. (He has also compared Taiwan to the Confederacy.) He once referred to China's mass-detention facilities for Uyghur Muslims as "concentration camps," only to quickly revise that to "reeducation camps" and claim that they "are all closed now." (They are not, and the detentions also continue throughout the formal justice system.)

Read: One by one, my friends were sent to the camps

Piker's apologias for left-wing autocrats are not restricted to contemporary ones. Last month, he told his viewers that "Mao Zedong is one of the great leaders of this world." And at the Yale Political Union this month, he declared that "the fall of the U.S.S.R. was one of the greatest catastrophes of the 20th century." The tens of millions of victims of the Soviet Union went unmentioned.

Talking with Piker about a political coalition to save American democracy without discussing his affinity for China's rulers is like teaming up with Carlson without interrogating his praise for Russian President Vladimir Putin--or with Donald Trump without examining his outlook toward Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. And yet, only the debate over the latter tends to happen, such that Israel crowds out all other considerations, including extremely consequential beliefs that can end up going unchallenged. Favreau, the Pod Save America co-host, perceptively alludes to this very problem in his exchange with Piker. "Tucker Carlson's a good example," Favreau observes. "He'll do, like, a very thoughtful critique of Israel and then suddenly, like, launch into a conspiracy." The thing is, Carlson isn't the only one whose Israel rhetoric attracts outsize attention that conveniently enables the rest of his ideology to evade scrutiny.

Many pundits and reporters are understandably unfamiliar with the oeuvre of some of the country's biggest influencers. The content of these creators is spread out over incalculable hours of streaming video and is not easily searchable. But any productive conversation with or about these personalities requires an accurate understanding of their worldviews.

Perhaps liberal listeners align with Piker's perspective on regimes such as China and the Soviet Union and consider his approach compatible with their fight against Trumpism. Perhaps they do not. But to make that call, they need to know what he actually believes. And that's a conversation worth having.
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California's Blue Armageddon

One of the most liberal states in the country can't find a Democrat to lead it.

by Mark Leibovich

Sun, 19 Apr 2026




On a chilly Saturday late last month, I met Eric Swalwell at a Little League diamond near Capitol Hill, where the Bay Area congressman and his wife, Brittany, would be watching their 8-year-old son. Swalwell, who was running to succeed Gavin Newsom as the next governor of California, had been gradually rising above a Lilliputian cast of candidates and had acquired a strong scent of momentum in the race.

"Impeccable timing for you," he'd texted me on my drive over. He attached a just-published Washington Post article reporting that FBI Director Kash Patel was seeking to release files relating to a decade-old investigation into Swalwell that had turned up no evidence of wrongdoing. If true, the Post story presented a publicity godsend to Swalwell's campaign, further elevating his status as a nemesis of the vindictive president.

The family-guy tableau of the Little League game felt consistent with the wholesome image that the campaign had been straining to project of late, for reasons that would become clear soon enough. Our interview occurred on the same weekend that Swalwell released a video of him and Brittany holding hands on a boardwalk stroll, while she called him a "really great dad" and a "really good husband."

As we sat together in the bleachers, Swalwell introduced me to Brittany, dropped the names of his better-known endorsers, and referred to Nancy Pelosi as his "work mom." He also mentioned Adam Schiff, his former House colleague, whose trajectory into statewide office Swalwell had watched closely. Like Schiff, Swalwell had become a ubiquitous antagonist of Donald Trump--about as good of a credential as any for leading the de facto capital of Blue America.

"I am the only candidate whose name the president knows," Swalwell told me.

Read: Donald Trump's gift to Adam Schiff

A few weeks later, a lot more people know Eric Swalwell's name, which has now been stained immeasurably. He is leaving Congress; his campaign is over, probably his political career too; and the California governor's race is even messier than the colossal fiasco it had been before.

Swalwell's collapse has been sudden and swift, if not surprising. Recurrent talk of bad behavior toward women had trailed him around Washington for years, and proliferated as he approached front-runner status. Late last week, the rumors detonated: Multiple women, one of them a former staffer, accused him of sexual misconduct, including sexual assault, unwanted advances, and explicit Snapchat messages. Swalwell admitted to "mistakes in judgment" but denied the allegations and vowed to "fight" them. In short order, he has been met with multiple investigations, and instant pariah status. (I reached out to him after the accusations came out but did not hear back.)

The fact that Swalwell was, until recently, the Democrats' leading candidate for governor is itself illustrative of the race writ large. Or, as far as the people still running, writ small. The glaring lack of candidate talent, political skill, and personal appeal--let alone star power--has been the defining quality of the race. Bigger names, such as Kamala Harris and Senator Alex Padilla, opted not to run. Newsom is term-limited. Jerry Brown is 88. George Clooney lives in France.

Beyond the perverse pull of watching such ineptitude on display, the main allure of this campaign is that it could produce the ultimate man-bites-dog political result: the election of a Trump-aligned Republican governor in this bluest of states, concurrent with a national election that could produce the bluest of waves. Such a monumental upset would not occur because the two GOP candidates--Riverside County Sheriff Chad Bianco and the British-bred commentator and strategist Steve Hilton--remind anyone of Ronald Reagan, Arnold Schwarzenegger, or any of the other larger-than-life Republicans in the party's rich (if not recent) California tradition. Rather, a Republican win would represent an act of Democratic self-immolation, spectacular even by Team Donkey standards.

Here's how the Democratic-lockout scenario could play out. California elections are winnowed through a so-called jungle primary, in which the top two finishers--regardless of party--advance to the general election in November. The current field has been crowded and stagnant for months, with eight major Democratic candidates (now seven). Until Swalwell dropped out, he, the billionaire investor Tom Steyer, and former Representative Katie Porter had each been polling in the low-to-mid teens. They were followed by a parade of single-digit laggards, including San Jose Mayor Matt Mahan, former Los Angeles Mayor Antonio Villaraigosa, and former California Attorney General and Health and Human Services Secretary Xavier Becerra. Hilton and Bianco, meanwhile, were polling in the mid-to-high teens through the first week of April. If no Democrat exceeds the others before the June 2 primary, the Republicans could finish first and second, guaranteeing a GOP victory in November.

A big part of the Democrats' problem is that the party's top tier, such as it is, consists of deeply flawed candidates, each encumbered with distinct personality impairments.

Steyer ran for president in 2020, burned through a ton of cash, went nowhere, and is now attempting to spend his way to Sacramento. He has already saturated the state's airwaves with more than $130 million in ads, which may or may not be enough to buy him a modicum of personal appeal. His one viral moment of the campaign so far was not pretty: A local TV reporter asked him how he would grade Newsom's two terms, and Steyer became flustered before muttering forth with the worst possible explanation: "I haven't followed it closely enough to give him a grade." The Steyer campaign declined to make him available for an interview.

Porter, an economic-populist gadfly in the fashion of Elizabeth Warren, became a social-media sensation during her years in the House. She wielded her signature whiteboard at congressional oversight committee hearings while making mush of CEOs and Trump-administration officials. Not all of her viral moments have been flattering, however. There was an infamous video last fall of Porter berating a news reporter while terminating a local television interview, and another from 2021 of her cursing out a staff member during a Zoom call ("get out of my fucking shot!"). Porter expressed regret over the videos, saying that she "could have been better in those moments." A Porter spokesperson did not respond to multiple requests to interview the candidate.

Then there is--was--Swalwell, who at this point has graduated to his own special classification of toxicity. With his exit, the Democrats' flailing field might be narrowed slightly, and perhaps improved by subtraction, but very much remains a bottleneck of B-listers.

At the end of March, I headed out to Los Angeles to better understand this predicament. My arrival coincided with a scheduled primary debate at the University of Southern California--which, naturally, would become a steaming debacle in its own right.

Not long after the debate was supposed to start, I found myself in a musty warehouse event space in Boyle Heights, just east of the Los Angeles River. Republican Chad Bianco's campaign had decided to go ahead with a watch party, even though a slight wrench had been flung into the evening: The debate had been abruptly canceled the night before.

Read: How Tom Steyer built the biggest political machine you've never heard of

I'd attended many debate watch parties in my career, but never one with no debate to watch. Not only that, the candidate we were supposed to be watching was present at the party.

"It's very disheartening, very disheartening," Bianco told me as he mingled among roughly 60 guests. Bianco described the whiplash of his last 24 hours: After being canceled, the debate had been briefly resurrected, canceled again, and nearly resuscitated another time before finally being euthanized for good. He parked himself in a corner to talk with a few reporters. His wife, Denise, stood next to him.

"How are you supposed to do a watch party if there's nothing to watch?" I asked Denise, as Ozzy Osbourne's "Crazy Train" blared in the background.

"We're celebrating!" she exclaimed.

"What are we celebrating?" I asked. "What are we watching?"

"We are watching Chad," she said.

Chad looks like the sheriff he is: short-cropped hair, studded belt buckle, six-pointed-star badge, and an excellent mustache, which I complimented him on. "I know Steve wasn't looking tough enough, so he grew a beard," he said, referring to Hilton, his Republican rival. "He dresses like me now too. It's kind of weird."

"Are you guys friends?" I asked.

"No, I will never be friends with him," Bianco told me. "He's unethical and dishonest." Bianco did not elaborate.

The non-debate debate at least provided a tidy distillation of this muddled campaign. The hosts--the USC Dornsife Center for the Political Future, KABC-TV Los Angeles, and Univision--had invited the five top-polling candidates and also a sixth, Mahan, even though he had been polling lower than many of the uninvited also-rans. This did not go over well among said uninvited also-rans. Villaraigosa and others pointed out that the Latino, Black, and Asian American candidates had all been excluded. Various activists, groups, and state lawmakers piled on. USC finally decided that the controversy was distracting "from the issues that matter to voters," and the complainants declared victory. "We fought. We won! We stood up against an unfair candidate debate set-up," Becerra wrote on X.

Another grievance about the debate was that Mike Murphy, the co-director of the Dornsife Center, is publicly supporting Mahan. Murphy told me that he is on leave from USC and had nothing to do with the event. The organizers, he explained, had faced a simple challenge: "How do you pare it down so it's not a stupid circus?" Clumsily, in this case.

My basic approach to spending 72 hours in this stupid circus was to scramble around and visit with as many candidates and campaign-adjacent characters as I could. That included Murphy, a longtime Republican media strategist and raconteur, one of my all-time favorite campaign-adjacent characters. Murphy moved to Los Angeles in 2003, went full Never Trump, and has dabbled in screenwriting, podcasting, and TV punditry, as well as the odd Democratic campaign--i.e., Mahan's. He invited me to a divey Chinese joint in the Palms neighborhood, Hu's Szechwan, where he says he likes to keep office hours, like an old-school mayor in a back booth of a red-sauce Italian joint.

When I asked him to assess the candidates, Murphy wanted to make the point that they are all, figuratively, diminutive. But he was also aware that language sensitivities have heightened since, say, the 1980s, when pundits dismissed the Michael Dukakis-led field of Democratic presidential candidates as "the Seven Dwarfs."

"I want to do a little-person joke without losing my career," Murphy told me. "This thing is a Wizard of Oz wrap party," he went on, not able to help himself.

He pivoted to safer rhetorical ground, noting that it's near-impossible for candidates with little statewide name recognition to get traction in California, which is larger in size than Germany. "If you're not famous or you don't have a lot of money," he said, "you're a margin of error."

Murphy believes that the Blue Armageddon result--both Republicans in the runoff--will not come to pass, a view that plenty of California politicos share. Their theory is that the Democrats idling in the margin-of-error lane will eventually start dropping out and rally around whoever the leading non-Republican is. But other than Swalwell, none of the remaining candidates has quit yet, and all of them make a similar argument: Voters are still not "tuned in" to the race, and those who are skew heavily to the undecided.

One candidate making that case is Murphy's pick, Mahan, who in most polls sits in the low-to-mid-single digits. I met the boyish-looking, Harvard-educated mayor of San Jose at a cafe in downtown L.A. as he snacked his way through a plastic container of blueberries. Mahan, 43, entered the race late, at the end of January, after growing "incredibly frustrated with what the field was offering," he told me. He has been trying to position himself as a results-oriented pragmatist who is not afraid to defy the party establishment, progressive groups, or Newsom himself.




"What I'm suggesting--no, not suggesting--what I'm arguing with conviction is that we have to demand that our government do better," Mahan said. He has become a chic choice for Silicon Valley types, good-government centrists, and the national media--California's straight analogue to Pete Buttigieg. Like Mayor Pete, Mahan exudes high-minded, data-driven sophistication, with that special dash of "aw shucks" they teach at Harvard.

Read: Katie Porter is tired too

"A Democrat who talks about math," Mahan told me. "Imagine that!"

Okay, let's talk about math. As in, what happens if the weeks go by and Mahan does not see any significant addition or multiplication in his polling? Would he drop out then to help his party? Mahan maintains that he likes his chances. Democrats will eventually consolidate, he said. Around him.

"I plan to be the one," he said.

Funnily enough, that's what a lot of the math-challenged candidates say. This includes Villaraigosa, the former Los Angeles mayor, whom I met at his office in a Wilshire Boulevard tower, a clear view of the Hollywood sign out his picture window.

Villaraigosa is undeniably credentialed; in addition to running the nation's second-largest city for two terms, he was speaker of the California Assembly in the 1990s. But he has not held any office since 2013. In the governor's race--his second campaign for the job--he has consistently polled in the single digits and struggled to gain traction.

"Why do you want to do this?" I asked him.

Villaraigosa launched into his origin story ("Mark, this state's given me more than I could have ever hoped for"), his litany of when-I-was-mayor selling points ("more housing, more schools, more community colleges"), and his explanation for why a 73-year-old politician with a heavily antiquated aura could become the next governor.

People are hungry, he said, for a leader who can bring this most diverse, dynamic, and populous state in the country together. California, after all, has only ever had one nonwhite governor--in the 19th century.

"I was everybody's mayor," said Villaraigosa, who seems especially fond of that trope of politicians claiming honorary status in certain identity groups (such as when the writer Toni Morrison called Bill Clinton "the first Black president").

"Jewish Journal called me the first Jewish mayor," Villaraigosa boasted.

As best I can tell, this referred to a 2017 Jewish Journal article in which Villaraigosa identified himself as being "the Jewish mayor," in addition to "the Muslim mayor" and "the Korean mayor."

"I get introduced in the African American communities a lot of times as the second Black mayor," he also told me.

I started to ask Villaraigosa whether he could be considered an Asian or gay mayor of Los Angeles, but he shot me a look, so I dropped it.

"You know the point I'm making," he said. "I was a uniter."

Unfortunately for Villaraigosa, few California voters seem to be uniting around the first Jewish and second Black mayor of Los Angeles.

From Villaraigosa's lair, I headed to the patio of a fancy-pants hotel in Pasadena for the next stop of my tour de farce: a meeting with Steve Hilton before he had to head off to a fundraiser.

"I want to have a pee," he announced after he walked in and introduced himself. Lots of traffic en route, very relatable. I was supportive.

Hilton returned a minute later, and seemed immediately amused by his circumstance: a Brit on a big adventure across the pond, a Republican somehow atop the governor's race in California. "I've been leading or second in most of the polls," Hilton told me. "There was one where I was fourth," he added, giggling, "which is obviously a fake poll."

On this day, Hilton was cheerfully annoyed by the canceled USC debate, which he blamed on the "inevitable whining" of what he called "the LPDs."

"The low-polling Democrats were jumping up and down, 'Racism, racism!'" said Hilton. "My line has been, they weren't excluded because of race; they're excluded because they weren't doing better in the race." He was clearly pleased with his cleverness.

Hilton is a different breed of American candidate. But he's spent much of his life around politics, mostly in England. He is an Oxford-educated provocateur who was a top aide to conservative U.K. Prime Minister David Cameron. He moved to the United States in 2012; his wife, Rachel Whetstone, a British communications executive, has held top jobs at a Mount Rushmore of Silicon Valley firms (Google, Netflix, Facebook, Uber). Still, Hilton has never held or even run for office.

I wondered aloud whether there had ever been a governor of a U.S. state with a British accent. "I don't think so," Hilton replied, though he invoked Schwarzenegger, who very much had an Austrian accent. Hilton also noted, for the record, that both of his parents are from Hungary. Therefore, he sometimes jokes that since the last Republican governor in California was from Austria, electing Hilton would be like California's version of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.

"So, I say, 'You've had the Austrian, now the Hungarian.'"

"That's a great message!" I assured Hilton.

Hilton calls himself "a pragmatic kind of person" and insists that his "whole campaign is positive and practical." His main theme is that California is an object lesson in how Democratic excess can ruin an otherwise glorious state. "You've had 16 years of one-party rule," he said. "Are you happy with the way things are? The answer is going to be no."

This could be a solid strategy, except for one thing: Donald Trump remains the dominant figure in American politics, including in California, where he is especially loathed by the general electorate. If Democrats can avoid the two-Republicans outcome and Hilton winds up facing a Democrat in November, his opponent will be relentless in trying to tie him to Trump. Hilton sometimes shifts into the language of the Fox News host he used to be, for example, promising to go "FULL DOGE" on California if given the chance. I kept asking him about the president and how MAGA Hilton considers himself to be. He kept ducking. "The whole Trump thing is just a ridiculous distraction from fixing California," Hilton said. "I truly am not ideological."

Read: The front-runner

Hilton's dilemma is that if he is too dismissive of the president pre-June, California Republicans and right-leaning independents--which includes a considerable pro-Trump contingent--could prefer Bianco, a much more unabashedly MAGA figure, with notes of extremism. Bianco was once a member of the Oath Keepers, the far-right anti-government group whose ranks were heavily represented at the Capitol on January 6, 2021. (After his affiliation became public in 2021, Bianco said that he had left the group years before.) More recently--March--he took the bizarre step of seizing 650,000 ballots from the state's 2025 election in Riverside County, saying that he was going to "physically count the ballots and compare that result with the total votes reported." California's attorney general called Bianco's gambit "unprecedented in both scope and scale," and the state's Supreme Court eventually ordered Bianco to shut it down.

The real goal of Bianco's "investigation" was likely to flutter his eyelashes at a certain connoisseur of bogus election fraud, the one sitting in the White House. But to no avail. Trump gave Hilton his "COMPLETE & TOTAL ENDORSEMENT" on Truth Social last week, calling him a "truly fine man." Hilton dutifully went on X and said he was "deeply honored."

He was, in all likelihood, deeply ambivalent.

Against his party's interest, Trump had given Republican voters a reason to rally behind one candidate, and thus create an opening for a Democrat to advance to November. But although Hilton jumped into the lead in most polls taken afterward, Bianco remains close to the front of the pack. California Republicans held their convention last weekend, and neither candidate had enough support to earn the party's endorsement.

Hilton still looked to be enjoying the stupid circus. If nothing else, he struck me as a rare sanguine Republican on a ballot anywhere in America this year.

In the days since Swalwell's demise, no clear consensus has arisen about who will benefit and who will not. If there's one area of agreement, it's that the race remains an underwhelming hodgepodge of half-weights, has-beens, and, oh yes, a billionaire.

Steyer, largely on the strength of his limitless ad budget, seems to have inherited at least some of the emerging Swalwell momentum. He's picked up a few endorsements (the California Teachers Association, for example), drawn some big crowds at campaign events this week, and, for what it's worth, replaced Swalwell as the darling of the prediction markets. Trump even attacked "SLEAZEBAG Tom Steyer" on Wednesday, which in 2026 is probably the best attention that a Democrat, even a free-spending billionaire, can buy.

It does not seem obvious, however, that more publicity will make voters' hearts grow fonder of a self-funded hedge-fund magnate whose last vanity campaign, for president, spent $345 million and won zero delegates. Meanwhile, at least one poll conducted after Swalwell's exit showed a continued logjam at the top: Hilton at 17 percent, with Bianco and Steyer tied at 14 percent. Beyond that, the survey's most significant development was probably Becerra climbing to 10 percent (tied with Porter).

The job of California governor has changed significantly during the Trump years, becoming more national than ever. Trump's repeated incursions into the state--sending the National Guard into Los Angeles, denying federal funding, even endorsing calls for Newsom's arrest--are likely to persist in some form. California voters will want their governor to be a "fighter-protector," Swalwell had told me, in better days for him. "They're asking, Who's going to step in and fill the role?"

Read: The week that changed everything for Gavin Newsom

The last California governor's race I wrote about was the 2010 campaign to succeed Schwarzenegger. I remember asking Jerry Brown, the eventual winner, how he would rate Schwarzenegger's performance. Brown surprised me with his answer, crediting his predecessor with "making the job of governor bigger." Reagan, Brown said, had also "added size" to the position. His point--I think--was that, in such a boundless and targeted state, the personality and perceived stature of the person in charge seemed to count for more than they would elsewhere. That's only become more true in Trump's second term.

On Friday, I asked Newsom himself what advice he would give the next governor in dealing with the president. "You know, it's interpersonal with Trump, that's how it starts," Newsom told me in a Zoom interview. He said he would encourage his successor to fly to Washington, try to build some rapport; Newsom guessed that Trump would be receptive, in part to spite the departed governor.

"So you take advantage of that, the fresh air," Newsom said, adding that it won't last. "You're dealing with an invasive species." Inevitably, the president will try to bully the next governor if he senses he can. "His superpower, from my perspective, is exploiting weakness," Newsom said.

I took a shot at getting Newsom to assess the race, and whether he believed any of the candidates was better suited than the rest to repelling the invasive species. But this he was reluctant to do. "I don't want to get into the merits or demerits of people as individuals," he said. "I think all of them are remarkably qualified in their own unique ways"--except for Hilton and Bianco (the latter of whom he called "the guy who tried to take all those ballots"). The governor referred to the wannabe Democrats as "an extraordinarily well-versed group" and also "just an interesting field."

Newsom insisted that he's not getting involved, or favoring anyone just yet. Nor does he seem to believe that the pileup of Democrats--and the prospect that it could result in a Republican governor--constitutes an emergency just yet.

I asked Newsom if he would endorse a Democrat before the primary.

"Only in a break-the-glass scenario," he said, not elaborating on what that was, or whether it was getting close.



*Illustration sources: Anjali Sharif-Paul / MediaNews Group / The Sun / Getty; Jeff Gentner / Getty; Kevin Dietsch / Getty; Ronaldo Bolanos / Los Angeles Times / Getty; Sarah Reingewirtz / MediaNews Group / Los Angeles Daily News / Getty.
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The FBI Director Is MIA

Kash Patel has alarmed colleagues with episodes of excessive drinking and unexplained absences.

by Sarah Fitzpatrick

Fri, 17 Apr 2026




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

On Friday, April 10, as FBI Director Kash Patel was preparing to leave work for the weekend, he struggled to log on to an internal computer system. He quickly became convinced that he had been locked out, and he panicked, frantically calling aides and allies to announce that he had been fired by the White House, according to nine people familiar with his outreach. Two of these people described his behavior as a "freak-out."



Patel oversees an agency that employs roughly 38,000 people, including many who are trained to investigate and verify information that can be presented under oath in a court of law. News of his emotional outburst ricocheted through the bureau, prompting chatter among officials and, in some corners of the building, expressions of relief. The White House fielded calls from the bureau and from members of Congress asking who was now in charge of the FBI.



It turned out that the answer was still Patel. He had not been fired. The access problem, two people familiar with the matter said, appears to have been a technical error, and it was quickly resolved. "It was all ultimately bullshit," one FBI official told me.



But Patel, according to multiple current officials, as well as former officials who have stayed close to him, is deeply concerned that his job is in jeopardy. He has good reasons to think so--including some having to do with what witnesses described to me as bouts of excessive drinking. My colleague Ashley Parker and I reported earlier this month that Patel was among the officials expected to be fired after Attorney General Pam Bondi's ouster, on April 2. "We're all just waiting for the word" that Patel is officially out of the top job, an FBI official told me this week, and a former official told my colleague Jonathan Lemire that Patel was "rightly paranoid." Senior members of the Trump administration are already discussing who might replace him, according to an administration official and two people close to the White House who were familiar with the conversations.



In response to a detailed list of 19 questions, the White House spokesperson Karoline Leavitt told me in a statement that under Donald Trump and Patel, "crime across the country has plummeted to the lowest level in more than 100 years and many high profile criminals have been put behind bars. Director Patel remains a critical player on the Administration's law and order team." Acting Attorney General Todd Blanche told me in a statement, "Patel has accomplished more in 14 months than the previous administration did in four years. Anonymously sourced hit pieces do not constitute journalism."



The FBI responded with a statement, attributed to Patel: "Print it, all false, I'll see you in court--bring your checkbook."



Read: Trump's purge may be just beginning



The IT-lockout episode is emblematic of Patel's tumultuous tenure as director of the FBI: He is erratic, suspicious of others, and prone to jumping to conclusions before he has necessary evidence, according to the more than two dozen people I interviewed about Patel's conduct, including current and former FBI officials, staff at law-enforcement and intelligence agencies, hospitality-industry workers, members of Congress, political operatives, lobbyists, and former advisers. Speaking on the condition of anonymity to discuss sensitive information and private conversations, they described Patel's tenure as a management failure and his personal behavior as a national-security vulnerability.



They said that the problems with his conduct go well beyond what has been previously known, and include both conspicuous inebriation and unexplained absences. His behavior has often alarmed officials at the FBI and the Department of Justice, even as he won support from the White House for his eager participation in Trump's effort to turn federal law enforcement against the president's perceived political enemies.



Several officials told me that Patel's drinking has been a recurring source of concern across the government. They said that he is known to drink to the point of obvious intoxication, in many cases at the private club Ned's in Washington, D.C., while in the presence of White House and other administration staff. He is also known to drink to excess at the Poodle Room, in Las Vegas, where he frequently spends parts of his weekends. Early in his tenure, meetings and briefings had to be rescheduled for later in the day as a result of his alcohol-fueled nights, six current and former officials and others familiar with Patel's schedule told me.



On multiple occasions in the past year, members of his security detail had difficulty waking Patel because he was seemingly intoxicated, according to information supplied to Justice Department and White House officials. A request for "breaching equipment"--normally used by SWAT and hostage-rescue teams to quickly gain entry into buildings--was made last year because Patel had been unreachable behind locked doors, according to multiple people familiar with the request.



Some of Patel's colleagues at the FBI worry that his personal behavior has become a threat to public safety. An FBI director is expected to be available and focused on his job--especially when the nation is at war with a state sponsor of terrorism. Current and former officials told me that they have long worried about what would happen in the event of a domestic terrorist attack while Patel is in office, and they said that their apprehension has increased significantly in the weeks since Trump launched his military campaign against Iran. "That's what keeps me up at night," one official said.

Patel arrived at the FBI in early 2025 as a deeply polarizing figure. He had risen from being a public defender in Miami to a congressional aide and, ultimately, a national-security official during the first Trump administration. During Patel's confirmation hearing to be FBI director, the Republican chairman of the Senate Judiciary Committee, Chuck Grassley, expressed optimism that Trump's nominee would implement much-needed reforms. "He's the right change agent for the FBI," the senator said, adding that the bureau was in need of "a big shake-up."



Under questioning from skeptical Democrats, Patel vowed that "there will be no retributive actions" and that he was not aware of any plans to punish FBI staff who had been part of investigations into Trump. Democrats were not the only ones who were leery of Patel, who had a record of embracing far-fetched conspiracy theories--including the notion that the FBI and its informants had helped instigate the January 6, 2021, attack on the U.S. Capitol to sabotage the MAGA movement. Several Republicans wavered on whether to back him. But a pressure campaign by the White House and its allies ultimately prevailed, and Patel was confirmed by a vote of 51 to 49.



Inside the FBI, which had been wounded by a number of scandals, many hoped that Patel could give the bureau a fresh start. But even many of those who had been enthusiastic about his arrival have since been disappointed. Officials said that Patel has been an irregular presence at FBI headquarters and in field offices, and that he has compounded the agency's existing bureaucratic bottlenecks. Several current and former officials told me that Patel is often away or unreachable, delaying time-sensitive decisions needed to advance investigations. On several occasions, an official told me, Patel's delays resulted in normally unflappable agents "losing their shit."



Read: 'It's a five-alarm fire'



Patel has also earned a reputation for acting impulsively during high-stakes investigations. He announced triumphantly on social media, for instance, that the FBI had "detained a person of interest" in the Brown University shooting in December. That person was soon released while agents continued to hunt for the killer.



Still, Patel has his fans. The president has been pleased by Patel's efforts to purge agents who worked on January 6 cases and other probes into Trump. The president has also indicated that he is relatively unbothered by grumblings about Patel from within the FBI, according to White House and other administration officials. That's not surprising: Patel views many of the bureau's veterans as anti-Trump "deep state" agents who have worked against him and his followers. But Patel has, on occasion, earned the president's ire. Trump has complained that the FBI director has seemed unprepared for TV appearances and that some high-profile investigations that he directed Patel to pursue have not moved quickly enough. These include inquiries into former Biden-administration officials and other political opponents.



Patel's spotty attendance at the office and the eagerness with which he's embraced the perks and travel that come with the job have also been sources of concern at the White House. Some in the West Wing have followed the headlines about Patel's use of the FBI jet for personal matters--as well as the whispers about his love of partying--and said that they fear that Trump would react badly were he to focus on those storylines.



DOJ's ethics handbook states that "an employee is prohibited from habitually using alcohol or other intoxicants to excess." The department's inspector general has warned that off-duty alcohol consumption can not only impair employees' judgment; it can also make them vulnerable to exploitation or coercion by foreign adversaries.



Patel's drinking is no secret. While on official travel to Italy in February, he was filmed chugging beer with the U.S. men's Olympic hockey team following their gold-medal victory. The incident prompted the president--who does not drink and whose brother died following a long struggle with alcoholism--to call the FBI director to convey his unhappiness, according to two officials familiar with the call. But officials told me that Patel's alcohol use goes far beyond the occasional beer. FBI officials and others in the administration have privately questioned whether alcohol played a role in the instances in which he shared inaccurate information about active law-enforcement investigations, including following the murder of Charlie Kirk.



Many of the people who spoke with me said that they have been afraid to reveal their concerns about Patel publicly or through traditional whistleblower channels, because he has been aggressive in cracking down on anyone he deems insufficiently loyal. At Patel's direction, FBI employees are polygraphed in an effort to identify leakers. One former official told me that bureau employees have been asked in these sessions for opinions about Patel's perceived "enemies," as well as whether they have ever said anything disparaging about the director or the president.



Patel has held on to his job in part because of his commitment to using the federal government to target political or personal adversaries of the president. In his 2023 book, Government Gangsters, Patel designated a list of government officials past and present that he alleged were corrupt or disloyal. In an interview that year on Steve Bannon's podcast, Patel said that he planned to "come after" members of the media for their 2020-election coverage with criminal or civil charges. Patel has led a purge of people who he believes are anti-Trump "conspirators" or "enemies" within the FBI. This has included firing people, opening internal investigations, and pressuring agents to quit when they pushed back--or were perceived to have pushed back--against Patel's demands or questioned their legality.



Some at the FBI are concerned that Patel's behavior has left the country more vulnerable. One former senior intelligence official told me that there is a lack of experience at FBI headquarters and that the turnover rate is high in field offices, because of both voluntary departures and Patel-ordered purges. The result is an FBI workforce being asked to accomplish more with fewer resources, and with less direction from the top. "The instinctive level of muscle memory or discernment that is necessary to identify and counter a terror attack is missing," the former official said. A current official described people inside the bureau feeling besieged and disillusioned--or even angry.



Read: 'The trust has been absolutely destroyed'



Days before the United States launched its war with Iran, Patel fired members of a counterintelligence squad that was devoted, in part, to Iran. The director said in testimony before Congress that the agents had been let go because their work investigating Trump's handling of classified documents had placed them in violation of the bureau's ethics rules. But multiple officials told me that they were concerned that the firings had been rushed and would leave the U.S. shorthanded at a crucial moment.



Patel has publicly proclaimed that the FBI needs to demonstrate that it is "fierce," and officials I spoke with said that he is fixated on that image in private as well. He recently expressed frustration with the look of FBI merchandise, complaining that it isn't intimidating enough. Officials have grown accustomed to such behavior, and they have learned to roll their eyes at it. But they said that the absurdity masks real concerns about what Patel's leadership has meant for an institution that the country relies on for national security and the safety of its citizens. "Part of me is glad he's wasting his time on bullshit, because it's less dangerous for rule of law, for the American public," one official told me, "but it also means we don't have a real functioning FBI director."

Jonathan Lemire, Isabel Ruehl, and Marie-Rose Sheinerman contributed reporting.
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Trump Voters Are Over It

A shocking number of the president's supporters have turned against him.

by Yvonne Wingett Sanchez, Elaine Godfrey

Thu, 16 Apr 2026




Tomas Montoya has sold festival foods--funnel cakes, burgers, hot dogs--across the American Southwest for years. But lately, business has been rough. Costs are up, so he's increased his prices. Employees are begging for hours he can't give them. In Arizona, where he lives, Montoya pays $6 a gallon to fill up his food trucks with diesel. This summer, he may have to skip the California leg of his festival route because fuel is even more expensive there.

"It's Trump," Montoya told us outside a popular Hispanic grocery store in Casa Grande, Arizona, much of which sits in one of the most evenly divided House districts in the country. Montoya voted for President Trump in 2024, but now, well, frustrated doesn't begin to cover how he's feeling. The president is bragging about the economy, even though everyone Montoya knows is hurting; he promised to stop wars, but started one in Iran. "When Trump opens his mouth, three-quarters of what he says is stories, lies," Montoya said. He's planning to vote in the midterm elections this fall. But he may not choose a Republican.

You can't flip a funnel cake in this part of Arizona without spattering someone who sounds just like Montoya--anxious, and a little regretful about how they voted two Novembers ago. These days, a shocking number of the president's supporters have turned against him. Some of Trump's fanboys in the libertarian-leaning manosphere have spent the past year baffled by his actions on the Epstein files, immigration, and now Iran. And in the past week, religious conservatives have been criticizing their once-unassailable leader after he posted a photo on social media of himself as Jesus and attacked the pope, calling the first American pontiff "WEAK on Crime." Some Republican operatives in battleground states told us that they'd rather Trump not campaign too hard for their candidate; others have seen their small-dollar donations plummet.

Read: The manosphere turns on Trump 

Midterm elections are typically rough for an incumbent president's party. But this year threatens to be brutal. Trump's approval is lower right now than it was at this point ahead of the 2018 midterm elections, when Democrats won back the House in a historic blue wave. Almost every new poll is a red flag for Republicans: Independents, young voters, and Latinos--groups that were crucial to Trump's win in 2024--aren't in the bag anymore. Even non-college-educated white Americans, once the president's strongest group, have turned on him, according to a CNN polling average. Democratic-leaning voters are 17 points more likely than GOP-aligned voters to say they're "extremely motivated" to vote in November.

Many Trump voters, in other words, have had it. At this point, it seems safe to declare that the historic coalition that powered the president's second reelection is finished--kaput. The question is whether, with seven months to go until the midterms, any semblance of it can be revived.

Casa Grande, a pit stop between Tucson and Phoenix where agricultural fields give way to new subdivisions, is on the northwestern edge of Arizona's swingy Sixth Congressional District. In 2024, Trump won here by less than a point, after losing the district by less than a point four years earlier. The area is currently represented by Juan Ciscomani, a Republican who narrowly won his two terms in Congress and who outperformed Trump by a slim margin in 2024. Ciscomani is up for reelection again this year, but what we heard from some of his constituents may not give him much reason to be optimistic about his prospects.

Shoppers outside the market bemoaned the rising price of everything: gas, meat, store-made chicharrones ($9.29 for a big bag). And they were ready to punish Trump's party for it. Traci Calvo, a 61-year-old Democrat living on a fixed income, said she's poorer today than she was in 2024, when she voted for Trump, believing he would bring down prices. High gas prices mean that she is staying home more often--skipping Bible studies at her church, volunteering less, and even missing exercise classes. Trump's decision to go to war with Iran was her breaking point with the president. "I think that he just wants war," she said. "He's made it plain that he's adversarial with everybody." She doesn't plan on voting for Ciscomani, or any other Republican for that matter, in November.

The mood among voters was just as grim some 60 miles southeast in Oro Valley, a northern suburb of Tucson known for its scenic mountain views--and home to many conservative voters whom Ciscomani and statewide Republicans rely on. Sitting inside of her car after a shopping spree at a dollar store, Zuriel Reyes told us she feels "shitty" about having voted for Trump in 2024, her first-ever election. "I don't really trust our government anymore," the 19-year-old said, taking a bite from a Slim Jim. She's signed up to go into the Army next year and feels like the president is "putting all our lives in jeopardy with this weird war game that he's playing."

Read: Public anger is rising

The conflict with Iran has disappointed plenty of others who once supported the president, including some who are much more firmly planted in MAGA world. On Easter Sunday, Trump's threat to wipe out "a whole civilization" in Iran drew ire from many onetime Trump devotees, such as Tucker Carlson, Alex Jones, and Megyn Kelly, who subsequently declared on her SiriusXM radio show that she was "sick of this shit."

Earlier this week, when Trump posted the AI image of himself dressed in flowing robes, surrounded by a heavenly glow while healing a sick man, he alienated the one group of Americans that has rarely left his side: Christian conservatives. The picture, declared the Daily Wire reporter Megan Basham, was "OUTRAGEOUS blasphemy." Joel Webbon, a far-right pastor who believes that women should be stripped of their right to vote, concluded that Trump is "currently demon possessed." Riley Gaines, an anti-trans activist who has appeared at Trump rallies and whom the president has previously called a "tremendous athlete," wrote that "God shall not be mocked."

Trump deleted the post and said that the image was "me as a doctor." But he also doubled down, as he tends to do, when asked to respond to his critics. "I didn't listen to Riley Gaines," he told one reporter. "I'm not a big fan of Riley, actually."

Perhaps the storm cloud of negativity hanging over the president explains why his planned appearance in Arizona tomorrow will be so short. From touchdown to wheels up, Trump is scheduled to spend just two hours in Phoenix, we learned, a remarkably quick visit compared with his previous hours-long rallies featuring never-ending parades of MAGA loyalists. (He is also scheduled to appear at an event in Las Vegas today.) Some Republican operatives who expect to soon face highly competitive races want the president in and out of Arizona as quickly as possible. "When Trump comes out for a rally, he dominates the news the day before, the day of, and the day after," one GOP consultant told us. "It's a reminder for voters of why they're angry." (Though it's better that Trump visits now, this person added, than in, say, October.) Despite this, all but one of Arizona's Republican members of Congress, David Schweikert, will attend the event hosted by the conservative youth organization Turning Point USA.

The White House spokesperson Kush Desai said Trump will highlight economic accomplishments in Nevada and Arizona. The president has been clear about "temporary disruptions" as a result of the war in Iran, Desai said in a written statement, "but tens of millions of Americans benefitting this tax season from the President's signature provisions in the Working Families Tax Cuts--no tax on tips, overtime, or Social Security--reflect how the Administration hasn't lost focus on delivering on our affordability agenda at home." Ciscomani is scheduled to speak at the Phoenix rally. "Juan is focused on delivering results for Southern Arizona and getting things done. It's why he was independently ranked the most effective member of Congress from Arizona," his spokesperson, Daniel Scarpinato, told us in a statement.

Trump--or, more accurately, the conditions Trump has helped create--also seems to have affected GOP fundraising. Some donors are giving half the amount that they would normally contribute to Republican candidates and blaming economic instability for the decrease, one Georgia county GOP chair told us. Two Republican consultants from another battleground state told us that small-dollar donations to their candidates plummeted in early March, days after the U.S. and Israel launched strikes across Iran. In races that could be decided by very thin margins, these donations could mean the difference between sending out a final round of mailers to low-propensity voters or not. "If this is a two-week stretch, not a huge deal," one of the consultants, who requested anonymity to discuss internal campaign dynamics, said. "If we're still bombing Iran in November? I mean ..."

Read: It's not just Iran. Trump is flailing on multiple fronts.

The ifs are plentiful. Theoretically, if the war in Iran winds down quickly, if gas prices drop, and if food becomes more affordable, some Americans may feel reassured enough to rally behind Republicans once more. It's not as though many of Trump's critics are eager to vote for Democrats. "Trump could drop a nuke and I'd still vote Republican," Kelly said recently. Gaines, after learning that the president doesn't actually like her, wrote on X that "I love the President" and that she will "continue to support him and the America First agenda."

But the president and his party may find salvaging the broader Trump coalition difficult. In Casa Grande, Montoya told us he'd give Trump three weeks to end the war and fix the economy. In the meantime, he's eating leftovers more often, putting fewer miles on his food trucks, and setting the air-conditioning higher than he'd like as Arizona temperatures climb. Montoya will also, he added, be researching his options for November.
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History Is Running Backwards

Why reactionaries are taking over the world

by David Brooks

Thu, 16 Apr 2026




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

Maybe you've seen photos of Tehran in the 1970s, just before the Islamic Revolution: images of young women going to work in miniskirts, of couples making out in parks while wearing bell-bottoms, of people at pools in bikinis. It looks like Paris or Milan or Los Angeles. But in 1979 the revolution happened, and now Tehran looks like something from an earlier century.

Sometimes I think that our whole world has become kind of like that--going backwards in time. The religious movements thriving in today's secularized age are the traditionalist ones that dissent from large parts of contemporary culture--not only the Shiite Islam of post-revolution Iran, but Orthodox Judaism and conservative Catholicism. Young Americans are flooding into Eastern Orthodox churches.

Many of us thought that the world would get more democratic as it modernized, but for the past quarter century, we have seen a reversion to authoritarian strongmen. Donald Trump, acting like some 16th-century European prince, has made the presidency his own personal fiefdom. Vladimir Putin borrows ideas from reactionary thinkers such as Aleksandr Dugin--an Eastern Orthodox, anti-liberal philosopher who rejects the Enlightenment--to justify his imperial conquest of Ukraine.

If you go on social media, you can see photos of tradwives baking cookies for their husband and five kids. The secretary of health and human services and his followers don't trust those newfangled inventions, vaccines. In 1999, it seemed that world affairs would be dominated by multilateral groups such as the European Union and the World Trade Organization--but now we are back to 19th-century-style great-power rivalries between China and the United States, between Russia and Europe. Trump's new National Security Strategy has even revived the Monroe Doctrine.

We used to have a clear idea of where modernity was heading--toward greater autonomy and equality, secularism, stronger individual rights, cultural openness, and liberal democracy. Progress was supposed to lead to the expansion of individual choice in sphere after sphere. Science and reason would prosper while superstition and conspiracy-mongering would wither away.

Turns out that was yesterday's vision of the future. Billions of people around the world looked at where history was heading and yelled: Stop! They see that future as too spiritually empty, too lonely, too technological, too polluted, too confusing, too incoherent. Whatever their specific complaint, they are driven by a sense of loss, a desire to go back to a simpler, happier, and more sustainable time. Part of the brilliance of the phrase Make America Great Again is that it taps into that sense of nostalgia and loss.

Periods of great disruption inevitably produce yearning for an earlier golden age, and ours is no different. You can tell what kind of reactionary a person is by asking them what era they want to go back to. For some MAGA dudes, it's the Roman empire, when men were men. For some theocrats, it's the Middle Ages, when men were monks. In the U.S., many on the right want to go back to the social mores of the 1950s: men in the workplace, women at home; white people on top; epic levels of church attendance; and wholesome fare such as Oklahoma! and Leave It to Beaver onstage and on television. Meanwhile, many on the left want to go back to that decade's union- and manufacturing-led economy, or to the utopian socialism of the 19th century. Our politics is drenched in nostalgia.

Those of us who believe in progress and the values of the Enlightenment tend to be condescending toward these reactionary impulses. We assume that the reactionaries are unsophisticated, intransigent, parochial--afraid of the freedom that modernity brings. It's futile to think you can turn back the clock, we say.

But civilizations turn back the clock all the time. The Italian Renaissance can be seen as a concerted artistic and intellectual effort to return to classical Greek and Roman times. In Lost Enlightenment, the historian S. Frederick Starr recounts how, during the Middle Ages, Central Asia went from being the most scientifically and economically advanced region of the globe to falling behind Europe. During the Ming dynasty, China stopped exploration and de-emphasized scientific progress.

The 18th-century French Enlightenment cult of reason produced the 19th-century Romantic cult of passion as a counterreaction. The 19th-century explosion of industrialization produced the neo-Gothic reaction, led by people such as John Ruskin, who celebrated pre-machine living.

For much of the 20th century, faith in progress was the guiding ideology of modernity. Think of all those world's fairs and theme parks, the giddiness about the wonders of Tomorrowland. That faith in progress was not only a technological one--flying cars!--but a spiritual and moral one. Many, including me, derived meaning from the belief that we were contributing to social progress.

Today, however, billions of people have lost that faith in progress as a source of meaning and are flocking to its opposite. In the 21st century, traditionalism has emerged as a catalytic school of thought. Reactionaries are propelling events, shifting culture and history in their direction. If we want to understand where all of this is taking us, we need to understand what's driving them and where they get their beliefs. And to contend successfully with the traditionalists' effects on our politics and culture, we also need to recognize that elements of their worldview are correct. But which parts are correct, and which are completely off the rails?

From the January/February 2023 issue: Derek Thompson on why the age of American progress ended

If you go spelunking into the mind of a traditionalist of a more intellectual sort, you will usually find Oswald Spengler somewhere deep inside. The first volume of Spengler's The Decline of the West was published in 1918, just as the First World War was winding down. He argued that each culture has its own unique soul, comprising its habits, customs, and myths. Like any living organism, each culture grows, matures, ages, and dies. In their youthful phases, they display great creativity, a flowering of the arts, an effusion of strong personalities. As they transition to maturity and eventually senescence, they urbanize and bureaucratize, elites lose moral authority, and creativity withers.

Spengler argued that Western culture emerged around the end of the tenth century. He called it "Faustian." It was individualistic, expansionary, acquisitive, insatiable in its striving. Once a culture slips into its decline phase, it becomes imperialistic and materialistic, and technologists drive what happens. The political system slides into what Spengler called "Caesarism"--rule by despots. Urbanization and industrial growth create masses of atomized people susceptible to demagoguery. Financial power is concentrated in impersonal institutions, weakening the old elites. Large-scale bureaucracy leads to a centralization of power. When crises hit, people want decisive authority. If you believe that our society is in decline, Spengler's sweeping theories describe and explain what is happening today.

If Spengler was part of the cultural-determinist wing of the interwar reactionary movement, Rene Guenon was part of the mystical wing. Both men believed the West was in decline, but for different reasons. While the historian Mark Sedgwick was researching his superb book Traditionalism, Dugin told him that what Karl Marx is to communism, Guenon is to traditionalism. Guenon was born in central France in 1886. Throughout his life, he studied various forms of spiritual knowledge--gnosticism, Islam, Taoism, Hinduism. He was not a political writer but a metaphysical one who believed that different religions are living links to the same underlying cosmic truth. He also believed that Western civilization had turned away from this spiritual truth and was living through what Hindu thinkers call the Kali Yuga, the age of corruption and moral decline.

Reading traditionalist writers, you find that each comes up with a different term for the spiritual deadness they associate with modern civilization. Spengler used the word Kulturverfall. For Guenon, that word was quantity. In his 1945 book, The Reign of Quantity and the Signs of the Times, he argued that in this phase of "progressive 'materialization,' " only things that can be counted are considered real.

In the modern age, Guenon continued, science dominates. Modern scientists think they are taking a cold, objective look at reality, but they are pitifully naive, stuck at the level of what scientific materialism and measurement will allow. A modern scientist, in the Guenon view, is oblivious to spiritual reality--which, to the traditionalist, is the primary reality--and so adopts a worldview that denies the existence of the metaphysical realm. The modern scientist is like someone who investigates the workings of an orchestra without the ability to hear music or even the awareness that music exists. All he can describe is bows scraping against strings and air flowing through wind instruments. His theories make a hash of what he is observing, leaving his readers in a flat, soulless realm of disjointed facts.

From the February 2025 issue: Anne Applebaum on RFK Jr. and the end of Enlightenment rationality

The modern person senses a vacuum where his spiritual life should be. He covers the hole in his soul with ceaseless agitation, unending change, and ever-increasing speed. "The dominant impression today," Guenon wrote more than 80 years ago, is "an impression of instability extending to all domains." His commitment to traditionalist spirituality brought him eventually to Sufism, a mystical strain of Islam. He converted, moved to Cairo, married an Egyptian woman, and died there in 1951.

Guenon had a profound influence on Julius Evola, an Italian writer who had a brief moment of celebrity in the American press in 2017, after the media revealed that the Trump adviser Steve Bannon had referenced Evola during a conference at the Vatican. The white nationalist Richard Spencer called Evola "one of the most fascinating men of the 20th century."

Evola was born in Rome, fought as an artillery officer in World War I, and then became an artist in the Dada movement. He agreed with Guenon that we are living in an age of corruption that has turned its back on spiritual truth. In 1934, he published a manifesto called Revolt Against the Modern World. Evola broke with Guenon, however, by embracing politics after World War II and becoming the chief ideologue of the Italian far right. His views were anti-egalitarian, anti-liberal, antidemocratic. He was pro-monarchy and pro-hierarchy, and supported a racial caste system. He was post-liberal before being post-liberal was cool.

Benito Mussolini was a big fan, but Evola criticized fascism for accepting too much of the modern world. What is necessary, Evola argued, is a "race of masters," who will lead a "revolt from the depths." Any attempt to make a better world with spiritually stunted people will fail--because spiritually stunted people chase shallow, hedonistic values, and a noble society can be built only by those whose lives are oriented toward spiritual excellence.

Evola was political where Guenon was not, bluntly racist where Guenon was not. Gabor Vona, a prominent hard-right politician in Hungary, called Evola "one of the greatest thinkers of the twentieth century" in the foreword to a 2012 selection of Evola's writing titled A Handbook for Right-Wing Youth. Today many of us look at Europe's far-right parties and see pseudo-storm troopers. But those parties see themselves as a spiritual vanguard trying to preserve the highest registers of the soul.




Understanding contemporary traditionalism requires understanding its intellectual underpinnings in the thinking of these forefathers. All traditionalists tell a story about a time when people were rooted in stable homes and a way of life that got destroyed by a historic rupture that ushered in the soulless modern era--whether they call that era Faustian Civilization (Spengler), the Age of Quantity (Guenon), the Kali Yuga (Guenon and Evola), or something else.

Today's traditionalists do not agree on when history took a wrong turn. But they all tell some sort of decline story. "It's an empirical fact that basically everything in our day to day lives has gotten worse over the years," the right-wing podcaster Matt Walsh has written. "The quality of everything--food, clothing, entertainment, air travel, roads, traffic, infrastructure, housing, etc--has declined in observable ways."

R. R. Reno is the editor of First Things, one of the most influential Catholic traditionalist magazines in America. Reno's story of decline doesn't really start until just after World War II. During the first half of the 20th century, he argues, Westerners lived amid rivers of blood--wars, revolutions, genocides. After the Nazis were defeated, many people across the West concluded that the savagery had been unleashed by strong attachments to nations, ideologies, homeland, race. To head off future world wars, people across a range of sectors felt it necessary to create a culture that would prevent the strong beliefs and loyalties that might lead to fanaticism and war. A representative example is the philosopher Karl Popper, a champion of the scientific method, who wrote The Open Society and Its Enemies, which celebrates minds and nations that are not closed around core truths but are instead perpetually open to new possibilities. Forms of critical thinking were elevated to undermine grand philosophies. Moral relativism--the idea that it's up to each person to find their own values and truth--prevailed. Children were raised in permissive environments to foster greater pluralism. As Reno puts it in Return of the Strong Gods, postwar thinkers came to a fundamental conclusion: "Whatever is strong--strong loves and strong truths--leads to oppression, while liberty and prosperity require the reign of weak loves and weak truths."

This cult of openness, Reno observes, was bipartisan. Liberals believed in lifestyle freedom and conservatives believed in economic freedom, but they both believed in the primacy of individual choice. You do you; I'll do me.

But all of this openness didn't lead to a nirvana of free individuals. It led, the traditionalists believe, to a society in which social bonds were attenuated. It led to a nihilistic society in which people could find no grand purpose. It led to a consumerist society in which people shopped to fill their spiritual void. It led, in Reno's words, to "dissolution, disintegration, and deconsolidation."

"Unable to identify our shared loves," Reno writes, "we cannot identify the common good, the res in the res publica." Civic life collapses.

Though today traditionalism mostly lives on the right, it sometimes emanates from the far left. The British writer Paul Kingsnorth, for instance, was a radical-left environmentalist before becoming an Orthodox Christian traditionalist. The two positions are not so different--both reject technocratic modernity. Kingsnorth has his own term for the spiritual deadness of modern life: "the Machine," which, in his telling, comprises all of capitalist, technocratic society. In his book Against the Machine, he describes a visit to a grocery store: "I saw the sheer unnaturalness of this way of obtaining food, and the unnaturalness, too, of our wandering these straight lined, strip-lit plastic aisles inside this giant metal box instead of gathering mushrooms from a forest floor." Kingsnorth's writing has a strong Small Is Beautiful hippie vibe, but he goes beyond that. "The degree of control and monitoring which we endure in 'developed' societies, which has been accelerating for decades and which has reached warp speed in the 2020s, is creating a kind of digital holding camp in which we all find ourselves trapped." He sees the ideology of the Machine as a "liberation of individual desire" that effaces our communal civilizational bonds and turns our world into "a blank slate to be written on afresh when the old limits of nature and culture are washed away. This is our faith: that breaking boundaries leads to happiness."

The Machine is not only a system outside of us but a state of mind within us, one built around rationalism, economics, scientism, optimization, and efficiency. Its impulse is to use pure reason to achieve power, control, and domination. We like to think the Nazis were fanatics who operated outside of reason. Not so, Kingsnorth argues. They were consummate embodiments of the rationalist project, using social science to engineer what they took to be the optimal society.

The rationalist Machine seeks to merge your mind with the AI bots that are turning you into something less than fully human. Kingsnorth quotes a famous line from Wendell Berry: "The next great division of the world will be between people who wish to live as creatures and people who wish to live as machines."

What do the traditionalists offer as a replacement for contemporary culture?

First, they offer roots. The master trend of modernity is freedom. You get to do what you want. You can go to college far away, move from city to city, surf through different cultures and lifestyle options.

This, traditionalists charge, leads to an aimless, ephemeral life. "The modern person belongs everywhere and nowhere at once," Alan Noble, a literature professor at Oklahoma Baptist University, writes in You Are Not Your Own: Belonging to God in an Inhuman World. Such a person is perpetually sampling experiences but is not rooted. When the so-called abundance progressives argue that America has a housing crisis, the traditionalists counter that what America really has is a home crisis. Cultural change and mass immigration mean that people can't even feel at home in their own country.

Traditionalists, by contrast, offer stable attachments. For the traditionalist, the primary unit of modern social life is not the sovereign, free-choosing individual; it is the social covenant that connects people. We are not born into a void. We are born into particular families, particular neighborhoods, particular tribes, particular faiths. Your life is connected via a great chain of bonds to your ancestors, whom you honor, and to future generations, whom you serve. In the traditionalist imagining, people are planted in the spot of earth where the bones of their ancestors lie, the place where they can be intimately known and deeply loved, where stories and skills get passed down by elders, and where they know the hills and trees so well that their contours are carved into the heart. Living up to your covenantal obligations constitutes the essence of moral life. Traditionalists are willing to accept limits on their freedom if it enables them to live within a local network of strong attachments that give life meaning.

Second, traditionalists offer enchantment. Moderns, they believe, live within what Max Weber called the "iron cage" of rationalism and bureaucracy, which is denuded of any enchantment. The goals of science and capitalism are pragmatic, materialistic, and instrumental. In a disenchanted world, religion withers, and so do the humanities, the poetic, and the spiritual. To borrow from R. R. Reno, why read Middlemarch when you can learn about marriage from a behavioral economist armed with studies, correlations, and standard deviations?

Traditionalists generally believe in a transcendent realm of the spirit that exists above and prior to the world we experience through our senses. This transcendent level of reality is independent of you--it is ordained by God, contained within the mysteries of nature, expressed through myth and song more than through analytical thinking. "Every culture, whether it knows it or not, is built around a sacred order," Kingsnorth writes. "This does not, of course, need to be a Christian order. It could be Islamic, Hindu or Daoist. It could be based on the veneration of ancestors or the worship of Odin. But there is a throne at the heart of every culture, and whoever sits on it will be the force you take your instruction from."

Third, traditionalists offer moral order. Good and evil are not matters of personal choice. Natural law is woven by God into the fabric of the universe. Traditionalists get worked up when they find themselves in a culture that can no longer define what a woman is, because they believe that categories like gender are elemental to natural law.

The fourth thing that traditionalists offer their flock is protection against the cultural depredations of modernity. Modern progressives decry the evils of colonialism. But to the traditionalist, progressives are themselves colonialists: Their educators determine what ideologies will be pumped into your kid's brain, their psychologists redefine how you should raise your family, their thought police determine what words can come out of your mouth. To the traditionalist, professional experts--social workers, university administrators, therapists, DEI officers, and the media--are the storm troopers of elite domination. In response to all of this, traditionalists seek to help people recapture control of their own culture.

The people I'm quoting in this essay are mostly intellectuals, but their loyalty is with the working class because they share (or at least think they share) the same beliefs. "Lower-middle-class culture, now as in the past, is organized around family, church, and neighborhood," the historian Christopher Lasch wrote in The True and Only Heaven. "It values the community's continuity more highly than individual advancement, solidarity more highly than social mobility." The working class doesn't require seminars to teach it traditionalism; it grasps the concept intuitively.

The culture war between the modernists and the traditionalists is not just between classes within nations, but between civilizations. Every few years, the World Values Survey studies various cultures around the globe. Protestant Europe and the English-speaking world, including the United States, stand out for their tremendous emphasis on individual autonomy, self-expression, and secular social values. Most of the rest of the world places higher value on traditional family arrangements, the importance of religion, and respect for authority. We moderns may think we own the future, but the traditionalists like their chances. If this is a global culture war, it's the whole world against us.

The reason I've dwelled at such length on the tenets and features of traditionalism is that I want my description to be accurate enough that traditionalists will see themselves in it, and to be detailed enough that even progressive, Enlightenment-loving moderns might understand the appeal of traditionalist ideas.

I confess that I feel a modicum of sympathy for some of the traditionalist arguments. One of my favorite insights from psychology is that a successful, well-adjusted life consists of daring explorations from a secure base. The traditionalists are right to say that one of the central problems in America and the West today is that many people have lost that secure base--a stable home and community, solid emotional connections, financial security, a coherent culture, and an understanding that our lives are contained within a shared moral order.

My problem with the traditionalists is that I don't agree with them about what a flourishing life looks like. Traditionalists strike me as the kind of people who would score extremely low on the personality trait called "openness to experience." They focus overwhelmingly on the secure base and seem to have no interest in daring adventures. They seem to want to lead stationary lives.

That's fine. Different strokes for different folks. But the traditionalists distort history when they write it as if all people have always wanted stationary lives and our goal as a society should be to make stationary lives the norm.

All traditionalists, from Spengler to Kingsnorth, tell a story about a historic rupture that destroyed the ancestral culture and gave rise to the rootless, soulless modern era. But no such historic rupture ever happened. Nor has there been a moment when humans were forever content to stay within the safety of their village. History has always been lived within the tension between the desire for security and the desire for learning, exploration, movement, and growth. The early hominids of the species Homo erectus may have loved their small African communities 1.9 million years ago--but they still ventured forth to places as far as China and Indonesia. The early Polynesians may have loved their home islands--but they still felt the urge to explore and settle an array of tiny islands in an expanse of ocean spanning millions of square miles. (And they did this in a time without modern navigation devices, when one slight steering error could set you astray in the enormous, empty Pacific.)

Human beings have a need for both security and exploration, for both belonging and autonomy, for both stability and innovation. Our lives are propelled by these contradictions, which can never be resolved.

Traditionalists are trying to live the monist dream--the dream that we can build a society in which all the pieces fit neatly together. But the many and diverse values that humans cherish will never fit neatly together. In every culture, groups argue over which values should have priority in present circumstances. There's never been a tranquil resting spot, and there never will be.

From the November 2025 issue: David Brooks on how America needs a mass movement--now

Some traditionalists talk as if early or medieval Christendom is the static utopia they yearn for. Once upon a time, people lived close to the soil and were enveloped by faith--until those dehumanizing forces of democracy, capitalism, science, and technology ruined everything. But Judaism and Christianity are not separate from democracy, capitalism, science, and the rest of modernity. In fact, they provided many of the rules and ideas that are the basis of post-Enlightenment modernity: all humans are morally equal; respect individual conscience; history moves in a linear direction; every person has their own calling, as well as inalienable rights. Jesus was hardly a supporter of stasis. He was a Jewish radical who turned all the power structures of his society upside down.

Let me offer my own historical narrative and talk about where it overlaps with the traditionalist one and where it diverges. The story I tell is a long procession of stumbles. Some eras are more communal and some eras are more individualistic; some are more religious and some are more secular. But in the West, these cultural shifts have mostly been led by people trying to move humanity forward, in response to the needs of the moment. The stumbling process can be ugly--wars, atrocities, communism. But generally we have stumbled forward. At Harvard, the cognitive scientist Steven Pinker spent a decade or so collecting an Everest of data showing that life since the Enlightenment has been getting more peaceful, more affluent, more comfortable, happier, and more learned--as well as simply longer. And our progress is not just material; it's moral. Things that our society used to tolerate--torture, slavery, cruelty--have been deemed unacceptable by both law and custom. The late political scientist James Q. Wilson wrote in The Moral Sense that "the most remarkable change in the moral history of mankind has been the rise--and occasionally the application--of the view that all people, and not just one's own kind, are entitled to fair treatment."

I look across the past 70 years--years the traditionalists say are filled with moral rot--and I see an astounding widening of the circle of concern. Segregation and racism have been reduced. Billions of women have a greater chance to gain power and professional success equal to men's. Colonialism has been repudiated. We've seen the greatest reduction in global poverty in the history of the world. America has expanded opportunity beyond white, Protestant men. We've even passed laws to reduce cruelty to animals.

But even in the historical story I tell, every moment of great cultural or social advance has had a cost. Over these past 70 years of progress, our culture has moved in the direction of autonomy, individualism, and choice. This has generated creativity and freedom, but it has weakened the bonds between people and the elemental commitments that precede choice--to family, neighborhood, faith, and nation. As part of this general tendency toward individualism, we have privatized morality, telling people to come up with their own values.

Freedom is great, but not if you don't know what ultimate end you are seeking. Our modern, individualistic culture has fallen for the belief that individuals are capable of devising their own morality. No historical evidence supports this belief.

As we've advanced scientifically and technologically, we've forgotten something that the traditionalists understand: People absorb their moral values, their sense of purpose, and their way of life from within a tradition. The most important text of the Western moral tradition is the Bible. Even figures who were not great or conventional religious believers--such as Shakespeare, Jefferson, and Lincoln--knew their Bible. The second-most-important tradition of moral wisdom is the body of work we call humanism--the great novels, paintings, poems, dramas, histories, and philosophical tracts by thinkers and artists from all over the globe.

David Brooks: A humanist manifesto

In our rush toward autonomy, we have failed to pass down these sources of moral wisdom from one generation to the next. The ethos of individualism has led us to cut ourselves off from our own traditions: We're so focused on the individual self that we fail to appreciate the millennia-long conversations within which each self swims. This rejection of tradition has been driven partly by ideology. In 1987, a group of progressive students from Stanford chanted "Hey, hey, ho, ho, Western Culture has got to go!" They were part of a multigenerational effort led by people who thought that because Western civilization had produced colonialism, the whole collective wisdom of the Western tradition should be thrown in the trash. But I think the bigger cause was simple shortsightedness. Several generations of parents, educators, and students decided that the most important subjects to study are those that can help you make money. They didn't recognize the value of the humanities.




The loss of civilizational and moral knowledge that this has entailed has had practical consequences: sloppy thinking by people who have never been taught how to weigh evidence, reach conclusions, or recognize the flaws in their own reasoning; the astonishing decline in literacy; loneliness; the sense of purposelessness that marks so many lives; people who don't understand themselves or one another. How sick does a civilization have to be to not pass down its own sources of wisdom and meaning to its children?

From the September 2023 issue: David Brooks on why Americans are so awful to one another

Because we have neglected our own humanistic traditions, a growing gap has opened between our scientific, technological, and economic progress on the one hand, and our social, emotional, and spiritual decay on the other. Fixing this problem doesn't require that we go back and live in monasteries and nunneries. Nor do we have to confine ourselves to, say, the 1930s canon of Western Civ, or the 1950s version of what constitutes high culture.

I agree with the traditionalists that tradition is important, but I don't think of it as something we need to go back to. Rather, I see it as something that each generation pushes forward. And for this, we need a humanistic renaissance. In schools, universities, and culture at large, we need to focus more explicitly on the big questions of life: What is my purpose? How should the next generation live? What role should beauty play in my life? How do I build a friendship? What do I owe my spouse, my community, my nation? We need to use the best that has been thought and said by all of the great civilizations of the Earth, but especially by Western civilization, which is our own particular home, our core resource while we try to stumble toward a better future.

Though Christopher Lasch considered himself to be on the political left, he is sometimes embraced by the traditionalists for his celebration of rootedness, community, and the traditional family, and for his critique of the meritocratic elite. "The populist tradition offers no panacea for all the ills that afflict the modern world," he wrote. "It asks the right questions, but it does not provide a ready-made set of answers." The traditionalists have no panaceas either, but they also ask the right questions. They remind us how important it is to embed ourselves and our children within the great humanist conversation that extends back thousands of years. What we should take from the traditionalists is the idea that restoring our society's connection to its humanistic legacy and long-standing sources of meaning can actually help us better realize the promises of progress.



This article appears in the May 2026 print edition with the headline "History Is Running Backwards." When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Israel Could Have What It Most Wants in Lebanon

It just has to give up territorial ambitions and work with the Lebanese government to disarm Hezbollah.

by Hussein Ibish

Thu, 23 Apr 2026




Parallel to the shaky truce between the United States and Iran, a cease-fire between Israel and Hezbollah has temporarily stopped the fighting in Lebanon, but without settling any of the important questions behind it. That's a shame, because prospects for a lasting resolution in Lebanon are better than ever--if only Israel would embrace the Lebanese government as the indispensable partner it could be.

Both Israel and the Lebanese government seek to free Lebanon from the excessive influence of Hezbollah and Tehran. When the latest conflict began on March 1, many Lebanese I spoke with across the country were horrified to be yet again plunged into a conflict with Israel that serves no Lebanese national interest whatsoever. Hezbollah had sent a barrage of projectiles into Israel as a show of solidarity with Tehran after an Israeli air strike killed Iran's supreme leader, and Israel responded with predictably aggressive military action.

The previous round of fighting between Israel and Hezbollah, in 2023-24, devastated the militia, destroyed much of its missile and drone arsenal, and killed most of its senior battlefield commanders and political leaders. It also left the Lebanese government with the task of disarming the group in the south of the country, which it did not do very effectively. Indeed, the most recent exchanges of fire have demonstrated just how disturbingly successful Hezbollah has been in rebuilding its capabilities. The result is that Lebanon, against the will of its government and most of its society, is now suffering through yet another war with Israel.

Read: Israel is missing its big chance in Lebanon

The day after Hezbollah's barrage, Lebanon's prime minister, Nawaf Salam, made a historic announcement: Hezbollah's arsenal and paramilitary activities were officially designated illegal, by a near-unanimous decision of the government. Lebanese President Joseph Aoun reiterated this policy to foreign diplomats, adding that it was permanent and irrevocable. The military was duly instructed to disarm the organization, but General Rudolph Haykal, the commander of the Lebanese Armed Forces, has not yet issued a general order to confront and disarm Hezbollah fighters throughout the country. That's because Lebanon's political and military leaders are divided. Civil authorities believe that the overwhelming public backlash against Hezbollah presents a unique opportunity to defang and control the group; the country's military brass fears that an order to disarm the militia could split their troops and even lead to civil conflict.

Israel would be advised to be patient with this delicate situation. But ever since the October 7, 2023, Hamas-led attack on southern Israel, the country has taken a hyperaggressive approach toward armed nonstate actors on its borders. Israel's latest military operation in Lebanon appears to be modeled on the one it undertook in Gaza. As soon as the fighting began, Israel ordered the evacuation of most of southern Lebanon, and within days, more than 1 million refugees poured into Beirut and other parts of the country from the south and the southern suburbs of the capital. Much of southern Lebanon has been both devastated by military strikes and depopulated.

In recent days, refugees have begun returning to wrecked villages and towns. Over the weekend, the Israeli military released a map delineating an area that runs deep into Lebanon--a so-called yellow line where five Israeli divisions will continue to operate during the cease-fire. Israel may well hope to control this territory for the foreseeable future, as a buffer to protect northern Israel from Hezbollah. And it may prefer for much of this region to remain essentially uninhabited. Indeed, the Israeli military reportedly told Christian and Druze villagers in southern Lebanon that they could remain there only if they declined to harbor refugees from Shiite villages (the latter are apparently presumed to support Hezbollah).

The map also outlines a new maritime buffer zone that conflicts with the borders that the two countries agreed on with the United States in 2022. Enforcing Israeli control of this zone would cut Lebanon off from its Qana gas field. The map also opens the possibility that Israel might divert waters from the Litani and Wazzani Rivers, which flow down from the Golan Heights.

History strongly suggests that any Israeli attempt to occupy Lebanese territory in the name of security will backfire. In 1982, Israel launched a war to drive the fighters and political leadership of the Palestine Liberation Organization out of Lebanon. The ensuing occupation, which lasted until May 2000, led directly to the creation of Hezbollah, a far more dangerous and entrenched enemy on Israel's northern border. Today Hezbollah's best shot at rebuilding its forces, along with its popularity and political viability within Lebanon, is to return to its origins fighting Israeli occupation in southern Lebanon.

Jonathan Chait: Israel moderates are losing the Democratic Party

The Lebanese government sincerely wants to take control of the south and disarm and contain Hezbollah. To do that, it will have to persuade the army to move systematically through the region, ridding each targeted area of militia fighters until the job is done. That's a long, slow, risky endeavor. Under a peace agreement, Lebanon might consider allowing Israel to do the heavy lifting in pulling it off.

For its part, Israel would have to accept that the only alternative to a Hezbollah-dominated Lebanon is a strengthened and sovereign Lebanese state, which cannot emerge in the context of a new Israeli occupation in the south or an effort to force Lebanon into an Israeli sphere of influence in the Levant. That sort of overreach could give Hezbollah new life by lending credence to the political rationale behind its paramilitary activities.

The Israeli and Lebanese governments don't want to admit this, but they need each other. Both would like to subdue Hezbollah and transform it into a relatively normal Lebanese political party. To make that happen, both will need to take risks. They will also have to avoid undermining each other--and to even work together, tacitly and delicately, toward their common goal.
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The Iran Talks Are Making India Feel Small

Modi styled himself a global leader but can't seem to get ahead of events in the Middle East.

by Vaibhav Vats

Wed, 22 Apr 2026




Pakistan is having a diplomatic moment, and India's political elites are not enjoying it.

Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi has spent the past decade promoting the notion that India is the leader of the global South and, as such, is indispensable to world affairs. Now a conflict in the Middle East has thrown the global economy, and, with it, India's, into crisis. On top of that, Islamabad, not New Delhi, has hosted at least one round of talks between the United States and Iran and is preparing to mediate others, leaving the Indian government to ponder its irrelevance.

Indian Foreign Minister Subrahmanyam Jaishankar first dismissed Pakistan's role in the U.S.-Iran talks, using a pejorative Hindi word for a kind of unsavory middleman. But in Indian political circles, particularly after the April 8 cease-fire was announced, criticism has been trained on the Modi government. Jairam Ramesh, a spokesperson for the opposition Congress Party, wrote on X that Pakistan's role was "a severe setback to both the substance and style of Mr. Modi's highly personalised diplomacy." Ramesh mocked the Indian prime minister for calling himself vishwaguru, meaning "teacher of the world." Asaduddin Owaisi, the country's most prominent Muslim politician, lamented that India would have been the natural venue for the U.S.-Iran talks, if not for the Modi government's missteps.

Modi's troubles with the Trump administration began last spring. A terrorist attack in Indian-administered Kashmir sparked a four-day conflict between India and Pakistan. President Trump announced a cease-fire that ended the fighting. But this unilateral declaration embarrassed Modi, who likes to project a strongman image. The Indian prime minister could not bring himself to acknowledge the American role in brokering the cease-fire. After that, his relationship with Trump steadily worsened. The U.S. president slapped 50 percent tariffs on India, among the highest anywhere in the world.

From the February 2025 issue: Narendra Modi's populist facade is cracking

Pakistan, meanwhile, saw a window to repair its relationship with the United States. The war on terror had driven a wedge between Islamabad and Washington, as the American government came to suspect Pakistan of evasions and double-dealing. Last year Islamabad profusely thanked Trump for his role in the cease-fire with India, and Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif nominated the U.S. president for the Nobel Peace Prize. Embracing Trump's transactional style, Pakistan signed a rare-earth-minerals deal with the U.S. and joined the president's Board of Peace.

The first round of Islamabad talks ended without an agreement a little more than a week ago. No one was apparently happier than the members of New Delhi's power circles. "To all those who were hailing the Pakistan mediation and calling it a diplomatic coup. Hope the cake on your face was tasty," Priyanka Chaturvedi, a former member of Parliament, posted on X. But Pakistan has not abandoned the role, and a second round of talks in Islamabad is still possible this week.

Ordinary Indians have reason to want to see the U.S.-Israel-Iran war resolved, regardless of who does the mediating. The country procures half of its oil and 60 percent of its liquid petroleum gas from the Middle East, and much of both transits the Strait of Hormuz. The war has caused an oil shock that has rattled India's economy. Restaurants have been closing early, or closing altogether. Rural migrants who eke out a fragile existence in India's cities now flock to railway stations to return to their villages, on the grounds that living on farms and cooking on wood fires may be a decent alternative to starving in the city. Factories have closed because of the uncertainty around energy supplies. A scarcity of fertilizers imperils the country's food security. And the Indian rupee has been in free fall. A United Nations report warned that the Iran war could push up to 2.5 million Indians into poverty.

One humid afternoon early this month, I spoke with Irfan Ahmed, a 56-year-old electrical worker, as he emerged from a gas dealership in central Delhi with a bulky red cylinder of the sort that's a fixture in most Indian homes. Piped gas is still restricted to elite neighborhoods; most Indians rely on portable cylinders that they hook up to stoves. Procuring this one had taken Ahmed more than five hours and cost him the day's wages.

Before the Iran war, he would have placed a request online, and the cylinder would have been delivered to his home within three days. Since the war, the online process has been discontinued, and the government, ostensibly to stanch the black market, demands that people present identity documents when buying cylinders. Ahmed had spent the morning in a two-hour queue for bureaucrats to verify his documents before directing him to the gas dealership. Then he and his brother hoisted the container, which weighed more than 50 pounds, onto a scooter and drove home with the cumbersome vessel perilously perched between them. Many others around them were similarly trying to balance cylinders on their motorbikes.

At the start of the U.S.-Israel-Iran war, the Indian government apparently did not envision such far-reaching consequences. In fact, when a February 28 air strike killed Iranian Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei, the Indian government maintained a pointed silence for several days before sending a diplomat to sign the condolence book at the Iranian embassy in New Delhi. Many observers, including in the Congress Party, concluded that Modi approved of the strike. But if New Delhi had imagined that Iran's regime would fall, and that no complications would arise for India, it was sorely mistaken. Instead the war escalated, and Iran blocked the Strait of Hormuz.

India managed to make some temporary arrangements for itself. On March 12, Modi spoke with Iranian President Masoud Pezeshkian and secured passage for a few Indian ships through the strait. The U.S. waived some sanctions on Iranian oil, and in April, India received its first such shipment in seven years. But shortly afterward, on April 18, Iran shot at two Indian-flagged vessels crossing the Strait of Hormuz, forcing them to turn back. The incident broke the fragile detente; India summoned the Iranian ambassador to convey New Delhi's "deep concern."

Before the Modi years, India's policy in the Middle East had been one of strategic balance. It maintained strong, civilizational ties with Iran that went back more than a millennium; at the same time, it pursued a relationship with Israel. But Modi has tipped that balance by drawing closer than ever to his counterpart in Israel, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. The Indian leader paid a friendly visit to Israel in the days immediately preceding the war, and this likely destroyed any possibility of New Delhi emerging as a mediator in the conflict.

"India has been pretty irrelevant in the war," Aakar Patel, a prominent writer and columnist, told me. "Except that we are taking the punishment quietly."

India's inability to influence global events has much to do with the way Modi has managed domestic ones. Modi has empowered a virulently anti-Muslim Hindu nationalism that has helped diminish his country's standing in the Middle East. And the lack of a constructive and serious public reckoning with the government's missteps during this crisis or any other largely owes to Modi's suppression of the Indian media. For the past decade, Modi has preferred to rule by spectacle, forbidding the country's problems to be acknowledged, let alone confronted and solved.

Read: Iran had a doomsday weapon all along

On April 18, the same evening that Iran attacked the Indian-flagged vessels, Modi gave a prime-time address to the nation. He might have used that speech to lay out the government's response to India's geopolitical and economic predicament. But he didn't: He devoted its entirety to attacking his political opponents, in the hope of swaying an upcoming election in West Bengal that has become a particular fixation for him.

Meanwhile, the Hindu-nationalist propaganda machine has carried on creating an alternate universe. Shortly after the Iran war began, the film Dhurandhar, about an undercover Indian spy in Pakistan who metes out brutal punishment to his nation's enemies, became one of the highest-grossing Bollywood movies in history. The hypernationalist blockbuster is typical of India's current public discourse in its detachment from reality and profound unseriousness about the real challenges India faces.

A country that once imagined itself a great power in waiting--a regional hegemon, dwarfing Pakistan, and a counterweight to China--now struggles to project power even within south Asia, having fought Pakistan to a draw last summer. The Iran crisis further suggests that India remains stuck as a middle power, defined by events rather than shaping them.

"The ambition that India would be this global power is gone," Patel told me. "It's only the pageantry that remains."
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Iran Had a Doomsday Weapon All Along

Control of a vital waterway gives Tehran the deterrence power it's always wanted.

by Alan Eyre

Fri, 17 Apr 2026




President Trump has said that he went to war to stop Iran from ever having a nuclear bomb. Unfortunately, the war he launched led Iran to discover that it already had an extremely effective doomsday weapon--one that promised the economic equivalent of mutual assured destruction. The Strait of Hormuz has always been vulnerable; the United States has always known that Iran might try to close it if attacked. But neither Washington nor Tehran imagined how easy it would be for Iran to do so, how hard it would be for the U.S. to reopen it, or how widely and rapidly the economic effects of a closed strait would fan out.

Fossil fuels are to modern industrial civilization what air is to the lungs: About 80 percent of the global economy is powered by oil, coal, and natural gas. Much of this comes from the states along the Persian Gulf: Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Iran, the United Arab Emirates, Kuwait, Qatar, Oman, and Bahrain. About 25 percent of global seaborne oil trade and 20 percent of global liquefied natural gas transits the Strait of Hormuz, between the Persian Gulf and the Gulf of Oman.

Amos Hochstein: The Hormuz war will end

Iran has two navies--one that is part of its national armed services and one belonging to the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps--but it is not a maritime power. Its naval forces were quickly decimated once the American military operation began. General Dan Caine, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, said at an April 8 briefing that the U.S. had sunk more than 90 percent of Iran's regular fleet, leaving 150 ships at the bottom of the ocean along with half of the IRGC navy's small attack boats.

Nonetheless, Iran closed the strait at the beginning of the American military campaign, and it wasn't all that hard to do. Even without much naval capacity, Iran could threaten passing ships with mines, missiles, and cheap Shahed-136 drones. By attacking a few merchant ships and laying a few mines, it created an atmosphere of such pervasive insecurity that global marine-insurance markets, risk-averse by nature, either stopped providing coverage for transiting vessels or gave prohibitive rates.

So the strait turns out to be easy to close. It is also difficult to reopen--and, more important, to keep open. Even if the U.S. were to invest the time and resources needed for this task, the effort would likely yield far more body bags than Trump is willing to meet at Dover Air Force Base. Iran could well retaliate not just against U.S. forces, but also against vital energy infrastructure in the Persian Gulf countries. Naval convoys would be needed, which would require an international coalition, something Trump has proved uniquely unqualified to assemble.

The bitter reality is that getting maritime traffic through the strait back to the prewar level (about 130 vessels daily), and keeping it there, is essential to the global economy--and this can almost certainly not be done without Iran's cooperation. The U.S. blockade of Iranian ports promises to inflict significant economic pain on Iran, but it doesn't change this reality.

So why is Iran so keen on keeping the strait closed? The answer lies in strategic deterrence--the ability to prevent attacks on its homeland. Because its conventional military is underwhelming, the Islamic Republic has historically focused on asymmetric capabilities. The first pillar of Iran's strategic deterrence was long understood to be its extensive armory of short- and medium-range missiles; the second was its proxy network, and the third was its advanced nuclear program, which gave it the capability to surge to nuclear-weapon-state status.

But events set in motion by Hamas's October 7, 2023, terrorist attack on Israel--or, more precisely, Israel's counterattack, culminating in the June 2025 12-day war with Iran--toppled these pillars. After that, Iran found itself largely defenseless and facing the threat of subsequent Israeli attacks should it seek to rebuild its deterrent potential. Once Operation Epic Fury began at the end of February, the Iranian regime, fighting for its life, sought a riskier, yet potentially more powerful form of deterrence: control of the Strait of Hormuz. Yes, shutting down traffic also hurts Iran, but the regime is gambling that it can endure more short-term pain than Trump can, especially in an election year.

In addition to weaponizing the strait, Iran is also seeking to monetize it, to generate funds for postwar reconstruction. Iran has announced a toll on all friendly ships passing through, payable in either cryptocurrency or Chinese yuan. Unfriendly ships (such as those belonging to the U.S. or Israel) will not be allowed to transit. Iran has claimed that such tolling is the new normal and will continue after the war is over, international law be damned.

The Gulf countries find such an arrangement unacceptable. It not only decreases their profits, but also requires them to give money to an enemy that just attacked them. Even China, which has significant influence over Iran, could wind up opposing the toll, because it depends heavily on commodities that pass through the strait. As for Trump, who knows? At one point he said that the U.S. could jointly administer a toll system with Iran. What matters most to him is that traffic through the waterway resumes as soon as possible, so as to minimize economic pain ahead of the November midterms.

But even if the strait were to fully reopen, months would likely pass before the economic damage would lessen and shipping flows would resume. On April 14, the International Monetary Fund warned that the extent of the economic shock from the closed strait, including inflation and reduced growth, "will depend on the conflict's duration and scale--and how quickly energy production and shipment normalize once hostilities end." The stoppage of oil and gas shipments is bad in itself; it also affects the flow of goods such as nitrogen fertilizer (essential for growing crops), sulfur, and helium (essential for the semiconductor and medical sectors).

Missy Ryan: Trump ditched hearts and minds in the Iran war

The history of war, the scholar Norman Ricklefs has noted, "is also the history of unintended consequences." This war's supposed proximate cause was Iran's nuclear program. Trump conjured improbable images of Iranian nukes raining down on American cities. Then, like something out of Jorge Luis Borges's Garden of Forking Paths, the conflict sent us all lurching in a new, darker, and more ominous direction.

Tehran might well modulate its grip on the strait as part of the negotiations. Indeed, today Foreign Minister Abbas Araghchi announced that the strait will be "completely open for commercial ships for the remainder of the ceasefire." But Iran's performance has fallen short of its pronouncements before. According to hard-line Iranian media, Iran is now routing traffic to a new transit lane through Iran's territorial waters (formerly the route went through Omani waters). Using this passage will require coordination with the IRGC Navy.

Regardless of whether Iran allows maritime traffic to increase during negotiations, the reality is that Iran continues to "hold the key to the strait," as the Iran expert Danny Citrinowicz, formerly of Israeli military intelligence, put it on X. Tehran may have relaxed its choke hold on this vital waterway, but the Islamic Republic, battered and seeking a way to stave off future aggression, is unlikely to release it for the foreseeable future.
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The Flip-Phone Cleanse

I spent a month with a group of people who aspire to a state of offline bliss.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Thu, 23 Apr 2026




In March, I put my iPhone into a yellow cardboard box with MO stamped on top--the M looked like a riff on the Motorola logo; the O looked like a flower. Over the next several weeks, I left my phone there for roughly 23.5 hours out of every day.


I did so as a participant in "Month Offline," which started last year in Washington, D.C., as a kind of Dry January challenge, but for smartphones. Now it is a fledgling business with a footprint in New York City. Members of each monthlong "cohort" pay $75 for the experience, during which they swap their iPhones for a lower-tech device and participate in weekly meetups. I joined the cohort that began on March 2 and received an email just before the first meeting: "Excited 2 see u soon," it said.


My month offline began with the MO pledge--a document with curious capitalization that declared us all "Free and Independent Human Beings" who were "Absolved from all dependence on big tech and their attention-grabbing algorithms." By signing at the bottom, I agreed to "forego" the use of my smartphone for 30 days and thereby "trade dopamine for daylight, doomscrolls for detours, pixels for paper maps."


The other members of my cohort, who would meet on Monday nights in a still-semi-industrial corner of Brooklyn's Bushwick neighborhood (near a soup factory), were mostly women, mostly in their late 20s or early 30s. They had heard about Month Offline from a friend, or they had seen a wheat-paste flyer (Flip Off!) on the street, or, in at least one case, they had come across a post about MO on the party-planning app Partiful, which is where this person did their scrolling after having deleted all other forms of social media from their phone. Several people in our group had full-time jobs in technology, and nobody I spoke with considered themselves to be "anti-tech." But they all felt like smartphone use was costing them hours of free time every day, access to stores of creativity, and opportunities for adventure and friendship in the great city of New York.


One salve for these anxieties could be a different kind of phone. Month Offline has spun off a tiny start-up, dumb.co, that sells the sort of flip phones that you might want to use when your iPhone has been hidden in a cardboard box. Their design is more than just a relic from the aughts. It's a relic from the aughts that has been kitted out with a custom operating system designed by a former Washington Post software engineer named Jack Nugent. You can pair a dumb.co flip phone with your smartphone through an app called Dumb Down, such that your normal calls and text messages are forwarded to your dumb.co number. (Many of the numbers in my cohort had the Atlanta area code 404, as a joke about going offline.) Nugent's system also comes with scaled-down versions of Uber, WhatsApp, Google Maps, and Microsoft Authenticator. "Before this device, a lot of people would say something like, I wish I could use a dumbphone, but I need X,Y,Z," he told me. So he started adding X and Y and Z. The next version of the flip phone will allow for music streaming and include the retro phone game Snake. Nugent said he drew a hard line at email, though--the dumb.co flip phone will never have email.


For several weeks I took my dumbphone everywhere I went, and for several weeks strangers asked about it. Even people who did not seem like they would hang out in semi-industrial Bushwick were intrigued. One evening in lower Manhattan, a polished-looking man who had just been talking with someone else about his job in finance turned and saw my flip phone sitting on the bar. His face lit up. He wanted to know where I'd gotten it, and said that he'd been thinking about getting one too. A spirit of dumbphone curiosity seemed to be all around me.





Clearly, one of the flip phone's thrills is that it flips. It flips, and the feeling of its flipping is neat and familiar. For people of my cohort's age (and mine), it's a reminder of our first phones, which were amazing devices that conferred agency, independence, and the possibility of receiving secret messages from a crush. It's nice to have a flip phone again.


Month Offline leans into this feeling of nostalgia. At my second weekly meeting, my fellow travelers and I had the thrill of our lives decorating our new flip phones with stickers, just as we might have done in 2007. I added one baseball sticker to the front of my phone and one to the back, but some others created intricate patterns with rhinestones. The get-togethers were heavy on crafts; we often expressed ourselves through crayon. At the end of each meeting, we received a gift to help us get through the next week in an ever more analog fashion--a disposable camera, a book of crossword puzzles, a compass on a carabiner.


A key concept, discussed every week, was that of "friction"--or the specific discomfort we were feeling whenever we ran up against our reliance on our boxed-up smartphones. One week, we used the crayons to draw a "moment of friction," and most people drew themselves getting lost. The flip phone's tiny version of Google Maps is hard to use, and some people were trying not to use it all, preferring to navigate the city as their parents and grandparents once did, going only by their memory and directions from strangers.


I embraced the frictions of my month offline, except for when they made me extremely annoyed. Once, I settled down at a coffee shop to do some work and realized I was locked out of my computer; I had to call my fiance and ask him to bring my iPhone to me so that I could two-factor in. (My job requires a specific authenticator app that is not available for dumbphones.) I stewed while I waited. A couple of days before, I'd missed a text from my sister telling our family that she'd gotten into a medical residency. (Group chats sometimes glitched on my flip phone; other people in my cohort also reported having scattered problems with text-forwarding.) And because I had not received that text, or any of my family's responses to the biggest news of my sibling's life, my contribution to the chat was to blithely inform everyone a few minutes later that Seiya Suzuki would not be a good draft pick for our family's fantasy-baseball league, because he'd injured his knee in the World Baseball Classic.


At times like these, I felt as though this experiment in freeing myself was doing just the opposite. After all, I was paying for a second phone plan on top of the one I had for my iPhone--dumb.co service costs $25 a month for Month Offline participants--and then all this other annoying stuff was happening to me too. But the Month Offline program has a protocol for such moments of weakness: Between meetings, we were encouraged to text or call a couple of assigned "Flipmates," who were similar to Alcoholics Anonymous sponsors, and also to leave voicemails in a centralized mailbox for the group called the "Dumbphone Diary." The diary entries, which we sometimes listened to together at meetings, were brief, palpably sincere stories of the teller's struggles without a smartphone, or else their pride at having reconnected with art, nature, their friends, and their own mind.


Our group had three facilitators who would lead each week's activities and offer guidance. One of them, Lydia Peabody, explained that she had left her job as a therapist while participating in a previous Month Offline. The experiment had been a revelation, she told me. A few days into using the flip phone, she'd noticed that her mood was worsening. "I was like, Holy shit, why do I feel so awful?" Eventually, she deduced that her mindless smartphone scrolling had been a way to distract herself from her unhappiness. Without that option, she was forced to face reality. So she quit, and shortly after that she went to a Grateful Dead-cover-band show with the CEO of dumb.co, who hired her to run Month Offline because of her experience leading group therapy.


Her expertise has certainly been germane. Though the meetups weren't set up to be group therapy, people seemed to want to talk (and talk, and talk) about the ways their lives had changed without smartphones, and the discussions sometimes took on a therapeutic tone. I found this all a bit grating and repetitive, but as the month went on, I began to see the same results as everyone else. I read more, talked with strangers more, worried less, and forgot about Instagram almost entirely. I felt worse, and then I felt better.





At the final meetup for my month offline, we participated in a graduation ceremony, complete with Vitamin C's "Graduation (Friends Forever)" playing on a portable speaker. Cards on which we had written our average daily smartphone screen time at the beginning of the month were redistributed, and we wrote down our new totals. Mine went from nearly 4 hours to 19 minutes.


Peabody asked if there was anyone in the room who had not touched their smartphones at all, for the whole month, and two people raised their hands. The rest of us ooh-ed and clapped. I left with a feeling of genuine camaraderie. I also left having turned over my credit-card information to sign up for another month of dumb.co's dumbphone-service plan. My experiment was over, but I wasn't ready to give up on my little flip (which I'd started calling "my little flip").


Read: Get your kid a watch

The following week, our cohort came back together for a show of the creative projects we'd made with all of our offline free time. Those without artistic talents were encouraged to interpret the prompt liberally, and so one Month Offliner presented cookies she'd made from a favorite recipe, and another just sat at a table with a simple crossword puzzle she'd made.


At least 100 people came out for the event. Some were friends of Month Offliners who were there solely out of the goodness of their heart. When I asked one such woman what her level of interest was in participating in a Month Offline herself, she said it was "medium to mild." Other attendees were part of the city's broader, burgeoning subculture of "attention activism." I ran into Dan Fox, who works for the minimalist phone company Light, as well as Nick Plante, a community organizer who is one of the scene's best-known voices.


In his writing, Plante can come off as a zealot. He recently described social-media platforms as "prisons of the mind" and speculated that we may one day "see these companies burn and smolder." But when I spoke with him by phone after the Offline art show, he presented his stance in less fiery terms. Phone-free parties and club nights are already taking off, he said, and he guessed that New York will soon have an assortment of phone-free bars, restaurants, and co-working spaces. A culture shift away from smartphones is already under way, he said. "They're perceived as being so central to our society right now," he said. But what if they weren't?


My cohort mate Alana Kupke, a 30-year-old freelance stylist, had been thinking along the same lines. She'd signed up for the group because she works in the fashion industry and has felt obligated to be online all the time, just to keep her finger on the pulse. She'd been wondering whether she could do the same just by observing her physical surroundings and talking with people. At first, when friends saw her on the flip phone, they would freak out, she said. They would say "Oh my God" and swear that they could never get through the day with such a thing. "It kind of is a problem if people are scared to not have iPhones," Krupke told me. By the end of the month, though, she'd persuaded her roommate, several of her friends, and four people she'd met during gigs to make the switch to flip phones.


Read: Can Gen Z get rid of its iPhones?

Jenine Marquez, 26, another member of my cohort, told me that ever since our month offline she keeps her iPhone in a zippered pocket in her bag, where she can still reach it for emergencies and to answer video calls from her dad. Also, she can feel it buzzing if she gets a bunch of Microsoft Teams messages. Otherwise she doesn't touch it. Krupke said she's been switching out her iPhone for the dumbphone whenever she goes out with friends, so she can be more present. As for me, after signing up for another month of service, I haven't picked up my little flip even once.


A few days after the art show, when I met Peabody for tea, she acknowledged that not everyone who goes to Month Offline continues with the flip phones. Some treat the month like a detox. Others want to stay offline but struggle to stay on the wagon. "When you stop going to something each week that holds you accountable, it becomes harder for anybody to face this alone," Peabody said. She encourages people not to think about it as all-or-nothing. Her iPhone usually stays at her desk in her apartment, plugged in like a computer, she said. But she'll take it out to use it for something specific. "I don't make my life a living hell trying to use only this," she said, holding up her flip phone. "I use it most of the time because I feel better."


Only a few hundred people have participated in Month Offline so far, and participation may be limited to those whose lifestyles allow for voluntary inconvenience. But Peabody said she thinks the early flip-phone readopters will create a snowball effect. Each one will normalize the dumbphone's use a little more, even if it's just within their social circle or in the bars and coffee shops through which they pass. "Most people can do this, or a lot of people can do it," she said. "If you and I meet in a year, we'll be having different conversations."





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2026/04/month-offline-smartphone-detox/686911/?utm_source=feed
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Elon Musk's SpaceX Endgame

The world's richest man is accruing more power than ever before.

by Quinn Slobodian, Ben Tarnoff

Tue, 21 Apr 2026




If Elon Musk gets his way, space will soon look very different. Through his ownership of SpaceX, the world's richest man already operates most of the roughly 14,000 active satellites that are orbiting Earth. Now his rocket company is asking the government for permission to launch up to 1 million more. It's part of Musk's plan to build data centers in space that can harness the power of the sun for AI. "You're power-constrained on Earth," Musk said last month. "Space has the advantage that it's always sunny."



Musk has a lot riding on these orbital data centers. To help finance them, he is set to take SpaceX public as early as June, at a reported valuation of $2 trillion. Musk has claimed that data centers in space can "enable self-growing bases on the moon, an entire civilization on Mars, and ultimately expansion to the universe." It's all classic Musk, who has a habit of making big promises that he can't always keep. Data centers in space are an untested technology, and it's not clear if they'd actually work. (Neither Musk nor SpaceX responded to a request for comment.)



Even if Musk falls short of his lofty space dreams, his venture may still pay him considerable dividends. That's because it could help him secure regulatory approval to accelerate a land grab in space. There are only so many satellites that can circle Earth's low orbit before the risk of collision becomes unacceptably high. By flooding space with his own satellites, Musk can make it impossible for other companies to gain entry while dramatically expanding one of the most important and valuable parts of his empire: Starlink.



The world's largest satellite-internet provider, Starlink already boasts more than 10 million active customers in at least 150 countries. Subscribers set up a flat antenna that looks a bit like a pizza box to connect their devices to the internet anywhere they are in the world. (Even if you aren't someone who pays for Starlink, you might have used the service without knowing it. The company's satellites now power in-plane Wi-Fi for several airlines, including United Airlines and Qatar Airways.)



Musk's control over Starlink has vested him with a degree of power traditionally reserved for a head of state. He has restricted access for both Ukrainian and Russian forces at various points during the ongoing conflict between the two countries, potentially altering the course of the war. In other cases, he has made Starlink service free--such as in Venezuela after the U.S. raid and capture of Nicolas Maduro, in January.



Read: Elon Musk moves against the Russians in Ukraine



The new frontier for Starlink is delivering satellite connectivity directly to people's smartphones without specialized hardware. In other words, no more pizza boxes. Musk already provides this service through partnerships with more than a dozen mobile carriers to serve "dead zones" beyond the range of cell towers, but the bandwidth is limited. T-Mobile's Starlink partnership, T-Satellite, allows customers to use Musk's satellite internet for messaging, location sharing, and low-speed data for a handful of apps.



Musk wants to go bigger, possibly even operating Starlink as its own stand-alone mobile carrier. "You should be able to have a Starlink--like you have an AT&T or a T-Mobile or a Verizon or whatever," he said last September. Unlike traditional mobile carriers, Starlink could operate on any cellphone anywhere in the world, due to the reach of its satellites. Imagine a future in which Musk owns not only a major social network, but a large chunk of the infrastructure through which the world's information flows. To pull that off, he will need more satellites. Musk has already said that the ones that he's looking to send to space for data centers are essentially souped-up versions of Starlink's next-generation satellite, set to launch later this year, which promise to increase mobile speeds by more than 3,000 percent.



Starlink isn't the only company trying to ramp up satellite-to-smartphone service. The prospect of offering high-speed connectivity anywhere in the world is tantalizing enough to justify major capital investment. Last week, Amazon bought the satellite company GlobalStar for more than $11 billion in one of its largest-ever acquisitions. As part of the announcement of the deal, Amazon also struck an agreement with Apple to operate the satellite internet on iPhones and Apple Watches. These moves position Amazon as Starlink's leading competitor--and make it all the more urgent for Musk to launch as many satellites as possible, locking up the sky before anyone else can gain a foothold.



If Musk makes good on his vision to create his own Starlink mobile carrier, he will accrue more power than ever before. Not only would Musk have the capacity to cut or enable service as desired, he would also have a greater ability to push people onto more of his own products and platforms. A relatively obscure technique called "zero-rating" allows telecom providers to let users visit certain websites without having it count toward their data caps. Free Basics, for instance, is a program initiated more than a decade ago by Facebook in which the company partners with local mobile carriers in developing countries to provide free access to Meta's family of apps. This allows poorer users to still surf the web, but at the cost of locking them into Meta's walled garden.



Starlink has already experimented with this approach. The select collection of apps that can be used through T-Satellite include both X and Grok, but not competitors such as Instagram and ChatGPT. Musk could go further by letting Starlink subscribers use X and Grok for free. Particularly in low-income countries, this subsidy would be a major inducement to using those services. And considering the breadth of Musk's empire, there are endless opportunities for cross-promotion. He could make Starlink's mobile service a free perk for Tesla drivers, X Premium members, and xAI customers. For now, all of this is a hypothetical--but it is not far-fetched. Although 1 million satellites is the headline-grabbing number, these pursuits can happen below that ceiling. As so often is the case, Musk promises Mars but satisfies investors with low Earth orbit.



Starlink could also be the logical next step in Musk's campaign against what he calls the "woke mind virus." Take his treatment of Twitter. Since purchasing the social-media site in 2022 and renaming it X, Musk has turned it into a megaphone for his political viewpoints. He has restored hundreds of banned far-right accounts, eliminated virtually all content-moderation rules, and tweaked the algorithm to promote accounts that align with his politics. Musk attempts to further reinforce his worldview through Grok, the proudly politically incorrect chatbot, and now Grokipedia, his competitor to Wikipedia.



Read: What Elon Musk's version of Wikipedia thinks about Hitler, Putin, and apartheid



While Musk has never had any problem winning investor confidence, he has sometimes stumbled at winning broad-based popularity. A common reflex is to blame the messengers: As he told CNBC last spring, "What I've learned is that legacy-media propaganda is very effective at making you believe things that aren't true." Launching even more satellites into space presents the opportunity to close the loop and cut out the "legacy media" altogether. The logic of Musk's empire is total. X shapes the discourse. Grok automates it. Grokipedia rewrites the historical record. Starlink can deliver it all, everywhere, to everyone. Each layer reinforces the others. It's not about winning arguments in the public sphere. It's about building a replacement. If Musk gets his way, the echo chamber of tomorrow will reach to space and back.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2026/04/elon-musk-starlink-satellites/686877/?utm_source=feed
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Is Hurry the Great Enemy of Spiritual Life?

Pastor John Mark Comer has won a massive audience by encouraging his followers to free themselves from the gnawing sense that there is always more to do.

by Nancy Walecki

Sat, 18 Apr 2026


John Mark Comer says his practices should be judged not by how happy his followers are, but by how close they are to God. (Thalia Gochez for The Atlantic)



John Mark Comer can be a hard man to find. He's one of the most famous pastors in America right now, an author whose books have together sold more than 1 million copies, but he's not the most reachable guy. He has a professional website but no contact page. He rarely travels. And as I reported this story, I began to learn his habits: Sending him a text early in the day was a wash, for instance, because he doesn't check his phone until after morning prayer time. Once, when I reached out by email, I got an out-of-office response that he had set before Christmas explaining that he was observing "rhythms of rest" and asking that I try him again after his return in mid-January. Incoming messages sent in the meantime would be deleted.

I had first seen Comer in October, at a service for Church of the City New York, held inside a historic chapel in Lower Manhattan. Lo-fi beats played over the speakers as hundreds of people, mostly in their 20s and 30s, milled around and looked for seats in the crammed pews. When Comer took the stage, dressed in a matching ochre shirt-jacket and pants, a silver stud in his left ear, the crowd cheered and whooped.

He pulled up a slide. It was not the usual Bible story or psalm, but an excerpt from Anne Helen Petersen's 2019 BuzzFeed essay "How Millennials Became the Burnout Generation." Burnout is "not a temporary affliction," it read. "It's the millennial condition." The Gen Z one, too, Comer added. "It's like we just churn out tired, exhausted souls like a widget factory," he said. "I don't know if you feel this at all yet in your body or in your bones. If you don't, it's because you're still young and you haven't been in the city very long. But you will. Trust me, you will."

Then he clicked over to a passage from the Gospel of Matthew:

Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.

"Most of us, as modern Americans," Comer said, with a hand over his heart, "we read that line and there's just this, like, deep, soul-level, Yes, I ache for that." The guy in front of me took a picture of the slide with his phone. I noticed that his screen was set to gray scale. So was the screen of the person sitting next to me.

Read: The tension that defines modern life

Signs of Comer's influence had been popping up in my life all year. One friend had started observing a 24-hour, phone-free Sabbath. My roommates began fasting several times a month. Then, in quick succession, three different people recommended that I read The Ruthless Elimination of Hurry, Comer's 2019 best seller.

In that book, Comer advances the theory that the great enemy of spiritual life is hurry. By this he means not simply busyness: Hurry is a gnawing sense that there is always more to do; a life spent hurtling oneself through each day; a schedule that makes little room for God. Technology has only exacerbated the problem. Comer calls the modern world "a virtual conspiracy against the interior life," and urges readers to reclaim their focus from the algorithm and shift it toward God.

The Ruthless Elimination of Hurry, he told me, is "a book about discipleship to Jesus masquerading as a self-help book." Many of its suggestions are similar to what you might find in articles about digital detoxes. To break a cellphone addiction, he offers detailed advice on how to "turn your smartphone into a dumbphone": delete social media and web browsers, turn off notifications, and set your screen to gray scale, to curb the appeal of the remaining candy-colored apps. His prose, too, is rendered in a pithy, how-to style that one of his critics has dubbed "The Ruthless Elimination of Paragraphs."

Because of this approach, Comer can seem more like a wellness personality, such as Andrew Huberman, than a pastor. Like Huberman, Comer offers a concrete regimen that's attractive to people who feel unmoored in contemporary society. Comer's skeptics, when remarking on his rapid ascent, point to these similarities and wonder if what he's offering is simply baptized wellness, a pop spirituality tailored to the tastes and frustrations of affluent young people. But sitting among his followers, I wondered: Could Comer's practices actually bring them closer to God?

I met Comer the next day at a coffee shop in the East Village. Our cashier, who looked about 24, recognized Comer and was visibly starstruck. "Your books are so amazing," he said. "I pass them around to all my friends." Our lattes, he insisted, were on the house. Comer told me that the same thing had happened yesterday in SoHo, then he shrugged. "Coffee shops are like bars for Christians."

Comer is Protestant, nondenominational, and roughly in the evangelical sphere, but his work is mostly about how technology--what he calls "the machine"--is spiritually deforming people. "Any version of discipleship to Jesus that doesn't seriously take into account that," he said, pointing at my phone, "is going to be wildly deficient." Christian spirituality has always adapted to its time, Comer said. In trying to adapt the faith for the 21st century, he looks to the life of Jesus, who took a Sabbath, fasted, and spent regular time in silence and solitude. To Comer, these weren't the rhythms of Jesus's life just because he happened to live in Galilee in 30 C.E. They are spiritual practices that Christians in any era ought to emulate.

Read: How to break a phone addiction

Comer's most recent book, 2024's Practicing the Way, is a sort of how-to guide for Christlike living. Inspired in part by the monastic Order of Saint Benedict, Comer encourages readers to incorporate nine of Jesus's habits into their lives: scripture reading, service, keeping the Sabbath, solitude, prayer, fasting, community, witness, and generosity. He calls his work "spiritual archaeology"--reintroducing modern believers to ancient Christian practices. "Everything we need, for the most part, is there in church history," he said. "We've just lost a lot of it."

Comer is hardly the first such archaeologist. Each generation of evangelical Christianity has three main celebrities, Russell Moore, the editor at large of Christianity Today, told me: the politics guy, the church-growth guy, and the personal-spirituality guy. In the 1980s, these roles were played, respectively, by Pat Robertson, Rick Warren, and Dallas Willard. Right now, Comer is the personal-spirituality guy (yes, it's always a guy). Willard encouraged evangelicals to adopt virtually the same practices, such as fasting and taking a Sabbath, in 1988's The Spirit of the Disciplines, and a subset of evangelicals has practiced them ever since. But Comer is making his case at a very different moment.

Russell Moore: The American evangelical Church is in crisis. There's only one way out.

"A lot of American evangelical leadership right now is algorithmic," Moore said, meaning that many pastors ratchet up their sermon rhetoric to find an audience on social media--usually by decrying homosexuality and abortion. Comer has written that God's vision of marriage is between a man and a woman, and he's argued against the idea of abortion as "reproductive justice." But he doesn't really preach about those issues, so the traditional Christian political camps aren't sure what to make of him. He's too conservative for the progressive Christians, and the conservative ones assume that he's a tote-bag-carrying NPR liberal.

Comer doesn't avoid the algorithm entirely. He has more than a quarter million followers on Instagram, where he mostly posts clips about the nine practices and shares quotes from Christian writers in minimalist fonts on earth-toned slides. He likens such social-media outreach to a street preacher at an Old West saloon: You say your piece about Jesus, hope you change some minds, and get out as quickly as you can.

In December, I went to Comer's house for tea. About two and a half years ago, his family moved from Portland, Oregon, to Topanga Canyon, a mountain community outside Los Angeles known as a hub of West Coast hippiedom--think Deadheads, crystals, and astral-projection workshops. The road to Comer's home is shaded by scrub oak and barely wide enough to accommodate a single car. We sat in the living room beside the Christmas tree, where presents lay wrapped in butcher paper. Comer was on cooking duty that night, and his wife unloaded the groceries. Their teenage son and daughter milled around the living room as Comer and I spoke. He apologized for the commotion.

Comer grew up in the '80s in Silicon Valley; his parents were "first-generation Christians," as he put it. His father, Phil, was a rock musician in the '60s and '70s who encountered God for the first time during one of Billy Graham's crusades, eventually becoming the worship pastor at Los Gatos Christian Church, one of the Bay Area's earliest evangelical megachurches. Comer took after his dad, joining the ministry and then co-founding a church in the suburbs of Portland with his parents in 2003, when he was 23 years old. Comer was the cool preacher, a West Coast urbanite just like his congregants; he understood why people might be cynical about religion. (When we met, I apologized for saying "damn" in front of a pastor. He reminded me that I was with a pastor from California.)

His church added about 1,000 congregants a year for seven years straight and soon outgrew its original building, coming to command multiple locations around the city. Comer became the head of what was essentially a ministry franchise, he reflected later--"the Starbucks model of 'local' church"--where he was trying to give thousands of people the same experience, whether they were in downtown Portland or the suburbs.

By about 2014, Comer was preaching six services on Sundays and heading home at 10 p.m., long after his kids were asleep. He didn't have time for himself or his family. The Bible calls Christians to be patient, to love. But Comer was becoming more hurried and less loving. He realized, as he would later write, that "you can be a success as a pastor and a failure as an apprentice of Jesus." In Millennial terms, he was suffering from burnout, badly.

Comer took a break from preaching and started reorganizing his life. He tried to emulate Christ's daily actions, gradually incorporating them into his lifestyle both then and after he returned to pastoring, now at just one of the church's locations, known as Bridgetown Church, in downtown Portland. He began fasting, eventually working up to two days a week, and observing the Sabbath by turning off his devices on Saturdays and spending his time resting and worshipping. He still needed to use email and social media for work, but he took these apps off his phone and checked them on his computer only once a week. And because Jesus lived simply, Comer pared down his closet to three outfits for the Oregon winter and two for the summer.

He worked less, spent more time with his wife, built more Star Wars Lego sets with his kids. "Even better," he'd later write about that period, he could "feel God again." Comer was convinced that his entire church would benefit from these practices. So, over the next five years, Bridgetown adopted the disciplines as a congregation, creating the blueprint for the nine practices that Comer later would lay out in Practicing the Way.

Running a huge church was hard on him; for years, he had wanted to write and to work one-on-one with people instead of preaching. Comer stepped down from Bridgetown in 2021 and now leads a nonprofit, also called Practicing the Way, which offers a free course that more than 21,000 church groups have adopted. He's on the teaching staff at a church in Los Angeles, but mostly, Comer serves as the pastor of his own small church, which follows the Practicing the Way disciplines: The 30-person congregation fasts together, takes the Sabbath together, and, on Sundays, meets for a service in his living room. He has "built a quiet life," his friend and successor at Bridgetown, Pastor Tyler Staton, told me. "Some might accuse him of being a touch boring."

Comer told me that his average reader is 27, with at least some college education, living in a city. I'm 27, with a college degree, living in New York. I wondered whether I could adhere to his disciplines, and if so, how they might affect my faith. So, for the past six months, I've tried to structure my life around Practicing the Way's nine core habits.

I'd wake up early to spend an hour alone at the window next to my fire escape, reading scripture and praying; this was a major upgrade from checking my phone first thing in the morning. Once a week, I'd observe the Sabbath--put away my screens, do some form of worship, revel in the fact that I could do nothing for a day and God would keep the universe going. As part of the service practice, I volunteered at a soup kitchen once a month and started carrying food with me when I walked around the city, in case I passed people who looked hungry.

I did chafe against some of the disciplines. Navigating modern life with no phone for a day was a mess: Without Google Maps, I'd get lost; without texting, every meetup with friends felt like the high-stakes rendezvous at the end of An Affair to Remember. And although sometimes I'd have a moment or two of transcendence on my weekly fasting day, for the most part, I was just hungry.

I am surprised, though, by how much these practices have become central to my life--not because I think I will be smote if I don't do them, but because it turns out I like them. (Except for fasting. That one is still a bummer.) The new constraints on my time and attention forced me to truly consider what was important or not, and to prioritize those things. I spent less time on the parts of my day that brought me little joy (my phone) and more time with friends. My life is less hurried. I'm happier.

But my happiness is not the point, according to Comer. The purpose of a spiritual discipline is "not personal fulfillment. It's not personal expression. It's not emotional wellness. It's not to de-stress," he said. The point is to have your character transformed by your attunement to God. Then it will be easier to follow Jesus's two greatest commandments: love God and love others. Fasting and discipline, you can get from Andrew Huberman; self-care, from Goop. But, Comer told me, "wellness culture is not talking about the Sermon on the Mount."

That sermon--in which Jesus says people must love their enemies, must turn the other cheek, and cannot serve God and money--asks a lot from believers. Dallas Willard, Comer's forebear, argued that a person who expects to live up to Jesus's commands on the spur of the moment, without structuring their life at least somewhat around Jesus's, is like "a baseball player who expects to excel in the game without adequate exercise of his body." The theory is that, to become more Christlike, you have to find more ways to literally live like Christ.

Comer's critics worry that by focusing so much on Jesus's daily regimen, he risks recasting the son of God as the original lifestyle guru. "The (real) point of the Gospels--identifying who Jesus is, putting faith in him, and worshiping him--is put in the background, while living like Jesus is put in the foreground," Kevin DeYoung, a theologian and Presbyterian pastor, wrote in a review of Practicing the Way.

According to DeYoung, this isn't just a small matter of emphasis. "How effective can an approach to spiritual formation be when it almost completely misses the point of Jesus's life and ministry?" he wrote. DeYoung told me that when the apostle Paul writes to the early Ephesian church about how to combat evil in their lives, "he doesn't tell them, 'Here are a set of rhythms and come up with 10 rules for your life.' " He tells them about the power of God.

DeYoung and others also criticize Comer for conforming his ministry too much to the lives of young, well-to-do urbanites--repackaging Christian monasticism for the TikTok generation. Given how inconvenient Comer's disciplines can be, his skeptics think they're achievable for yuppies in ways they may not be for others who have fewer resources or more demands on their time. DeYoung and his wife have a big family, and although Comer's routine may sound nice, he told me, "we're trying to just get through our week."

Jonathan Haidt: End the phone-based childhood now

Comer counters that many churches are facing what he calls a "crisis of discipleship" because they don't give congregants enough instruction on how to actually live as Christians. But he says that he's not doctrinaire about the practices; he doesn't expect everyone to do all of them, all of the time: Jesus himself rebelled against the rigidity of the Pharisees by healing people and harvesting grain on the Sabbath. The night I saw Comer preach in New York City, he stressed that the question shouldn't be Did I fast this week? or Did I observe the Sabbath? Comer wants his followers to ask themselves instead, Am I becoming more gentle? and Am I becoming more humble?

I Googled myself yesterday, so I still have a ways to go. But I had never asked myself those sorts of questions before. As a Christian moving in mostly secular circles, I'd felt that simply believing in God was a big enough feat. My faith had never shaped the way I lived each day. I am proof that you can say you love God and offer very little of your life to him. The practices became a way to call my own bluff.

I'm a member of the precise audience Comer is writing for--those who believe in the Gospels but haven't made much time for a spiritual life; those who no longer feel at home in an evangelical community that has itself been warped by the imperatives of social media; those who (if we're honest) can sometimes feel embarrassed to be seen as religious in a secular world. He told me that he is speaking to people who "want to figure out how to stay true to the Christian story in a very hostile cultural environment" but feel they need a road map. Even if the temptations of contemporary America look nothing like the ones the early Christian ascetics lived in the desert to avoid, that doesn't necessarily mean the road map itself is out-of-date. And if, in promoting that road map, Comer can sometimes seem like many secular wellness influencers, maybe it's a sign that they, too, are responding to a collective crisis of faith, and don't yet know it.



This article appears in the May 2026 print edition with the headline "Can Turning Off Your Phone Bring You Closer to God?"
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The Allbirds Pivot Is a Terrible Idea ... Right?

Its turn to AI could be an escape hatch for a company with nothing to lose.

by Will Gottsegen

Thu, 16 Apr 2026




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

Walk into any Silicon Valley office in the late 2010s, and you'd probably see at least one pair of Allbirds. Woolly and eco-friendly, the sneakers once epitomized a certain kind of corporate culture (even Barack Obama was a fan), and the company behind them was valued at roughly $4 billion at its peak, in 2021. But for several years, sales have flagged. Attempts to replicate the success of its signature product--see: wool leggings and wool underwear--didn't do much to keep the business afloat. Earlier this year, Allbirds sold most of its holdings for pennies and closed its remaining retail stores. Now it has a last-ditch idea: a hard pivot to AI.



The plan, announced yesterday, is to change its name to NewBird AI and spend $50 million from an unnamed investor on specialized chips called GPUs, which it will then lease to other companies. The move is a high-risk bid to save the company's stock, and it has already kind of worked: Allbirds' value increased by more than 600 percent yesterday. Although businesses reorient themselves around AI all the time, Allbirds is trying a far more extreme version of the strategy. At first glance, it might look like a cynical (and very possibly doomed) cash grab. But for a flailing shoe company, an AI rebrand might also be an escape hatch.



Last month, Allbirds was sold for less than 1 percent of what it was worth in 2021. Because almost nothing has been spared in the fire sale, it is now essentially a shell corporation. Bloomberg's Matt Levine argued yesterday that the company might be banking on tech executives' "nostalgic fondness for their brand" to make this pivot work. But Allbirds CEO Joe Vernachio is a veteran of the outdoor-apparel industry and has no apparent AI experience; the company did not respond to questions about the future of its executive team or the future of other people who work there.



There's an obvious reason for companies to jump on the AI train--the technology is creating enormous wealth. The S&P 500 hit a record high yesterday, thanks in part to the strength of the American tech sector. And that doesn't even account for the two leading AI companies, both of which are private. OpenAI and Anthropic are valued at about $1.2 trillion combined--more than the GDP of Poland. When those companies go public, as they're expected to in the not-too-distant future, they will generate astounding wealth for their executives and investors.



The idea that a shoe company can use an AI rebrand to quickly juice its stock price will likely strengthen naysayers' suspicions that we're in a bubble. It echoes a cautionary tale of the crypto craze: In 2017, shares of Long Island Iced Tea Corp. jumped as much as 500 percent after the company announced a pivot to blockchain technology. The highs were short-lived. A year later, Long Blockchain Corp. (it got a new name too) was delisted from the NASDAQ. When the struggling video-game retailer GameStop tried a similar crypto pivot in 2022, its stock climbed 30 percent in a day. But that ultimately didn't prevent the company's gradual descent from the meme-stock highs it had seen in 2021. The maneuver failed in the long run in part because it muddied the idea of what GameStop even was: Why was the brick-and-mortar store where I once bought Assassin's Creed III suddenly selling NFTs?



But in this unprecedented market, where private lenders abound and VCs are doubling down on AI, flexibility can be a good thing. Plenty of companies have incorporated AI into their existing products over the past few years, albeit with varying levels of success. Mattel's toys will soon have AI components, PepsiCo wants to rely on AI agents to transform its sales and operations, and Bath & Body Works has used AI to develop a "fragrance finder" called Gingham Genius. Few businesses are immune to the lure of this tech, and to the potential for investment that tends to come with it.



NewBird AI's lack of experience in the sector will make it difficult to turn a short-term stock bump into long-term success. Questions remain about who's investing in the business, and how effectively its leaders might continue raising money in the future. The $50 million that Allbirds has secured, with just $5 million up front, is dwarfed by what the biggest AI companies are regularly bringing in. OpenAI announced $122 billion in new funding late last month. And it's unclear whether Allbirds will command the kind of access to private credit lines that other public companies have relied on for their AI ambitions. Despite the financial promise of its new business model, Allbirds is really just a tiny, inexperienced player in an already crowded market. Perhaps accounting for traders' tempering expectations, the stock has fallen by about 25 percent today.



Allbirds is now shedding much of what made it distinct during its boom years and adapting to a business climate in which raw computing power is king. Despite a founding mission to make sustainable footwear, the company is turning to a notoriously energy-intensive corner of the tech industry and likely slashing language about environmental conservation from its charter. Whether or not this rebrand succeeds, it has already underscored the absurd pull of AI--and just how much of our economy is being drawn into its orbit.

Related:

	Alexandra Petri: The tyranny of AI everywhere
 	Even Silicon Valley says that AI is a bubble.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump voters have had enough.
 	Josef Palermo: What I saw inside the Kennedy Center
 	David Brooks: History is running backwards.




Today's News

	President Trump said that the United States could hold talks with Iran this weekend and that the two countries are "very close" to a deal, even as the U.S. military expands a blockade of Iran-linked ships. He also announced a 10-day cease-fire between Israel and Lebanon starting today and invited both country's leaders to Washington, D.C., for peace talks.
 	A federal judge ordered Trump to halt aboveground construction of the planned White House ballroom despite the administration's claims that it's needed for national security, ruling that the project can't proceed without congressional approval.
 	Trump nominated Erica Schwartz, a vaccine supporter who served as deputy surgeon general during his first term, to lead the CDC. If confirmed, she would be the agency's fourth leader in about a year.




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Attila Kisbenedek / AFP / Getty; Neil Milton / SOPA / LightRocket / Getty.



The Quiet Way Authoritarianism Begins to Crumble

By Gal Beckerman

In the days after Donald Trump won his second term, I called a handful of Hungarian political analysts to ask what the American future might look like. My impulse was not an original one; the analysts had been fielding many calls of this sort. Hungary seemed like a bellwether for the illiberal direction in which Trump said he was going to lead the United States. Over his decade and a half reign, Prime Minister Viktor Orban had rigged the electoral and legislative systems for his party's benefit, come to control (directly or indirectly) 80 percent of the country's media, and hobbled most independent institutions. But when I asked these Hungarians to give it to me straight, they started to tell me another story, about what was happening on "the islands."


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Pope James David Vance the First
 	The DNA fix for aging
 	If you want a better world, act like you live in it.
 	A pillar of the economics establishment admits that it was wrong.
 	Radio Atlantic: If Hungary can do it




Culture Break


David Avazzadeh / Connected Archives



Read. Last month, Rhian Sasseen recommended six books that simply must be talked about.

Explore. Imagine a chatbot that actually knows how to talk to you, Matteo Wong writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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A New Kind of Hybrid Car Is About to Hit America's Streets

The car industry says it has an answer for drivers wary of going electric.

by Andrew Moseman

Wed, 15 Apr 2026




Updated at 4:55 p.m. ET on April 16, 2026

Two hours into a road trip in my Tesla, I start to get twitchy. By that point, the battery in my 2019 Model 3 has dipped to an uncomfortably low percentage. If I can't reach the next plug, I'm in trouble. This is the kind of problem that Ram's electric pickup truck is intended to solve. When the range starts to dwindle, the truck automatically fires up a hidden gas engine that refills the giant battery. The "electric" vehicle keeps on chugging down the highway, hour after hour; pit stops are once again decided by the need for bathroom breaks rather than battery range.



The Ram 1500 REV, set to debut later this year, is what's called an "extended-range electric vehicle," or EREV. In essence, it is an electric vehicle that burns gas. There's nothing revolutionary about a half-gas, half-electric car, of course. Hybrids have been a mainstay in the United States since the Toyota Prius broke through two decades ago, and automakers have released more efficient plug-in hybrids--allowing drivers to charge up for about 30 miles of electric driving, just enough to accomplish daily errands without fossil fuels. An extended-range EV is a different kind of beast. The engine burns gasoline for the sole purpose of replenishing the battery--it never actually pushes the wheels.

The technology is not exactly new: BMW sold a more primitive extended-range EV in the U.S. during the mid-2010s. But now these souped-up hybrids are set to go mainstream. EREVs are the car industry's new hope for quieting the doubts of American drivers who are wary of going electric. In the Ram, the battery can run for about 150 miles of electric driving, and the whole setup delivers enough range to travel nearly 700 miles between stops.  "It takes away the range anxiety," Jeremy Michalek, the director of the Vehicle Electrification Group at Carnegie Mellon University, told me. "When you want to go on a long trip, you can still put liquid fuel in it and continue to drive for longer distances."

But for all the upside, gas-burning electric cars are not quite the future that we were promised. Just last year, the Ram truck was slated to be fully electric, with no gas engine to be found. Ford recently killed the electric F-150 pickup truck and is now promising to bring it back as--you guessed it--an EREV.

Read: The hybrid-car dilemma

These new hybrids are the latest sign that the electric revolution has not exactly gone according to plan. Sales of EVs, true electric vehicles, had been growing slowly in the United States, but they've slid in the past six months, plagued by high prices and attacks from the Trump administration. Automakers have responded by canceling and delaying new EV models. Last month, for example, Honda announced that it would halt the development of three new EVs; a few days later, Volvo said it would discontinue its affordable electric SUV, citing "shifting market conditions." Other car companies, having invested billions into building EVs, are trying to find new ways to persuade Americans to take a chance on big batteries and electric motors. That's where extended-range EVs come in.



By throwing in a backup generator, the car industry hopes that it can finally appeal to pickup drivers, who have been especially resistant to going electric. Of the 16 EREVs that are set to hit the market within the next three years, all are trucks or SUVs. "For American brands at the moment, I think it's an admission that maybe, especially for big trucks and SUVs, EVs can't deliver the type of utility and the performance that their customers demand," Joseph Yoon, a consumer-insights analyst at the car-buying site Edmunds, told me. Indeed, electrifying the full-size American pickup truck has proved to be a particularly tough problem. Because these vehicles are so big and heavy, electric versions need colossal batteries to move them. That raises the price, and drivers are still sometimes left with subpar performance: Towing a boat or trailer severely dings their battery range.



There is good reason to believe that EREVs will assuage some of these concerns. Consider Scout Motors, a Volkswagen-owned brand that is making electric versions of the boxy trucks and SUVs from the 1960s and '70s. Of the 150,000 reservations the company collected as of January, 85 percent of customers have chosen the version with the backup engine over its battery-only cousin. Scout began with an all-electric focus, Ryan Decker, the vice president of strategy and brand, told me. Then the company received feedback that prospective drivers wanted more than they believed all-electric could deliver. Pivoting to an extended-range EV let Scout build on the work that went into manufacturing an electric vehicle, he said, while giving customers "confidence of packaging a gas engine on top."



However, the curse of any hybrid is compromise. EREVs aren't likely to solve the biggest reason Americans are not going electric: cost. Though Ram has yet to announce the price of its new extended-range pickup truck, Car and Driver estimates that the vehicle will run at least $60,000. Ram's gas-powered truck, meanwhile, starts at $42,000. The price difference is partly because an extended-range EV still has a big, expensive battery in addition to carrying around a gas engine with its thousands of chugging belts and spinning gears. That leads to other downsides. EREVs require plenty of upkeep, unlike fully electric cars that have just a few dozen moving parts. In the six and a half years that I've owned my Tesla, I've done basically nothing but replace the tires and the small backup battery.

Read: The backlash against car prices is here

The problem that these buzzy new hybrids do solve isn't as relevant as you might think. For those who aren't doing any heavy-duty driving--which includes lots of American pickup-truck owners--range anxiety is a vanishing concern. New electric cars can now run for 300 or even 400 miles a charge, which is more than enough to pull off a road trip without having to make lots of extra stops. High-speed charging is also getting more common and more reliable: Tesla now has more than 3,000 Supercharger stations in the United States, and competitors such as IONNA and EVgo have accelerated the previously slow pace of installing new plugs. (The Trump administration tried to freeze billions in federal funding for EV charging, but courts have ruled against that move.)



Two things are clear about electric vehicles: They are far cleaner in the long run, and people who buy them typically don't return to gas. Perhaps extended-range EVs are the training wheels that hesitant drivers need, providing the benefits of electric cars--instantaneous torque, quiet driving, fewer planet-killing carbon emissions--alongside the comfort of knowing there's a gas station at every freeway exit. Seen another way, though, a built-in backup generator is poised to prolong the inevitable transition to true electric cars. Because designing and building new cars takes years, many EREVs won't actually arrive in dealerships for quite some time. Ford's extended-range F-150 is launching next year; Scout won't launch its SUV until 2028 and its truck until even later. Considering that vehicles tend to stay on the road for a decade or more, these trucks are likely to be still burning fossil fuels deep into the 2040s. Any driver who buys an EREV to go mostly electric is one who could have gone fully electric and never picked up a gas pump again.



This article originally misidentified the Ram 1500 REV as the first extended-range electric vehicle for sale in the United States.
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The President and the Pope

Panelists joined to discuss Trump's attacks on Pope Leo XIV for his comments about the war in Iran.

by The Editors

Sat, 18 Apr 2026




Donald Trump attacked Pope Leo XIV earlier this week for his comments about the war in Iran. Panelists on Washington Week With The Atlantic joined to discuss the president's remarks, and what they may signal about Trump's messaging on the conflict.

Pope Leo has become more vocal about his concerns over what's happening in Iran, Michael Scherer, a staff writer at The Atlantic, explained last night. But in response to Trump's backlash, Leo has "talked in even more aggressive terms ... about how military leaders should not use religion to justify their actions," Scherer said.

"Catholic voters are a real swing group in this country," Scherer continued--and yet, "Trump has not backed down; he says he won't apologize." The president, Scherer argued, is not "operating from a position of strength."

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Leigh Ann Caldwell, the chief Washington correspondent at Puck; Stephen Hayes, the editor of The Dispatch; Jonathan Lemire, a staff writer at The Atlantic and a co-host of Morning Joe on MS NOW; and Scherer.

Watch the full episode here.
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MAHA Swing Voters Are an Illusion

Politicians are fooling themselves about the political power of health-conscious moms.

by Nicholas Florko, Tom Bartlett

Wed, 22 Apr 2026




Updated at 7:11 a.m. ET on April 23, 2026

Earlier this month, MAHA moms went to the White House. Several key figures in the "Make America Healthy Again" movement gathered around a table in the Roosevelt Room to speak with Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. and other top administration officials. The invitees--who included the health activist Kelly Ryerson, the wellness podcaster Alex Clark, and the nutritionist Courtney Swan--were all women. They're influential among the loose coalition of Kennedy supporters known as MAHA moms, many of whom are worried about their children's health. This was a chance for them to air their grievances with the Trump administration--which have grown in recent months. Afterward, they were ushered into the Oval Office to see President Trump, who, according to Ryerson, welcomed them as "my MAHA leaders."



The alliance between MAHA and MAGA was always an unlikely one. Kennedy was a Democrat before his independent presidential run in 2023, and many of his priorities--such as encouraging healthy eating--have traditionally been the domain of the left. Lately, the partnership has started to fray. Core MAHA supporters were infuriated when Trump signed an executive order in February that could give liability protection to manufacturers of glyphosate, the weed killer used in Roundup that studies have linked to cancer. (Ryerson is so against the chemical that she goes by "Glyphosate Girl" on Instagram.) The movement has also been frustrated by the stalled nomination of perhaps the most famous MAHA mom, Casey Means, Trump's pick for surgeon general, who has yet to receive a Senate confirmation vote. Means was also at the recent White House gathering, which appeared to be an attempt to smooth things over with MAHA before the midterms.

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

Not unlike the "silent majority" that pushed Richard Nixon to victory in 1972 or the Tea Party movement that ushered in the red wave during the 2010 midterms, MAHA moms have been billed as a significant factor in the upcoming election. MAHA is "central to our coalition," Steve Bannon, Trump's former chief strategist, told us. Without the movement's support, he believes, there's no chance that Republicans can prevail in November. The president seems to be on the same page: "I read an article today where they think Bobby is going to be really great for the Republican Party in the midterms," Trump said during a Cabinet meeting in January, referring to the health secretary. "So, I have to be very careful that Bobby likes us." In an email, the White House senior deputy press secretary Kush Desai told us that the administration is dedicated to delivering on the MAHA agenda. The gathering at the White House "was one of many productive engagements that the Administration has had and continues to have with the MAHA community," he wrote.



These voters are politically desirable across party lines. Some of MAHA's priorities--such as getting rid of petroleum-based food dyes or limiting pesticide use--are widely popular. About a third of independent parents, along with one in six Democratic parents, identify as supporters of the MAHA movement, according to a poll from last year. Many Democrats are also trying to win over disaffected MAHA moms.



The most prominent MAHA moms tend to be swing voters rather than Trump loyalists. Vani Hari, an activist known as the "Food Babe," was a delegate at the Democratic National Convention in 2012 but is now a prominent MAHA influencer (she was invited to the White House meeting but couldn't attend). Ryerson voted for Trump because of Kennedy. "I probably wouldn't have voted otherwise," she told us.



But Hari and Ryerson--both of whom were health activists long before MAHA came along--may not be representative of rank-and-file voters. For this story, we spoke with several MAHA supporters, including a documentarian who had worked on anti-vaccine films, moms with a parenting podcast, and an Instagram influencer who told us about her four-ingredient recipe for homemade Goldfish crackers. One of us chatted with more than a dozen attendees at CPAC, the annual Republican conference. Many were MAGA before they were MAHA, and said their midterm votes don't hinge on health issues. Virtually none said they would realistically consider voting blue in November.

And then there is the question of numbers. To hear MAHA leaders tell it, their supporters constitute a small army. Tony Lyons, who runs MAHA PAC, the movement's political arm, has said that there are millions of MAHA moms and, in a memo to GOP leaders, argued that embracing the movement is the way to "win big in the midterms." Hari claimed on X in January that thousands of MAHA supporters have been calling state legislatures in recent months over concerns about legislation that would give pesticide makers immunity from lawsuits. (When we asked about that, she conceded that the number was more likely in the hundreds. After publication of this article, she said that she had responded too quickly and meant to say thousands--though she declined to produce any evidence for that number.)

In Tennessee, which considered a pesticide bill earlier this year, a lawmaker told us that she received "about 150 emails and around 50 calls to my office." But in our reporting, we were unable to track down evidence suggesting that moms who will cast their votes based on their MAHA beliefs exist in such numbers that they could swing the midterms. MAHA "is not going to affect the aggregate, but it could affect various districts which are very close," Bob Blendon, a Harvard professor who studies public opinion on health, told us.

Read: The man holding MAHA together

The most prominent contest where MAHA has come into play so far isn't even a seat that is realistically at odds of flipping from red to blue. MAHA PAC has pledged to spend $1 million to unseat Senator Bill Cassidy of Louisiana, who was the pivotal vote to advance RFK Jr.'s nomination as health secretary but has since publicly called him out on occasion. The group has endorsed another Republican, Julia Letlow, and health hasn't been a defining issue in the race. Instead, both candidates have competed to prove that they are more loyal to Trump. (Trump has endorsed Letlow over Cassidy.)



Of course, a lot can change from now until November. American elections have been upended before by groups of voters who seemed elusive and seemingly came out of nowhere. The Tea Party, for example, was seen initially as diffuse--much like the modern MAHA movement--but the effort was actually well funded and well planned, Patrick Rafail, a professor at Tulane University who wrote a book on the movement, told us. "I don't see a parallel for MAHA," he said.



MAHA seems to be one of the few causes that unites people across the political spectrum. But broad appeal doesn't necessarily translate at the ballot box.
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A 'Barbaric' Problem in American Hospitals Is Only Getting Bigger

Patients are getting stuck in the emergency department for days while waiting for a spot in an inpatient ward.

by Elisabeth Rosenthal

Wed, 22 Apr 2026




In the last months, weeks, and days of his life, "I will not go to the emergency room" became my husband's mantra. Andrej had esophageal cancer that had spread throughout his body (but not to his ever-willful brain), and, having trained as a doctor, I had jury-rigged a hospital at home, aided by specialists who got me pills to boost blood pressure; to dampen the effects of liver failure; to stem his cough; to help him swallow, wake up, fall asleep.



"I will not go to the emergency room"--emphasis on not--were his first words after passing out, having a seizure, or regurgitating the protein smoothies I made to pass his narrowed esophagus. He said it again and again, even as fluid built up in his lungs, rendering him short of breath and prone to agonizing coughing spells. He had been a big, athletic guy, but now, in the ugly process of dying, he was looking gaunt. Ours was a precarious existence, but I understood his adamant rejection of the emergency department. Most prior visits had morphed into extended trips into a terrifying medical underworld--to a purgatory known as emergency-department boarding.



I managed to keep Andrej at home while we planned for hospice, until one dreadful night at 2 a.m., when I ran out of hacks. We got into an ambulance and headed together to the hospital.

We had already learned the hard way that if you need admission to the hospital, you can remain in the emergency department--in the hallway or a curtained bay on a hard stretcher or in a makeshift holding area--for more than 24 hours, even for days, while waiting for a real hospital bed. In this limbo state, you're technically admitted to the hospital but still located in the physical domain of the ER. And the rules governing acceptable care and safety measures become much less clear.



In the summer of 2024, still being treated to keep his cancer at bay, Andrej had suddenly become somewhat delirious, requiring hospital admission to rule out the possibility of infection or, worse, of the cancer having spread to his brain. After we went to an emergency department near our home, in New York City, he lay trapped on a hard stretcher, with its rails up, for more than 36 hours, amid the alarms and calls for the code team, without any clues of whether it was day or night, and with access only to the few toilets shared by the dozens of patients and visitors in the emergency room. None of this helped his mental state. By the end of day two, he knew me--kind of--but had become convinced that the doctors were "the enemy" and that I was their paid accomplice.



After I pressed to move him to a bed "upstairs"--I meant to an inpatient ward--he was transported to a bed five floors higher. I realized too late that this was an "ED overflow area," according to the paper sign attached to the entrance's swinging door. A plaque in the hall identified it as a former labor and delivery floor. It had been kitted out with some of the trappings of an actual ward, such as real beds and bathrooms, but not the most important one: adequate personnel.



The space was by turns eerily quiet and wildly cacophonous. Although patients there were undergoing intimate, embarrassing procedures, rooms were gender-neutral. That first night, Andrej's roommates were a man in a coma and an elderly French woman in a diaper and boots (no pants), who marched around her bed singing like a chanteuse. In the morning, I pestered a harried nurse and got Andrej moved to a quieter room with three beds, where two people died in three days.



The overworked staff did the best they could, but that was far from good care. My husband--who needed protein and calories but could consume only soft foods--was served chicken cutlets. When I noted to one nurse that Andrej's soiled sheets hadn't been changed for several days, she directed me to a linen cart so I could change them myself.

That first time, one of several extended ER stays Andrej made as a boarder, I thought perhaps we had just hit a busy time at a busy hospital. When I worked as an emergency-medicine doctor a few decades ago, the ED was mostly empty at the beginning of my 7 a.m. shift. A few patients might be lingering from the day before: alcoholics who would sober up and leave, patients with a severe burn or a bad case of pneumonia who were waiting for a bed in intensive care.



In the decades since, EDs have doubled or even tripled in size. Even so, patients are piling up. When I started asking around, I quickly discovered that ED boarding has become commonplace in the past five or so years and is getting worse, more or less omnipresent in hospitals. "Everyone knows about this problem, and no one cares enough to do anything about it," Adrian Haimovich, an ED doctor at Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center who studies ED boarding, told me. "It's barbaric."



Measuring the problem has been challenging because data on ED-boarding time are limited. Only this past November did the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services finalize a rule that would require hospitals to collect data on ED-boarding times, starting in 2026. Using what other data he could find, Haimovich has shown that boarding for more than 24 hours has increased dramatically for people 65 and older since the coronavirus pandemic.



Once they enter ED boarding, patients exist in a gray zone. There has been a national push to establish "safe staffing" nurse-to-patient ratios in EDs. Even with that, if an ED boarder has a medical complaint that needs quick attention, it's easy for them to fall through the cracks, Haimovich said: In some hospitals, an admitting team of doctors from upstairs is responsible for the boarders stuck in the ED (but not the associated floor nurses); in others, overstretched ED medical staff must take full responsibility to care for boarders until a bed opens--and that in addition to seeing new patients. Some EDs now routinely hold more boarders--many of them quite ill--than patients being actively evaluated.



Doctors and nurses have complained bitterly about the situation, which forces them to provide inadequate care. Gabe Kelen, the director of emergency medicine at Johns Hopkins University, told me that it's creating a moral hazard for emergency-department staff. But doctors and department heads such as Kelen are not in control of admissions. Generally, a hospital's administration parcels out inpatient beds, and emergency-department boarding is in many ways a result of today's business models and pressures.



When I worked as a doctor, if an ED was overwhelmed beyond capacity, the attending (that was me) typically called in to ambulance dispatch to request "diversion"--ambulances should take patients to another hospital. If a hospital got too full, the admitting office canceled elective admissions. Today, hospitals run like airlines and intentionally overbook, Kelen said. They also have fewer beds than they did a few years ago--in part because nurse (and executive) salaries have risen since the pandemic. An empty, staffed bed is a money loser, so the institution has an incentive to keep beds full and make new patients wait.



"The problem isn't inefficiency--it's the way health-care finance is structured," Kelen said. "Hospitals typically run on thin margins. Elective admissions are prioritized because they tend to be for lucrative procedures like heart catheterizations and joint replacements."



Admitting patients through the emergency room has business advantages too, even if it means that patients wait for a bed. The evaluation generates charges that typically run many thousands of dollars; once admitted, my husband was still billed the inpatient rate even for a stretcher in the hall. Old, sick, and dying patients are more likely to linger there in part because, after they're in a real bed, they may take up that spot for days or weeks at a time while waiting for a bed in rehab or hospice, requiring nursing time but not the types of interventions that generate revenue.



Hospitals have tried Band-Aid fixes, such as bed-tracking software and discharge lounges where patients can wait for paperwork or transport home. Many do hire more doctors and nurses and orderlies in the ER to confront the overflow. "Long ED wait times and boarding have root causes that extend far beyond EDs and hospitals themselves," Chris DeRienzo, the chief physician executive at the American Hospital Association, told me in an email. He listed the high cost of opening beds and the shortage of rehabilitation facilities, and emphasized the precarious financial situation of many hospitals.



But while Andrej waited in the overflow area, we were not thinking of any bigger picture: He was sick, desperate, and still waiting for care. He lingered in boarding for four days before he got a bed. Each time he had to return to the ED, each time he faced a painful wait, he hardened his resolve to never go back.



Thunk. Crash. "Elisabeth, help!" Those were the sounds that woke me at 2 a.m.



I had fallen asleep in our bed, next to Andrej, his head raised with a foam wedge to ease his breathing and make sure food would not come up. Before I dozed off, I listened to his breathing--30 times a minute, two times faster than normal--a sign that he was struggling to get sufficient oxygen. And that racking cough. This was not good.



Now his bruised body was twisted, lying on the floor with his head against the bed frame. He'd attempted to use his walker to go to the bathroom. He was complaining of chest pain, coughing and short of breath. But he managed to get out those words: "I will not go to the ER."



I knelt by his side in tears, telling him that I loved him but that I could not do anything more right now at home. Carlos, our super, helped me get him into bed and called EMS. I promised Andrej (against hope) that, given his condition, he would surely be quickly assigned to a real room and bed.



What happened next was a blur. I have a vague memory of paramedics arriving, putting him on the stretcher, sliding him into the ambulance, giving him oxygen. I mechanically grabbed his "do not resuscitate" form from under the refrigerator magnet and buckled myself in beside him.



Then he was in the ED, which was thrumming with activity, under the fluorescent lights, with oxygen in his nose, wearing a hospital gown, looking gray and sick. The staff asked what was, for them, the operative question about a guy with widespread cancer: "Does he have a DNR?" Andrej asked me what was, for him, the operative question: "Did you bring my shoes?" He already wanted to leave.



An X-ray showed possible pneumonia, more tumors, and a buildup of fluid in his lungs. A medical team that covers oncology patients wrote an admitting note--he was now a boarder, again--and then retreated upstairs. They started antibiotics and gave him something to help him sleep amid the alarms and shouting. He didn't.



When I came back the next morning--and two mornings after that--I was alarmed to see him still there on a hard stretcher, his feet dangling off the end, exhausted and in pain. "When will he be admitted to a bed?'' I implored. If some of the stuff in his lungs was infectious, maybe he could be treated and get home.



Likely soon and I hear your frustration--I came to detest those two phrases.



Neighboring patients came and went 24 hours a day. Some were pleasant; some were screaming in pain or just screaming mad. Pulmonary doctors came and, in this semipublic space, used a large needle to remove three liters of fluid from Andrej's right lung cavity.

Near the end of the Biden administration, in response to a bipartisan congressional request, the Department of Health and Human Services convened a meeting on emergency-department boarding. Its report, from HHS's Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality, came out the same month that the Trump administration took office, not long before Andrej's fall--the last night he spent at home.



"Emergency department (ED) boarding is a public health crisis in the United States," the report concluded. "Patients who are sick enough to require inpatient care can wait in the ED for hours, days, or even weeks ... Boarding contributes to increased mortality, medical errors, prolonged hospital stays, and greater dissatisfaction with care."



The meeting proposal called for the formation of an expert panel to recommend solutions. In theory, a panel could have weighed in on key questions: Should hospitals--some of which are rich institutions--get paid an inpatient rate for boarding in the ED? Should they have to report boarding times and face penalties for excess? Should they be required to open more real beds, and should requirements for licensing be lessened? How can the country create more rehabilitation beds?



But since then, the Trump administration has dramatically cut that HHS agency's staffing, as well as its grant programs. (Congress is still pushing to fund the agency.) The expert panel never formed, let alone offered solutions. The Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services did initiate a program this year that will include voluntary reporting of boarding times in 2027, which will become mandatory in 2028. Bad marks will eventually affect Medicare reimbursement.



In an emailed statement, the Joint Commission, which certifies the nation's hospitals, called boarding a "serious public health crisis" and "one of the most incredibly complex challenges in healthcare." Although the organization does indirectly look at hospitals' "ED throughput" from charts, such data are not comprehensive. Little information exists, for instance, about how many people's last days are spent on stretchers, in hospital limbo.



None of this knowledge would have helped my dying husband. So I did what I'd promised myself I'd never do: I called a doctor friend, who called the hospital's VIP office.



Suddenly Andrej was whisked to a real hospital room, with a bed that he could adjust to keep his head elevated, a tray he could eat from, a morphine pump, a TV, a bathroom, and a nurse call button at his side. A room with extra chairs, so his stepkids and friends could visit with gifts and mementos one last time. A room where the caring staff placed a chaise longue, where I could sleep over. That way, when he woke scared and coughing and yelling for me, I was there to hold his hand, adjust the oxygen, and push the button for an extra dose of narcotic.



Until, six days after we got in the ambulance and three days after we'd moved to this room, he woke early one morning, agitated and coughing, calling out, "Elisabeth?" I was there. But then, in a blink, he wasn't.
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A Life Hack for the Ultra-Wealthy Is Going Mainstream

More families who can afford it are hiring a house manager, a kind of "chief of staff for the home."

by Nancy Walecki

Tue, 21 Apr 2026




Here is the promise of a house manager. Hire one, and soon someone else could be doing your laundry, washing your dishes, prepping your meals, and completing those Amazon returns you've been meaning to make. They could reorganize the utensil drawer, notice if your kid is outgrowing their shoes and order more, take your car to the repair shop, and be at home to meet the plumber. If your child needs food for a class party, a house manager could make the dish and drop it off; if that child also has a pet lizard, a house manager could buy the crickets to feed it.



House managers are not a nanny or a house cleaner. They're a "chief of staff for the home," a "personal assistant for Mom," and "a clone of myself," according to the more than a dozen people I spoke with who have either hired one or work as one. They are, in effect, what might have once been called a housekeeper--a person who helps oversee a household's basic functioning. Middle- and upper-class families used to more commonly employ this kind of position (the title "house manager" dates back to at least the 1830s), but it has become rare enough that a couple of people I spoke with thought they may have come up with the term.



Whatever you call the job, the ultra-wealthy have maintained some version of this role in their homes for years, but more and more companies are cropping up to serve Americans with salaries in the lower six figures--a cohort that is nowhere near having a private jet but might already use a house cleaner or have a regular handyman.



Some will argue that shouldering the burden of household work is a necessary part of adulthood. But for many on the high side of the country's wealth divide, time is at enough of a premium that buying it back feels worth the money. Kelly Hubbell, who in 2023 founded Sage Haus, a company that helps people find house managers, told me that many of her clients are dual-income households where tasks pile up beyond what two adults can handle; a house manager steps in as a third. Several women described their house manager to me as "my wife." One company offering the service is even called "Rent A Wife--Oregon." (Its founder, Brianna Ruelas Zuniga, knows what the name sounds like; she still likes it, she told me.)



Many house-managing businesses started around the country at about the same time. In 2022, Amy Root was running a home-organization business in central Connecticut--clearing out people's garages and adding shelving to their closets--but she realized that even if she got the right home systems in place, "the laundry still needed to get done," she told me. People needed "help with their regular to-dos but also the aspiration checklist," such as finally hanging that one painting they bought a year ago, she said. In 2023, she pivoted to running a house-managing business, Personal Assistant for Mom, and now leads a team of five (soon to be seven) part-time house managers.



The crew includes retirees and empty nesters, as well as a woman training to be a doula and an artist who needed an extra gig. Rates for house managers generally are $25 to $50 an hour; some agencies take a cut. (Sage Haus charges clients a finder's fee; house managers are paid directly.) Today's version of the job is very much part of the gig economy, and like many gig workers, the managers are usually responsible for their own health insurance. Some of the house managers I spoke with work full-time for one family, but many are cobbling together part-time gigs with multiple families while also working as a nanny or cleaner.



When Root tells people what a house manager does, most of the time, their response is "Someone will do that for me?" A time-saving purchase like that just doesn't occur to a lot of people, Ashley Whillans, a Harvard Business School professor who studies such spending, told me. About a decade ago, she and her colleagues asked people what they would do with an extra $40, and most of them said they'd use it for bills or a nice experience; only 2 percent said they'd use the money for a service that would save them time. Back then, Whillans said, Taskrabbit was really the only chore-outsourcing platform, but as these services have become more common, more people with the money to spend seem to see it as a way to escape the worst parts of their day. "I'm buying back joy and time where I can right now," Barbara Mighdoll, a mother of two and a business owner who now has a house manager for 15 hours a week, told me. Each time her house manager does a chore, she said, "that is a tab that is now closed in my brain." When she's with her family, she no longer has ticker tape running through her head about the laundry she needs to put away. The house manager already took care of it.



A purchase like that really can buy happiness, according to Whillans's research. She and her colleagues have found that when people outsource bothersome chores and reinvest that time in something they actually care about, they report being more satisfied with their life. (Anyone who hates doing the dishes will not be surprised by this.) In one study, she and her co-authors found that couples who take that freed-up time and spend it on each other say that it improved their relationship. So far, Whillans has yet to see a point at which couples who off-load their to-dos stop getting happier. Some tentative evidence, she said, suggests that when given money for time-saving purchases, lower-income people report more benefits than their wealthier counterparts. But where someone in the so-called upper-middle class might consider $30 an hour a bargain, being able to buy back time is still a luxury.



If they can afford it, though, "people are now turning to the market for social support," Whillans said. The gig economy has only made this easier: A person can now order soup on DoorDash when they're sick rather than asking a loved one to make it, or take an Uber from the airport instead of getting a ride from a friend. Almost everyone I spoke with who has a house manager lives far from their family; several said that they lacked a "village." Kara Smith Brown, a mother of two and a founder of a PR consultancy, told me that without "grandparents, or aunts and uncles to kick in at all" and be the village, "you kind of have to build your own and pay for it."



It's not ideal, but people who've hired house managers feel that paying is an improvement on their status quo. Eliza Jackson, the mother of an eighteen-month-old and the chief operating officer of a direct-to-consumer meat-delivery company called ButcherBox, would wake up early before her son so that she could get chores done, cook breakfast, get him ready, drive the hour and a half in traffic to the office, work all day, commute home, cook dinner on the nights her husband didn't, then do more household administration until bedtime. "I don't think the day that I'm describing is unusual," she told me. "I just thought you suffered through it."



In January, she and her husband hired Katie Eastlack, a 23-year-old recent college grad, through Sage Haus. Eastlack had been living with her parents in Virginia and struggling to find education jobs after graduation, but she realized that she was already doing something she enjoyed: helping someone, in this case her mom, run a home. She hoped to move to Boston and scoured Indeed for personal-assistant and house-managing jobs there, until she came upon Sage Haus's listing to work at Jackson's home. Finding the right family was important, Eastlack told me, because she is in their lives full-time. She has a family credit card for household expenses and is trusted to, say, choose the right repairman for Jackson's car. (She didn't say this, but working for the wrong family, in a gig job with no HR, could easily turn into a nightmare.) Eastlack likes that her job helps Jackson and her husband, who both have demanding careers, spend more time with their kid. And it has meant that she got to move to Boston and now has her own apartment.



She's still getting used to the feeling of coming home at night and realizing that she has her own house chores to do. Kristen Milburn, who house-manages part-time for a dual-physician home in Oklahoma City, told me something similar: The role "requires a lot of physical energy," which she's not sure she can maintain forever. And as much as she loves her job, doing someone else's housework all day "does make it a little harder to want to come home and do laundry and dishes," she said. "But it gets done." Running one household is a lot of work--let alone two.
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What 100 Million Volts Do to the Body and Mind

The odds of being struck by lightning in America in a given year are one in 1.2 million. How does the experience reorient a person's sense of chance, of fate?

by Jacob Stern

Mon, 16 Mar 2026

Updated at 11:04 p.m. ET on March 23, 2026

What does it feel like to be struck by lightning?

There is no easy analogue. A defibrillator delivers up to 1,000 volts to a patient's heart; inmates executed by electric chair typically receive about 2,000. A typical lightning strike, by contrast, transmits 100 million volts or more. But lightning races through the body in milliseconds, and therefore often spares it. Some people black out instantly upon being struck. Others recall the moment vividly, as if in slow motion: the flash of light whiting out all vision; the sound, which many survivors say is the loudest they've ever heard. The pain, for some, is excruciating, yet others feel no pain at all. "It felt like adrenaline, but stronger," one survivor reported. "I felt an incredible pulsing," another said, "a burning sensation from head to toe."

The severity of the resulting injury depends on, among countless other variables, how the electricity enters the body, and where, and the path the current takes through it. Direct strikes are the deadliest, but most strikes are indirect--a side flash coming off a tree, a current running through the ground, a streamer rising up from below--and most people survive these.

In some cases, the damage is immediately apparent. Lightning, in addition to being very bright and very loud, is very hot--the air around it can hit temperatures about five times hotter than the surface of the sun--and so it can singe or burn people. The shock wave from the strike can fling victims a great distance, breaking bones or causing concussions as they land. The current inscribes some victims' skin with mysterious scarlike patterns called Lichtenberg figures, which resemble the limbs of a barren tree--or the branching structure of lightning itself.



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



Just as often, though, survivors manifest no burns, bruises, or scars. Even Lichtenberg figures generally vanish within a few days; no one knows exactly why. On the outside, survivors look normal. Which doesn't mean they feel that way.

Many of the body's essential systems--the heart, the brain, the nervous system--depend on electrical signals, and lightning can throw these thoroughly out of whack. Forgetfulness, sleep problems, sexual dysfunction, and headaches that manifest as intense pressure--like "my eyeballs are just popping out," one person told me--are common. Some people become hypersensitive to noise; others lose their hearing entirely. A few, almost miraculously, are freed of a prior ailment: a bad leg healed; vision, once impaired, restored. Pretty much all of them feel permanently off balance. Some have to relearn simple things, things they've done their whole life--how to read, how to sing, how to ride a bike.

Phantom sensations are prevalent. One woman told me she often feels as though water is running down her limbs. Another, in a Facebook group for survivors, said she feels "an indescribable itching" coming from inside the back of her head. Inexplicable odors can emerge; food can taste like cardboard or glue. The symptoms can last for decades. Yet standard neurological imaging, such as MRI scans, almost never detects abnormalities, and most physicians, who understand the symptoms' basis in only the most rudimentary sense, can offer little useful counsel. Faith in survivors' stories--among friends, colleagues, even loved ones--can waver.

The most fundamental consequences of being struck by lightning are often metaphysical, and not easily communicable. How does falling victim to one of the most notoriously unlikely of all misfortunes reorient your sense of chance, of fate? How does it feel, when you're trying to describe the most transformative experience of your life, to be met, routinely, with disbelief?

Last May, I attended a conference of Lightning Strike and Electrical Shock Survivors International. It was held, as it often is, in Pigeon Forge, Tennessee, a smallish town on the edge of the Great Smoky Mountains best known as the home of Dollywood, Dolly Parton's Appalachia-themed amusement park. The town's main drag resembles a sort of family-friendly version of the Las Vegas strip. Instead of casinos, there are dinner-show theaters, go-kart tracks, and a sprawling Margaritaville megacomplex, its central fountain inhabited by giant animatronic Brachiosaurus that roar from time to time.

The conference was staged at a Staybridge Suites just off the strip. About 30 people were there, mostly men who looked to be over the age of 60, many of them conference regulars who'd been struck long ago, though there were some women and younger attendees too. Most had brought their spouse and were making a weekend of it. They were there primarily to connect with other people who understood what they had been through.

Like senior prom, the conference always has a theme, and this year's was Hawaii. Survivors wore leis, and pineapples adorned with sunglasses sat on every table in the Staybridge's modest meeting room. A folding table converted into a makeshift tiki bar dispensed virgin pina coladas and hurricanes. Against this backdrop, specialists gave presentations on trauma therapies. Attendees compared notes on which treatments have worked for them and which haven't.


Steve Marshburn Sr., the founder of the group, seated at a conference luncheon. The conference always has a theme, and that year's was Hawaii. (Stacy Kranitz for The Atlantic)



In one session, a man I'll call Matt, a young, redheaded survivor who for a year and a half after his strike could hardly feel pain, temperature, or most other sensations on much of his skin, said laser therapy had eventually restored his nerves. Having a massage therapist work on his vagus nerve had helped too. For a while, he'd slept inside a Faraday cage, to protect him from static electricity during storms. Today, to cope with intrusive thoughts about lightning, he dumps a packet of salt in his mouth because when you do that, he said, "that's all you can think about."

A woman I'll call Caroline, who'd been struck on the job two years earlier, used that same strategy, she said, only with Warheads candies instead of salt. One problem she had not solved was that no matter how hot she gets, no matter how hard she exerts herself, she can't sweat anymore. Matt said he'd had the same problem for a while. What fixed it for him was spending significant time in a sauna--up to 90 minutes three times a day.

If the discussion had a certain DIY quality to it, that reflects the paucity of medical literature on what lightning does to the body. Few systematic studies have been conducted, and most physicians have never treated a strike victim. Many survivors' experiences defy medical explanation, so doctors have little to say.

Given the limited counsel that the medical establishment can offer them, survivors tend to be open to alternative therapies, but they're also wary of being taken advantage of. At the conference, several attendees reminisced about the year when two "hippies" had shown up and started hawking New Age-type products. "They said they were linked in voodoo," one survivor recalled.

Much of the group conversation focused on Caroline, whose injury was the freshest. She used to cook her family elaborate meals, but "after the accident," she said, "I left the oven on so many times that I even ended up burning the element out." For a while she refused to get a new one, because she worried she'd burn the house down. She leaves sticky notes everywhere to remind her of what she needs to do, but even so, she rarely has the energy to do all of it. She has to ask for help, which makes her feel bossy. She worries that others think she's lazy.

Gary Reynolds's experiences after he was struck in the summer of 2007 were similar. He was grabbing sodas from his family's extra fridge, he'd told me earlier, when lightning hit him through the open garage door. For months, he could barely get out of bed. His whole body hurt constantly. He had trouble concentrating, and simple tasks that had once been second nature now seemed complex. On warm afternoons, he watched the sky warily. A therapist diagnosed him with PTSD, which by some estimates afflicts more than 25 percent of lightning-strike survivors. In 2009, just a few months shy of their 20th anniversary, Reynolds and his wife divorced. Initially she'd been sympathetic, he said, but over time she lost patience. "You're not over this yet?" Reynolds recalled her saying. "It can't be that bad."


Gary Reynolds, who was first struck in 2007 (Stacy Kranitz for The Atlantic)



"I just keep thinking, I want to wake up the next day and it's going to be normal," Caroline said at one point during the session. But she wasn't even two years out from her strike. She had not yet come to the conclusion that the veteran survivors at the conference had reached long ago: that no matter what you do, no matter how many therapies you try, you still have to accept that you'll never be the person you were before. "You still look the same and everything else, but it's like a different person inside," Reynolds said. "It's a different soul."

The odds of being struck by lightning in the United States in a given year are roughly one in 1.2 million, according to a 2019 analysis by the National Weather Service--about the same as flipping a coin and landing on heads 20 times in a row. But this is only a generic estimate. The likelihood of being struck in San Francisco is not the same as the likelihood of being struck in Orlando, last year's urban lightning capital of America, according to Vaisala Xweather, a provider of local weather data. The likelihood of being struck for lawyers is not the same as the likelihood of being struck for roofers.

The majority of people killed by lightning--about 20 each year in the U.S.--are struck while engaging in some sort of outdoor leisure or labor. But in truth, almost anyone can be struck almost anytime. People have been struck while talking on landlines, while using computers, even while sitting on the toilet, according to the National Weather Service, because current can travel through telephone wires, electrical connections, and metal pipes. When lightning survivors insist, as many do, on unplugging their appliances in preparation for a storm, this is not tinfoil-hat mania. And the old advice about not showering during a thunderstorm? Sensible.

Read: Almost no Americans die from lightning strikes anymore--why?

Steve Marshburn Sr., who founded Lightning Strike and Electrical Shock Survivors International in 1989, told me that he was struck at age 25 on a seemingly clear November morning in 1969. He was working as a teller at First Citizens Bank in Swansboro, North Carolina, sitting at the drive-through window, and he thinks the bolt must have passed through an ungrounded speaker. For years, he struggled not only with debilitating headaches and back problems, but also with the sheer improbability of the event that had produced them. Many of the doctors he visited didn't believe his story. For a long time, even his parents wondered whether he was making the whole thing up.

And to some extent, Marshburn understands why. "It's so unbelievable that it's hard to talk about," he said. Eventually, a doctor introduced him to another patient who had survived an electrical injury, and that experience led Marshburn to start his survivors' group. Membership now numbers about 2,000, and in September the organization hosted its first-ever West Coast conference, in Scottsdale, Arizona. For years, most people found their way to the group via their local weather station, or after seeing it featured in news outlets or on TV. Now more find it through Facebook.

That's how Gary Reynolds did. His second wife, Lisa, discovered the group while searching online for other people who'd been struck, people who could understand him. Doctors never had. When he first went to the emergency room, they ran a battery of tests, but the results all came back normal. After he'd been at the hospital for about nine hours, a doctor said, "I'm not really sure what to tell you," and sent him home. Roughly the same thing happened when he visited his primary-care physician. Other doctors told him to his face that he was making the whole thing up.

Not until his first conference did he meet people who could truly empathize with him. He'd never spoken with a fellow lightning-strike survivor in person before, and he was nervous on the drive up, but when he arrived he felt almost like he was at a reunion. "You walk into that room and it's like we're family," he said. After he joined the group, he felt normal for the first time in years. "It was validating," he said. "Like, Okay, I'm not crazy."

In June 2008, Reynolds told me, he was struck by lightning a second time. It was 11 months after his first strike, and he'd woken up at 2 a.m. with an awful headache. Ever since the initial incident, his head had throbbed in exactly the same spot when he sensed a storm coming. As he lay beside his open bedroom window, he felt a shock go through his hand. "Not again," he thought. Half of his hand turned bright red, he said, but he hadn't yet paid off the previous year's hospital bills, and this strike seemed less serious than the last, so he decided not to seek care. In the following months, though, his lingering symptoms from the first strike all worsened. He was often dizzy, and he couldn't grip well. Reynolds ran a tree service at the time, one he'd started a few years after high school, and these were serious problems for someone whose vocation involved wielding a chainsaw. The divorce came about six months later.

In the years that followed, Reynolds pieced his life back together: He remarried, moved his family to western North Carolina, began working at a lumberyard, started attending survivors' conferences. Then, while standing in the kitchen of his mountainside home on a June afternoon in 2016, he was struck a third time. And six years after that, a fourth, he said, this time while sitting in a leather recliner watching TV with his grandchildren. Must've been a streamer, he told me. Came up through the floor and hit him square in the back.

If the likelihood of getting struck once in your lifetime is one in 15,300, as the National Weather Service estimated in 2019, then statistically, the number of people in the United States today whom you'd expect to have been struck multiple times is ... one. One single person. And yet the National Weather Service's collection of about 50 lightning-survivor stories on its website includes two from people who say they've been struck twice and another from someone who says she's been struck three times. Andy Upshaw, a North Carolina landscaper, says that he, too, has been hit three times. Charles Winlake, struck four times before the age of 30, added rubber soles to all of his shoes and began to wear only plastic-rimmed glasses. Linda Cooper, a former South Carolina schoolteacher, says she's been struck six times, and so does Carl Mize, a former Oklahoma rodeo rider. One member of the Lightning Strike and Electric Shock Survivors Support Facebook group says she's been struck nine times, and another says she stopped counting after 13. Media reports document more multistrike cases. In all, my far-from-exhaustive search turned up more than two dozen.


Clockwise from top left: Electrical-shock survivor Rodney Burkholder and lightning-strike survivors Danny Devine, Danny "Joe" Jude, and Betsy Silby, in Pigeon Forge with their partners and caregivers (Stacy Kranitz for The Atlantic)



All of this, to state the obvious, is incredibly improbable. Extrapolating from the National Weather Service estimates, the likelihood of being struck six times is roughly one in 13 septillion--that's a 13 followed by 24 zeros. If you multiplied the number of people who have ever existed on Earth by about 100 trillion, you'd expect one person among them to have been struck six times.

It can seem cruel to suggest that some lightning-strike survivors may be lying, especially when disbelief causes so much hardship for those who are not. But because relatively few lightning strikes are documented, the question often lingers. People lie for all kinds of reasons, and there can be financial incentives to claiming you've been struck: workers' compensation, disability benefits. Mary Ann Cooper was an emergency-medicine faculty member at the University of Louisville when she published the first systematic study of lightning injury in 1980--instantly becoming the leading authority on the subject in doing so. Cooper served for years as an expert witness in workers'-comp cases, brought in to assess whether the claimant really had been struck. She told me that she's encountered some frauds, identifiable because they reported inconsistent or physiologically impossible symptoms.

But the people trying to cheat their way into benefits, Cooper said, are largely not the ones attending survivors' conferences. She believes that the overwhelming majority of the people she has met at those conferences are telling the truth about being struck, and about all the calamities that followed, at least as they understand them. Which is not to say that every statement should be taken at face value.

Like several doctors and scientists I spoke with, Cooper thinks that most people who say they've been struck multiple times genuinely believe that, even if they haven't. Many survivors have flashbacks as a result of PTSD, just as combat veterans and wildfire survivors do. But when a combat veteran or a wildfire survivor resurfaces from a flashback, their surroundings verify to them that they are not, in fact, caught in the middle of a war zone or a fire. A lightning-strike flashback prompted by a storm involves no such assurance. A lightning bolt is there and gone in an instant.

What's more, because lightning leaves the nervous system damaged, it can make people feel bursts of pain--real, excruciating, and unconnected to any physical stimulus. Together, PTSD and nervous-system damage may explain many reports of second or third or fourth strikes.


Charles O'Connor Jr., a lightning-strike survivor, attending the conference for the first time with his wife, Chrissy (Stacy Kranitz for The Atlantic)



Not so long ago, that explanation might have sounded far-fetched, just as some of the chronic symptoms of a lightning strike still do, to some. But the idea that trauma can alter the way people perceive the world and interpret their experience is ubiquitous now. And the emergence of long COVID, along with increased awareness of other difficult-to-diagnose chronic conditions, has created a greater respect for individual testimony, and a greater appreciation for how much the medical profession does not know. In this sense, society is finally catching up to what lightning survivors and the people who study them have long understood.

The most grinding suspicions encountered by many survivors--about whether they were ever really struck at all--may in any case be mooted in the coming years. On a recent trip to France, Cooper met with a physician who told her he'd identified a biological marker for lightning injury, which may enable doctors to determine, with a simple urine test, whether someone really has been struck. Nothing has been published on it yet, Cooper said, and no such test seems imminent, so for the moment she isn't getting too excited. But she has an open mind to the possibility.

All of this, of course, is mostly to the good. Yet the lightning-survivor community has always defined itself by a sort of oppositional faith: There, you are doubted; here, you are believed. There, you are strange; here, you are normal. When I asked Reynolds what he made of the trauma-plus-nervous-system-damage theory of why there are so many multistrike survivors, I felt as though I was doing something almost sacrilegious, as though I was violating that ethos of mutual faith. I worried that he'd react with indignation. The notion that he might hang up on me and refuse to speak with me again did not seem unlikely. Instead, he said he thought the theory made a lot of sense.

Might then it explain his multiple strikes? I asked.

Well, he answered, not his.

What does one make of a life so fundamentally altered by an event as unlikely as a lightning strike? In Pigeon Forge, when I asked survivors whether on balance they felt lucky (for having survived a lightning strike) or unlucky (for having been struck in the first place), the question didn't register. "I don't think luck has anything to do with it," Susan Deatrick told me. She doesn't like the word providential either, she said, "but at the same time, God is in control over everything down to the minutest detail."

This response, and others like it, initially surprised me. If lightning is a manifestation of the divine, I thought, how do people explain why it struck them? How do you make sense of a miracle that comes at your expense?

From the July 1875 issue: Lightning and lightning-rods

Jim Segneri, who moderated the conference's final and most intense group discussion, has a succinct answer, one more focused on his having been spared than his having been struck. "I firmly believe that whether you worship Allah or Buddha or God or Jesus or whoever put us here, the reason we're still here is so that we can help other people"--those who are doubted, those who are struggling.

Large numbers of survivors hold some version of this belief. Marshburn, the group's founder, often speaks of the number of survivors--more than 20--whom he has talked out of suicide, reciting in vivid detail the conversations he's had with people on the brink. Over her many years speaking with lightning-strike victims, Mary Ann Cooper said, "I can't tell you how many people have said to me, 'I should have been dead. God must have kept me alive for a reason.'"

And yet for those survivors who hold it, the belief in destiny can cut both ways. Reynolds says that after his third strike, he felt doomed. He'd left his career, gotten divorced, gotten remarried, started a new job, moved more than 600 miles away--and still the lightning had found him. "It's like it's looking for me," he told his therapist. "It's like it's a living, breathing creature."

She assured him that it wasn't, and part of him knew she was right, but he couldn't stop thinking that he was fated to be struck again. She told him that she doesn't believe in destiny. That there is no providence, only circumstance. That sometimes you're just in the wrong place at the wrong time. He'd believed that once. But now he can't shake the feeling that she's wrong.



This article appears in the April 2026 print edition with the headline "Struck." It has been updated to clarify the source of the data used to determine the urban lightning capital of the U.S. last year. The data was provided by Vaisala Xweather.
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Brace for the Plastic-Price Hikes

The war in Iran could raise the consumer costs of car parts, toys, clothing, and more.

by Beth Gardiner

Wed, 22 Apr 2026




The Iran war's effect on fuel prices is easy to see, not least in the climbing numbers on gas-station signs. Less visible is the disruption cascading through another part of the fossil fuel-based economy: plastic production. Before long, prices not just for the gasoline that goes into cars but for the parts that make them--along with the cost of toys, furniture, clothing, and more--could start climbing too.

The plastics that proliferate through modern life are almost all made from oil and gas derivatives or by-products. Until the conflict began, many of the chemical ingredients that go into plastics, the ingredients for those ingredients, and raw plastics themselves originated in the Middle East. The Strait of Hormuz closure has already created shortages of key ingredients, which could mount into shortfalls of some plastics and plastic products. Even if tensions ease and the strait reopens soon, untangling supply lines would take months, likely until the end of the year, experts say.

So far, Asia, whose plastic makers depend heavily on oil and chemicals traveling through the strait, has borne the brunt of the disruption. In China, Taiwan, Thailand, Indonesia, and other industrial powerhouses, many petrochemical producers have declared force majeure, invoking emergency provisions to warn that they might be unable to fulfill contractual commitments.

Some have scaled back production as they've run short of crucial ingredients such as naphtha, a crude-oil derivative. South Koreans began panic buying trash bags in March (although the run has since eased), and officials in Taiwan asked plastic suppliers to prioritize medical uses to avoid shortages of vital items. India's biggest bottled-water seller raised prices by more than 10 percent because of escalating costs for its bottles and caps.

Given Asia's role as a manufacturer of goods exported around the world, its troubles may soon ricochet more widely. Malaysia, for example, makes nearly half of the world's synthetic rubber gloves. One producer announced that it would wind down operations this month because of spiking prices for raw materials, and others are raising prices by as much as 40 percent. Southeast Asia also makes a lot of tires, and Alexander Tullo, who covers plastic production for Chemical & Engineering News, told me that "if they're seeing constrained synthetic rubber, maybe that means that the tire production will be affected too."

Already, the prices that manufacturers pay to buy plastic are spiking everywhere. Dow, for example, hiked its North American polyethylene price by 10 cents a pound in March, then announced a 15-cent increase for April--which it promptly doubled--followed by another 20-cent jump planned for May. 

"This is not normal for how prices are handled in this industry," Anne Keller, a petrochemicals expert at Midstream Energy Group, a Texas-based consultancy, told me. "It's essentially, 'We can get it, so that's what we're going to charge.'"

In China, prices of polyethylene, polypropylene, and polyethylene terephthalate, or PET, the plastic typically used to make drink bottles, have all surged by at least 30 percent, Albert Li, a chemical analyst at Bloomberg Intelligence in Hong Kong, told me. Polyester, widely used in clothing, carpets and furniture, is getting more expensive too.

Jay Foreman, the CEO of Basic Fun, a Florida-based toy company whose brands include Tonka, Lite-Brite, and Care Bears, was recently in China meeting with contractors producing his products.

"Obviously, everybody is incredibly concerned," he told me. Many of his suppliers bought large stocks of plastic when oil prices were low, so they haven't hiked prices yet. But "they are signaling to us looming cost increases and supply-chain shortages."

Such shortages are his primary worry, he said, because toy companies, especially smaller ones like his that can't match the spending power of bigger rivals, are typically near the back of the line when supplies are tight. "We don't have any leverage, so we're at the whim of the market."

Soon, he'll have to lock in toy prices with retailers for spring 2027. Last year, when President Trump slapped tariffs on many imports, Basic Fun didn't have time to pass on the new costs. "We had to eat them," Foreman said, and he expects to be in the same position if he has to cough up more for toys in the coming months.

In other sectors, such as packaging, inventories move faster. Manufacturers and retailers may temporarily absorb the hit, but "they'll pass it on as soon as they can," Ed Hirs, an energy economist at the University of Houston, told me. "It's one of these pernicious price increases that'll just inch its way into the consumer's wallet." The impact won't be as big as that from fuel-price spikes, Hirs said, "but it's there and it will" fuel inflation.

Among the biggest beneficiaries so far are companies making plastics in the United States. They are significantly less dependent on the Middle East for the ingredients because they source important ones domestically, from fracking. In recent years, petrochemical companies have plowed more than $200 billion into plants, many of them in Texas and Louisiana, that turn fracking by-products into plastic and other petrochemicals.

After China expanded its own plastic production, a global glut pushed down prices, as well as petrochemical companies' profitability. The war abruptly changed that. Dow and other producers with extensive American operations are not paying dramatically inflated prices for their raw materials, Keller said, but plastic markets' new tightness means they can charge their customers more. "They're going to make a lot of money if this persists, and they're probably making a lot of money already," Tullo said. (The American Chemistry Council, the trade group that represents petrochemical producers, declined to comment. The Plastics Industry Association did not reply to an email requesting an interview, nor did Dow.)

Even so, Americans remain vulnerable to plastic and product shortages if the conflict continues. Plastics made from the ingredients available in the U.S. are most suited for producing single-use items such as bags, bottles, and disposable goods, Keller said. More durable plastics, including those used in car parts or some medical equipment, must be made from oil derivatives and are often imported from Asia. That means supply hiccups "may kick in sooner rather than later," she said. Many people have internalized the idea that gas prices depend on global events; now they may be forced to recognize that dependence on plastic makes the world similarly vulnerable.
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The 'Missing Scientist' Story Is Unbelievably Dumb

It is, in a way, a remarkable achievement.

by Daniel Engber

Wed, 22 Apr 2026




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

The mystery of the missing scientists began with a Silver Alert. In late February, a retired Air Force major general named Neil McCasland left his house in New Mexico for a walk and never returned. Rumors spread on social media that the elderly former astronautical engineer had been abducted or killed. Forget Nancy Guthrie, they said. Here was a guy who used to run a "UFO-linked" lab. Here was a guy with knowledge of "America's deepest, darkest secrets." So where was this guy?



McCasland's wife did her best with a post on Facebook to address what she called the "misinformation circulating about Neil and his disappearance," but wild notions only multiplied. Dots were added, then connected: Another scientist--an advanced-materials researcher at NASA's Jet Propulsion Laboratory (JPL) named Monica Reza--had disappeared while hiking near Los Angeles in June 2025. A physicist at MIT had been murdered in December. "What is going on seems to be an enemy action," Walter Kirn, the novelist and podcast contrarian, said last month.



Things got even dottier from there: Another eight names were added to a growing list of scientists who have recently either died or gone missing. House Oversight Committee Chairman James Comer expressed concern about the 11 missing scientists and said that "something sinister could be happening." Another member of that committee proposed that China, Russia, or Iran might be involved. And last week, on the White House lawn, President Trump told a reporter from Fox News that he'd just been in a meeting to discuss the matter. (Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt confirmed that the administration will address the "legitimate questions about these troubling cases" and said that "no stone will be unturned.")



Read: Walter Kirn and the empty politics of defiance



Which is all to say that another piece of flagrant nonsense has ascended to the highest levels of U.S. politics and media. To call it a conspiracy theory would be far too kind, because no comprehensive theory has been floated to explain the pattern of events. But then, even the phrase pattern of events is imprecise, because there is no pattern here at all. Given all the people who could have been roped into this narrative but weren't, any hope of finding meaning falls away. Barring any dramatic new disclosures, the mystery of the missing scientists has the dubious honor of being a sham in every way at once.



The conspiracy theorists can't even put their finger on the field of U.S. research that has fallen under threat. Our leading scientists are being targeted by foreign powers--but which ones, exactly? Well, it's the people who study space technologies, or maybe the people who study asteroids and comets, or maybe the people who work on plasma physics? The Fox News reporter Peter Doocy tried to sum it up like this: The scientists who have died or gone missing are the ones "with access to classified stuff--nuclear material, aerospace." Kirn's attempt was somehow even less coherent: The missing experts, he said, work "in the most advanced realms of space-rocket propulsion and, you know, Air Force-NASA-type endeavors."



If these attempts at explanations sound stupid, it's because the people on the list of missing scientists have no common area of expertise. Sure, many happen to be physicists or engineers; some are or were affiliated with government labs. But what about Jason Thomas? His tragic death over the winter made the list even though he was a chemical biologist working for Novartis on ways to improve the process of drug discovery.



And what about Melissa Casias, a Los Alamos National Laboratory employee who went missing last year? She was not a scientist at all, but rather an administrative assistant. (Perhaps she had access to some "classified stuff"; who knows?) Another person on the list is Amy Eskridge, who was a "scientist" only in the way that a subway preacher is a "theologian." Whatever fame she had derived from her claiming that her father, a former NASA propulsion engineer, had discovered the secret of antigravity and that she would soon go public with this world-changing scientific breakthrough. She also made frequent reference to a friend of hers, a "katana-wielding, time-traveling soldier" named Dan.



Maybe Casias chanced to open some ultrasensitive file in the course of doing her job, and had to be abducted. Maybe Eskridge really was onto some new technology. The bigger problem with the story is this: Their deaths and disappearances aren't really unexplained. Reza went missing while hiking, a fate that probably befalls hundreds if not thousands of people every year. Two more people on the list, a pair of JPL-affiliated astrophysicists, each about 60 years old, may have died of natural causes, as happens to roughly 35,000 other Americans of their age each year. The MIT physicist was murdered by a former classmate who also shot and killed two undergraduates at Brown University. Several people on the list appeared to be suffering from personal distress: Thomas, the chemical biologist, was distraught over the recent loss of both of his parents; Casias had very significant personal problems, according to her daughter, and may have tried to run away from them; McCasland was tormented by brain fog and physical deterioration, according to his wife, and he'd told her more than once that "he didn't want to live like that."



And then there's Eskridge, the antigravity theorist with the time-traveling-soldier friend. In what seems to be her final media appearance, from 2020, she is (by her own account) drunk and high, and appears to be in the grips of a paranoid delusion. Over the course of the interview, she claims that someone sneaked into her home while she was out and closed her bedroom window and that, in another incident, someone broke in and unplugged the charger for her boyfriend's wireless headphones. Eskridge also said that she'd been followed by a car with a license plate that kept changing, that she'd been roofied multiple times, and that strangers at her local bar had been taunting her by using "buzzwords" relevant to her life. "I'm scared," she said near the end of the interview. "I'm tired. I'm real tired." Eskridge died in June 2022.



Read: An act of cosmic sabotage



Note the date: June 2022. Any good conspiracy theory starts with a notable coincidence. (The bacteria that cause Lyme disease were first discovered on an island that happens to be just 10 miles away from the former site of a military research lab ...) But again, this is not a good conspiracy theory. When on the White House lawn Doocy asked for comment on the missing scientists, he described them as having "all gone missing or turned up dead in the last couple of months." If that were true, we might indeed be looking at a "cluster" of events. In fact, the cited instances of dead or missing people extend across a span of nearly four years, from Eskridge's death to McCasland's disappearance two months ago.



Add in the diversity of individuals and circumstances--recall that we're talking about a group of people who were either scientists or nonscientists, and who died of natural causes or got murdered or went missing--and it's crystal clear that no coincidence actually exists. The loss of life is real, and families are mourning, but nothing sinister is going on. The "mystery" is just a p-hacked panic and a waste of everybody's time.



Read: Every scientific empire comes to an end



Ironically, America doesn't seem to need much help when it comes to disappearing scientists. About 1,000 employees have been laid off from NASA's JPL in the past few years. One senior scientist who is still there told my colleague Ross Andersen last October that he'd never seen the place so empty and lifeless. In the meantime, the Trump administration has repeatedly proposed cutting NASA's science research funding in half, a plan that would surely lead to further loss of staff at JPL, not to mention the abandonment of probes that have been sent into our solar system.



And while the FBI looks into potential foreign involvement in professors' deaths at MIT and Caltech, the Trump administration says that it intends to halve the budget of the National Science Foundation, which in recent years has furnished those two schools with hundreds of millions of dollars in research grants. Already, more than 40 percent of the NSF's scientific staff have left or been fired.



This is just a subset of the harms that have been done to the U.S. research enterprise since the start of 2025. In response, some top scientists have been getting up and walking out the door. Their absence can't be blamed on China, Russia, or Iran. Maybe the White House should look into it.
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The Challenge the Artemis II Crew Gave the Rest of Us

Hold on to "moon joy."

by Lynn Sherr

Tue, 14 Apr 2026




As a reporter covering NASA during the early 1980s, I quickly grew accustomed to close encounters with real-life space legends. All part of the job. But a chance sighting at the Kennedy Space Center one evening reminded me of the magic of leaving Earth.



I had just finished anchoring a broadcast of the space shuttle's first nighttime launch along with Gene Cernan, the commander of Apollo 17 and the last man to leave his footprints on the moon. Gene regularly joined me to add his expertise and eloquence to our coverage. As we left the booth, he stopped, pointed skyward, and said, "Lynn, you see that spot there, the left eye of the man in the moon?" I looked up and nodded. Gene continued: "That's where I landed."



Whoa. That face was a real place. The man next to me had stood there. I couldn't stop staring.



Last week, the goosebumps returned. At a moment that perfectly dovetailed with many Americans' yearning for a personal mental-health day (just one?), Artemis II, the first moon-bound mission with humans since 1972, delivered an unusually emotional escape. The magic, this time, wasn't just the smooth launch and the "perfect, bullseye splashdown," as NASA's Rob Navias commented, but the palpable awe radiating from four extraordinary earthlings as they showed the rest of us what we were missing.



"You'd fall in straight to the center of the moon if you stepped in some of those," the pilot Victor Glover reported about the vast field of craters, never seen before, that pockmark the other side of the moon. He described islands of light, valleys that looked like black holes. Our moon not only has a face; it has a spine.



Commander Reid Wiseman delivered a play-by-play of active meteoroid strikes on the lunar surface: "I saw two, and Jeremy [Hansen, the Canadian mission specialist,] has seen one," Wiseman began; the science adviser Kelsey Young literally jumped out of her chair back at mission control. "Oh, Jeremy saw two." These are valuable scientific observations--crucial information for future settlements on a celestial body with no atmosphere. But I couldn't stop grinning either as Young smacked her forehead in delight.



The solar eclipse also provided invaluable data, thanks to the astronauts' giant, magnified view as the moon blocked the sun. They reported subtle color nuances, photometry, and other details that might explain the evolution of the lunar surface. Understanding its origins could help us learn where we came from too, and, more important, where we are going. Or at least provide some answers to all those times we lay on the grass as kids and stared up into the night sky, wondering.



Wonder. It's a hard experience to translate. And Commander Wiseman wasn't shy about admitting that everything they'd seen had worn out his supply of adjectives. "Houston," he radioed down, "if you could give me about 20 new superlatives in the mission summary for tomorrow, that will help my vocabulary out a bit."



I'd never heard astronauts so candid, so uninhibited. Their excitement was profound, their enthusiasm contagious. When I emailed Marsha Ivins, a retired astronaut pal, to ask about her reaction to the mission, she admitted that when Integrity left the relative safety of Earth orbit--essentially flying without a net for anything requiring urgent attention--she had "one of those wonder/horror/amazement/buzzy/pride/respect-for-the-physics moments." In other words: Ain't science grand.



And what Artemis saw from Integrity (talk about a perfectly timed choice of name) is quickly rewriting the science books. It's been a minute since we as a nation had a moment like this, in which our scientific prowess shone bright--a minute since we showed proper reverence for all those equations and computations and codes, the "little ones and zeroes," as Cernan, an engineer, used to tell me. The facts that matter, that make you feel: Wow!



Ivins also reminded me, though, that Wow! works only when it's put in motion by human beings. Don't forget, she said, "the years of dedicated work the entire team has spent getting to these magical 10 days."



Early on, the mission specialist Christina Koch was asked about living and working in a capsule about the size of a very large hot tub covered over with a seven-foot ceiling. It was so tight, Koch confessed, smiling, that even in the more spacious setting of microgravity, every movement was "a four-person activity." This was not a complaint. They actually liked their group hugs. When Koch returned to Houston, she was asked to define the word crew. She didn't hesitate: "a group that is in it all the time, no matter what, that is stroking together every minute, for the same purpose." Then, in what I'd call a hopeful, if not generous, plea for global cooperation, she extended the metaphor to the rest of us. When she looked out the spacecraft's windows and saw the home planet, she said, "Earth was just this lifeboat hanging, undisturbingly, in the universe ... Planet Earth, you are a crew."



If only.



People used to ask me why I liked covering the space program, and I never had to think twice: My other beat was politics, and it was more than satisfying to deal with individuals for whom spin described how a satellite moved when launched, not how to cover up a story. NASA is, of course, a public agency, and no journalist should ever give it a pass--should ever exonerate the deadly decisions and misguided management, for example, that led to the loss of 14 human beings in the hideous accidents that destroyed first Challenger, then Columbia. But today's journalists seem, at least, to have a relationship with NASA management that's strikingly different from that of their peers in other government agencies. With no media access of my own, I watched much of the activity on NASA's TV feed, where the back-and-forth at press conferences was consistently cordial and sane. The questions ranged from tough to just informative, but no one on the podium belittled any reporter with a scornful slur. And almost every journalist bookended the question with a gracious "Thank you."



I don't know if this civility means that NASA is operating on its own planet, but I do find it appealing. And perhaps this concern--among the astronauts, between the crew and mission control, between the agency and the press--is how this very human mission accomplished so much. How four people traveled farther from their home planet than anyone, ever, and came back safely.



Maybe everyone was simply caught up in the seductive power of what the capcom Jacki Mahaffey teasingly called "moon joy." The crew was smitten. They cooed openly about what they saw, about their families, about one another. Ground control was captivated. Management agreed.



"If you can't take love to the stars, what are we doing?" Amit Kshatriya, the NASA associate administrator, asked at a press conference. "Like, why are we even going? That's why we send humans instead of robots sometimes."



That was, I repeat, a NASA official, speaking publicly. Love. Bring it on. Can the glow from this 10-day burst of joy possibly be sustained?


 Maybe that's not the right question. This mission humanized the moon. Now we should ask, can that glow ever reflect back on Earth?
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What 100 Million Volts Do to the Body and Mind

The odds of being struck by lightning in America in a given year are one in 1.2 million. How does the experience reorient a person's sense of chance, of fate?

by Jacob Stern

Mon, 16 Mar 2026

Updated at 11:04 p.m. ET on March 23, 2026

What does it feel like to be struck by lightning?

There is no easy analogue. A defibrillator delivers up to 1,000 volts to a patient's heart; inmates executed by electric chair typically receive about 2,000. A typical lightning strike, by contrast, transmits 100 million volts or more. But lightning races through the body in milliseconds, and therefore often spares it. Some people black out instantly upon being struck. Others recall the moment vividly, as if in slow motion: the flash of light whiting out all vision; the sound, which many survivors say is the loudest they've ever heard. The pain, for some, is excruciating, yet others feel no pain at all. "It felt like adrenaline, but stronger," one survivor reported. "I felt an incredible pulsing," another said, "a burning sensation from head to toe."

The severity of the resulting injury depends on, among countless other variables, how the electricity enters the body, and where, and the path the current takes through it. Direct strikes are the deadliest, but most strikes are indirect--a side flash coming off a tree, a current running through the ground, a streamer rising up from below--and most people survive these.

In some cases, the damage is immediately apparent. Lightning, in addition to being very bright and very loud, is very hot--the air around it can hit temperatures about five times hotter than the surface of the sun--and so it can singe or burn people. The shock wave from the strike can fling victims a great distance, breaking bones or causing concussions as they land. The current inscribes some victims' skin with mysterious scarlike patterns called Lichtenberg figures, which resemble the limbs of a barren tree--or the branching structure of lightning itself.



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



Just as often, though, survivors manifest no burns, bruises, or scars. Even Lichtenberg figures generally vanish within a few days; no one knows exactly why. On the outside, survivors look normal. Which doesn't mean they feel that way.

Many of the body's essential systems--the heart, the brain, the nervous system--depend on electrical signals, and lightning can throw these thoroughly out of whack. Forgetfulness, sleep problems, sexual dysfunction, and headaches that manifest as intense pressure--like "my eyeballs are just popping out," one person told me--are common. Some people become hypersensitive to noise; others lose their hearing entirely. A few, almost miraculously, are freed of a prior ailment: a bad leg healed; vision, once impaired, restored. Pretty much all of them feel permanently off balance. Some have to relearn simple things, things they've done their whole life--how to read, how to sing, how to ride a bike.

Phantom sensations are prevalent. One woman told me she often feels as though water is running down her limbs. Another, in a Facebook group for survivors, said she feels "an indescribable itching" coming from inside the back of her head. Inexplicable odors can emerge; food can taste like cardboard or glue. The symptoms can last for decades. Yet standard neurological imaging, such as MRI scans, almost never detects abnormalities, and most physicians, who understand the symptoms' basis in only the most rudimentary sense, can offer little useful counsel. Faith in survivors' stories--among friends, colleagues, even loved ones--can waver.

The most fundamental consequences of being struck by lightning are often metaphysical, and not easily communicable. How does falling victim to one of the most notoriously unlikely of all misfortunes reorient your sense of chance, of fate? How does it feel, when you're trying to describe the most transformative experience of your life, to be met, routinely, with disbelief?

Last May, I attended a conference of Lightning Strike and Electrical Shock Survivors International. It was held, as it often is, in Pigeon Forge, Tennessee, a smallish town on the edge of the Great Smoky Mountains best known as the home of Dollywood, Dolly Parton's Appalachia-themed amusement park. The town's main drag resembles a sort of family-friendly version of the Las Vegas strip. Instead of casinos, there are dinner-show theaters, go-kart tracks, and a sprawling Margaritaville megacomplex, its central fountain inhabited by giant animatronic Brachiosaurus that roar from time to time.

The conference was staged at a Staybridge Suites just off the strip. About 30 people were there, mostly men who looked to be over the age of 60, many of them conference regulars who'd been struck long ago, though there were some women and younger attendees too. Most had brought their spouse and were making a weekend of it. They were there primarily to connect with other people who understood what they had been through.

Like senior prom, the conference always has a theme, and this year's was Hawaii. Survivors wore leis, and pineapples adorned with sunglasses sat on every table in the Staybridge's modest meeting room. A folding table converted into a makeshift tiki bar dispensed virgin pina coladas and hurricanes. Against this backdrop, specialists gave presentations on trauma therapies. Attendees compared notes on which treatments have worked for them and which haven't.


Steve Marshburn Sr., the founder of the group, seated at a conference luncheon. The conference always has a theme, and that year's was Hawaii. (Stacy Kranitz for The Atlantic)



In one session, a man I'll call Matt, a young, redheaded survivor who for a year and a half after his strike could hardly feel pain, temperature, or most other sensations on much of his skin, said laser therapy had eventually restored his nerves. Having a massage therapist work on his vagus nerve had helped too. For a while, he'd slept inside a Faraday cage, to protect him from static electricity during storms. Today, to cope with intrusive thoughts about lightning, he dumps a packet of salt in his mouth because when you do that, he said, "that's all you can think about."

A woman I'll call Caroline, who'd been struck on the job two years earlier, used that same strategy, she said, only with Warheads candies instead of salt. One problem she had not solved was that no matter how hot she gets, no matter how hard she exerts herself, she can't sweat anymore. Matt said he'd had the same problem for a while. What fixed it for him was spending significant time in a sauna--up to 90 minutes three times a day.

If the discussion had a certain DIY quality to it, that reflects the paucity of medical literature on what lightning does to the body. Few systematic studies have been conducted, and most physicians have never treated a strike victim. Many survivors' experiences defy medical explanation, so doctors have little to say.

Given the limited counsel that the medical establishment can offer them, survivors tend to be open to alternative therapies, but they're also wary of being taken advantage of. At the conference, several attendees reminisced about the year when two "hippies" had shown up and started hawking New Age-type products. "They said they were linked in voodoo," one survivor recalled.

Much of the group conversation focused on Caroline, whose injury was the freshest. She used to cook her family elaborate meals, but "after the accident," she said, "I left the oven on so many times that I even ended up burning the element out." For a while she refused to get a new one, because she worried she'd burn the house down. She leaves sticky notes everywhere to remind her of what she needs to do, but even so, she rarely has the energy to do all of it. She has to ask for help, which makes her feel bossy. She worries that others think she's lazy.

Gary Reynolds's experiences after he was struck in the summer of 2007 were similar. He was grabbing sodas from his family's extra fridge, he'd told me earlier, when lightning hit him through the open garage door. For months, he could barely get out of bed. His whole body hurt constantly. He had trouble concentrating, and simple tasks that had once been second nature now seemed complex. On warm afternoons, he watched the sky warily. A therapist diagnosed him with PTSD, which by some estimates afflicts more than 25 percent of lightning-strike survivors. In 2009, just a few months shy of their 20th anniversary, Reynolds and his wife divorced. Initially she'd been sympathetic, he said, but over time she lost patience. "You're not over this yet?" Reynolds recalled her saying. "It can't be that bad."


Gary Reynolds, who was first struck in 2007 (Stacy Kranitz for The Atlantic)



"I just keep thinking, I want to wake up the next day and it's going to be normal," Caroline said at one point during the session. But she wasn't even two years out from her strike. She had not yet come to the conclusion that the veteran survivors at the conference had reached long ago: that no matter what you do, no matter how many therapies you try, you still have to accept that you'll never be the person you were before. "You still look the same and everything else, but it's like a different person inside," Reynolds said. "It's a different soul."

The odds of being struck by lightning in the United States in a given year are roughly one in 1.2 million, according to a 2019 analysis by the National Weather Service--about the same as flipping a coin and landing on heads 20 times in a row. But this is only a generic estimate. The likelihood of being struck in San Francisco is not the same as the likelihood of being struck in Orlando, last year's urban lightning capital of America, according to Vaisala Xweather, a provider of local weather data. The likelihood of being struck for lawyers is not the same as the likelihood of being struck for roofers.

The majority of people killed by lightning--about 20 each year in the U.S.--are struck while engaging in some sort of outdoor leisure or labor. But in truth, almost anyone can be struck almost anytime. People have been struck while talking on landlines, while using computers, even while sitting on the toilet, according to the National Weather Service, because current can travel through telephone wires, electrical connections, and metal pipes. When lightning survivors insist, as many do, on unplugging their appliances in preparation for a storm, this is not tinfoil-hat mania. And the old advice about not showering during a thunderstorm? Sensible.

Read: Almost no Americans die from lightning strikes anymore--why?

Steve Marshburn Sr., who founded Lightning Strike and Electrical Shock Survivors International in 1989, told me that he was struck at age 25 on a seemingly clear November morning in 1969. He was working as a teller at First Citizens Bank in Swansboro, North Carolina, sitting at the drive-through window, and he thinks the bolt must have passed through an ungrounded speaker. For years, he struggled not only with debilitating headaches and back problems, but also with the sheer improbability of the event that had produced them. Many of the doctors he visited didn't believe his story. For a long time, even his parents wondered whether he was making the whole thing up.

And to some extent, Marshburn understands why. "It's so unbelievable that it's hard to talk about," he said. Eventually, a doctor introduced him to another patient who had survived an electrical injury, and that experience led Marshburn to start his survivors' group. Membership now numbers about 2,000, and in September the organization hosted its first-ever West Coast conference, in Scottsdale, Arizona. For years, most people found their way to the group via their local weather station, or after seeing it featured in news outlets or on TV. Now more find it through Facebook.

That's how Gary Reynolds did. His second wife, Lisa, discovered the group while searching online for other people who'd been struck, people who could understand him. Doctors never had. When he first went to the emergency room, they ran a battery of tests, but the results all came back normal. After he'd been at the hospital for about nine hours, a doctor said, "I'm not really sure what to tell you," and sent him home. Roughly the same thing happened when he visited his primary-care physician. Other doctors told him to his face that he was making the whole thing up.

Not until his first conference did he meet people who could truly empathize with him. He'd never spoken with a fellow lightning-strike survivor in person before, and he was nervous on the drive up, but when he arrived he felt almost like he was at a reunion. "You walk into that room and it's like we're family," he said. After he joined the group, he felt normal for the first time in years. "It was validating," he said. "Like, Okay, I'm not crazy."

In June 2008, Reynolds told me, he was struck by lightning a second time. It was 11 months after his first strike, and he'd woken up at 2 a.m. with an awful headache. Ever since the initial incident, his head had throbbed in exactly the same spot when he sensed a storm coming. As he lay beside his open bedroom window, he felt a shock go through his hand. "Not again," he thought. Half of his hand turned bright red, he said, but he hadn't yet paid off the previous year's hospital bills, and this strike seemed less serious than the last, so he decided not to seek care. In the following months, though, his lingering symptoms from the first strike all worsened. He was often dizzy, and he couldn't grip well. Reynolds ran a tree service at the time, one he'd started a few years after high school, and these were serious problems for someone whose vocation involved wielding a chainsaw. The divorce came about six months later.

In the years that followed, Reynolds pieced his life back together: He remarried, moved his family to western North Carolina, began working at a lumberyard, started attending survivors' conferences. Then, while standing in the kitchen of his mountainside home on a June afternoon in 2016, he was struck a third time. And six years after that, a fourth, he said, this time while sitting in a leather recliner watching TV with his grandchildren. Must've been a streamer, he told me. Came up through the floor and hit him square in the back.

If the likelihood of getting struck once in your lifetime is one in 15,300, as the National Weather Service estimated in 2019, then statistically, the number of people in the United States today whom you'd expect to have been struck multiple times is ... one. One single person. And yet the National Weather Service's collection of about 50 lightning-survivor stories on its website includes two from people who say they've been struck twice and another from someone who says she's been struck three times. Andy Upshaw, a North Carolina landscaper, says that he, too, has been hit three times. Charles Winlake, struck four times before the age of 30, added rubber soles to all of his shoes and began to wear only plastic-rimmed glasses. Linda Cooper, a former South Carolina schoolteacher, says she's been struck six times, and so does Carl Mize, a former Oklahoma rodeo rider. One member of the Lightning Strike and Electric Shock Survivors Support Facebook group says she's been struck nine times, and another says she stopped counting after 13. Media reports document more multistrike cases. In all, my far-from-exhaustive search turned up more than two dozen.


Clockwise from top left: Electrical-shock survivor Rodney Burkholder and lightning-strike survivors Danny Devine, Danny "Joe" Jude, and Betsy Silby, in Pigeon Forge with their partners and caregivers (Stacy Kranitz for The Atlantic)



All of this, to state the obvious, is incredibly improbable. Extrapolating from the National Weather Service estimates, the likelihood of being struck six times is roughly one in 13 septillion--that's a 13 followed by 24 zeros. If you multiplied the number of people who have ever existed on Earth by about 100 trillion, you'd expect one person among them to have been struck six times.

It can seem cruel to suggest that some lightning-strike survivors may be lying, especially when disbelief causes so much hardship for those who are not. But because relatively few lightning strikes are documented, the question often lingers. People lie for all kinds of reasons, and there can be financial incentives to claiming you've been struck: workers' compensation, disability benefits. Mary Ann Cooper was an emergency-medicine faculty member at the University of Louisville when she published the first systematic study of lightning injury in 1980--instantly becoming the leading authority on the subject in doing so. Cooper served for years as an expert witness in workers'-comp cases, brought in to assess whether the claimant really had been struck. She told me that she's encountered some frauds, identifiable because they reported inconsistent or physiologically impossible symptoms.

But the people trying to cheat their way into benefits, Cooper said, are largely not the ones attending survivors' conferences. She believes that the overwhelming majority of the people she has met at those conferences are telling the truth about being struck, and about all the calamities that followed, at least as they understand them. Which is not to say that every statement should be taken at face value.

Like several doctors and scientists I spoke with, Cooper thinks that most people who say they've been struck multiple times genuinely believe that, even if they haven't. Many survivors have flashbacks as a result of PTSD, just as combat veterans and wildfire survivors do. But when a combat veteran or a wildfire survivor resurfaces from a flashback, their surroundings verify to them that they are not, in fact, caught in the middle of a war zone or a fire. A lightning-strike flashback prompted by a storm involves no such assurance. A lightning bolt is there and gone in an instant.

What's more, because lightning leaves the nervous system damaged, it can make people feel bursts of pain--real, excruciating, and unconnected to any physical stimulus. Together, PTSD and nervous-system damage may explain many reports of second or third or fourth strikes.


Charles O'Connor Jr., a lightning-strike survivor, attending the conference for the first time with his wife, Chrissy (Stacy Kranitz for The Atlantic)



Not so long ago, that explanation might have sounded far-fetched, just as some of the chronic symptoms of a lightning strike still do, to some. But the idea that trauma can alter the way people perceive the world and interpret their experience is ubiquitous now. And the emergence of long COVID, along with increased awareness of other difficult-to-diagnose chronic conditions, has created a greater respect for individual testimony, and a greater appreciation for how much the medical profession does not know. In this sense, society is finally catching up to what lightning survivors and the people who study them have long understood.

The most grinding suspicions encountered by many survivors--about whether they were ever really struck at all--may in any case be mooted in the coming years. On a recent trip to France, Cooper met with a physician who told her he'd identified a biological marker for lightning injury, which may enable doctors to determine, with a simple urine test, whether someone really has been struck. Nothing has been published on it yet, Cooper said, and no such test seems imminent, so for the moment she isn't getting too excited. But she has an open mind to the possibility.

All of this, of course, is mostly to the good. Yet the lightning-survivor community has always defined itself by a sort of oppositional faith: There, you are doubted; here, you are believed. There, you are strange; here, you are normal. When I asked Reynolds what he made of the trauma-plus-nervous-system-damage theory of why there are so many multistrike survivors, I felt as though I was doing something almost sacrilegious, as though I was violating that ethos of mutual faith. I worried that he'd react with indignation. The notion that he might hang up on me and refuse to speak with me again did not seem unlikely. Instead, he said he thought the theory made a lot of sense.

Might then it explain his multiple strikes? I asked.

Well, he answered, not his.

What does one make of a life so fundamentally altered by an event as unlikely as a lightning strike? In Pigeon Forge, when I asked survivors whether on balance they felt lucky (for having survived a lightning strike) or unlucky (for having been struck in the first place), the question didn't register. "I don't think luck has anything to do with it," Susan Deatrick told me. She doesn't like the word providential either, she said, "but at the same time, God is in control over everything down to the minutest detail."

This response, and others like it, initially surprised me. If lightning is a manifestation of the divine, I thought, how do people explain why it struck them? How do you make sense of a miracle that comes at your expense?

From the July 1875 issue: Lightning and lightning-rods

Jim Segneri, who moderated the conference's final and most intense group discussion, has a succinct answer, one more focused on his having been spared than his having been struck. "I firmly believe that whether you worship Allah or Buddha or God or Jesus or whoever put us here, the reason we're still here is so that we can help other people"--those who are doubted, those who are struggling.

Large numbers of survivors hold some version of this belief. Marshburn, the group's founder, often speaks of the number of survivors--more than 20--whom he has talked out of suicide, reciting in vivid detail the conversations he's had with people on the brink. Over her many years speaking with lightning-strike victims, Mary Ann Cooper said, "I can't tell you how many people have said to me, 'I should have been dead. God must have kept me alive for a reason.'"

And yet for those survivors who hold it, the belief in destiny can cut both ways. Reynolds says that after his third strike, he felt doomed. He'd left his career, gotten divorced, gotten remarried, started a new job, moved more than 600 miles away--and still the lightning had found him. "It's like it's looking for me," he told his therapist. "It's like it's a living, breathing creature."

She assured him that it wasn't, and part of him knew she was right, but he couldn't stop thinking that he was fated to be struck again. She told him that she doesn't believe in destiny. That there is no providence, only circumstance. That sometimes you're just in the wrong place at the wrong time. He'd believed that once. But now he can't shake the feeling that she's wrong.



This article appears in the April 2026 print edition with the headline "Struck." It has been updated to clarify the source of the data used to determine the urban lightning capital of the U.S. last year. The data was provided by Vaisala Xweather.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/2026/04/lightning-strike-survivors-body-mind/686057/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Spain's Wind-Farm Bargain

Renewable-energy projects can boost the economy of a rural town--if the community has a say in development.

by Meera Subramanian

Tue, 10 Mar 2026




Go looking for wind farms in Spain, and you might quickly end up in Castilla-La Mancha, a region southeast of Madrid. This is the place where Don Quixote, Miguel de Cervantes's delusional Man of La Mancha, attacked small wooden windmills he perceived as fierce giants and where today giant wind turbines have become an embedded part of the landscape.



There, I met Mayor Isabel Martinez Arnedo, who has run the town of Higueruela since 2019. The region's distinctive wind whipped her dark curls as she stepped out of her car. "Look!" she said in Spanish. "Windmills, windmills, windmills." They were lined up along a ridge at the edge of the small rural town, blades spinning high atop pale-blue towers. A verdant valley lay below, and beyond that, another ridge was crowned with more turbines. When the town's wind farms were first built, more than 25 years ago, "this was seen as futuristic," she told me. She was just 23 years old then, and it was the largest wind farm in Europe, the second largest in the world. Since that time, she said, she has come to believe that renewable-energy projects can save a dying town, as long as it has a guiding role in their implementation.



In the United States, views on renewable-energy projects are fraught. Adoption has been exponential; so has resistance. Last year, President Trump signed a bill that gutted support for projects, and he holds a particular animus toward wind power. Efforts to shut down renewable-energy projects are under way in every state except Alaska. Communities object to renewables for a variety of reasons, researchers from MIT found--including concerns about public and environmental health, diminished property values, and lack of public participation--and that opposition can prioritize such values even over possible economic gain.



In the past six years, by contrast, Spain has doubled its wind and solar capacity and reduced its dependence on gas power dramatically. Renewables account for about 16 percent of the energy mix in the U.S., whereas more than half of Spain's energy now comes from them as it races toward the goal of climate neutrality by 2050. Spain's economy is booming, and many consider lower energy costs a contributing factor. Though I found pockets of resistance to the shift, most people I spoke with during three months of reporting across the country recognized Spain's role in contributing to the fight against climate change.



If the global shift to more clean energy is irreversible, as many economic and technological indicators suggest, then American rollbacks seem destined to cause more problems than they solve. At the same time, renewable development can radically alter landscapes, as in India, where I'd reported on how one of the world's largest solar farms took up 13,000 acres, surrounding five small villages that remain like stranded islands. Was there a way to develop renewables that worked better for the communities in which they're located? Perhaps Higueruela, as an early wind-energy adopter, could offer a lesson.







When the wind farm arrived, the municipality of Higueruela was dying. Young people left to study and find work and never returned. In 1960, the town had about 3,500 citizens. By 2000, there were just over 1,000. This "great emptying" is widespread in rural parts of Spain, as it is in rural America. If the wind park was futuristic, it also helped the town imagine a future in which young people would not leave, Martinez Arnedo told me.



Opportunity often depends on money, and the windfall from wind energy delivered it. Taxes on the renewable-energy companies and leasing fees transformed Higueruela's economics, Martinez Arnedo said: Of its annual budget, roughly 40 percent now comes directly from the presence of wind energy. A few locals do work for Iberdrola, the company that manages the wind farms, or have started businesses that directly relate to the industry, such as a turbine-oil-changing business that now works regionally. But most of the jobs grew out of the broader ecosystem stimulated by the presence of renewables, the mayor said.



Over 20 years, using its boosted revenue, the town built a library and a youth center; the elementary school added sports, music, English, and dancing. The town now operates a bus that carries secondary-school children to a larger town 22 kilometers away, and a free bus to Albacete, a small city 50 kilometers away, so access to higher education is possible without having to move away. For adults, community offerings include Pilates and painting. Higueruela offers support to help seniors stay in their homes, and when they can't, they can move to the El Jardin Senior Center on the town square, which opened in 2006 and employs 100 locals, many of them women who might struggle to find employment in more industrial, male-dominated sectors. Although electricity grids are too complicated to pass along free or discounted power to locals, the town now provides up to 2,000 euros to install rooftop solar and improve home insulation to bring energy bills down. Without the wind farms, the town would not be able to have all of these services and facilities, the mayor told me.



Each of these offerings also translates into jobs, and traditional agriculture has continued unabated beneath the wind turbines. Though the town's population is not rising, it is sustaining itself. Young people who stayed are now having babies. "We have a group of children," the mayor told me, of her students at the elementary school, where she teaches. "We call them Generation Wind."



Higueruela is not unique. Claudia Serra-Sala, an economist at the University of Girona, collected budget data from 1994 to 2022 to see how Spanish wind farms change municipal finances and found, on average, a 45 percent increase in revenue per capita. The funds buoyed towns and served as a positive feedback loop of development, the way bringing a railroad to town once did.







Wind energy has its critics in Spain. In the lowlands of Higueruela, I met Lucas del las Heras and Pablo Jutgla Monedon, avid birders who live in the area, although not Higueruela itself, and are members of the conservation cooperative Dendros. As we watched European red-rumped swallows and marsh harriers swoop in front of us, they argued that wind farms are a land grab that are wrecking vistas and harming biodiversity. Best practices--including community input during initial planning and avoiding biodiverse hot spots such as Natura 2000 areas, a European network of valuable habitats--are not always required, or followed. The Ukraine war deepened Spain's aggressive push toward renewables and energy independence, and the men from Dendros and others I spoke with felt that environmental protections were being left by the wayside.



These complaints all have truth to them. Electricity can seem like a bit of a magic trick, but every watt of energy comes from somewhere. That ridge where I stood with the mayor was far from pristine--we walked amid Moorish ruins that lay in the turbines' shadow--but without the wind generators, Higueruela's vista would have maintained a timeless bucolic aura.



At the same time, the fossil-fuel-production system has costs, too, not least the grave environmental and health impacts on communities, which differ substantively from the impacts of a solar or wind farm. A 2023 World Resources Institute report, for instance, found that nearly half of people living in U.S. communities historically based on oil, coal, and gas economies were in areas identified as disadvantaged, plagued by air pollution, poverty, and health problems.



The current scale of fossil-fuel burning is also disrupting entire Earth-system functions, which in turn drives fuel demand (as people try to stay warm or cool) and exacerbates the kind of extreme weather that can destroy communities and transform ecosystems. Spain is already experiencing heat waves and the whiplash of drought and flood. Outside Sevilla, the town of Carmona, in Andalusia, is a place so picturesque that it's being considered as a UNESCO World Heritage site, yet it is embracing solar farms. "If you do not put in renewable energy, it is true, there is the most beautiful field," Carmona's mayor, Juan Avila, told me. "But why do you need the most beautiful field if later it does not rain?"



Still, even willing towns have their limits. A few years ago, Iberdrola, the energy company, proposed a hybrid project in Higueruela, adding solar to the wind-energy mix. It wanted to use "the most fertile lands of Higueruela," Martinez Arnedo told me. "We said no." Instead, the town and Iberdrola are exploring the possibility of replacing the 243 existing turbines with just 63 much larger ones, and still generate the same amount of power.



The possibility of local benefits from renewables is not confined to Spain. While reporting on renewables years ago in Texas, I learned that Sweetwater--another town that adopted wind energy early and eagerly (and with Republican support)--had increased its tax base fivefold and channeled the money into civic improvements. But that was before energy production in the United States became so politicized. Martinez Arnedo told me that, for a town to benefit from renewable development, "in that mediation between the companies that want to eat the municipalities and the municipalities themselves, you have to look for a balance." Many Americans seem unwilling to even consider trying to find that. Change always has a cost, but any place facing the same type of downturn Higueruela experienced also has to contend with the risk of maintaining the status quo and consider whether that's even possible. A place like this one could easily end up with no wind farms, but soon enough it may not have rain and eventually no town, either.



Reporting for this story was supported by the FRONTIERS science-journalism fellowship.
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Seriously, Tucker Carlson? Come On

Media figures who have turned against Trump only in recent weeks have forfeited the right to be taken seriously in the future.

by David A. Graham

Thu, 23 Apr 2026




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

Pity poor Tucker Carlson. Watching Donald Trump's war in Iran--which Carlson has branded "the single biggest mistake" by a U.S. president in his lifetime--he is ruing his strong support for Trump in the 2024 election.

"It's a moment to wrestle with our own consciences," Carlson, long the most prominent media personality in the MAGA movement, said this week on his podcast. "We'll be tormented by it for a long time. I will be. And I want to say I'm sorry for misleading people."

Or, even better, don't pity Carlson. He is one of several media figures who are having second thoughts about Trump--and in some cases, receiving praise for it. But these pundits deserve no amnesty. Their second thoughts are wise, but to have erred so badly, when so many other commentators and journalists saw the truth, disqualifies them from being taken seriously on politics again.

The problem is not just that Carlson ought to have known better. It's that he did, as the journalist Jason Zengerle reports in his recent biography, Hated by All the Right People. Back in the early 2000s, Carlson harbored reservations about the war in Iraq, but he swallowed them to be what he felt was a good team player for the right, Zengerle notes. Later, he said, he'd gone "against my own instincts in supporting it. It's something I'll never do again. Never." (The Iraq disaster may inform Carlson's vehement opposition to the war in Iran.)

And yet Carlson did just that with Trump, repeatedly. He initially found Trump coarse, but came around to him during the 2016 presidential campaign. By 2020, however, he'd become disgusted with Trump, including over his handling of COVID; Zengerle writes that Carlson first believed that the president's approach was too blase, then too strict. He told people he voted for Kanye West for president in 2020. When Trump tried to steal the election despite losing it, Carlson skewered Trump's allies on air and was even harsher in text messages to colleagues.

"I hate him passionately," Carlson wrote in texts revealed a few years later in a lawsuit against Fox. "That's the last four years. We're all pretending we've got a lot to show for it, because admitting what a disaster it's been is too tough to digest. But come on. There isn't really an upside to Trump." Yet after being fired from Fox, Carlson mended his relationship with Trump, counseling him to choose J. D. Vance as running mate and speaking at his rallies.

Discerning the "real" Tucker Carlson is, Zengerle suggests, a lost cause, and anyway, it doesn't matter whether Carlson was honest when he was backing Trump or is being earnest now. Either way, he's forfeited any reason to listen to him. And yet Carlson's turn against Trump has won him commendation of the "strange new respect" variety from liberals such as Jon Favreau of Pod Save America. This is ill-advised, and not only because Carlson continues to mingle anti-Semitism and other bigotries with his Trump criticisms. If these liberals' goal is to make allies who can draw Trump voters away, it's also likely to be ineffective. As Carlson rejects Trump, his own popularity is cratering faster than the president's.

Restoring American democracy after Trump will require reaching out to those who backed him. That's good sense and good math: After all, he was democratically elected, and many of his supporters were fooled by him or didn't believe he'd follow through on his more draconian promises. In the case of the unpopular Iran war, voters may have been tricked by Trump's claims to be an antiwar figure; that impression was fostered not only by his rhetoric but also by credulous framing in the mainstream press. Every voter has a responsibility to do their best to understand the candidates in an election, and Trump's foibles should have been plain long before November 2024, but most people are also busy and dependent on the media, whichever kind they choose, to inform them. Creating space for ordinary Trump voters to reject Trump doesn't require welcoming or absolving the prominent figures who rallied the public to support him.

One group ripe for shunning is broadcasters such as Carlson and Alex Jones, who has also reacted strongly to the Iran war. "I love the old Trump," he said during an interview with former Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene, another MAGA apostate. "I'm just going to be honest. I hate this person. This is a disgusting husk of a former person." (Strong words from a guy who falsely claimed that the Sandy Hook massacre was fake and the families of murdered children were "crisis actors.")

A second is the so-called Trumpist intellectuals, who have tried to create an ideological framework around MAGA. The writer Sohrab Ahmari argued (with Matthew Schmitz) in 2022 that Trump was "the only candidate who recognizes" that the establishment's warmongering was the root of American problems. Now, as the journalist Michelle Goldberg points out, Ahmari writes that Trump's "mad-king governance is exhausting for Americans and the world" and bitterly adds, "Bring back Hillary." The conservative commentator Christopher Caldwell declared the Iran war to be the end of Trumpism and wrote that Trump's "virtues are not the ones you need to run a free country." You get zero points for recognizing Trump's style and character only now, a decade into his era.

A third is those you might call lifestyle podcasters, many of whom forswear any claim to be political commentators but happily take on the job anyway, interviewing political candidates or issuing endorsements for office. This includes Theo Von, who has called Trump's strikes on Iran "diabolical," and Joe Rogan. "Make America greater--I'm down. But Make America Great Again and then it becomes a movement of a bunch of fucking dorks? 'Cause a lot of them are dorks," Rogan said last month, calling them "really weird, fucking uninteresting, unintelligent people." If Rogan was unable to notice this before, this says little for his perception. (The White House seems to be eager to heal any rift and hosted Rogan at the White House this past Saturday.)

The proposition that people such as Carlson, Ahmari, and Rogan offer their audiences is that they are smarter or better informed than a lay observer, or have access to politicians that allows them to be useful conduits for information and ideas. They have also argued loudly that they're more trustworthy and have clearer judgment than the mainstream media. If their most prominent political position was backing Trump in 2024, and they have all come to regret it, that says everything we need to know about their credibility going forward.

"It's not enough to say, 'Well, I changed my mind'--or like, 'Oh, this is bad. I'm out,'" Carlson said on the same podcast episode. He's right, for once; perhaps he should try saying nothing at all for a good long time.

Related:

	Tucker Carlson is the emblem of GOP cynicism.
 	Finally, someone said it to Joe Rogan's face.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Shelly Kittleson: If I tried to escape, I would be killed.
 	Trump voters like Marco Rubio more and more.
 	Radio Atlantic: The Kash Patel fallout




Today's News

	The Trump administration signed an order reclassifying state-licensed medical marijuana as a less dangerous drug, moving it from Schedule I to Schedule III. The change, signed by Acting Attorney General Todd Blanche, does not legalize marijuana federally but eases some regulations.
 	President Trump said that he ordered the United States Navy to "shoot and kill" any Iranian boats laying mines in the Strait of Hormuz.
 	Israel and Lebanon are set to hold a second round of U.S.-brokered talks in Washington today, continuing rare direct discussions following last week's cease-fire between Israel and Lebanon. The talks come as both governments say they want Hezbollah disarmed, though the Iranian-backed militant group has vowed to resist those efforts.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: The story of the Freedman's Memorial shows just how quickly a nation's ideals can erode, Jake Lundberg writes.
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Cubans' Despair

By Gisela Salim-Peyer

Cubans for decades have been buffeted by great powers, repressed by their own government, crushed by economic crises, and paraded as the victims of a succession of sanctions imposed by the White House. Glimmers of a better life came and went, either because the regime in Havana briefly allowed a sliver of greater liberty or the U.S. government tried a new tack to overthrow the communist ideology that has reigned over the island for almost 70 years. So it is perhaps not surprising that Cubanos by now have had it up to here with pretty much everyone.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The posting will continue until morale improves.
 	The flip-phone cleanse
 	Israel could have what it most wants in Lebanon.
 	The questionable triumph of the "baling wire hippies"
 	MAHA swing voters are an illusion.
 	The Virginia gerrymander disenfranchises Republicans.




Culture Break
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Explore. Celebrities aren't just admitting they got work done--they're showing all the details. Rheana Murray writes about the new plastic-surgery playbook.
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An Unsettling Anti-Slavery Memorial

One monument's story shows just how quickly a nation's ideals can erode.

by Jake Lundberg

Thu, 23 Apr 2026




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


The closest thing the United States has to a national monument to the end of slavery is in a park in the capital, a little more than half a mile from the National Mall. It depicts two figures: Abraham Lincoln, tall and stately, holding out his left arm and looking down at a barely clothed Black man with broken shackles kneeling at his feet. A single word, Emancipation, is emblazoned on the base below him. Dedicated on April 14, 1876, the 11th anniversary of Lincoln's assassination--and 150 years ago this month--the imagery of the Freedman's Memorial was as unsettling then as it is now. What had begun as an effort among Black Americans to honor the fallen president and emancipation has become a bronze-cast symbol of the movement's limits.


The story of the Freedman's Memorial shows just how quickly a nation's ideals can erode. The concept for the monument began with a single donation of $5 from a formerly enslaved woman named Charlotte Scott following Lincoln's assassination. The well-publicized gift inspired more gifts from other Black Americans, many of them Union-army veterans, who established a fund. When word reached a white Union-army general, the direction of the project changed. The funds and the organizing responsibilities were handed over to the Western Sanitary Commission of St. Louis, an outfit managed by white Americans.


Led by the founder of Washington University in St. Louis, William Greenleaf Eliot (the grandfather of T. S. Eliot), the commission debated over the monument's design. A proposal by the sculptor Harriet Hosmer would have surrounded Lincoln with four standing Black figures, who would have represented the progression from slavery to citizenship, as well as the vital contributions of Black soldiers in the Civil War. The commission passed on Hosmer's design--which was more expensive to build and more egalitarian in vision--for Thomas Ball's concept of the kneeling Black man, with two modifications. First, the generic Black figure at Lincoln's feet was replaced with a figure modeled after a Black Missouri man named Archer Alexander whom Eliot had sheltered following his escape, and who would later work as Eliot's servant. But Alexander was an odd choice for the monument: He had escaped slavery on his own in Missouri, and was not freed by Lincoln's Emancipation Proclamation--which didn't apply to the state. The second modification was a small gesture to such agency: Alexander's right arm was elevated slightly, to suggest his role in "helping to break the chain that bound him," as the commission put it.


The idea for Alexander's pose had a long history, reaching back to 18th-century British abolitionism. The potter Josiah Wedgwood first produced a medallion of a crouching, half-clothed Black figure looking upward and asking, "Am I not a man and a brother?" It had been a staple of antislavery iconography ever since. Versions appeared on teapots and woodcuts and the masthead of William Lloyd Garrison's abolitionist newspaper The Liberator. During the Civil War, popular lithographs depicted Lincoln next to the crouching Black man, and army-camp photographers posed white Union soldiers beside Black men in a similar arrangement.


The years leading up to the creation of the Freedman's Memorial saw the full enfranchisement of Black men--and then the dimming of this vision. The most productive period of Reconstruction saw vital civil-rights legislation and two amendments (the Fourteenth and Fifteenth) that defined national citizenship and established equal protection in voting rights. But by the spring of 1876, when the memorial was dedicated, the country was moving away from Reconstruction. White northerners looked on with growing indifference as white southerners waged campaigns of murder, terror, and intimidation to restore their control of state and local governments; they greeted the news of a wave of violence in Mississippi's 1875 state elections with a shrug. As Ulysses S. Grant wrote to his attorney general, "The whole public are tired out with these annual, autumnal outbreaks in the South."


When Frederick Douglass rose to speak at the dedication of the Freedman's Memorial, he was painfully aware of both the grim symbolism of the monument and the grim drift of events. Before an audience that included President Grant, Douglass asked Americans to confront the ways in which racism belied their claims to liberty and equality, just as he had 24 years earlier when he'd asked, "What to the Slave is the Fourth of July?" Although Douglass gave Lincoln his due, he also offered an unvarnished account of how and why the president had succeeded: Lincoln understood the limit of white Americans' commitment to emancipation, and with it, their hesitancy to embrace equality. Douglass aired his feelings about the monument soon after in a letter to a Washington newspaper, discovered in 2020 by the historians Jonathan W. White and Scott Sandage. "What I want to see before I die is a monument representing the negro, not couchant on his knees like a four-footed animal," he wrote, "but erect on his feet like a man."


In 1876, the monument registered the retreat from Reconstruction's expansive promise; in 2026, some wish to retreat from history itself. Under the mandate of the Trump administration, the National Park Service has been ordered to purge references to slavery--even from places such as Harpers Ferry, which can't be understood without it--to eliminate so-called corrosive ideology. The constitutional order established with the end of slavery is now no less in question: The birthright-citizenship clause of the Fourteenth Amendment is being challenged in the Supreme Court, and the Voting Rights Act written under the auspices of the Fifteenth is also under threat.


Immediately after the Civil War, it had been possible to view abolition as an expression of the nation's highest ideals. William Dean Howells had said so in The Atlantic in 1866, when he took up the "Question of Monuments" in an essay assessing what kinds of memorials should fill American public spaces. "Our immutable destiny," Howells wrote, is "to give freedom to mankind"--and public sculpture should represent that. As a model, Howells held up John Quincy Adams Ward's 1863 sculpture The Freedman. The figure in Ward's essay wouldn't have been exactly what Douglass had in mind--he was seated and only partially clothed--but he was dignified, classical in form, and hardly a supplicant at the feet of another.


Writing a decade later in 1876, not long after the dedication of the Freedman's Memorial, Howells's tune changed when he encountered another statue representing the end of slavery. This one came in the form of the Italian sculptor Francesco Pezzicar's The Freed Slave, on display at the 1876 Centennial Exhibition in Philadelphia. It was a far cry from what had been unveiled the previous month in Washington. The powerful figure stands, with his arms spread, as if he has just broken his own chains. The copy of the Emancipation Proclamation he's holding is the only indication of Lincoln. Howells, who was serving as The Atlantic's editor by that point, was not impressed with the assertive portrayal before him. Presented with the "most offensively Frenchy negro," Howells concluded, "One longs to clap him back into hopeless bondage."


In 1866, Howells had been able to recognize the connection between ending slavery, envisioning equality, and the broadest expression of the American idea. By 1876, on the country's centennial, he appeared to have given in to the forces that had severed that connection. As some seek to erase the history of slavery from our public sites and to reject the ideal of equality, Howells's change of heart is instructive. Confronting the history of slavery and realizing the Founders' vision of equality isn't an expression of "corrosive ideology." Turning your back on it is.
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The Big Question the Fed-Chair Hearing Leaves Open

At yesterday's confirmation hearing, Kevin Warsh remained tactically opaque.

by Will Gottsegen

Wed, 22 Apr 2026




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

Speaking before the Senate Banking Committee yesterday, Kevin Warsh--Wall Street veteran, centimillionaire, and family friend of the president's--insisted that he would be "an independent actor" if confirmed as the Federal Reserve chair. The real question was whether enough of his audience believed him.

In some ways, Warsh is a relatively uncontroversial choice for the role. He has plenty of relevant credentials: He served on the National Economic Council during the George W. Bush administration, and was a Fed governor during the Great Recession. He was even on the shortlist to be chair in 2017. His experience as a governor also informed some of his long-standing critiques of the institution; in an op-ed last year, he laid out a vision for reducing central-bank overreach. But overshadowing Warsh's qualifications was Donald Trump's ongoing campaign to exert control over the Fed. Some committee members were more focused on interrogating the nominee's ability to resist presidential interference than they were on his resume.

The Fed has always been charged with making policy decisions based on its own assessments of the economy, rather than simply accepting the president's direction. Its seven governors are appointed to 14-year terms because they're meant to take the long view. This hasn't sat well with Trump, who has repeatedly berated the central bank's current chair, Jerome Powell, for refusing to cut interest rates as quickly as he would like. Tensions between the two culminated in January, when Powell revealed that he was under federal investigation over his handling of the renovation of the Fed headquarters (three past chairs condemned the administration's move as an "unprecedented attempt" to meddle with monetary policy). Last week, Trump escalated the situation by threatening to fire Powell if he exercises his right to remain on the Fed's board of governors once Warsh is confirmed--as Powell has said he will do until the investigation comes to an end.

Trump has been clear about his ambitions for the bank: "I want my new Fed Chairman to lower Interest Rates if the Market is doing well," he wrote on Truth Social in December. "Anybody that disagrees with me will never be the Fed Chairman!" While campaigning for the job, Warsh made a point of saying he would bring rates down. He'd been hawkish on inflation during his previous tenure at the bank, but he has argued more recently that AI-fueled productivity gains and a reduction in the Fed's balance sheet could justify lowering rates. During the hearing, Democratic senators pressed Warsh on whether his policies were his own, or just strategic attempts to get the job. Elizabeth Warren called him a "sock puppet" for the president, even as Warsh stressed that he has not promised Trump any particular policy outcomes in exchange for the position.

This hearing had already been delayed once, and Democrats pushed last week to delay it again until the Trump administration drops its investigations into both Powell and the Fed governor Lisa Cook. In order for Warsh to be confirmed, Republicans will have to reckon with a crucial holdout in their own ranks: Senator Thom Tillis has been saying for months that he won't support the nomination until the Justice Department drops the investigation into Powell. Yesterday, Tillis pointed--literally--to a massive printout of a 2010 quote from Warsh that highlighted the importance of Fed independence. In the Trump era, plenty of officials have promised to remain independent of the president, and not all of them have followed through. FBI Director Kash Patel and former Attorney General Pam Bondi, for example, both made that pledge during their confirmation hearings and later steered their departments in directions that explicitly served the president's aims.

Warsh repeatedly dodged questions that might put him at odds with Trump. He declined, for example, to say whether Trump lost the 2020 election. Warsh also minimized the president's threats against the central bank, asserting that the Fed isn't actually in any immediate danger of being coerced. "Fed independence is up to the Fed," he told the senators. He also said that the central bank's independence isn't especially imperiled when "elected officials state their views on rates." But the president has already gone far beyond simply stating his views.

His push to reshape the bank began in earnest last year with his attempt to fire Cook--the first move of its kind in American history. Presidents can remove members of the Fed's board "for cause," but the "cause" that the administration is alleging in this case isn't, say, gross misconduct. It's mortgage fraud. No criminal charges have been brought against Cook; she has denied wrongdoing and is fighting the case in court. The Supreme Court heard oral arguments in January--if the justices decide that the attempted firing was legal, it could effectively supercharge Trump's power to stack the board according to his preferences.

The Fed can't navigate economic uncertainty without steady and impartial leadership. Consumer sentiment, an important indicator of the health of the economy, hit a record low this month, and the war in Iran drove inflation up nearly an entire percentage point in March. If Warsh remains a defender of Fed independence, he may well find himself in precisely the same position as Powell. Warsh's diplomatic responses at the hearing could help him secure his new role, but they leave open key questions about the relationship between an independent Fed and a president unconcerned with keeping it that way.

Related:

	Trump almost has a point about the Federal Reserve.
 	The Fed's succession drama




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump's enormous gerrymandering blunder
 	A "barbaric" problem in American hospitals is only getting bigger.
 	The "missing scientist" story is unbelievably dumb.




Today's News

	Iran fired on three ships and seized two of them in the Strait of Hormuz, a day after President Trump extended the cease-fire while maintaining a U.S. blockade of Iranian ports.
 	Virginia voters approved a Democratic-backed redistricting plan last night that could help the party gain up to four House seats in the midterms. This move allows Democrats to redraw the state's congressional map after Republicans pushed similar efforts in other states.
 	John Phelan is departing from his position as Navy secretary after months of tensions with Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth, according to a Pentagon official. Hung Cao, the current undersecretary of the Navy, will serve as acting secretary.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Brace for the plastic-price hikes, Beth Gardiner warns.
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Evening Read


Nic Coury / AFP / Getty



Apple Is Boring Now

By Ian Bogost

Tim Cook's job was to make Apple boring--and he did. Cook, Apple's chief executive officer, is stepping down after 15 years in the role. He had succeeded Steve Jobs after the visionary co-founder of Apple Computer Company left only months before dying of pancreatic cancer in 2011. Since then, Apple has grown in market value by 2,000 percent. It has also transformed into a staid, if immensely effective, firm that sells people glass rectangles, wireless earbuds, and, sometimes, computers. This legacy is not tragic, but it is somber.


Read the full article.
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Hegseth to the Troops: We Are Bringing Back the Flu!

Grab your cough drops. We're going to battle.

by Alexandra Petri

Wed, 22 Apr 2026




Sign up for Inside the Trump Presidency, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump term.

WAR-FIGHTERS! As a step to making sure we are ready for warfare at all times, we have decided to ELIMINATE THE MANDATORY FLU SHOT! Nothing says "we are ready for war" like "we all have the flu."

Get your hot-water bottles! Get your ibuprofen! Not Tylenol, though! It knows what it did. Because we are bringing FLU to the war-fighters! Are you ready to have a RUNNY NOSE and an ITCHY THROAT? Are you ready to get REALLY SERIOUSLY DEHYDRATED AND NEED MEDICAL ATTENTION? Hoo-RAH!

We will terrify the enemy by coming in hot! And when I say hot I mean our temperatures! We will need COUGH DROPS, and we will knock those back, CRUNCH CRUNCH CRUNCH, with a sound more frightening than gunfire. This will strike fear into the hearts of the enemy. They will say things like "Do you need a tissue?" and "Are you okay?," and when they are offering us that tissue, we will strike. And then we will go back to bed and lie under a tactical pile of war-fighting blankets. Peak performance is when you have a terrible headache and want to be asleep, and whenever you open your mouth you sound like someone took lawn shears to your vocal cords. YEAH!

We are going to experience BODILY ACHES and, of course, CHILLS! This is the war-fighter way! Not having the flu was holding us back. When we are nondrowsy with maximum-strength medication we will perhaps even SEE GOD AND COMMUNICATE WITH HIM. (He is male and he loves it when you do a push-up! Recently, he whispered in my ear that war crimes are okay, confirming what I had always suspected to be true!)

If footage of me doing an incorrect push-up cannot intimidate America's foes, the knowledge that our whole fighting force MIGHT HAVE THE FLU AT ANY TIME and is CERTAINLY VULNERABLE TO THE LATEST STRAIN will! Yeah, we aren't afraid to stare death in the face. That will probably impress them.

I haven't washed my hands in more than 10 years! I don't see germs. I am the secretary of war, and I demand that every cell in my body be fighting at every moment. Especially the white blood cells (probably the most meritorious type of cell, and the only kind I would promote). I need them to fight all the time. That's the Pete Hegseth legacy: pointless, unnecessary battles everywhere you look. Against the media. Against our own rules of engagement. Against history. Against the flu. All battles I am confident we can win, with little to no casualties. (Please do not tell me about any events that happened in the past, say between the year 1918 and the present.)

The best warrior is he who fights the most. Especially when he doesn't need to. I think Sun Tzu said that. But I would never read Sun Tzu. First, he is from a nation I consider a geopolitical foe. And second, Sun Tzu is dead. I will never die. I am too strong a warrior.

Some say George Washington, who worked hard to inoculate the troops 250 years ago, would be ashamed of this development. I say, I'm ashamed of George Washington. He wasn't man enough to face down disease unassisted. I bet he couldn't do a single push-up.
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Another Trump Cabinet Member Departs in Scandal

Lori Chavez-DeRemer was supposed to take the GOP in a more worker-friendly direction. Instead she joins a group of dismissed administration officials.

by David A. Graham

Tue, 21 Apr 2026




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

When Lori Chavez-DeRemer was nominated, she had a chance to be a pathbreaking secretary of labor, supposedly tasked with shepherding the Republican Party in a more worker-friendly direction. Instead, she turned out to be a typical Trump Cabinet member: disempowered and disgraced. Now she has added dismissed to that list.

Chavez-DeRemer's departure was announced yesterday evening in an X post from White House Communications Director Steven Cheung, who said she would "take a position in the private sector." He said that Keith Sonderling, the deputy secretary, will be acting secretary.

"It has been an honor and a privilege to serve in this historic Administration and work for the greatest President of my lifetime," Chavez-DeRemer wrote on X.

Chavez-DeRemer is unlikely to be missed at the Labor Department, in part because it seems she was hardly ever there. Employees said that she was an absentee secretary, and Sonderling has reportedly already been effectively running the department for some time. When Chavez-DeRemer was present, she brought scandals with her. Shortly after her confirmation last spring, she threw what looked a lot like a birthday party for herself at department headquarters--on her birthday, with her picture on television screens and staffers singing "Happy Birthday." To justify spending government funds on the bash, the department called it a swearing-in ceremony. Chavez-DeRemer told a House committee, "I did not have a birthday party," but The New York Times obtained a picture of the secretary blowing out candles on a cake.

This episode set the pattern for Chavez-DeRemer's tenure as secretary. In January, a complaint was filed with the department's inspector general, an internal watchdog, and Chavez-DeRemer's chief of staff and deputy chief of staff were placed on leave and later forced out. Among the allegations against the secretary were claims that she was having the department pay for personal trips, drinking on the job, taking staffers to strip clubs, and in a romantic relationship with a bodyguard, who was also placed on leave this past winter. In February, the Times reported that Chavez-DeRemer's husband had been barred from Labor Department headquarters after at least two staffers alleged he had sexually assaulted them. (He has "categorically" denied the allegations.)

This spring, the Times also reported that three more employees had filed civil-rights complaints against Chavez-DeRemer, adding claims that she retaliated against staffers for cooperating with an investigation and asked some to run errands for her husband. According to the Times, investigations uncovered evidence that Chavez-DeRemer allegedly dispatched aides to bring wine to her hotel room on trips, including during the workday. Her father and husband were both said to have texted young female department employees, who were instructed by Chavez-DeRemer and an aide to "pay attention" to the two men. Chavez-DeRemer has not specifically responded to the allegations in the January complaint, but issued a "general denial" through a lawyer; she and her husband did not immediately respond to a request for comment from the Times about the new allegations.

Chavez-DeRemer's departure, as the probes into her and press scrutiny both escalated, is thus no surprise. But it's the latest evidence that President Trump's "no scalps" policy, in which he refused to push out aides for fear of giving wins to Democrats or the press, is defunct. What's notable in the new era is who gets fired. Trump has pushed out Attorney General Pam Bondi, Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem (who was also accused of having an affair with a staffer and abuse of public resources, which she denied), and now Chavez-DeRemer--all women.

Meanwhile, top male aides have so far escaped consequence for allegations similarly serious to the ones that got Noem and Chavez-DeRemer pushed out. As my colleague Sarah Fitzpatrick reported Friday, officials have been concerned about FBI Director Kash Patel repeatedly drinking to excess (Patel has denied this, and is suing The Atlantic); Patel has also used FBI aircraft to travel to several destinations, including to visit his girlfriend in Nashville, where FBI SWAT team members have provided security to her. Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth, who faced numerous allegations of excessive drinking at the time of his confirmation, has also reportedly mingled family and work, bringing his wife into high-level discussions. (Hegseth has denied all allegations of wrongdoing.) The only public fallout from the "Signalgate" scandal, in which Atlantic editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg was added to a chat where highly sensitive matters were being discussed, was that National Security Adviser Mike Waltz was reassigned to a cushy post as ambassador to the United Nations.

Chavez-DeRemer has been so plagued with scandals that it's easy to forget that her tenure began with a very different sort of controversy. Her nomination, urged by the president of the Teamsters, was seen as evidence of the Republican Party under Trump prioritizing workers' interests. As a U.S. representative from Oregon, Chavez-DeRemer had a history of voting with Democrats. She was one of three House Republicans to co-sponsor the PRO Act, an organized-labor-backed bill to make unionizing easier. Even as many Trump picks were easily confirmed, Chavez-DeRemer faced a grilling from fellow Republicans over her stances on labor, though she ultimately won all but a handful of their votes.

But she leaves behind little legacy on policy. Maybe that's because Chavez-DeRemer allegedly spent much of her tenure partying and then playing defense on investigations, but it's also because Trump likes to centralize policy decisions in the White House, rather than empowering Cabinet members. And Trump himself appears to have lost interest in a worker-friendly agenda, if he ever had it in the first place. At the start of his second administration, the president fired a pro-union member of the National Labor Relations Board (though the dismissal is still being challenged in court) and slashed union protections for roughly a million federal workers.

Since then, the president's attention has shifted from domestic politics to foreign interventions, especially the war in Iran, and GOP figures with more labor-friendly rhetoric, including Vice President Vance and Senator Josh Hawley, have put little focus on workers' issues. Support for labor unions among Republican voters has dropped sharply, and union leaders who hoped to cultivate an alliance with Trump have mostly lost hope in him. Trump's approval in the working class has also been dented by inflation, which has only worsened as a result of the Iran war.

With Chavez-DeRemer gone, the Labor Department will surely be a more functional and less scandal-ridden workplace. Sonderling is said to be a more traditional pro-business figure, but regardless of whom Trump nominates as a permanent leader, the department is unlikely to matter much for the rest of his presidency. The real acting secretary of labor will always be Trump himself.
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The Aides Keeping the President in the Dark

Donald Trump's advisers are treating him like he can't handle the reality of the war in Iran. They might be right--but that fact is a danger to the constitutional order.

by David A. Graham

Mon, 20 Apr 2026




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

Earlier this month, top officials in the Trump administration were facing two problems--one distant and acute, one near and chronic.

The first was that two American airmen were missing inside Iran after their jet had been shot down. Commanders were scrambling to create and execute an operation to rescue both. The second was the president's temperament. As plans developed and went into effect, The Wall Street Journal reported over the weekend, "aides kept the president out of the room as they got minute-by-minute updates because they believed his impatience wouldn't be helpful, instead updating him at meaningful moments, a senior administration official said."

It's a stunning bit of news: During a national-security crisis, top advisers decided the commander in chief's presence was a liability. This incident is only the latest example of how Trump's aides have been trying to keep him in the dark and build a protective bubble around him.

A president whom aides do not view as reliable and steady is a danger in any situation, but the war in Iran has brought many of these issues to the fore. In the lead-up to the war, which Trump launched without consulting Congress, making a case to the American people, or assembling allies, many of his aides believed that Trump was not taking seriously the risks and trade-offs involved, according to Jonathan Swan and Maggie Haberman of The New York Times. (The fact that these aides have voiced none of these concerns publicly but said enough privately that the comments leaked later does not speak well for the Cabinet's judgment or courage.)

Once the war began, Trump received updates that were screened and bowdlerized for him. He has long been inattentive to briefings--early in his first term, aides realized that he liked maps and graphics and would glaze over if given much information in text--but he has reportedly been starting his day off with a sizzle reel of stunning explosions rather than with hard info. These clips, which show the real prowess of the American military, did not convey the ways that the U.S. was losing the war on a strategic level. According to Time, White House Chief of Staff Susie Wiles became "concerned aides were giving the President a rose-colored view of how the war was being perceived domestically." Trump was reportedly shocked at how easily Iran seized control of the Strait of Hormuz, even though the military had warned of the possibility.

Although Trump's erratic and horrifying social-media posts have absorbed much of the media's attention of late, his live appearances haven't done a lot to assure the public of his steadiness either. He unconvincingly told reporters that he had believed that a picture that depicted him as Christlike actually showed him as a doctor. Trump has never excelled at reading from a teleprompter, often coming off as stiff and bored, but his delivery has been especially rough in recent weeks. He seemed tired and unfocused delivering lines in his April 1 White House speech, has waffled on whether the action in Iran is or isn't a "war," and declared the war complete even as hostilities continued. Trump also said he wasn't made aware of a curious press statement by First Lady Melania Trump, where she denied any relationship with Jeffrey Epstein, before it was made.

Every president eventually feels trapped in a bubble. In 2014, an evidently claustrophobic Barack Obama reveled in the act of just walking to Chipotle from the White House. Other predecessors have complained about receiving heavily filtered information and feeling removed from the real world. The Biden administration raised new questions of whether the president was being hidden from the public and the press--and even from some aides--to obscure physical or mental decline.

Whatever the reasons for aides cloistering a president, the ramifications for democratic accountability are serious. If the president is not up to the task of governing, the public might understandably wonder if the person they elected is really in charge, or if unelected aides are in effect running the country. In 1974, worried about Richard Nixon's drinking and paranoia, Defense Secretary James Schlesinger instructed the military not to deploy nuclear weapons without asking him or Secretary of State Henry Kissinger first. This was on the one hand a reasonable precaution--the president was unstable--and, on the other hand, a scandalous one, because Americans had elected Nixon and not Schlesinger. The Biden and Trump administrations raise the same specter.

Trump, for better and worse, can't be shut in as effectively as Biden could. For one thing, Biden's cellphone number wasn't in circulation among many reporters. Aides apparently didn't consult Trump on how to handle the bizarre story of a FEMA official who claims to have teleported to Waffle House, but an understandably perplexed president learned of it anyway when CNN called him directly to ask about it.

While having some sources of information beyond one's staff is generally good, the risk is that Trump's sources aren't good ones. As my colleague Jonathan Lemire reported last year, Trump has mostly stopped holding the rallies that he had used as a barometer of his base. Many people who are not reporters have access to the president's phone number. And Trump has always been susceptible to misinformation, gravitating to sources that are conspiratorial or tell him what he wants to hear rather than what is true.

But if the president can't handle reality, the problem is ultimately with him--not with the information he's receiving. Aides' desire to keep Trump in the dark is understandable, but it is also an affront to the constitutional system.

Related:

	The bubble-wrapped president
 	Everyone has Trump's phone number now.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Noah Hawley: What I learned about billionaires at Jeff Bezos's private retreat
 	San Francisco solved metro vandalism with one neat trick.
 	The end of the argument ad Orbanum




Today's News

	President Trump said that he considers the Iran cease-fire effectively over by "Wednesday evening Washington time" and is "highly unlikely" to extend it if no deal is reached. Vice President Vance is expected to travel to Pakistan for a new round of negotiations with Iran this week.
 	Trump said yesterday that U.S. forces seized an Iranian cargo ship that defied America's naval blockade. Iran called the move "maritime piracy" and accused the U.S. of violating the cease-fire.
 	Energy Secretary Chris Wright said gas prices have likely peaked but could stay above $3 into next year as the Iran conflict continues to strain global oil supply. The president later contradicted him, stating that Wright had been "totally wrong."




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Isabel Fattal explores stories on how to revive the art of hanging out.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: H. Armstrong Roberts / ClassicStock / Getty; Getty



The Most Tortured Relationship in America

By Faith Hill

People like to say that American culture has a puritanical streak: one that entails, among other things, a certain haughty piousness, instilled by the killjoys who reached New England's shores in the 17th century. Yet the Pew Research Center, in a pair of reports released last month, asked participants in various countries about a host of moral issues--and found few in the United States that were widely condemned. Spanking children? Doctor-assisted euthanasia? Clear majorities said they weren't morally wrong. Gambling? Marijuana use? Compared with respondents in many nations, Americans were notably permissive. The poll also revealed clear political divides: Republicans were much more likely to oppose homosexuality and divorce, for instance, and Democrats were more likely to reject the death penalty and extreme wealth.
 Only one behavior, in fact, received near-unanimous disapproval: infidelity.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The FBI director is MIA.
 	California's Blue Armageddon
 	DOJ's first "weaponization" report is a bust.
 	The problem with Hasan Piker's Einstein story
 	The film that explains contemporary America
 	Ukraine has finally given up on Trump.




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Stefanie Keenan / Getty.



Read. Where did Let Them come from? Years before Mel Robbins published her best-selling self-help book, a struggling writer posted a poem with a similar message, Olga Khazan writes.

Watch. Mother Mary (out now in theaters) offers a spooky spin on what it takes to stay famous, David Sims writes.

Play our daily crossword.



PS

As Republicans try (and based on polling so far, mostly fail) to sell their economic agenda, some have been attempting to rebrand the One Big Beautiful Bill Act as the "Working Families Tax Act." Granted, the "One Big Beautiful Bill Act" was a goofy name, and not only because of the semantically offensive pileup of bill and act. The name was basically a statement about procedure, nodding to the president's preference to bundle several priorities into a single bill. The attempted new name is silly, too, because the tax cuts (you'll be shocked to learn) mostly benefit higher earners, not the working class. Setting aside the fact that renaming laws after enacting them is not how any of this works, this is the most cynical legislative name I've heard since, um, Democrats' Inflation Reduction Act in 2022, which neither was designed for nor achieved that purpose. If Congress is moving past its atrocious backronym era, that'd be something to celebrate, but is it too much to ask that legislators just give bills names that are true and written in plain English?

-- David



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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A 13,000-Mile Mission for One Beautiful Loaf

A conversation with Caity Weaver about a completely scientific, totally exhaustive search for America's best free bread.

by Rafaela Jinich

Sun, 19 Apr 2026




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

Somewhere between a Red Lobster and a three-Michelin-star dining room lies the best free restaurant bread in America. For The Atlantic's May cover story, our staff writer Caity Weaver set out to find it, surveying more than 500 people and traveling 13,000 miles along the way. Restaurants have long been judged before the meal even begins by the bread they serve; Caity wanted to know which one actually delivers. For today's Daily, I spoke with her about how she'd chased down an answer, and what it takes to crown a basket of bread the "best" in the country.



Rafaela Jinich: You traveled across the country and did months of reporting to find the best free restaurant bread in America. How did the idea first come to you?

Caity Weaver: I have a fantasy--somewhere between a hope and a private religion--that when you die, you meet God, and he answers every question you have. The first question I put on my mental list as a kid was, Did I pick up more spare change than I dropped? (I'd like God to provide both numerical totals.) What is the best free restaurant bread in America? is a query in the same vein.

It popped into my head many years ago, when I was eating especially good free bread at a restaurant. It was possible, I realized, that I was currently enjoying the best free restaurant bread in America. But it was also possible, and statistically more likely, that I wasn't. And it was even more likely that I would never taste that best bread, because it could be served anywhere, and the number of restaurants I will visit in my lifetime is vanishingly small. The idea that the only thing keeping me from enjoying the best free restaurant bread was ignorance of its location spiraled into a small obsession. I realized that I might be able to figure out its location before my death if I just asked enough people (with plans to double-check my findings with God eventually). I blurted the pitch out to The Atlantic's editor in chief the first time I had lunch with him.

Rafaela: In your essay, you categorize people into three types based on how they answer your question about what they consider the best bread. Did that framework emerge early, or did you discover it as you reported?

Caity: I assumed that everyone would be able to name their favorite free restaurant bread instantly, as I was. I was stunned to discover that the majority of people had never given this superlative any thought at all. It became clear very early on that respondents were falling into one of three buckets: (1) people who provided an answer instantly, (2) people who kept no mental ranking of free bread they encountered, and (3) people who were so stressed out by the question that they refused to answer it.

Rafaela: How do you investigate something as subjective as "the best" bread?

Caity: I think that if a lot of people love something, it's worth investigating. I believe in the wisdom of popularity. The first step was to see which bread was the most popular based on the hundreds of responses to my poll--weighted to correct for the likely overrepresentation of chain restaurants. (If two free breads received the same number of nominations, but one was served at a chain with 500 locations and one was served at a stand-alone restaurant, it seemed fair to say that the non-chain bread was more popular.) The second step was to try that bread for myself, to see if I liked it. I'm an only child, so I have total faith in the correctness of all my actions and opinions. I figured a lot of people couldn't be wrong about what appeals to a lot of people--especially if the lot included me.

Rafaela: Did you walk into each restaurant with set criteria or let your impressions of the bread form in the moment?

Caity: I asked for bread as soon as I sat down, even before ordering (to make sure it was really free); I asked for at least one bread refill (to confirm that it was effectively unlimited); and I asked for bread to go (to probe the limits of "unlimited" and to evaluate it in day-old form). I took pages of notes and hundreds of pictures. I did research beforehand to try to understand what bakers are aiming for in terms of color, texture, and flavor--but ultimately, to me, the most important quality was how it tasted the moment it was served.

Rafaela: Without spoiling it, what made your final pick feel definitive to you?

Caity: It was wildly, disproportionately popular among respondents. And when I tried it, I discovered that I would have been delighted to eat it as my entire meal. This didn't affect its ranking, but the day-old form of this bread also held up far better than every other bread I tried the next day.

Rafaela: What's the first thing you notice now when you sit down at a restaurant? Has your answer changed after your bread mission?

Caity: I compare the free bread with the one my research has determined is the best; so far, the latter hasn't been beaten. But there's good news: I learned while reporting this story that lots of breads can be almost as good as the best free restaurant bread. If it's warm, you're 89 percent of the way there. Don't get me wrong--the best free restaurant bread is exceptionally wonderful--but pretty good free bread ain't bad either.

Rafaela: Now that you have found the best free bread in America, what food expedition is next? One commenter suggested french fries.

Caity: On it.



Here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	The guitar sounds new again.
 	Russell Shaw: In praise of "difficult" kids
 	David Brooks: History is running backwards.




The Week Ahead

	How to Be a Dissident, a book by Gal Beckerman on how people across history have resisted conformity in an age of rising authoritarianism (out Tuesday)
 	Michael, a biopic about Michael Jackson (in theaters Friday)
 	Half Man, a drama series about the relationship between two "brothers" over decades (out Thursday on HBO Max)




Essay


Illustration by Emma Cheng, M.D.



The Paradox of Modern Medicine

By Meghan O'Rourke

In her first year of medical school, Diana Cejas discovered a lump in her neck. She went to the student medical center to have it evaluated and was told that it was likely benign. But the lump kept growing, and she returned to her doctors, who reassured her that it was just a large lymph node. One night, following a 36-hour shift in her residency, the lump hurt so much she couldn't sleep. The next day, after she begged for help, a doctor finally ordered a CT scan. She looked up her results on the hospital computer system. There, on the screen, was a large mass in her neck. It turned out to be cancerous. Even as she had been learning how to correctly diagnose others, she had not been able to get an accurate diagnosis herself.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	The eighth deadly sin
 	What does Lena Dunham want to tell us?
 	Josef Palermo: What I saw inside the Kennedy Center
 	The most important thing Dave Chappelle ever did was walk away.
 	The publishing mystery that no one wants to talk about




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	Exclusive: The FBI director is MIA.
 	It's not just Iran. Trump is flailing on multiple fronts.
 	Trump voters are over it.




Photo Album


A drone view shows people gathering to celebrate across the Danube River from the Parliament building. (Reuters)



Explore photos of Hungarians celebrating in the streets of Budapest after Peter Magyar of the Tisza party defeated Prime Minister Viktor Orban's Fidesz party in a general election last Sunday.



Play our daily crossword.

Explore all of our newsletters.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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How to Revive the Art of Hanging Out

Modern life makes it harder to seek out places to just be, but it's not impossible.

by Isabel Fattal

Sat, 18 Apr 2026




This is an edition of The Wonder Reader, a newsletter in which our editors recommend a set of stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight. Sign up here to get it every Saturday morning.


As the weather gets nicer, many of us feel the allure of just hanging out. We want to sit outside with friends and have a drink, go on long morning walks and catch up, enjoy the breezy night air. But where to go, and with whom? Modern life has become filled with "establishments that are either too expensive for the average American or apparently designed to disincentivize lingering," Allie Conti wrote in 2022. "Think carefully curated faux dive bars that serve $15 beer-and-shot specials, or parks like New York's High Line that are built to be moved through in a linear fashion."

Conti makes the case for finding a "third place"--a no-frills spot for conversation and meeting new people that doesn't require spending a lot of money. If you find it but don't have anyone to go with, don't be afraid to step in alone. Conti did, and was thrilled to stumble upon the perfect hangout, almost like it had been waiting for her.



On Hanging Out

Do Yourself a Favor and Go Find a 'Third Place'

By Allie Conti

We need physical spaces for serendipitous, productivity-free conversation. (From 2022)


Read the article.

What Adults Forget About Friendship

By Rhaina Cohen

Just catching up can feel stale. Playing and wasting time together like kids do is how you make memories. (From 2023)


Read the article.

The Six Forces That Fuel Friendship

By Julie Beck

I've spent more than three years interviewing friends for "The Friendship Files." Here's what I've learned. (From 2022)
 Read the article.




Still Curious?

	The anti-social century: Americans are now spending more time alone than ever. It's changing our personalities, our politics, and even our relationship to reality, Derek Thompson wrote last year.
 	Five books about going out that are worth staying in for: Read these books when the dance floor beckons but the bones refuse, Andrew Holter writes.  




Other Diversions

	Alexandra Petri: The tyranny of AI everywhere
 	The real crisis of The Pitt
 	The DNA fix for aging




PS


Courtesy of Debi R.



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. Debi R. from Sorrento, Florida, sent this image of a sunset at Siesta Key, Florida. "While I was taking pictures of the sunset, a flock of pelicans happened to fly by, whirling about and enjoying the cooling evening. A trio of seagulls is on the sand, reminding me of sentinels."

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel
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The Donald J. Trump Guide to Classic Fairy Tales

Has the president failed to learn the lessons of classic cautionary fables--or does he just understand them in his own novel ways?

by David A. Graham

Fri, 17 Apr 2026




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

Donald Trump, as even some of his fiercest admirers will admit, is not always a paragon of personal virtue. Although the president's aides sometimes treat him like he is a toddler, as the political scientist Daniel Drezner has observed, he's not an especially well-behaved one. Trump often acts in ways that would result in detention or other punishment for an elementary-school student: bald-faced dishonesty, name-calling, unkindness, refusal to share, and an inability to use an inside voice. Put another way, Trump sometimes seems as though he missed out on all of the lessons that children are supposed to learn from fables and fairy tales. (Meanwhile, his administration is seeking to evict some lessons about tolerance from classrooms.) But perhaps that's uncharitable: Trump isn't ignoring those fables; he's just taking different lessons away from them than the familiar ones. Here's a set of classic stories and their morals, reinterpreted for MAGA political correctness.

"The Three Billy Goats Gruff"

Plot: Three brother goats must cross a bridge guarded by a malicious troll who wants to eat them. Walking in succession, they are able to trick the greedy troll into waiting for the third and largest brother, who throws the troll into the water, killing him. With the troll slain, the bridge is free for all to pass.

Moral: The goats could have saved time and made money by threatening to destroy the bridge and kill the troll, then proposing a joint venture with the troll to split the proceeds paid by those wishing to cross the bridge.

The Rainbow Fish

Plot: A fish is covered in beautiful iridescent scales. The scales make him very proud, but they also make him isolated in society, because other fish envy them and resent the Rainbow Fish for not sharing. After giving a single scale away, he makes his first friend. Soon, he has given away all of the scales except for one, and has created a tight-knit social group with the other fish.

Moral: Friendships are fundamentally transactional.

"Goldilocks and the Three Bears"

Plot: A family of three bears, upon preparing their breakfast, find it too hot to eat and decide to take a walk. When they return, they discover that a girl named Goldilocks has sampled their breakfast, sat in (and broken one of) their chairs, and is now sleeping in one of their beds. Goldilocks, startled by the bears' arrival, jumps out the window and is never heard from again.

Moral: People with golden hair are entitled to whatever they want and must not face consequences for their actions, especially if those are official acts.

"The Pied Piper of Hamelin"

Plot: The burghers of a small German town beset with a rat infestation hire a man with a magical pipe to lure the rodents away, which he does, coaxing them to their death in a nearby river. But when he comes to collect his reward, the local authorities refuse to pay him. In retaliation, the piper uses his instrument to lure away the town's children, who are never seen again.

Moral: Always pay vendors what they are owed. Charismatic European leaders are a threat to the future of your society.

"The Ant and the Grasshopper"

Plot: An industrious ant spends all summer gathering food for the cold months, while a lazy grasshopper dances and sings. Once winter hits, the grasshopper is cold and hungry, and goes begging for food from the ant, who refuses to share any of its bounty, upbraiding the grasshopper for failing to plan.

Moral: Ants are small and weak, and the grasshopper is entitled to destroy them and take the food he needs. He might also consider levying tariffs.

"Hansel and Gretel"

Plot: Two young children are abandoned in the wilderness by their parents, who cannot afford to feed them. They come to the house of a witch, who locks them up and plans to cook and eat them. But when the witch tries to put Hansel into the oven, Gretel pushes her in instead, burning her to death. The children, freed, take the witch's treasure and return home with a means to live.
 Moral: Unaccompanied minors are a violent danger and must be expelled.

"Rumpelstiltskin"

Plot: After a foolish miller falsely asserts that his daughter can spin straw into gold, the king imprisons her and says that he will marry her if the story is true and kill her if it is not. Weeping in her cell, she is visited by a magical imp who offers to turn straw into gold for her in return for her firstborn. The ruse works, and she marries the king and bears a child. The imp returns for the baby, and the queen is bereft. The imp agrees to give up his claim if she can guess his name, the wildly implausible "Rumpelstiltskin." Although she cannot guess the name, she overhears him saying it to himself and is able to keep her child.

Moral: If you're in the business of turning things into gold, trying to keep a low profile is counterproductive. Just plaster your name all over everything.

"Cinderella"

Plot: A girl is mistreated by her stepsisters, who call her Cinderella. One day, an invitation comes for all young women to come to a ball so that the prince can choose a wife. The wicked stepsisters force Cinderella to stay home working, but her fairy godmother provides a magical gown and carriage--with a warning that she must leave by midnight, when she will revert to her normal appearance. At the ball, the prince is smitten but cannot get her name before she dashes out just before midnight, leaving behind one glass slipper. The following day, he canvasses the kingdom until he finds the woman who fits the slipper and marries her. They live happily ever after.

Moral: This story's message is perplexing, riddled with mysteries and contradictions. Why would it matter whether the shoe fits, and why would a wealthy prince want to stay married to the same person forever? And how big was the prince's ballroom anyway?

Related:

	David Brooks: Why do so many people think Trump is good?
 	The infantilization of President Trump (From 2017)




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The scapegoat scam
 	RFK Jr.'s new normal
 	One of these Trump threats is not like the others.




Today's News

	The Strait of Hormuz has reopened to commercial traffic, according to Iran's foreign minister. However, President Trump said on social media that the U.S. blockade on Iranian ships will remain until "OUR TRANSACTION WITH IRAN IS 100% COMPLETE."
 	A 10-day cease-fire between Israel and Hezbollah has taken effect, prompting thousands of displaced families to return to southern Lebanon. Israeli forces remain in Lebanon and have warned residents not to return, and Hezbollah has not clearly endorsed the truce.
 	Testifying before House lawmakers, Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. said that a new study finding no link between Tylenol use in pregnancy and autism is "garbage" and should be retracted.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: Lena Dunham's new memoir is a fascinating primary source of Hollywood in the 2010s, Boris Kachka writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani / The Atlantic



Iran Had a Doomsday Weapon All Along

By Alan Eyre

President Trump has said that he went to war to stop Iran from ever having a nuclear bomb. Unfortunately, the war he launched led Iran to discover that it already had an extremely effective doomsday weapon--one that promised the economic equivalent of mutual assured destruction. The Strait of Hormuz has always been vulnerable; the United States has always known that Iran might try to close it if attacked. But neither Washington nor Tehran imagined how easy it would be for Iran to do so, how hard it would be for the U.S. to reopen it, or how widely and rapidly the economic effects of a closed strait would fan out.


Read the full article.





More From The Atlantic

	Israel moderates are losing the Democratic party.
 	Galaxy Brain: Breaking free from Alex Jones
 	Alexandra Petri: The tyranny of AI everywhere
 	The looming college-enrollment death spiral




Culture Break


Warrick Page / HBO Max



Watch. David Sims on the real crisis of The Pitt's second season (now streaming on HBO Max).

Read. Humankind has devised a new form of debasement, an eighth deadly sin, James Parker 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 First Draft of Cultural History

Lena Dunham's new memoir is a fascinating primary source of Hollywood in the 2010s.

by Boris Kachka

Fri, 17 Apr 2026




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


Newspapers publish the rough draft of history, as the saying goes. And what's the rough draft of the news? I would argue that it's gossip, as filtered by good reporters. Which means that gossip is the very rough first version of what ends up in the history books. I first thought of this syllogism while reading primary sources for my book of cultural history, and it came to mind recently as I dove into Lena Dunham's highly entertaining new memoir, Famesick. "God bless a memoir that drops names--the more bold-faced and braggadocious the better," my colleague Sophie Gilbert wrote this week in an essay about the book. Gilbert also laments that Dunham's second memoir fails at what her groundbreaking HBO series, Girls, managed to do: "make broader meaning out of her experiences." It's true that the book cannot compete with the show's ability to explain members of a generation to themselves. And yet, as primary-source material about the making of Millennial art, Famesick is hard to beat.

First, here are five stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	If you want a better world, act like you live in it.
 	The publishing mystery no one wants to talk about
 	The paradox of modern medicine
 	The eighth deadly sin
 	"Byzantine Room," a poem by Patricia Lockwood


"For everything that was written about Girls across its six seasons--and it was a lot," Gilbert writes, "nothing has offered the access and insight that Dunham provides in Famesick." The opening chapters describe Dunham's arty, privileged Manhattan upbringing; her struggles to master the challenges--technical, physical, and emotional--of filmmaking in her early 20s; and her first encounters with the transactional creatures that operate Hollywood and the trolls that drive social media. Her material is tightly packed but lightly delivered, her writing funny and vulnerable. But as a memoir, her account is also by definition self-involved--the product of a single perspective. As Dunham's alter ego, Hannah Horvath, says so memorably in the Girls pilot, she is, if not the voice of her generation, then maybe "a voice of a generation."

Hannah's statement of purpose gets at both the promise and the limitation of memoirs by public figures. In the hands of a skilled and thoughtful writer (or, in some cases, a ghostwriter), these books can be powerful distillations of what it felt like to live and work in a specific moment. Famesick reveals a great deal about how Hollywood worked in the 2010s, how America's economic and social networks functioned, and how some Millennials responded to a set of opportunities and dangers specific to them. Dunham's gossip about colleagues, friends, and enemies adds up to a generational portrait, a feast for cultural historians to come.

The book's major limitation, meanwhile, is a common one. This is only "a voice": one person's account, colored by score-settling, self-justifications, and blind spots. Yet sometimes these qualities can be exactly what make a book compelling. The fun of reading a memoir by Cher or Barbra Streisand or (to cite one of my own primary sources) Sammy Davis Jr. comes from feeling enmeshed in a gossip session with an unreliable but charismatic narrator. You hang on every word in part because you don't always believe them; if you're a journalist or a critic, you consult other sources. Reality as we know it is made up of subjective experiences, none of which would feel complete on its own. Gilbert writes, "I'm not quite sure what the meaning of Famesick is, beyond getting certain things on the historical record." Sometimes, that's enough--especially if you can't stop reading it.




Illustration by Lucy Naland. Source: Theo Wargo / Getty.



What Does Lena Dunham Want to Tell Us?

By Sophie Gilbert

Her new memoir captures the cost of being an impossibly popular target.

Read the full article.



What to Read

Party of Two, by Jasmine Guillory

Picking a favorite book by Guillory is like picking a favorite cookie. They're all sweetly satisfying; it just depends on what flavor you're in the mood for. Perhaps you're interested in a fake-dating ruse that turns into real love. Maybe you want two rivals to realize how thin the line is between hate and love. In Party of Two--the fifth novel in a series featuring the same group of friends--the protagonist, Olivia, has to navigate the spotlight that comes with dating a senator without dulling her own ambitions. What makes Guillory's characters shine is their passion: for their work (some, including Olivia, are lawyers, as the author herself once was), for improving their communities, and for the simpler pleasures in life, which here mostly take the form of good food. Olivia and Max meet at a hotel bar, where she's enjoying an ice-cold martini with her Caesar salad and fries. They strike up a conversation about dessert. Later, he sends a cake to ask her on a date. The whole book offers a feast for both the heart and the stomach.  -- Karen Ostergren

From our list: Eight romance novels for romance skeptics





Out Next Week

? The Rolling Stones: The Biography, by Bob Spitz

? Small Town Girls: A Writer's Memoir, by Jayne Anne Phillips


? A Room in Bombay, by Manil Suri







Your Weekend Read


Jabin Botsford / The Washington Post / Getty



What I Saw Inside the Kennedy Center

By Josef Palermo

On the day I was laid off from the Kennedy Center, I felt a little like Dolley Madison saving the Stuart portrait of Washington before the British sacked the capital. I was the staffer in charge of the artworks in the building. A crucial difference is that my institution, unlike the White House in 1814, had been on fire for months.

Read the full article.





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


Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.


Explore all of our newsletters.
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The Allbirds Pivot Is a Terrible Idea ... Right?

Its turn to AI could be an escape hatch for a company with nothing to lose.

by Will Gottsegen

Thu, 16 Apr 2026




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

Walk into any Silicon Valley office in the late 2010s, and you'd probably see at least one pair of Allbirds. Woolly and eco-friendly, the sneakers once epitomized a certain kind of corporate culture (even Barack Obama was a fan), and the company behind them was valued at roughly $4 billion at its peak, in 2021. But for several years, sales have flagged. Attempts to replicate the success of its signature product--see: wool leggings and wool underwear--didn't do much to keep the business afloat. Earlier this year, Allbirds sold most of its holdings for pennies and closed its remaining retail stores. Now it has a last-ditch idea: a hard pivot to AI.



The plan, announced yesterday, is to change its name to NewBird AI and spend $50 million from an unnamed investor on specialized chips called GPUs, which it will then lease to other companies. The move is a high-risk bid to save the company's stock, and it has already kind of worked: Allbirds' value increased by more than 600 percent yesterday. Although businesses reorient themselves around AI all the time, Allbirds is trying a far more extreme version of the strategy. At first glance, it might look like a cynical (and very possibly doomed) cash grab. But for a flailing shoe company, an AI rebrand might also be an escape hatch.



Last month, Allbirds was sold for less than 1 percent of what it was worth in 2021. Because almost nothing has been spared in the fire sale, it is now essentially a shell corporation. Bloomberg's Matt Levine argued yesterday that the company might be banking on tech executives' "nostalgic fondness for their brand" to make this pivot work. But Allbirds CEO Joe Vernachio is a veteran of the outdoor-apparel industry and has no apparent AI experience; the company did not respond to questions about the future of its executive team or the future of other people who work there.



There's an obvious reason for companies to jump on the AI train--the technology is creating enormous wealth. The S&P 500 hit a record high yesterday, thanks in part to the strength of the American tech sector. And that doesn't even account for the two leading AI companies, both of which are private. OpenAI and Anthropic are valued at about $1.2 trillion combined--more than the GDP of Poland. When those companies go public, as they're expected to in the not-too-distant future, they will generate astounding wealth for their executives and investors.



The idea that a shoe company can use an AI rebrand to quickly juice its stock price will likely strengthen naysayers' suspicions that we're in a bubble. It echoes a cautionary tale of the crypto craze: In 2017, shares of Long Island Iced Tea Corp. jumped as much as 500 percent after the company announced a pivot to blockchain technology. The highs were short-lived. A year later, Long Blockchain Corp. (it got a new name too) was delisted from the NASDAQ. When the struggling video-game retailer GameStop tried a similar crypto pivot in 2022, its stock climbed 30 percent in a day. But that ultimately didn't prevent the company's gradual descent from the meme-stock highs it had seen in 2021. The maneuver failed in the long run in part because it muddied the idea of what GameStop even was: Why was the brick-and-mortar store where I once bought Assassin's Creed III suddenly selling NFTs?



But in this unprecedented market, where private lenders abound and VCs are doubling down on AI, flexibility can be a good thing. Plenty of companies have incorporated AI into their existing products over the past few years, albeit with varying levels of success. Mattel's toys will soon have AI components, PepsiCo wants to rely on AI agents to transform its sales and operations, and Bath & Body Works has used AI to develop a "fragrance finder" called Gingham Genius. Few businesses are immune to the lure of this tech, and to the potential for investment that tends to come with it.



NewBird AI's lack of experience in the sector will make it difficult to turn a short-term stock bump into long-term success. Questions remain about who's investing in the business, and how effectively its leaders might continue raising money in the future. The $50 million that Allbirds has secured, with just $5 million up front, is dwarfed by what the biggest AI companies are regularly bringing in. OpenAI announced $122 billion in new funding late last month. And it's unclear whether Allbirds will command the kind of access to private credit lines that other public companies have relied on for their AI ambitions. Despite the financial promise of its new business model, Allbirds is really just a tiny, inexperienced player in an already crowded market. Perhaps accounting for traders' tempering expectations, the stock has fallen by about 25 percent today.



Allbirds is now shedding much of what made it distinct during its boom years and adapting to a business climate in which raw computing power is king. Despite a founding mission to make sustainable footwear, the company is turning to a notoriously energy-intensive corner of the tech industry and likely slashing language about environmental conservation from its charter. Whether or not this rebrand succeeds, it has already underscored the absurd pull of AI--and just how much of our economy is being drawn into its orbit.

Related:

	Alexandra Petri: The tyranny of AI everywhere
 	Even Silicon Valley says that AI is a bubble.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump voters have had enough.
 	Josef Palermo: What I saw inside the Kennedy Center
 	David Brooks: History is running backwards.




Today's News

	President Trump said that the United States could hold talks with Iran this weekend and that the two countries are "very close" to a deal, even as the U.S. military expands a blockade of Iran-linked ships. He also announced a 10-day cease-fire between Israel and Lebanon starting today and invited both country's leaders to Washington, D.C., for peace talks.
 	A federal judge ordered Trump to halt aboveground construction of the planned White House ballroom despite the administration's claims that it's needed for national security, ruling that the project can't proceed without congressional approval.
 	Trump nominated Erica Schwartz, a vaccine supporter who served as deputy surgeon general during his first term, to lead the CDC. If confirmed, she would be the agency's fourth leader in about a year.




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Attila Kisbenedek / AFP / Getty; Neil Milton / SOPA / LightRocket / Getty.



The Quiet Way Authoritarianism Begins to Crumble

By Gal Beckerman

In the days after Donald Trump won his second term, I called a handful of Hungarian political analysts to ask what the American future might look like. My impulse was not an original one; the analysts had been fielding many calls of this sort. Hungary seemed like a bellwether for the illiberal direction in which Trump said he was going to lead the United States. Over his decade and a half reign, Prime Minister Viktor Orban had rigged the electoral and legislative systems for his party's benefit, come to control (directly or indirectly) 80 percent of the country's media, and hobbled most independent institutions. But when I asked these Hungarians to give it to me straight, they started to tell me another story, about what was happening on "the islands."


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Pope James David Vance the First
 	The DNA fix for aging
 	If you want a better world, act like you live in it.
 	A pillar of the economics establishment admits that it was wrong.
 	Radio Atlantic: If Hungary can do it




Culture Break


David Avazzadeh / Connected Archives



Read. Last month, Rhian Sasseen recommended six books that simply must be talked about.

Explore. Imagine a chatbot that actually knows how to talk to you, Matteo Wong 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 Tyranny of AI Everywhere

Sneakers? Why stop there?

by Alexandra Petri

Thu, 16 Apr 2026




I had the strangest dream. I dreamed that my shoes--my comfortable, unfashionable wool shoes--were pivoting to AI. "But you're a shoe company," I said. "Just go out of business! Keep your dignity!"

My shoes thanked me politely for the great question and then tried to walk me off a bridge. That was how I knew that their pivot to AI was complete. From Allbirds to AIlbirds (see, that L is an I!). Maybe I've cracked, I said to myself. Maybe this is the piece of AI news that has finally broken my spirit for good.

I yanked off my shoes and staggered home in a barefoot daze.

Everywhere I looked, things were pivoting to AI that shouldn't have been pivoting to AI.

My cereal had also pivoted to AI (cereAI), which I could tell because of subtle changes in the recipe, such as the nuts now being the hard, metal kind. It was difficult to enjoy, but I did my best. My alphabet soup had become AI; all of the liquid in it had been redirected to help with processing, and every time I tried to spell Mississippi, the dry noodles gave me a different result.

I put on my glasses to read my children a book. The glasses company was pivoting to AI, so when I looked through them, I saw only things that weren't there and, for some reason, Tilly Norwood. The storybooks had all pivoted to AI too. We read Goldilocks and the 4.5 Bears. ("You're absolutely right, Goldilocks. Yes, you're trespassing in a sense, but bears have no legal rights. Testing different bowls of porridge is a great strategy to find one that's just right, and you deserve a treat.")

I turned on the faucet, but the water company had pivoted to AI. No water came out, but I did get some slop.

I wanted to drive to work, but the company that made my car had also pivoted to AI. The car now had six wheels, and instead of carrying me to my destination, it carried me somewhere else that it assured me repeatedly and belligerently was my destination. Finally, I gave up and walked. I would have stopped for coffee, but the coffee shop had pivoted to AI. "We have never sold coffee here!" it told me. "But I can see the coffee!" I pleaded. "I'm sorry," it agreed. "You're right." It still wouldn't give me any coffee.

I tried to sit down on a bench, but the bench company had pivoted to AI. I couldn't sit down, but the bench did tell me that I was right about everything. My newspaper had become AI a while ago, so there was nothing to read--or, rather, there were things to read, but I could not tell whether any of them were true. I thought I would go to a museum to cheer myself up. The paintings there had pivoted to AI (pAIntings), and their subjects were all following me with their eyes, not just Mona Lisa.

"There's a place for AI," I said. "But ... not everywhere."

"I'm sorry," the painting said. "I didn't want this either, but everyone is doing it!"

Outside, AI birds flapped past a window. Their wings made the sound of applause. The birdsong was a bit off too. It became more and more garbled the longer I listened. "Stop it!" I yelled. But it didn't stop.

Frantic to find one person, place, or thing that was not pivoting to AI, I rushed home to my husband. At first I felt reassured: There he was, inaccurately recounting summaries of the Wikipedia page about the Holy Roman Empire, the way he always had. But just to be sure, I asked to count his fingers, and he ran away. "We'll be profitable soon!" he yelled.

"It's fine," my grandmother said. I was surprised to hear from her, because as far as I knew, she was dead. "I'm not dead," she said. "I'm just pivoting to AI, like that shoe company. Nothing dies anymore. It just becomes AI."

"Aiee!" I screamed. There was AI in that too. I kept hoping that the scream would wake me up.
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