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Denyce Graves's Second Act

Denyce Graves is retiring from performing after a career as one of opera's leading women. But there's more work for her to do.

by Soraya Nadia McDonald

Thu, 07 May 2026




When the curtain of New York's Metropolitan Opera House rose for the closing matinee of Porgy and Bess in January, the boos that typically accompany the entrance of the show's villains were a mere murmur. The nearly 4,000 people who packed the space to capacity--175 of them standing-room ticket holders who remained on their feet for the opera's three-and-a-half-hour run time--had come to cheer.

Thirty-one years before, Denyce Graves had made her Met debut in the title role of Georges Bizet's Carmen. The mezzo-soprano had been a revelation, her full, rich voice and lusty physicality defining the role for a generation. Graves was a diva in the original, operatic sense: a world-renowned performer who made journalists wilt, and whose name alone was enough to draw crowds. But here she was, playing a supporting character in Porgy and Bess. Graves was singing the part of Maria, the matriarch of the 1920s working-class Black community of Catfish Row, the Lowcountry settlement where the show takes place. It was set to be her final performance ever, a return to the opera that had launched her professional career in 1985.

After intermission, but before the opera resumed, the entire company crowded onto the stage, and the house rose to its feet. Peter Gelb, the company's general manager, presented Graves with a plaque recognizing her career. It would be installed in the Met's List Hall, where aspiring artists audition. "My heart is unrehearsed at having to hold so much love," Graves said, tearing up and taking a few beats to collect herself. "It has never been asked to hold this capacity of love before."

It was a rare moment of harmony in a year--for opera as for much else--that had been defined by conflict. Just weeks after his second inauguration, President Trump had fired members of the board of trustees at the Kennedy Center--the longtime home of the Washington National Opera, the other major opera company that Graves had performed with for decades. He handpicked the artists recognized for the Kennedy Center Honors, banned drag queens from performing there, and affixed his name to the building's facade. He successfully pushed to dismantle the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, which for decades had helped opera find audiences on television and radio. After the WNO voted to leave the Kennedy Center early this January, and after several acts refused to play the venue in protest of Trump's changes, he announced that the building would be closed for "renovations" for two years.

Read: What I saw inside the Kennedy Center

The administration had also engaged in a sweeping campaign against Black history--against what it calls "wokeness"--perhaps most notably demanding a review of every exhibit in the Smithsonian's halls, singling out the National Museum of African American History and Culture, with its unflinching portrayal of slavery, as a purveyor of "corrosive ideology." Two days before Porgy and Bess's closing matinee, National Park Service workers removed an exhibit at Philadelphia's Independence National Historical Park memorializing nine people enslaved by George Washington (the administration is now appealing a federal judge's order that the exhibit be restored).


Graves's final performance brought her back to Catfish Row in Porgy and Bess, the opera that launched her career. (Courtesy of Richard Termine / Met Opera)



Graves is a perfect avatar of everything the Trump administration seeks to eradicate, a fact that gave her swan song an even more sentimental air. She has consistently used the artistic capital she amassed through her mastery of the European canon to unearth and preserve Black history, and to promote productions that challenge Eurocentrism. She's sought to diversify the world of opera. And Graves does not consider her work finished, even if she has now walked offstage for the last time as a performer. With both the arts and Black history under attack, she is entering a new phase of her career, one that may well be more consequential than the first.

After the show, I found Graves backstage, already changed out of Maria's plain apron, shift dress, and sensible black Mary Janes. She wore a strapless burgundy A-line number paired with stiletto pumps, an ensemble more befitting a diva. A crowd had gathered outside the stage door of the opera house, and another in the front plaza of Lincoln Center, even as frigid winds cut through layers of clothing like X-Acto blades. A staffer coordinated a receiving line so that Graves could greet her frozen public before she was taken to her retirement party.

"I was genuinely surprised," she told me, speaking about the intermission ceremony, her voice deep-toned, like polished mahogany. "You know what I thought about? I thought about what we see happening right now, with our history being erased." The placement of the plaque in the Met's audition hall, where a new generation of Black artists would see it and perhaps be inspired, was what had touched her most.

Graves's path to the stage was challenging, in no small part because of racism. She was born in Washington, D.C., in 1964 and raised in a poor neighborhood in the city's Southeast quadrant. When she was 4 years old, riots erupted after the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr., and nearly 12,000 federal troops were deployed to the city.

Listen: Holy Week

Graves grew up singing in church, initially at the behest of her mother, Dorothy Graves-Kenner, who had to coax her daughter past her shyness and toward some sense of authority behind the microphone. Judith Allen, her first music teacher, recognized that she had something worth nurturing, both in voice and in presence. Allen took a young Graves to rehearsals of D.C.'s All City Chorus at Constitution Hall. At age 13, when Graves heard a record of Leontyne Price singing Puccini arias, she was struck with a revelation: She needed to be an opera singer.

With Allen's encouragement, Graves auditioned for the Duke Ellington School of the Arts, a D.C. public magnet high school seemingly worlds away from the racialized poverty that characterized her neighborhood. Still, when Graves informed her mother that she wanted to study singing in college, Graves-Kenner was surprised. People attended college to become doctors or lawyers. What on earth was her daughter going to do with a degree in something she'd already learned in church?

Graves ultimately studied at Oberlin College, where she encountered the first in a procession of gatekeepers who saw her as a misfit or a novelty because they believed that opera was a white art form. A professor told her, "This is not a place for you" when she showed up to his class, she recalls. Still, in 1985, she signed a contract with the Tulsa Opera, taking roles in Porgy and Bess and The Magic Flute. The former carries a fraught reputation because it is a work about poor Black people, written and composed in 1934-35 by a white creative team (George and Ira Gershwin and DuBose Heyward), and almost always conducted and directed by white leaders. Even now, aspiring Black opera singers are warned against Porgy and Bess, lest they find themselves confined to Catfish Row for the rest of their career.

But Graves, like her Black-diva predecessors--Price, Marian Anderson, Jessye Norman--has always had a gift for transforming domains in which she was considered foreign, and making them bend to her. She went on to perform with the Vienna State Opera, London's Royal Opera, and the Paris Opera. Graves met her friend and close collaborator Francesca Zambello, now the WNO artistic director, when Graves was singing with the Bavarian State Opera and Zambello was directing the company's production of Otello. In 1995, Graves made her Met debut in Carmen. A busload of 75 family members and friends traveled from Washington to see her.


For most of Denyce Graves's career, the titular character of Carmen was the role most people associated with her. (Kathryn Osler / The Denver Post / Getty)



She was incredibly magnetic. Before that Met debut, a smitten Morley Safer interviewed her in her dressing room for 60 Minutes, seeming more nervous to speak with her than she was about performing. Graves soon became an opera evangelist to young children, appearing multiple times on Sesame Street, including in a memorable segment where she uses Bizet's "Habanera" melody to fashion a lullaby for Elmo. She sang with BeBe Winans and Patti LaBelle, and released several albums. But if you really wanted to witness her talent in its fullest, you had to go see her in her element.

Unlike musical theater, there are no microphones in opera. When singing fills an opera house, it floats on the power of the lungs, assisted by only the acoustics and architecture of the room. Both the form and its fans can be unforgiving. But Graves was an experience, the sort of performer who reaches through the proscenium, grabs you, and doesn't let go until curtain. She more than held her own when sharing the stage with the Three Tenors--Placido Domingo, Jose Carreras, and Luciano Pavarotti--the supergroup that made opera sexy and popular in the '90s.

In Carmen, and in her other signature role of Dalila in Camille Saint-Saens's Samson et Dalila, she played seductresses with such believability and authority that many profiles raved over the carnality she projected. Her crossover appeal extended to the halls of power. Graves sang at the inauguration of President George W. Bush and became close friends with Ruth Bader Ginsburg, singing at the justice's funeral in 2020.

Graves used the fame and influence that Carmen brought to nurture her passion for Black artistic history. In 2005, she starred in the opera Margaret Garner, composed by Richard Danielpour, with a libretto by Toni Morrison. Garner was a woman in antebellum Kentucky whose escape from slavery--and decision to kill her daughter rather than allow her to return to bondage--had inspired Morrison's 1987 novel, Beloved.

Margaret Garner brought Black artists together to an extent that few operas could, and since its debut, Graves has consistently supported Black vocalists, conductors, composers, directors, and librettists. In 2013, she sang in the composer (and frequent Spike Lee collaborator) Terence Blanchard's first opera, Champion. In 2021, she went back to the site of her first paying gig, the Tulsa Opera, to sing in Greenwood Overcomes, a production memorializing the 1921 Tulsa Race Massacre.

Graves has always chased a sense of workplace and artistic camaraderie, of homecoming. I recognized it in the Met dressing rooms when I visited her: Black singers casually trading stories about jobs, directors, and cities, able to let down their guard and enjoy one another's company. For much of Graves's career, such a scene was a rarity. Instead, there was a tremendous, lonely pressure to be perfect. She wants things to be different for her heirs, for the future Black standard-bearers of opera. Implicit in this desire is also the desire for opera to persist, not as a remnant of its old grandeur, but as an art form that has been elevated by accessibility.


Graves sang at the funeral of her friend Ruth Bader Ginsburg in 2020. (Greg Nash / Getty)



As I spoke with Graves in the weeks before her final performance, she seemed ready, happy even, to say goodbye to performing. She could finally set aside the monastic life required to keep her voice in top shape. "I know I'm not going to have dairy," she said, explaining a typical day to me. "I know I'm not going to have vinegar. I know I'm not going to have all of those things which cause acid reflux and which will play out in the quality of the sound. I'm even thinking about talking to you, and the cost of that. If you're a violinist, you're not playing the violin from the moment you wake up until the moment you go to bed. But you're using your voice. It's very, very different."

Although Graves might be newly able to partake in cheeses and vinaigrettes, she is far from retired, and intends to dedicate more time to directing while continuing to teach and build her foundation, which aims to promote more diverse representation in the vocal arts. She made her directorial debut in May 2022 with a Minnesota Opera production of Carmen. Last year, she directed the world premiere of Loving v. Virginia, by the composer Damien Geter and the librettist Jessica Murphy Moo, which tells the story of Richard and Mildred Loving, the couple at the center of the 1967 Supreme Court case that ruled anti-miscegenation laws unconstitutional.

This March, six weeks after her retirement from performing, Graves was slated to direct the opening production of Washington National Opera's 70th spring season, an expanded and reimagined version of Scott Joplin's 1911 opera, Treemonisha, with which the famed Black ragtime composer had intended to create a Black style of opera, before his death in 1917. Though Joplin paid to have the piano-vocal score published, his original full orchestrations were lost. Graves's restoration would feature new orchestrations and arias by Damien Sneed and a new libretto adapted by the playwright Kyle Bass.

Treemonisha, which is set in the Texas wilderness in 1884 and tells the story of a Black woman trying to rid her community of the influence of conjurers and superstition, was originally scheduled to open at the Kennedy Center Opera House. But that was before all the unpleasantness began with Trump. The show would instead debut at George Washington University's Lisner Auditorium. And if the production did not previously register as political, a revival of Black opera's would-be foundational work by D.C.'s opera-in-exile just a few blocks away from the Kennedy Center certainly reads as a provocative statement now.

On opening night, when Francesca Zambello and WNO's general director, Timothy O'Leary, took the stage to introduce the production, they were greeted with a standing ovation filled with whoops and throaty roars, as though they were a couple of outlaws in formal wear.

"We deeply appreciate your understanding, your solidarity, and your belief in creative freedom," O'Leary said. The opera opened with a banjo solo, and Sneed played Joplin's score on an upright piano onstage.

The performance could never be exactly what it would have been in its planned venue. Opera is a big, melodramatic medium, designed for capturing big, melodramatic emotions. Although Lisner is a perfectly serviceable auditorium, it lacks the high ceilings, deep stage, and general grandeur of the opera house. The Treemonisha set didn't have the three-dimensional, full-scale production value and enormous cast size typical of opera productions. The usual ornate set pieces were more modest and two-dimensional, relying on a floral-filigree wrap that evoked the background of a Kehinde Wiley painting. Sitting in the auditorium, I felt those constraints.

Even so, Treemonisha's themes played to the times, and after the final number, in which the title character and the chorus repeat the refrain of "Marching onward, marching onward," the auditorium erupted. Graves and Sneed joined the performers for the curtain call. And then the cast and the crowd joined together to sing to a surprised Graves. The debut was on March 7, her 62nd birthday.



This article appears in the June 2026 print edition with the headline "The Diva."
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Music's Next 'Disco Sucks' Moment Is Near

Do you really like that new song--or is someone manipulating you?

by Spencer Kornhaber

Thu, 07 May 2026




You're scrolling TikTok, Instagram, or one of the many other apps where short-form video devours your time (maybe the app you use to order sushi). You come across a stranger doing something amusing while a song plays in the background. A few swipes later, you hear the song again. Now it's in your head. Now it seems like an interesting part of the zeitgeist. You save the song to your phone.

A question flashes through your mind: Did you just discover new music, or, through the dark arts of algorithmic manipulation, did the music industry just bait a new customer?

Quite possibly the answer is the latter, in which case you've fallen prey to "trend simulation": the marketing tactic of paying people online to post opinions they don't necessarily hold, endorsing music they don't necessarily care about, so as to trick social-media algorithms--and users--into regarding a band as more popular than it really is. The practice became a topic of controversy after a recent Billboard interview in which Jesse Coren and Andrew Spelman, two of the founders of the marketing firm Chaotic Good Projects, bragged about their ability to make any musician go viral. They said they can get hundreds of accounts to rave about an SNL performance, or shape what's being said in comment sections about an album. Spelman described music marketing as an "arms race" for "volume": "One artist hires us and we run 20 pages for them," he said. "Someone else will do 25."

Coren and Spelman were discussing the matter nonchalantly, but to many musicians and listeners, news of their tactics came as a depressing surprise. The firm, observers noted, has worked with established names (such as Justin Bieber and Dua Lipa), new stars (Alex Warren, Sombr), and indie darlings (Mk.Gee, Oklou). The singer-songwriter Eliza McLamb reacted to the interview with a viral Substack post attempting to map out Chaotic Good's web of influence. A Wired headline zeroed in on the Chaotic Good client Geese to speculate that the young band's success was a "psyop." That article caused its own controversy: People really do love Geese's wild-eyed, rawly thrashing music, and now they're being told they've somehow been duped.

Defending Chaotic Good's practices to Billboard, Coren quoted a belief of Spelman's: "Everything on the internet is fake." Indeed, though trend simulation is recently ascendant in the record industry, it's also just a variation of what's come before. Guerilla marketing and astroturfing were notorious advertising strategies decades ago. Bots, opaque algorithms, and AI deepfakes have since pushed society into what pundits call the "post-truth era." Music was never going to be exempt from our civilizational drought of trust.

But trend simulation can't simply be shrugged off as a sign of the times. Rather, it--and its backlash--could mark an end point of a cultural cycle that's been running at least since the advent of TikTok. Music has survived crises of credibility before--and it's well past time to revise what realness means today.



In a 1993 article for The Atlantic, the classical composer David Schiff relayed the perplexing lessons he'd learned teaching a music-history class at Reed College. He asked his students to listen to a range of artists, including the Beatles, Luciano Berio, and Dmitri Shostakovich. Whether discussing opera or pop, the students all seemed to use the same criteria: "They were constantly on guard against the phony, the spurious, the commercial," Schiff wrote, because "they wanted to believe that the music connected them to another human being rather than just to a creature of marketing."

His students weren't unusual in this. Authenticity is the prime lens through which lots of people evaluate music, even though--as music critics love to point out--the ensuing judgments can seem incoherent. Bob Dylan's creaky voice gets touted as the pinnacle of real, but his songs and statements are filled with fabrications. The precise qualities that make Taylor Swift so relatable to many listeners seem totally calculated to others. Schiff was amused that his largely white, middle-class students deemed N.W.A a truthful take on rap, and MC Hammer false--how could they possibly judge that? All of these examples show that authenticity is a shorthand for something more complex.

Scholars like to debate whether a fixation upon identity and intention is an intrinsic part of art appreciation, or whether it's something more modern. Some of Shakespeare's plays were published without his name attached. Folk songs that circulated for centuries all over the world had no one "author." But in the modern era, some feeling of realness and human touch has become central to most discussions of art.

In 1935, the critic Walter Benjamin famously offered an explanation: When mechanical reproduction (such as recordings and prints) allowed for the mass distribution of what had previously been place-and-time-bound work, it deprived art of its "aura" of originality. Chaotic Good's techniques suggest that another factor is at play: social context and narrative. How and why a work reaches an audience is inextricable from the audience's attitudes toward a work. Knowing that the music you're hearing matters to other people, especially if they're people who seem to be peers, can have a powerful effect.

Marketers have long understood this. Nineteenth-century opera houses paid troupes of people--called "the claque"--to applaud where the audience might otherwise not. In the early days of popular music, Tin Pan Alley's publishing houses employed "pluggers": musicians who played their employers' songs in public, at any opportunity, in order to get people to buy sheet music. A 1930 book about the music industry informs readers that most every song they hear in public is "the result of a huge plot--involving thousands of dollars and thousands of organized agents--to make you hear, remember and purchase."

But when marketing efforts become too obvious, music itself--and the public's taste--tends to change in defiance. Gustav Mahler banned claques from his performances as part of an effort to revolutionize opera and symphonic music, turning them into the serious art forms they're considered today. Tin Pan Alley--and its assembly-line approach to hitmaking--saw its relevance wane under competition from the rawer sounds of rock and roll. And in the 1950s, early rock's reputation took a blow after it came to light that rock labels had been bribing--or giving "payola" to--radio DJs.

The evolution of cool has long tracked this cat-and-mouse game between the record industry and audiences. The public may not be tuned into the specifics of the exact marketing strategies helping propel any given musical movement, but we all intuit when innovation congeals into cliche and genuine sentiment into sap--and we all have some sense of how money feeds those processes. Bigotry famously played a role in the "Disco sucks" backlash of the late 1970s, but so did exhaustion with the record industry for propping up a craze that would otherwise have died down. Labels were churning out gimmicky singles such as "Disco Duck," all but inviting jaded listeners to pick up a baseball bat and smash some records.

The internet era has already seen the rise and fall of a number of marketing-and-music waves (see: blog-hyped indie rock or the corporate empowerment anthems of the Obama era). Sometime in the mid-to-late 2010s, pop entered the place it's been stuck for a while: a "lowercase" era defined by an intimate, tossed-off sensibility. Think of the confessional lyricism of Taylor Swift, Billie Eilish, Olivia Rodrigo, Zach Bryan, and Noah Kahan. Think of Charli XCX's confidently apathetic attitude. Think of rappers such as Playboi Carti dropping shaggily edited albums without warning. And think about how these artists have harnessed TikTok, which created a global network of everyday people performing and chatting from car seats and couches.

Lowercase pop originally cut against the polished trends of the early 2010s: the filtered aesthetic of Instagram, the thirsty hashtags of Twitter, the highly produced spectacles created by Beyonce, Ye, and Lady Gaga. It matched real-world lifestyle shifts toward social isolation and phone addiction, and it suggested a comforting idea: Life lived through screens could be as real--maybe realer--than the real thing.



This idea is exactly what trend simulation has taken advantage of. In one video with more than 800,000 views by a poster who previously listed a Chaotic Good email in her profile (though now it just reads "dm for promo"), a girl in a scarf sits pensively on a train. The text reads, "The more you love someone, the sleepier you are around them." A folk singer mewls in the background. Cozy and DIY-seeming, the video is a perfect distillation of the lowercase sensibility. If you click on the link to the audio, you find that it soundtracks many suspiciously similar clips of young faces and twee aphorisms.

In the Billboard interview, Chaotic Good's Spelman took credit for popularizing this kind of video. He called it "pastel talk" and said it was perfect for promoting singer-songwriters. Other genres require other approaches. For hip-hop, he said, slowed-down snippets of music over clips from video games work well. For country, you want images of cowboy hats and trucks. Competitor firms use slightly varied tactics: Floodify automates the posting of meme-like videos for a fee; Hundred Days specializes in circulating interview and performance clips.

What unites these approaches isn't simply their simulated authenticity. It's that they take for granted ways of engaging with music: as a wallpaper for life's intimate moments, as a form of online social currency. They proceed from the shared sense that the internet is a real place filled with real people sharing how music shapes their real lives. They recognize the level of trust on which online culture currently operates, and they are exploiting it.

Still, it's not clear how effective these campaigns have been. Trend simulation involves gaming the recommendation algorithms to make playcount metrics go up--and the algorithms keep changing in part to counteract such practices. And although TikTok has become integral to the music industry in recent years, the internet researcher Ryan Broderick reports that artists tend to go viral on platforms like it for an old-fashioned reason: The music is already popular among listeners. Chaotic Good seems to be trying to reverse that dynamic--but when Billboard's Robinson asked if social-media virality always translates into more streams for a song, Chaotic Good's Spelman said that sometimes, "there's something irreducible about the song that people just don't want to listen to." In other words: Marketing can't actually make you like bad music. It can just expose you to it.

But at a certain point, amplifying mediocrity on social platforms just undermines the whole system. Already, distrust for the internet has been growing amid latent panic over the hijacking of our attention spans. In music, rappers routinely accuse one another of juicing the charts with fake streams. AI has begun scrambling notions of authorship. And now, the remarkable amount of publicity and backlash that the Chaotic Good interview has generated will only worsen matters. Ask Milli Vanilli--the music-listening public doesn't forget when it feels like it's been lied to.

Read: The attention-span panic

That doesn't mean trend-simulation tactics will cease to be used, or that all listeners will wisen up. But it does mean that social-media platforms will continue on their long journey into jankiness and uncoolness--and away from seeming like possible sources of authenticity. Music that caters to the sensibilities of TikTok will begin to seem as dated as the Bee Gees did in the early '80s. Artists and audiences will, intuitively, begin to ask what real looks and feels like now.

What happens next is hard to say. I, for one, thought that Geese might represent an answer, as the band's reckless intensity and inscrutable lyrics seemed to mock the inside-kid energy and tedious literalism of lowercase pop. The buzz it generated seemed like a hopeful sign that the next wave for music culture would involve noise, nonsense, and moshing together.

That very sense of excitement and exceptionality is why that particular band has become a flash point in the controversy over Chaotic Good. Some people always thought Geese was overhyped and now feel validated; others, like me, say we're simply being reminded of the complex ways that music always travels. The band had been rising in the rock world for a while (in an email to Wired, one of Chaotic Good's co-founders, Adam Tarsia, pointed out that Geese's well-publicized debut came out four years before the firm was founded). Media write-ups, genuine word of mouth, and--no doubt--some behind-the-scenes shenanigans served to get Geese's songs heard. But the thing that's cool about music is that, even when you can trust little else, you can always trust your ears.
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The Tragedy of the Tradwife

Caro Claire Burke on her best-selling novel, <em>Yesteryear</em>, and the retrograde fantasy that inspired it.

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 07 May 2026




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

Every generation of feminist has the tormentor it needs. For mine, it was Martha Stewart, a tycoon masquerading as a domestic goddess, who taunted us with her lazy afternoons on the farm picking peaches and tending to her flock of Old English Game hens and Silkie bantams. The online generation is cursed with the tradwife, who usually serves up the homemaker fantasy with an aggressively retrograde worldview.

Tradwife influencers such as Hannah Neeleman might bake bread, tend chickens, and pick from their orchards much like Stewart did, but they also take care of an impossibly large brood of children and declare themselves contentedly, even ecstatically, subservient to one very lucky man. "My husband does not have to lift a finger when he is at home," another tradwife influencer, Estee Williams, has cooed to her tens of thousands of followers on Instagram. (Stewart, by contrast, was divorced by the time she launched Martha Stewart Living. She had one child and, although she never said so explicitly, seemed to believe that children and straight men would just dirty the furniture.)

The author Caro Claire Burke had been happily married for a few years when she downloaded TikTok and the algorithm served her a tradwife video. By then, she had already consumed the writings of Noam Chomsky and been "radicalized," as she put it, so the image of a woman in a prairie skirt with her smiling children both soothed and infuriated her. Burke eventually started her own TikTok criticizing the tradwife, whom she defines as "someone who adheres to norms that we understand as traditional, so subservience, taking care of children, staying within the home, obeying your husband."

She extended that critique into her first novel, Yesteryear, about a modern tradwife who finds herself transported to 1855. The novel has become an instant best seller; already its film rights belong to Amazon, and Anne Hathaway is attached as the lead. And yes, the main character's perfect-seeming life unravels, but not at all in the way a reader expects.

Burke joins me this week on Radio Atlantic to talk about her novel, her own political evolution, and options for young women who roll their eyes at both the girlboss and the tradwife.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: Every once in a while, but not all that often, a work of fiction steps into the cultural debate at just the right moment and in just the right way.

Rosin: How would you define a tradwife?
 Caro Claire Burke:  Well, I guess the simplest definition is a traditional wife. I think it's someone who adheres to norms that we understand as traditional, so subservience, taking care of children, staying within the home, obeying your husband.


Estee Williams: Why are we telling women, even starting out as young girls, that they need to have a life of independence?


Burke: But then there's, of course, the tradwife influencer, who is someone who performs those ideas online, mostly for money.


Nara Smith: When my husband woke up with a case of the sniffles and a tingle in the back of his throat, I told him to stay in bed and I'd make him a hot bowl of soup. Lately, I've loved--


Rosin: Right now, that work of fiction stepping into the cultural debate is Yesteryear, by Caro Claire Burke, about a modern tradwife who finds herself transported back to 1855.

Burke: A woman who performs these ideas in the present day wakes up in a different time period and has to kind of reconcile those two beliefs.


Rosin: The novel, which came out last month, has generated a lot of buzz, the kind that makes for a two-year waiting list at the library, that will have thousands of people reading it at the airport this summer.

The film rights have been sold, and Anne Hathaway has already attached herself as the star. She said she devoured the book in one sitting.

It also happens to be Burke's very first novel.

Burke: All of it is pretty dissociative.
 Rosin: (Laughs.)


[Music]

Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. Today on the show, we're talking to Burke about her breakout hit--and the cultural-political phenomenon behind it.

Seen one way, the tradwife is just a TikTok trend, sometimes soothing to watch, sometimes infuriating, and at this point probably trolly.

Williams: My husband does not have to lift a finger when he is at home because if he's the breadwinner and he goes out--


Rosin: But the fantasy that fuels the phenomenon--women should be at home, having children and tending the hearth--is spilling out into the real world, where actual policies get made: J. D. Vance's comment about "cat ladies," the rise of pronatalism. And in the same week that Yesteryear is at No. 1 on The New York Times best-sellers list, the Supreme Court is also weighing how to proceed with abortion pills by mail.

Reporter (from CBS News): This, of course, is a major issue for women in states where there is an abortion ban, but also in other states across the country. Telehealth is the way that about a quarter of women get abortion drugs nowadays. So this had extreme--


Rosin: Yesteryear is written by someone with a political point of view. Burke grew up in a conservative family, but says she was radicalized after discovering Noam Chomsky.

A year or so ago, she became well known on TikTok for her cheery but biting critiques of tradwives.

Burke (on TikTok): Quite a few people have reached out to me trying to understand what the difference is between a tradwife and a stay-at-home mom. And I've been doing some research on my own--


Rosin: An explicit agenda sometimes makes for dull art. But Yesteryear is surprisingly weird.

The novel centers on Natalie Heller Mills, a hugely successful tradwife influencer. Her perfect life, with the cowboy husband and the smiling children and the home-baked bread, is not as it appears online--which is how you'd expect the plot to go if the author is a tradwife critic.

[Music]

Rosin: But where it ultimately lands? Very unexpected.

Rosin: You've been in tradwife life a long time.
 Burke: What makes you say that? (Laughs.)
 Rosin: (Laughs.) It was just that you were like--


Rosin: I sat down with Burke to talk about her novel, about her own political evolution, and the poles that women today sometimes feel they get stuck between: tradwife or girlboss. Are those really the only options?

Rosin (in interview): Do you remember the first time you watched a tradwife video, when you first became acquainted with the phenomenon?

Burke: Yes, it was the winter of 2024, and I had just downloaded TikTok on a whim, and it was one of the first videos that was served to me.

Aria Lewis: What I eat in a day as a 22-year-old tradwife. So first off, I start the day--


Hannah Neeleman: One of our favorite things to eat in the falltime is homemade applesauce.


Smith: --cold. I got so excited and decided to start making them some marshmallows to go on top. I started by--


Rosin: Did you wonder why it was served to you? (Laughs.)

Burke: I did. I think that's a job for my future therapist.

Rosin: Uh-huh. (Laughs.) Okay. I was like, Is it served to all women, or was there some way you downloaded TikTok that they were like, Caro will like this.

Burke: It's a good question. I think there's something about those videos. There's a little bit of something for everyone, and I think that that's why they've kind of captured the culture the way that they have.

Rosin: Well, that's what I was curious about. Was there any part of you that was drawn to it? If you can even remember anymore, what were your very first mix of reactions to watching?

Burke: Yeah, I was very drawn to it. I think that there is something about it. There are many elements of it that I've thought about. I think first and foremost, the visuals are appealing.

Neeleman: This was Sunday after-church meal. We got a bunch of rainbow chard. The stalks were so vibrant and gorgeous.


Burke: It's something that is designed to do well on an algorithm. You have these very calming visuals of children and women at home and baking and beautiful clothing.

Jasmine Dinis: I have some sourdough fermenting on the bench, a baby, an apron, a cute dress. I'm tiddling around the house, cleaning things--


Burke: Visually, it's quite appealing, but then I think it also kind of tugs at some deeper and perhaps more gnawing instincts or insecurities, I guess I would say, about womanhood and about how womanhood and being alive should feel. And I think that it kind of transmits those feelings.

Dinis: --a 9 to 5. I've had the corporate job. I have made a lot of money outside of the home, with no kids. I lived the boss-babe lifestyle, and I hated it. It was so exhausting. I was--


Rosin: Those feelings being, I guess that's the time immemorial, back to Martha Stewart and before, there's a perfection; there's an ideal here.

Burke: Yeah, I think there's a perfection and there's an optimization of what it means to have a family and what it means to be a woman that I think we're cultured to understand and to identify from a really early age.

Rosin: Right. Okay, so maybe we need to start at the beginning with you, because you've had a political shift in your life, which you've talked about. Do you remember, let's say in high school, having any politics, any politics inherited from your family or just politics?

Burke: I think that what I had, I think it would be a rough stretch to call them firm politics. I don't know if any 15-year-old has really established politics.

I think that my family and that my general community would be described as Republican, but this was also kind of Bush-era Republicanism, which feels quite different from where we are now.

Rosin: Right, right. And then, at the University of Virginia, you rushed.

Burke: I rushed, and I did not get in anywhere. Yeah, that was my pivotal radicalization moment.

Rosin: (Laughs.) Was not getting chosen for a sorority.

Burke: (Laughs.) I got chosen by no one, yes.

Rosin: Aw, that's so sad. What was radicalizing about that?

Burke: It's kind of funny. I think it was the first time period where I didn't get into a group at a young age, and I think so much about that experience is about performing femininity, performing womanhood, and performing likability. And I like to think of myself as someone who can do all of those things if she has to, but I think it was more so just not getting in and then starting to pay attention to the world around me.

The University of Virginia is a relatively conservative college environment, and so that was something that I think started to perk my ears up a little bit.

Rosin: Mm. So then when you graduated from college, did you have, in the way that some women do, any vision of what your life would be like--like, I'm gonna have 17 children, or no children or work a lot or not work or anything like that?

Burke: I always visualized marriage and motherhood. I always knew I wanted a family. But I had no real clear idea of what that meant or what type of decisions that would entail. I certainly didn't have clarity on what my professional life would look like. I think it was more just something that I assumed that everyone did, and I think that I didn't really ask any questions about it for a long time.

Rosin: Mm-hmm, mm-hmm. So then when did Noam Chomsky enter the picture? I feel like that's the pivotal moment.

Burke: (Laughs.) So you've done some research on me, okay.

Rosin: Yeah, I'm trying to get to--there was some strong pivot, and I'm not sure where it was, but maybe it was Noam Chomsky. I don't know.

Burke: Yeah, absolutely. So I started dating the man that I would marry, and I think that he and I both underwent, I would say, a period of time that was also reflective of the country's kind of radicalization moment; 2015, 2016, 2017, there was so much political unrest.

At the time, I was living in Los Angeles. I was writing for a number of sites, including Bustle and Elite Daily. I was covering the Brett Kavanaugh hearings. And my husband was also doing a lot of reading, and I would say that he was the one who kind of guided me forward to starting to ask more questions, and starting to seek out different and perhaps more systemic answers for the questions that I had.

Rosin: And what were the questions, just as a sample? Were you asking questions about gender, men, and women? Were you asking questions about income inequality? What were the range of questions that you guys started thinking about?

Burke: I think, for me, my angle in has always been through gender, and it was thinking a lot about the expectations that I guess I felt increasingly pressured by. I think one intimate example is that I definitely wanted to have children, but I didn't feel like we were financially equipped to do so, and I didn't feel like I had any clarity on my own career for a very long time.

And I think a perfect example of that is that I sold Yesteryear, and I am now pregnant. It felt like something that I could do and that I could accomplish once I had sort of established my own identity. And that was something that took a long time for me to reconcile.

Rosin: Your podcast is called Diabolical Lies. What is the diabolical lie?

Burke: Oh, I think there are many. The name of that podcast was inspired by that sports player, Harrison Butker--

Harrison Butker: Ladies and gentlemen of the class of 2024--


Burke: --who gave a commencement speech to a number of young women in the crowd who were getting their college degrees--

Butker: I want to speak directly to you briefly because I think it is you, the women, who have had the most diabolical lies told to you. How many of you sitting here now--


Burke: And he said that they had been fed a number of diabolical lies, which is to say feminism, the idea that they have been told they might find meaning outside of their homes. And I just thought that that was a hell of a thing to say to a woman graduating college.

Butker: --that all of my success is made possible because a girl I met in band class back in middle school would convert to the faith, become my wife, and embrace one of the most important titles of all, homemaker.
 [Applause]


Rosin: I can see how all of this sort of wonder--and I don't know if we would go so far as to say anger; I don't know what you were feeling--was kind of building up in you when you were in your 20s.

Burke: I don't know if it was anger; I think it was actually kind of relief.

Rosin: Ah.

Burke: I think that the more research that I have done and the more I have tried to find some sort of answers for why things are the way that they are, I think it's comforting, actually, to try to understand, Oh, there's a reason why this feels the way that it feels. There's a reason why this is harder than it seems like it should be.

I actually find that it's not comforting to know that those obstacles exist, but it is comforting to know that they are real.

Rosin: Okay, so is that why tradwives became so central, because you're discovering something about the world itself, but tradwives is a fantasy that bypasses that, doesn't account for that as an explanation?

Burke: Yeah, I think it's important to note that the tradwife is an idea. The phrase itself was coined by men to describe a type of woman that they didn't think existed in the world: a woman who was always happy, who was compliant, who always enjoyed, basically, doing what they wanted. And so a tradwife is not synonymous with a stay-at-home mother.

So yeah, I think that the fact that it is quite literally constructed as a fantasy, to serve as a symbol of a type of womanhood that we're expected to achieve that is impossible. And so yeah, I do think it's connected.

Rosin: Can you describe Ballerina Farm, which is the most well-known tradwife?

Neeleman: Last week, I made a Tuscan plum tart, which was so simple--


Rosin: Maybe there are listeners who didn't get fed tradwife on the algorithm and don't know enough about it.

Burke: Sure, yeah, it's an account that shows a family who live in Utah. I think they're now up to eight or nine children.

Neeleman: We have a new addition to the family, baby No. 9.


Burke: And the woman--who is often called Ballerina Farm, but her name is Hannah Neeleman--and she started out by posting very, I guess you would say, tradwife content, which is her at home, her displaying Mormon values, talking about God--

Neeleman: --mission farewell. So she's leaving on a mission for 18 months. She's going to Peru.


Burke: --talking about the importance of living off the land, etc.

Neeleman: My heifer gave birth yesterday. Milking a heifer can--


Burke: And I think that it has since been amplified by a number of conservative voices, including the late Charlie Kirk. They received a lot of attention from that. And now it's a CPG [consumer packaged goods] empire. I think that they are an eight-figure empire at this point.

Rosin: So take something like Ballerina Farm, the nostalgia--you said it's created by men, that the fantasy is created by men. It's actually literally created by women. What do you think the woman is yearning for and what do you think the man is yearning for who's watching something like that or very into something like that?

Burke: Do you mean the woman who's making the content or watching it?

Rosin: I think the woman who's watching the content. I'm just trying to understand why it's so popular.

Burke: Well, I think that the idea of the nuclear family is something that has a bit of a stranglehold on us right now. This goes back to the 1950s.

Announcer (from a Maybelline commercial): --nothing else so easily turns a plain woman into a beautiful woman.


Burke: That was also a time period where we had a number of advertisements, the propaganda of the 1950s housewife.

Announcer (from a Maybelline commercial): And nothing else does so much to make you attractive as beautiful eyes. But the most important reason of all: Your eyes are your most precious possession.


Burke: So I think this idea of performed masculinity and performed femininity, and if you do it correctly, everything else in your life will fall into place: You won't feel anxiety. You won't feel stress. You'll have a better relationship with your children and your husband and yourself. And so I think it's the idea that, if we can fit into these roles more correctly, the way that they look online, in this perfectly curated clip, everything else in our lives will feel better too.

Rosin: Right, so remember when J. D. Vance talked about "cat ladies"?

Burke: (Laughs.) I sure do.

J. D. Vance (on Fox News): --is that we're effectively run in this country, via the Democrats, via our corporate oligarchs, by a bunch of childless cat ladies, who are miserable at their own lives and the choices that they've made, and so they wanna make the rest of the country miserable too. And it's just--


Rosin: What did you make of all that?

Burke: Oh, it's hard for me to take much that he says quite seriously. But I think that he's a very savvy politician, and he was tapping into a stereotype that people enjoy, kind of similar to the purple-haired barista, which is, again, as much of a construction as the 1950s housewife.

So yeah, I think he was trying to give a through line for people who want to be angry at something, and it's easier to be angry at the idea of the childless cat lady than it is to be angry at the idea of a corporation. There's just more to grab on to.

Rosin: Yeah. It's easy to dismiss, but as your book, everything we're talking about, shows, it is such a powerful force and, particularly right now, such a powerful force. This idea of the traditional family, traditional gender roles, it feels very present right now.

Burke: It's very present, and I think something that I find really funny is when I was talking about tradwives on TikTok, I found myself in a position where I was doing certain interviews for it, and the positioning two years ago was that this was a woman's issue; this was something that was an aesthetic trend.

And I don't think anyone thinks that now, in 2026. I think we have seen a real consequence of this obsession with reactionary and gendered values, and I think that there are real, literal consequences to it, related to our reproductive rights, related to our legal rights. So even if I can't take him very seriously, I do take very seriously the consequences of those beliefs.

Rosin: Right. The aesthetic trend has had real political consequences. We're talking in a week in which it's unclear whether mifepristone is gonna be available or not available. It feels like it does seep down in the culture in pretty concrete ways.

Burke: Yeah, absolutely. I also believe--I would have to be fact-checked on this--but I think 2025 saw the most significant drop in the labor workforce in recent history for women, not because they wanted to become tradwives, but because they've reached a socioeconomic breaking point, where it's so difficult to keep everything together.

Rosin: Right. This is related, but not the same--sometimes when I see trends that aren't exactly tradwife, but more in the vein of young women saying, I just wanna stay home. I just wanna stay in bed. I just wanna take care of my house, and I wonder, are they being pulled towards traditionalism, or are they just kind of preexhausted? They don't wanna be a good worker bee in this economy. They think maybe that's pointless. Do you think those trends are related, the same?

Burke: Yeah, I think it's kind of hard to say, and this is something I thought about a lot with my novel, the idea that someone might hate their job, and they might wanna stop doing their job, but that doesn't mean that they wanna be subservient to a man. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Yes.

Burke: There is this kind of feeling that the promises of the modern girlboss feminism that I think were of the 2010s era, I think you can be quite disenchanted with those promises and maybe like the idea of walking through a field in a beautiful dress without necessarily wanting the submission and the lack of autonomy that comes with it.

[Music]

Rosin: After the break, we get into the book.

[Break]

Rosin: Okay, let's talk about the novel. People describe it as a satire, but that's not exactly right, right?

Burke: I'm curious what you think it is 'cause I've heard a number of things.

Rosin: The thing is, I think the difficulty of talking about this book is that it's so much darker, it's more of a psychological thriller, kind of horror--it goes to unexpected places, but you can't really talk about that. So you can just talk about the summary, which I think makes people think that you're doing a satire of the tradwife who's gonna turn out to be very unhappy in the end. And it's way more complicated than that.

Burke: Yeah, I appreciate that, and I feel the same way. When I was writing Yesteryear, I felt a little bit of an anxiety over it 'cause I didn't know how it was gonna be placed as a genre. Is this historical fiction? Is it thriller? Is it camp? I had a woman at a recent signing ask me, Is this allegory or commentary?

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Burke: And I just said, Get back to me and let me know. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Yeah, exactly. Exactly, exactly. How would you describe the main character, Natalie?

Burke: Natalie Heller Mills is an ambitious and acidic and neglectful and hysterical woman.

Rosin: Mm. Sounds cute.

Burke: (Laughs.) I think the term that people like to use is whether someone's likable or unlikable, but that was never something I was considering when I was spending time with Natalie. That felt beside the point to me.

Rosin: Right, and that is the first surprise because I expected in the book, given your TikTok and what you've said about tradwives, for perfect tradwife Natalie to have a rise and fall, which she does. But what I didn't expect is that even during the rise, she is unlikable, miserable. And she sees pretty quickly that marriage is kind of lie, that women have no good choices--in other words, the same thing you are seeing. So why did you decide to make her so self-aware, as opposed to she's trying and trying and trying to be wonderful and perfect, and it all comes apart at the seams?

Burke: Well, I'm sure that you've heard other fiction writers say this, and I don't know if it's an infuriating thing for fiction writers to say, but I really didn't feel that much control over who Natalie became. I certainly had an intent of her being more of the woman that you just described, and I thought that her husband would be someone who was far more in control.

And the more that I wrote of Yesteryear, the more this woman came out who was such a force. And I think, given her intellect and the force of her beliefs and the effort she takes to survive, which is how I kind of feel like a lot of the momentum of the novel is created, I think that I had to contend with that with the stakes of the novel I was trying to create.

And so that proved to be a really exciting tension, like, the fact that this woman is in control, but with every scene, I'm also wondering if she is actually, in fact, not in control. And that was really satisfying to me.

Rosin: Right, okay, that makes sense. Now, her roommate in college, Reena, is a rival opposite, or maybe an imagined rival opposite. She's career-minded, boy crazy, insecure. She's supposed to represent the sort of J. D. Vance image of a sort of miserable modern woman, and she stays in Natalie's psyche a long time. What is the Reena-Natalie duality, in your mind, represent?

Burke: Well, I think it's important to note that we don't ever really know Reena; we only know the way Natalie views her. And so Natalie is very uncharitable. She has a very specific projection that she puts onto this roommate.

And I think that Natalie sees the world and she sees a lot of the elements of it that would make someone want to disavow it. I think that she sees the elements of modern feminism that a lot of people talk about right now, which is, You're gonna have a bad job, and you're gonna dislike it, and then you're gonna be too late for kids. And wouldn't it be easier, wouldn't things be easier if you just got married?

And she enters college with the basics of that moral framework. And so I think that when she already has that foundational understanding and then she sees this young woman who is having a hard time in college, who is getting treated poorly by men, I think it is kind of her knee-jerk response to go, Yep, and that's why I'm out. That's why I'm peacing out of this.

Rosin: Right, and I guess the reason she stays in her head so long is what you talked about earlier--it's this constant tension. You know that she's never sure. She's so self-aware that she's never quite sure whether her damning judgments are as absolute as she wishes they were.

Burke: And she's quite defensive of her own decisions, and so she's very critical of the decisions that other women make, especially when they are making decisions that I think will lead to more freedom. I think Natalie finds that to be quite threatening, and so she has to find reasons for why these women are wrong and why she's right.

Rosin: Ugh, this is stressful. It's reminding me of "mommy war" days.

Burke: (Laughs.)

Rosin: Anyway, talk about your decision to make pretty much all the men in this novel, like, dolts or despicable.

Burke: Ooh, I don't think her father-in-law is a dolt. I think he is probably the most formidable adversary in the novel.

Well, with Caleb--so Caleb is her husband, and he is a bit of an idiot. He also, I think, is--at least in the first half of the novel--the most redeemable character. He's relatively gentle. He doesn't have ambition, but he's a nice guy. He'll let Natalie do what she wants. She wants a house; he'll buy her a house.

But I think that with him in particular, I was thinking about the type of chemistry that would be necessary for this marriage, and I think once I knew how masculine Natalie was--she takes on a lot of the traits that she would associate as masculine--there needed to be a little bit of a give with her husband.

And it just created a much more interesting dynamic to me to have a husband who was not necessarily this violent, controlling, overbearing stereotype that we often imagine. He actually might have turned out okay in another life. He's not a genius, but he's not a bad guy at the beginning. And I think that he falls through a number of rabbit-hole conspiracy-theory worlds in the same way that Natalie does.

Rosin: Right. Although there's more gender tragedy in that because he is more pliable and open and she is so desperately trying, always trying to make everything right that it--I don't know. It's just like, you don't wanna be stuck in her brain.

Burke: Absolutely.

Rosin: I'm not gonna say anything about the ending, but I am curious--did you conceive of the book backwards, so you understood the ending and then wrote from there?

Burke: Yes, it was always gonna be this ending.

Rosin: Yeah. Okay. I figured, but that's all we'll say.

There are a couple of persistent unpleasant pressures in the book. One, I would say, is motherhood, just this cry of, Mama, mama, mama, mama, coming at Natalie all the time. Now you yourself are pregnant. I feel like I can say that 'cause you said that.

Burke: (Laughs.) You can. Yeah, absolutely.

Rosin: (Laughs.) You said it first. How have you been talking to yourself about motherhood?

Burke: Oh, I think, from the jump, I always had a pretty clear separation from what I believe and what Natalie believes. That's true for motherhood. It's also true for marriage; I have a wonderful marriage. It's also true for how Natalie sees the world. So I've always known that I wanted to be a mother, and so when I was constructing Natalie and when I was thinking about her relationship, it always felt quite separate to mine.

I will say, I find myself very moved and a bit more teary when I think about her daughters, who play a very pivotal role in this novel. And that's something that I've always found moving, but that, as I've been on tour and now I'm about six months pregnant, I spend a lot of time thinking about generations and how we pass on trauma and both healing, and I find it very moving.

Rosin: The other persistent force is people watching you--everyone always watching--which is something Natalie is so aware of. So the question to you: You are being watched more than ever, and how is it? You say that--

Burke: (Laughs.) Oh, how much time do you have?

Rosin: You start a TikTok. TikTok is popular. The book is a best seller. How's it going?

Burke: It's unpleasant. I think that's my honest answer. I don't like being watched. I don't think many people who have a balanced relationship to being alive would love being watched. And I have had to create a number of pretty significant boundaries just so I can remain focused on what I'm doing, so that I can keep working. I wanna keep writing.

And I try to stay focused on in-person reactions and in-person conversations. And I don't spend that much time on social media or the internet, especially right now, 'cause there is a lot of conversation about the book. And that is the right of anyone who reads the book; it belongs to them now as much as it belongs to me. So I think my job is to kind of stay out of their way.

Rosin: When you look out at the political landscape right now, it's like a tidal wave of nostalgia, misogyny, sort of all the things that you've been noticing for years and years. Do you see any positive counterforce?

Burke: I do. I actually feel quite optimistic about the coming decades. I think that the research I do for my podcast has kind of encouraged me to see how cyclical all of these things are, how you have two steps forward and one step back.

So I think the thing that really encourages me is writers like Jessica Valenti, who cover the abortion fight, who just provide so much information. I think that there is the work that is being done, which is basically just standing in the face of that tidal wave and trying to hold your ground. I think that that means more than we might be able to know at the time, and even if you're not stepping forward right now, if you're holding strong, that will have a lot of value five to 10 years from now.

Rosin: If the 2010s were the girl-boss era and now is the tradwife era, what is the next era?

Burke: Well, I am currently talking to you from New York City, [Mayor Zohran] Mamdani Nation, and so it makes me think about a tweet I read a year ago that always makes me laugh, and it says, If you don't wanna be a girl boss or a tradwife, what's the option? And the option is Marxism.

Rosin: That was a propaganda moment for you. (Laughs.)

Burke: (Laughs.)

Rosin: I just teed that one right up. But that was very good. Okay, we'll all be Marxists.

Burke: That'll make J. D. happy.

Rosin: Cat-lady Marxists.

Burke: (Laughs.)

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West. It was edited by Kevin Townsend. Sam Fentress fact-checked. Rob Smierciak engineered and provided original music. We also had music from Breakmaster Cylinder. 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/2026/05/yesteryear-tradwife-book/687085/?utm_source=feed
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The Savannah Bananas Bring Back a Negro Leagues Team

The organization is best known for its dance numbers and trick plays. Now it's reviving one of the most entertaining--and controversial--franchises in baseball history.

by Josh Levin

Thu, 07 May 2026




"My dad was a big Lakers fan," Kobe Shaquille Robinson told me, indulging an admittedly obvious question. Robinson was born in 2001, in the middle of Kobe Bryant and Shaquille O'Neal's three-NBA-championship run. But he discovered early on that his name couldn't help him shoot a basketball. As an athlete, he stood out on the pitcher's mound.

Robinson is 6 foot 2 and lanky; when we met, he was wearing his hair in two-strand twists. We were talking on a Saturday afternoon in Memphis, in a retro-style downtown stadium named after an auto-parts chain. It was, in a way, the perfect venue for a conversation with an up-and-coming ballplayer--a minor-league park with all the trimmings of a major-league one. It was also, objectively speaking, an unusual workplace for a Black athlete in 2026.

Back in the mid-1980s, during the prime of Ozzie Smith, Rickey Henderson, Tony Gwynn, and Dwight Gooden, more than 18 percent of Major League Baseball players were Black. Now that figure is just below 7 percent--right around where it was in 1956, less than a decade after Jackie Robinson broke the color line.

No single reason explains Black Americans' diminished footprint in the sport; the high cost of equipment and travel ball, dwindling municipal funding for youth leagues, the rise of the NFL and the NBA, and a parallel surge of Latino talent have all contributed. Despite these factors, Kobe Robinson still dreamed of a life in baseball. "I just felt like the man out there," he said. "So I stuck with it."

Robinson's fastball, which earned him the nickname "Hot Sauce," carried him from a Tennessee community college to the 2021 MLB draft, where he was selected by the San Diego Padres. Injuries, however, stymied his early career: He had issues with his elbow, then his shoulder. In 2024, the Padres released him. The closest he ever got to the big show was A-ball, three rungs below the majors.

At 23, Robinson was out of baseball and, he said, "in a dark space." He took overnight caregiving shifts at a group home, delivered packages for Amazon, and searched for a way to get back on the field. Last fall, after a year on the sidelines, he found a potential opening: The Savannah Bananas were hiring.

Over the past three-plus years, the Bananas have gone from a baseball curiosity to a cultural juggernaut. The team tours the country playing what it calls Banana Ball: a family-friendly, souped-up, TikTok-ready version of the national pastime. Games feature singing and dancing and celebrity cameos, plus backflipping outfielders, stilt-walking batters, and the occasional double to the gap. Last year, according to the organization's own data, the Bananas and their affiliated teams sold 2.2 million tickets--more than 11 different MLB franchises.

The Bananas are frequently compared to the Harlem Globetrotters. But unlike their basketball counterparts, who ritually defeat the rival Washington Generals, the Bananas don't script the outcomes of their games. They play against--and sometimes lose to--a rotating band of teams with their own personalities and followings. Among their opponents are the denim-clad Texas Tailgaters, the often-shirtless Party Animals, and the Firefighters, who make their entrance in full firefighting uniforms, as if to douse an inferno in right field.

Robinson filled out a Prospective Banana Ball Player form and got invited to audition for a roster spot. He knew from a former teammate who played for the Firefighters that this would not be a traditional tryout. "I didn't want to go dressed as just a baseball player, because that's not what they look for," he said. Instead, he went as Frozone, the Incredibles character voiced by Samuel L. Jackson. "It looked kind of goofy," he said of his blue-and-white bodysuit. "But I said, I don't care. I'm going out there, and I'm pitching." In this context, pitching meant doing a synchronized twirl with his infielders, then firing a fastball across home plate.

The scouts liked what they saw. A month later, Robinson was drafted by one of two expansion teams making their Banana Ball debut in 2026: the Indianapolis Clowns.


Kobe Robinson was drafted by the San Diego Padres, but never made it past A-ball. The Indianapolis Clowns are a second chance at professional baseball. (Kevin Wurm for The Atlantic)



Unlike the other teams in the extended Bananas universe, the Clowns are not an original creation. They were a real baseball franchise that competed in the Negro Leagues; in 1952, they signed a teenage prospect named Hank Aaron. Like the Bananas, they were also an entertainment act. The Clowns traveled with acrobats, a "one-man jazz band" called Boogie Woogie Paul, and an actual circus clown. Some of the only existing footage of the original Clowns shows the long-limbed first baseman Reece "Goose" Tatum, who also played for the Globetrotters, dropping to his knees as if to pray for a base hit and getting awakened from a fainting spell by a smelly foot.

Jesse Cole, the 42-year-old impresario behind the Bananas, has said that relaunching the Clowns is a way to honor one of Banana Ball's forebears and preserve the legacy of the Negro Leagues. Robinson was thrilled. The Clowns "paved this way for us," he told me. "Now we have to bring it back to this day and age and make it even better." The Clowns also provide an opportunity to increase Black representation in baseball. Robinson, who feared that his career was over, now has another shot.

Read: How the Negro Leagues shaped modern baseball

But the decision to revive the Indianapolis Clowns isn't as straightforward as it may seem. Although the team's antics were widely popular, they could also descend into racial caricature. The Clowns rankled both their Negro Leagues peers and Black sportswriters, chief among them Wendell Smith. The influential Pittsburgh Courier columnist called the team a "fourth-rate 'Uncle Tom' minstrel show." He also accused the team's white owner--who promoted one of his star pitchers as baseball's version of the shuffling, feebleminded minstrel character Stepin Fetchit--of profiting from "the kind of nonsense which many white people like to believe is typical and characteristic of all Negroes."

The Savannah Bananas have risen to prominence by ostentatiously breaking the rules. Cole, who is white, often talks of his admiration for P. T. Barnum, the brash showman who would do anything to attract an audience. The Bananas' owner rightly intuited that baseball, the most hidebound of American sports, didn't know how to market itself to a new, social-media-enabled generation. Cole makes all of his public appearances in a banana-yellow tuxedo and banana-yellow top hat; he has made swaggering nonconformity part of the brand. "If you're not getting criticized," he has said, "you're playing it too safe."

Resurrecting the Clowns definitely isn't playing it safe.

When Bob Kendrick saw Banana Ball for the first time, in 2022, he felt like he was watching something at once new and very familiar. The action on the field was fast-paced and bold, and the fans were rapt. For Kendrick, the president of the Negro Leagues Baseball Museum, in Kansas City, Missouri, the scene evoked the audacity of preintegration Black baseball--the daring to build something new in opposition to the mainstream.

That May, Kendrick gave Cole and his players a private tour of the museum as part of an ESPN documentary series on the Bananas. Kendrick took the team to the section that featured the Clowns and told Cole that he saw them as an ancestor of the Bananas. "I think that's when he had the epiphany that someday he would bring back the Indianapolis Clowns," Kendrick told me.

The Clowns' revival is a business arrangement: The Negro Leagues museum, which owns the Clowns' intellectual property, received a fee from the Bananas for the rights to use the team's name and develop a set of new logos. The partnership, Kendrick said, "comes along at a perfect time," as he's raising $50 million to build a 35,000-square-foot museum campus in Kansas City. Beyond the cash infusion, the Bananas will bring attention to the Negro Leagues, putting Black baseball history in front of a potentially huge audience.

From the January 2025 issue: Caleb Gayle on the return of America's oldest Black rodeo 

In a video announcing the Clowns' return, Kendrick offered a brief lesson on why the team mattered. He name-checked the luminaries who wore a Clowns uniform: an 18-year-old Hank Aaron, a 60-something Satchel Paige, and the pathbreaking Toni Stone, who became the first woman to get consistent playing time for a professional baseball club when she joined the Clowns in 1953. Kendrick explained that the team helped popularize "shadow ball," an elaborate routine in which real and invisible baseballs are tossed around the infield. And he said that, until the Clowns folded in the late 1980s, they were the last team standing from the Negro Leagues.


The Indianapolis Clowns manager Buster Haywood and the player Toni Stone circa 1953 (Transcendental Graphics / Getty)



Everything Kendrick said in the video is true. But that introduction to the Clowns is incomplete. Their full story is one of ingenuity and endurance, but also exploitation.

The history of racial caricature in baseball goes back nearly as far as the organized game itself. As early as the 1870s, blackface performers began, in the words of the historian James E. Brunson III, to "exploit the game's lucrative possibilities." Many decades later, a team called the Zulu Cannibal Giants pushed this minstrel tradition to a dreadful extreme, taking the field in bare feet and grass skirts with "war paint" slathered on their bodies.

The man who created the Cannibal Giants in the 1930s was a former Negro Leagues pitcher. The team's Northeast booking agent was a New Yorker with a background in vaudeville. His name was Syd Pollock, and he would become best known for owning another barnstorming team: the Ethiopian Clowns. Pollock's Clowns wore wigs and pancake makeup and played under faux-African pseudonyms such as Abbadaba and Tarzan. They also trafficked in humor that was, at best, minstrel-adjacent.

Richard "King Tut" King, who'd previously had a stint with the Cannibal Giants, was the team's most prominent comedian. He would emerge from the dugout looking like an escaped prisoner, or pantomime shooting craps before dropping his pants. His main collaborator on the Clowns was a dwarf known as Spec Bebop. (His real name was Ralph Bell.) In one recurring skit, a dentist gag, Tut would place a lit firecracker in Bebop's mouth.

In the early 1940s, Negro Leagues owners banded together to try to prohibit their teams from playing Pollock's franchise. The ban proved impossible to enforce, though, because the Clowns were so popular--with both white and Black fans--that cash-poor Black-owned clubs felt they had no choice but to book them.

The Negro American League eventually eased up on its Clowns ban, admitting them to the league in 1943. The Clowns, for their part, promised to lose the makeup and stop calling themselves Ethiopian. The team, which had been nominally based in Miami, rebranded itself, becoming the Cincinnati Clowns before moving to Indianapolis. They got rid of the paint, too, though not right away. At Howard University's Moorland-Spingarn Research Center, I found a 1945 program touting the Clowns as the "Most Sensational Ball Club in the World." Next to that caption was a photo of 15 men with white clown makeup slathered on their faces.

The Clowns were at times competitive in their new league, but the NAL--and Black baseball as a whole--was soon decimated by integration. When Major League Baseball plucked away the likes of Jackie Robinson, Larry Doby, and Roy Campanella in the late 1940s, Black fans abandoned the Negro Leagues en masse.


Richard "King Tut" King, the team's most prominent comic act, and his main collaborator, Ralph Bell, known as Spec Bebop (Dean Conger / The Denver Post / Getty)



The Clowns were better positioned than their peers to navigate the Negro Leagues' collapse. That was largely because Pollock had a knack for making his team the center of attention. In 1953, the Clowns' owner signed Toni Stone, declaring that baseball was the "latest masculine enterprise to fall before the advance of wearers of skirts and panties." The team's new female second baseman was a media and box-office sensation, reviving interest in the entire Negro American League. "Give the fans something they want to see," a triumphant Pollock said, "and they'll come out."

The boom didn't last. In his book Negro League Baseball: The Rise and Ruin of a Black Institution, the historian Neil Lanctot writes that crowds dwindled the next season despite the Clowns' addition of two new women, Connie Morgan and Mamie "Peanut" Johnson. After the 1954 season, the Clowns left the Negro American League, and a year later, all three female pioneers were out of baseball. As an independent barnstorming team, the Clowns returned to their slapstick roots and played to smaller audiences. One game in 1964--estimated attendance: 400 people--featured the 4-foot-5 Billy Vaughn playing third base in a dress and the first baseman James "Natureboy" Williams pulling an oar, a golf club, a mannequin leg, and four baseball bats out of his pants.

In 1968, the Clowns reverse-integrated, adding their first white player. By the 1980s, the decade when the Clowns finally petered out, the team's roster was entirely white.

A little after 9:30 a.m., three and a half hours before the first pitch of the new Indianapolis Clowns' Sunday matinee in Memphis, Jackie Bradley Jr. was already on the field. His task that morning in early March was to lock down his part in a mid-game song-and-dance routine. When Outkast's "Hey Ya!" started booming from the stadium PA, though, he seemed uncertain of his moves. My scouting report: For a dancer, he's a great center fielder.

The former Red Sox star, now 36, was the first ex-major leaguer to move to Banana Ball full-time. In his Clowns debut, he caught a fly ball behind his back. "I've had to rewire my brain to not just catch the ball," he told me. "Any ball that's hit to me, I almost have to do a trick play, because they just see me catch it normal, it's like, Oh, whatever. Do something cool."

Mastery of trick-play theory and technique is a job requirement in Banana Ball. "These guys are baseball players," Errick Fox, the team's head coach, told me. "You also have to flip that switch and be like, Hey guys, you're performers."

Fox grew up in Atlanta in the '90s, when the Braves' lineup featured Black superstars such as Fred McGriff, David Justice, and Deion Sanders. "At that time, it was exciting," he recalled. "All of us kind of gravitated to really want to be like those guys." One of his first responsibilities as the Clowns' coach, he said, was to "get some Black ballplayers."

Bradley, who'd made a cameo appearance with the Bananas in 2025 at the urging of his oldest daughter, was the team's top recruit. The Clowns' partnership with the Negro Leagues museum played a role in his decision to sign on, as did the potential to sway more Black athletes to get into baseball. As a young prospect in Virginia, he'd gotten used to being the only Black player on the field. "I enjoyed the people that I was around," he said, "but I definitely wanted there to be more people to look like me."


Jackie Bradley Jr. was the first former major leaguer to play Banana Ball full-time. He was a star center fielder for the Red Sox; now he's honing his juggling skills. (Kevin Wurm for The Atlantic)



Some of Bradley's new teammates are Banana Ball veterans. Malachi Mitchell told me that his baseball philosophy is to "play loud"--to run hard, display his emotions, and try to put on a show. That approach didn't always go over well in Florida's youth-baseball scene. He ran across "a lot of racist people," he said, and "the words they would use are arrogant or he's doing too much." For the Savannah Bananas, too much was the perfect amount. Mitchell adopted the persona of "Flash Tha Kid," the Bananas' designated runner, delighting fans with his speed on the basepaths, simulated banjo playing, and willingness to eat a disgusting amount of fettuccine Alfredo in service of a comedy bit. But as one of the organization's few Black players, Mitchell told me he sometimes "felt a little separated." When Jesse Cole asked him if he wanted to switch to the Clowns, he said yes right away. "Now I feel at home," he said.

Another group of Clowns got pulled from baseball's discard pile. When Nick Wilson threw his final pitch in college, he marked what he thought was the end of his career by tossing his cleats over a telephone wire. Last fall, he was selling computer equipment when he heard about a Banana Ball tryout in Nashville. It was the same audition where Kobe Robinson showed up in a Frozone costume. Wilson went as a Ninja Turtle.

Wilson told me his mother hadn't been sure about the whole Clowns thing--she worried that the team's name might put him in a bad light. But the franchise's connection to the Negro Leagues was meaningful to him. Wilson's grandfather James, who died in 2017, played pro baseball in Houston in the early '50s, when sports were still segregated in the city. Now he had the chance to carry that legacy forward. "This is history," he told me. "Why would I not want to be a part of a team called the Clowns?"

The team I saw in March wasn't quite complete. A month later, the Clowns brought on Mo'ne Davis, who in 2014 became the first girl to throw a shutout in the Little League World Series. Twelve years later, she's joined the Clowns' lineage of pioneering Black female athletes. In Davis's inaugural Clowns appearance, she retired her first batter on a routine grounder to third.

From the April 2025 issue: Kaitlyn Tiffany explores why most women are not allowed to play baseball

The new Clowns aren't all Black. Among the team's white players are the two most clownish guys on the roster: 20-year-old Fisher Polydoroff, a multi-instrumentalist magician who's adopted the persona of a 1950s pitcher named "Ole Knuckles," and 38-year-old Mat Wolf, a second-generation rodeo clown with a deep repertoire of trick pitches and methods for dropping his pants. ("You can do it quickly, you can do it slowly, you can do it with a spin," he explained to me.)

Saturday night's game began with a ceremonial weigh-in. Wilson, the Clowns' contestant, faced off against the Party Animals' Jake Lialios, a man who (judging by his social-media presence) spends most of his waking hours covered in baby oil. Both players stood atop a pink scale, then flexed and danced bare-chested. Around the time when an on-field announcer described Wilson as "over six feet of meat," it dawned on me that AutoZone Park would not be hosting a nuanced colloquy on Black representation in baseball.


The Indianapolis Clown Nick Wilson during a weigh-in before a game against the Party Animals in March (Kevin Wurm for The Atlantic)



This weekend series was really about the Party Animals. They were the "home team" in Memphis, which meant the Clowns mostly got subsumed within their opponent's hot-pink-and-glistening-pecs aesthetic. "As the away team, we just don't have the same number of opportunities to share and kind of story-tell," Joe Meyer told me.

Meyer is the Clowns' 24-year-old show coordinator--the man responsible for developing the team's look and feel. "In my role, I'll say quite frankly, I think in some ways we had expected--or seriously considered--a person of color for it, and it's something that's important to us, and it is something to talk about," he said. Nevertheless, Meyer, who is white, has the assignment, and he feels the significance of what he's being asked to do: "Ultimately, how we build this brand is going to be how a lot of people remember not just the Clowns, but remember the Negro Leagues."

Day to day, Meyer produces and directs the Clowns' in-game entertainment. I first spotted him prowling the field with a clipboard, watching over the team's "Hey Ya!" dance routine. That kind of choreographed sequence--what's known in Bananaland as an "over-the-top moment," designed to pop live in the stadium and later on social media--tends to be a relatively small-scale production. The project that's really consuming Meyer is the Clowns' home-team show, which is scheduled to debut in Indianapolis in May. That will be the time, he said, when "the full brand kind of comes to life."

Traditionally, Banana Ball branding hasn't been difficult to parse. The Party Animals are party animals. The Firefighters fight fires. The Loco Beach Coconuts, this season's other new team, are represented by a coconut wearing sunglasses.

The Clowns are more complicated. When Meyer started diving into the franchise's past, he discovered a photo of the Ethiopian Clowns from their 1930s face-painting era. "You're like, Whoa," he said. "The Clowns name represented something a lot different than we think it did."

Early on, when Meyer and his colleagues were kicking around concepts for the team, he worried that they might be veering into whoa territory. He told me that he wrote up a five-page memo, essentially laying out the difference between a "minstrel show and the brand of today." His takeaway: "If we're super heavy in making these guys look like clowns, then we're really playing into this just negative part of the history."

The Clowns' logo, a pair of big red shoes, nods to the circus without approaching the realm of wigs and face paint. Still, a team known as the Clowns that can't look too clownish presents a marketing challenge. So does the mandate to educate as well as entertain. "Fans come to Banana Ball games expecting the greatest show in sports, and a show that is more than just a Negro Leagues history night," Meyer said.

In Memphis, the best preview of a fully realized Indianapolis Clowns experience came during pregame introductions. That segment began with some musical theater: a song, "Here Come the Clowns," that borrows its tune and pop-history approach from Hamilton's "My Shot." Written and performed by the team's hosts, Brandon Bomer and Jarius Jones--both young Black men--it provides some useful background for fans who don't know the team's history ("We started in the Negro League, when it was hard, sweat, tears, and blood we bleed").


The Clowns do a pregame dance. (Kevin Wurm for The Atlantic)



When that musical number was over, more than a dozen players picked up baseballs and started juggling--for a juggler, Jackie Bradley Jr. is also a great center fielder--while Fisher Polydoroff and Mat Wolf threw pitches back and forth between their legs. The team then started playing shadow ball, with choreography inspired by the original Clowns' routine. There was a dive for an invisible grounder, an invisible throw from deep in the hole, and an invisible pop-up that bonked someone on the head. At one point, everyone started moving in extreme slow motion, before speeding up again. Then the finale: Malachi Mitchell did a backflip, caught an invisible ball at home plate, and--like magic--pulled a real ball from his glove.

Before the Clowns' Sunday game in Memphis, I started hearing rumors about a special guest--a figure from the team's past. Around 11:30 a.m., he showed up at the ballpark: a small, thin man with a slight smile, dressed in a navy Notre Dame hoodie and a vintage baseball cap embroidered with a red C.

Reginald Howard first crossed paths with the Clowns in the late 1940s, when he worked for the team as a batboy near his hometown of South Bend, Indiana. A decade later, he became their second baseman. Now, at 91 years old, he sat in the dugout at AutoZone Park as the modern-day Clowns leaned in close.

Howard told them that he was a "disciple" of Rube Foster, the Black baseball legend who founded the first sustained Negro League. He talked about long bus rides and asked if they'd heard of the two-way star Martin Dihigo. (Kobe Robinson said yes--Dihigo is a playable character in the video game MLB: The Show.) Then Nick Wilson, the pitcher whose grandfather played in segregated Texas, asked Howard a question: How can we get Black kids to come back to baseball? His answer: You've got to get them while they're young.

Howard had recently published a book about how baseball lost Black children in the first place. When he stepped onto the field to get saluted by the sold-out crowd, the PA announcer read the title in a cheery vibrato: Baseball's Silent Genocide. I don't have comprehensive records, but I believe this was the first time the word genocide was uttered over a loudspeaker at a Banana Ball game.

At a Starbucks the next day, Howard handed me a copy of his book and laid out his thesis. He believes there was a "sordid conspiracy" to preserve baseball as a predominantly white sport. As far back as his childhood, Black kids were told--and many came to believe--"this malarkey" that they were better equipped for sports other than baseball. He also watched resources shift toward all-white suburbs while they vanished in America's inner cities. Many of the Black players who did stick with baseball ended up profoundly isolated. In the worst case, he wrote, "you begin to think there's something wrong with you" just for liking the game.

The number of Black players in Major League Baseball rose for decades after integration. But that growth eventually stalled, then reversed. The historian Louis Moore has shown that at baseball's lower levels, Black talent was dwindling as far back as the early 1970s. Moore doesn't call this a conspiracy, but he does attribute the decline in part to informal racial quotas.

Major League Baseball now has a variety of initiatives to make the sport more accessible to Black athletes: youth academies, inner-city programs, showcases for players from historically Black colleges. The league has seen some positive returns; nine of the first 21 picks in the 2024 MLB draft were Black, and the overall percentage of Black Americans in the majors has increased slightly in the past two years. An MLB spokesperson told me that nearly a third of the 64 Black players on Opening Day rosters in 2026 emerged from the league's development pipeline.


Reginald Howard, who is 91, played for the original Indianapolis Clowns in the 1950s. In March, he visited with the new Clowns. (Kevin Wurm for The Atlantic)



Jesse Cole and Bob Kendrick are, in their way, contributing to the mission to revive Black baseball. But the problem with bringing back the Clowns is the same problem the team posed in its heyday. For as long as the Negro Leagues existed, Black ballplayers and their champions were battling for recognition and respect. What they were fighting against was the idea that their version of the game was nothing but a clown show.

It started with The Pittsburgh Courier's Wendell Smith, a forceful advocate for integration in the 1940s, who believed that the Ethiopian Clowns risked discrediting the entire Negro Leagues. It continued with Piper Davis, who mentored Willie Mays as a player and manager for the Birmingham Black Barons. "If you were Black, you was a clown. Because in the movies, the only time you saw a Black man, he was a comedian or a butler," Davis once said, reflecting on life and baseball under Jim Crow. "But didn't nobody clown in our league but the Indianapolis Clowns. We played baseball."

Historians of Black baseball have long struggled with how to tell the story of the Clowns. Larry Lester, one of the co-founders of the Negro Leagues Baseball Museum, told me he saw the old Clowns play as a child in the 1960s. "The skits were hilarious," he said. "But as a kid, I didn't realize the negative stereotypes that were being portrayed." Now, when he recounts the history of the Negro Leagues, he focuses on the greatest Black baseball teams ever assembled, such as the Homestead Grays and the Pittsburgh Crawfords.

Another of the museum's co-founders, Phil Dixon, told me that he intentionally omitted King Tut and Spec Bebop from his acclaimed photographic history of the Negro Leagues: They weren't the image of Black baseball that he wanted to portray.

Lester and Dixon have, through their research and advocacy, helped get Black baseball legends enshrined in Cooperstown and have their statistics acknowledged in the sport's official record books. But despite their best efforts, the Clowns still play an outsize role in public memory.


Malachi "Flash Tha Kid" Mitchell. His baseball philosophy is to "play loud"--which didn't always go over well in Florida's youth-baseball scene. (Kevin Wurm for The Atlantic)



Kendrick, who presides over the Negro Leagues museum today, told me that he does not want to hide the uglier elements of the Clowns' history. At the museum, a display featuring the Clowns notes that they "strengthened common black stereotypes and were frowned upon by league management and the black press." Below the sign: a photo of King Tut in a billowing clown suit.

How do you append that kind of caveat to the show that the new Clowns are putting on? I wanted to ask Jesse Cole this and other questions. But the Banana Ball PR team, which made the Clowns' players available to me in Memphis, stopped replying to my inquiries and never granted my requests to speak with Cole. Meyer, the show coordinator, also didn't respond after initially promising to share his five-page memo on what separates the modern-day Clowns from the minstrelsy of their ancestors.

In our conversation, Meyer had emphasized that the larger story he wants to tell about the Clowns is one of triumph and unity--how a group of Negro Leagues players overcame adversity on the way to success. "This is all about us coming together, and it doesn't matter who you are, doesn't matter what you look like; you can be part of this team," he said. The uplifting narrative he was laying out didn't much resemble the scholarship of Lester and Dixon, to say nothing of Reginald Howard's jeremiad.

"Yes, race is a part of it," Meyer said. "But how do we make the story about the individual players and who the Negro Leagues and the original Indianapolis Clowns actually were?" He added, "I think that that story is so, so much bigger than the story of segregation."

Who were the original Indianapolis Clowns? Some of them were history makers, like Hank Aaron and Toni Stone. Others, like King Tut and Spec Bebop, were entertainers. But most were just ordinary baseball players, men like Howard.

In Memphis, Howard was introduced on the field as a man who'd suited up for the Clowns "as they barnstormed across the country, bringing joy and world-class baseball to fans of all backgrounds." But that wasn't the baseball life he'd actually lived. In his day, the late '50s, the Clowns didn't typically draw big crowds, and they weren't playing at a world-class level. "I would like to say that I played in the same league as Larry Doby and Jackie Robinson, but it wasn't," he told me. "The caliber of ball was not the same."

Howard said it's always bothered him that so much storytelling about Black baseball is "rhetoric and lies." Given the relative dearth of information about the game's preintegration stars, the history of the Negro Leagues has long been full of tall tales--Josh Gibson hitting a home run so prodigious that the ball didn't come down until the next day. In the midst of all this mythology, Howard believes, telling a true story can be a radical act.

When I asked Howard to describe himself as a player, he said that he was only "fair," with quick feet, quick hands, and a good mind, but also a weak arm and warning-track power. I couldn't help but think of Kobe Robinson and Nick Wilson, talented young players who didn't quite have what it takes to make it all the way to the majors. Now they have the chance to keep playing the game they love.

From the July/August 2023 issue: Mark Leibovich on baseball's desperate effort to save itself from irrelevance 

Whether the new Indianapolis Clowns succeed in bringing Black fans and athletes back to baseball may come down more to players like Robinson and Wilson than to Bob Kendrick and Jesse Cole. In Memphis, I watched the Clowns sign autographs for a predominantly white crowd. I also saw Wilson lean down to speak with a group of Black children, giving them time and attention and a different image of what a baseball player could look like. He was getting them while they're young.



This article appears in the June 2026 print edition with the headline "The Clown Show." 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 Shows He's Still Got Juice

Yesterday's election in Indiana sent a message to all Republicans of conscience.

by David Frum

Thu, 07 May 2026




Why don't more Republicans defy President Trump? The president's poll numbers are bad. The war in Iran is raising gasoline prices. The president's family is pocketing billions. The president seems to care only about building glitzy monuments to himself. With the impending midterms looking pretty bad for Republicans, you'd think that Trump's co-partisans would be taking a cue from Meat Loaf: "I would do anything for love, but I won't do that." But no. Breaches of discipline remain rare and containable.

To better understand Trump's power over his party--its limits and potential--study yesterday's Indiana Republican primary.

You may remember that late last year the Indiana Senate rejected a Trump-backed plan to gerrymander the state to eliminate Democratic control over two seats in the U.S. House of Representatives. Twenty-one Republicans joined 10 Democrats to defeat the measure, 31-19. The Republican naysayers cited the gerrymander's unpopularity with voters. The plan would have denied the city of Indianapolis representation in Congress by chopping it into pieces swallowed by surrounding suburbs and exurbs, among other defects.

Mark Leibovich: Democrats could use a cold shower before the midterms

Trump and Vice President Vance promptly threatened Republican dissenters with retribution. Eight Indiana state senators were targeted for primary challenges. The Trump White House and its allies--including the formerly anti-Trump free-market group Club for Growth, which now supports him--poured serious (for Indiana) money into those challenges, at least five of which went their way. (Counting continues as I write.) These victories clear the way for Trump's ultimate plan to topple Indiana's Senate President Rodric Bray, who failed to push through the president's gerrymander scheme. Only candidates who had promised to oppose Bray's reelection earned Trump's endorsement and campaign support.

Nervous Republicans throughout the country have heard the message: Stick with Trump, and you may be politically finished; break with him, and you're finished for sure.

Republicans launched the latest gerrymander battle last year with a bid to squeeze five more U.S. House seats out of Texas. Democrats, after striking back in California and Virginia, had seemed the winners of the push and counterpush. The Texas gerrymander had been premised on the assumption that Trump's gains with Texas Latinos in 2024 would prove enduring, but Latino support for the GOP is plunging. Republican hopes for Texas are going awry. Some experts estimate that the party's creative new Texas maps will net only two more GOP seats for the state.

But all is not lost for Republicans, thanks to the Supreme Court's decision last week to undermine the Voting Rights Act by granting states new permission to eliminate Black- and Latino-held congressional seats. Because the Supreme Court also approved partisan gerrymandering in 2019, the practical effect will be to allow the Republicans of Mississippi and South Carolina to eliminate seats so long as they take care to use the word Democrat in their internal documents and never the word Black.

Ben Ritz: Democrats learned the wrong lesson from 2024

Any Republican who may have hesitated to use this new permission to eliminate Democratic seats now understands--thanks to Indiana--the penalty of noncompliance with Trump's wishes.

Yet Democrats are hardly helping their own case, having caught a chronic Republican disease: candidate-quality syndrome. In the political cycles of 2010 and 2012, the Republican Tea Party movement won primaries against mainstream, pro-business Republicans with extremist and oddball candidates. (One recorded a TV ad denying she was a witch. Another suggested that women did not need access to abortion after rape, because women rarely become pregnant when a rape is "legitimate.") These candidates threw away otherwise-winnable races in Delaware, Indiana, Missouri, and Nevada--and postponed the GOP takeover of the U.S. Senate from 2010, when it was within reach, to 2014.

Something like that may be befalling Democrats now.

It has become an article of faith among progressives that Kamala Harris lost in 2024 because she did not talk enough about Palestinians and Gaza. The actual data available confirm that Harris lost because she was seen as too far to the left of where most voters placed themselves. But beliefs do not have to be based on truth to motivate action.

In the 2026 cycle, Democrats are elevating candidates who have taken positions that would have once seemed politically suicidal: a U.S. House candidate in New Jersey who served as a character witness for "the blind sheikh" behind the 1993 attack on the World Trade Center; a U.S. Senate candidate in Michigan who campaigned with Hasan Piker, a Twitch streamer who has said that America deserved 9/11; and a candidate for U.S. Senate in Maine who unconvincingly claimed not to know that the skull-and-crossbones tattoo he had worn for almost 20 years was associated with the Nazi SS.

Read: The House of Representatives is turning into the Electoral College

Most commentary about these candidates focuses on whether they are doing harm to their own races. But as the Tea Party experience underscores, all politics is national. Nominating an extremist in New Jersey could hurt Democratic candidates all over the country. As unpopular as Trump is, the Democratic brand remains fragile, an April CNN poll indicates. Even now, despite tariffs, the Iran war, and the Trump ballroom, more Americans hold a favorable view of the Republican Party (32 percent) than those do of the Democratic Party (28 percent). Progressives want to bet that "Gaza First" can beat "America First." To nonprogressives, that betting strategy seems a fast track to political failure.

And if, come summer and fall, Trump finds an exit from Iran, gasoline prices trend down, and the election race tightens, Republican gerrymanders may yield dividends after all. Gerrymanders work best when the vote is close. Trump's misgovernment should make the gap too big to rig, but the "Gaza First" Democrats are doing their utmost to shrink it. If they succeed, the brave Indiana state senators who resisted Trump may have sacrificed their career for nothing.
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Kash Patel's Personalized Bourbon Stash

The FBI director has been leaving an unusual calling card.

by Sarah Fitzpatrick

Wed, 06 May 2026


A personalized bottle of Woodford Reserve bourbon engraved with the words "Kash Patel FBI Director," as well as a rendering of an FBI shield, obtained by The Atlantic (The Atlantic)



One of J. Edgar Hoover's greatest reforms at the FBI was his embrace of fingerprinting. During the 1930s, visitors to the FBI offices in Washington, D.C., received souvenir fingerprint cards featuring his name. The men who succeeded him as FBI director were more discreet and judicious, mindful of the cult of personality that had developed around Hoover. They generally avoided giving out branded swag.

But then came Kash Patel.

President Trump's FBI director has a great deal of affection for swag. Merchandise for sale on a website he co-founded--still operating, nearly 15 months into his term--includes beanies ($35), T-shirts ($35), orange camo hoodies ($65), trucker caps ($25), "government gangsters" playing cards (on sale for $10), and a Fight With Kash Punisher scarf ($25).

One thing not for sale is liquor, because liquor is something Patel gives away for free.

Last month, I reported that FBI personnel were alarmed by what they said was erratic behavior and excessive drinking by Patel. (The FBI director has denied the allegations and filed a defamation suit against The Atlantic and me.)

After my story appeared, I heard from people in Patel's orbit and people he has met at public functions, who told me that it is not unusual for him to travel with a supply of personalized branded bourbon. The bottles bear the imprint of the Kentucky distillery Woodford Reserve, and are engraved with the words "Kash Patel FBI Director," as well as a rendering of an FBI shield. Surrounding the shield is a band of text featuring Patel's director title and his favored spelling of his first name: Ka$h. An eagle holds the shield in its talons, along with the number 9, presumably a reference to Patel's place in the history of FBI directors. In some cases, the 750-milliliter bottles bear Patel's signature, with "#9" there as well. One such bottle popped up on an online auction site shortly after my story appeared, and The Atlantic later purchased it. (The person who sold it to us did not want to be named, but said that the bottle was a gift from Patel at an event in Las Vegas.)


Patel's signature and "#9" appears on the bottle obtained by The Atlantic. The "#9" is presumably a reference to his place in the history of FBI directors. (The Atlantic)



Patel has given out bottles of his personalized whiskey to FBI staff as well as civilians he encounters in his duties, according to eight people, including current and former FBI and Department of Justice employees and others who are familiar with Patel's distribution of the bottles. Most of them spoke on the condition of anonymity out of fear of reprisal.

Patel has distributed his self-branded bottles while on official business, including during at least one FBI event. He and his team have transported the whiskey using a DOJ plane, including when he went to Milan during the Olympics in February. One of the bottles was left behind in a locker room, according to a person who was there. (I reviewed a photograph of the bottle.) On the same trip, Patel was filmed drinking beer with the gold-medal-winning U.S. men's hockey team--behavior that officials have said did not sit well with the teetotaling president. Patel defended himself at the time, saying he was just celebrating with his "friends" on the hockey team. Patel's use of DOJ aircraft to transport cases of alcohol has been the subject of discussion among FBI staff.

The FBI did not dispute that Patel gives out bottles of whiskey inscribed with his name, but in response to a detailed list of questions, a spokesperson portrayed the gifts as routine within the FBI and the broader government. He added that "the bottles in question are part of a tradition in the FBI that started well over a decade ago, long before Director Patel arrived. Senior Bureau officials have long exchanged commemorative items in formal gift settings consistent with ethics rules. Director Patel has followed all applicable ethical guidelines and pays for any personal gift himself."

The spokesperson declined to clarify which ethical rules Patel was following, when the bottles were engraved with Patel's name, or whether any bottles had actually been reimbursed as personal gifts. The FBI also declined to provide images of bottles bearing the names of past directors. When I reached a former longtime senior FBI official to ask whether he'd ever seen personally branded liquor bottles distributed by a previous FBI director, he burst out laughing.

Listen: The Kash Patel fallout

Several current and former FBI employees, including multiple senior leaders, told me that the director regularly handing out his own personally branded bourbon, including to civilians outside the bureau, was unheard-of. Current and former agents also told me they were concerned by Patel's gifts of personalized bourbon. The FBI has traditionally had a zero-tolerance approach to unauthorized use of alcohol on the job and for its misuse while off duty. But that standard is bending under Patel's leadership, one former agent told me. "It is so weird and uncomfortable," this person said. Another former agent described the bottles as "demoralizing," because they suggest one set of standards for the director and another for the rest of the bureau. This person said he believes that many agents would worry that if the director offers you a bottle, and "you aren't on board on receiving it enthusiastically, you are getting polygraphed for loyalty." The fear of retribution has deterred some staff from reporting their concerns to supervisors or through channels reserved for whistleblowers.

In March, Patel and his team brought at least one case of bourbon to the FBI's training facility in Quantico, Virginia, for a "training seminar," where Ultimate Fighting Championship athletes provided mixed-martial-arts instruction to aspiring FBI agents and senior staff. At one point at least one bottle went missing, which caused the director to "lose his mind," according to clients of Kurt Siuzdak, a retired agent who has assisted FBI agents, including whistleblowers, with legal issues. Siuzdak told me that multiple agents contacted him for legal guidance after Patel began threatening to polygraph and prosecute his staff over the missing bottle. "It turned into a shitshow," Siuzdak said. Other attorneys told me they received similar calls from FBI employees regarding concerns about Patel's bottles.

Siuzdak and the other attorneys said their clients find themselves in a difficult situation. FBI agents "have a duty to disclose wrongdoing," Siuzdak said. But if you make allegations against Patel, "you're screwed." Siuzdak said agents are particularly troubled about reputational damage from proximity to conduct that is not clearly within FBI rules and norms, which could be used to challenge their professional credibility. "Street agents know that integrity is the most important thing for their jobs," he said. "Without integrity, you can't testify."

Siuzdak, whose career spanned more than 20 years in the FBI as well as time in the military, has given unusual advice to current FBI employees who seek his counsel: "I tell people to run from him."

A spokesperson for Woodford Reserve said she did not have information about who had ordered the bottles or when. "Consumers who purchase Woodford Reserve occasionally have images and messages engraved on the bottle," Elizabeth Conway, the director of external communications for the distillery's parent company, told me. "These engravings occur after the point of purchase."

Patel's affection for bourbon is long-standing; during the first Trump administration, he and his colleagues at the National Security Council kept a barrel of it on hand to celebrate successful hostage negotiations and rescues, The New Yorker reported last year. (Patel served as the council's senior director for counterterrorism at the time.)

Patel's enthusiasm for self-branded merchandise is also well documented. "He is known as being very merch forward," one DOJ employee told me. Even before he was confirmed as FBI director, Patel sent out Ka$h-branded merch boxes that included hats, socks, and other items depicting the comic-book character the Punisher, one person who received such a box told me. As my colleague Elaina Plott Calabro reported in 2024, before Patel became FBI director, he previously sold "Justice for All" #J6PC tees in honor of those arrested for their actions on January 6, 2021. (That item is no longer available from the Kash Foundation, which was founded by Patel but is now, according to its website, "an independent nonprofit, not endorsed by, associated with, or influenced by the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the Department of Justice, or any government agency.")


From top left: A screenshot of a Kash Patel challenge coin; Patel wearing one of his scarves; Kash Patel-branded shoes; Patel wearing his own merchandise on the Health Ranger Report podcast; another Patel challenge coin. Bottom right: A photo taken in an Olympic locker room and provided to The Atlantic shows another personalized Kash Patel bottle of bourbon. (Ebay; CSPAN; William Turton / X; Health Ranger Report)



In a wrongful-termination lawsuit filed in September, former Assistant Director in Charge of the FBI's Washington Field Office Steven Jensen described an interaction in Patel's conference room in which the director presented him with an abnormally large challenge coin--a memento often given out by leaders in law-enforcement and military organizations. The coin was inscribed Director at the top and Ka$h Patel at the bottom.

"Jensen then noticed a collection of whiskey bottles and cigars on Patel's desk," the complaint states. According to the complaint, "Patel explained that he used to produce his own brand of cigars, but they are not in production anymore." Jensen, who oversaw parts of the investigation into the pro-Trump rioters who attacked the Capitol on January 6, was fired in August. (The U.S. government has moved to dismiss the case, and the lawsuit is pending.) Jensen's lawyer, Margaret Donovan, told me in a statement that "there are line agents out there spending their nights and weekends trying to finish warrants, write reports, plan arrests. Yet the FBI Director apparently has the time to design logos, go to hockey games, sit for multi-hour podcast interviews. This is one of the most serious jobs in the country, not a vehicle for self-promotion and branding."

A month before Jensen's firing, Patel's merchandise caused an international diplomatic incident. In July, Patel gave 3-D-printed replica revolvers to two New Zealand cabinet members, as well as multiple members of the country's police and intelligence services, the Associated Press reported. The New Zealand security officials had to destroy the items because they were illegal under local law, according to the AP. A spokesperson for Patel said in a statement to the AP that "the gifted item was a 3D-printed replica of a firearm, and it was specially designed to be incapable of firing ammunition."

Read: Trump's purge may be just beginning

George Hill, a former FBI supervisory intelligence analyst, told me that Patel's conduct represented a fundamental misunderstanding of the bureau's history and of the culture of quiet professionalism that he had observed working under previous FBI directors. "Handing out bottles of liquor at the premier law-enforcement agency--it makes me frightened for the country," he said. "Standards apply to everything and everyone--especially the boss."

Hill and others described an organization struggling to uphold its mission amid purges of experienced staff and under a distracted leadership. "When you degrade the office like that, you degrade the impact," Hill said, adding that he was particularly concerned about what would happen in a time of crisis. "It's a failure to lead."

Marie-Rose Sheinerman contributed to this report.
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Misoprostol Could Be Next

If the Supreme Court upholds new restrictions on mifepristone, the other abortion pill may be targeted too.

by Lucy Tu

Wed, 06 May 2026




Over the weekend, reproductive-health-care providers across the country confronted a puzzle they had never before needed to solve at scale: how to offer medication abortion without mifepristone. The drug, also known as the abortion pill, is the first in a two-pill regimen that the FDA approved for pregnancy termination in 2000. Last Friday, the Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals blocked providers nationwide from prescribing it online or mailing it to patients, delivering the most sweeping shock to U.S. abortion policy since the overturning of Roe v. Wade.

Some abortion providers suspended telehealth services immediately. Others moved toward using only misoprostol, the second pill in the usual protocol, which can end a pregnancy on its own. Misoprostol-only abortion has long existed at the edges of American abortion care; now, for providers, it could serve as a strategic hedge against an unstable legal future.

Already, the Supreme Court has issued a one-week stay on the Fifth Circuit's order, allowing mifepristone to once again be administered via telehealth. But mifepristone has been in the crosshairs of anti-abortion activists for as long as it's been available in the United States. Even now, federal lawmakers are advancing legislation to ban mifepristone for medication abortion on the grounds that it is dangerous and likely to be abused. To assuage concerns about the potential for serious side effects, such as heavy bleeding and abdominal pain, the FDA long required doctors to prescribe the drug in person and supervise patients taking it. During the coronavirus pandemic, after reviewing data showing that patients could safely take the pills without an in-person clinical visit, the agency began allowing mifepristone to be prescribed via telehealth and delivered by mail.

Those changes were the focus of the case before the Fifth Circuit, a lawsuit in which the Louisiana government has argued that mail-order access to mifepristone has circumvented the state's near-total abortion ban and that the FDA's decision to remove the in-person dispensing requirements was based on flawed data. In court, the FDA has defended its current policy, but in September, the agency announced that it would revisit the drug's prescribing rules. The Fifth Circuit's Friday ruling barred telehealth prescription and mail delivery of mifepristone while that review proceeds.

Read: A convenient piece of junk science

If the ruling is upheld in the Supreme Court, it will affect a significant number of Americans. Medication abortion has been growing in use since its FDA approval and, as of 2023, accounts for nearly two-thirds of pregnancy terminations in the United States, according to the Guttmacher Institute, a nonprofit focused on sexual and reproductive health. About a quarter of all abortions are provided via telehealth. In states with abortion bans or heavy restrictions, receiving mifepristone and misoprostol by mail is one of the only paths to ending a pregnancy.

Misoprostol-only abortion is common around the world, especially in countries where abortion laws are restrictive or mifepristone is not widely available. "Of the two drugs, misoprostol was always the workhorse," Heidi Moseson, a senior research scientist at Ibis Reproductive Health, an international research and advocacy group, told me. In the standard two-drug regimen, mifepristone is taken first to block progesterone, the hormone that helps sustain a pregnancy, and misoprostol follows 24 to 48 hours later, causing the uterus to contract in a process that mimics miscarriage. Taken alone, misoprostol yields the same result.

But in the United States, misoprostol-only abortion has generally been treated as a fallback option. This approach was built on studies published between 1994 and 2019 estimating the typical mifepristone-and-misoprostol regimen to be roughly 95 percent effective, compared with about 78 percent for misoprostol alone. The misoprostol-only approach was also thought to carry more side effects and a higher risk of incomplete abortion, which sometimes requires additional doses of abortion medication or a procedural abortion to resolve.

Recent evidence is more bullish on the efficacy and safety of misoprostol-only abortion. The studies included in the early reviews varied in dosage, timing, and route of administration of both mifepristone and misoprostol, making the two protocols difficult to compare directly. However, in 2023, the National Abortion Federation and the Society of Family Planning shared a standardized misoprostol-only protocol for medication abortion. A 2024 review of studies that followed this specific protocol found effectiveness rates ranging from 82 to 100 percent. Moseson, who led that review, is now helping lead the first randomized controlled trial to compare the two medication-abortion protocols. Recent research has also yielded mixed conclusions about whether misoprostol alone is associated with elevated rates of nausea, vomiting, and diarrhea, as was once believed. And serious complications are rare: Fewer than 0.2 percent of patients undergoing misoprostol-only first-trimester abortion require hospitalization or a blood transfusion. Studies in the United States and in countries where the misoprostol-only protocol is more common have found that patients can safely self-manage the regimen, even when they obtain misoprostol through online services rather than formal clinics.

Read: The other abortion pill

Stronger data on misoprostol-only abortion, Moseson told me, could expand the options available to patients. Misoprostol is typically cheaper and easier to access than mifepristone, including in states with abortion restrictions. Unlike mifepristone, which in the U.S. is primarily used for medication abortion, misoprostol can treat a variety of conditions, including stomach ulcers and postpartum hemorrhage. It has never been subject to the FDA's special prescribing requirements and sits on retail-pharmacy shelves. (As of 2023, mifepristone can be dispensed by certified retail pharmacies, but in-store availability remains limited in practice.)

But for providers, rapidly moving more patients to a misoprostol-only protocol would not be simple. Many clinicians have less experience counseling patients through the regimen, including advising them on how to identify possible complications and confirm that an abortion is complete. New restrictions on mifepristone could also bring a fresh wave of scrutiny to abortion and reproductive health care more broadly, Lauren Ralph, an epidemiologist at UC San Francisco, told me. Ralph, who has studied the safety of telehealth and self-managed medication abortion, said she is not worried about the minimal medical risks of misoprostol-only abortion. The greater danger, she suggested, would be a legal one: In states with strict abortion laws, patients might delay seeking follow-up care or struggle to find a provider willing to risk criminal exposure by treating them.

Although untouched by the Fifth Circuit's ruling, misoprostol is not necessarily immune to legal attacks. Louisiana's lawsuit and parallel suits filed by Florida and Missouri argue that the Comstock Act--a dormant, 19th-century anti-obscenity statute that anti-abortion legal strategists have spent years working to resurrect--bars the mailing of any drug used to induce abortion. This reading would apply to misoprostol just as readily as to mifepristone. (The Fifth Circuit did not address that argument; whether the Supreme Court will do so remains an open question.) In 2024, Louisiana became the first state to classify both mifepristone and misoprostol as controlled dangerous substances, a designation that requires prescribing clinicians to acquire special licensure from the state and mandates that facilities store the drugs under lock and key. All prescriptions must be tracked through a state database, and anyone possessing the pills without a valid prescription faces fines or jail time. Lawmakers in Texas, Missouri, and Kentucky have proposed copycat bills.

From the January 2024 issue: A plan to outlaw abortion everywhere

The places least equipped to absorb new storage and prescribing requirements are the same places where access to health care is already most precarious. Michelle Erenberg, the executive director of the reproductive-rights organization Lift Louisiana, told me that some rural and small community hospitals--which typically have limited capacity to store controlled substances--have effectively lost access to misoprostol for any kind of care. Pharmacists across the state have stopped stocking the drug, or grown wary of filling prescriptions, she said, leaving patients in limbo as they seek misoprostol for outpatient miscarriage care or to prepare for procedures such as IUD insertion. In December 2024, two months after Louisiana's law took effect, a doctor performing an emergency C-section preordered misoprostol--previously kept within arm's reach on delivery-room trays--in anticipation of a possible hemorrhage. Yet when the patient began losing blood on the table, the medication was still in a locked pharmacy cabinet across the hospital.

Abortion providers can adapt to mifepristone's absence, as many already have. Misoprostol, by contrast, is harder to replace, as a mainstay of obstetric care and the most viable alternative to the standard regimen for pregnancy termination. If it becomes widely restricted, Americans seeking abortion care will have no ready substitute.
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How to Survive Losing a Child

Danielle Crittenden on losing a daughter, grief, and her new memoir, <em>Dispatches From Grief</em>.

by David Frum

Wed, 06 May 2026




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

In this episode of The David Frum Show, David is joined by his wife, the writer Danielle Crittenden, to discuss her new memoir, Dispatches From Grief, and the loss of their daughter Miranda.

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. My guest this week will be my wife, Danielle Crittenden Frum, and we'll be discussing her new book about the loss of our daughter, Dispatches From Grief: A Mother's Journey Through the Unthinkable.

Because of the personal and sensitive nature of this discussion, I'm not going to do a book this week. I'm not going to do a preliminary introduction. I'm just gonna say how grateful I am to Danielle that she would join me today. And now my dialogue with my wife, Danielle Crittenden Frum.

[Music]

Frum: Danielle Crittenden and I met on June 13, 1987. We were married a year later. Then we were married again in 1991 in a religious ceremony after Danielle's conversion to Judaism. Our first child, Miranda, was born on July 26, 1991, in New York City. Miranda died suddenly in February of 2024 at age 32.

That death and its aftermath are together the subject matter of Danielle's new book, Dispatches From Grief: A Mother's Journey Through the Unthinkable, published by Infinite Books on May 5.

I usually keep these introductions brief, but I will make an exception here to say a little more about Miranda and Danielle.

Miranda lived an adventurous life--from a parent's point of view, often a hair-raisingly adventurous life. She left university after a single semester. She worked as a television producer in Toronto, then moved to Israel, where she was discovered as a fashion model. She posed for advertisements and walked runways in Europe and Japan, and came under Hamas rocket fire in Tel Aviv in the summer of 2014. In the fall of 2018, she was diagnosed with a deadly brain tumor and underwent a 10-hour operation in April 2019. The operation seemed a success, but it left behind complex health issues. One of those issues claimed Miranda's life in her Brooklyn Heights apartment. The sorrowful details are candidly discussed in Danielle's book.

About Danielle: Danielle began her journalistic career as a teenage copy girl at the Toronto Sun. She started work as a reporter before she had even finished high school. She covered murders and fires and the everyday bustle of a great city.

Shortly before his death, my friend Christopher Hitchens published perhaps his most provocative article, arguing that women are inherently less funny than men. I happened to lunch with him soon after he detonated that grenade, and I remonstrated with him. I asked him, "What about Danielle?" Christopher did not often look nonplussed, but that one felled him. "Yes," he had to concede. "Danielle is very funny, much funnier than you, old boy," he said. Every one of Danielle's previous books--fiction, nonfiction, even a cookbook co-authored with our friend Anne Applebaum--sparkled with Danielle's genius for comedy. Her friends nicknamed her the "Minister of Fun" for her ability to make everyday events occasions for joy.

This new book is a different thing. One reason it is already being received with such acclaim by early reviewers and early readers is that Danielle holds back not a particle of truth about loss and pain. Yet not even life-shattering tragedy has dimmed the wit of Danielle's ardent mind, as the book shows and as you will hear today on The David Frum Show.

Danielle, welcome.

Danielle Crittenden: Hi from upstairs.

Frum: Hi from upstairs. (Laughs.) I don't know how we're gonna talk about this. We've talked about nothing else, but how do we talk about this now? How do we talk about this in front of other people? I don't know. I'm just gonna blunder ahead, and I have no idea what we're going to produce here, but--

Crittenden: Yeah, it's counting on you as host, Dave.

Frum: (Laughs.) That's a thin reed.

Crittenden: (Laughs.)

Frum: Okay, a question a lot of people are going to ask is, how does a mother write something like this? You cut the vein, you dip the quill in the blood, and you start on the page--how do you do it?

Crittenden: That actually is a very good description.

Well, as you mentioned up the top that I grew up in newspapers, very old-school newspapers, Mad Men era of newspapers. All my parents, my four parents--stepfather, stepmother, mother, father--at one point worked in the same newsroom in Toronto, so I just grew up in that environment. And, well, you, of course, knew Pete, my late stepfather, who had been a foreign correspondent. He went on to found the Toronto Sun and just was a famous and prolific writer, and his view was that anything that happened to him, he had to write about. And so the title, Dispatches From Grief, which has always been the title in my head, is like I felt like a war correspondent who had been transported into this alternative universe, alternative land of grief, and I just had to write about it.

The pain, I could never have imagined, I've never experienced. It wasn't just emotional pain; it was physical pain. And it was the kind of physical pain like your heart feeling as if it was going to burst, to which there was no painkiller. There was nothing that could stop this pain and the constant mental distress of this loss because, as you know and we share, that when you lose a child, and especially so unexpectedly, it's like a meteorite has just crashed into your house, and nothing is the same, and you have to come to terms with the fact that nothing ever will be the same.

Frum: This book, I think, speaks to two different types of people, to categorize broadly: those who are in grief and those who are in the vicinity of grief, right? And by the way, none of us, unless we are flukishly lucky, or maybe it's unlucky because maybe you have to die early to qualify for this luck, but none of us will escape it. So we're sort of grief and pre-grief; those are the two categories of human beings. (Laughs.) So for those in grief, what do you want to say on their behalf? And for those in the vicinity of grief, what do you want them to know that they need to know?

Crittenden: Well, in the first chapter, I categorize different types of grief, and my first line is, "I thought I knew grief." You and I have both lost parents. You lost your mother quite early; she was 54. But in your mind as a child, as you grow up, you always know that you're going to outlive your parents, and so in some way, you're prepared, unless they go suddenly and tragically in a terrible accident. Your brain, I guess, has prepared you for this eventuality.

And it's the reverse when you lose a child. It's completely out of the order of the universe. And the parent never expected to outlive the child. So that was what was special and different about this type of grief, and I think why I felt I needed to write about it, because I was in this pain, in this foreign land, and I needed to tell people, "Oh my God, this is so horrible. Let me describe to you what is going on," because, well, as you saw me in the early days going through a lot of grief books, I'm going through them maniacally, looking for a cure, looking for healing. When will this pain stop? Answer: never. But I couldn't find anything that spoke to what I was going through. I read a lot of books, some quite helpful, about, yeah, that you might experience this; you might experience that, but the goal of most grief books is for healing, to get you, as they say, "through it." And then, apparently, you'll come to some eventuality of acceptance, or you'll be fine. And that just seemed to me palpably untrue and palpably unhelpful. And one of the things that we met together when you wrote that first beautiful article about Miranda and her dog, Ringo, that appeared in The Atlantic, and you suddenly got emails from people who were in our land, who had similarly lost children.

Frum: Yeah.

Crittenden: And one of the things that really stood out was how lonely they were, that it's such a unique type of grief. It's a type of grief that very few understand, unlike losing a parent. And people don't know what to say to them. They often get very uncomfortable talking about it. And as the world moves on and as people's lives move on, they kind of expect you to move on, and you don't really move on. (Laughs.)

And so if you don't have a good support network, if you're not in touch with other families in this situation, I think you just quietly nurse this horrible pain. And so in one of the first responses--I shared some of the earlier drafts with some other mothers--and one wrote back to me and said, "Thank you. Now I have something to show to people." And that's the other aspect that you mentioned, is that if you know someone who is going through this, it kind of gives you a window into the agony and I hope will make the person more aware of how they can actually help and genuinely provide comfort.

David Frum: Yeah. One of the things we've both noticed--and a friend of ours remarked this in the language I'm about to borrow--that once the first shock passes from your community, that there's a sense in which the grieving person can come to feel a bit of a pariah because you don't wanna be the ghost at everyone else's feast, bringing gloom with you wherever you go. But you can't help it. And so often, the answer is, "Well, just don't go to the other people's feasts. Why? They don't want you there. You're just going to lower the emotion."

Crittenden: Yeah, we've talked about being grief bores.

Frum: And a lot of the rituals of grief actually understand the mourner as a kind of semi-pariah. In the Jewish rituals, you're supposed to stay at home. You eventually exit your house in a formal process of exit, but you stay at home because you're set apart from the world. But even as the clock ticks, you don't change, necessarily, on someone else's timetable, and you remain this kind of ghost at the feast, at least in your own mind. Is that something you're trying to help other grieving parents to understand, that this is your destiny, and it's useless to apologize for it, and there's no way you can, so you just have to live it?

Crittenden: Right. I did eventually--and you watched this in real time, me trying to get help for it, because I was hysterical half the time. I do wanna ask you what I looked like from your perspective, from the outside, because the book is written from the inside, from my perspective. I must have looked like just a crazy person to you.

Frum: No, never.

Crittenden: One of the other comments I got from one of the mothers was, she was glad to know that lying on the floor, curled up in a ball, weeping hysterically was okay; other people do that too. So there was a lot of, I think, articulation of what I was going through, which resonated with what other people were going through.

And yeah, I think what happens when you get through that first very intense months, years--it's been two years--you learn the pain doesn't go away. It's less controlling. It's less overwhelming. But you just learn to be quiet about it, because, as you say, in the beginning, I write that I felt like I needed to tell everybody. At the checkout, if the person says, "How's your day going?," I would go, "Terrible! My daughter died!" I just found myself compulsively telling people that. And of course, it was very unnerving to the recipient. But then that kind of dies down, and you just learn to, or you try to learn to, quietly nurse your pain without telling--do they really need to know this?

Frum: I remember my first dental appointment after Miranda's death and the hygienist asking me, "So what's new?"

Crittenden: (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) And I remember just sitting there in the chair with my mouth propped open, thinking probably for half a minute, Do I need to go into this? And then I finally said, "Not much," because I didn't wanna do it. But one of the things we all discover is, maybe the dental hygienist needed to talk about it because, as you've discovered through both the process of writing and the process of living, we are surrounded by people who are in pain, half-dead, ghosts of themselves. And they often feel it's just burdensome to everybody else, and so they just stumble forward, part-ghost, part-human.

Crittenden: Well, and again, what would be the point of telling people who are not in this world? And as we discovered, and I wrote about, that when you land, when you're deported, unwillingly, to this land of grief, you suddenly not just find out how well populated it is, but as we discovered, even amongst some very close friends whom we had known, like, 20 years, only then did they say, "Oh, yeah, I lost my sister," or "My mother lost" or "My aunt lost a child." And only now could they tell us, because I guess in the past, if they told us, what would we say? "Oh gosh, I'm so sorry. That's terrible." But we'd have no identification with it. But when someone tells you that and shares that with you, then you feel very open, and often, they do--you're right; they wanna talk, too, and you talk about it.

But a lot of the time, I feel like it's unleashing a nuclear bomb in conversation, as your example with the dental hygienist, especially with mothers who talk about their children, and you meet someone, and they say, "Oh, how many kids do you have?" And that used to be the easiest question in the world to answer. And now it's, like, the most fraught thing, and you have to get little rehearsed bits when in these situations. So sometimes--it depends how cursory I think the conversation will be--I'll say, "I have three." "Oh, that's nice." But if it goes on: "How old are they?" "Well, the youngest and the middle one and the third one, um." And then you're still thinking, "Do I tell them? Do I tell them?" And you say, "Well, our eldest daughter died." And it's just like (mimics exploding sound), you know?

Frum: I had this experience very recently in a situation where I would not have talked about it. This was a very casual conversation, but it was particularly insistent. So I got the "How many children do you have?" And I said, as you do, "Three." "And how old are they?" And so I said, "Well, they're all adults. They're all out of the house."But this went for so many rounds that I finally [got] the one that said, "Where are they living now?"

Crittenden: (Laughs.) Oh, no.

Frum: And I said, Okay, this is question five. (Laughs.) And it was literally, "Where are they living now?" Okay, I don't know how I avoid this one.

Crittenden: (Laughs.) What did you say?

Frum: Well, I told the truth, and then it's embarrassing for everybody.

Crittenden: Yeah, they get super awkward.

Frum: They get super awkward. And then you also feel like, Well, why have I been postponing? Then they look at you a little accusingly, like, You led me on. It's your fault.

Crittenden: (Laughs.)

Frum: You were nice enough to mention my Ringo article. It's an article I wrote for The Atlantic, I guess, in May of 2024, so very soon after Miranda died.

Crittenden: It was the first thing you were able to write.

Frum: No, the first thing I was able to write was quite weird, is I had a piece in process that had not completed the edits. And I somehow finished editing a piece on Mexican politics. I don't know how I did that. And then the Ringo article, well, my show, I'll tell my story. So as you'll remember, in those early months, I didn't sleep very well. I still don't. I would wake up every night at around the same time, around the time Miranda died. And I would wander the house, and I'd sometimes go into the room that had been her old bedroom, and I would sleep there, or I'd sometimes come into where I'm sitting now, my office. And I remember one of those occasions, I was in the office, and Ringo followed me because he was living with us and sleeping in our room. He always preferred to be with you, but sometimes he would just--

Crittenden: Well, you were, as Miranda once said, Assistant No. 2, and in your article, you quote her as saying, Dad, he loves you. He just doesn't respect you.

Frum: (Laughs.)

Crittenden: (Laughs.) So Ringo didn't have a lot of respect for you. That was true.

Frum: So I'm sitting here, in this very chair, which wasn't then set up as the studio it is, and there's a chair over in that corner, a red plush chair, and Ringo hopped on that. And he began staring at me in this kinda quizzical way, and I would stare back at him. And then I began thinking about my relationship with this dog. (Laughs.) And I think I started writing it that night at about three in the morning, and I finished the first draft at about noon or 2 p.m. the next day.

But what I wanted to say, not just to rehash my story, was to say that the difference between the Ringo article and your book was--and maybe this is the difference between our psychologies or our fathers' and mothers'--is, I approached a difficult topic very obliquely. Eighty percent of the words in the article are about Ringo, or 60 percent, whereas you here really look at the sun. You stare fixedly at the sun, and you report. You don't avert your eyes. There's no blushing. There's no obliqueness. It's right there. I think that's one of the reasons that people find your book so courageous, as compared to my sort of oblique-stepping, avoiding-a-lot-of-difficult-things article, is because you look at the sun and you tell us what the sun looks like.

Crittenden: Well, as you remember, when I first started writing this--and I was writing it separate from, like, a journal or something. I don't know who I was writing to or for, but it was that journalistic instinct that I need to record this and report on this. So I originally did not want to put Miranda in it, because I just felt I wouldn't be able to capture her. I thought I could keep the lens very tightly focused on grief, maternal grief, what it's like. And I didn't have the confidence I could ever capture everything that she was--which, by the way, you did in your Ringo article. You say it was oblique, but Miranda was just so alive and vibrant and witty, as she was in life.

And then I showed it to one of my early editors, and she wrote back and she said, "You have to put Miranda in this. I need to know about Miranda." So I did, and I started weaving her in. But when you talk about staring into the sun, how do you describe your child, this person you've known and has been so embedded in your life for 32 years? How do you have any perspective or objectivity? And this was the first thing I ever have written where I had literally no editorial perspective on it. And I remember showing it to you, one of the earlier drafts, and saying, "Should I keep going? I want this to be worthy of her. I want this to be worthy of the experience, and if it's not, I don't wanna publish it."

Frum: Yeah.

Crittenden: And you said, "No, no, keep going. Keep going."

Frum: Well, the reason I mentioned the Christopher Hitchens anecdote that I love so much in the introduction is you are a very, or you were (laughs)--you are--a very funny person. And comedy is your natural gift. In every one of your previous books, articles, there's always a comic sensibility; even when the subject matter is not so comic, there's always a comic sensibility there. And you see the absurdity in situations, and you create humor; you create laughter. There are even funny lines in Dispatches From Grief, but it's not--ultimately, it's a different kind of thing. (Laughs.)

Crittenden: (Laughs.)

Frum: But what was interesting to me watching it--and you and I, we always edit each other's material, and we're pretty direct, especially you. (Laughs.)

Crittenden: No, I'm really tactful.

Frum: (Laughs.) Yeah.

Crittenden: (Laughs.)

Frum: But we don't spare it. But as I watched this thing, it was like watching a Gothic cathedral go up; it just got thicker and richer with each rewriting and with more. And it got a little bit longer--it's still quite a short book--but the density and intensification and tragedy, which was not your previous usual idiom, and that was what came to life as you kept going. And the book became finished when it reached its emotional crescendo, not when it became longer and packed full of details. It remains a very short and very spare book.

Crittenden: Yeah, there are some inevitably comic scenes. And I now think of them as, like, the drunken knights or guardsmen in a very tragic Shakespeare play, where everything is so dark and then Shakespeare realizes, "Okay, we need a little comic relief here." And when you're in our situation, sometimes things happen that are so awful or somebody says something that is so insensitive, it's actually funny. There's nothing you can do but laugh at it. And one of the scenes in the book was when--and, as you know, there are so many tasks associated with anyone who dies, and it's especially searing when it's your child, and you have to go through their room and go through their belongings, and she had an apartment that had been sealed up, and we had to--our youngest daughter, Bea, came with me, amazingly. She's been incredibly stoic. And we went up to Brooklyn with the goal of tidying [Miranda's] apartment before we got ready to really pack it up and sell it.

And so we arrived at the hotel the night before we were gonna do this, and both of us were just so upset and nervous about the next day. And we walk into the hotel, and there's the front-desk guy, and he goes, "Why, hello, ladies! Got any great plans while you're here?" And Bea and I are just, like, stupefied. It's so early, we haven't even figured out how to deal with people who do this. And of course, maybe we did have great plans, but Bea very quickly said, "No, we're not really here for that." And he said, "Business? Pleasure?" And I'm like, "Not really either of those." But as you said that other person [did], he kept pushing. "What about a show?" And we're like, "No, we're not going to a show." And finally, as you say, you get pushed into the corner, and I said, "Well, actually, my daughter died, and we're here to clear out her apartment tomorrow." And the grin didn't vanish. He said, "Oh! Oh! What was your daughter's name?" And I said, "Miranda." And he goes, "Well, at least Miranda's in a better place now, am I right?" And I looked at him, and I said, "Well, she was in a pretty good place. She had a very nice one-bedroom apartment in Brooklyn Heights." And in New York, David, of course, people understand real estate. And I said, "I think she was pretty happy there." And he went, "Oh, well, yes, yes, I can see that. Well, can I send you a bottle of champagne?" (Laughs.) And Bea said, "Well, we're not really celebrating." And I said, "Yeah, you know what? Send us a bottle of white wine. We could use that." And he goes, "Okay, it's on your way." But he wasn't even flustered, which was kind of impressive. And it did make us laugh, despite of the grim task we were facing the next day.

Frum: So you're going to do a lot of podcasts, and you're going to answer many similar questions. And as I was trying to think how could I do something worthy of you and worthy of this book, that one of the things maybe I can ask are some questions that more normal interviewers would be embarrassed to ask, so can I ask you about survival and how you survive as a mother, how we survive as a family? Can we talk about that a little bit? You mentioned the tasks. You've had an extraordinary number of terrible tasks, including planning a gravesite. How is it that you stayed in the land of the living yourself?

Crittenden: Well, as you know, I didn't stay in the land of the living for a while. And I often think--and this might, again, be a question for you, too--we were lucky to have a strong underlying marriage. I don't know what would've happened if we didn't. I think it's very common that marriages don't survive this type of tragedy. I sometimes think if there was any thought of blame to the other person, even if it's not fair--"Well, why didn't you do this?," or "Why didn't you do that?"--that, I don't think a marriage could ever overcome.

But you were, as I was writhing and even, at one point, as you know, quite suicidal--not that I was going to act on the suicide, but I remember feeling very strongly that I'd rather be dead than enduring this pain that I was enduring. And as a mother, that's a terrible thought to have, because in some way, you're rationalizing that you're willing to leave your living children, your husband because you can't withstand the pain or going on anymore. And it was really you and your strength, that you just--my impulse was to, yeah, crawl under the bed and just stay there and cry, and you were the one who kept tugging me back to Earth, tugging me back to life. And you said at one point, and this is in the book as well, that you said, "We can't let ourselves go into our own silos of grief." And that was very true because you grieve differently from how I grieved. Of course, Nat, our son; Bea, our daughter; they were in their own world that had been exploded 'cause they were all very close as siblings. And meanwhile, their parents, or certainly, I was suddenly, as their mother, not able to comfort them, which also made me feel terrible. And they had to watch us cry. I remember Bea, she wrote some things down from the time, which I quote in the book, and she remembers, I think, that first night or two after Miranda died and you went into her old bedroom and Bea could hear your wails through the wall, and how upsetting that has to be for children to see these strong parents, whom you've always relied on to take care of things, suddenly, they're not. They can't.

So we all went through a period of, I guess, silos and just trying to cope. But you really were the force that kept pulling me back. It got so crazy that at one point, I'm apologizing for being so crazy. I'm just sobbing and sobbing. You were holding me, and I said, "I'm so sorry, David. You must think I'm insane, but I can't help it." And you just held me, and you said, "My God, Danielle, you're a mother who's lost a child. How could you feel differently?"

Frum: Yeah.

Crittenden: I was, like, physically silo-prone, but you were more intellectually or mentally silo-prone. And as you said, the way you experienced it was to get up in the night to be by yourself. I wrote in the book that you are able to retreat into the vast chambers of your mind, as your listeners will understand. You could spend days in there, pulling books out, coming up with ideas.

Frum: But I think that risks leaving a false impression. And to be candid about it, I had a dimension that you, happily and mercifully, didn't have, which is, I always had a lot of guilt because Miranda and I were very similar people: willful, not inclined to listen to others--really not inclined to listen to others (Laughs.)--sure we're right, most especially sure we're right when we're completely wrong. And so, as a result of that, she and I had had a lot of conflict over the time. And in some of the cases, it was inevitable and I was right, but some of it was just the habit of conflict means that something comes up, and with a different personality, you would've resolved it in a much less acrimonious way, but it would become acrimonious. And so those scenes of conflict would play in my mind. I wasn't going through the works of Thomas Aquinas in the brain. I was just going through scenes where, you know, "Why did I handle it this way? Why didn't I say yes? I could've said yes."

And one of the ways I had to come through all of that was by saying, "You know what? Well, maybe that was just inevitable. Just given her nature and mine, there was no way we were not going to have these conflicts." And some of the conflicts, some of them, I was right. Miranda was quite--

Crittenden: Willful. (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) Willful. And some of them I was right, and some of them I was maybe wrong, but unless you had foreknowledge of how the story was going, any parent would've been wrong the same way that I was wrong. But I did have those strong feelings of, "Boy, I should've said yes to that. I should've said yes to that. I should've said yes to that."

Crittenden: But every parent has that. And look, Miranda, she was our first child, and--

Frum: Practice child.

Crittenden: Sorry?

Frum: You get one to practice on.

Crittenden: Yeah, and look, she was a wonderful, magical little girl. But she was willful, and what began as sort of being willful in nursery school, where, "It's scissor time, everybody," and Miranda's like, "Nope, I'm gonna keep with the costumes," you know? And she wouldn't do it angrily; she'd just be utterly indifferent to what others were doing. (Laughs.)

Frum: Wow. What would it be like to live with such a person? (Laughs.)

Crittenden: I don't know, David. (Laughs.) You're always so accepting of authority.

But that became, through adolescence--and I wrote about this because the other thing that I think is important in remembering someone, anyone, who has died, is not to deify them. It's good, obviously, to remember their good qualities, but if you try and turn them into some sort of saint and forget who they were, then I think they cease to be alive within you. And I do tell part of this story of Miranda just--and I think I started taking Zoloft when she was 16. Our hair would stand on end with things she would get up to. And yeah, her younger siblings would, almost in admiration, watch as we stripped her phone from her, her computer, grounded her, locked her in her room, and she was just like, "I don't care. I'm fine." So she was not the easiest child to parent. But as she got older and she got through that period--and as you remember, we had to ship her up to my parents so she could finish high school (Laughs.) 'cause the tension had gotten so difficult.

Frum: But we also ran out of high schools in the D.C. area. (Laughs.)

Crittenden: (Laughs.) And no one would take her. 'Cause she was brilliant, but if she didn't care about something like math, then why should she care?

Frum: Yeah. Or attendance. (Laughs.)

Crittenden: Attendance. (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) Attendance was optional.

Crittenden: (Laughs.) Yeah, she had so many better things to do. (Laughs.)

And in this weird, competitive academic world of D.C., the hothouse of D.C. schools that we--anyway, we're from Toronto, our parents were in Toronto, and the schools there were much more forgiving, and she went to a wonderful school there, and somehow, they dragged her, kicking and screaming, and got her graduated.

But so that was a very, very difficult time, and I, for years, had guilt, my own guilt, that we'd had to ship her up to my parents, who could manage her much better than we could. But she came through that. And when she was, like, I don't know, what, 20, 21, or 22 and we all suddenly became very, very, very close and I had the opportunity, and I think you did, too, to--I actually apologized to her for that. I said, "Yeah, I just can't tell you how much that haunts me, that we felt we had to do that." And she started to refer to that time as, she would say, "Well, back when I was being an asshole." (Laughs.) So I think she recognized the difficulty that we faced. But she also said, "No, Mom, I made my best friends at that school." And they were friends who stayed with her all the way through. And she didn't hold that against us, and I felt, by the time she died, we had become so close. She was really like a best friend. And she was a best friend to you; you guys were so similar in personality, which probably was some of the origins of your clashes, that you guys would just sit together. You shared a humor and a wit, and I--

Frum: We talked about it--we had family grammars of jokes. You thought Nathaniel was funny, and Miranda and I would roll our eyes because his humor sometimes was a little broad.

Crittenden: (Laughs.) Yeah, or a little cruder, if we may say, a little.

Frum: (Laughs.) And then Miranda and I would have our jokes, and you and Nathaniel would be like, No.

Crittenden: I don't get it. (Laughs.)

Frum: Yeah. I don't get it. (Laughs.)

Crittenden: But I loved listening to you guys laugh, the laughter through the house, the mutual recognition in each other and how much she admired you and how much she loved you. And we had a good at least 10 years of really intense closeness. And I felt that when she died, she knew how much we loved her, and we knew how much she loved us, and that, to me, has been a great source of comfort. It would've been horrible not to have been able to have those conversations. And it was just so her to have the self-recognition, the perspective, like, "Yeah, I was really causing you guys a lot of trouble."

Frum: Let me get us back on to--'cause I don't wanna turn this into a family therapy session. We have to be mindful that we are trying to be of service to other people, who have their problems, as everyone does. So I wanna keep to this theme of survival. We talked about you surviving as an individual person. I wanna ask you about survival as a family, because one of the things that, sometimes you only understand it after it's too late, is that every family is kind of a jigsaw puzzle. And each person is a piece that, at best, binds, or maybe doesn't bind, but the pattern is only formed by the interaction of these personalities, two or three or four or five, six, seven, however many there are. And you may not even understand the function of a piece until that piece is removed. And one of the things that I think we both have heard from other families that we've talked to in this situation is, they didn't understand exactly the role that the missing loved one played until the missing loved one was gone. And then there was a problem of Well, how do the other pieces now cohere when this piece of the puzzle is taken away and gone, and then the little holes don't connect anymore? Is there any advice you can offer about how families can put themselves together as a collectivity?

Crittenden: Yeah. I would say, just so it seems less like self-therapy, what we were just saying, is that telling people that you love them, working through and coming to resolutions, even if--God, hopefully they won't die--but having that kind of openness with each other, especially parents to children, about acknowledging mistakes, seeking that kind of understanding of each other is important.

The part about the puzzle piece, it's more like a hole being blown open in a ship. I say, "I'm not the same person I was, and I won't be the same person I was. I'm not a completely different person, but I'm a different person," because Miranda played a role in our family that each of us had a relationship to her in a different way. We were, each of us, with her different than we were with anyone else. And now, suddenly, this very important puzzle piece, or hole is blown, and you're a little bit at sea. At first, you're just--

Frum: And maybe a little under the sea in this metaphor.

Crittenden: You're like people in life preservers.

Frum: The water streaming in through the crack in the bulwark.

Crittenden: Right, or you're floating with little ropes, trying to stay connected to each other. So you do have to regroup. And one of the things Nat, our son, said early on and which has really, really stayed with me, is he said, "The worst thing we could do to Miranda's memory is have our family fall apart." And so I think everybody has to consciously work at staying together and readjusting to this new reality. So our children Bea and Nat have to reknit, somehow, their relationship in the absence of this older sister who was kind of their leader in all things through their whole lives. And we have to reknit not just our relationship with each other, but also with our children in her absence too.

So it's something that just takes time, but I think it's something that takes real conscious effort. And we heard from so many families that--in one case, the mother just went mute for 10 years, couldn't function again. And I think that's quite common. People don't get over this or through it. They're not able to reknit, for whatever reason. And one of the statistics I've discovered is that the mortality rate for parents, and especially mothers, go up within the five years after a child dies. And some of that is suicide; they just commit suicide. Some of that is addiction. I can well imagine becoming an alcoholic or a heroin addict. Or you care less about yourself. You don't take care of yourself as much. I remember I got quite clumsy. You're very distracted. It's very easy to get into a car accident. Your body is not functioning the way it was, and I think that's the other interesting part or aspect of grief. It's not just this emotional thing. It's not just, as I mentioned, the physical pain. But your whole nervous system is thrown. And so you get mental fog. You get very forgetful. So many aspects of grief take over you physically in ways that are unexpected and you're often not even aware of.

Frum: Before we get to the last things I wanna ask you about, I do have a piece of advice, which I'll insert here, which is, to hazard a sex-based generalization, I think it is easier for men, for fathers to escape emotional trouble into busyness than it is for women, and if a loss like this befalls you in the active part of your life, that one escape route for the man, for the father is, just rededicate himself to work. And you can rationalize that because you're supporting your family, and you can double down on your provider role, maybe even achieve even greater success as a provider because of your now much more single-minded focus on work because of your desire to escape all the parts of your life that look so horrible when you're not at work. And I know, for me, the one time when I'm completely at peace is when I'm working on a difficult piece of journalism, where I'm researching something, and then I will have, like, days where I'm thinking about nothing except the topic at hand, the more obscure, the better. I wrote a big article about cryptocurrency regulation. That was a real respite. I spent a week thinking about nothing but about the regulation of stablecoins.

And the hazard, if you're the man doing that, is it's very easy and tempting to forget that, for the mother and the woman, it's probably going to be a lot harder to do that. And when you're escaping your troubles, you're also at risk of escaping her. And so one of the things that I think we've made a real effort to do is spend more time together. I don't go to conferences anymore. There's just a lot of things I don't do. And I know that means I'm underfoot at lunch, which can be annoying. But--

Crittenden: (Laughs.) No, I love having lunch with you.

Frum: --but you have to stay close together. And the man, in particular, the father, has to defeat his impulse to escape into work, which is--and, again, a number of our acquaintances who have been in this situation, you can hear that that has been, implicitly or explicitly, the man's resolution and understandable, helpful, powerful, but potentially dangerous.

Crittenden: Well, also, and to put it in slightly more modern terms, the mother can be working full-time too. In my case, because I work from home and because I was a writer, I didn't have the discipline of having to show up at an office. And in some ways, I envied you for that because it left me too stranded with my thoughts and my grief. And as you remember, after this happened, even the hobbies I had, like gardening or playing the piano or whatever, I just couldn't do anymore. I just stopped. Everything stopped for me. And I probably could have used a job, maybe, at some point to bring me out of myself. But I think, in general, you're right that if it's not the father putting himself into work, it's his playing golf or just maybe men are just better at compartmentalizing and escaping this kind of thing.

Frum: Let me ask you two things about things I know that you have been working on since the completion of the book. One is an article you recently published in The Wall Street Journal about the electronic afterlife. Could you just walk us through that article and what you discovered about the electronic afterlife?

Crittenden: The digital haunting? And I write about this in the book, too, that in this digital age that we live in--it used to be if someone died, you could pack away their belongings. They had boxes of letters and things you could file. You could do whatever. But--

Frum: Photo albums that you would put on the shelf.

Crittenden: Photo albums that you could put on the shelf. Now, everywhere, you are trailed by these digital reminders. And this was especially true early on, but it still throws me. You'll pick up your phone and there's Facebook, helpfully curating what you were doing in 2018 with Miranda, or here's our furry friends, Miranda and Ringo. And it's just in your face, and I call them "emotional IEDs." Suddenly, you're just going about your day, and there's an explosion, and you're just reeling, and in that sense, our digital lives outlive our physical lives. And there are things like my car still asks me if I wanna connect to Miranda's iPhone; it pops up. She's on my list of phone favorites. And I could, in many ways--some you can't avoid; I don't know how you would disable Facebook Memories, but I guess just leave Facebook--but the other things also require a conscious act of erasure that I haven't been ready to do. I don't wanna erase her name from my list of favorites. I probably should disconnect her phone from our car, but again, it's a conscious act that you're reminding yourself she's no longer here and never will be. And that's just a kind of decisions and assault you get, I don't know, 10 times a day that you're faced with.

Frum: But meanwhile, these same companies that say, "Here, here, here, here you are with Miranda and Ringo, happily on the beach together," at the same time, they hoard data and make it almost impossible to get things that you would want. And you wrote about this, about the struggles we went through to get access to some of her digital files and--

Crittenden: Yeah, basically, if you don't know--

Frum: The different companies you have to deal with.

Crittenden: Yeah. If you don't know their password, which we didn't--we tried--they will not give you access to their data. This was the side you handled, which I was grateful for, is legal issues. They won't let you get access to her computer. They won't let you get access to any of her data. They won't let you get access to her email, nothing. Eventually, through the court order, we got access to her photos.

Frum: And this is some useful advice, maybe, for others: Apple is more accessible than any of the other companies. It's not that it's so accessible, but they--

Crittenden: No, they still treat you like some prurient hacker, trying to--

Frum: Right, right. But I had to go to court, get a court order, and it had to be written a certain way--if Apple doesn't like the language, they won't comply with it--that said, "We want the photos that are stored on her iCloud." And that took months.

Crittenden: Mm-hmm.

Frum: It wasn't free. And tell them the punch line to the story we found out. (Laughs.)

Crittenden: Well, a lot of the photos were of Ringo. (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) For this--I paid thousands of dollars to get these pictures, and I love Ringo, but we have pictures--

Crittenden: (Laughs.) And he was very cute.

Frum: (Laughs.) He was very cute. But we have ample photos of Ringo already, and now here are a whole lot more. And they weren't all good pictures either--

Crittenden: But we still also--

Frum: --but there's some that we're very grateful to have.

Crittenden: And what was also frustrating is, they could so easily open her phone. And again, they wouldn't open her phone. And in the end, what do we care? What are we really looking for in her devices, aside from photos and did she do any writings? I'm not interested in going through her personal emails or whatever. But one of the things I wanted to know is, when she died so suddenly, did she try to call 911? Did she reach out to anybody? And in the end, well, what does it matter whether I know that or not? It's not gonna bring her back, but just as a mother, you kind of wanna know. And so, yeah, there'll just be things we won't know. And so I have her devices, and maybe, one day, there'll be a way to open them, but yeah, we can't. And it's a real problem--I've actually received, since that article was published, emails from other parents who are going through the same thing.

Frum: Yeah. My advice to anyone is, make sure you have--someplace visible, unlocked, on paper, not in digital form--a letter that tells your loved ones all your passwords, where all your bank accounts are, the name of every adviser you have, at least make sure they can find your passwords after you're gone, because it is so impossible if you don't.

Crittenden: It's such a nightmare, yeah.

Frum: Last thing I wanna ask you about, and I know this is something that's a work in progress, so I don't wanna make you say more about it than you can, but look, American culture is a problem-solving culture, which is great. And whatever your problem is, there's someone who is eager to advise you on how to overcome it, and there are people who wanna help you with the problem of how you can turn your grief to benefit. And I know you've been thinking a little bit about this, so I don't wanna ask you to say more than you care to say, but can you tell us a little bit about the grief industry and your perspective on it?

Crittenden: No, and I do write about it in the book as well--I call them these "happiness hucksters." These are the people who go to TED Talks, run retreats, write articles about how, basically, the worst thing that can possibly happen to you is an opportunity for personal growth. What you discover, of course, is these people have never suffered anything worse than losing a job or something. But there really is a whole industry out there trying to--and look, I get it; it's a very elaborate way of saying very basic, ordinary things, like, Yes, you can learn from your failure. If you come from hardship, you can overcome it. We take lessons from life. And look, there are lessons we've taken from suffering. But the gist is that that's gonna make us better people, and that implies that, well, it was really good for me that Miranda died, because I've just really grown as a person. And yeah, honestly, I just wanna punch those people in the face. (Laughs.) Just like, Go away. But yes, it is amazing. And people will actually say those kinds of things to your face. And they'll say, Well, what gifts have you taken away from this? And this is a very unreturnable gift.

But I will say, I've come to think of, gifts are gifts that Miranda has given me. And when someone dies, I think it's very normal to absorb them into you and, in this case, their best qualities. And knowing that Miranda was such a connector in life, such a booster of friends, I find myself doing the things that I think she would've done. And that has made me a better person. I have more empathy. She always had this ability to see into people and figure out exactly who they were, and she often attracted people who were sad, people who did have real struggles, and she befriended them and helped them. She was a deeply empathetic person that way. And so that's one of the things I'm trying to learn and perform on her behalf.

And of course, since this happened to us, you can no longer walk around smugly, thinking, Well, this couldn't possibly happen to me. That sort of thing happens to other people. So that's very humbling. But it's not something that I think is gonna make me a greater success in life.

Frum: Yeah. Well, the book is beautiful, and I hope it will bring comfort to people who need comfort, understanding to people who need understanding or want understanding, and the act of doing it has brought extraordinary purpose to you at a time when you needed it, so that was Miranda's--

Crittenden: That was Miranda's other gift. I was thinking that with your Ringo article and with this book, I feel she was the impetus to get us back writing. And through the process of this book and promoting it--which is a weird thing to have to do, 'cause you have to talk over and over about this thing you really don't wanna talk over and over about--but I've felt she's pulled me back into the world, and she's made it possible, I think, for me to write again and write other things, not just about grief.

And the connections that we have made with other people in our situation, I can almost hear Miranda in my head saying, Mom, you've gotta meet this woman. She's fabulous, and she also lost a daughter. (Laughs.) It's like her invisible hand has been forming these connections, urging us, and especially me, to rejoin the world and the living, and I feel that all the time from her.

Frum: Let's stop there. Thanks, Danielle.

Crittenden: Thank you, darling. Thank you for having me on. I know that it's a big honor to be on The David Frum Show.

Frum: (Laughs.) Bye-bye.

Crittenden: Bye-bye.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to my wife, Danielle Crittenden Frum, for joining me today on The David Frum Show. Thanks to her for her candor and courage in discussing her beautiful but very difficult book, Dispatches From Grief: A Mother's Journey Through the Unthinkable.

As I mentioned, because of the sensitivity of this topic and the personal nature and the toll it's taken on both of us, I'm not going to add a book discussion this week. There'll be one next week.

Thank you for watching and listening. Thanks for joining me on The David Frum Show. As ever, the best way to support this program is by subscribing to The Atlantic. That way, you can get the work of me and all of my colleagues at The Atlantic. And please like and share this on whatever platform you use. That helps a lot to get the message of the show to people who might benefit from hearing it. Thanks so much. See you next week here on The David Frum Show.

[Music]
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The Attention-Span Panic

It's not just about spans that seem too short.

by Franklin Schneider

Wed, 06 May 2026




Last year, I took a drastic step to protect my attention: I cut off my home internet service. I already refuse to get a smartphone and have long paid for an app to block internet access on my laptop when I need to be productive. Yet I was still wasting too many late-night hours scrolling X, or watching CGI reenactments of plane crashes and VHS rips of old Letterman episodes. Even resisting took an effort that I resented; the internet, I became convinced, was making me stupid, and I had no one to blame but myself.

Attention, these days, is something that many Americans seem to regard as an inherent virtue whose purity they can try to protect or allow to be despoiled. A diminished attention span is a sign of personal weakness, or even intellectual debasement. On social media, people talk of having "German-shepherd attention spans" and liken their condition to "brain damage." To reduce one's attention span, so the logic implies, is to reduce one's humanity.

But this might be an outdated way of thinking about attention--and one that blames the individual for dispensing something that, more accurately, is being extracted. Some of the most lucrative companies on the planet, after all, are those that harvest attention. Perhaps many people feel bad about their attention span not because it's too short, but because they sense that they're running themselves ragged by giving away a precious commodity for far less than it's worth.



According to neurologists, humans have many types of attention. "Serial" attention, for instance, might be used to monitor gadgets as they move past on a factory assembly line, whereas the ability to focus on a face while ignoring noise around it is "spatial" attention. Today's laments about deteriorating focus, though, generally refer to "sustained" attention, which is when one homes in on a single item for a long period. And people are faced with so many distractions that their capacity to singularly focus does seem to be undergoing a fundamental change, Tony Ro, a neuroscience professor at CUNY, told me. In 2007--the same year the first iPhone was released--the scholar N. Katherine Hayles, then an English professor at UCLA (where she's now a research professor), called this transition a shift from "deep attention," which is extended focus on, say, a novel, to "hyper attention," a type characterized by "switching focus rapidly among different tasks and information streams." Along with this shift came judgment; Hayles wrote that hyper-attention was "regarded as defective behavior that scarcely qualifies as a cognitive mode at all."

Read: I see your smartphone-addicted life

A great irony of this contemporary insecurity about attention is that, compared with the rest of the animal kingdom, the human attention span is really not that impressive. Although we have many exceptional cognitive abilities (abstract thought, for instance), Raymond Klein, an experimental psychologist at Dalhousie University, told me that a house cat staring at a mouse hole can marshal much more impressive attentional resources than the average person.

Even the relatively paltry sustained-attention span of modern humans is a recent innovation. Primitive foragers needed a limber form of attention that could constantly monitor for threats. Only when humans settled did it become more beneficial to dedicate focus to crops, to looms and fences, to reruns of The Price Is Right.

But hyper-attention, especially the sort demanded of modern humans, comes with astronomically high costs. Concentrating uses up oxygenated glucose in the brain, and whether one is steadily focused on a single thing or rapidly shifting among focal points, both forms of attention draw from the same figurative fuel tank (a tank that, it's worth noting, can vary by person, depending on genetic or environmental factors). When that fuel runs out, so does one's capacity to lock in. And like a car that stops and starts every couple of blocks versus one that cruises down the highway, shifting our attention among different things uses up far more energy than steadily focusing on one. Not only are people constantly bombarded by news updates, Slack messages about deliverables, and whimsical memes, but their brains have also defaulted to operating in the most inefficient mode.

Read: The film students who can no longer sit through films

Trying to push through results only in a crash. In the early days of factory work, employees had to stand at assembly lines for hours at a time, focusing on repetitive tasks and moving at a merciless pace. As physically strenuous as the work could be, it was even more punishing mentally. In Behemoth, Joshua B. Freeman's history of the factory, he writes that workers called the state of fatigued, overtaxed attention "Forditis." The wives of Ford workers complained that they came home in a bad mood and went straight to bed--and that Forditis even made their husbands impotent. Switch out the assembly line for screens and social media, and Forditis seems like a fairly good analogy for today's ailment: brains that are drained, unable to make room for much else.



Still, mere exhaustion doesn't quite account for the panic about attention. When people complain about "attention-seeking behavior" in others, after all, it's because they feel like something valuable is being taken. And although nobody is forced to watch TikTok, many seem to feel that their attention is being stolen from them. In a way, it is. Tech companies have turned attention into a moneymaking commodity, and yet most of the scrolling masses are unable to cash in on even a fraction of the value generated by their very own eyeballs.

In the regular economy, Americans put their labor or goods on the free market, and in exchange, they receive money to spend on rent, food, gray-market peptides, jeans with sequined butterflies on the back pockets, etc. In the attention economy, people don't really sell their commodity--their attention; they simply give it away or barter it in return for ... what? Photos of a co-worker's breakfast? Cat videos? According to one behavioral study released last year, the median American adult spends a little more than six hours a day looking at a smartphone, and many spend five hours on social-media apps alone, which essentially amounts to clocking in to a part-time job--though plenty of people are likely being paid only in amusement, envy, stoked outrage, or a sort of anaesthetized daze that's not quite boredom but not quite not-boredom either.

Read: The new age of performance anxiety

When everyone's too tired and atomized from looking at their phone to assess their place in the attention economy, it's easier to resort to self-recrimination, to make a resolution to reclaim one's focus, to cultivate one's own mindfulness. (Or, in my case, to hoard attention like a cranky prospector in a mountain shack.) The desire to escape the attention economy has simply opened more pathways for attention capture. While TikTok fine-tunes its algorithm for maximum addictiveness, start-ups sell meditation apps and brain supplements. Perhaps the best metaphor for the contemporary attention span is the factory-farmed dairy cow: shot up with hormones on the one hand, milked mercilessly on the other.

The attention economy's subsumption of the conventional economy happened so rapidly that many people may only just now be realizing that they're being farmed. As late as 2013, the largest company in the world was the fossil-fuel giant ExxonMobil; just a few years later, it was Alphabet. Great wealth is often acquired by such sleights of hand. The farm containing the first oil well in the U.S. was bought for only $5,000, and the island of Manhattan was, as legend has it, exchanged for glass beads and trinkets.

But these fleecings tend to leave a bad taste in the mouth. Is it any wonder that so many people are so anxious, so restless, so frustrated about attention these days? The queasiness one feels after a fleeting hour of scrolling could be from a sense of soiled virtue, from mental exhaustion, or from a much more American consternation: the awareness, even if only subconscious, of having sold oneself cheap.
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A Dangerous New Attack on Press Freedom

<span>According to MS NOW, the FBI has launched an investigation into an </span><em>Atlantic</em><span> reporter.</span>

by David A. Graham

Wed, 06 May 2026




This story was updated on May 6, 2026 at 11:39 a.m.

The Trump administration's war against freedom of the press has reached a startling new low.

According to a report this morning from MS NOW, the FBI has opened a criminal investigation focusing on my Atlantic colleague Sarah Fitzpatrick, related to an article she published last month about Director Kash Patel. Drawing on some two dozen sources, Fitzpatrick reported that people inside the administration and the bureau are deeply concerned about what they described as Patel's unexplained absences and excessive drinking.

Patel filed a lawsuit against Fitzpatrick and The Atlantic following the story's publication, alleging defamation and demanding $250 million. The Atlantic says that it stands by Fitzpatrick's reporting, and legal commentators from across the political spectrum have concluded that the case is weak and likely to fail. Editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg responded to the MS NOW report with this statement: "If confirmed to be true, this would represent an outrageous attack on the free press and the First Amendment itself. We will defend The Atlantic and its staff vigorously; we will not be intimidated by illegitimate investigations or other acts of politically motivated retaliation; we will continue to cover the FBI professionally, fairly, and thoroughly; and we will continue to practice journalism in the public interest."

Filing a flimsy civil lawsuit as a private citizen is Patel's right, though it is also plainly an inappropriate attempt to smother unflattering reporting. But if Patel's bureau has launched a criminal investigation into a reporter, employing the power of the federal government, that would be a significant escalation. An FBI spokesperson denied that a probe exists, telling MS NOW, "This is completely false. No such investigation like this exists and the reporter you mention is not being investigated at all."

But MS NOW reports that some of the FBI agents assigned to the case are upset. "They know they are not supposed to do this," a source told the network. "But if they don't go forward, they could lose their jobs. You're damned if you do and damned if you don't."

It would be notable if the Trump administration is launching a criminal probe focusing on a member of the press. Previously, the administration has frequently threatened the free press in other ways. President Trump himself has demonstrated either ignorance of or disregard for the First Amendment, saying that negative coverage of him is "really illegal." He has filed many of his own lawsuits against news organizations; last month, a judge dismissed a suit against The Wall Street Journal for (accurately) reporting on a card that Trump sent the late sex offender Jeffrey Epstein featuring a doodle of a naked woman. Trump has attempted to banish outlets from the White House for refusing to use his new name for the Gulf of Mexico, and his Federal Communications Commission has repeatedly threatened news outlets with loss of broadcast licenses and other sanctions.

The existence of a criminal probe would be notable for other reasons as well. First, the investigation is reportedly being run out of the FBI's insider-threats unit. That's exactly what it sounds like: a team charged with monitoring actions by federal employees or contractors who have access to sensitive information and might reveal it, harming national security. Fitzpatrick is obviously not an insider.

Second, neither Patel nor anyone else has publicly alleged any violation of the law on Fitzpatrick's part in any other venue. Nor does his lawsuit or any public statement allege that Fitzpatrick reported classified information. Reporters do sometimes publish classified information when it is in the public interest, and although every government hates this, they have generally responded by attempting to find and prosecute leakers, not reporters--although the government has sometimes tried to compel reporters to testify about sources. Earlier this year, FBI agents seized devices from a Washington Post reporter who obtained leaks, but she was never reported to be a subject of investigation herself.

This situation lacks even a pretense of national-security threat. If the report is true, Patel appears to have launched a criminal investigation into a reporter simply because he was embarrassed by her reporting. Even for an administration with an awful record on press freedom, and a bureau with a history of unsavory actions by directors, this is a dangerous step.

The lack of any apparent or even alleged wrongdoing, as well as Patel's precarious hold on a position for which he was never qualified, mean that any investigation may never result in charges. But the Trump administration has shown its awareness that an investigation itself can be an effective way to intimidate critics or even neutral reporters. Targets are forced to spend time on the matter and pay for legal representation, even in clearly frivolous situations. Goldberg has made clear that The Atlantic will not be intimidated, but as I have written previously, those with less ability to defend themselves may make different calculations as a result of government pressure. Unfortunately for Patel, the investigation is also likely to pique the interests of reporters and encourage more leaks from those inside the bureau who remain devoted to rule of law. Those two groups today far outpace the director in embodying the FBI motto "Fidelity, bravery, integrity."
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The FBI Is Reportedly Investigating a Leak to an <em>Atlantic</em> Writer

Sarah Fitzpatrick reported on concerns about Kash Patel's drinking and behavior.

by Matt Viser, Shane Harris

Wed, 06 May 2026




This story was updated on May 6, 2026, at 4:50 p.m.

Nearly three weeks after The Atlantic reported that some government officials were alarmed by FBI Director Kash Patel's behavior, including conspicuous inebriation and unexplained absences, MS NOW reported this morning that the bureau has "launched a criminal leak investigation" that focuses on the Atlantic journalist who wrote the story, Sarah Fitzpatrick.

MS NOW reported that there is concern among FBI agents assigned to the investigation, citing two people familiar with the matter who were granted anonymity. Leak investigations are typically focused on government officials, not on journalists, with the goal of avoiding scrutinizing the reporters' private communications, notes, or other work material. Investigators rarely subpoena a reporter's records, to avoid encroaching on activity protected by the First Amendment. But the MS NOW reporting suggests a reversal of the normal process, with investigators possibly beginning their work with Fitzpatrick, former U.S. officials who are familiar with leak investigations but did not have firsthand knowledge of this situation told us.

"They know they are not supposed to do this," one source told MS NOW about the purported scrutiny of a journalist. "But if they don't go forward, they could lose their jobs. You're damned if you do and damned if you don't."

The FBI spokesperson Ben Williamson denied the investigation and said in a statement, "This is completely false. No such investigation like this exists and the reporter you mention is not being investigated at all." The White House referred me to the FBI.

The MS NOW report said that it was unclear whether internal interviews have taken place to determine who would have had "the kind of information" that appeared in the Atlantic story. It also said it was not known what steps investigators have taken in the case, including whether the FBI had sought to obtain Fitzpatrick's phone records, examined her social-media contacts, or run her name and information through FBI databases. The government would need to obtain a warrant, approved by a judge, to review the contents of Fitzpatrick's communications, or to seize her phone or computer.

"If confirmed to be true, this would represent an outrageous attack on the free press and the First Amendment itself," The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, said in a statement. "We will defend The Atlantic and its staff vigorously; we will not be intimidated by illegitimate investigations or other acts of politically motivated retaliation; we will continue to cover the FBI professionally, fairly, and thoroughly; and we will continue to practice journalism in the public interest."

This is not the first time in recent months that federal law enforcement has targeted traditional news-gathering practices in ways that seem designed to intimidate journalists and discourage critical news stories. In January, FBI agents executed a search warrant at the home of the Washington Post reporter Hannah Natanson, seizing her phone and other devices as part of an investigation into a government contractor who was charged with unlawfully transmitting and retaining classified information. Weeks earlier, Natanson had published an essay about how she had connected with more than 1,000 sources about the Trump administration's overhaul of the federal government. Some of that work, along with that of Natanson's colleagues, was recognized this week when the Post was awarded the Pulitzer Prize for Public Service. In March, the FBI began investigating the New York Times reporter Elizabeth Williamson after she wrote about Patel using bureau personnel to protect his girlfriend and ferry her around, the paper reported. (It also reported that the FBI decided not to pursue a case.)

In an April 17 article titled "The FBI Director Is MIA," Fitzpatrick wrote that she interviewed more than two dozen people 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. The article included several anecdotes about Patel that had not been previously reported, including an incident in which Patel struggled to log on to an internal computer system and thought he might have been fired, according to nine people familiar with what happened. Fitzpatrick also wrote that there was concern across the government about Patel's drinking, according to several officials, and that he was known to drink to the point of obvious intoxication. At one point last year, Patel's security detail requested "breaching equipment" because the director had been unreachable behind locked doors, according to multiple people familiar with the request.

Patel denied the details in the story and sued The Atlantic and Fitzpatrick for defamation, seeking $250 million in damages. The lawsuit alleges that the article contains "false and obviously fabricated allegations" and claims that the magazine did not give the agency enough time to respond. The Atlantic has defended its reporting and called the lawsuit "meritless." White House aides have said that President Trump continues to support the FBI director, although he has not mounted a vociferous defense of Patel.

Last year, Patel sued the former FBI official Frank Figliuzzi for stating on Morning Joe that the FBI director had "been visible at nightclubs far more than he has been on the seventh floor of the Hoover Building," where the agency is headquartered. On April 21, a day after Patel filed the defamation suit against The Atlantic, a federal judge in the Southern District of Texas dismissed the suit against Figliuzzi.
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The Perverse Tyranny of a Perfect Transcript

Why Harvard should cap A grades.

by Joshua Greene

Wed, 06 May 2026




Each year, the undergraduate college at Harvard awards the Sophia Freund Prize to the graduating senior with the highest GPA. For decades, the prize went to one student, sometimes two if there was a tie. In 2025, there was a 55-way tie. The top students all had a perfect GPA. Hundreds more were nearly perfect. Last year, flat A's accounted for 66 percent of grades. A's and A-'s accounted for 84 percent.

In Harvard's Student Handbook, an A represents "extraordinary distinction"--an assessment that makes no sense if it applies to two-thirds of students. To restore meaning to student transcripts, Harvard's grading committee, of which I am a member, has proposed capping all flat A grades to around 33 percent across undergraduate courses. Our recommendation follows a three-year investigation by Amanda Claybaugh, the dean of undergraduate education at Harvard, that found that the school's current grading system is "damaging the academic culture of the College."

Grade inflation is about more than numbers. Putting a perfect GPA in reach of so many students perversely deters them from taking classes that could threaten it. It's as if students start college with a shiny new car and hope to go four years without a scratch. Who would dare go off-road? If educators want to revive academic risk-taking, engagement, and inquisitiveness on college campuses, then we should liberate our students from the tyranny of the impeccable transcript.

When I was asked to join Harvard's grading committee last year, I wasn't sure that there was a problem. Given that students have a tougher time getting in now than they did in my day--the acceptance rate has fallen from about 15 percent in the 1990s to about 4 percent now--the surfeit of A's might simply reflect the strength of the students. Yet faculty who have taught the same courses for decades report no dramatic improvement in academic performance. In fact, many professors say that students seem less invested in academics and less motivated to do all the reading than they used to be.

Rose Horowitch: The perverse consequences of the easy A

A 2025 Harvard report on classroom culture revealed that students' class choices were in many cases motivated less by intellectual curiosity than by the prospect of an easy A. This puts pressure on faculty to give more A's to ensure that students enroll in their courses and evaluate them positively in reviews. As my colleague Steven Pinker has explained, resisting inflation can drive students away from gateway courses to whole disciplines. Because grade inflation makes a perfect GPA not just possible but seemingly essential, chancing even an A- can appear needlessly perilous.

In classes where the median grade is an A, students know they need work only hard enough to land in the middle of a class, saving their precious energy for extracurriculars (writing for publications, leading pre-professional clubs) where true distinction can be earned. "It would be flippant to say that [Harvard] grades are useless, but they're almost useless," a law-school dean has said. The problem goes beyond the Ivy League. Studies show that the most common grade in U.S. colleges is an A.

For generations, students at elite universities underwent a first-year reckoning. Fresh out of small ponds from Brooklyn to Boise, straight-A students would get their first B's, or worse. They would be sad, maybe a little disoriented, but also freer to explore and experiment, a bit less burdened by the demands of perfection.

Ideally, we can restore the sense of academic possibility that I experienced as an undergrad at Harvard decades ago. Despite having no artistic talent, I enrolled in a studio-art class taught by the architect Louis Bakanowsky. With his Mike Ditka mustache and neighborhood accent, equal parts New York and Boston, he seemed more like a football coach than a famous professor. He haunted the studio, emitting little koans of draftsman's wisdom as we drew: How much can a line say? How much is enough? How much is too much?  

I moved the charcoal against the paper, trying and failing and trying again to capture an onion with scraggly roots. "Do you believe those roots?" Bakanowsky asked, pointing at my drawing. I shrugged sheepishly. "I believe those roots," he told me. "They've got rootyness." He patted me on the back and walked away. Thirty years later, I have no idea what grade Louis Bakanowsky gave me, but I remember that he believed my roots.

That class pushed me to the limits of my abilities and made me uncomfortable, but I did not hesitate to take it. Had I been a student today, when A's are largely assured and anything less can feel like a catastrophe, I suspect that I would have avoided the risk.

After considering various ideas, including voluntary guidelines, adding an A+ to the scale, or swapping letters for unfamiliar numbers, we arrived at limiting top grades. Princeton's cap on A-range grades, in place from 2004 to 2014, famously failed. Its autopsy found that this policy, which left implementation to individual departments, did not give students clear signals about their performance or make grading fair and consistent across disciplines. Their cap also had a big unintended side effect: increased anxiety among students. But Princeton had limited all A-range grades to 35 percent, ensuring that most of the university's elite students would have to settle for B's or less.

The lesson for us seemed to be to try a lighter touch. In February we unveiled our proposal to cap flat A grades to around 33 percent across Harvard College. Given that Harvard's Student Handbook says an A- reflects "full mastery," we saw no reason to place a hard limit on A- grades. Yes, this will invariably create a proliferation of A-'s. But this policy still promises to restore some meaning to Harvard's transcripts by limiting A grades to only the strongest performances.

Our proposal was met with broad acclaim from students and faculty alike. Kidding! One poll found that 85 percent of students opposed the cap, mostly for fear of greater stress and competition. Among the faculty, some worry about threats to academic freedom, technocratic fixes for cultural problems, or undue constraints on advanced courses, which tend to attract top-performing students. Others said we didn't go far enough. The faculty will vote on this proposal starting next week. We expect it to be close. (A Yale committee has also recommended a grade cap, though it would set the average grade to a B. Godspeed!)

Yes, a cap on A's will create more competition for A's. But so long as top graduate-school slots and job offers are scarce, students will compete. The question is whether they will focus their energy on coursework or elsewhere. And spikes in mental-health problems on college campuses over the past decade have shown that serious bouts of stress and anxiety can accompany lax grading standards, too.

Rose Horowitch: What an Ivy League education really gets you

Some faculty and students have argued that the competition resulting from a cap on A's would be antithetical to learning: If everyone learns all the material, then why shouldn't everyone get A's? We hope to train the next generation of Nobel laureates, the people who are going to imagine better ways of living and lead us to them. An A- is for not losing points. An A is for gaining them in unexpected ways. The grade should reflect exceptional depth, creativity, and originality--the eye-popping essay, the last problem on the exam that only a few students could answer correctly.

My own college education trained me to explore and take risks. Along with studio art, I took courses in behavioral neuroscience and statistics--both outside my major and unexpectedly handy years later. My first semester, I took a class that got me obsessed with moral dilemmas known as "trolley problems." This pulled me through a philosophy Ph.D., then into cognitive neuroscience and social psychology, and lately into social-impact ventures. I wasn't assured A's in any of those classes, but I took them anyway because a near-perfect transcript wasn't expected then.

Restoring that mindset is bigger than grading policies and bigger than Harvard. But better grading policies can help. To regain the public's trust and live up to our own principles, institutions of higher learning should make our grades mean what we say they mean. Our centuries-long commitment is not to a facade of perfection but to hard-won self-improvement. We must believe our roots.
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A Brutal First for the Cruise Industry

A hantavirus outbreak is serious and unnerving.

by Katherine J. Wu

Tue, 05 May 2026




Norovirus loves a cruise ship. So did the coronavirus responsible for COVID-19. The crowded rooms, stuffy air, and communal dining of a giant boat filled with humans create the ideal conditions for pathogens to spread. Now hantavirus--a highly deadly rodent-borne pathogen that typically spreads when people breathe in the aerosolized feces or other bodily secretions of infected animals--may have discovered this too: The world now appears to be experiencing its first documented cruise-ship hantavirus outbreak.



Over the weekend, health officials contacted the World Health Organization to report a cluster of serious illnesses aboard a cruise ship bound for South Africa. Among the roughly 150 passengers and crew on board, three have died and four have fallen ill--one critically. The vessel, the MV Hondius, is now anchored off the coast of Cabo Verde, as those on the ship await further instructions.



The situation is serious and frankly a bit unnerving. For now, officials are scrambling to assess the situation. Only two of the seven supposed cases of hantavirus have been confirmed by laboratory testing; the rest are still "suspected," according to the WHO. And as health officials investigate, more cases may appear. Hantavirus can simmer in the body for weeks before sparking symptoms, and the seven people who have fallen sick so far might have all caught the virus through a common animal exposure before they got on the ship.



But that's not guaranteed. The possibility remains that hantavirus-ridden rodents stowed away on the ship, which could mean more exposures, more illnesses, and perhaps even more deaths. A less likely, but still very real alternative: People could be catching the virus from one another, which could pose an additional threat to those at the ship's destination and beyond--and to the health-care workers treating them. At least one type of hantavirus may be capable of limited person-to-person transmission, in situations involving close and prolonged contact--the sort that a cruise ship certainly encourages. And that version, known as Andes virus, just so happens to be found in Argentina, from where the ship departed just weeks ago. Researchers are sequencing the virus detected on board to confirm its identity, but currently, "our working assumption is that it's Andes virus," Maria Van Kerkhove, the acting director of epidemic and pandemic management at the WHO, told me via email.



No matter which version of reality this is, scores of people are now trapped on a cruise ship, potentially with a lethal virus that is perhaps being ferried about by infected rodents and/or humans. The virus can kill up to half of the people it infects, so any further spread could have horrifying results. At least one person who fell ill was taken off the ship to be treated in a hospital; more evacuations are planned. But most of those on board have no clear indication of when they'll be freed. Oceanwide Expeditions, the company operating the cruise, has said that the ship is facing a "serious medical situation" and that the company is cooperating with authorities and working to "uphold stringent health and safety procedures."



Eventually, of course, all of the ship's passengers will have to disembark; Spain has agreed to receive the ship in the Canary Islands. Still, health officials can't yet say how much risk the passengers and crew will pose to the broader global community. All told, this incident is a deeply sobering reminder that cruise ships can be the setting for infectious-disease nightmares--because they offer pathogens so many simple opportunities to spread.



The perils of cruise ships became painfully apparent during the early days of COVID, when the coronavirus zoomed through hundreds of people aboard the Diamond Princess. In many ways, the ships represented--and, really, embraced--the exact conditions that the pandemic-wary were cautioned to avoid: close quarters, communal indoor dining, crummy ventilation in public spaces.



That setup also favors the norovirus, one of the most common pathogens aboard cruise ships, Vikram Niranjan, a public-health researcher at the University of Limerick, in Ireland, who has written about the vessels' risks, told me. Norovirus is wildly contagious, and transmitted when people come into contact with infected feces or vomit. Contaminated food, water, and surfaces are common culprits--easy to come across when dealing with shared utensils and cafeteria-style dining.



What's more, cruise-ship interiors, where passengers from all around the world mingle and breathe in stale air, are especially friendly to any respiratory pathogens that make it onboard--COVID, flu, and now perhaps hantavirus. And for a virus that seems capable of human-to-human spread, prolonged journeys that last for several weeks, like this one, are ripe for facilitating repeated exposure. The people suspected to have been sickened with hantavirus started showing symptoms several weeks apart, which raises the possibility that the illnesses represent a chain, rather than a cluster of cases with the same source. Plus, one of the individuals who is ill and will soon be evacuated is reportedly the ship's doctor, a likely common contact of the confirmed cases.



Van Kerkhove said the WHO team suspects that "there may be multiple ways in which people have been infected--through exposure to rodents but also possibly through human to human transmission via close contact." The researchers were told rodents weren't on the ship, but "I, obviously, can't confirm that," she added. "As it's a ship, there is always the possibility."



All things considered, "it's increasingly looking as if there is at least some human-to-human transmission," Bill Hanage, an epidemiologist at Harvard's School of Public Health, told me. At the same time, Hanage noted, the cruise-ship conditions that might have allowed for that sort of spread could be making it harder for scientists to confirm the possibility. Even on land, human-to-human transmission is very difficult to confirm: People who tend to spend a lot of time together are among the likeliest to spread disease to one another, but they're also prone to having the same exposure to an external source. Aboard a ship, even strangers are constantly schmoozing, widening the net that researchers have to cast.



Neither Niranjan nor Hanage thinks the takeaway is to swear off cruise ships. (Quite the opposite, Niranjan said: He'd still love to go on a cruise someday.) But realistically, the risks are at least as high as they would be for any other packed, prolonged party. If nothing else, pathogens thrive on our fondness for one another.
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Iran's Unexpected Resilience

Two months of fighting have emphasized some of the country's advantages.

by Will Gottsegen

Tue, 05 May 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.

By the United States military's estimation, about 1,550 marine vessels--oil tankers, bulk carriers, container ships, and more--are idling in the Persian Gulf right now. With the Strait of Hormuz effectively blockaded, their crews, many of them uninvolved in the ongoing war with Iran, are slowly using up supplies as they await safe passage through the mine-filled waterway. Donald Trump announced on Sunday that the U.S. would rescue these "victims of circumstance" by guiding them out of the war zone in an as-yet-unspecified way. On Monday, though, Iran's military rejected the plan, warning that American military forces would be attacked if they approached the strait.

Both sides fired shots yesterday, although the U.S. claims that the cease-fire remains in place. The fact that Iran's leaders are apparently willing to risk violating the delicate monthlong truce emphasizes just how fiercely they want to protect their hold over the strait. The past 65 days of war have badly punished Iran: Its leaders are dead, its navy and air force have been depleted, and its economy and infrastructure have been decimated. "If we leave right now," Trump said last week, "it would take them 20 years to rebuild." But amid the destruction, the country has also found new forms of leverage. Iran had not previously exercised this degree of control over the Strait of Hormuz, and before the war, the country could not have been confident that it would be able to do so. Even in its diminished state, the Iranian military has managed to deter enemy ships and outmaneuver anti-air systems, maintaining that grip on the strait while costing the U.S. billions.

After the U.S. and Israel began their military action, the Iranian government said it would attack any ship that tried to sail through the strait, and began deploying mines as deterrents. Before the war, more than 130 ships passed through each day; yesterday, that number was down to three. The ships that do cross now mostly do so under the strict supervision of Iran's Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, which reportedly has been demanding tolls in cryptocurrency and Chinese yuan, and rerouting traffic away from Oman, toward Iran-controlled waters.

Iranian dominance over the strait may well be the new norm. On Sunday, Iran's Deputy Speaker of Parliament Ali Nikzad was emphatic that the country "will not back down" from its position on the strait, "and it will not return to its prewar conditions." That's because the country's restrictions on the strait have succeeded on a strategic level, creating a global energy shock and unleashing economic devastation around the world--putting massive pressure on the U.S. and Israel to come to the bargaining table. Trump has demanded that Iran "Open the Fuckin' Strait," but as Iran's threats yesterday made clear, we're a long way off from the pre-February status quo. Even when Iranian leadership has offered to reopen the strait as part of potential peace deals, as it has over the past month, it has done so with the knowledge that Iran could always reassert control. That's exactly what happened on April 17, when the country declared the strait open to all; the next day, Iran reimposed its restrictions on passing ships, effectively closing the waterway once again.

The strait is not the only tool available to Iran. As recently as this weekend, Trump said that the country has "no navy" and "no air force." But U.S. officials told CBS in late April that they believe 60 percent of its navy is still "in existence"and two-thirds of its air force is "operational." Although the Iranian military is indeed far weaker than the U.S. military, it has also reportedly proved scrappier and more capable than expected. Last week, the Pentagon offered its first estimate of the total cost of the war in Iran thus far: $25 billion. A single high-tech American weapon might cost millions; Iran's signature drone--known as the Shahed-136--costs only tens of thousands, and has been threatening U.S. partners, such as Kuwait, Bahrain, and Azerbaijan, throughout the region. The anti-air munitions required to shoot them down can cost more than the Shaheds themselves. And when Shaheds do penetrate air defenses, they can be deadly.

Meanwhile, the country's "mosquito fleet" of nimble, surveillance-dodging boats has been intimidating military and commercial vessels alike, projecting Iranian power in the strait. Admiral Brad Cooper, who leads U.S. Central Command, told reporters yesterday that the U.S. "blew up" six small Iranian boats in the area--a possible example of the IRGC's reduced capacity. More typically, Cooper explained, the Iranian military deploys "between 20 and 40 small boats" when it intends to harass vessels. But a reduction in capacity is not the same as defeat. As my colleagues Nancy A. Youssef and Jonathan Lemire reported last week, officials inside the Trump administration have admitted to being surprised at Iran's resilience.

Although Trump insists that Iran has been completely destroyed and that the war is over, reality suggests otherwise. After two months of war with a superpower, Iran is in some respects outmatched: The U.S. said it bombed more than 13,000 targets during Operation Epic Fury. Yet Iran has refused to concede, even as hundreds of its own civilians have died and the rest have suffered from an economic crisis. U.S. efforts to fully degrade Iran's defensive capacities may ultimately end up succeeding. But the longer Iran is able to inflict economic pain across the world, and the longer its depleted defensive capabilities hold, the more evidence its leaders have that it can continue to stand firm.

Related: 

	The Iran war's ramifications have only just begun.
 	Iran had a doomsday weapon all along.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Michael Scherer: My role as a "complicit" journalist
 	The last Voting Rights Act
 	Democrats could use a cold shower before the midterms, Mark Leibovich argues.




Today's News

	Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth said that the U.S.-led mission to reopen the Strait of Hormuz is "separate and distinct" from the broader war with Iran and described it as defensive and temporary.
 	The World Health Organization said close-contact transmission among humans is suspected in a cruise ship's hantavirus outbreak that has killed three people and infected at least seven; the virus is typically spread to humans through contact with infected rodents. About 150 passengers remain stranded off Cabo Verde while two patients are being evacuated, but officials say the public risk is low.
 	In an interview yesterday, President Trump accused Pope Leo XIV of endangering Catholics by opposing the U.S. war with Iran. Secretary of State Marco Rubio is set to visit Rome and meet with the pope on Thursday.




Evening Read
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What Adding Race to BMI Can Do

By Katherine J. Wu

In recent years, the perils of body mass index, or BMI, have become a hobbyhorse for professionals in several fields of medicine and research. For decades, doctors have used BMI to help diagnose and treat obesity, diabetes, and other chronic conditions, even as evidence has accumulated that the metric is a poor proxy for excess fat. BMI factors in height and weight but not actual body composition; many people with high BMIs are the picture of health, and many with "healthy" BMIs are at serious risk of metabolic disease. The case against BMI is strong enough that many in medicine would like to be free of it.
 Gripes have been raised, too, about medical guidance that relies on race. Although race can track with some factors that influence health, such as lifestyle and socioeconomic status, its relationship to genetic differences is tenuous: Designations such as "Black" and "Asian" cover so many people, with such varied backgrounds, that they're essentially meaningless as biological categories. When doctors have used race to assess well-being, they've missed diagnoses and discriminated against patients. Experts now widely consider many race-based tools in medicine to be harmful and outdated, and are eager to leave them behind.
 But researchers and clinicians still rely deeply on both BMI and race, in some cases at the same time.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Progressive activists are sometimes on the wrong side of history.
 	For Ibram X. Kendi, it's Nazis all the way down.
 	The House of Representatives is turning into the Electoral College.
 	Europe without America
 	Why one coach's personal life is a sports-wide scandal.




Culture Break


Dia Dipasupil / MG26 / Vogue / Getty
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Yet Another Wasted Met Gala

The evening squandered an opportunity to really make the case for fashion as art.

by Shirley Li

Tue, 05 May 2026




Every year, the Met Gala--the opulent celebration of the Metropolitan Museum of Art's Costume Institute--unveils a theme with a dress code that its famous attendees then attempt to interpret. And every year, many of the guests fail the assignment: They arrive in a superficial take on "punk" or an awkward rendition of "dandyism," if they don't veer off course completely. (See: various questionable efforts to capture the 2019 theme, "camp.") It's a treat, then, when someone gets it just right.

Someone like the actor Tessa Thompson at this year's event, for instance. The theme of the 2026 exhibit, "Costume Art," considered how fashion and fine art intersect; the gala's corresponding dress code was "fashion is art." Thompson's Valentino garment, inspired by the French painter Yves Klein, couldn't have been more appropriate. Klein was known for exploring a particular shade of ultramarine blue, now known as International Klein Blue, throughout his career; in one project, he drenched models in blue paint and used them as human paintbrushes. Thompson's dress, in said hue, involved sculptural pattern cuttings (fashion) and evoked the shape of paint splatter (fine art). She even coated her fingers in blue makeup, referencing Klein's MO down to the last detail.

If you tuned in to the official livestream of the Met Gala red carpet last night, however, you would have learned none of this. Indeed, you wouldn't have learned much at all. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the spotlight stayed largely on the spectacle. One ostentatiously dressed invitee after another paraded across the screen; occasionally they were stopped for a trivia-laden interview. Did you know Amanda Seyfried has a donkey whose milk she does not drink, because the donkey is male? Or that Hailey Bieber loves listening to Rihanna when she's getting ready?

Read: The real game changer at the Met Gala

Shallow chitchat is the lingua franca of red-carpet Q&As--but the Met Gala is the rare venue where the question "Who are you wearing?" can yield actual substance beyond just a name, and more so this year than in the recent past. The Costume Institute exhibit heralded last night features nine new mannequins modeling body types that aren't typically included in the fashion industry, including those that are in wheelchairs, pregnant, or missing limbs. "Fashion is art" was meant to encourage attendees to think about how every human body is a canvas, and about how making an item of clothing--the precision that goes into selecting textiles, creating shapes, and combining colors--requires the same kind of artistry deployed by the painters and sculptors featured throughout the museum. In a speech before the evening began, Anna Wintour, the Vogue editorial director and Met Gala co-chair credited with transforming the event into the A-list pageant it is today, emphasized that the evening was an opportunity to showcase the work that goes into fashion--work, she said, that included the efforts of hairdressers, drivers, and caterers, who make the Met Gala itself possible. Once she hit the carpet, Wintour noted that the livestream also encourages tourists to visit the Met in person.

Yet what the Met puts on display for such visitors to view seemed beside the point last night. Some celebrities, such as Lena Dunham and Gwendoline Christie, mentioned some of the artworks and artists they were referencing, such as Artemisia Gentileschi's Judith Slaying Holofernes and John Singer Sargent, respectively. A handful of times, an image of a concept sketch or the cited inspiration appeared on-screen. But mostly, for every minute an interview devoted to exploring the thinking behind an outfit, another was spent on empty blather. The designer Michael Kors, for example, who made Anne Hathaway's gown, had just finished describing the dress as an ode to the Grecian urns in the Met when the conversation turned to Hathaway's sleep schedule.

The superficiality, perhaps unintentionally, highlighted the noise surrounding this year's Met Gala--particularly the fact that the billionaires Jeff Bezos and Lauren Sanchez Bezos were the lead sponsors and honorary co-chairs of the evening. But anyone watching the livestream would not have heard the hosts discuss the protests that had cropped up against the Amazon founder's involvement, or that one protester was detained after attempting to enter the event. (This is not the first time that the Met Gala has met in-person pushback; pro-Palestine demonstrators similarly stood out front, and off camera, last year.) They wouldn't have noticed that the gala was attended by several tech CEOs, some of whom skipped the photo op and slipped inside; Sanchez Bezos posed for the cameras but didn't participate in interviews. Other reporters whose exchanges weren't caught on the livestream did ask celebrities about Bezos's participation: Venus Williams, one of this year's celebrity co-chairs alongside Beyonce, sidestepped a question, while Cher mentioned she was "not a fan."

The emphasis on glamour did nonetheless offer some excitement--and financial payoff. This year's Met Gala brought Beyonce back to the event for the first time in 10 years, saw the debut of Stevie Nicks as an attendee, and raised a record-breaking $42 million, putting the Costume Institute on track to become self-sustaining. But the gala's masterminds--including Wintour and Andrew Bolton, the Costume Institute's curator--should go beyond showing off bespoke gowns and suits. The event is a pop-culture institution with the cachet to really elevate the artistry of fashion. Beyond letting the public ogle nice suits and gowns, it could emphasize the handiwork that goes into such clothing--and help us understand what makes the spectacle possible.
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Progressive Activists Are Sometimes on the Wrong Side of History

Thinking otherwise can enable the left's worst instincts, as a speech at the University of Michigan's commencement showed.

by Jonathan Chait

Tue, 05 May 2026




The debate over Israel's war with Hamas has been unusually vicious in Ann Arbor, Michigan, where pro-Palestine activists have vandalized, spat on, and menaced targets they deemed too Zionist. At the University of Michigan's graduation ceremony on an unseasonably chilly Saturday morning in front of some 70,000 spectators--including me, my wife, and our parents--the historian and faculty senate chair Derek Peterson instructed the crowd that the moral and just position in this dispute belonged entirely to one side. That side, ironically, is the one responsible for nearly all the intimidation in Ann Arbor.

"The greatness of this university rests also on the courage and the conviction of student activists who have pushed this university down the path towards justice," Peterson said, citing "the pro-Palestinian student activists, who have over these past two years opened our hearts to the injustice and inhumanity of Israel's war in Gaza."

Whether the activists have opened hearts to their position or had the opposite effect (a possibility for which there is at least some evidence), is a matter of debate. But debate is the very thing Peterson wishes to preclude. In his brief speech, he recounted how women, Jews, and African Americans pushed for needed social change at the university, and he described today's Palestinian activists as a continuation of this virtuous history. The theme was that progressive activists inherently occupy the right side of history.

George Packer: Why activism leads to so much bad writing

This is a common view on the left, one that sometimes leads progressives who recoil from activists' specific positions or actions to withhold disapproval. The left's reverence for activism is a pathology that can enable the movement's worst ideas and instincts to escape scrutiny.

Despite that, Peterson walked the Michigan Stadium crowd through a narrative that is familiar to any liberal and to nearly any recent graduate of a prestigious university. Equality was not handed down by benevolent leaders, he suggested, but demanded by brave activists who defied social condemnation. Their critics may have disparaged their causes and perhaps their methods at the time, but history has proved them correct. It follows, therefore, that their modern heirs will eventually be seen as equally just. I've had versions of this argument thrown back at me nearly every time I've criticized any progressive activist group.

One flaw with this account is that it is selective. Over the past two years, many Michigan students have marched or chanted in support of Israel, but Peterson excluded them from his litany of activists blessed by the legacy of righteous protest. The actual argument made by Peterson and others is for deference not to student activists in general but specifically to progressive student activists. And even this one-sided deference suffers from a survivorship bias of sorts. Progressives believe that activists are on the right side of history, because they choose to remember the causes that fared well. But activists on the left have not always acted with wisdom and foresight: Left-wing demonstrators also marched against aid to the Allies in the 1940s, to block nuclear power in the 1970s, and in defense of totalitarian regimes during the Cold War.

The assumption that progressive activists are inherently on the side of justice elevates them above the category of mere political actors into a kind of priestly class whom others can only learn from, and can never criticize. It redirects any scrutiny of their positions to general admiration for their idealism and passion.

Arthur C. Brooks: Choose the activism that won't make you miserable

Concern and empathy for Palestinian suffering and anger at Israel's excessive counterattack are admirable, but the movement's ambition is not limited to that. Michigan's pro-Palestine activism is primarily organized by Students Allied for Freedom and Equality, which is the local chapter of Students for Justice in Palestine, a national network. Both the national group and its Michigan chapter have endorsed the October 7, 2023, attacks. Adult progressives' insistence on viewing their activities as mere youthful idealism makes it impossible to question those positions.

The activists themselves have absorbed the historical-justice narrative, concluding that they are entitled to take whatever steps they see fit to advance their cause. Many campus chapters have seized common space for themselves, an action that no group is allowed. If the crew team, a fraternity, or some local MAGA fans occupied a chunk of grass that belongs to the whole community, they would be evicted quickly. Michigan's activists did this, and also repeatedly intimidated targets at their homes, including throwing a jar filled with urine through the window of the Democratic regent Jordan Acker's house in the middle of the night.

Most causes have adherents who get carried away. But not every cause does so with the encouragement of professors who cast them as angels of justice by mere dint of the category of action they are taking. Peterson was lecturing an audience of graduates and their families. Much like the activists he praised, he was commandeering a common space intended to belong to the entire university community on behalf of a narrower, contested segment of it. In so doing, he demonstrated how a belief in the immutable righteousness of one's own side can be a license to abuse power.
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Judicial Supremacy Has Arrived

Last week's Supreme Court decision didn't just undermine the Voting Rights Act. It foreclosed the possibility of any new Voting Rights Act in the future, too.

by Duncan Hosie

Tue, 05 May 2026




The Voting Rights Act of 1965 did not die all at once, or by one means. It died through attrition: a Congress that was too sclerotic and polarized to defend one of its finest accomplishments, lawyers and academics who tolerated retreats on civil rights, a society that lapsed into the comfortable illusion that it had accomplished the work of the civil-rights movement. And it died through action: a series of blows from conservative justices ideologically hostile to the law's aims.

Last week's decision in Callais v. Louisiana is the most devastating of those blows. The consequences are grave enough on their own terms. Callais will foreclose nearly all federal voting-rights claims aimed at ensuring minority political participation through fair districting. Over successive redistricting cycles, it is poised to collapse Black representation across the South in ways not seen since the end of Reconstruction.

But to view Callais as merely the final hit in the Voting Rights Act's destruction is to miss its deeper ambition. The bigger shift is that Callais also closes off the possibility that a future Congress could respond with new legislation combating racial discrimination in the electoral system. Justice Samuel Alito's majority opinion, joined by the other Republican appointees, rests on an interpretation of the Fifteenth Amendment that effectively bars Congress from remedying the very inequities Callais unleashes--inequities the amendment itself was designed to eradicate and prevent.

Seen in this light, Callais is not merely an assault on a landmark statute, or just another step in the Court's and America's retreat from the multiracial democracy envisioned by the Constitution's Reconstruction amendments. It is something more ambitious and insidious--a consolidation of judicial supremacy, achieved by turning those amendments against the congressional authority they were meant to confer. The decision does not only dismantle a statute; it hollows out Congress's capacity to respond to the country's needs.

The 1965 Voting Rights Act came apart in two stages before Callais. First, in 2013, five Republican-appointed justices invalidated the law's requirement that jurisdictions with histories of voter discrimination obtain Department of Justice approval before changing voting laws. Second, in 2021, six Republican-appointed justices invented a new legal standard to make challenging burdensome voting rules in federal court nearly impossible.
 
 Both decisions were legally dubious and practically consequential, but at least they left open an escape valve. Lawmakers could pass new legislation to revise the preclearance formula gutted in Shelby County v. Holder or clarify the Section 2 standard distorted in Brnovich v. Democratic National Committee. The John Lewis Voting Rights Advancement Act of 2021 attempted exactly that. Directly responding to Shelby County and Brnovich, it passed in the House and stalled in the Senate during the Biden presidency.

Marc Novicoff: The House of Representatives is turning into the Electoral College

Its failure came from absence of political will among Republican lawmakers, save for Senator Lisa Murkowski, and from the contorted institutional design of Congress via the filibuster, not lack of constitutional authority. At that earlier time, there was no question that Congress had the authority to counter the Court's deconstruction with a statutory corrective. Post-Callais, it no longer does.

On its surface, Callais resembles its two predecessors. It is primarily a statutory holding, not an overt constitutional one, undoubtedly a setback for voting rights but ultimately something that could appear fixable by a sufficiently robust John Lewis Act 2.0. But Alito's reasoning embeds constitutional limits that preempt legislative remedy. Were Congress to pass a reform aimed at reversing Callais, Alito and his Republican-appointed colleagues would almost certainly deem it unconstitutional. The reason lies in the opinion's embrace of what Alito calls "the limited authority that the Fifteenth Amendment confers" on Congress.

This framing is startling. The Fifteenth Amendment confers exceptionally broad authority on Congress. It declares, "The right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or abridged" based on "race." It continues, with equal clarity, "The Congress shall have power to enforce this article by appropriate legislation." Adopted in the aftermath of the Civil War, its expansive, affirmative, and flexible provisions were designed to secure equal political citizenship for formerly enslaved people.

Alito's analytical move in Callais is to invert the Fifteenth Amendment, recasting it as a restraint on "appropriate legislation." He contends that Section 2 of the Voting Rights Act must be tightly tethered to what he sees as the Fifteenth Amendment's bar on intentional discrimination. Liability under the Voting Rights Act, he suggests, should arise only where evidence strongly implies that states had a discriminatory purpose in diluting racial minorities' political power.

Formally, Callais stops short of requiring proof of discriminatory intent in redistricting. Practically, that distinction is meaningless; Alito reads the Fifteenth Amendment so narrowly that only the most explicit evidence of racial discrimination could ever satisfy it. As every civil-rights lawyer knows, proving discriminatory purpose is extraordinarily difficult, in many cases impossible, especially under the evidentiary frameworks championed by the Court's conservatives.
 
 More crucial, Congress has never embraced Alito's narrow view of what counts as discrimination. It codified the opposite. Congress--in the Voting Rights Act, its reauthorizations, and a crucial 1982 amendment--repeatedly and unequivocally rejected the notion that vote-dilution claims must rest on provable intentional discrimination. Instead, Congress legislated explicitly on the premise that electoral systems can be invidious in their effects even absent provable malice.
 
 Imagine that a 2028 sweep returns Democrats to unified control of Congress and the White House. They might attempt to restore the pre-Callais framework by reviving what are known as the Gingles factors, a test derived from a 1986 case that governed districting claims to safeguard the right of "cohesive groups of black voters to participate equally in the political process and to elect candidates of their choice." Such a statute would likely have survived ordinary court review. But Alito's reasoning would all but invite its invalidation. By allowing consideration of the effects of redistricting on Black voters, the resurrected Gingles factors--designed to give the Fifteenth Amendment teeth--would now run headfirst into a Fifteenth Amendment problem.

There's another way that Callais will work to prevent future legislative remedies--this one political, not legal.

Shelby County and Brnovich were damaging, but their effects on representation are more marginal--affecting voters' ability to participate, but at levels that could still have been overcome electorally, at least in most races. Callais is different in kind. In the near term, majority-minority districts across the South will evaporate. Over successive redistricting cycles, the result will likely be the most significant contraction of Black congressional representation since the end of Reconstruction, potentially the most precipitous fall in American history, a contraction that would have seemed, not long ago, unthinkable.

A redistricting regime that replaces Black Democrats with white Republicans alters the composition of the Congress that would need to act. The decision thus creates a self-reinforcing loop, weakening the representational coalition most committed to racial minorities' voting rights while eroding the moral authority, political capacity, and agenda-setting power necessary for restoration.

Vann R. Newkirk II: For a time, the U.S. protected democracy

Among the casualties will likely be Terri Sewell of Alabama, Congress's lead sponsor of the John Lewis Act, whose district Republicans have vowed to eliminate in the wake of Callais. Louisiana's Troy Carter and Cleo Fields, whose seats emerged from the litigation at issue and who have become eloquent advocates for voting rights, face the same prospect. These lawmakers, among other Black Democrats from the South, are closest to the indignities of racism in American electoral politics, and they bring the full moral weight of the civil-rights tradition to bear in demanding something better.

The decision's ambition extends further still. Callais does not merely allow the removal of the federal legislators most likely to fight for reform; it gives state lawmakers a road map to entrench vote dilution. In passages that read more like a practitioner's guide to race dilution than a judge's constitutional reasoning, Alito instructs lawmakers on precisely how to immunize discriminatory maps from review: Call them partisan gerrymanders. Partisan motivation, Alito affirms, is safe from scrutiny. "Courts must treat partisan advantage like any other race-neutral aim," he writes. The message to Republican legislatures, in an opinion joined by every Republican appointee on the Court, is unambiguous: Eliminate Black districts while saying you're doing it for Republican partisan advantage.
 
 For any legislator inclined toward reform, the opinion is equally clarifying. Even a superficially race-neutral remedy, such as proportional representation, would confront a Court primed to strike it down if it threatened conservative political power. In her Callais dissent, Justice Elena Kagan, quoting Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg's dissent in Shelby County, argued that the Voting Rights Act was "one of the most consequential, efficacious, and amply justified exercises of federal legislative power in our Nation's history." If this statute--so textually grounded, so morally urgent, so explicitly authorized by the amendment it enforces, so significant in results--is not safe from wholescale judicial desecration, nothing is.

Alito's treatment of the Fifteenth Amendment ultimately will strip Congress of its authority to articulate its own constitutional vision--and will force upon it a tamed, Court-approved understanding of its own powers.

To deny Congress meaningful enforcement authority is to deny it any substantive role in shaping constitutional meaning. This project emerged from City of Boerne v. Flores, a 1997 decision in which the Court's conservatives held that Congress possesses "the power to enforce, not the power to determine what constitutes a constitutional violation." Callais smuggles that principle into the tatters of the Voting Rights Act. Traces of it pervade Shelby County and Brnovich, but Callais invokes Boerne for authority and is accordingly more transparent in its embrace of supremacy as such. In so doing, it dismantles a long-standing constitutional settlement in which Congress and the Court jointly elaborated the meaning of foundational guarantees.

On one level, Callais is about the mechanics of representational democracy: about whether people have a voice in government, whether legislators respond to them, whether citizens recognize themselves in those who govern.

But Callais reaches something deeper, about constitutional democracy itself: about whether the Constitution, the law of laws, means what elected branches say it means, and whether those elected branches can act on that meaning. The Court has declared that the branch of government most accountable to the people cannot legislate its way toward a more inclusive democracy.

At the same time, the Court--the branch of government least accountable to the people--has claimed for itself the sole authority to say what the words of the Constitution mean. And it wields that power to entrench discrimination and wall off the paths by which a democratic society might redeem its most aspirational promises.
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Photos: The Rescue of Timmy the Whale

Efforts to rescue a humpback whale off the coast of Germany led to a successful release after it had been stranded for most of the past month. The whale, named Timmy by local media, was eventually pulled into a barge and towed to the North Sea.

by Alan Taylor

Tue, 05 May 2026


A helper splashes a stranded humpback whale at sunset in shallow waters of the Baltic Sea near Fahrdorf, off the island of Poel, Germany, on April 24, 2026. The humpback whale, nicknamed Timmy by German media, became stranded in the area three weeks earlier. (Jens Buttner / DPA / Getty)




Greenpeace boats sail alongside a whale lying in the Baltic Sea on March 29, 2026, near the the island of Poel. (Daniel Bockwoldt / DPA / Getty)




Several excavators are used near the stranded whale on March 26, 2026. (Ulrich Perrey / DPA / Getty)




Journalists follow the rescue attempts near the stranded whale on March 26, 2026. (Daniel Bockwoldt / DPA / Getty)




Water is sprayed on Timmy the whale, still stranded on a sandbank off the island of Poel on April 11, 2026. (Marcus Golejewski / DPA / Getty)




Pontoons, two cranes, and more equipment for rescuing the stranded humpback whale arrive by truck at the port of Kirchdorf on the Baltic Sea island of Poel on April 16, 2026. The equipment was set up to be used in a new rescue attempt for the humpback whale stranded off the island. (Bernd Wustneck / DPA / Getty)




In the port of Kirchdorf pontoons are lowered in sections, ready to be used to rescue the stranded whale, on April 16, 2026. (Bernd Wustneck / DPA / Getty)




An excavator on a floating pontoon sits in a standby position near the stranded whale off the island of Poel on April 17, 2026. Authorities said its survival chances were growing dimmer by the day. Rescuers, in a last-ditch effort, hoped to remove sand from beneath the whale and then transport the whale to the North Sea. (Morris MacMatzen / Getty)




An aerial view of the stranded whale, seen off the island of Poel on April 18, 2026, with its back covered with cloth for protection (Stefan Sauer / DPA / Getty)




Veterinarian Janine Bahr-van Gemmert gestures as she speaks to the assembled media during a press conference at the harbor of Kirchdorf about the stranded humpback whale during efforts to save it on April 18, 2026, near Wismar, Germany. (Morris MacMatzen / Getty)




Helpers splash the stranded whale with water on April 21, 2026. The animal had swum free the day before, traveling several kilometers before becoming stranded again. (Jens Buttner / DPA / Getty)




An aerial view of the excavator rig set up close to the stranded whale on April 22, 2026 (Philip Dulian / DPA / Getty)




Helpers work to clear away sand beneath the stranded humpback whale on April 22, 2026. (Marcus Golejewski / DPA / Getty)




An aerial view of a newly dug channel that leads from the stranded whale into deeper water, seen on April 25, 2026 (Philip Dulian / DPA / Getty)




A barge is pushed by a boat along the Kiel Canal near Hohenhorn, Germany, on April 26, 2026. The barge is set to transport the Timmy the whale through the Baltic Sea to the North Sea, if it can be successfully freed. (Bodo Marks / DPA / Getty)




Helpers use straps to try to pull the stranded whale along the dredged channel toward a transport barge on April 28, 2026. (Jens Buttner / DPA / Getty)




The whale swims and is pulled toward the transport barge on April 28, 2026. (Philip Dulian / DPA / Getty)




People pull and guide the stranded humpback whale into a barge during rescue efforts organized by a private initiative in shallow waters of the Baltic Sea near Wismar, Germany, on April 28, 2026. (NonstopNews / Schwarck / Reuters)




Helpers celebrate after the stranded whale was pulled into the transport barge on April 28, 2026. (Jens Buttner / DPA / Getty)




The formerly stranded whale sits inside the barge intended for its transportation on April 28, 2026, seen at the end of a short channel dug to help pull it away from a sandbar. (Stefan Sauer / DPA / Getty)




Timmy the whale is towed in a barge by a tugboat along the Danish coast below Skagen, in the so-called Skagerrak, through the Baltic Sea. (Christoph Reichwein / DPA / Reuters)




A tug named Robin Hood pulls the barge with Timmy the whale toward the Baltic Sea in the evening, seen off Wismar on April 28, 2026. (Bodo Marks / DPA / Getty)




An aerial view of Timmy in the flooded barge, being towed near the Danish border on April 29, 2026. Timmy was reportedly outfitted with a GPS transmitter to track its progress during a difficult recovery after being stranded for weeks. (Philip Dulian / DPA / Getty)




An aerial photo taken on May 2, 2026, shows the rescued humpback whale offshore near Skagen, after it was released from a barge. It had been struggling to survive after beaching off the German coast but was released into the North Sea off Denmark, Germany's News5 agency said. Dubbed Timmy by the German media, the whale was first spotted stuck on a sandbank on March 23 near the city of Luebeck before freeing itself and then becoming stuck again several times. Some experts expressed concern about the whale's immediate prospects, noting that the whale had been quite ill, and that such a lengthy stranding weakened it significantly. (Sebastian Peters / NEWS5 / AFP / Getty)
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What Adding Race to BMI Can Do

Race-sensitive cutoffs can address BMI's shortcomings, but not entirely.

by Katherine J. Wu

Tue, 05 May 2026




In recent years, the perils of body mass index, or BMI, have become a hobbyhorse for professionals in several fields of medicine and research. For decades, doctors have used BMI to help diagnose and treat obesity, diabetes, and other chronic conditions, even as evidence has accumulated that the metric is a poor proxy for excess fat. BMI factors in height and weight but not actual body composition; many people with high BMIs are the picture of health, and many with "healthy" BMIs are at serious risk of metabolic disease. The case against BMI is strong enough that many in medicine would like to be free of it.

Gripes have been raised, too, about medical guidance that relies on race. Although race can track with some factors that influence health, such as lifestyle and socioeconomic status, its relationship to genetic differences is tenuous: Designations such as "Black" and "Asian" cover so many people, with such varied backgrounds, that they're essentially meaningless as biological categories. When doctors have used race to assess well-being, they've missed diagnoses and discriminated against patients. Experts now widely consider many race-based tools in medicine to be harmful and outdated, and are eager to leave them behind.

But researchers and clinicians still rely deeply on both BMI and race, in some cases at the same time. When screening for type 2 diabetes, for instance, race-sensitive BMI cutoffs identify more at-risk people than either factor alone. And however conflicted experts are over how to use that tool and others like it, finding alternatives comes with its own baggage.

When weighing the risk factors for type 2 diabetes, doctors generally flag a BMI of 25 or higher--what's usually considered "overweight"--as a factor for further testing. But experts have known for a long time that this universal cutoff makes little sense. The original calculation of BMI arose nearly 200 years ago, was never intended for medical use, and was based on data from primarily white, European populations. And so researchers, clinicians, and policy makers around the world have pushed for people of Asian descent to get that same screening at a lower BMI threshold, of 23. The American Diabetes Association and the U.S. Preventive Services Task Force have supported that guidance for years; the CDC's online prediabetes test has lower BMI cutoffs for Asian Americans than for people from other backgrounds. In Asian countries such as South Korea and Singapore, the lower threshold has been adopted as the national standard. At this point, the reality for people of Asian descent seems quite clear: "We do know that certain groups would benefit from more aggressive therapy at lower BMI cutoffs," Fatima Cody Stanford, an obesity-medicine specialist at Massachusetts General Hospital, told me.

In this case, applying a race-and-ethnicity filter may help address some of BMI's shortcomings. Studies suggest that many people of Asian descent--especially of South Asian descent--might have more trouble regulating their blood sugar than other racial and ethnic groups do, and seem more likely to store fat "in places that it shouldn't be," such as around visceral organs, in the abdomen, in the liver, and in muscles, Alka Kanaya, a diabetes researcher at UC San Francisco, told me. That so-called visceral fat seems to drive inflammation and insulin resistance, and has been linked to serious medical issues. But BMI can't account for the location of fat in the body and so can mask diabetes risk for populations in which bodies might appear thin but have more centralized fat. Using a BMI of 25 to screen for diabetes could mean missing one-third to one-half of Asian Americans with type 2 diabetes; a threshold of 23, meanwhile, could cut that missed proportion in half.

At the same time, racialized cutoffs reveal the drawbacks of relying on race at all. "Asians" is a big group--billions of people--that itself contains immense diversity. And when researchers parse out people of, say, Vietnamese descent from those of Indian, Filipino, Chinese, Korean, or Pacific Islander heritage, they find different risks (without much insight into whether those differences are driven by lifestyle, socioeconomic factors, genetics, or a combination). Not everyone knows their full racial or ethnic makeup; people of mixed backgrounds are one of the fastest-growing demographic groups in the United States. "How do you classify them?" Maria Rosario Araneta, an epidemiologist and a diabetes researcher at UC San Diego, asked me. Ideal screening tools excel both at identifying risky cases and at excluding healthy ones. But lowering the BMI cutoff for people of Asian descent starkly increases the number of patients who are unnecessarily flagged for further testing.

Experts also disagree on what could be used instead of BMI to screen people. Body-composition scans can measure fat directly, but they're expensive and impractical to use on everyone. Another option could be to screen everyone above a certain age for diabetes, using a fasting glucose test or another test that measures a blood sugar called A1C. But fasting glucose tests--which require, well, fasting--may not come with ideal compliance. And Araneta and her colleagues have found that A1C cutoffs for diagnosing diabetes may need to be reevaluated, especially for certain Asian populations that may develop diabetes at lower levels than people of European descent.

Alternative strategies for estimating excess fat have their challenges too. Goutham Rao, a family physician at the University Hospitals Health System, told me that he favors using waist circumference or waist-height ratio. But other researchers find any tool that relies on measuring waists to be impossibly messy. Even well-trained professionals will sometimes take measurements from different parts of a patient's midsection; the person being measured, too, can skew the results: "You take a small breath in and you change your waist circumference by two centimeters," Kanaya said. And research suggests that cutoffs that rely on waist circumference may, yes, also need to take into account a person's ethnicity or race. "Of course, BMI is not perfect," George King, the chief scientific officer at the Joslin Diabetes Center, in Boston, told me. "But we don't really have much else to guide us."

For now, several researchers told me, race-sensitive BMI risk cutoffs could stand to be used more widely, not less. In the United Kingdom, says Rishi Caleyachetty, a general practitioner and an epidemiologist who has studied BMI, although the National Health Service uses the 23 cutoff for some ethnic populations, including those of Asian descent, those thresholds haven't been consistently adopted across the country. In the U.S., Stanford said, the Mass General Weight Center still uses a universal set of BMI cutoffs to admit patients, and she has had to overrule those standards in several cases to ensure that certain patients are seen. And many insurance companies have relied on BMI to determine whether they'll pay for GLP-1 medications, without carving out exceptions for particular racial or ethnic groups that might have distinct risk profiles.

Scientists haven't been able to rigorously study how much of an impact calls to "screen at 23" have had--in part because Asian Americans weren't well represented in the U.S.'s National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey, which includes estimates of diabetes prevalence, until 2011. King said he thinks that the available evidence hints at a drop in the prevalence of undiagnosed diabetes in Asian American communities. But one small study from 2022, based on self-reported data on diabetes screening, found no change in diabetes-screening rates among Asian Americans after the change in guidance.


 BMI cutoffs that take into account race and ethnicity may be short-lived, as researchers develop better tools and protocols to help people identify and manage chronic metabolic conditions. But BMI is still everywhere for a reason: "No single measure will compete with BMI in simplicity," Samar El Khoudary, a women's-health researcher and an epidemiologist at Virginia Commonwealth University's School of Public Health, told me. Across the board, the researchers I spoke with told me that they understand the serious limitations--and major risks--of overusing or misusing BMI and race, separately or together. But many of them also worry that too hastily casting these categorizations aside could do more harm than good. "To be able to remove it, you need to be able to replace it," El Khoudary said. And she doesn't yet see a clear plan for what metric can accomplish that--certainly not one that can also avoid all of BMI's pitfalls.
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The Secret of Elizabeth Strout's Appeal

How she writes best sellers that are also critical darlings

by Adam Begley

Tue, 05 May 2026




How does she do it? Not just the neat trick of beguiling highbrow critics while at the same time pleasing millions of readers who don't care about literary bona fides. The real feat is harpooning the reader artlessly (or so it seems), with language as plain as a Congregational church, a paucity of dramatic incident, and a cast of characters no more exotic than your neighbors. They aren't exotic, her characters, but they're quirky--some cantankerous, some bafflingly passive, all convincingly real. Thinking about them, I keep coming back to the bedrock of her work, what she has called "the singularity and mystery of each person." She shows us how strange we are, and how similar (an insight verging on homily but thankfully sugar-free). She's not a minimalist, but Elizabeth Strout does more with less than any writer I can think of.

Her 11th novel, The Things We Never Say, is classic Strout (New England setting, unhappy marriages, family secrets, lots of what mental-health professionals call "suicidal ideation"); her legion of fans is bound to propel it to the top of the best-seller lists. And this time, there's an urgent topical element: The story begins in the summer of 2024--not in Maine, where Strout grew up, her go-to fictional territory, but rather in an unnamed seaside town in Massachusetts--and Donald Trump (whose name is one of the things never said) is about to be elected president for the second time. Strout's hero, Artie Dam, is a high-school history teacher, so it comes as no surprise when he eventually writes the word FASCISM on the blackboard.

Artie grew up poor, married rich, worked hard, and now is grateful for his settled, comfortable life ("He was, in many ways, the embodiment of the American dream"). Instinctively humble, he insists on egalitarian ethics, telling his class, "Do not ever feel that you are superior to someone else." You want to like Artie--and when you find out that his placid, often-jovial exterior conceals a troubled inner life, you want to know him better (even though his closest friend admits to herself that he's "almost dopey").

He suffers from the most common ailment in Strout's world--loneliness. The eponymous main character in Olive Kitteridge, which won a Pulitzer Prize in 2009, knows "that loneliness can kill people." She tells a man who doesn't want to die alone: "We're always alone. Born alone. Die alone. What difference does it make?" (The sentences enact isolation.) In My Name Is Lucy Barton (2016), Lucy confesses, "Lonely was the first flavor I had tasted."

Artie's brand of loneliness is specified in the novel's epigraph, from Carl Jung; it comes from "being unable to communicate the things that seem important to oneself." His grown-up son has been a little distant lately, but his students call him "Damn-dam, the greatest man," and his colleagues like and respect him. Still, Artie is lonely; the flow of thought and feeling finds no outlet. He goes to a cocktail party with his wife; on the way home, he wonders why "people never say anything real," and as he hangs their coats in the closet, he feels "a dismalness return to him."

On page 16 we learn his "secret" answer to his condition: "For more than two months, he had been thinking how to kill himself without his wife or son (or students) knowing that he had done so." Considerate even as he plots self-slaughter, Artie decides that drowning is the way to go. His sailboat is moored in the bay. A boating accident might be staged. But then a boating accident very nearly does kill him (he slips when stepping from dinghy to boat). The water in the cove is frigid--"so cold he felt as though he had been dropped into a test tube of acid." As the current sweeps him away from shore, Artie understands that he won't last long.

From the March 2025 issue: Adam Begley on Ali Smith's ghost stories

Strout has set the scene with a comically banal metaphor: "The sky was once again a terrific blue; white clouds rolled past, puffy-looking like enormous cotton balls." Now, unable to swim against the current, his boots full of icy water, his sodden sweater and coat weighing him down, Artie stares up at the sky. "Oh, it was beautiful! White clouds moved far above him, momentarily blocking the sun, and then the sun came out again." Stripped of ornament, the goofy simile gone, the radically spare sequence of sun-clouds-sun matches the seesaw of emotion visited upon the reader--lovely day, mortal fear, sudden hope when rescue arrives. After the tension, release. "It was that quiet and that simple, but Artie--having almost died--no longer wanted to."

Because we nearly lose him (less than a quarter of the way through the novel), Artie is now that friend we hug close and watch over nervously. Fear of spoilers prevents me from saying why, but Artie's troubles (mostly centered on his wife, who thinks he's "soft," and his son, whose marital woes may or may not explain his hangdog look) have not blown away like cotton-ball clouds. Soon Artie feels as cut off as he did before the near-death drenching.

Which could be why, at age 57, he starts shoplifting, taking first a cheap plastic comb from a drugstore. Then comes a remarkable episode in a shop three towns away from where he lives.

Read: An interview with Elizabeth Strout about her novel Abide With Me

Strout's scene-setting is brilliantly terse and precise: "A little bell tinkled as Artie stepped over the threshold of the men's carpeted clothing store. There was almost a sense of stepping inside a small church, it was that quiet." The peculiar placement of "carpeted" and the hesitant, almost-apologetic church metaphor do plenty of work, reflecting Artie's confusion, echoing his voice, invoking traditional morality, and pretending with the colloquial phrasing that nothing literary is happening on the page.

Artie buys a shirt and then tries to steal two dress shirts (impossible, by the way, to imagine him actually wanting to wear them). "What am I doing?" he thinks, feeling "bizarrely far away." Strout gives the tinkling bell she started with a sinister echo: "As he stepped through the shop's front door, a loud buzzer went off, and Artie experienced both an immediate terror and bewilderment." He's been caught, a blaring indictment spoiling the holy hush.

A wrenching swerve here, I know, but I want to revisit the hilarious shoplifting scene near the beginning of Jonathan Franzen's The Corrections (2001). Chip Lambert steals a filet of line-caught Norwegian salmon from a Manhattan food emporium Franzen calls "the Nightmare" (though it's obviously Dean & DeLuca). The scene is a flamboyant satire of turn-of-millennium yuppiedom:

A humidity had stolen over the sky, a sulfurous uneasy wind from Rahway and Bayonne. The supergentry of SoHo and Tribeca were streaming through the Nightmare's brushed-steel portals. The men came in various shapes and sizes, but all the women were slim and thirty-six; many were both slim and pregnant.

Chip has no way of paying the $78.40 that the filet costs. When he tucks it under his sweater, it slips down into his pants: "The dangling filet felt like a cool, loaded diaper." Later it spreads into his underpants "like a wide, warm slug." The Nightmare is hellish (that sulfurous wind) and stealing from it hardly seems sinful; the thief's only discomfort is physical, and Franzen plays it for laughs.

Shoplifting is a crime against capitalism, an insult to consumerism, the pursuit of happiness perverted. Ostentatious, almost boastful, Franzen amplifies the socioeconomic implications. Strout--subtle, almost furtive--mutes them. But both highlight the character's desperation. Chip is beyond broke and generally in a bad way. A purloined salmon filet covering the groin "like a codpiece" is a low point for him (and reminds us of his priapic obsessions), but he gets away with it--zero remorse--and that's somehow exactly right. Unashamed, unpunished, he'll regale dinner guests with the story and get a laugh.

Strout, meanwhile, looks inward, deep into Artie, who's mortified, profoundly shaken. Once the shock has worn off, he sees his behavior as an alarming symptom--has he had a stroke?

Diametrically opposed in temperament, Strout and Franzen do have something in common: They've both had books chosen for Oprah's Book Club. Whereas Strout was a gracious and grateful beneficiary of the "Oprah effect," Franzen famously made disobliging comments about some previous picks--"schmaltzy, one-dimensional," he called them.

Is Strout one-dimensional? Though quiet (the clang of current events mostly muffled), her novels are complex and layered. She's a keen dissector of American class structure. Whether she's schmaltzy is trickier. More interested in virtue than vice, she likes to show what appears to be vice vanquished by the revelation of hidden virtue. Are you a schmaltzy writer if you shy away from depicting evil, if your baddies turn out to be merely misguided?

The Burgess Boys (2013) revolves around what seems to be an act of evil. In a small town in Maine coping with a substantial influx of Somali immigrants, Zach (the Burgess brothers' teenage nephew) throws a frozen pig's head through the door of a storefront mosque--during Ramadan.

As usual when a public issue is at stake, Strout makes it personal. She channels her character Abdikarim, a cafe owner homesick for Mogadishu, to show the pain and fear inflicted by this desecration, and she also gradually reveals what motivated Zach, who eventually sees the gravity of his "dumb joke." His regret shades into genuine contrition. Moreover, Abdikarim manages to forgive Zach, who he understands is no more than a frightened child.

Strout sympathizes with the Somali immigrants. Her protagonist, Bob Burgess, laments "the terrible, terrible stuff they've been through" (and also acknowledges the difficulties that communities face in integrating and assimilating people from a very foreign culture). She despises bigotry and racism--the whole gamut, from the townsfolk who know better but insist on calling the new arrivals "Somalians" to the neo-Nazi white supremacists who make a cameo and call them "parasites." As anyone who's read any of her work can testify, Strout champions tolerance. Her tender heart is clearly center-left.

But to call her tenderhearted would be wrong. Angry, blunt, brittle, occasionally cruel (and especially intolerant of "meek-and-mousy-looking people"), Olive Kitteridge, in many ways the quintessential Strout character, is nobody's idea of a liberal snowflake. She's no conservative, either. Her disdain for George W. Bush (whose name, like Trump's, is never mentioned) affects her physically: "She couldn't stand to look at the president's face: His close-set eyes, the jut of his chin, the sight offended her viscerally." Nor is she woke, or rather (to avoid anachronism), politically correct: "Here was a man who looked retarded," she thinks. "You could see it in his stupid little eyes."

The tender side of Strout is her hopefulness--and that may be toughening up. In The Burgess Boys, Olive Kitteridge, and other early books, Strout seemed confident that good would eventually prevail, or at least persist. She never did happy endings, but in general her characters coped or grew or showed remorse; they endured, and the reader cheered them on.

Loneliness isn't Artie's sole affliction. He's deeply disturbed by the temper of the times. The upcoming presidential election makes him feel "as if a noose was tightening each day around his neck." His wife calls him a "doomsayer." And indeed, he thinks his country will "never be the same, not in his lifetime." When he teaches the Civil War to 11th graders, he assigns each student a soldier or nurse from Massachusetts to research. The principal calls him in and tells him some parents have demanded that he also assign "the Confederate side." Dismayed, the principal apologizes: "This forcing you to take on Confederate soldiers, I'm sorry. This is what anticipatory obedience is." Artie complies, yet sticks to a core principle. "In all my years of teaching," he says when asked in class whom he'll vote for, "I have never made my political views available to my students." The reader is in no doubt.

Olive Kitteridge, a recurring character who gets a nod in the new novel, allows Strout to explore how to be a good person when you're not, in fact, a particularly good person. With Artie, she shows how a good person fares in the age of Trump, when dismalness is an ever more common complaint and her characters' sins of omission snowball into big, consequential lies; the moral slippage is both personal and political, domestic and national.

Always eager to exploit tension among her characters, Strout sets up a contrast between the meals Artie shares with two friends. One is Kenneth Moynihan, the man who saved Artie when he nearly drowned; the other is Anne Merrill, a colleague who teaches English at the high school and has been "a little bit in love with him" for years. Making canny but sparing use of fiction's superpower--interiority--Strout lets seemingly trivial interactions give rise to unexpected emotions.

Read: Elizabeth Strout on Louise Gluck's poem "Nostos"

With Ken, Artie opens up easily: "Boy, I talk a lot with you. I just yak away." When he tells him a momentous secret he's shared with no one else, Ken feels privileged to be his confidant. They talk about their children, their parents, "how deeply upset people were these days," the mess in the Middle East. Tucked between parentheses is the exception: "(They did not talk about the upcoming election in their own country.)" It later emerges that Ken may be a supporter of the unnamed Trump, but Artie doesn't let that trouble him. The easy connection between the two men--Ken reaches out, touches Artie's hand, and even says, though self-consciously, "Thank you for sharing"--is just a little mawkish.

A painfully awkward lunch with Anne swings the pendulum the other way. Here, Artie is incapable of telling his old friend anything, and when she tries to confide in him, his reaction disappoints. Both are baffled by the disconnect. Later, he realizes that what he fails to tell her shields her, and him, from having to acknowledge a chain of betrayals. Because he doesn't open up to her, the best they can do is shake their heads in tandem over the topic du jour: "The election, Jesus," she says. He answers, "I know, Anne. I know."

Strout questions the conventional wisdom of our combative times by suggesting that partisan agreement doesn't always bring us together, and that the partisan divide doesn't always divide. A refreshing perspective--but how wearying, how unsettling, to be unsure even of our friends' loyalties. Artie's emotional range shrinks as the book draws to a close. In the epilogue, he says repeatedly that he's tired. He's tired of the lies he's lived with; tired of the ambient anger; tired of the daily shocks administered by the new president. "On and on it went. Artie watched all these things, and he slowly understood that what he had felt the day of the election was true: His country was committing suicide."

The Things We Never Say ... and yet, in two unmistakably political paragraphs in the novel's epilogue, Strout makes a point of saying. She compiles a record of Artie's distress during the first year of the new administration (deportations, arrests of student protesters, "Alligator Alcatraz"--he's serially appalled). I suppose it could be mistaken for an anti-Trump rant: She certainly lets us know where she stands. Yet she's neither preaching to the converted nor attempting to convince the misguided. Artie's distress could be common ground, or not.

Lucy Barton--another writer, a stand-in for Strout--learned when she was very young that books soothed her sense of isolation. Lucy found her calling thanks to a rush of fellow feeling: "I will write and people will not feel so alone!"



This article appears in the June 2026 print edition.
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The House of Representatives Is Turning Into the Electoral College

Thanks to the Supreme Court, the gerrymandering wars, already awful, are poised to get even worse.

by Marc Novicoff

Tue, 05 May 2026




The very short list of constraints on partisan gerrymandering has gotten even shorter. Until last week, the Supreme Court had interpreted Section 2 of the Voting Rights Act to require states to draw some majority-minority districts. But in Louisiana v. Callais, it overturned that requirement and held that the VRA prohibits gerrymandering only if it's done with the explicit goal of racial discrimination. If the intent behind disenfranchising minority voters appears to be merely partisan, the gerrymander is now legal. The ruling will allow Republican state legislatures in the South to erase most if not all of the region's few blue House districts without fear of being blocked in court.

And so the gerrymandering wars, already awful, are poised to get even worse. Democrats will respond to the Republican response to Callais; Republicans will respond to the response to the response; voters will lose in the process. In a few years, almost every seat in the House of Representatives could be safely occupied by a hyper-partisan incumbent, beholden only to primary voters. The chamber could become something like the Electoral College: Whoever wins a state gets all of its representatives, and the winners are there just to vote for or against the president.

Because of the timing of the ruling, the effects are likely to be modest for the upcoming midterms. On Thursday, Louisiana suspended its primary election to give the state time to redraw the map. The legislature might eliminate just the one seat at issue in Callais, or it could try to eliminate both of the state's majority-Black, Democratic-leaning districts. A few more seats could be in play elsewhere in the South. On Friday, after saying two days earlier that she would not do so, Alabama Governor Kay Ivey announced that she would call a special legislative session to redraw the state's maps. Donald Trump has claimed that he has the Tennessee governor's promise to do likewise. In other deep-red states, key deadlines have already passed, making last-minute map-drawing difficult or impossible.

The implications for 2028 and onward are more dramatic. Trump's successful push to get Republican states to do off-cycle redistricting this year already blew past one long-standing impediment to gerrymandering maximalism. The removal of the VRA will make the arms race even more cutthroat. "It's gonna be awful," Sean Trende, a prominent districting expert, told me. Kyle Kondik, an elections analyst at the Center for Politics at the University of Virginia, compared the situation to "an all-you-can-eat buffet." Republicans could draw Democrats completely out of the delegations of Mississippi, Alabama, South Carolina, and Tennessee, and take another district or two in Georgia.

Presumably, Democrats would feel the need to respond. In some blue states, including New York, New Jersey, Colorado, and Washington, voters and legislators would have to decide to scrap nonpartisan redistricting commissions in order to join the gerrymandering free-for-all. In others, such as Oregon and Maryland, that wouldn't be necessary. "I'd take 52 seats from California and 17 seats from Illinois," Representative Terri Sewell, a Black Democrat who represents a sure-to-be-torn-up district in Alabama, said at a press conference after the Callais decision came down. By that, she meant all 52 and all 17. Could California, a state with more registered Republicans than any other, really send zero Republican representatives to Congress? It's mathematically conceivable. Likewise, Illinois could theoretically engineer a blue-wash. The key is to draw districts that start in big cities and stretch all the way across the state, so that urban Democratic voters outweigh rural Republicans in every district. These maps are sometimes called "baconmanders," because the districts resemble thin, curvy strips.

David A. Graham: How the Supreme Court came to accept a practice it called unjust

Democratic hardball would probably inspire Republicans outside the South to get even more ambitious. Their job would be easier, because red states tend not to have redistricting commissions. Opportunities abound in Kansas, Nebraska, Missouri, and Kentucky. Even Ohio and Texas could probably find a few more blue seats to eliminate.

Figuring out which party benefits more from this mass disenfranchisement is extremely difficult, because so many variables--including referenda, legislator preferences, and state-court legal challenges--go into determining what happens in each state. "I just feel like you'd really just be guessing," Kondik told me. Zachary Donnini, the head of data science at VoteHub, was willing to game it out. He tentatively predicted that states would stop just short of the absolute maximum level of gerrymandering, winding up with 206 safe Republican seats and 203 safe Democratic seats. Because there are 435 total seats in the House of Representatives, this would leave the whole country with only 26 competitive districts.

One factor that could stop legislators from enacting the most ruthless possible gerrymander--which even the Supreme Court cannot overturn--is a bias in favor of preserving incumbents' districts. Creating a new Democratic (or Republican) district generally requires taking some territory away from another district that votes so overwhelmingly Democratic (or Republican) that it has votes to spare. But a congressman who usually wins by 20 does not want to see his advantage suddenly cut to five points--that means more pressure to campaign, fundraise, and worry about what voters think. A similar fear is that of the infelicitously named "dummymander," in which one party tries to create so many seats for itself that it winds up spreading its support too thin. In North Carolina, for example, Republicans entirely control the map-drawing process, but both parties are competitive statewide. The state legislature could draw 14 districts that all slightly broke for Trump in 2024, but that could mean losing all 14 if the state shifts a few points to the left. (A final factor limiting gerrymandering is shame on the part of state legislators. But this is in steadily dwindling supply.)

Whichever party ultimately gains more seats from the gerrymandering wars, the loser is clear: American democracy. In a maximum-gerrymandering scenario, more than 400 seats in the House could be safe and essentially uncontestable, delivering to voters year after year an unresponsive and unimpeachable class of lazy representatives with little incentive to represent them. At a high-enough level of abstraction, the way out is simple: Congress could enact a federal law prohibiting partisan gerrymandering. The details are not quite as straightforward. One major impediment is, simply, that Republicans have never expressed much interest in ending gerrymandering. As each state gerrymanders, moreover, it sends ever more partisan representatives to the House--the exact representatives least likely to mutually disarm and end the practice that brought them there.

And no single reform is without its flaws. The Democrats' 2021 voting-reform package, which all but one House Democrat voted for before it died in the Senate, mandated independent commissions in every state. But those commissions can deadlock or produce maps that are still unfair in some way, sometimes requiring the courts to intervene. Academics tend to prefer more creative solutions--such as having one party draw a map with twice as many districts as necessary and then letting the other party choose how to combine them, or switching entirely to a system of proportional representation with multimember districts--but academics are not in charge. If Republicans were to finally join the fight against gerrymandering, they'd likely have their own ideas for how to fix it.

None of these approaches would be perfect. All would be preferable to the status quo, in which politicians elected to represent the will of the voters find more and more elaborate ways to avoid having to do so.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/05/supreme-court-callais-gerrymandering/687062/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



For Ibram X. Kendi, It's Nazis All the Way Down

His new book describes the "Great Replacement" theory as a convoluted plot, but fails to explain why it appeals to people in the first place.

by Gal Beckerman

Tue, 05 May 2026




A conspiracy theory is soothing to the believer not just because it promises a complete explanation for all that appears wrong with the world, but also because it confirms the sense that something is wrong with the world. Society is in flux: New technology is altering how we work and think, centuries-old definitions of gender are collapsing, long-trusted institutions are crumbling, the weather itself seems to be in revolt. Any or all of these changes might make you feel unmoored, as if you are no longer in control. The conspiracy theorist comes along and says you are right. And more than that: Someone, or some group, is completely to blame; they are actively working to take away what you so recently took for granted. If this answer flies in the face of all observable truth, if it reduces life to a zero-sum game, it can still feel plausible because the conspiracy theorist is speaking to a human anxiety about the good and prosperous life being a limited commodity. As Naomi Klein put it in her recent book, Doppelganger: "Conspiracy theorists get the facts wrong but often get the feelings right."

Ibram X. Kendi correctly calls the "Great Replacement" theory, which jibes perfectly with the description above, "the most dominant political theory of our time." The idea that nefarious forces, usually Jews (or "globalists," in the more polite versions), are opening the gates to Black and brown immigrants in order to eradicate white culture has propelled extreme-right nativist movements over the past 15 years. We've heard this from the mouth of Tucker Carlson and Elon Musk, but also from Marine Le Pen and Viktor Orban. In Kendi's new book, Chain of Ideas: The Origins of Our Authoritarian Age, he sets out to capture this theory's spread.

The goal is an admirable one--the danger of this idea has been proved again and again as it's shown up in the scrawled manifestos of mass shooters from South Carolina to Norway. But the book Kendi has written reads less like an effort to understand why these conspiracy theorists are so effective and more like a murder board in a detective's office, laying out an expanding web of evidence meant to prove that this theory has been deliberately engineered and that its proponents are in cahoots. Faces of leaders such as the far-right British politician Nigel Farage and Argentine President Javier Milei are pinned up and threads are strung between them--or tied to their parental histories, or to books they may have read, or to places where they may have all gathered together.

A great deal of research clearly went into amassing the copious data points that fill this nearly 600-page book, but the result is a slog to get through, because--beyond a vague nod toward the manipulation of "anger" and economic anxiety--Kendi almost completely ignores the people who are attracted to this worldview or the reasons they might be. Instead, he gives us something less helpful: another conspiracy theory.

In Kendi's telling, the Great Replacement theory is itself a mask, one covering an ism we already know and loathe: Nazism. He aims to show, through a "genealogy of theory and tactics," how little has changed beyond a slight "renovation." Although "great replacement parties" across Europe may have banished open racism, pivoted from denouncing the pollution of blood to lamenting the erosion of culture, and occasionally chosen leaders who were not straight, white men, they "did not abandon the house of Hitler," Kendi writes. "They gutted it. They renovated it. New walls and fixtures and furniture."

Read: The crisis of the intellectuals

These extreme-right parties have manufactured a feeling of scarcity, he explains--the same emotion Hitler produced when he sought to persuade Germans to destroy "International Jewry" before it destroyed them. The story of replacement has no basis in reality, Kendi writes. Even in European countries supposedly being flooded by immigrants, they still represent a small minority. But white politicians everywhere are using fear to gain political power and then argue for authoritarian forms of control, which "everyday White people" are willing to accept in order to preserve their tiny bit of privilege over society's most marginalized.

So far this might seem like run-of-the-mill white supremacy rearing its head in the 21st century, albeit in less shrill tones. Yet Kendi argues that the Great Replacement theory is not just the most recent manifestation of racial anxiety, but something far broader, more all-encompassing, and more manufactured. This is why it is a "theory" and not a "philosophy," he writes: because "it blends elements from philosophies across the spectrum, including populism, centrism, socialism, nationalism, liberalism, conservatism, and especially fascism." What other theory has a similar "philosophical hybridity," according to Kendi? Nazism.

All this feels quite muddled, but what I came to understand as Kendi expanded his Great Replacement net was that he wants it to capture any kind of mindset in which those most privileged in a society imagine themselves to be its victims. This is more than just a racial inversion--though that is often the form this uber-theory takes. It could also include anti-vaxxers pinning yellow stars to their shirts because they are convinced that they're going to be targeted by their government, or French protesters angry over a proposal to raise their retirement age. What Kendi is interested in is finding links between such manifestations, but all I could see as I read (and read, and read) is that there is potentially no end to this anxiety; it is as old as the conflict between Cain and Abel or Jacob and Esau. It is also not unique to white Europeans and Americans. Wasn't this same fear of reversal behind the massacres of the Tutsis in Rwanda and the Rohingya in Myanmar?

For Kendi, however, this is not a pattern of human nature but a modern plot. And so he expends a lot of energy connecting the dots on that murder board in order to prove that like minds are working together. A 2011 book by the French writer Renaud Camus, The Great Replacement, which expresses fears that Muslim immigrants are going to destroy French civilization, shows up at the bedside of various leaders. A meeting by the far-right German party AfD (Alternative for Germany) on how to expel migrants from the country is held a suspicious eight kilometers away from the site of the Wannsee Conference, where the Nazis gathered to plot the "Final Solution." "It may not be a coincidence," Kendi decides.

Often he simply lets two facts sit side by side, rubbing provocatively against each other: "On June 15, 2025, Trump announced his administration's 'very important goal of delivering the single largest Mass Deportation Program in History.' German Nazis and their collaborators executed one of the single largest mass deportation programs in history when they forcibly remigrated millions of European Jews to concentration camps outside of their home countries."

Read: The quiet way authoritarianism begins to crumble

Great Replacement, in Kendi's widening definition, starts to encompass so many disparate examples that it loses its explanatory power. Is Canada's conservative politician Pierre Poilievre a "great replacement leader"? Kendi's logic for including him is largely based on the fact that Poilievre spoke to the concerns of those 2022 trucker protesters who were responding to COVID lockdowns by demanding a return of their "freedoms." He was addressing constituent complaints about business closures and school lockdowns, which is what all sorts of politicians did. El Salvador's president, Nayib Bukele, makes it onto the board because of his harsh crackdown on gangs, though crime was genuinely an acute problem in the country and most Salvadorans were very happy to see him attack it. He has weakened democratic institutions and countenanced claims of torture and other abuses, but I'm not sure this puts him ideologically in league with Orban and Le Pen.

For all the material Kendi brings together, his conclusion reduces it to the size of a small cabal meeting in a back room: "The actual protagonists in this story are the great replacement financiers, politicians, theorists, and soldiers. They are striving to bring into being the actual great replacement humans should fear in the twenty-first century: the replacement of democracy with dictatorship." This implication--that far-right puppeteers are working together to manipulate the masses as part of their plan for world domination--doesn't seem much different to me than imagining George Soros pulling the strings of immigration policy in order to generate a new and permanent Democratic majority.

The worst thing about Kendi's theorizing is that it allows him to avoid seriously contending with why conspiracy theories appeal to so many people. He could begin by examining his own need for a totalizing rationale. "I did not find the subject of this book," he writes. "The subject of this book found me." After the 2020 George Floyd protests, Kendi's expansive ideas about racism, encapsulated in his 2019 book, How to Be an Antiracist, were widely circulated--and attacked. That book argued that racism is as pervasive as air, that it flows through all of our institutions and our social arrangements. If you tolerated these unequal systems, you were racist; if you fought to undo them, you were anti-racist.

Many people objected to this strict binary, and Kendi experienced the resulting backlash as the kind of inversion he has written about in this new book. The "great replacement politicians and theorists have misrepresented, maligned, and villainized me--and many intellectuals like me--as anti-White, as 'racist,'" he writes. (He was also credibly accused of mismanaging Boston University's Center for Antiracism Research, which was set up under his leadership, a charge he disputed at the time but doesn't mention in this book.) It seems to me that he decided to fight fire with fire; instead of addressing criticisms of overreach head-on, he chose to suggest that those who accuse him of being racist are, by his expansive definition, neo-Nazis.

Why do people feel that they are going to be replaced? Understanding this is not the same as justifying it, especially when it comes to the violence these beliefs often inspire. But Kendi has identified a real and dangerous human problem--a deep, pathological sense of grievance--even while not really endeavoring to comprehend it. To see how that might have gone, read the work of sociologists such as Arlie Russell Hochschild. Her book Strangers in Their Own Land, which Kendi mentions in passing, identified the "deep story" that working-class white people in Louisiana were telling themselves about their place in society. This was "the story feelings tell," as Hochschild put it, of "hopes, fears, pride, shame, resentment, and anxiety." These people felt like the world was rushing ahead of them; like they were overwhelmed; like they were waiting patiently in line while others were cutting ahead of them.

Read: The truth about extremism that America likes to forget

Kendi might answer that it is not his job, or any Black person's job, to unpack the anxieties of white people, and I'd be sympathetic to his exasperation. But if he really believes, as he writes near the end of his book, that Great Replacement politicians will do whatever they need to keep manipulating these feelings to their advantage, even "triggering World War III to extend their rule," then he should consider not just connecting the dots, but looking more closely at the individuals who keep gravitating toward these ideas. His plan for getting past this zero-sum thinking is for us all to recognize our common humanity--and that goal is hard to argue with. But the only way to get there is to first contend with those humans who don't partake in such a magnanimous vision, who reach for the easiest of answers to make sense of why they feel something is being ripped away from them. Maybe we should start by recognizing not only that the disorientation and uprootedness behind this sentiment is real, but that right now it might be one of the few things most of us genuinely do share.
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Democrats Could Use a Cold Shower Before the Midterms

They have good reason to be optimistic. But they are sounding a bit too giddy.

by Mark Leibovich

Tue, 05 May 2026




The Democratic wilderness is starting to look awfully sunny. Gone, for the most part, are the blame-casting, hand-wringing, and paralysis-by-analysis that gripped the party after Donald Trump's reelection. Same with the constant grousing about how the party is fractured, leaderless, locked out of power in Washington, and unloved across the country.


Actually, that might all still be true. But you don't hear about it as much. Democrats are too busy being giddy with anticipation for the midterms. Examples of this hyper-confidence began popping up at the beginning of the year ("Democrats will cruise to victory, including Senate control," the writer Brian Beutler predicted) and have proliferated since then. Nearly every day seems to bring another Democratic overperformance in a special or off-year election, or another great poll for the party, improved House or Senate forecast, or headline about how Republicans are bracing for a brutal November. Is a blue wave coming? A blue tsunami? Or another blue mirage?


The causes for Democratic optimism are legitimate. The president's approval ratings--historically a solid predictor of a party's midterm outlook--have now dropped consistently into the 30s. Trump was already underwater on his two most important issues, the economy and the cost of living. Then he launched a protracted, unpopular war of choice with Iran that sent gas prices soaring, the Middle East into turmoil, and his numbers ever further south--all while he dismissed Democrats' talk of affordability as a "good line of bullshit" and spoke nonstop about the need for an extravagant ballroom at the White House.


According to The New York Times' polling average, 58 percent of Americans disapprove of the president's overall performance, the highest share since right after the January 6, 2021, attack on the Capitol. A recent Fox News poll also showed that, by four percentage points, Americans prefer Democrats to Republicans on the economy, the first time since 2010 that Democrats have prevailed on that question.


Read: The fight-club rule on gerrymandering

Yet to hear some bullish Democrats talk, the idea that the party might merely win the few seats it needs to flip the House--which was widely expected to begin with--feels needlessly cautious. In many cases, Democrats have become unnervingly unrestrained in expressing their higher-end hopes. "Your viewers need to know that the Democrats are going to pick up at a minimum 25 seats," the unnervingly unrestrained James Carville told Fox News in January. "Maybe as high as 45."


Until recently, arguing that the Democrats could net the four seats required to take back the Senate would have been a major reach. That scenario now seems more realistic, as Democratic candidates are polling competitively (or better) in a number of states--Ohio, Alaska, Texas--that once looked far beyond reach. But some Democrats are allowing themselves to think beyond the merely conceivable. "I feel like we're going to take back the Senate," Minority Leader Chuck Schumer told NOTUS, which reported that Schumer envisioned "as many as eight seats in play."


"This cycle very well might be more like a 1974 post-Watergate cycle, where voters are saying 'burn the ships,'" David Jolly, a former Republican House member from Florida who is running for governor as a Democrat, told The Bulwark.


Before anyone starts burning ships, a reality check: Democrats have been left devastated by elections in the recent past that they'd also felt great about. The midterms are also still six months away. And presidents--none more than the 45th and 47th--have an unrivaled ability to make news and redirect prevailing narratives. So, for that matter, do Republican-friendly judges, such as the ones on the Supreme Court who last week tossed a grenade of uncertainty onto congressional maps by potentially jeopardizing Democratic seats in majority-Black districts.


Democrats picking up 49 House seats--as they did in 1974--would be exceedingly unlikely in this or any modern cycle. The country is too solidly 50-50, and the congressional maps have been redrawn over the years in a way that will ensure a high degree of stasis. After Democrats won a net total of 41 seats in 2018--their biggest gain since 1974--they significantly exhausted their body of "winnable" seats and thus the potential for future pickups. Only three Republicans carried districts won by Kamala Harris in 2024.


"The pool of possible defections for either party in a bad year is a very small number," Charlie Cook, a veteran political analyst and the founder of the Cook Political Report, told me.


Dan Pfeiffer, a former top Barack Obama aide and a Pod Save America co-host, told me that even if Democrats manage this year to repeat their popular-vote margin from 2018--eight points--they would win considerably fewer than 41 seats and probably closer to 20. Cook said that Democrats are likely to have a "good" year in the House elections--"good defined between a dozen and 30 seats," he explained. "But I have a hard time seeing that go north of 30."


As for the Senate, Democrats face an extremely high degree of difficulty. Cook pointed out that they would not only have to take at least some states that Trump won three times (North Carolina, Ohio, Alaska, Texas). They would also have to hold Democratic seats in places that Trump won in 2024 (Georgia, Michigan) and would likely have to defeat the Republican Susan Collins in Maine, who has proved over three decades to be a unicorn of electoral resilience. Her likely opponent, the Bernie Sanders-backed oyster farmer Graham Platner, has generally been polling ahead of her. But he is a political novice who is packing heavy baggage, which pro-Collins committees will undoubtedly unpack for maximum effect.


Cook believes that Republicans are still more likely to hold the Senate, in spite of the optimistic Democratic projections. "For a lot of these folks, they're going with the vibe and not looking at the arithmetic," he said. Still, neither he nor Pfeiffer, both committed data gluttons, thinks that the Democrats' buoyancy is misplaced. "I mean, the situation is quite good," Pfeiffer said. "It does keep getting better." He added that 2026 might be "the best political environment Democrats have had since 2006, and may be better than that." (Democrats flipped both the House and the Senate in 2006.)


It's worth recalling that Republicans had similarly high hopes before the 2022 midterms. A consensus of forecasters in the media and from both parties predicted big Republican wins, while a much smaller contingent of Democratic analysts argued that the election would in fact not be so bad. Simon Rosenberg, a longtime Democratic operative, was the most visible proponent of this contrarian view--and a purveyor of what became known as Democratic "hopium."


As it turned out, Democrats performed far better than expected that November. Republicans won nine House seats, enough to take only a small majority in Congress. Democrats also gained a Senate seat by winning a large majority of close battleground states. There was no red wave to speak of. Rosenberg was seemingly vindicated, and was celebrated as a corrective to the Democratic Party's pessimistic impulses. He launched a popular Substack called Hopium Chronicles, which remains widely read. Yet his hopium-laced prognosis for Democratic victory in 2024 turned out to be quite off.


Ben Ritz: Democrats learned the wrong lesson from 2024

When I spoke with Rosenberg recently, he sounded cautiously sanguine about November but still generous with his hopium offerings. He thinks that Democrats have a genuine shot at winning the Senate. He pointed out that national GOP committees and super PACs have in recent weeks engaged in "defensive spending"--they are putting huge sums of money into states that appeared solidly red a few months ago.


"This was an admission that those states are really in play, right?" Rosenberg told me. Republicans, he said, are "really panicking." (Republicans can spend near-unlimited sums--defensively and otherwise--because they enjoy a huge fundraising advantage over Democrats.)


As the hopium pipe keeps getting passed around the Democratic campfire, could it also carry a risk of complacency? Improved morale is great for the party, but not if it saps voters of their most vital asset: urgency. Pfeiffer did not sound concerned when I asked him about this. "No one's going to stay home because they're overconfident," he said. "We are so far from that."


The elections of 2024 and 2016 remain fresh in the party consciousness, which is its own activation energy. And Democrats turned out in large numbers in 2018, during Trump's first term, whereas Republicans have voted less reliably in midterms. The president's willingness to campaign could boost GOP turnout, but that's assuming that he will be motivated to do so--and he has not seemed to be up to this point. It's also assuming that his supporters will vote as he says.


Trump is still here, though, despite many past predictions of his demise. That alone should serve as the Democrats' main antidote to hopium.
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My Role as a 'Complicit' Journalist

Algorithms turn nuanced articles into rage bait that helps fuel political violence.

by Michael Scherer

Tue, 05 May 2026

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

Cole Tomas Allen, the man accused of trying to assassinate President Trump late last month, appeared to consume political news like so many of his fellow citizens, absorbing daily doses of outrage on social media, metabolizing the anger, and projecting it out into the world in his own voice. His posts are remarkable for how typical they are for such platforms, where expressions of disgust are currency and polarization is the product.

In response to a clip of Vice President Vance expressing pride in ending aid to Ukraine, a Bluesky account reportedly used by Allen read, "What a piece of shit." When another account argued that members of the administration were "damned" for serving a president who posted an AI image of himself as Jesus, the assumed Allen account quoted from the Book of Revelation about God's fury at worshippers of "the beast." When Trump proposed charging tolls in the Strait of Hormuz, Allen apparently responded, "It's public knowledge that he likely IS basically a sociopathic mob boss."

These were not calls for violence. But they were building blocks for the crime he would soon allegedly commit. In the manifesto he is said to have emailed to his family, Allen deployed the buzzwords of social media, casting his political disagreements as questions of character that diminished the humanity of his targets. He said that he aimed to kill Trump-administration officials, but that everyone in the ballroom was fair game because "most people *chose* to attend a speech by a pedophile, rapist, and traitor, and are thus complicit." He argued that the constitutional order had been upended and the social contract broken: "The United States of America are ruled by the law, not by any one or several people. In so far as representatives and judges do not follow the law, no one is required to yield them anything so unlawfully ordered."

I was among the hundreds of "complicit" journalists who attended the White House Correspondents' Dinner. My job is to interview figures from across the political spectrum, including the president and his advisers. I attend their events; I try to earn their trust; I inform the public about what is happening. Sometimes my work requires me to attend functions with administration officials; occasionally I am required to wear a tuxedo in the performance of this duty. It is no great revelation to say that Allen's purported manifesto is wrong on the facts: The United States of America is still ruled by law, not by one man, or several people. Independent judges continue to interpret that law, and the president has not successfully defied a decision of the U.S. Supreme Court or the voting public. Trump has expanded executive power, dismantled federal ethics practices, and adopted authoritarian tactics, but he does not rule as a tyrant. The free press, despite new legal threats and cowering ownership, continues to check his power. The midterm elections will take place on November 3, and, if current sentiment holds, Trump will see his power diminished. Allen, not Trump, is the villain in this particular story, if he is guilty as charged. There is no justification for the violence he attempted.

But I cannot stop thinking about the role that journalists like me play in the drama that ended with Allen face down in a Washington Hilton hallway. I worry that we are at the beginning of a cycle of political violence that is going to get much worse, that will threaten more journalists, more corporate leaders, more candidates, and more elected and appointed officials. Public access to leaders will diminish as a result, and the gulf between the powerful and the aggrieved will grow. The list of recent attacks by suspects who seem to have been influenced not only by unfolding news events but also by the sludge of online political discourse is long and terrifying: Luigi Mangione, the accused murderer of UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian Thompson; Tyler Robinson, the alleged assassin of the conservative activist Charlie Kirk; Daniel Moreno-Gama, the accused Molotov-cocktail-wielding attacker at the home of the OpenAI leader Sam Altman, who has faced other threats; Vance Boelter, the alleged killer of a Minnesota lawmaker and her husband; Elias Rodriguez, the alleged killer of two Israeli-embassy employees outside the Capital Jewish Museum; Robert Bowers, the convicted anti-Semitic mass shooter at a Pittsburgh synagogue; Payton Gendron, the convicted neo-Nazi shooter at a Buffalo supermarket in a predominantly Black neighborhood; Patrick Crusius, the convicted racist shooter at an El Paso Walmart. (The first five await trials.)

Read: Rise of the blood populist

No act has a single cause, and all of those suspects appear to have been mentally unstable to varying degrees. But their ideologies also appear to have been nurtured by the technologies we use to distribute and process political information, which isolate us from one another and push us to more extreme conclusions. Modern democracies function on the relatively recent idea that the violence that historically accompanied power transfer should be replaced with individual rights and open elections. These alleged assailants concluded that this idea no longer held, a conclusion that I observe as a growing feature of the online discourse, which routinely casts real policy difference and character judgment in apocalyptic terms stripped of critical nuance. After September 11, the national-security apparatus focused on finding homegrown terrorists who had been radicalized virtually by distant Muslim radicals. Now radicalization--including for many of the pro-Trump rioters who tried to paralyze the democratic process on January 6, 2021--comes from the algorithmic information systems themselves, which reward outrage, conspiracism, and emotional responses. They also diminish understanding, empathy, and verifiable facts.

My work unintentionally provides raw material for this ecosystem. Four days after the security breach at the Correspondents' Dinner, I co-wrote an article about Trump's tendency to compare himself to great figures from history--Napoleon Bonaparte, Alexander the Great, and Julius Caesar, in particular. The article contained no hint of a justification for political violence. But as it churned through social media, that's where it ended up, sparking one outraged post after another by enraged readers who called Trump "batshit crazy," "f*cking insane," and much more. "Was the guy who bum rushed the correspondents dinner with a shotgun the bad guy (?)" asked one user on X, responding to a link to the story. "We supposed to just let him conquer the planet and crown himself Emperor Of Earth ??"

This happens all the time. And so I do feel implicated, just not in the way Allen's manifesto would have it.

Perhaps the most famous scene in The Boys on the Bus, the Timothy Crouse account of reporters covering the 1972 presidential campaign, takes place after the second debate between Hubert Humphrey and George McGovern. Newspaper reporters swarm the typewriter of the lead Associated Press writer, Walter Mears, to find out how he will start his story. They each worked for regional monopolies, with captive audiences, and wanted to please their editors. If they filed something different from Mears, they would have to explain themselves.

By the time I started covering presidential campaigns, in 2008, the incentives had reversed. On the internet, we all wrote for the same captive audience, sitting in front of computers at home, so there was no upside in writing the same lede as The New York Times or The Washington Post. To win internet traffic, you had to distinguish yourself. Small things became more important, and appealing to specific groups suddenly had advantages. A blogosphere of liberal and conservative writers--the precursors of social media--emerged to filter what happened through ideological lenses.

Around the same time, the founders of Politico began to adapt traditional media to the new technology. For decades, major newspapers had assigned reporters to watch the Sunday political talk shows and write about the news that was made. Politico's editors realized that the digital world rewarded bite-size slices and multiple headlines that could ride on Google Search. In one instance in 2009, Politico produced nine separate headlines from a single CNN interview with Vice President Dick Cheney. Some could appeal to liberal emotional cues, perhaps earning a link from The Huffington Post. Some could resonate with the right, earning a link from the Drudge Report. Every reader would get only part of the story.

This echoed the shift in broadcast news that began with cable television. Fox News's Roger Ailes had discovered in the '90s that people watched not for information but for emotional gratification--to get mad, to feel the thrill of the underdog, the excitement of a car chase. (Ailes also obsessively demanded that female anchors display their bare legs.) Online, liberals clicked on stories about conservative rot. Conservatives clicked on stories about liberal excess. Independents clicked on stories about the corruption of the whole system. The news became an us-versus-them training ground.

Social media, the current architecture for mass distribution, gave algorithms the ability to supercharge the emotional resonance of information by prioritizing delivery based on engagement, a measure that largely tracks the tingling appeal. But algorithms, unlike regional newspapers, Politico, and blogs, do not screen for falsehoods and have no reputations to protect. So the fidelity to facts soon fell away. (What AI will do to us next is unclear: Some people have argued that the voice of AI is, for the moment, less polarizing than the algorithmic maw. Others predict that AI slop will accelerate the same algorithmic incentives and sever us from the physical world.)

It's hard to imagine a story more fully covered than one about shots fired at a dinner attended by hundreds of journalists. CNN's Wolf Blitzer watched a man sprint through the magnetometers and get tackled, and was on his network within minutes detailing what he saw. But if you consumed news of the attack on social media, you were at least as likely to be offered a conspiracist version of the event--the version that gave you the greatest emotional charge--suggesting that Trump could have staged the attempt on his life. The former MSNBC host Joy Reid raised the possibility on her podcast, just as the former Fox News host Tucker Carlson did. "If it was political theater, that would be one of the biggest manipulations in modern history," Carlson said in a widely viewed video clip, adopting the just-asking-questions mode that has made him one of the most cynical rage-farmers of his generation.

Read: A shooting at the White House Correspondents' Dinner 

Once you understand these incentives, the other major distortions of political news fall into place. I've been in this business for a while, and I can more or less predict the likely readership of a story before it is published. The more a story taps an emotional vein--usually outrage or grievance--the more traffic it will tend to attract from social media. I am in the business of writing long and complicated stories full of nuance. Yet I am at the mercy of platforms that want to turn my words into cortisol and endorphins, often for people who will never click the link to read what I wrote. Regardless of my intentions, my work can fuel the false division I despise. Each derivative of my work, processed through the algorithm, becomes more cartoonish and less descriptive of what is real.

Every part of the political ecosystem now plays the game. Grievance, like a virus that can pass a cell wall, is often the best delivery vehicle. This explains much of the rise of Trump, the original insult-tweeting candidate, who designed his norm-breaking routine to provoke anger and deepen resentment on social media. It also explains the behavior of some Democrats. House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries assessed a ruling this week on the Voting Rights Act by calling the Supreme Court's majority "illegitimate," a moment that immediately became viral. Trump rode the wave, announcing in his own social-media post that Jeffries "should not be allowed to talk that way."

The Supreme Court is not, in fact, illegitimate under any reasonable legal argument. Each of its members was appointed and confirmed according to constitutional procedures, and they act in accordance with their view of the law, as they should. But Jeffries and Trump are not really engaged in a debate about legitimacy. (A couple of months earlier, Trump called a different majority on the high court "a Disgrace to our Nation," "fools," and "very unpatriotic, and disloyal to the Constitution.") They are sophisticated politicians seeking partisan advantage. Trump has no path to restrict Jeffries's right to speak, and when the court next rules against Trump, Jeffries will not question its legitimacy. This is a staged performance whose terms are set by the technological medium by which they are distributed. The problem is that many people who consume the debate will take it literally and embrace the outrage. As a typical commenter put it on Bluesky, in response to Jeffries's comments, "The corrupt six should go to prison and never see daylight again for their treason."

Read: The era of normie extremism is here

I am not suggesting that censorship offers any solutions, and I am not contending that everyone is equally to blame. I want to pause to acknowledge the strange new physics that is distorting how many people understand the world. The information delivered in feeds and podcasts has been torqued away from reality to seize our attention. Just as many children's brains have been hijacked by TikTok feeds of cute cats or pimple popping, political debate is now captive to a kind of alarmism that dehumanizes by default and announces any deviation from the norm as proof of systemic collapse. Allen and his cohort would likely echo what my social-media commenters tell me each day: That there is a war happening in the United States, and that the system is irreparably broken. For a nation founded in a revolution that met tyranny with force, violence can seem far too logical in the face of such flawed conclusions.

The truth is more complicated, and more challenging: The nation's political machinery, upset by technological change, is strained but functioning. We must commit again to the basic national project--to disagree, even viciously, while maintaining respect for one another's humanity and a desire for truth. We must discount much of the venom we see online, and from pandering leaders, as a distortion of reality, not a mirror. If we do not, more people will die.
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How the Supreme Court Came to Accept a Practice It Called Unjust

The Court went from condemning partisan gerrymandering to effectively encouraging it.

by David A. Graham

Mon, 04 May 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.

Seven years ago, midway through a multiyear demolition of the Voting Rights Act, John Roberts's Supreme Court heard a case on a slightly different topic: partisan gerrymandering. Republican legislators from North Carolina had drawn a map of U.S. House districts that courts, including the high court, had found was an unconstitutional racial gerrymander under the VRA. So the North Carolina lawmakers tried again, this time going out of their way to make clear that they were trying to reduce Democratic representation, not Black representation.

The gambit worked. Roberts, writing for the majority, lamented that partisan gerrymandering was pernicious and unfair. "Excessive partisanship in districting leads to results that reasonably seem unjust," he wrote in Rucho v. Common Cause. But the majority nonetheless concluded that federal courts had no role to play in policing partisan gerrymandering, because it was a political question. Still, Roberts didn't want that to seem like an endorsement: "Our conclusion does not condone excessive partisan gerrymandering."

That was then. The conservative majority's decision in Louisiana v. Callais last week doesn't just tolerate but encourages states to embrace partisan gerrymandering as a justification for squeezing out majority-Black districts. As politicians work through the impact of the decision, Republican-led governments in Louisiana, Tennessee, and Alabama have all announced plans to try to redraw maps this week, and South Carolina's legislature may not be far behind. The mission will be drawing the most ruthless partisan gerrymanders they can, in the hopes of protecting the GOP majority in the U.S. House.

This is what Justice Samuel Alito, the author of the Callais opinion, recommends. Discarding the Court's old requirement, which said that mapmakers must consider whether minority voters were numerous and concentrated enough to constitute their own district, Alito wrote that plaintiffs must provide strong evidence that minority voters were intentionally targeted for their race. But he also offered an escape hatch, the law professor Richard L. Hasen explains: Even if a state "likely could have drawn a map favoring minority voters" but didn't, "the state can defend itself by (wait for it ... ) admitting to engaging in partisan gerrymandering." In other words, as the scholar Joshua A. Douglas puts it, partisan gerrymandering "has become an absolute defense to any claim of racial discrimination under Section 2 of the Voting Rights Act."

The fundamental ideology of the Callais majority is "color-blindness." In a 2007 case undermining affirmative action, Roberts articulated the idea plainly: "The way to stop discrimination on the basis of race is to stop discriminating on the basis of race." That's the sort of glib comment that sounds like an argument ender as long as you don't think too much about it. But it's no coincidence, as my colleague Adam Serwer wrote last week, that the earliest advocates for color-blindness were reinvented segregationists.

In the color-blindness framework, any discussion of race is itself seen as impolite, the political scientist Julia Azari notes. Alito's opinion hurriedly states that "vast social change has occurred throughout the country and particularly in the South, which have made great strides in ending entrenched racial discrimination." This is true as far as it goes but also highly tendentious, writing off both existing disparities and the important role that the VRA has played in combating discrimination. (The late Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg likened abandoning parts of the VRA because of reduced discrimination to throwing away one's umbrella during a storm because one isn't yet wet.)

Alito acknowledges that Black voters tend to be Democrats in the South, but his allegiance to color-blindness prevents him from thinking too deeply about why. It is not some weird coincidence but the result of Democrats taking up the cause of civil rights, and Republicans becoming consistent opponents. This makes Alito's argument that Black Democrats are losing representation because they are Democrats, not because they are Black, incoherent. "To 'control for partisanship' when assessing racial gerrymandering is to erase the very mechanism through which racism travels," the political scientist Jake Grumbach writes.

The fallout from Callais stands a good chance of making the relationship between race and partisanship even stronger. Black voters have some good critiques of the Democratic Party, but watching Republican-led governments race to redraw maps to eliminate Black representation is unlikely to push them to the GOP. Then again, it may not matter: If mapmakers are empowered to draw ruthlessly partisan maps that are also racially discriminatory, the views of Black voters in some places, especially in the South, will simply not be electorally relevant.

In his 2019 opinion in Rucho, Roberts portrayed his decision to allow partisan gerrymandering as rooted in humility and restraint about the proper role of the judiciary, despite his dislike of extremely partisan maps: "No one can accuse this Court of having a crabbed view of the reach of its competence. But we have no commission to allocate political power and influence in the absence of a constitutional directive or legal standards to guide us in the exercise of such authority." It is ironic, then, that Roberts and his allies have had no compunctions about trashing the VRA, a law duly passed and renewed by Congress. Their hubris will bring about an efflorescence of the same partisan gerrymandering that Roberts claimed to detest.

Related:
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 	Voters can be disenfranchised now.
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	Iran struck a key oil hub in the United Arab Emirates as well as several American warships and commercial vessels on the Strait of Hormuz, according to United States Central Command.
 	A report from the Department of Homeland Security's inspector general found that the agency failed to properly secure mobile devices used by its intelligence office, allowing high-risk apps and weak security practices that could expose sensitive information. DHS said it agrees with the recommendations and has begun making changes to tighten protections on its devices.
 	The Supreme Court paused a lower-court ruling and temporarily restored nationwide access to the abortion pill mifepristone, allowing it to be prescribed via telemedicine and mailed to patients while legal challenges continue.
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The Cost of 'Natural' Womanhood

By Andrea Becker

Supposedly, the menstrual cycle is a gift. It's a product of good design. It's a miraculous dance of hormones that can't be contained. Such are the messages flooding the internet these days, courtesy of lifestyle influencers, crunchy moms, so-called hormone coaches, and all sorts of popular entertainers.
 The menstrual cycle, according to these same voices, is also an emotional roller coaster, best ridden with the aid of bespoke products ...
 Riding the hormonal highs and lows is supposed to be worth it in part because of ovulation, a purportedly glorious, clear-skinned moment that justifies all the cramps and that one influencer calls women's "secret superpower." Advocates for a "natural" menstrual cycle argue that modern medicine--especially birth control--has robbed women of this gift, and therefore their true selves. If reclaiming it comes with wild mood swings, well, that's a small price to pay. But in the long term, buying into these stories about mood and biology could have a higher cost.


Read the full article.
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Culture Break


Illustration by Sally Deng



Read. Jon Krakauer explores how Everest has changed since Into Thin Air.

Watch. This weekend's episode of Saturday Night Live (streaming on Peacock) shrewdly illustrated all of the ways that breakups can distort reality, Paula Mejia 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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Kash Patel's Personalized Bourbon Stash

The FBI director has been leaving an unusual calling card.

by Sarah Fitzpatrick

Wed, 06 May 2026


A personalized bottle of Woodford Reserve bourbon engraved with the words "Kash Patel FBI Director," as well as a rendering of an FBI shield, obtained by The Atlantic (The Atlantic)



One of J. Edgar Hoover's greatest reforms at the FBI was his embrace of fingerprinting. During the 1930s, visitors to the FBI offices in Washington, D.C., received souvenir fingerprint cards featuring his name. The men who succeeded him as FBI director were more discreet and judicious, mindful of the cult of personality that had developed around Hoover. They generally avoided giving out branded swag.

But then came Kash Patel.

President Trump's FBI director has a great deal of affection for swag. Merchandise for sale on a website he co-founded--still operating, nearly 15 months into his term--includes beanies ($35), T-shirts ($35), orange camo hoodies ($65), trucker caps ($25), "government gangsters" playing cards (on sale for $10), and a Fight With Kash Punisher scarf ($25).

One thing not for sale is liquor, because liquor is something Patel gives away for free.

Last month, I reported that FBI personnel were alarmed by what they said was erratic behavior and excessive drinking by Patel. (The FBI director has denied the allegations and filed a defamation suit against The Atlantic and me.)

After my story appeared, I heard from people in Patel's orbit and people he has met at public functions, who told me that it is not unusual for him to travel with a supply of personalized branded bourbon. The bottles bear the imprint of the Kentucky distillery Woodford Reserve, and are engraved with the words "Kash Patel FBI Director," as well as a rendering of an FBI shield. Surrounding the shield is a band of text featuring Patel's director title and his favored spelling of his first name: Ka$h. An eagle holds the shield in its talons, along with the number 9, presumably a reference to Patel's place in the history of FBI directors. In some cases, the 750-milliliter bottles bear Patel's signature, with "#9" there as well. One such bottle popped up on an online auction site shortly after my story appeared, and The Atlantic later purchased it. (The person who sold it to us did not want to be named, but said that the bottle was a gift from Patel at an event in Las Vegas.)


Patel's signature and "#9" appears on the bottle obtained by The Atlantic. The "#9" is presumably a reference to his place in the history of FBI directors. (The Atlantic)



Patel has given out bottles of his personalized whiskey to FBI staff as well as civilians he encounters in his duties, according to eight people, including current and former FBI and Department of Justice employees and others who are familiar with Patel's distribution of the bottles. Most of them spoke on the condition of anonymity out of fear of reprisal.

Patel has distributed his self-branded bottles while on official business, including during at least one FBI event. He and his team have transported the whiskey using a DOJ plane, including when he went to Milan during the Olympics in February. One of the bottles was left behind in a locker room, according to a person who was there. (I reviewed a photograph of the bottle.) On the same trip, Patel was filmed drinking beer with the gold-medal-winning U.S. men's hockey team--behavior that officials have said did not sit well with the teetotaling president. Patel defended himself at the time, saying he was just celebrating with his "friends" on the hockey team. Patel's use of DOJ aircraft to transport cases of alcohol has been the subject of discussion among FBI staff.

The FBI did not dispute that Patel gives out bottles of whiskey inscribed with his name, but in response to a detailed list of questions, a spokesperson portrayed the gifts as routine within the FBI and the broader government. He added that "the bottles in question are part of a tradition in the FBI that started well over a decade ago, long before Director Patel arrived. Senior Bureau officials have long exchanged commemorative items in formal gift settings consistent with ethics rules. Director Patel has followed all applicable ethical guidelines and pays for any personal gift himself."

The spokesperson declined to clarify which ethical rules Patel was following, when the bottles were engraved with Patel's name, or whether any bottles had actually been reimbursed as personal gifts. The FBI also declined to provide images of bottles bearing the names of past directors. When I reached a former longtime senior FBI official to ask whether he'd ever seen personally branded liquor bottles distributed by a previous FBI director, he burst out laughing.

Listen: The Kash Patel fallout

Several current and former FBI employees, including multiple senior leaders, told me that the director regularly handing out his own personally branded bourbon, including to civilians outside the bureau, was unheard-of. Current and former agents also told me they were concerned by Patel's gifts of personalized bourbon. The FBI has traditionally had a zero-tolerance approach to unauthorized use of alcohol on the job and for its misuse while off duty. But that standard is bending under Patel's leadership, one former agent told me. "It is so weird and uncomfortable," this person said. Another former agent described the bottles as "demoralizing," because they suggest one set of standards for the director and another for the rest of the bureau. This person said he believes that many agents would worry that if the director offers you a bottle, and "you aren't on board on receiving it enthusiastically, you are getting polygraphed for loyalty." The fear of retribution has deterred some staff from reporting their concerns to supervisors or through channels reserved for whistleblowers.

In March, Patel and his team brought at least one case of bourbon to the FBI's training facility in Quantico, Virginia, for a "training seminar," where Ultimate Fighting Championship athletes provided mixed-martial-arts instruction to aspiring FBI agents and senior staff. At one point at least one bottle went missing, which caused the director to "lose his mind," according to clients of Kurt Siuzdak, a retired agent who has assisted FBI agents, including whistleblowers, with legal issues. Siuzdak told me that multiple agents contacted him for legal guidance after Patel began threatening to polygraph and prosecute his staff over the missing bottle. "It turned into a shitshow," Siuzdak said. Other attorneys told me they received similar calls from FBI employees regarding concerns about Patel's bottles.

Siuzdak and the other attorneys said their clients find themselves in a difficult situation. FBI agents "have a duty to disclose wrongdoing," Siuzdak said. But if you make allegations against Patel, "you're screwed." Siuzdak said agents are particularly troubled about reputational damage from proximity to conduct that is not clearly within FBI rules and norms, which could be used to challenge their professional credibility. "Street agents know that integrity is the most important thing for their jobs," he said. "Without integrity, you can't testify."

Siuzdak, whose career spanned more than 20 years in the FBI as well as time in the military, has given unusual advice to current FBI employees who seek his counsel: "I tell people to run from him."

A spokesperson for Woodford Reserve said she did not have information about who had ordered the bottles or when. "Consumers who purchase Woodford Reserve occasionally have images and messages engraved on the bottle," Elizabeth Conway, the director of external communications for the distillery's parent company, told me. "These engravings occur after the point of purchase."

Patel's affection for bourbon is long-standing; during the first Trump administration, he and his colleagues at the National Security Council kept a barrel of it on hand to celebrate successful hostage negotiations and rescues, The New Yorker reported last year. (Patel served as the council's senior director for counterterrorism at the time.)

Patel's enthusiasm for self-branded merchandise is also well documented. "He is known as being very merch forward," one DOJ employee told me. Even before he was confirmed as FBI director, Patel sent out Ka$h-branded merch boxes that included hats, socks, and other items depicting the comic-book character the Punisher, one person who received such a box told me. As my colleague Elaina Plott Calabro reported in 2024, before Patel became FBI director, he previously sold "Justice for All" #J6PC tees in honor of those arrested for their actions on January 6, 2021. (That item is no longer available from the Kash Foundation, which was founded by Patel but is now, according to its website, "an independent nonprofit, not endorsed by, associated with, or influenced by the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the Department of Justice, or any government agency.")


From top left: A screenshot of a Kash Patel challenge coin; Patel wearing one of his scarves; Kash Patel-branded shoes; Patel wearing his own merchandise on the Health Ranger Report podcast; another Patel challenge coin. Bottom right: A photo taken in an Olympic locker room and provided to The Atlantic shows another personalized Kash Patel bottle of bourbon. (Ebay; CSPAN; William Turton / X; Health Ranger Report)



In a wrongful-termination lawsuit filed in September, former Assistant Director in Charge of the FBI's Washington Field Office Steven Jensen described an interaction in Patel's conference room in which the director presented him with an abnormally large challenge coin--a memento often given out by leaders in law-enforcement and military organizations. The coin was inscribed Director at the top and Ka$h Patel at the bottom.

"Jensen then noticed a collection of whiskey bottles and cigars on Patel's desk," the complaint states. According to the complaint, "Patel explained that he used to produce his own brand of cigars, but they are not in production anymore." Jensen, who oversaw parts of the investigation into the pro-Trump rioters who attacked the Capitol on January 6, was fired in August. (The U.S. government has moved to dismiss the case, and the lawsuit is pending.) Jensen's lawyer, Margaret Donovan, told me in a statement that "there are line agents out there spending their nights and weekends trying to finish warrants, write reports, plan arrests. Yet the FBI Director apparently has the time to design logos, go to hockey games, sit for multi-hour podcast interviews. This is one of the most serious jobs in the country, not a vehicle for self-promotion and branding."

A month before Jensen's firing, Patel's merchandise caused an international diplomatic incident. In July, Patel gave 3-D-printed replica revolvers to two New Zealand cabinet members, as well as multiple members of the country's police and intelligence services, the Associated Press reported. The New Zealand security officials had to destroy the items because they were illegal under local law, according to the AP. A spokesperson for Patel said in a statement to the AP that "the gifted item was a 3D-printed replica of a firearm, and it was specially designed to be incapable of firing ammunition."

Read: Trump's purge may be just beginning

George Hill, a former FBI supervisory intelligence analyst, told me that Patel's conduct represented a fundamental misunderstanding of the bureau's history and of the culture of quiet professionalism that he had observed working under previous FBI directors. "Handing out bottles of liquor at the premier law-enforcement agency--it makes me frightened for the country," he said. "Standards apply to everything and everyone--especially the boss."

Hill and others described an organization struggling to uphold its mission amid purges of experienced staff and under a distracted leadership. "When you degrade the office like that, you degrade the impact," Hill said, adding that he was particularly concerned about what would happen in a time of crisis. "It's a failure to lead."

Marie-Rose Sheinerman contributed to this report.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/05/kash-patel-fbi-bourbon/687066/?utm_source=feed
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The Tragedy of the Tradwife

Caro Claire Burke on her best-selling novel, <em>Yesteryear</em>, and the retrograde fantasy that inspired it.

by Hanna Rosin
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Every generation of feminist has the tormentor it needs. For mine, it was Martha Stewart, a tycoon masquerading as a domestic goddess, who taunted us with her lazy afternoons on the farm picking peaches and tending to her flock of Old English Game hens and Silkie bantams. The online generation is cursed with the tradwife, who usually serves up the homemaker fantasy with an aggressively retrograde worldview.

Tradwife influencers such as Hannah Neeleman might bake bread, tend chickens, and pick from their orchards much like Stewart did, but they also take care of an impossibly large brood of children and declare themselves contentedly, even ecstatically, subservient to one very lucky man. "My husband does not have to lift a finger when he is at home," another tradwife influencer, Estee Williams, has cooed to her tens of thousands of followers on Instagram. (Stewart, by contrast, was divorced by the time she launched Martha Stewart Living. She had one child and, although she never said so explicitly, seemed to believe that children and straight men would just dirty the furniture.)

The author Caro Claire Burke had been happily married for a few years when she downloaded TikTok and the algorithm served her a tradwife video. By then, she had already consumed the writings of Noam Chomsky and been "radicalized," as she put it, so the image of a woman in a prairie skirt with her smiling children both soothed and infuriated her. Burke eventually started her own TikTok criticizing the tradwife, whom she defines as "someone who adheres to norms that we understand as traditional, so subservience, taking care of children, staying within the home, obeying your husband."

She extended that critique into her first novel, Yesteryear, about a modern tradwife who finds herself transported to 1855. The novel has become an instant best seller; already its film rights belong to Amazon, and Anne Hathaway is attached as the lead. And yes, the main character's perfect-seeming life unravels, but not at all in the way a reader expects.

Burke joins me this week on Radio Atlantic to talk about her novel, her own political evolution, and options for young women who roll their eyes at both the girlboss and the tradwife.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: Every once in a while, but not all that often, a work of fiction steps into the cultural debate at just the right moment and in just the right way.

Rosin: How would you define a tradwife?
 Caro Claire Burke:  Well, I guess the simplest definition is a traditional wife. I think it's someone who adheres to norms that we understand as traditional, so subservience, taking care of children, staying within the home, obeying your husband.


Estee Williams: Why are we telling women, even starting out as young girls, that they need to have a life of independence?


Burke: But then there's, of course, the tradwife influencer, who is someone who performs those ideas online, mostly for money.


Nara Smith: When my husband woke up with a case of the sniffles and a tingle in the back of his throat, I told him to stay in bed and I'd make him a hot bowl of soup. Lately, I've loved--


Rosin: Right now, that work of fiction stepping into the cultural debate is Yesteryear, by Caro Claire Burke, about a modern tradwife who finds herself transported back to 1855.

Burke: A woman who performs these ideas in the present day wakes up in a different time period and has to kind of reconcile those two beliefs.


Rosin: The novel, which came out last month, has generated a lot of buzz, the kind that makes for a two-year waiting list at the library, that will have thousands of people reading it at the airport this summer.

The film rights have been sold, and Anne Hathaway has already attached herself as the star. She said she devoured the book in one sitting.

It also happens to be Burke's very first novel.

Burke: All of it is pretty dissociative.
 Rosin: (Laughs.)


[Music]

Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. Today on the show, we're talking to Burke about her breakout hit--and the cultural-political phenomenon behind it.

Seen one way, the tradwife is just a TikTok trend, sometimes soothing to watch, sometimes infuriating, and at this point probably trolly.

Williams: My husband does not have to lift a finger when he is at home because if he's the breadwinner and he goes out--


Rosin: But the fantasy that fuels the phenomenon--women should be at home, having children and tending the hearth--is spilling out into the real world, where actual policies get made: J. D. Vance's comment about "cat ladies," the rise of pronatalism. And in the same week that Yesteryear is at No. 1 on The New York Times best-sellers list, the Supreme Court is also weighing how to proceed with abortion pills by mail.

Reporter (from CBS News): This, of course, is a major issue for women in states where there is an abortion ban, but also in other states across the country. Telehealth is the way that about a quarter of women get abortion drugs nowadays. So this had extreme--


Rosin: Yesteryear is written by someone with a political point of view. Burke grew up in a conservative family, but says she was radicalized after discovering Noam Chomsky.

A year or so ago, she became well known on TikTok for her cheery but biting critiques of tradwives.

Burke (on TikTok): Quite a few people have reached out to me trying to understand what the difference is between a tradwife and a stay-at-home mom. And I've been doing some research on my own--


Rosin: An explicit agenda sometimes makes for dull art. But Yesteryear is surprisingly weird.

The novel centers on Natalie Heller Mills, a hugely successful tradwife influencer. Her perfect life, with the cowboy husband and the smiling children and the home-baked bread, is not as it appears online--which is how you'd expect the plot to go if the author is a tradwife critic.

[Music]

Rosin: But where it ultimately lands? Very unexpected.

Rosin: You've been in tradwife life a long time.
 Burke: What makes you say that? (Laughs.)
 Rosin: (Laughs.) It was just that you were like--


Rosin: I sat down with Burke to talk about her novel, about her own political evolution, and the poles that women today sometimes feel they get stuck between: tradwife or girlboss. Are those really the only options?

Rosin (in interview): Do you remember the first time you watched a tradwife video, when you first became acquainted with the phenomenon?

Burke: Yes, it was the winter of 2024, and I had just downloaded TikTok on a whim, and it was one of the first videos that was served to me.

Aria Lewis: What I eat in a day as a 22-year-old tradwife. So first off, I start the day--


Hannah Neeleman: One of our favorite things to eat in the falltime is homemade applesauce.


Smith: --cold. I got so excited and decided to start making them some marshmallows to go on top. I started by--


Rosin: Did you wonder why it was served to you? (Laughs.)

Burke: I did. I think that's a job for my future therapist.

Rosin: Uh-huh. (Laughs.) Okay. I was like, Is it served to all women, or was there some way you downloaded TikTok that they were like, Caro will like this.

Burke: It's a good question. I think there's something about those videos. There's a little bit of something for everyone, and I think that that's why they've kind of captured the culture the way that they have.

Rosin: Well, that's what I was curious about. Was there any part of you that was drawn to it? If you can even remember anymore, what were your very first mix of reactions to watching?

Burke: Yeah, I was very drawn to it. I think that there is something about it. There are many elements of it that I've thought about. I think first and foremost, the visuals are appealing.

Neeleman: This was Sunday after-church meal. We got a bunch of rainbow chard. The stalks were so vibrant and gorgeous.


Burke: It's something that is designed to do well on an algorithm. You have these very calming visuals of children and women at home and baking and beautiful clothing.

Jasmine Dinis: I have some sourdough fermenting on the bench, a baby, an apron, a cute dress. I'm tiddling around the house, cleaning things--


Burke: Visually, it's quite appealing, but then I think it also kind of tugs at some deeper and perhaps more gnawing instincts or insecurities, I guess I would say, about womanhood and about how womanhood and being alive should feel. And I think that it kind of transmits those feelings.

Dinis: --a 9 to 5. I've had the corporate job. I have made a lot of money outside of the home, with no kids. I lived the boss-babe lifestyle, and I hated it. It was so exhausting. I was--


Rosin: Those feelings being, I guess that's the time immemorial, back to Martha Stewart and before, there's a perfection; there's an ideal here.

Burke: Yeah, I think there's a perfection and there's an optimization of what it means to have a family and what it means to be a woman that I think we're cultured to understand and to identify from a really early age.

Rosin: Right. Okay, so maybe we need to start at the beginning with you, because you've had a political shift in your life, which you've talked about. Do you remember, let's say in high school, having any politics, any politics inherited from your family or just politics?

Burke: I think that what I had, I think it would be a rough stretch to call them firm politics. I don't know if any 15-year-old has really established politics.

I think that my family and that my general community would be described as Republican, but this was also kind of Bush-era Republicanism, which feels quite different from where we are now.

Rosin: Right, right. And then, at the University of Virginia, you rushed.

Burke: I rushed, and I did not get in anywhere. Yeah, that was my pivotal radicalization moment.

Rosin: (Laughs.) Was not getting chosen for a sorority.

Burke: (Laughs.) I got chosen by no one, yes.

Rosin: Aw, that's so sad. What was radicalizing about that?

Burke: It's kind of funny. I think it was the first time period where I didn't get into a group at a young age, and I think so much about that experience is about performing femininity, performing womanhood, and performing likability. And I like to think of myself as someone who can do all of those things if she has to, but I think it was more so just not getting in and then starting to pay attention to the world around me.

The University of Virginia is a relatively conservative college environment, and so that was something that I think started to perk my ears up a little bit.

Rosin: Mm. So then when you graduated from college, did you have, in the way that some women do, any vision of what your life would be like--like, I'm gonna have 17 children, or no children or work a lot or not work or anything like that?

Burke: I always visualized marriage and motherhood. I always knew I wanted a family. But I had no real clear idea of what that meant or what type of decisions that would entail. I certainly didn't have clarity on what my professional life would look like. I think it was more just something that I assumed that everyone did, and I think that I didn't really ask any questions about it for a long time.

Rosin: Mm-hmm, mm-hmm. So then when did Noam Chomsky enter the picture? I feel like that's the pivotal moment.

Burke: (Laughs.) So you've done some research on me, okay.

Rosin: Yeah, I'm trying to get to--there was some strong pivot, and I'm not sure where it was, but maybe it was Noam Chomsky. I don't know.

Burke: Yeah, absolutely. So I started dating the man that I would marry, and I think that he and I both underwent, I would say, a period of time that was also reflective of the country's kind of radicalization moment; 2015, 2016, 2017, there was so much political unrest.

At the time, I was living in Los Angeles. I was writing for a number of sites, including Bustle and Elite Daily. I was covering the Brett Kavanaugh hearings. And my husband was also doing a lot of reading, and I would say that he was the one who kind of guided me forward to starting to ask more questions, and starting to seek out different and perhaps more systemic answers for the questions that I had.

Rosin: And what were the questions, just as a sample? Were you asking questions about gender, men, and women? Were you asking questions about income inequality? What were the range of questions that you guys started thinking about?

Burke: I think, for me, my angle in has always been through gender, and it was thinking a lot about the expectations that I guess I felt increasingly pressured by. I think one intimate example is that I definitely wanted to have children, but I didn't feel like we were financially equipped to do so, and I didn't feel like I had any clarity on my own career for a very long time.

And I think a perfect example of that is that I sold Yesteryear, and I am now pregnant. It felt like something that I could do and that I could accomplish once I had sort of established my own identity. And that was something that took a long time for me to reconcile.

Rosin: Your podcast is called Diabolical Lies. What is the diabolical lie?

Burke: Oh, I think there are many. The name of that podcast was inspired by that sports player, Harrison Butker--

Harrison Butker: Ladies and gentlemen of the class of 2024--


Burke: --who gave a commencement speech to a number of young women in the crowd who were getting their college degrees--

Butker: I want to speak directly to you briefly because I think it is you, the women, who have had the most diabolical lies told to you. How many of you sitting here now--


Burke: And he said that they had been fed a number of diabolical lies, which is to say feminism, the idea that they have been told they might find meaning outside of their homes. And I just thought that that was a hell of a thing to say to a woman graduating college.

Butker: --that all of my success is made possible because a girl I met in band class back in middle school would convert to the faith, become my wife, and embrace one of the most important titles of all, homemaker.
 [Applause]


Rosin: I can see how all of this sort of wonder--and I don't know if we would go so far as to say anger; I don't know what you were feeling--was kind of building up in you when you were in your 20s.

Burke: I don't know if it was anger; I think it was actually kind of relief.

Rosin: Ah.

Burke: I think that the more research that I have done and the more I have tried to find some sort of answers for why things are the way that they are, I think it's comforting, actually, to try to understand, Oh, there's a reason why this feels the way that it feels. There's a reason why this is harder than it seems like it should be.

I actually find that it's not comforting to know that those obstacles exist, but it is comforting to know that they are real.

Rosin: Okay, so is that why tradwives became so central, because you're discovering something about the world itself, but tradwives is a fantasy that bypasses that, doesn't account for that as an explanation?

Burke: Yeah, I think it's important to note that the tradwife is an idea. The phrase itself was coined by men to describe a type of woman that they didn't think existed in the world: a woman who was always happy, who was compliant, who always enjoyed, basically, doing what they wanted. And so a tradwife is not synonymous with a stay-at-home mother.

So yeah, I think that the fact that it is quite literally constructed as a fantasy, to serve as a symbol of a type of womanhood that we're expected to achieve that is impossible. And so yeah, I do think it's connected.

Rosin: Can you describe Ballerina Farm, which is the most well-known tradwife?

Neeleman: Last week, I made a Tuscan plum tart, which was so simple--


Rosin: Maybe there are listeners who didn't get fed tradwife on the algorithm and don't know enough about it.

Burke: Sure, yeah, it's an account that shows a family who live in Utah. I think they're now up to eight or nine children.

Neeleman: We have a new addition to the family, baby No. 9.


Burke: And the woman--who is often called Ballerina Farm, but her name is Hannah Neeleman--and she started out by posting very, I guess you would say, tradwife content, which is her at home, her displaying Mormon values, talking about God--

Neeleman: --mission farewell. So she's leaving on a mission for 18 months. She's going to Peru.


Burke: --talking about the importance of living off the land, etc.

Neeleman: My heifer gave birth yesterday. Milking a heifer can--


Burke: And I think that it has since been amplified by a number of conservative voices, including the late Charlie Kirk. They received a lot of attention from that. And now it's a CPG [consumer packaged goods] empire. I think that they are an eight-figure empire at this point.

Rosin: So take something like Ballerina Farm, the nostalgia--you said it's created by men, that the fantasy is created by men. It's actually literally created by women. What do you think the woman is yearning for and what do you think the man is yearning for who's watching something like that or very into something like that?

Burke: Do you mean the woman who's making the content or watching it?

Rosin: I think the woman who's watching the content. I'm just trying to understand why it's so popular.

Burke: Well, I think that the idea of the nuclear family is something that has a bit of a stranglehold on us right now. This goes back to the 1950s.

Announcer (from a Maybelline commercial): --nothing else so easily turns a plain woman into a beautiful woman.


Burke: That was also a time period where we had a number of advertisements, the propaganda of the 1950s housewife.

Announcer (from a Maybelline commercial): And nothing else does so much to make you attractive as beautiful eyes. But the most important reason of all: Your eyes are your most precious possession.


Burke: So I think this idea of performed masculinity and performed femininity, and if you do it correctly, everything else in your life will fall into place: You won't feel anxiety. You won't feel stress. You'll have a better relationship with your children and your husband and yourself. And so I think it's the idea that, if we can fit into these roles more correctly, the way that they look online, in this perfectly curated clip, everything else in our lives will feel better too.

Rosin: Right, so remember when J. D. Vance talked about "cat ladies"?

Burke: (Laughs.) I sure do.

J. D. Vance (on Fox News): --is that we're effectively run in this country, via the Democrats, via our corporate oligarchs, by a bunch of childless cat ladies, who are miserable at their own lives and the choices that they've made, and so they wanna make the rest of the country miserable too. And it's just--


Rosin: What did you make of all that?

Burke: Oh, it's hard for me to take much that he says quite seriously. But I think that he's a very savvy politician, and he was tapping into a stereotype that people enjoy, kind of similar to the purple-haired barista, which is, again, as much of a construction as the 1950s housewife.

So yeah, I think he was trying to give a through line for people who want to be angry at something, and it's easier to be angry at the idea of the childless cat lady than it is to be angry at the idea of a corporation. There's just more to grab on to.

Rosin: Yeah. It's easy to dismiss, but as your book, everything we're talking about, shows, it is such a powerful force and, particularly right now, such a powerful force. This idea of the traditional family, traditional gender roles, it feels very present right now.

Burke: It's very present, and I think something that I find really funny is when I was talking about tradwives on TikTok, I found myself in a position where I was doing certain interviews for it, and the positioning two years ago was that this was a woman's issue; this was something that was an aesthetic trend.

And I don't think anyone thinks that now, in 2026. I think we have seen a real consequence of this obsession with reactionary and gendered values, and I think that there are real, literal consequences to it, related to our reproductive rights, related to our legal rights. So even if I can't take him very seriously, I do take very seriously the consequences of those beliefs.

Rosin: Right. The aesthetic trend has had real political consequences. We're talking in a week in which it's unclear whether mifepristone is gonna be available or not available. It feels like it does seep down in the culture in pretty concrete ways.

Burke: Yeah, absolutely. I also believe--I would have to be fact-checked on this--but I think 2025 saw the most significant drop in the labor workforce in recent history for women, not because they wanted to become tradwives, but because they've reached a socioeconomic breaking point, where it's so difficult to keep everything together.

Rosin: Right. This is related, but not the same--sometimes when I see trends that aren't exactly tradwife, but more in the vein of young women saying, I just wanna stay home. I just wanna stay in bed. I just wanna take care of my house, and I wonder, are they being pulled towards traditionalism, or are they just kind of preexhausted? They don't wanna be a good worker bee in this economy. They think maybe that's pointless. Do you think those trends are related, the same?

Burke: Yeah, I think it's kind of hard to say, and this is something I thought about a lot with my novel, the idea that someone might hate their job, and they might wanna stop doing their job, but that doesn't mean that they wanna be subservient to a man. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Yes.

Burke: There is this kind of feeling that the promises of the modern girlboss feminism that I think were of the 2010s era, I think you can be quite disenchanted with those promises and maybe like the idea of walking through a field in a beautiful dress without necessarily wanting the submission and the lack of autonomy that comes with it.

[Music]

Rosin: After the break, we get into the book.

[Break]

Rosin: Okay, let's talk about the novel. People describe it as a satire, but that's not exactly right, right?

Burke: I'm curious what you think it is 'cause I've heard a number of things.

Rosin: The thing is, I think the difficulty of talking about this book is that it's so much darker, it's more of a psychological thriller, kind of horror--it goes to unexpected places, but you can't really talk about that. So you can just talk about the summary, which I think makes people think that you're doing a satire of the tradwife who's gonna turn out to be very unhappy in the end. And it's way more complicated than that.

Burke: Yeah, I appreciate that, and I feel the same way. When I was writing Yesteryear, I felt a little bit of an anxiety over it 'cause I didn't know how it was gonna be placed as a genre. Is this historical fiction? Is it thriller? Is it camp? I had a woman at a recent signing ask me, Is this allegory or commentary?

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Burke: And I just said, Get back to me and let me know. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Yeah, exactly. Exactly, exactly. How would you describe the main character, Natalie?

Burke: Natalie Heller Mills is an ambitious and acidic and neglectful and hysterical woman.

Rosin: Mm. Sounds cute.

Burke: (Laughs.) I think the term that people like to use is whether someone's likable or unlikable, but that was never something I was considering when I was spending time with Natalie. That felt beside the point to me.

Rosin: Right, and that is the first surprise because I expected in the book, given your TikTok and what you've said about tradwives, for perfect tradwife Natalie to have a rise and fall, which she does. But what I didn't expect is that even during the rise, she is unlikable, miserable. And she sees pretty quickly that marriage is kind of lie, that women have no good choices--in other words, the same thing you are seeing. So why did you decide to make her so self-aware, as opposed to she's trying and trying and trying to be wonderful and perfect, and it all comes apart at the seams?

Burke: Well, I'm sure that you've heard other fiction writers say this, and I don't know if it's an infuriating thing for fiction writers to say, but I really didn't feel that much control over who Natalie became. I certainly had an intent of her being more of the woman that you just described, and I thought that her husband would be someone who was far more in control.

And the more that I wrote of Yesteryear, the more this woman came out who was such a force. And I think, given her intellect and the force of her beliefs and the effort she takes to survive, which is how I kind of feel like a lot of the momentum of the novel is created, I think that I had to contend with that with the stakes of the novel I was trying to create.

And so that proved to be a really exciting tension, like, the fact that this woman is in control, but with every scene, I'm also wondering if she is actually, in fact, not in control. And that was really satisfying to me.

Rosin: Right, okay, that makes sense. Now, her roommate in college, Reena, is a rival opposite, or maybe an imagined rival opposite. She's career-minded, boy crazy, insecure. She's supposed to represent the sort of J. D. Vance image of a sort of miserable modern woman, and she stays in Natalie's psyche a long time. What is the Reena-Natalie duality, in your mind, represent?

Burke: Well, I think it's important to note that we don't ever really know Reena; we only know the way Natalie views her. And so Natalie is very uncharitable. She has a very specific projection that she puts onto this roommate.

And I think that Natalie sees the world and she sees a lot of the elements of it that would make someone want to disavow it. I think that she sees the elements of modern feminism that a lot of people talk about right now, which is, You're gonna have a bad job, and you're gonna dislike it, and then you're gonna be too late for kids. And wouldn't it be easier, wouldn't things be easier if you just got married?

And she enters college with the basics of that moral framework. And so I think that when she already has that foundational understanding and then she sees this young woman who is having a hard time in college, who is getting treated poorly by men, I think it is kind of her knee-jerk response to go, Yep, and that's why I'm out. That's why I'm peacing out of this.

Rosin: Right, and I guess the reason she stays in her head so long is what you talked about earlier--it's this constant tension. You know that she's never sure. She's so self-aware that she's never quite sure whether her damning judgments are as absolute as she wishes they were.

Burke: And she's quite defensive of her own decisions, and so she's very critical of the decisions that other women make, especially when they are making decisions that I think will lead to more freedom. I think Natalie finds that to be quite threatening, and so she has to find reasons for why these women are wrong and why she's right.

Rosin: Ugh, this is stressful. It's reminding me of "mommy war" days.

Burke: (Laughs.)

Rosin: Anyway, talk about your decision to make pretty much all the men in this novel, like, dolts or despicable.

Burke: Ooh, I don't think her father-in-law is a dolt. I think he is probably the most formidable adversary in the novel.

Well, with Caleb--so Caleb is her husband, and he is a bit of an idiot. He also, I think, is--at least in the first half of the novel--the most redeemable character. He's relatively gentle. He doesn't have ambition, but he's a nice guy. He'll let Natalie do what she wants. She wants a house; he'll buy her a house.

But I think that with him in particular, I was thinking about the type of chemistry that would be necessary for this marriage, and I think once I knew how masculine Natalie was--she takes on a lot of the traits that she would associate as masculine--there needed to be a little bit of a give with her husband.

And it just created a much more interesting dynamic to me to have a husband who was not necessarily this violent, controlling, overbearing stereotype that we often imagine. He actually might have turned out okay in another life. He's not a genius, but he's not a bad guy at the beginning. And I think that he falls through a number of rabbit-hole conspiracy-theory worlds in the same way that Natalie does.

Rosin: Right. Although there's more gender tragedy in that because he is more pliable and open and she is so desperately trying, always trying to make everything right that it--I don't know. It's just like, you don't wanna be stuck in her brain.

Burke: Absolutely.

Rosin: I'm not gonna say anything about the ending, but I am curious--did you conceive of the book backwards, so you understood the ending and then wrote from there?

Burke: Yes, it was always gonna be this ending.

Rosin: Yeah. Okay. I figured, but that's all we'll say.

There are a couple of persistent unpleasant pressures in the book. One, I would say, is motherhood, just this cry of, Mama, mama, mama, mama, coming at Natalie all the time. Now you yourself are pregnant. I feel like I can say that 'cause you said that.

Burke: (Laughs.) You can. Yeah, absolutely.

Rosin: (Laughs.) You said it first. How have you been talking to yourself about motherhood?

Burke: Oh, I think, from the jump, I always had a pretty clear separation from what I believe and what Natalie believes. That's true for motherhood. It's also true for marriage; I have a wonderful marriage. It's also true for how Natalie sees the world. So I've always known that I wanted to be a mother, and so when I was constructing Natalie and when I was thinking about her relationship, it always felt quite separate to mine.

I will say, I find myself very moved and a bit more teary when I think about her daughters, who play a very pivotal role in this novel. And that's something that I've always found moving, but that, as I've been on tour and now I'm about six months pregnant, I spend a lot of time thinking about generations and how we pass on trauma and both healing, and I find it very moving.

Rosin: The other persistent force is people watching you--everyone always watching--which is something Natalie is so aware of. So the question to you: You are being watched more than ever, and how is it? You say that--

Burke: (Laughs.) Oh, how much time do you have?

Rosin: You start a TikTok. TikTok is popular. The book is a best seller. How's it going?

Burke: It's unpleasant. I think that's my honest answer. I don't like being watched. I don't think many people who have a balanced relationship to being alive would love being watched. And I have had to create a number of pretty significant boundaries just so I can remain focused on what I'm doing, so that I can keep working. I wanna keep writing.

And I try to stay focused on in-person reactions and in-person conversations. And I don't spend that much time on social media or the internet, especially right now, 'cause there is a lot of conversation about the book. And that is the right of anyone who reads the book; it belongs to them now as much as it belongs to me. So I think my job is to kind of stay out of their way.

Rosin: When you look out at the political landscape right now, it's like a tidal wave of nostalgia, misogyny, sort of all the things that you've been noticing for years and years. Do you see any positive counterforce?

Burke: I do. I actually feel quite optimistic about the coming decades. I think that the research I do for my podcast has kind of encouraged me to see how cyclical all of these things are, how you have two steps forward and one step back.

So I think the thing that really encourages me is writers like Jessica Valenti, who cover the abortion fight, who just provide so much information. I think that there is the work that is being done, which is basically just standing in the face of that tidal wave and trying to hold your ground. I think that that means more than we might be able to know at the time, and even if you're not stepping forward right now, if you're holding strong, that will have a lot of value five to 10 years from now.

Rosin: If the 2010s were the girl-boss era and now is the tradwife era, what is the next era?

Burke: Well, I am currently talking to you from New York City, [Mayor Zohran] Mamdani Nation, and so it makes me think about a tweet I read a year ago that always makes me laugh, and it says, If you don't wanna be a girl boss or a tradwife, what's the option? And the option is Marxism.

Rosin: That was a propaganda moment for you. (Laughs.)

Burke: (Laughs.)

Rosin: I just teed that one right up. But that was very good. Okay, we'll all be Marxists.

Burke: That'll make J. D. happy.

Rosin: Cat-lady Marxists.

Burke: (Laughs.)

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West. It was edited by Kevin Townsend. Sam Fentress fact-checked. Rob Smierciak engineered and provided original music. We also had music from Breakmaster Cylinder. 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/2026/05/yesteryear-tradwife-book/687085/?utm_source=feed
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The Savannah Bananas Bring Back a Negro Leagues Team

The organization is best known for its dance numbers and trick plays. Now it's reviving one of the most entertaining--and controversial--franchises in baseball history.

by Josh Levin

Thu, 07 May 2026




"My dad was a big Lakers fan," Kobe Shaquille Robinson told me, indulging an admittedly obvious question. Robinson was born in 2001, in the middle of Kobe Bryant and Shaquille O'Neal's three-NBA-championship run. But he discovered early on that his name couldn't help him shoot a basketball. As an athlete, he stood out on the pitcher's mound.

Robinson is 6 foot 2 and lanky; when we met, he was wearing his hair in two-strand twists. We were talking on a Saturday afternoon in Memphis, in a retro-style downtown stadium named after an auto-parts chain. It was, in a way, the perfect venue for a conversation with an up-and-coming ballplayer--a minor-league park with all the trimmings of a major-league one. It was also, objectively speaking, an unusual workplace for a Black athlete in 2026.

Back in the mid-1980s, during the prime of Ozzie Smith, Rickey Henderson, Tony Gwynn, and Dwight Gooden, more than 18 percent of Major League Baseball players were Black. Now that figure is just below 7 percent--right around where it was in 1956, less than a decade after Jackie Robinson broke the color line.

No single reason explains Black Americans' diminished footprint in the sport; the high cost of equipment and travel ball, dwindling municipal funding for youth leagues, the rise of the NFL and the NBA, and a parallel surge of Latino talent have all contributed. Despite these factors, Kobe Robinson still dreamed of a life in baseball. "I just felt like the man out there," he said. "So I stuck with it."

Robinson's fastball, which earned him the nickname "Hot Sauce," carried him from a Tennessee community college to the 2021 MLB draft, where he was selected by the San Diego Padres. Injuries, however, stymied his early career: He had issues with his elbow, then his shoulder. In 2024, the Padres released him. The closest he ever got to the big show was A-ball, three rungs below the majors.

At 23, Robinson was out of baseball and, he said, "in a dark space." He took overnight caregiving shifts at a group home, delivered packages for Amazon, and searched for a way to get back on the field. Last fall, after a year on the sidelines, he found a potential opening: The Savannah Bananas were hiring.

Over the past three-plus years, the Bananas have gone from a baseball curiosity to a cultural juggernaut. The team tours the country playing what it calls Banana Ball: a family-friendly, souped-up, TikTok-ready version of the national pastime. Games feature singing and dancing and celebrity cameos, plus backflipping outfielders, stilt-walking batters, and the occasional double to the gap. Last year, according to the organization's own data, the Bananas and their affiliated teams sold 2.2 million tickets--more than 11 different MLB franchises.

The Bananas are frequently compared to the Harlem Globetrotters. But unlike their basketball counterparts, who ritually defeat the rival Washington Generals, the Bananas don't script the outcomes of their games. They play against--and sometimes lose to--a rotating band of teams with their own personalities and followings. Among their opponents are the denim-clad Texas Tailgaters, the often-shirtless Party Animals, and the Firefighters, who make their entrance in full firefighting uniforms, as if to douse an inferno in right field.

Robinson filled out a Prospective Banana Ball Player form and got invited to audition for a roster spot. He knew from a former teammate who played for the Firefighters that this would not be a traditional tryout. "I didn't want to go dressed as just a baseball player, because that's not what they look for," he said. Instead, he went as Frozone, the Incredibles character voiced by Samuel L. Jackson. "It looked kind of goofy," he said of his blue-and-white bodysuit. "But I said, I don't care. I'm going out there, and I'm pitching." In this context, pitching meant doing a synchronized twirl with his infielders, then firing a fastball across home plate.

The scouts liked what they saw. A month later, Robinson was drafted by one of two expansion teams making their Banana Ball debut in 2026: the Indianapolis Clowns.


Kobe Robinson was drafted by the San Diego Padres, but never made it past A-ball. The Indianapolis Clowns are a second chance at professional baseball. (Kevin Wurm for The Atlantic)



Unlike the other teams in the extended Bananas universe, the Clowns are not an original creation. They were a real baseball franchise that competed in the Negro Leagues; in 1952, they signed a teenage prospect named Hank Aaron. Like the Bananas, they were also an entertainment act. The Clowns traveled with acrobats, a "one-man jazz band" called Boogie Woogie Paul, and an actual circus clown. Some of the only existing footage of the original Clowns shows the long-limbed first baseman Reece "Goose" Tatum, who also played for the Globetrotters, dropping to his knees as if to pray for a base hit and getting awakened from a fainting spell by a smelly foot.

Jesse Cole, the 42-year-old impresario behind the Bananas, has said that relaunching the Clowns is a way to honor one of Banana Ball's forebears and preserve the legacy of the Negro Leagues. Robinson was thrilled. The Clowns "paved this way for us," he told me. "Now we have to bring it back to this day and age and make it even better." The Clowns also provide an opportunity to increase Black representation in baseball. Robinson, who feared that his career was over, now has another shot.

Read: How the Negro Leagues shaped modern baseball

But the decision to revive the Indianapolis Clowns isn't as straightforward as it may seem. Although the team's antics were widely popular, they could also descend into racial caricature. The Clowns rankled both their Negro Leagues peers and Black sportswriters, chief among them Wendell Smith. The influential Pittsburgh Courier columnist called the team a "fourth-rate 'Uncle Tom' minstrel show." He also accused the team's white owner--who promoted one of his star pitchers as baseball's version of the shuffling, feebleminded minstrel character Stepin Fetchit--of profiting from "the kind of nonsense which many white people like to believe is typical and characteristic of all Negroes."

The Savannah Bananas have risen to prominence by ostentatiously breaking the rules. Cole, who is white, often talks of his admiration for P. T. Barnum, the brash showman who would do anything to attract an audience. The Bananas' owner rightly intuited that baseball, the most hidebound of American sports, didn't know how to market itself to a new, social-media-enabled generation. Cole makes all of his public appearances in a banana-yellow tuxedo and banana-yellow top hat; he has made swaggering nonconformity part of the brand. "If you're not getting criticized," he has said, "you're playing it too safe."

Resurrecting the Clowns definitely isn't playing it safe.

When Bob Kendrick saw Banana Ball for the first time, in 2022, he felt like he was watching something at once new and very familiar. The action on the field was fast-paced and bold, and the fans were rapt. For Kendrick, the president of the Negro Leagues Baseball Museum, in Kansas City, Missouri, the scene evoked the audacity of preintegration Black baseball--the daring to build something new in opposition to the mainstream.

That May, Kendrick gave Cole and his players a private tour of the museum as part of an ESPN documentary series on the Bananas. Kendrick took the team to the section that featured the Clowns and told Cole that he saw them as an ancestor of the Bananas. "I think that's when he had the epiphany that someday he would bring back the Indianapolis Clowns," Kendrick told me.

The Clowns' revival is a business arrangement: The Negro Leagues museum, which owns the Clowns' intellectual property, received a fee from the Bananas for the rights to use the team's name and develop a set of new logos. The partnership, Kendrick said, "comes along at a perfect time," as he's raising $50 million to build a 35,000-square-foot museum campus in Kansas City. Beyond the cash infusion, the Bananas will bring attention to the Negro Leagues, putting Black baseball history in front of a potentially huge audience.

From the January 2025 issue: Caleb Gayle on the return of America's oldest Black rodeo 

In a video announcing the Clowns' return, Kendrick offered a brief lesson on why the team mattered. He name-checked the luminaries who wore a Clowns uniform: an 18-year-old Hank Aaron, a 60-something Satchel Paige, and the pathbreaking Toni Stone, who became the first woman to get consistent playing time for a professional baseball club when she joined the Clowns in 1953. Kendrick explained that the team helped popularize "shadow ball," an elaborate routine in which real and invisible baseballs are tossed around the infield. And he said that, until the Clowns folded in the late 1980s, they were the last team standing from the Negro Leagues.


The Indianapolis Clowns manager Buster Haywood and the player Toni Stone circa 1953 (Transcendental Graphics / Getty)



Everything Kendrick said in the video is true. But that introduction to the Clowns is incomplete. Their full story is one of ingenuity and endurance, but also exploitation.

The history of racial caricature in baseball goes back nearly as far as the organized game itself. As early as the 1870s, blackface performers began, in the words of the historian James E. Brunson III, to "exploit the game's lucrative possibilities." Many decades later, a team called the Zulu Cannibal Giants pushed this minstrel tradition to a dreadful extreme, taking the field in bare feet and grass skirts with "war paint" slathered on their bodies.

The man who created the Cannibal Giants in the 1930s was a former Negro Leagues pitcher. The team's Northeast booking agent was a New Yorker with a background in vaudeville. His name was Syd Pollock, and he would become best known for owning another barnstorming team: the Ethiopian Clowns. Pollock's Clowns wore wigs and pancake makeup and played under faux-African pseudonyms such as Abbadaba and Tarzan. They also trafficked in humor that was, at best, minstrel-adjacent.

Richard "King Tut" King, who'd previously had a stint with the Cannibal Giants, was the team's most prominent comedian. He would emerge from the dugout looking like an escaped prisoner, or pantomime shooting craps before dropping his pants. His main collaborator on the Clowns was a dwarf known as Spec Bebop. (His real name was Ralph Bell.) In one recurring skit, a dentist gag, Tut would place a lit firecracker in Bebop's mouth.

In the early 1940s, Negro Leagues owners banded together to try to prohibit their teams from playing Pollock's franchise. The ban proved impossible to enforce, though, because the Clowns were so popular--with both white and Black fans--that cash-poor Black-owned clubs felt they had no choice but to book them.

The Negro American League eventually eased up on its Clowns ban, admitting them to the league in 1943. The Clowns, for their part, promised to lose the makeup and stop calling themselves Ethiopian. The team, which had been nominally based in Miami, rebranded itself, becoming the Cincinnati Clowns before moving to Indianapolis. They got rid of the paint, too, though not right away. At Howard University's Moorland-Spingarn Research Center, I found a 1945 program touting the Clowns as the "Most Sensational Ball Club in the World." Next to that caption was a photo of 15 men with white clown makeup slathered on their faces.

The Clowns were at times competitive in their new league, but the NAL--and Black baseball as a whole--was soon decimated by integration. When Major League Baseball plucked away the likes of Jackie Robinson, Larry Doby, and Roy Campanella in the late 1940s, Black fans abandoned the Negro Leagues en masse.


Richard "King Tut" King, the team's most prominent comic act, and his main collaborator, Ralph Bell, known as Spec Bebop (Dean Conger / The Denver Post / Getty)



The Clowns were better positioned than their peers to navigate the Negro Leagues' collapse. That was largely because Pollock had a knack for making his team the center of attention. In 1953, the Clowns' owner signed Toni Stone, declaring that baseball was the "latest masculine enterprise to fall before the advance of wearers of skirts and panties." The team's new female second baseman was a media and box-office sensation, reviving interest in the entire Negro American League. "Give the fans something they want to see," a triumphant Pollock said, "and they'll come out."

The boom didn't last. In his book Negro League Baseball: The Rise and Ruin of a Black Institution, the historian Neil Lanctot writes that crowds dwindled the next season despite the Clowns' addition of two new women, Connie Morgan and Mamie "Peanut" Johnson. After the 1954 season, the Clowns left the Negro American League, and a year later, all three female pioneers were out of baseball. As an independent barnstorming team, the Clowns returned to their slapstick roots and played to smaller audiences. One game in 1964--estimated attendance: 400 people--featured the 4-foot-5 Billy Vaughn playing third base in a dress and the first baseman James "Natureboy" Williams pulling an oar, a golf club, a mannequin leg, and four baseball bats out of his pants.

In 1968, the Clowns reverse-integrated, adding their first white player. By the 1980s, the decade when the Clowns finally petered out, the team's roster was entirely white.

A little after 9:30 a.m., three and a half hours before the first pitch of the new Indianapolis Clowns' Sunday matinee in Memphis, Jackie Bradley Jr. was already on the field. His task that morning in early March was to lock down his part in a mid-game song-and-dance routine. When Outkast's "Hey Ya!" started booming from the stadium PA, though, he seemed uncertain of his moves. My scouting report: For a dancer, he's a great center fielder.

The former Red Sox star, now 36, was the first ex-major leaguer to move to Banana Ball full-time. In his Clowns debut, he caught a fly ball behind his back. "I've had to rewire my brain to not just catch the ball," he told me. "Any ball that's hit to me, I almost have to do a trick play, because they just see me catch it normal, it's like, Oh, whatever. Do something cool."

Mastery of trick-play theory and technique is a job requirement in Banana Ball. "These guys are baseball players," Errick Fox, the team's head coach, told me. "You also have to flip that switch and be like, Hey guys, you're performers."

Fox grew up in Atlanta in the '90s, when the Braves' lineup featured Black superstars such as Fred McGriff, David Justice, and Deion Sanders. "At that time, it was exciting," he recalled. "All of us kind of gravitated to really want to be like those guys." One of his first responsibilities as the Clowns' coach, he said, was to "get some Black ballplayers."

Bradley, who'd made a cameo appearance with the Bananas in 2025 at the urging of his oldest daughter, was the team's top recruit. The Clowns' partnership with the Negro Leagues museum played a role in his decision to sign on, as did the potential to sway more Black athletes to get into baseball. As a young prospect in Virginia, he'd gotten used to being the only Black player on the field. "I enjoyed the people that I was around," he said, "but I definitely wanted there to be more people to look like me."


Jackie Bradley Jr. was the first former major leaguer to play Banana Ball full-time. He was a star center fielder for the Red Sox; now he's honing his juggling skills. (Kevin Wurm for The Atlantic)



Some of Bradley's new teammates are Banana Ball veterans. Malachi Mitchell told me that his baseball philosophy is to "play loud"--to run hard, display his emotions, and try to put on a show. That approach didn't always go over well in Florida's youth-baseball scene. He ran across "a lot of racist people," he said, and "the words they would use are arrogant or he's doing too much." For the Savannah Bananas, too much was the perfect amount. Mitchell adopted the persona of "Flash Tha Kid," the Bananas' designated runner, delighting fans with his speed on the basepaths, simulated banjo playing, and willingness to eat a disgusting amount of fettuccine Alfredo in service of a comedy bit. But as one of the organization's few Black players, Mitchell told me he sometimes "felt a little separated." When Jesse Cole asked him if he wanted to switch to the Clowns, he said yes right away. "Now I feel at home," he said.

Another group of Clowns got pulled from baseball's discard pile. When Nick Wilson threw his final pitch in college, he marked what he thought was the end of his career by tossing his cleats over a telephone wire. Last fall, he was selling computer equipment when he heard about a Banana Ball tryout in Nashville. It was the same audition where Kobe Robinson showed up in a Frozone costume. Wilson went as a Ninja Turtle.

Wilson told me his mother hadn't been sure about the whole Clowns thing--she worried that the team's name might put him in a bad light. But the franchise's connection to the Negro Leagues was meaningful to him. Wilson's grandfather James, who died in 2017, played pro baseball in Houston in the early '50s, when sports were still segregated in the city. Now he had the chance to carry that legacy forward. "This is history," he told me. "Why would I not want to be a part of a team called the Clowns?"

The team I saw in March wasn't quite complete. A month later, the Clowns brought on Mo'ne Davis, who in 2014 became the first girl to throw a shutout in the Little League World Series. Twelve years later, she's joined the Clowns' lineage of pioneering Black female athletes. In Davis's inaugural Clowns appearance, she retired her first batter on a routine grounder to third.

From the April 2025 issue: Kaitlyn Tiffany explores why most women are not allowed to play baseball

The new Clowns aren't all Black. Among the team's white players are the two most clownish guys on the roster: 20-year-old Fisher Polydoroff, a multi-instrumentalist magician who's adopted the persona of a 1950s pitcher named "Ole Knuckles," and 38-year-old Mat Wolf, a second-generation rodeo clown with a deep repertoire of trick pitches and methods for dropping his pants. ("You can do it quickly, you can do it slowly, you can do it with a spin," he explained to me.)

Saturday night's game began with a ceremonial weigh-in. Wilson, the Clowns' contestant, faced off against the Party Animals' Jake Lialios, a man who (judging by his social-media presence) spends most of his waking hours covered in baby oil. Both players stood atop a pink scale, then flexed and danced bare-chested. Around the time when an on-field announcer described Wilson as "over six feet of meat," it dawned on me that AutoZone Park would not be hosting a nuanced colloquy on Black representation in baseball.


The Indianapolis Clown Nick Wilson during a weigh-in before a game against the Party Animals in March (Kevin Wurm for The Atlantic)



This weekend series was really about the Party Animals. They were the "home team" in Memphis, which meant the Clowns mostly got subsumed within their opponent's hot-pink-and-glistening-pecs aesthetic. "As the away team, we just don't have the same number of opportunities to share and kind of story-tell," Joe Meyer told me.

Meyer is the Clowns' 24-year-old show coordinator--the man responsible for developing the team's look and feel. "In my role, I'll say quite frankly, I think in some ways we had expected--or seriously considered--a person of color for it, and it's something that's important to us, and it is something to talk about," he said. Nevertheless, Meyer, who is white, has the assignment, and he feels the significance of what he's being asked to do: "Ultimately, how we build this brand is going to be how a lot of people remember not just the Clowns, but remember the Negro Leagues."

Day to day, Meyer produces and directs the Clowns' in-game entertainment. I first spotted him prowling the field with a clipboard, watching over the team's "Hey Ya!" dance routine. That kind of choreographed sequence--what's known in Bananaland as an "over-the-top moment," designed to pop live in the stadium and later on social media--tends to be a relatively small-scale production. The project that's really consuming Meyer is the Clowns' home-team show, which is scheduled to debut in Indianapolis in May. That will be the time, he said, when "the full brand kind of comes to life."

Traditionally, Banana Ball branding hasn't been difficult to parse. The Party Animals are party animals. The Firefighters fight fires. The Loco Beach Coconuts, this season's other new team, are represented by a coconut wearing sunglasses.

The Clowns are more complicated. When Meyer started diving into the franchise's past, he discovered a photo of the Ethiopian Clowns from their 1930s face-painting era. "You're like, Whoa," he said. "The Clowns name represented something a lot different than we think it did."

Early on, when Meyer and his colleagues were kicking around concepts for the team, he worried that they might be veering into whoa territory. He told me that he wrote up a five-page memo, essentially laying out the difference between a "minstrel show and the brand of today." His takeaway: "If we're super heavy in making these guys look like clowns, then we're really playing into this just negative part of the history."

The Clowns' logo, a pair of big red shoes, nods to the circus without approaching the realm of wigs and face paint. Still, a team known as the Clowns that can't look too clownish presents a marketing challenge. So does the mandate to educate as well as entertain. "Fans come to Banana Ball games expecting the greatest show in sports, and a show that is more than just a Negro Leagues history night," Meyer said.

In Memphis, the best preview of a fully realized Indianapolis Clowns experience came during pregame introductions. That segment began with some musical theater: a song, "Here Come the Clowns," that borrows its tune and pop-history approach from Hamilton's "My Shot." Written and performed by the team's hosts, Brandon Bomer and Jarius Jones--both young Black men--it provides some useful background for fans who don't know the team's history ("We started in the Negro League, when it was hard, sweat, tears, and blood we bleed").


The Clowns do a pregame dance. (Kevin Wurm for The Atlantic)



When that musical number was over, more than a dozen players picked up baseballs and started juggling--for a juggler, Jackie Bradley Jr. is also a great center fielder--while Fisher Polydoroff and Mat Wolf threw pitches back and forth between their legs. The team then started playing shadow ball, with choreography inspired by the original Clowns' routine. There was a dive for an invisible grounder, an invisible throw from deep in the hole, and an invisible pop-up that bonked someone on the head. At one point, everyone started moving in extreme slow motion, before speeding up again. Then the finale: Malachi Mitchell did a backflip, caught an invisible ball at home plate, and--like magic--pulled a real ball from his glove.

Before the Clowns' Sunday game in Memphis, I started hearing rumors about a special guest--a figure from the team's past. Around 11:30 a.m., he showed up at the ballpark: a small, thin man with a slight smile, dressed in a navy Notre Dame hoodie and a vintage baseball cap embroidered with a red C.

Reginald Howard first crossed paths with the Clowns in the late 1940s, when he worked for the team as a batboy near his hometown of South Bend, Indiana. A decade later, he became their second baseman. Now, at 91 years old, he sat in the dugout at AutoZone Park as the modern-day Clowns leaned in close.

Howard told them that he was a "disciple" of Rube Foster, the Black baseball legend who founded the first sustained Negro League. He talked about long bus rides and asked if they'd heard of the two-way star Martin Dihigo. (Kobe Robinson said yes--Dihigo is a playable character in the video game MLB: The Show.) Then Nick Wilson, the pitcher whose grandfather played in segregated Texas, asked Howard a question: How can we get Black kids to come back to baseball? His answer: You've got to get them while they're young.

Howard had recently published a book about how baseball lost Black children in the first place. When he stepped onto the field to get saluted by the sold-out crowd, the PA announcer read the title in a cheery vibrato: Baseball's Silent Genocide. I don't have comprehensive records, but I believe this was the first time the word genocide was uttered over a loudspeaker at a Banana Ball game.

At a Starbucks the next day, Howard handed me a copy of his book and laid out his thesis. He believes there was a "sordid conspiracy" to preserve baseball as a predominantly white sport. As far back as his childhood, Black kids were told--and many came to believe--"this malarkey" that they were better equipped for sports other than baseball. He also watched resources shift toward all-white suburbs while they vanished in America's inner cities. Many of the Black players who did stick with baseball ended up profoundly isolated. In the worst case, he wrote, "you begin to think there's something wrong with you" just for liking the game.

The number of Black players in Major League Baseball rose for decades after integration. But that growth eventually stalled, then reversed. The historian Louis Moore has shown that at baseball's lower levels, Black talent was dwindling as far back as the early 1970s. Moore doesn't call this a conspiracy, but he does attribute the decline in part to informal racial quotas.

Major League Baseball now has a variety of initiatives to make the sport more accessible to Black athletes: youth academies, inner-city programs, showcases for players from historically Black colleges. The league has seen some positive returns; nine of the first 21 picks in the 2024 MLB draft were Black, and the overall percentage of Black Americans in the majors has increased slightly in the past two years. An MLB spokesperson told me that nearly a third of the 64 Black players on Opening Day rosters in 2026 emerged from the league's development pipeline.


Reginald Howard, who is 91, played for the original Indianapolis Clowns in the 1950s. In March, he visited with the new Clowns. (Kevin Wurm for The Atlantic)



Jesse Cole and Bob Kendrick are, in their way, contributing to the mission to revive Black baseball. But the problem with bringing back the Clowns is the same problem the team posed in its heyday. For as long as the Negro Leagues existed, Black ballplayers and their champions were battling for recognition and respect. What they were fighting against was the idea that their version of the game was nothing but a clown show.

It started with The Pittsburgh Courier's Wendell Smith, a forceful advocate for integration in the 1940s, who believed that the Ethiopian Clowns risked discrediting the entire Negro Leagues. It continued with Piper Davis, who mentored Willie Mays as a player and manager for the Birmingham Black Barons. "If you were Black, you was a clown. Because in the movies, the only time you saw a Black man, he was a comedian or a butler," Davis once said, reflecting on life and baseball under Jim Crow. "But didn't nobody clown in our league but the Indianapolis Clowns. We played baseball."

Historians of Black baseball have long struggled with how to tell the story of the Clowns. Larry Lester, one of the co-founders of the Negro Leagues Baseball Museum, told me he saw the old Clowns play as a child in the 1960s. "The skits were hilarious," he said. "But as a kid, I didn't realize the negative stereotypes that were being portrayed." Now, when he recounts the history of the Negro Leagues, he focuses on the greatest Black baseball teams ever assembled, such as the Homestead Grays and the Pittsburgh Crawfords.

Another of the museum's co-founders, Phil Dixon, told me that he intentionally omitted King Tut and Spec Bebop from his acclaimed photographic history of the Negro Leagues: They weren't the image of Black baseball that he wanted to portray.

Lester and Dixon have, through their research and advocacy, helped get Black baseball legends enshrined in Cooperstown and have their statistics acknowledged in the sport's official record books. But despite their best efforts, the Clowns still play an outsize role in public memory.


Malachi "Flash Tha Kid" Mitchell. His baseball philosophy is to "play loud"--which didn't always go over well in Florida's youth-baseball scene. (Kevin Wurm for The Atlantic)



Kendrick, who presides over the Negro Leagues museum today, told me that he does not want to hide the uglier elements of the Clowns' history. At the museum, a display featuring the Clowns notes that they "strengthened common black stereotypes and were frowned upon by league management and the black press." Below the sign: a photo of King Tut in a billowing clown suit.

How do you append that kind of caveat to the show that the new Clowns are putting on? I wanted to ask Jesse Cole this and other questions. But the Banana Ball PR team, which made the Clowns' players available to me in Memphis, stopped replying to my inquiries and never granted my requests to speak with Cole. Meyer, the show coordinator, also didn't respond after initially promising to share his five-page memo on what separates the modern-day Clowns from the minstrelsy of their ancestors.

In our conversation, Meyer had emphasized that the larger story he wants to tell about the Clowns is one of triumph and unity--how a group of Negro Leagues players overcame adversity on the way to success. "This is all about us coming together, and it doesn't matter who you are, doesn't matter what you look like; you can be part of this team," he said. The uplifting narrative he was laying out didn't much resemble the scholarship of Lester and Dixon, to say nothing of Reginald Howard's jeremiad.

"Yes, race is a part of it," Meyer said. "But how do we make the story about the individual players and who the Negro Leagues and the original Indianapolis Clowns actually were?" He added, "I think that that story is so, so much bigger than the story of segregation."

Who were the original Indianapolis Clowns? Some of them were history makers, like Hank Aaron and Toni Stone. Others, like King Tut and Spec Bebop, were entertainers. But most were just ordinary baseball players, men like Howard.

In Memphis, Howard was introduced on the field as a man who'd suited up for the Clowns "as they barnstormed across the country, bringing joy and world-class baseball to fans of all backgrounds." But that wasn't the baseball life he'd actually lived. In his day, the late '50s, the Clowns didn't typically draw big crowds, and they weren't playing at a world-class level. "I would like to say that I played in the same league as Larry Doby and Jackie Robinson, but it wasn't," he told me. "The caliber of ball was not the same."

Howard said it's always bothered him that so much storytelling about Black baseball is "rhetoric and lies." Given the relative dearth of information about the game's preintegration stars, the history of the Negro Leagues has long been full of tall tales--Josh Gibson hitting a home run so prodigious that the ball didn't come down until the next day. In the midst of all this mythology, Howard believes, telling a true story can be a radical act.

When I asked Howard to describe himself as a player, he said that he was only "fair," with quick feet, quick hands, and a good mind, but also a weak arm and warning-track power. I couldn't help but think of Kobe Robinson and Nick Wilson, talented young players who didn't quite have what it takes to make it all the way to the majors. Now they have the chance to keep playing the game they love.

From the July/August 2023 issue: Mark Leibovich on baseball's desperate effort to save itself from irrelevance 

Whether the new Indianapolis Clowns succeed in bringing Black fans and athletes back to baseball may come down more to players like Robinson and Wilson than to Bob Kendrick and Jesse Cole. In Memphis, I watched the Clowns sign autographs for a predominantly white crowd. I also saw Wilson lean down to speak with a group of Black children, giving them time and attention and a different image of what a baseball player could look like. He was getting them while they're young.



This article appears in the June 2026 print edition with the headline "The Clown Show." 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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Denyce Graves's Second Act

Denyce Graves is retiring from performing after a career as one of opera's leading women. But there's more work for her to do.

by Soraya Nadia McDonald

Thu, 07 May 2026




When the curtain of New York's Metropolitan Opera House rose for the closing matinee of Porgy and Bess in January, the boos that typically accompany the entrance of the show's villains were a mere murmur. The nearly 4,000 people who packed the space to capacity--175 of them standing-room ticket holders who remained on their feet for the opera's three-and-a-half-hour run time--had come to cheer.

Thirty-one years before, Denyce Graves had made her Met debut in the title role of Georges Bizet's Carmen. The mezzo-soprano had been a revelation, her full, rich voice and lusty physicality defining the role for a generation. Graves was a diva in the original, operatic sense: a world-renowned performer who made journalists wilt, and whose name alone was enough to draw crowds. But here she was, playing a supporting character in Porgy and Bess. Graves was singing the part of Maria, the matriarch of the 1920s working-class Black community of Catfish Row, the Lowcountry settlement where the show takes place. It was set to be her final performance ever, a return to the opera that had launched her professional career in 1985.

After intermission, but before the opera resumed, the entire company crowded onto the stage, and the house rose to its feet. Peter Gelb, the company's general manager, presented Graves with a plaque recognizing her career. It would be installed in the Met's List Hall, where aspiring artists audition. "My heart is unrehearsed at having to hold so much love," Graves said, tearing up and taking a few beats to collect herself. "It has never been asked to hold this capacity of love before."

It was a rare moment of harmony in a year--for opera as for much else--that had been defined by conflict. Just weeks after his second inauguration, President Trump had fired members of the board of trustees at the Kennedy Center--the longtime home of the Washington National Opera, the other major opera company that Graves had performed with for decades. He handpicked the artists recognized for the Kennedy Center Honors, banned drag queens from performing there, and affixed his name to the building's facade. He successfully pushed to dismantle the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, which for decades had helped opera find audiences on television and radio. After the WNO voted to leave the Kennedy Center early this January, and after several acts refused to play the venue in protest of Trump's changes, he announced that the building would be closed for "renovations" for two years.

Read: What I saw inside the Kennedy Center

The administration had also engaged in a sweeping campaign against Black history--against what it calls "wokeness"--perhaps most notably demanding a review of every exhibit in the Smithsonian's halls, singling out the National Museum of African American History and Culture, with its unflinching portrayal of slavery, as a purveyor of "corrosive ideology." Two days before Porgy and Bess's closing matinee, National Park Service workers removed an exhibit at Philadelphia's Independence National Historical Park memorializing nine people enslaved by George Washington (the administration is now appealing a federal judge's order that the exhibit be restored).


Graves's final performance brought her back to Catfish Row in Porgy and Bess, the opera that launched her career. (Courtesy of Richard Termine / Met Opera)



Graves is a perfect avatar of everything the Trump administration seeks to eradicate, a fact that gave her swan song an even more sentimental air. She has consistently used the artistic capital she amassed through her mastery of the European canon to unearth and preserve Black history, and to promote productions that challenge Eurocentrism. She's sought to diversify the world of opera. And Graves does not consider her work finished, even if she has now walked offstage for the last time as a performer. With both the arts and Black history under attack, she is entering a new phase of her career, one that may well be more consequential than the first.

After the show, I found Graves backstage, already changed out of Maria's plain apron, shift dress, and sensible black Mary Janes. She wore a strapless burgundy A-line number paired with stiletto pumps, an ensemble more befitting a diva. A crowd had gathered outside the stage door of the opera house, and another in the front plaza of Lincoln Center, even as frigid winds cut through layers of clothing like X-Acto blades. A staffer coordinated a receiving line so that Graves could greet her frozen public before she was taken to her retirement party.

"I was genuinely surprised," she told me, speaking about the intermission ceremony, her voice deep-toned, like polished mahogany. "You know what I thought about? I thought about what we see happening right now, with our history being erased." The placement of the plaque in the Met's audition hall, where a new generation of Black artists would see it and perhaps be inspired, was what had touched her most.

Graves's path to the stage was challenging, in no small part because of racism. She was born in Washington, D.C., in 1964 and raised in a poor neighborhood in the city's Southeast quadrant. When she was 4 years old, riots erupted after the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr., and nearly 12,000 federal troops were deployed to the city.

Listen: Holy Week

Graves grew up singing in church, initially at the behest of her mother, Dorothy Graves-Kenner, who had to coax her daughter past her shyness and toward some sense of authority behind the microphone. Judith Allen, her first music teacher, recognized that she had something worth nurturing, both in voice and in presence. Allen took a young Graves to rehearsals of D.C.'s All City Chorus at Constitution Hall. At age 13, when Graves heard a record of Leontyne Price singing Puccini arias, she was struck with a revelation: She needed to be an opera singer.

With Allen's encouragement, Graves auditioned for the Duke Ellington School of the Arts, a D.C. public magnet high school seemingly worlds away from the racialized poverty that characterized her neighborhood. Still, when Graves informed her mother that she wanted to study singing in college, Graves-Kenner was surprised. People attended college to become doctors or lawyers. What on earth was her daughter going to do with a degree in something she'd already learned in church?

Graves ultimately studied at Oberlin College, where she encountered the first in a procession of gatekeepers who saw her as a misfit or a novelty because they believed that opera was a white art form. A professor told her, "This is not a place for you" when she showed up to his class, she recalls. Still, in 1985, she signed a contract with the Tulsa Opera, taking roles in Porgy and Bess and The Magic Flute. The former carries a fraught reputation because it is a work about poor Black people, written and composed in 1934-35 by a white creative team (George and Ira Gershwin and DuBose Heyward), and almost always conducted and directed by white leaders. Even now, aspiring Black opera singers are warned against Porgy and Bess, lest they find themselves confined to Catfish Row for the rest of their career.

But Graves, like her Black-diva predecessors--Price, Marian Anderson, Jessye Norman--has always had a gift for transforming domains in which she was considered foreign, and making them bend to her. She went on to perform with the Vienna State Opera, London's Royal Opera, and the Paris Opera. Graves met her friend and close collaborator Francesca Zambello, now the WNO artistic director, when Graves was singing with the Bavarian State Opera and Zambello was directing the company's production of Otello. In 1995, Graves made her Met debut in Carmen. A busload of 75 family members and friends traveled from Washington to see her.


For most of Denyce Graves's career, the titular character of Carmen was the role most people associated with her. (Kathryn Osler / The Denver Post / Getty)



She was incredibly magnetic. Before that Met debut, a smitten Morley Safer interviewed her in her dressing room for 60 Minutes, seeming more nervous to speak with her than she was about performing. Graves soon became an opera evangelist to young children, appearing multiple times on Sesame Street, including in a memorable segment where she uses Bizet's "Habanera" melody to fashion a lullaby for Elmo. She sang with BeBe Winans and Patti LaBelle, and released several albums. But if you really wanted to witness her talent in its fullest, you had to go see her in her element.

Unlike musical theater, there are no microphones in opera. When singing fills an opera house, it floats on the power of the lungs, assisted by only the acoustics and architecture of the room. Both the form and its fans can be unforgiving. But Graves was an experience, the sort of performer who reaches through the proscenium, grabs you, and doesn't let go until curtain. She more than held her own when sharing the stage with the Three Tenors--Placido Domingo, Jose Carreras, and Luciano Pavarotti--the supergroup that made opera sexy and popular in the '90s.

In Carmen, and in her other signature role of Dalila in Camille Saint-Saens's Samson et Dalila, she played seductresses with such believability and authority that many profiles raved over the carnality she projected. Her crossover appeal extended to the halls of power. Graves sang at the inauguration of President George W. Bush and became close friends with Ruth Bader Ginsburg, singing at the justice's funeral in 2020.

Graves used the fame and influence that Carmen brought to nurture her passion for Black artistic history. In 2005, she starred in the opera Margaret Garner, composed by Richard Danielpour, with a libretto by Toni Morrison. Garner was a woman in antebellum Kentucky whose escape from slavery--and decision to kill her daughter rather than allow her to return to bondage--had inspired Morrison's 1987 novel, Beloved.

Margaret Garner brought Black artists together to an extent that few operas could, and since its debut, Graves has consistently supported Black vocalists, conductors, composers, directors, and librettists. In 2013, she sang in the composer (and frequent Spike Lee collaborator) Terence Blanchard's first opera, Champion. In 2021, she went back to the site of her first paying gig, the Tulsa Opera, to sing in Greenwood Overcomes, a production memorializing the 1921 Tulsa Race Massacre.

Graves has always chased a sense of workplace and artistic camaraderie, of homecoming. I recognized it in the Met dressing rooms when I visited her: Black singers casually trading stories about jobs, directors, and cities, able to let down their guard and enjoy one another's company. For much of Graves's career, such a scene was a rarity. Instead, there was a tremendous, lonely pressure to be perfect. She wants things to be different for her heirs, for the future Black standard-bearers of opera. Implicit in this desire is also the desire for opera to persist, not as a remnant of its old grandeur, but as an art form that has been elevated by accessibility.


Graves sang at the funeral of her friend Ruth Bader Ginsburg in 2020. (Greg Nash / Getty)



As I spoke with Graves in the weeks before her final performance, she seemed ready, happy even, to say goodbye to performing. She could finally set aside the monastic life required to keep her voice in top shape. "I know I'm not going to have dairy," she said, explaining a typical day to me. "I know I'm not going to have vinegar. I know I'm not going to have all of those things which cause acid reflux and which will play out in the quality of the sound. I'm even thinking about talking to you, and the cost of that. If you're a violinist, you're not playing the violin from the moment you wake up until the moment you go to bed. But you're using your voice. It's very, very different."

Although Graves might be newly able to partake in cheeses and vinaigrettes, she is far from retired, and intends to dedicate more time to directing while continuing to teach and build her foundation, which aims to promote more diverse representation in the vocal arts. She made her directorial debut in May 2022 with a Minnesota Opera production of Carmen. Last year, she directed the world premiere of Loving v. Virginia, by the composer Damien Geter and the librettist Jessica Murphy Moo, which tells the story of Richard and Mildred Loving, the couple at the center of the 1967 Supreme Court case that ruled anti-miscegenation laws unconstitutional.

This March, six weeks after her retirement from performing, Graves was slated to direct the opening production of Washington National Opera's 70th spring season, an expanded and reimagined version of Scott Joplin's 1911 opera, Treemonisha, with which the famed Black ragtime composer had intended to create a Black style of opera, before his death in 1917. Though Joplin paid to have the piano-vocal score published, his original full orchestrations were lost. Graves's restoration would feature new orchestrations and arias by Damien Sneed and a new libretto adapted by the playwright Kyle Bass.

Treemonisha, which is set in the Texas wilderness in 1884 and tells the story of a Black woman trying to rid her community of the influence of conjurers and superstition, was originally scheduled to open at the Kennedy Center Opera House. But that was before all the unpleasantness began with Trump. The show would instead debut at George Washington University's Lisner Auditorium. And if the production did not previously register as political, a revival of Black opera's would-be foundational work by D.C.'s opera-in-exile just a few blocks away from the Kennedy Center certainly reads as a provocative statement now.

On opening night, when Francesca Zambello and WNO's general director, Timothy O'Leary, took the stage to introduce the production, they were greeted with a standing ovation filled with whoops and throaty roars, as though they were a couple of outlaws in formal wear.

"We deeply appreciate your understanding, your solidarity, and your belief in creative freedom," O'Leary said. The opera opened with a banjo solo, and Sneed played Joplin's score on an upright piano onstage.

The performance could never be exactly what it would have been in its planned venue. Opera is a big, melodramatic medium, designed for capturing big, melodramatic emotions. Although Lisner is a perfectly serviceable auditorium, it lacks the high ceilings, deep stage, and general grandeur of the opera house. The Treemonisha set didn't have the three-dimensional, full-scale production value and enormous cast size typical of opera productions. The usual ornate set pieces were more modest and two-dimensional, relying on a floral-filigree wrap that evoked the background of a Kehinde Wiley painting. Sitting in the auditorium, I felt those constraints.

Even so, Treemonisha's themes played to the times, and after the final number, in which the title character and the chorus repeat the refrain of "Marching onward, marching onward," the auditorium erupted. Graves and Sneed joined the performers for the curtain call. And then the cast and the crowd joined together to sing to a surprised Graves. The debut was on March 7, her 62nd birthday.



This article appears in the June 2026 print edition with the headline "The Diva."
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No One Knows What to Do About Britain's Exploding Anti-Semitism

The first step is admitting that the United Kingdom has a problem.

by Yair Rosenberg

Thu, 07 May 2026




The surveillance video begins with a seemingly innocent scene: A Jewish man stands next to a bus shelter, adjusting his yarmulke. Suddenly, he is pummeled by a passerby and stabbed repeatedly until he is propelled off-screen. The victim's skullcap, which had fallen into the street, slowly wafts away in the wind.

This assault was the culmination of a violent spree that has shocked many in Britain. Last Wednesday, according to authorities, a man named Essa Suleiman allegedly attacked Ishmail Hussein, an acquaintance he'd known for decades, in South London. He then traveled eight miles to Golders Green, one of the most Jewish areas in the United Kingdom, and stabbed two random Jewish men in religious garb whom he did not know, including the one at the bus stop, before finally being apprehended. The two victims, ages 34 and 76, were hospitalized but survived.

On its own, this incident would be disturbing. But the Golders Green onslaught was just the latest in a series of escalating anti-Semitic attacks across Britain, and the third one in five weeks in the same Jewish community. This past month, multiple synagogues in Golders Green were targeted by arsonists, as was another Jewish institution. The month prior, four ambulances owned by Hatzola, the local Jewish-run charity-ambulance service, were set on fire and destroyed. Last week, Hatzola medics used their remaining resources to treat the victims of the Golders Green stabbing attack. And yet, despite pious protestations from politicians, the country appears to have no idea how to prevent any of this from happening.

Yair Rosenberg: "The more I'm around young people, the more panicked I am"

Last October, a man named Jihad al-Shamie drove his car into a Manchester synagogue and began stabbing worshippers, one of whom was killed in the subsequent crossfire with police. In February, the Community Security Trust, which tracks anti-Semitic activity in Britain, announced a grim milestone: "For the first time ever, CST recorded over 200 cases of anti-Jewish hate in every calendar month in 2025." One of Britain's oldest minorities now feels itself under siege. "British Jews are super concentrated in NW London," wrote Ben Judah, the author of This is London and a former adviser to the British government, on social media. "There are only 250k of us. Roughly around 100k of us live in this area and surrounding areas. It's like a small town that's now under sustained attack."

The responses to the stabbings in Golders Green help explain how this predicament arose --and why it continues. Even as the victims were still in the hospital, an array of online apologists associated with Britain's ascendant hard-left explained away the incident and its implications. Some pointed to the reported mental-health issues of the assailant, as though this somehow excluded an anti-Semitic motive. Whatever the alleged perpetrator's internal demons, he didn't travel across London to attack Presbyterians. He went to a historic Jewish neighborhood and attempted to kill Jews. The initial altercation with his acquaintance was a common crime; the knifings in Golders Green were hate crimes.

Other commenters attempted to change the subject from the attacker's treatment of his Jewish victims to the police's treatment of the attacker. "Contemptible abuse of police power," read a representative post on X. "Why kick him in the head several times when he's already tasered & in your control?" Some called for the suspension or imprisonment of the police officers. In reality, as the full video of the confrontation showed, the police were not gratuitously roughing up the alleged assailant; they were attempting to disarm him as he was actively refusing to relinquish his knife despite repeated instructions.

These deflections were soon distilled into a single post that was addressed to Britain's police commissioner, Mark Rowley, and reshared by Zack Polanski, the leader of the country's Green Party: "So essentially [Rowley's] officers were repeatedly and violently kicking a mentally ill man in the head when he was already incapacitated by taser." (Polanski, who is Jewish, later apologized in a statement "for sharing a tweet in haste.")

Some seemed inclined to shift blame from the anti-Semitic attacker to Jews themselves. Suleiman made no reported claims about Israel during his London rampage. But this did not stop some commentators from attempting to make the story about Israel, and implying that British Jews played a role in their own persecution because they were not expressing the right opinions about Israel at the right volume. "The UK Jewish community could help to damp down the likelihood of such outrages by making it clear that it is as appalled by the brutality of Israeli policy as almost everyone else is," wrote Sir Tony Brenton, a former British ambassador to Russia.

"Jews, like everyone else, are entitled to protection from attack and murder without having to agree with Sir Tony's analysis of foreign policy," retorted two members of the House of Lords. "He overlooks the facts that the Jewish community in this country has a wide range of opinions on Israel and that the antisemites responsible for recent outrages do not care about the views of the people they are trying to kill. All that matters to them is that they are Jewish."

The refusal to acknowledge overt anti-Jewish prejudice in Britain is one reason the prejudice persists and proliferates. But the responses to Golders Green that do recognize the problem have also fallen short.

Before and after the assault, many politicians called to ban pro-Palestine protests--which have at times featured anti-Semitic iconography and chants--in the country's capital. "It pains me to say this, but I think we may have reached a point where we need to have a moratorium on the sorts of marches that have been happening," Jonathan Hall, the U.K.'s independent reviewer of terrorism legislation, said last week. "It's clearly impossible at the moment for any of these pro-Palestine marches not to incubate within them some sort of anti-Semitic or demonising language."

Chants such as "Globalize the intifada" certainly continue to age poorly as Jews are stabbed, firebombed, and shot around the world by bigots purporting to act in the name of Palestine. But many participating in pro-Palestine marches do not harbor violent hate for Jewish people, and throttling their free expression in order to punish a mendacious minority will sweep up innocents and stoke resentment.

Speech policing is particularly perilous in the case of anti-Semitism, because anti-Semites claim that a powerful cabal of perfidious Jews is covertly controlling society behind the scenes. Efforts to castigate anti-Jewish bigots are thus easily twisted into confirmation of the anti-Semitic conspiracy theory. As the Guardian columnist Jonathan Freedland put it, "We will be blamed for censoring free expression, cast as the shadowy string-pullers who put a gag on everyone else." Big Government cracking down on speech is quickly refashioned as the machinations of the Jews.

Heavy-handed tactics can also make offending speech seem more transgressive and alluring, and turn malign actors into martyrs. But such approaches are being championed by the country's rising hard right, just as the deflections from the problem are being promoted by the hard left. The result: The most energized voices in British politics are the ones with the least serious solutions.

David Frum: Anti-Semitism is becoming mainstream

Meanwhile, the historically unpopular Prime Minister Keir Starmer has so far resisted shutting down the pro-Palestine protests, even as he has condemned slogans such as "Globalize the intifada" as "calling for terrorism against Jews." Instead, the British police have allocated 25 million pounds in emergency funding to secure Jewish communities. But there are some things money can't buy.

"We want normal to be like normal is for everyone else," said Barry Frankfurt, a synagogue president who was interviewed by BBC Radio alongside his daughter. "But it's not. Normal for us is that when Libby was 5 in primary school, she was told what the code word was that meant she had to hide under the table. Now she's 16 and she says she goes to a school and her bus is checked routinely."

"The response broadly is: 'We know we have a problem, and the answer we're gonna give is that we're gonna spend more money on making sure that there can be Jewish buildings which have even higher gates and even more security guards,'" Frankfurt continued. "And that isn't solving the problem." Across the political spectrum in Britain, no one seems to know what will.
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Trump Shows He's Still Got Juice

Yesterday's election in Indiana sent a message to all Republicans of conscience.

by David Frum

Thu, 07 May 2026




Why don't more Republicans defy President Trump? The president's poll numbers are bad. The war in Iran is raising gasoline prices. The president's family is pocketing billions. The president seems to care only about building glitzy monuments to himself. With the impending midterms looking pretty bad for Republicans, you'd think that Trump's co-partisans would be taking a cue from Meat Loaf: "I would do anything for love, but I won't do that." But no. Breaches of discipline remain rare and containable.

To better understand Trump's power over his party--its limits and potential--study yesterday's Indiana Republican primary.

You may remember that late last year the Indiana Senate rejected a Trump-backed plan to gerrymander the state to eliminate Democratic control over two seats in the U.S. House of Representatives. Twenty-one Republicans joined 10 Democrats to defeat the measure, 31-19. The Republican naysayers cited the gerrymander's unpopularity with voters. The plan would have denied the city of Indianapolis representation in Congress by chopping it into pieces swallowed by surrounding suburbs and exurbs, among other defects.

Mark Leibovich: Democrats could use a cold shower before the midterms

Trump and Vice President Vance promptly threatened Republican dissenters with retribution. Eight Indiana state senators were targeted for primary challenges. The Trump White House and its allies--including the formerly anti-Trump free-market group Club for Growth, which now supports him--poured serious (for Indiana) money into those challenges, at least five of which went their way. (Counting continues as I write.) These victories clear the way for Trump's ultimate plan to topple Indiana Senate President Rodric Bray, who failed to push through the president's gerrymander scheme. Only candidates who had promised to oppose Bray's reelection earned Trump's endorsement and campaign support.

Nervous Republicans throughout the country have heard the message: Stick with Trump, and you may be politically finished; break with him, and you're finished for sure.

Republicans launched the latest gerrymander battle last year with a bid to squeeze five more U.S. House seats out of Texas. Democrats, after striking back in California and Virginia, had seemed the winners of the push and counterpush. The Texas gerrymander had been premised on the assumption that Trump's gains with Texas Latinos in 2024 would prove enduring, but Latino support for the GOP is plunging. Republican hopes for Texas are going awry. Some experts estimate that the party's creative new Texas maps will net only two more GOP seats for the state.

But all is not lost for Republicans, thanks to the Supreme Court's decision last week to undermine the Voting Rights Act by granting states new permission to eliminate Black- and Latino-held congressional seats. Because the Supreme Court also approved partisan gerrymandering in 2019, the practical effect will be to allow the Republicans of Mississippi and South Carolina to eliminate seats so long as they take care to use the word Democrat in their internal documents and never the word Black.

Ben Ritz: Democrats learned the wrong lesson from 2024

Any Republican who may have hesitated to use this new permission to eliminate Democratic seats now understands--thanks to Indiana--the penalty of noncompliance with Trump's wishes.

Yet Democrats are hardly helping their own case, having caught a chronic Republican disease: candidate-quality syndrome. In the political cycles of 2010 and 2012, the Republican Tea Party movement won primaries against mainstream, pro-business Republicans with extremist and oddball candidates. (One recorded a TV ad denying she was a witch. Another suggested that women did not need access to abortion after rape, because women rarely become pregnant when a rape is "legitimate.") These candidates threw away otherwise-winnable races in Delaware, Indiana, Missouri, and Nevada--and postponed the GOP takeover of the U.S. Senate from 2010, when it was within reach, to 2014.

Something like that may be befalling Democrats now.

It has become an article of faith among progressives that Kamala Harris lost in 2024 because she did not talk enough about Palestinians and Gaza. The actual data available confirm that Harris lost because she was seen as too far to the left of where most voters placed themselves. But beliefs do not have to be based on truth to motivate action.

In the 2026 cycle, Democrats are elevating candidates who have taken positions that would have once seemed politically suicidal: a U.S. House candidate in New Jersey who served as a character witness for "the blind sheikh" behind the 1993 attack on the World Trade Center; a U.S. Senate candidate in Michigan who campaigned with Hasan Piker, a Twitch streamer who has said that America deserved 9/11; and a candidate for U.S. Senate in Maine who unconvincingly claimed not to know that the skull-and-crossbones tattoo he had worn for almost 20 years was associated with the Nazi SS.

Read: The House of Representatives is turning into the Electoral College

Most commentary about these candidates focuses on whether they are doing harm to their own races. But as the Tea Party experience underscores, all politics is national. Nominating an extremist in New Jersey could hurt Democratic candidates all over the country. As unpopular as Trump is, the Democratic brand remains fragile, an April CNN poll indicates. Even now, despite tariffs, the Iran war, and the Trump ballroom, more Americans hold a favorable view of the Republican Party (32 percent) than those do of the Democratic Party (28 percent). Progressives want to bet that "Gaza First" can beat "America First." To nonprogressives, that betting strategy seems a fast track to political failure.

And if, come summer and fall, Trump finds an exit from Iran, gasoline prices trend down, and the election race tightens, Republican gerrymanders may yield dividends after all. Gerrymanders work best when the vote is close. Trump's misgovernment should make the gap too big to rig, but the "Gaza First" Democrats are doing their utmost to shrink it. If they succeed, the brave Indiana state senators who resisted Trump may have sacrificed their career for nothing.
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Music's Next 'Disco Sucks' Moment Is Near

Do you really like that new song--or is someone manipulating you?

by Spencer Kornhaber

Thu, 07 May 2026




You're scrolling TikTok, Instagram, or one of the many other apps where short-form video devours your time (maybe the app you use to order sushi). You come across a stranger doing something amusing while a song plays in the background. A few swipes later, you hear the song again. Now it's in your head. Now it seems like an interesting part of the zeitgeist. You save the song to your phone.

A question flashes through your mind: Did you just discover new music, or, through the dark arts of algorithmic manipulation, did the music industry just bait a new customer?

Quite possibly the answer is the latter, in which case you've fallen prey to "trend simulation": the marketing tactic of paying people online to post opinions they don't necessarily hold, endorsing music they don't necessarily care about, so as to trick social-media algorithms--and users--into regarding a band as more popular than it really is. The practice became a topic of controversy after a recent Billboard interview in which Jesse Coren and Andrew Spelman, two of the founders of the marketing firm Chaotic Good Projects, bragged about their ability to make any musician go viral. They said they can get hundreds of accounts to rave about an SNL performance, or shape what's being said in comment sections about an album. Spelman described music marketing as an "arms race" for "volume": "One artist hires us and we run 20 pages for them," he said. "Someone else will do 25."

Coren and Spelman were discussing the matter nonchalantly, but to many musicians and listeners, news of their tactics came as a depressing surprise. The firm, observers noted, has worked with established names (such as Justin Bieber and Dua Lipa), new stars (Alex Warren, Sombr), and indie darlings (Mk.Gee, Oklou). The singer-songwriter Eliza McLamb reacted to the interview with a viral Substack post attempting to map out Chaotic Good's web of influence. A Wired headline zeroed in on the Chaotic Good client Geese to speculate that the young band's success was a "psyop." That article caused its own controversy: People really do love Geese's wild-eyed, rawly thrashing music, and now they're being told they've somehow been duped.

Defending Chaotic Good's practices to Billboard, Coren quoted a belief of Spelman's: "Everything on the internet is fake." Indeed, though trend simulation is recently ascendant in the record industry, it's also just a variation of what's come before. Guerilla marketing and astroturfing were notorious advertising strategies decades ago. Bots, opaque algorithms, and AI deepfakes have since pushed society into what pundits call the "post-truth era." Music was never going to be exempt from our civilizational drought of trust.

But trend simulation can't simply be shrugged off as a sign of the times. Rather, it--and its backlash--could mark an end point of a cultural cycle that's been running at least since the advent of TikTok. Music has survived crises of credibility before--and it's well past time to revise what realness means today.



In a 1993 article for The Atlantic, the classical composer David Schiff relayed the perplexing lessons he'd learned teaching a music-history class at Reed College. He asked his students to listen to a range of artists, including the Beatles, Luciano Berio, and Dmitri Shostakovich. Whether discussing opera or pop, the students all seemed to use the same criteria: "They were constantly on guard against the phony, the spurious, the commercial," Schiff wrote, because "they wanted to believe that the music connected them to another human being rather than just to a creature of marketing."

His students weren't unusual in this. Authenticity is the prime lens through which lots of people evaluate music, even though--as music critics love to point out--the ensuing judgments can seem incoherent. Bob Dylan's creaky voice gets touted as the pinnacle of real, but his songs and statements are filled with fabrications. The precise qualities that make Taylor Swift so relatable to many listeners seem totally calculated to others. Schiff was amused that his largely white, middle-class students deemed N.W.A a truthful take on rap, and MC Hammer false--how could they possibly judge that? All of these examples show that authenticity is a shorthand for something more complex.

Scholars like to debate whether a fixation upon identity and intention is an intrinsic part of art appreciation, or whether it's something more modern. Some of Shakespeare's plays were published without his name attached. Folk songs that circulated for centuries all over the world had no one "author." But in the modern era, some feeling of realness and human touch has become central to most discussions of art.

In 1935, the critic Walter Benjamin famously offered an explanation: When mechanical reproduction (such as recordings and prints) allowed for the mass distribution of what had previously been place-and-time-bound work, it deprived art of its "aura" of originality. Chaotic Good's techniques suggest that another factor is at play: social context and narrative. How and why a work reaches an audience is inextricable from the audience's attitudes toward a work. Knowing that the music you're hearing matters to other people, especially if they're people who seem to be peers, can have a powerful effect.

Marketers have long understood this. Nineteenth-century opera houses paid troupes of people--called "the claque"--to applaud where the audience might otherwise not. In the early days of popular music, Tin Pan Alley's publishing houses employed "pluggers": musicians who played their employers' songs in public, at any opportunity, in order to get people to buy sheet music. A 1930 book about the music industry informs readers that most every song they hear in public is "the result of a huge plot--involving thousands of dollars and thousands of organized agents--to make you hear, remember and purchase."

But when marketing efforts become too obvious, music itself--and the public's taste--tends to change in defiance. Gustav Mahler banned claques from his performances as part of an effort to revolutionize opera and symphonic music, turning them into the serious art forms they're considered today. Tin Pan Alley--and its assembly-line approach to hitmaking--saw its relevance wane under competition from the rawer sounds of rock and roll. And in the 1950s, early rock's reputation took a blow after it came to light that rock labels had been bribing--or giving "payola" to--radio DJs.

The evolution of cool has long tracked this cat-and-mouse game between the record industry and audiences. The public may not be tuned into the specifics of the exact marketing strategies helping propel any given musical movement, but we all intuit when innovation congeals into cliche and genuine sentiment into sap--and we all have some sense of how money feeds those processes. Bigotry famously played a role in the "Disco sucks" backlash of the late 1970s, but so did exhaustion with the record industry for propping up a craze that would otherwise have died down. Labels were churning out gimmicky singles such as "Disco Duck," all but inviting jaded listeners to pick up a baseball bat and smash some records.

The internet era has already seen the rise and fall of a number of marketing-and-music waves (see: blog-hyped indie rock or the corporate empowerment anthems of the Obama era). Sometime in the mid-to-late 2010s, pop entered the place it's been stuck for a while: a "lowercase" era defined by an intimate, tossed-off sensibility. Think of the confessional lyricism of Taylor Swift, Billie Eilish, Olivia Rodrigo, Zach Bryan, and Noah Kahan. Think of Charli XCX's confidently apathetic attitude. Think of rappers such as Playboi Carti dropping shaggily edited albums without warning. And think about how these artists have harnessed TikTok, which created a global network of everyday people performing and chatting from car seats and couches.

Lowercase pop originally cut against the polished trends of the early 2010s: the filtered aesthetic of Instagram, the thirsty hashtags of Twitter, the highly produced spectacles created by Beyonce, Ye, and Lady Gaga. It matched real-world lifestyle shifts toward social isolation and phone addiction, and it suggested a comforting idea: Life lived through screens could be as real--maybe realer--than the real thing.



This idea is exactly what trend simulation has taken advantage of. In one video with more than 800,000 views by a poster who previously listed a Chaotic Good email in her profile (though now it just reads "dm for promo"), a girl in a scarf sits pensively on a train. The text reads, "The more you love someone, the sleepier you are around them." A folk singer mewls in the background. Cozy and DIY-seeming, the video is a perfect distillation of the lowercase sensibility. If you click on the link to the audio, you find that it soundtracks many suspiciously similar clips of young faces and twee aphorisms.

In the Billboard interview, Chaotic Good's Spelman took credit for popularizing this kind of video. He called it "pastel talk" and said it was perfect for promoting singer-songwriters. Other genres require other approaches. For hip-hop, he said, slowed-down snippets of music over clips from video games work well. For country, you want images of cowboy hats and trucks. Competitor firms use slightly varied tactics: Floodify automates the posting of meme-like videos for a fee; Hundred Days specializes in circulating interview and performance clips.

What unites these approaches isn't simply their simulated authenticity. It's that they take for granted ways of engaging with music: as a wallpaper for life's intimate moments, as a form of online social currency. They proceed from the shared sense that the internet is a real place filled with real people sharing how music shapes their real lives. They recognize the level of trust on which online culture currently operates, and they are exploiting it.

Still, it's not clear how effective these campaigns have been. Trend simulation involves gaming the recommendation algorithms to make playcount metrics go up--and the algorithms keep changing in part to counteract such practices. And although TikTok has become integral to the music industry in recent years, the internet researcher Ryan Broderick reports that artists tend to go viral on platforms like it for an old-fashioned reason: The music is already popular among listeners. Chaotic Good seems to be trying to reverse that dynamic--but when Billboard's Robinson asked if social-media virality always translates into more streams for a song, Chaotic Good's Spelman said that sometimes, "there's something irreducible about the song that people just don't want to listen to." In other words: Marketing can't actually make you like bad music. It can just expose you to it.

But at a certain point, amplifying mediocrity on social platforms just undermines the whole system. Already, distrust for the internet has been growing amid latent panic over the hijacking of our attention spans. In music, rappers routinely accuse one another of juicing the charts with fake streams. AI has begun scrambling notions of authorship. And now, the remarkable amount of publicity and backlash that the Chaotic Good interview has generated will only worsen matters. Ask Milli Vanilli--the music-listening public doesn't forget when it feels like it's been lied to.

Read: The attention-span panic

That doesn't mean trend-simulation tactics will cease to be used, or that all listeners will wisen up. But it does mean that social-media platforms will continue on their long journey into jankiness and uncoolness--and away from seeming like possible sources of authenticity. Music that caters to the sensibilities of TikTok will begin to seem as dated as the Bee Gees did in the early '80s. Artists and audiences will, intuitively, begin to ask what real looks and feels like now.

What happens next is hard to say. I, for one, thought that Geese might represent an answer, as the band's reckless intensity and inscrutable lyrics seemed to mock the inside-kid energy and tedious literalism of lowercase pop. The buzz it generated seemed like a hopeful sign that the next wave for music culture would involve noise, nonsense, and moshing together.

That very sense of excitement and exceptionality is why that particular band has become a flash point in the controversy over Chaotic Good. Some people always thought Geese was overhyped and now feel validated; others, like me, say we're simply being reminded of the complex ways that music always travels. The band had been rising in the rock world for a while (in an email to Wired, one of Chaotic Good's co-founders, Adam Tarsia, pointed out that Geese's well-publicized debut came out four years before the firm was founded). Media write-ups, genuine word of mouth, and--no doubt--some behind-the-scenes shenanigans served to get Geese's songs heard. But the thing that's cool about music is that, even when you can trust little else, you can always trust your ears.
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The FBI Is Reportedly Investigating a Leak to an <em>Atlantic</em> Writer

Sarah Fitzpatrick reported on concerns about Kash Patel's drinking and behavior.

by Matt Viser, Shane Harris

Wed, 06 May 2026




This story was updated on May 6, 2026, at 4:50 p.m.

Nearly three weeks after The Atlantic reported that some government officials were alarmed by FBI Director Kash Patel's behavior, including conspicuous inebriation and unexplained absences, MS NOW reported this morning that the bureau has "launched a criminal leak investigation" that focuses on the Atlantic journalist who wrote the story, Sarah Fitzpatrick.

MS NOW reported that there is concern among FBI agents assigned to the investigation, citing two people familiar with the matter who were granted anonymity. Leak investigations are typically focused on government officials, not on journalists, with the goal of avoiding scrutinizing the reporters' private communications, notes, or other work material. Investigators rarely subpoena a reporter's records, to avoid encroaching on activity protected by the First Amendment. But the MS NOW reporting suggests a reversal of the normal process, with investigators possibly beginning their work with Fitzpatrick, former U.S. officials who are familiar with leak investigations but did not have firsthand knowledge of this situation told us.

"They know they are not supposed to do this," one source told MS NOW about the purported scrutiny of a journalist. "But if they don't go forward, they could lose their jobs. You're damned if you do and damned if you don't."

The FBI spokesperson Ben Williamson denied the investigation and said in a statement, "This is completely false. No such investigation like this exists and the reporter you mention is not being investigated at all." The White House referred me to the FBI.

The MS NOW report said that it was unclear whether internal interviews have taken place to determine who would have had "the kind of information" that appeared in the Atlantic story. It also said it was not known what steps investigators have taken in the case, including whether the FBI had sought to obtain Fitzpatrick's phone records, examined her social-media contacts, or run her name and information through FBI databases. The government would need to obtain a warrant, approved by a judge, to review the contents of Fitzpatrick's communications, or to seize her phone or computer.

"If confirmed to be true, this would represent an outrageous attack on the free press and the First Amendment itself," The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, said in a statement. "We will defend The Atlantic and its staff vigorously; we will not be intimidated by illegitimate investigations or other acts of politically motivated retaliation; we will continue to cover the FBI professionally, fairly, and thoroughly; and we will continue to practice journalism in the public interest."

This is not the first time in recent months that federal law enforcement has targeted traditional news-gathering practices in ways that seem designed to intimidate journalists and discourage critical news stories. In January, FBI agents executed a search warrant at the home of the Washington Post reporter Hannah Natanson, seizing her phone and other devices as part of an investigation into a government contractor who was charged with unlawfully transmitting and retaining classified information. Weeks earlier, Natanson had published an essay about how she had connected with more than 1,000 sources about the Trump administration's overhaul of the federal government. Some of that work, along with that of Natanson's colleagues, was recognized this week when the Post was awarded the Pulitzer Prize for Public Service. In March, the FBI began investigating the New York Times reporter Elizabeth Williamson after she wrote about Patel using bureau personnel to protect his girlfriend and ferry her around, the paper reported. (It also reported that the FBI decided not to pursue a case.)

In an April 17 article titled "The FBI Director Is MIA," Fitzpatrick wrote that she interviewed more than two dozen people 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. The article included several anecdotes about Patel that had not been previously reported, including an incident in which Patel struggled to log on to an internal computer system and thought he might have been fired, according to nine people familiar with what happened. Fitzpatrick also wrote that there was concern across the government about Patel's drinking, according to several officials, and that he was known to drink to the point of obvious intoxication. At one point last year, Patel's security detail requested "breaching equipment" because the director had been unreachable behind locked doors, according to multiple people familiar with the request.

Patel denied the details in the story and sued The Atlantic and Fitzpatrick for defamation, seeking $250 million in damages. The lawsuit alleges that the article contains "false and obviously fabricated allegations" and claims that the magazine did not give the agency enough time to respond. The Atlantic has defended its reporting and called the lawsuit "meritless." White House aides have said that President Trump continues to support the FBI director, although he has not mounted a vociferous defense of Patel.

Last year, Patel sued the former FBI official Frank Figliuzzi for stating on Morning Joe that the FBI director had "been visible at nightclubs far more than he has been on the seventh floor of the Hoover Building," where the agency is headquartered. On April 21, a day after Patel filed the defamation suit against The Atlantic, a federal judge in the Southern District of Texas dismissed the suit against Figliuzzi.
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The Attention-Span Panic

It's not just about spans that seem too short.

by Franklin Schneider

Wed, 06 May 2026




Last year, I took a drastic step to protect my attention: I cut off my home internet service. I already refuse to get a smartphone and have long paid for an app to block internet access on my laptop when I need to be productive. Yet I was still wasting too many late-night hours scrolling X, or watching CGI reenactments of plane crashes and VHS rips of old Letterman episodes. Even resisting took an effort that I resented; the internet, I became convinced, was making me stupid, and I had no one to blame but myself.

Attention, these days, is something that many Americans seem to regard as an inherent virtue whose purity they can try to protect or allow to be despoiled. A diminished attention span is a sign of personal weakness, or even intellectual debasement. On social media, people talk of having "German-shepherd attention spans" and liken their condition to "brain damage." To reduce one's attention span, so the logic implies, is to reduce one's humanity.

But this might be an outdated way of thinking about attention--and one that blames the individual for dispensing something that, more accurately, is being extracted. Some of the most lucrative companies on the planet, after all, are those that harvest attention. Perhaps many people feel bad about their attention span not because it's too short, but because they sense that they're running themselves ragged by giving away a precious commodity for far less than it's worth.



According to neurologists, humans have many types of attention. "Serial" attention, for instance, might be used to monitor gadgets as they move past on a factory assembly line, whereas the ability to focus on a face while ignoring noise around it is "spatial" attention. Today's laments about deteriorating focus, though, generally refer to "sustained" attention, which is when one homes in on a single item for a long period. And people are faced with so many distractions that their capacity to singularly focus does seem to be undergoing a fundamental change, Tony Ro, a neuroscience professor at CUNY, told me. In 2007--the same year the first iPhone was released--the scholar N. Katherine Hayles, then an English professor at UCLA (where she's now a research professor), called this transition a shift from "deep attention," which is extended focus on, say, a novel, to "hyper attention," a type characterized by "switching focus rapidly among different tasks and information streams." Along with this shift came judgment; Hayles wrote that hyper-attention was "regarded as defective behavior that scarcely qualifies as a cognitive mode at all."

Read: I see your smartphone-addicted life

A great irony of this contemporary insecurity about attention is that, compared with the rest of the animal kingdom, the human attention span is really not that impressive. Although we have many exceptional cognitive abilities (abstract thought, for instance), Raymond Klein, an experimental psychologist at Dalhousie University, told me that a house cat staring at a mouse hole can marshal much more impressive attentional resources than the average person.

Even the relatively paltry sustained-attention span of modern humans is a recent innovation. Primitive foragers needed a limber form of attention that could constantly monitor for threats. Only when humans settled did it become more beneficial to dedicate focus to crops, to looms and fences, to reruns of The Price Is Right.

But hyper-attention, especially the sort demanded of modern humans, comes with astronomically high costs. Concentrating uses up oxygenated glucose in the brain, and whether one is steadily focused on a single thing or rapidly shifting among focal points, both forms of attention draw from the same figurative fuel tank (a tank that, it's worth noting, can vary by person, depending on genetic or environmental factors). When that fuel runs out, so does one's capacity to lock in. And like a car that stops and starts every couple of blocks versus one that cruises down the highway, shifting our attention among different things uses up far more energy than steadily focusing on one. Not only are people constantly bombarded by news updates, Slack messages about deliverables, and whimsical memes, but their brains have also defaulted to operating in the most inefficient mode.

Read: The film students who can no longer sit through films

Trying to push through results only in a crash. In the early days of factory work, employees had to stand at assembly lines for hours at a time, focusing on repetitive tasks and moving at a merciless pace. As physically strenuous as the work could be, it was even more punishing mentally. In Behemoth, Joshua B. Freeman's history of the factory, he writes that workers called the state of fatigued, overtaxed attention "Forditis." The wives of Ford workers complained that they came home in a bad mood and went straight to bed--and that Forditis even made their husbands impotent. Switch out the assembly line for screens and social media, and Forditis seems like a fairly good analogy for today's ailment: brains that are drained, unable to make room for much else.



Still, mere exhaustion doesn't quite account for the panic about attention. When people complain about "attention-seeking behavior" in others, after all, it's because they feel like something valuable is being taken. And although nobody is forced to watch TikTok, many seem to feel that their attention is being stolen from them. In a way, it is. Tech companies have turned attention into a moneymaking commodity, and yet most of the scrolling masses are unable to cash in on even a fraction of the value generated by their very own eyeballs.

In the regular economy, Americans put their labor or goods on the free market, and in exchange, they receive money to spend on rent, food, gray-market peptides, jeans with sequined butterflies on the back pockets, etc. In the attention economy, people don't really sell their commodity--their attention; they simply give it away or barter it in return for ... what? Photos of a co-worker's breakfast? Cat videos? According to one behavioral study released last year, the median American adult spends a little more than six hours a day looking at a smartphone, and many spend five hours on social-media apps alone, which essentially amounts to clocking in to a part-time job--though plenty of people are likely being paid only in amusement, envy, stoked outrage, or a sort of anaesthetized daze that's not quite boredom but not quite not-boredom either.

Read: The new age of performance anxiety

When everyone's too tired and atomized from looking at their phone to assess their place in the attention economy, it's easier to resort to self-recrimination, to make a resolution to reclaim one's focus, to cultivate one's own mindfulness. (Or, in my case, to hoard attention like a cranky prospector in a mountain shack.) The desire to escape the attention economy has simply opened more pathways for attention capture. While TikTok fine-tunes its algorithm for maximum addictiveness, start-ups sell meditation apps and brain supplements. Perhaps the best metaphor for the contemporary attention span is the factory-farmed dairy cow: shot up with hormones on the one hand, milked mercilessly on the other.

The attention economy's subsumption of the conventional economy happened so rapidly that many people may only just now be realizing that they're being farmed. As late as 2013, the largest company in the world was the fossil-fuel giant ExxonMobil; just a few years later, it was Alphabet. Great wealth is often acquired by such sleights of hand. The farm containing the first oil well in the U.S. was bought for only $5,000, and the island of Manhattan was, as legend has it, exchanged for glass beads and trinkets.

But these fleecings tend to leave a bad taste in the mouth. Is it any wonder that so many people are so anxious, so restless, so frustrated about attention these days? The queasiness one feels after a fleeting hour of scrolling could be from a sense of soiled virtue, from mental exhaustion, or from a much more American consternation: the awareness, even if only subconscious, of having sold oneself cheap.
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How to Survive Losing a Child

Danielle Crittenden on losing a daughter, grief, and her new memoir, <em>Dispatches From Grief</em>.

by David Frum

Wed, 06 May 2026




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

In this episode of The David Frum Show, David is joined by his wife, the writer Danielle Crittenden, to discuss her new memoir, Dispatches From Grief, and the loss of their daughter Miranda.

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. My guest this week will be my wife, Danielle Crittenden Frum, and we'll be discussing her new book about the loss of our daughter, Dispatches From Grief: A Mother's Journey Through the Unthinkable.

Because of the personal and sensitive nature of this discussion, I'm not going to do a book this week. I'm not going to do a preliminary introduction. I'm just gonna say how grateful I am to Danielle that she would join me today. And now my dialogue with my wife, Danielle Crittenden Frum.

[Music]

Frum: Danielle Crittenden and I met on June 13, 1987. We were married a year later. Then we were married again in 1991 in a religious ceremony after Danielle's conversion to Judaism. Our first child, Miranda, was born on July 26, 1991, in New York City. Miranda died suddenly in February of 2024 at age 32.

That death and its aftermath are together the subject matter of Danielle's new book, Dispatches From Grief: A Mother's Journey Through the Unthinkable, published by Infinite Books on May 5.

I usually keep these introductions brief, but I will make an exception here to say a little more about Miranda and Danielle.

Miranda lived an adventurous life--from a parent's point of view, often a hair-raisingly adventurous life. She left university after a single semester. She worked as a television producer in Toronto, then moved to Israel, where she was discovered as a fashion model. She posed for advertisements and walked runways in Europe and Japan, and came under Hamas rocket fire in Tel Aviv in the summer of 2014. In the fall of 2018, she was diagnosed with a deadly brain tumor and underwent a 10-hour operation in April 2019. The operation seemed a success, but it left behind complex health issues. One of those issues claimed Miranda's life in her Brooklyn Heights apartment. The sorrowful details are candidly discussed in Danielle's book.

About Danielle: Danielle began her journalistic career as a teenage copy girl at the Toronto Sun. She started work as a reporter before she had even finished high school. She covered murders and fires and the everyday bustle of a great city.

Shortly before his death, my friend Christopher Hitchens published perhaps his most provocative article, arguing that women are inherently less funny than men. I happened to lunch with him soon after he detonated that grenade, and I remonstrated with him. I asked him, "What about Danielle?" Christopher did not often look nonplussed, but that one felled him. "Yes," he had to concede. "Danielle is very funny, much funnier than you, old boy," he said. Every one of Danielle's previous books--fiction, nonfiction, even a cookbook co-authored with our friend Anne Applebaum--sparkled with Danielle's genius for comedy. Her friends nicknamed her the "Minister of Fun" for her ability to make everyday events occasions for joy.

This new book is a different thing. One reason it is already being received with such acclaim by early reviewers and early readers is that Danielle holds back not a particle of truth about loss and pain. Yet not even life-shattering tragedy has dimmed the wit of Danielle's ardent mind, as the book shows and as you will hear today on The David Frum Show.

Danielle, welcome.

Danielle Crittenden: Hi from upstairs.

Frum: Hi from upstairs. (Laughs.) I don't know how we're gonna talk about this. We've talked about nothing else, but how do we talk about this now? How do we talk about this in front of other people? I don't know. I'm just gonna blunder ahead, and I have no idea what we're going to produce here, but--

Crittenden: Yeah, it's counting on you as host, Dave.

Frum: (Laughs.) That's a thin reed.

Crittenden: (Laughs.)

Frum: Okay, a question a lot of people are going to ask is, how does a mother write something like this? You cut the vein, you dip the quill in the blood, and you start on the page--how do you do it?

Crittenden: That actually is a very good description.

Well, as you mentioned up the top that I grew up in newspapers, very old-school newspapers, Mad Men era of newspapers. All my parents, my four parents--stepfather, stepmother, mother, father--at one point worked in the same newsroom in Toronto, so I just grew up in that environment. And, well, you, of course, knew Pete, my late stepfather, who had been a foreign correspondent. He went on to found the Toronto Sun and just was a famous and prolific writer, and his view was that anything that happened to him, he had to write about. And so the title, Dispatches From Grief, which has always been the title in my head, is like I felt like a war correspondent who had been transported into this alternative universe, alternative land of grief, and I just had to write about it.

The pain, I could never have imagined, I've never experienced. It wasn't just emotional pain; it was physical pain. And it was the kind of physical pain like your heart feeling as if it was going to burst, to which there was no painkiller. There was nothing that could stop this pain and the constant mental distress of this loss because, as you know and we share, that when you lose a child, and especially so unexpectedly, it's like a meteorite has just crashed into your house, and nothing is the same, and you have to come to terms with the fact that nothing ever will be the same.

Frum: This book, I think, speaks to two different types of people, to categorize broadly: those who are in grief and those who are in the vicinity of grief, right? And by the way, none of us, unless we are flukishly lucky, or maybe it's unlucky because maybe you have to die early to qualify for this luck, but none of us will escape it. So we're sort of grief and pre-grief; those are the two categories of human beings. (Laughs.) So for those in grief, what do you want to say on their behalf? And for those in the vicinity of grief, what do you want them to know that they need to know?

Crittenden: Well, in the first chapter, I categorize different types of grief, and my first line is, "I thought I knew grief." You and I have both lost parents. You lost your mother quite early; she was 54. But in your mind as a child, as you grow up, you always know that you're going to outlive your parents, and so in some way, you're prepared, unless they go suddenly and tragically in a terrible accident. Your brain, I guess, has prepared you for this eventuality.

And it's the reverse when you lose a child. It's completely out of the order of the universe. And the parent never expected to outlive the child. So that was what was special and different about this type of grief, and I think why I felt I needed to write about it, because I was in this pain, in this foreign land, and I needed to tell people, "Oh my God, this is so horrible. Let me describe to you what is going on," because, well, as you saw me in the early days going through a lot of grief books, I'm going through them maniacally, looking for a cure, looking for healing. When will this pain stop? Answer: never. But I couldn't find anything that spoke to what I was going through. I read a lot of books, some quite helpful, about, yeah, that you might experience this; you might experience that, but the goal of most grief books is for healing, to get you, as they say, "through it." And then, apparently, you'll come to some eventuality of acceptance, or you'll be fine. And that just seemed to me palpably untrue and palpably unhelpful. And one of the things that we met together when you wrote that first beautiful article about Miranda and her dog, Ringo, that appeared in The Atlantic, and you suddenly got emails from people who were in our land, who had similarly lost children.

Frum: Yeah.

Crittenden: And one of the things that really stood out was how lonely they were, that it's such a unique type of grief. It's a type of grief that very few understand, unlike losing a parent. And people don't know what to say to them. They often get very uncomfortable talking about it. And as the world moves on and as people's lives move on, they kind of expect you to move on, and you don't really move on. (Laughs.)

And so if you don't have a good support network, if you're not in touch with other families in this situation, I think you just quietly nurse this horrible pain. And so in one of the first responses--I shared some of the earlier drafts with some other mothers--and one wrote back to me and said, "Thank you. Now I have something to show to people." And that's the other aspect that you mentioned, is that if you know someone who is going through this, it kind of gives you a window into the agony and I hope will make the person more aware of how they can actually help and genuinely provide comfort.

David Frum: Yeah. One of the things we've both noticed--and a friend of ours remarked this in the language I'm about to borrow--that once the first shock passes from your community, that there's a sense in which the grieving person can come to feel a bit of a pariah because you don't wanna be the ghost at everyone else's feast, bringing gloom with you wherever you go. But you can't help it. And so often, the answer is, "Well, just don't go to the other people's feasts. Why? They don't want you there. You're just going to lower the emotion."

Crittenden: Yeah, we've talked about being grief bores.

Frum: And a lot of the rituals of grief actually understand the mourner as a kind of semi-pariah. In the Jewish rituals, you're supposed to stay at home. You eventually exit your house in a formal process of exit, but you stay at home because you're set apart from the world. But even as the clock ticks, you don't change, necessarily, on someone else's timetable, and you remain this kind of ghost at the feast, at least in your own mind. Is that something you're trying to help other grieving parents to understand, that this is your destiny, and it's useless to apologize for it, and there's no way you can, so you just have to live it?

Crittenden: Right. I did eventually--and you watched this in real time, me trying to get help for it, because I was hysterical half the time. I do wanna ask you what I looked like from your perspective, from the outside, because the book is written from the inside, from my perspective. I must have looked like just a crazy person to you.

Frum: No, never.

Crittenden: One of the other comments I got from one of the mothers was, she was glad to know that lying on the floor, curled up in a ball, weeping hysterically was okay; other people do that too. So there was a lot of, I think, articulation of what I was going through, which resonated with what other people were going through.

And yeah, I think what happens when you get through that first very intense months, years--it's been two years--you learn the pain doesn't go away. It's less controlling. It's less overwhelming. But you just learn to be quiet about it, because, as you say, in the beginning, I write that I felt like I needed to tell everybody. At the checkout, if the person says, "How's your day going?," I would go, "Terrible! My daughter died!" I just found myself compulsively telling people that. And of course, it was very unnerving to the recipient. But then that kind of dies down, and you just learn to, or you try to learn to, quietly nurse your pain without telling--do they really need to know this?

Frum: I remember my first dental appointment after Miranda's death and the hygienist asking me, "So what's new?"

Crittenden: (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) And I remember just sitting there in the chair with my mouth propped open, thinking probably for half a minute, Do I need to go into this? And then I finally said, "Not much," because I didn't wanna do it. But one of the things we all discover is, maybe the dental hygienist needed to talk about it because, as you've discovered through both the process of writing and the process of living, we are surrounded by people who are in pain, half-dead, ghosts of themselves. And they often feel it's just burdensome to everybody else, and so they just stumble forward, part-ghost, part-human.

Crittenden: Well, and again, what would be the point of telling people who are not in this world? And as we discovered, and I wrote about, that when you land, when you're deported, unwillingly, to this land of grief, you suddenly not just find out how well populated it is, but as we discovered, even amongst some very close friends whom we had known, like, 20 years, only then did they say, "Oh, yeah, I lost my sister," or "My mother lost" or "My aunt lost a child." And only now could they tell us, because I guess in the past, if they told us, what would we say? "Oh gosh, I'm so sorry. That's terrible." But we'd have no identification with it. But when someone tells you that and shares that with you, then you feel very open, and often, they do--you're right; they wanna talk, too, and you talk about it.

But a lot of the time, I feel like it's unleashing a nuclear bomb in conversation, as your example with the dental hygienist, especially with mothers who talk about their children, and you meet someone, and they say, "Oh, how many kids do you have?" And that used to be the easiest question in the world to answer. And now it's, like, the most fraught thing, and you have to get little rehearsed bits when in these situations. So sometimes--it depends how cursory I think the conversation will be--I'll say, "I have three." "Oh, that's nice." But if it goes on: "How old are they?" "Well, the youngest and the middle one and the third one, um." And then you're still thinking, "Do I tell them? Do I tell them?" And you say, "Well, our eldest daughter died." And it's just like (mimics exploding sound), you know?

Frum: I had this experience very recently in a situation where I would not have talked about it. This was a very casual conversation, but it was particularly insistent. So I got the "How many children do you have?" And I said, as you do, "Three." "And how old are they?" And so I said, "Well, they're all adults. They're all out of the house."But this went for so many rounds that I finally [got] the one that said, "Where are they living now?"

Crittenden: (Laughs.) Oh, no.

Frum: And I said, Okay, this is question five. (Laughs.) And it was literally, "Where are they living now?" Okay, I don't know how I avoid this one.

Crittenden: (Laughs.) What did you say?

Frum: Well, I told the truth, and then it's embarrassing for everybody.

Crittenden: Yeah, they get super awkward.

Frum: They get super awkward. And then you also feel like, Well, why have I been postponing? Then they look at you a little accusingly, like, You led me on. It's your fault.

Crittenden: (Laughs.)

Frum: You were nice enough to mention my Ringo article. It's an article I wrote for The Atlantic, I guess, in May of 2024, so very soon after Miranda died.

Crittenden: It was the first thing you were able to write.

Frum: No, the first thing I was able to write was quite weird, is I had a piece in process that had not completed the edits. And I somehow finished editing a piece on Mexican politics. I don't know how I did that. And then the Ringo article, well, my show, I'll tell my story. So as you'll remember, in those early months, I didn't sleep very well. I still don't. I would wake up every night at around the same time, around the time Miranda died. And I would wander the house, and I'd sometimes go into the room that had been her old bedroom, and I would sleep there, or I'd sometimes come into where I'm sitting now, my office. And I remember one of those occasions, I was in the office, and Ringo followed me because he was living with us and sleeping in our room. He always preferred to be with you, but sometimes he would just--

Crittenden: Well, you were, as Miranda once said, Assistant No. 2, and in your article, you quote her as saying, Dad, he loves you. He just doesn't respect you.

Frum: (Laughs.)

Crittenden: (Laughs.) So Ringo didn't have a lot of respect for you. That was true.

Frum: So I'm sitting here, in this very chair, which wasn't then set up as the studio it is, and there's a chair over in that corner, a red plush chair, and Ringo hopped on that. And he began staring at me in this kinda quizzical way, and I would stare back at him. And then I began thinking about my relationship with this dog. (Laughs.) And I think I started writing it that night at about three in the morning, and I finished the first draft at about noon or 2 p.m. the next day.

But what I wanted to say, not just to rehash my story, was to say that the difference between the Ringo article and your book was--and maybe this is the difference between our psychologies or our fathers' and mothers'--is, I approached a difficult topic very obliquely. Eighty percent of the words in the article are about Ringo, or 60 percent, whereas you here really look at the sun. You stare fixedly at the sun, and you report. You don't avert your eyes. There's no blushing. There's no obliqueness. It's right there. I think that's one of the reasons that people find your book so courageous, as compared to my sort of oblique-stepping, avoiding-a-lot-of-difficult-things article, is because you look at the sun and you tell us what the sun looks like.

Crittenden: Well, as you remember, when I first started writing this--and I was writing it separate from, like, a journal or something. I don't know who I was writing to or for, but it was that journalistic instinct that I need to record this and report on this. So I originally did not want to put Miranda in it, because I just felt I wouldn't be able to capture her. I thought I could keep the lens very tightly focused on grief, maternal grief, what it's like. And I didn't have the confidence I could ever capture everything that she was--which, by the way, you did in your Ringo article. You say it was oblique, but Miranda was just so alive and vibrant and witty, as she was in life.

And then I showed it to one of my early editors, and she wrote back and she said, "You have to put Miranda in this. I need to know about Miranda." So I did, and I started weaving her in. But when you talk about staring into the sun, how do you describe your child, this person you've known and has been so embedded in your life for 32 years? How do you have any perspective or objectivity? And this was the first thing I ever have written where I had literally no editorial perspective on it. And I remember showing it to you, one of the earlier drafts, and saying, "Should I keep going? I want this to be worthy of her. I want this to be worthy of the experience, and if it's not, I don't wanna publish it."

Frum: Yeah.

Crittenden: And you said, "No, no, keep going. Keep going."

Frum: Well, the reason I mentioned the Christopher Hitchens anecdote that I love so much in the introduction is you are a very, or you were (laughs)--you are--a very funny person. And comedy is your natural gift. In every one of your previous books, articles, there's always a comic sensibility; even when the subject matter is not so comic, there's always a comic sensibility there. And you see the absurdity in situations, and you create humor; you create laughter. There are even funny lines in Dispatches From Grief, but it's not--ultimately, it's a different kind of thing. (Laughs.)

Crittenden: (Laughs.)

Frum: But what was interesting to me watching it--and you and I, we always edit each other's material, and we're pretty direct, especially you. (Laughs.)

Crittenden: No, I'm really tactful.

Frum: (Laughs.) Yeah.

Crittenden: (Laughs.)

Frum: But we don't spare it. But as I watched this thing, it was like watching a Gothic cathedral go up; it just got thicker and richer with each rewriting and with more. And it got a little bit longer--it's still quite a short book--but the density and intensification and tragedy, which was not your previous usual idiom, and that was what came to life as you kept going. And the book became finished when it reached its emotional crescendo, not when it became longer and packed full of details. It remains a very short and very spare book.

Crittenden: Yeah, there are some inevitably comic scenes. And I now think of them as, like, the drunken knights or guardsmen in a very tragic Shakespeare play, where everything is so dark and then Shakespeare realizes, "Okay, we need a little comic relief here." And when you're in our situation, sometimes things happen that are so awful or somebody says something that is so insensitive, it's actually funny. There's nothing you can do but laugh at it. And one of the scenes in the book was when--and, as you know, there are so many tasks associated with anyone who dies, and it's especially searing when it's your child, and you have to go through their room and go through their belongings, and she had an apartment that had been sealed up, and we had to--our youngest daughter, Bea, came with me, amazingly. She's been incredibly stoic. And we went up to Brooklyn with the goal of tidying [Miranda's] apartment before we got ready to really pack it up and sell it.

And so we arrived at the hotel the night before we were gonna do this, and both of us were just so upset and nervous about the next day. And we walk into the hotel, and there's the front-desk guy, and he goes, "Why, hello, ladies! Got any great plans while you're here?" And Bea and I are just, like, stupefied. It's so early, we haven't even figured out how to deal with people who do this. And of course, maybe we did have great plans, but Bea very quickly said, "No, we're not really here for that." And he said, "Business? Pleasure?" And I'm like, "Not really either of those." But as you said that other person [did], he kept pushing. "What about a show?" And we're like, "No, we're not going to a show." And finally, as you say, you get pushed into the corner, and I said, "Well, actually, my daughter died, and we're here to clear out her apartment tomorrow." And the grin didn't vanish. He said, "Oh! Oh! What was your daughter's name?" And I said, "Miranda." And he goes, "Well, at least Miranda's in a better place now, am I right?" And I looked at him, and I said, "Well, she was in a pretty good place. She had a very nice one-bedroom apartment in Brooklyn Heights." And in New York, David, of course, people understand real estate. And I said, "I think she was pretty happy there." And he went, "Oh, well, yes, yes, I can see that. Well, can I send you a bottle of champagne?" (Laughs.) And Bea said, "Well, we're not really celebrating." And I said, "Yeah, you know what? Send us a bottle of white wine. We could use that." And he goes, "Okay, it's on your way." But he wasn't even flustered, which was kind of impressive. And it did make us laugh, despite of the grim task we were facing the next day.

Frum: So you're going to do a lot of podcasts, and you're going to answer many similar questions. And as I was trying to think how could I do something worthy of you and worthy of this book, that one of the things maybe I can ask are some questions that more normal interviewers would be embarrassed to ask, so can I ask you about survival and how you survive as a mother, how we survive as a family? Can we talk about that a little bit? You mentioned the tasks. You've had an extraordinary number of terrible tasks, including planning a gravesite. How is it that you stayed in the land of the living yourself?

Crittenden: Well, as you know, I didn't stay in the land of the living for a while. And I often think--and this might, again, be a question for you, too--we were lucky to have a strong underlying marriage. I don't know what would've happened if we didn't. I think it's very common that marriages don't survive this type of tragedy. I sometimes think if there was any thought of blame to the other person, even if it's not fair--"Well, why didn't you do this?," or "Why didn't you do that?"--that, I don't think a marriage could ever overcome.

But you were, as I was writhing and even, at one point, as you know, quite suicidal--not that I was going to act on the suicide, but I remember feeling very strongly that I'd rather be dead than enduring this pain that I was enduring. And as a mother, that's a terrible thought to have, because in some way, you're rationalizing that you're willing to leave your living children, your husband because you can't withstand the pain or going on anymore. And it was really you and your strength, that you just--my impulse was to, yeah, crawl under the bed and just stay there and cry, and you were the one who kept tugging me back to Earth, tugging me back to life. And you said at one point, and this is in the book as well, that you said, "We can't let ourselves go into our own silos of grief." And that was very true because you grieve differently from how I grieved. Of course, Nat, our son; Bea, our daughter; they were in their own world that had been exploded 'cause they were all very close as siblings. And meanwhile, their parents, or certainly, I was suddenly, as their mother, not able to comfort them, which also made me feel terrible. And they had to watch us cry. I remember Bea, she wrote some things down from the time, which I quote in the book, and she remembers, I think, that first night or two after Miranda died and you went into her old bedroom and Bea could hear your wails through the wall, and how upsetting that has to be for children to see these strong parents, whom you've always relied on to take care of things, suddenly, they're not. They can't.

So we all went through a period of, I guess, silos and just trying to cope. But you really were the force that kept pulling me back. It got so crazy that at one point, I'm apologizing for being so crazy. I'm just sobbing and sobbing. You were holding me, and I said, "I'm so sorry, David. You must think I'm insane, but I can't help it." And you just held me, and you said, "My God, Danielle, you're a mother who's lost a child. How could you feel differently?"

Frum: Yeah.

Crittenden: I was, like, physically silo-prone, but you were more intellectually or mentally silo-prone. And as you said, the way you experienced it was to get up in the night to be by yourself. I wrote in the book that you are able to retreat into the vast chambers of your mind, as your listeners will understand. You could spend days in there, pulling books out, coming up with ideas.

Frum: But I think that risks leaving a false impression. And to be candid about it, I had a dimension that you, happily and mercifully, didn't have, which is, I always had a lot of guilt because Miranda and I were very similar people: willful, not inclined to listen to others--really not inclined to listen to others (Laughs.)--sure we're right, most especially sure we're right when we're completely wrong. And so, as a result of that, she and I had had a lot of conflict over the time. And in some of the cases, it was inevitable and I was right, but some of it was just the habit of conflict means that something comes up, and with a different personality, you would've resolved it in a much less acrimonious way, but it would become acrimonious. And so those scenes of conflict would play in my mind. I wasn't going through the works of Thomas Aquinas in the brain. I was just going through scenes where, you know, "Why did I handle it this way? Why didn't I say yes? I could've said yes."

And one of the ways I had to come through all of that was by saying, "You know what? Well, maybe that was just inevitable. Just given her nature and mine, there was no way we were not going to have these conflicts." And some of the conflicts, some of them, I was right. Miranda was quite--

Crittenden: Willful. (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) Willful. And some of them I was right, and some of them I was maybe wrong, but unless you had foreknowledge of how the story was going, any parent would've been wrong the same way that I was wrong. But I did have those strong feelings of, "Boy, I should've said yes to that. I should've said yes to that. I should've said yes to that."

Crittenden: But every parent has that. And look, Miranda, she was our first child, and--

Frum: Practice child.

Crittenden: Sorry?

Frum: You get one to practice on.

Crittenden: Yeah, and look, she was a wonderful, magical little girl. But she was willful, and what began as sort of being willful in nursery school, where, "It's scissor time, everybody," and Miranda's like, "Nope, I'm gonna keep with the costumes," you know? And she wouldn't do it angrily; she'd just be utterly indifferent to what others were doing. (Laughs.)

Frum: Wow. What would it be like to live with such a person? (Laughs.)

Crittenden: I don't know, David. (Laughs.) You're always so accepting of authority.

But that became, through adolescence--and I wrote about this because the other thing that I think is important in remembering someone, anyone, who has died, is not to deify them. It's good, obviously, to remember their good qualities, but if you try and turn them into some sort of saint and forget who they were, then I think they cease to be alive within you. And I do tell part of this story of Miranda just--and I think I started taking Zoloft when she was 16. Our hair would stand on end with things she would get up to. And yeah, her younger siblings would, almost in admiration, watch as we stripped her phone from her, her computer, grounded her, locked her in her room, and she was just like, "I don't care. I'm fine." So she was not the easiest child to parent. But as she got older and she got through that period--and as you remember, we had to ship her up to my parents so she could finish high school (Laughs.) 'cause the tension had gotten so difficult.

Frum: But we also ran out of high schools in the D.C. area. (Laughs.)

Crittenden: (Laughs.) And no one would take her. 'Cause she was brilliant, but if she didn't care about something like math, then why should she care?

Frum: Yeah. Or attendance. (Laughs.)

Crittenden: Attendance. (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) Attendance was optional.

Crittenden: (Laughs.) Yeah, she had so many better things to do. (Laughs.)

And in this weird, competitive academic world of D.C., the hothouse of D.C. schools that we--anyway, we're from Toronto, our parents were in Toronto, and the schools there were much more forgiving, and she went to a wonderful school there, and somehow, they dragged her, kicking and screaming, and got her graduated.

But so that was a very, very difficult time, and I, for years, had guilt, my own guilt, that we'd had to ship her up to my parents, who could manage her much better than we could. But she came through that. And when she was, like, I don't know, what, 20, 21, or 22 and we all suddenly became very, very, very close and I had the opportunity, and I think you did, too, to--I actually apologized to her for that. I said, "Yeah, I just can't tell you how much that haunts me, that we felt we had to do that." And she started to refer to that time as, she would say, "Well, back when I was being an asshole." (Laughs.) So I think she recognized the difficulty that we faced. But she also said, "No, Mom, I made my best friends at that school." And they were friends who stayed with her all the way through. And she didn't hold that against us, and I felt, by the time she died, we had become so close. She was really like a best friend. And she was a best friend to you; you guys were so similar in personality, which probably was some of the origins of your clashes, that you guys would just sit together. You shared a humor and a wit, and I--

Frum: We talked about it--we had family grammars of jokes. You thought Nathaniel was funny, and Miranda and I would roll our eyes because his humor sometimes was a little broad.

Crittenden: (Laughs.) Yeah, or a little cruder, if we may say, a little.

Frum: (Laughs.) And then Miranda and I would have our jokes, and you and Nathaniel would be like, No.

Crittenden: I don't get it. (Laughs.)

Frum: Yeah. I don't get it. (Laughs.)

Crittenden: But I loved listening to you guys laugh, the laughter through the house, the mutual recognition in each other and how much she admired you and how much she loved you. And we had a good at least 10 years of really intense closeness. And I felt that when she died, she knew how much we loved her, and we knew how much she loved us, and that, to me, has been a great source of comfort. It would've been horrible not to have been able to have those conversations. And it was just so her to have the self-recognition, the perspective, like, "Yeah, I was really causing you guys a lot of trouble."

Frum: Let me get us back on to--'cause I don't wanna turn this into a family therapy session. We have to be mindful that we are trying to be of service to other people, who have their problems, as everyone does. So I wanna keep to this theme of survival. We talked about you surviving as an individual person. I wanna ask you about survival as a family, because one of the things that, sometimes you only understand it after it's too late, is that every family is kind of a jigsaw puzzle. And each person is a piece that, at best, binds, or maybe doesn't bind, but the pattern is only formed by the interaction of these personalities, two or three or four or five, six, seven, however many there are. And you may not even understand the function of a piece until that piece is removed. And one of the things that I think we both have heard from other families that we've talked to in this situation is, they didn't understand exactly the role that the missing loved one played until the missing loved one was gone. And then there was a problem of Well, how do the other pieces now cohere when this piece of the puzzle is taken away and gone, and then the little holes don't connect anymore? Is there any advice you can offer about how families can put themselves together as a collectivity?

Crittenden: Yeah. I would say, just so it seems less like self-therapy, what we were just saying, is that telling people that you love them, working through and coming to resolutions, even if--God, hopefully they won't die--but having that kind of openness with each other, especially parents to children, about acknowledging mistakes, seeking that kind of understanding of each other is important.

The part about the puzzle piece, it's more like a hole being blown open in a ship. I say, "I'm not the same person I was, and I won't be the same person I was. I'm not a completely different person, but I'm a different person," because Miranda played a role in our family that each of us had a relationship to her in a different way. We were, each of us, with her different than we were with anyone else. And now, suddenly, this very important puzzle piece, or hole is blown, and you're a little bit at sea. At first, you're just--

Frum: And maybe a little under the sea in this metaphor.

Crittenden: You're like people in life preservers.

Frum: The water streaming in through the crack in the bulwark.

Crittenden: Right, or you're floating with little ropes, trying to stay connected to each other. So you do have to regroup. And one of the things Nat, our son, said early on and which has really, really stayed with me, is he said, "The worst thing we could do to Miranda's memory is have our family fall apart." And so I think everybody has to consciously work at staying together and readjusting to this new reality. So our children Bea and Nat have to reknit, somehow, their relationship in the absence of this older sister who was kind of their leader in all things through their whole lives. And we have to reknit not just our relationship with each other, but also with our children in her absence too.

So it's something that just takes time, but I think it's something that takes real conscious effort. And we heard from so many families that--in one case, the mother just went mute for 10 years, couldn't function again. And I think that's quite common. People don't get over this or through it. They're not able to reknit, for whatever reason. And one of the statistics I've discovered is that the mortality rate for parents, and especially mothers, go up within the five years after a child dies. And some of that is suicide; they just commit suicide. Some of that is addiction. I can well imagine becoming an alcoholic or a heroin addict. Or you care less about yourself. You don't take care of yourself as much. I remember I got quite clumsy. You're very distracted. It's very easy to get into a car accident. Your body is not functioning the way it was, and I think that's the other interesting part or aspect of grief. It's not just this emotional thing. It's not just, as I mentioned, the physical pain. But your whole nervous system is thrown. And so you get mental fog. You get very forgetful. So many aspects of grief take over you physically in ways that are unexpected and you're often not even aware of.

Frum: Before we get to the last things I wanna ask you about, I do have a piece of advice, which I'll insert here, which is, to hazard a sex-based generalization, I think it is easier for men, for fathers to escape emotional trouble into busyness than it is for women, and if a loss like this befalls you in the active part of your life, that one escape route for the man, for the father is, just rededicate himself to work. And you can rationalize that because you're supporting your family, and you can double down on your provider role, maybe even achieve even greater success as a provider because of your now much more single-minded focus on work because of your desire to escape all the parts of your life that look so horrible when you're not at work. And I know, for me, the one time when I'm completely at peace is when I'm working on a difficult piece of journalism, where I'm researching something, and then I will have, like, days where I'm thinking about nothing except the topic at hand, the more obscure, the better. I wrote a big article about cryptocurrency regulation. That was a real respite. I spent a week thinking about nothing but about the regulation of stablecoins.

And the hazard, if you're the man doing that, is it's very easy and tempting to forget that, for the mother and the woman, it's probably going to be a lot harder to do that. And when you're escaping your troubles, you're also at risk of escaping her. And so one of the things that I think we've made a real effort to do is spend more time together. I don't go to conferences anymore. There's just a lot of things I don't do. And I know that means I'm underfoot at lunch, which can be annoying. But--

Crittenden: (Laughs.) No, I love having lunch with you.

Frum: --but you have to stay close together. And the man, in particular, the father, has to defeat his impulse to escape into work, which is--and, again, a number of our acquaintances who have been in this situation, you can hear that that has been, implicitly or explicitly, the man's resolution and understandable, helpful, powerful, but potentially dangerous.

Crittenden: Well, also, and to put it in slightly more modern terms, the mother can be working full-time too. In my case, because I work from home and because I was a writer, I didn't have the discipline of having to show up at an office. And in some ways, I envied you for that because it left me too stranded with my thoughts and my grief. And as you remember, after this happened, even the hobbies I had, like gardening or playing the piano or whatever, I just couldn't do anymore. I just stopped. Everything stopped for me. And I probably could have used a job, maybe, at some point to bring me out of myself. But I think, in general, you're right that if it's not the father putting himself into work, it's his playing golf or just maybe men are just better at compartmentalizing and escaping this kind of thing.

Frum: Let me ask you two things about things I know that you have been working on since the completion of the book. One is an article you recently published in The Wall Street Journal about the electronic afterlife. Could you just walk us through that article and what you discovered about the electronic afterlife?

Crittenden: The digital haunting? And I write about this in the book, too, that in this digital age that we live in--it used to be if someone died, you could pack away their belongings. They had boxes of letters and things you could file. You could do whatever. But--

Frum: Photo albums that you would put on the shelf.

Crittenden: Photo albums that you could put on the shelf. Now, everywhere, you are trailed by these digital reminders. And this was especially true early on, but it still throws me. You'll pick up your phone and there's Facebook, helpfully curating what you were doing in 2018 with Miranda, or here's our furry friends, Miranda and Ringo. And it's just in your face, and I call them "emotional IEDs." Suddenly, you're just going about your day, and there's an explosion, and you're just reeling, and in that sense, our digital lives outlive our physical lives. And there are things like my car still asks me if I wanna connect to Miranda's iPhone; it pops up. She's on my list of phone favorites. And I could, in many ways--some you can't avoid; I don't know how you would disable Facebook Memories, but I guess just leave Facebook--but the other things also require a conscious act of erasure that I haven't been ready to do. I don't wanna erase her name from my list of favorites. I probably should disconnect her phone from our car, but again, it's a conscious act that you're reminding yourself she's no longer here and never will be. And that's just a kind of decisions and assault you get, I don't know, 10 times a day that you're faced with.

Frum: But meanwhile, these same companies that say, "Here, here, here, here you are with Miranda and Ringo, happily on the beach together," at the same time, they hoard data and make it almost impossible to get things that you would want. And you wrote about this, about the struggles we went through to get access to some of her digital files and--

Crittenden: Yeah, basically, if you don't know--

Frum: The different companies you have to deal with.

Crittenden: Yeah. If you don't know their password, which we didn't--we tried--they will not give you access to their data. This was the side you handled, which I was grateful for, is legal issues. They won't let you get access to her computer. They won't let you get access to any of her data. They won't let you get access to her email, nothing. Eventually, through the court order, we got access to her photos.

Frum: And this is some useful advice, maybe, for others: Apple is more accessible than any of the other companies. It's not that it's so accessible, but they--

Crittenden: No, they still treat you like some prurient hacker, trying to--

Frum: Right, right. But I had to go to court, get a court order, and it had to be written a certain way--if Apple doesn't like the language, they won't comply with it--that said, "We want the photos that are stored on her iCloud." And that took months.

Crittenden: Mm-hmm.

Frum: It wasn't free. And tell them the punch line to the story we found out. (Laughs.)

Crittenden: Well, a lot of the photos were of Ringo. (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) For this--I paid thousands of dollars to get these pictures, and I love Ringo, but we have pictures--

Crittenden: (Laughs.) And he was very cute.

Frum: (Laughs.) He was very cute. But we have ample photos of Ringo already, and now here are a whole lot more. And they weren't all good pictures either--

Crittenden: But we still also--

Frum: --but there's some that we're very grateful to have.

Crittenden: And what was also frustrating is, they could so easily open her phone. And again, they wouldn't open her phone. And in the end, what do we care? What are we really looking for in her devices, aside from photos and did she do any writings? I'm not interested in going through her personal emails or whatever. But one of the things I wanted to know is, when she died so suddenly, did she try to call 911? Did she reach out to anybody? And in the end, well, what does it matter whether I know that or not? It's not gonna bring her back, but just as a mother, you kind of wanna know. And so, yeah, there'll just be things we won't know. And so I have her devices, and maybe, one day, there'll be a way to open them, but yeah, we can't. And it's a real problem--I've actually received, since that article was published, emails from other parents who are going through the same thing.

Frum: Yeah. My advice to anyone is, make sure you have--someplace visible, unlocked, on paper, not in digital form--a letter that tells your loved ones all your passwords, where all your bank accounts are, the name of every adviser you have, at least make sure they can find your passwords after you're gone, because it is so impossible if you don't.

Crittenden: It's such a nightmare, yeah.

Frum: Last thing I wanna ask you about, and I know this is something that's a work in progress, so I don't wanna make you say more about it than you can, but look, American culture is a problem-solving culture, which is great. And whatever your problem is, there's someone who is eager to advise you on how to overcome it, and there are people who wanna help you with the problem of how you can turn your grief to benefit. And I know you've been thinking a little bit about this, so I don't wanna ask you to say more than you care to say, but can you tell us a little bit about the grief industry and your perspective on it?

Crittenden: No, and I do write about it in the book as well--I call them these "happiness hucksters." These are the people who go to TED Talks, run retreats, write articles about how, basically, the worst thing that can possibly happen to you is an opportunity for personal growth. What you discover, of course, is these people have never suffered anything worse than losing a job or something. But there really is a whole industry out there trying to--and look, I get it; it's a very elaborate way of saying very basic, ordinary things, like, Yes, you can learn from your failure. If you come from hardship, you can overcome it. We take lessons from life. And look, there are lessons we've taken from suffering. But the gist is that that's gonna make us better people, and that implies that, well, it was really good for me that Miranda died, because I've just really grown as a person. And yeah, honestly, I just wanna punch those people in the face. (Laughs.) Just like, Go away. But yes, it is amazing. And people will actually say those kinds of things to your face. And they'll say, Well, what gifts have you taken away from this? And this is a very unreturnable gift.

But I will say, I've come to think of, gifts are gifts that Miranda has given me. And when someone dies, I think it's very normal to absorb them into you and, in this case, their best qualities. And knowing that Miranda was such a connector in life, such a booster of friends, I find myself doing the things that I think she would've done. And that has made me a better person. I have more empathy. She always had this ability to see into people and figure out exactly who they were, and she often attracted people who were sad, people who did have real struggles, and she befriended them and helped them. She was a deeply empathetic person that way. And so that's one of the things I'm trying to learn and perform on her behalf.

And of course, since this happened to us, you can no longer walk around smugly, thinking, Well, this couldn't possibly happen to me. That sort of thing happens to other people. So that's very humbling. But it's not something that I think is gonna make me a greater success in life.

Frum: Yeah. Well, the book is beautiful, and I hope it will bring comfort to people who need comfort, understanding to people who need understanding or want understanding, and the act of doing it has brought extraordinary purpose to you at a time when you needed it, so that was Miranda's--

Crittenden: That was Miranda's other gift. I was thinking that with your Ringo article and with this book, I feel she was the impetus to get us back writing. And through the process of this book and promoting it--which is a weird thing to have to do, 'cause you have to talk over and over about this thing you really don't wanna talk over and over about--but I've felt she's pulled me back into the world, and she's made it possible, I think, for me to write again and write other things, not just about grief.

And the connections that we have made with other people in our situation, I can almost hear Miranda in my head saying, Mom, you've gotta meet this woman. She's fabulous, and she also lost a daughter. (Laughs.) It's like her invisible hand has been forming these connections, urging us, and especially me, to rejoin the world and the living, and I feel that all the time from her.

Frum: Let's stop there. Thanks, Danielle.

Crittenden: Thank you, darling. Thank you for having me on. I know that it's a big honor to be on The David Frum Show.

Frum: (Laughs.) Bye-bye.

Crittenden: Bye-bye.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to my wife, Danielle Crittenden Frum, for joining me today on The David Frum Show. Thanks to her for her candor and courage in discussing her beautiful but very difficult book, Dispatches From Grief: A Mother's Journey Through the Unthinkable.

As I mentioned, because of the sensitivity of this topic and the personal nature and the toll it's taken on both of us, I'm not going to add a book discussion this week. There'll be one next week.

Thank you for watching and listening. Thanks for joining me on The David Frum Show. As ever, the best way to support this program is by subscribing to The Atlantic. That way, you can get the work of me and all of my colleagues at The Atlantic. And please like and share this on whatever platform you use. That helps a lot to get the message of the show to people who might benefit from hearing it. Thanks so much. See you next week here on The David Frum Show.

[Music]
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A Dangerous New Attack on Press Freedom

<span>According to MS NOW, the FBI has launched an investigation into an </span><em>Atlantic</em><span> reporter.</span>

by David A. Graham

Wed, 06 May 2026




This story was updated on May 6, 2026 at 11:39 a.m.

The Trump administration's war against freedom of the press has reached a startling new low.

According to a report this morning from MS NOW, the FBI has opened a criminal investigation focusing on my Atlantic colleague Sarah Fitzpatrick, related to an article she published last month about Director Kash Patel. Drawing on some two dozen sources, Fitzpatrick reported that people inside the administration and the bureau are deeply concerned about what they described as Patel's unexplained absences and excessive drinking.

Patel filed a lawsuit against Fitzpatrick and The Atlantic following the story's publication, alleging defamation and demanding $250 million. The Atlantic says that it stands by Fitzpatrick's reporting, and legal commentators from across the political spectrum have concluded that the case is weak and likely to fail. Editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg responded to the MS NOW report with this statement: "If confirmed to be true, this would represent an outrageous attack on the free press and the First Amendment itself. We will defend The Atlantic and its staff vigorously; we will not be intimidated by illegitimate investigations or other acts of politically motivated retaliation; we will continue to cover the FBI professionally, fairly, and thoroughly; and we will continue to practice journalism in the public interest."

Filing a flimsy civil lawsuit as a private citizen is Patel's right, though it is also plainly an inappropriate attempt to smother unflattering reporting. But if Patel's bureau has launched a criminal investigation into a reporter, employing the power of the federal government, that would be a significant escalation. An FBI spokesperson denied that a probe exists, telling MS NOW, "This is completely false. No such investigation like this exists and the reporter you mention is not being investigated at all."

But MS NOW reports that some of the FBI agents assigned to the case are upset. "They know they are not supposed to do this," a source told the network. "But if they don't go forward, they could lose their jobs. You're damned if you do and damned if you don't."

It would be notable if the Trump administration is launching a criminal probe focusing on a member of the press. Previously, the administration has frequently threatened the free press in other ways. President Trump himself has demonstrated either ignorance of or disregard for the First Amendment, saying that negative coverage of him is "really illegal." He has filed many of his own lawsuits against news organizations; last month, a judge dismissed a suit against The Wall Street Journal for (accurately) reporting on a card that Trump sent the late sex offender Jeffrey Epstein featuring a doodle of a naked woman. Trump has attempted to banish outlets from the White House for refusing to use his new name for the Gulf of Mexico, and his Federal Communications Commission has repeatedly threatened news outlets with loss of broadcast licenses and other sanctions.

The existence of a criminal probe would be notable for other reasons as well. First, the investigation is reportedly being run out of the FBI's insider-threats unit. That's exactly what it sounds like: a team charged with monitoring actions by federal employees or contractors who have access to sensitive information and might reveal it, harming national security. Fitzpatrick is obviously not an insider.

Second, neither Patel nor anyone else has publicly alleged any violation of the law on Fitzpatrick's part in any other venue. Nor does his lawsuit or any public statement allege that Fitzpatrick reported classified information. Reporters do sometimes publish classified information when it is in the public interest, and although every government hates this, they have generally responded by attempting to find and prosecute leakers, not reporters--although the government has sometimes tried to compel reporters to testify about sources. Earlier this year, FBI agents seized devices from a Washington Post reporter who obtained leaks, but she was never reported to be a subject of investigation herself.

This situation lacks even a pretense of national-security threat. If the report is true, Patel appears to have launched a criminal investigation into a reporter simply because he was embarrassed by her reporting. Even for an administration with an awful record on press freedom, and a bureau with a history of unsavory actions by directors, this is a dangerous step.

The lack of any apparent or even alleged wrongdoing, as well as Patel's precarious hold on a position for which he was never qualified, mean that any investigation may never result in charges. But the Trump administration has shown its awareness that an investigation itself can be an effective way to intimidate critics or even neutral reporters. Targets are forced to spend time on the matter and pay for legal representation, even in clearly frivolous situations. Goldberg has made clear that The Atlantic will not be intimidated, but as I have written previously, those with less ability to defend themselves may make different calculations as a result of government pressure. Unfortunately for Patel, the investigation is also likely to pique the interests of reporters and encourage more leaks from those inside the bureau who remain devoted to rule of law. Those two groups today far outpace the director in embodying the FBI motto "Fidelity, bravery, integrity."
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Why Stocks Keep Going Up

The boom is not as untethered from reality as it may look.

by James Surowiecki

Mon, 04 May 2026




The military stalemate between the United States and Iran is crippling the flow of oil around the world. Gas prices are soaring. Inflation is back above 3 percent. Consumer confidence is tanking, and most Americans are pessimistic about the economy. Yet the S&P 500 has risen 29 percent over the past 12 months, and hit an all-time high last week. After a sell-off at the start of the war, stocks are up 13 percent in 30 days. Despite oil blockades and a threat to a whole civilization, investors have shrugged and kept buying. The stock market looks completely out of touch with reality.

But there is a logic at work: Stocks keep going up because corporate profits have continued to soar. If investors have learned to ignore President Trump's chaos, it's not because they're oblivious to reality, but because this chaos has hardly dented corporate profits. Yes, there's a disconnect between the stock market's buoyancy and how ordinary Americans feel about the economy. But the stock market isn't about the price of milk; it's about how corporations are doing, and right now they are doing quite well.

Consider the so-called Magnificent Seven, the major tech companies with some of the most valuable stocks in the world, many of which reported record quarterly earnings last week. Alphabet is now on track to make more than $120 billion in profits this year alone. Nvidia is on pace to earn more than that, and has nearly doubled its profits from last year. Meta's latest earnings rose 61 percent year over year. These companies will collectively make more than half a trillion dollars in profit this year.

Roge Karma: So, about that AI bubble

This phenomenon goes beyond tech. Close to 80 percent of S&P 500 companies that have reported earnings so far have beaten expectations. The average profit margin for S&P 500 companies is now at its highest point in 15 years, continuing a trend that began post-pandemic. There are several possible reasons for this: Inflation and market consolidation have granted companies more pricing power, productivity has been rising (perhaps because of AI tools), and the AI build-out has fueled huge tech profits. But regardless of why it's happening, future profits are an essential ingredient for stock valuations, so stocks are naturally rising, too.

This is not to say that today's stock market makes complete sense. Two weeks ago, the former shoe company Allbirds announced that it was pivoting to artificial intelligence, and its stock septupled overnight. Since COVID began, retail investors have also gotten used to "buying the dip," treating every sell-off as a clearance-sale opportunity, regardless of geopolitical turmoil.

But there's plenty of evidence that investors are paying attention to the metrics that matter. Companies that report disappointing sales numbers or miss earnings expectations are being punished by the market. When Nike reported in late March that it expected revenues to drop, the stock fell by more than 15 percent in a day. Investors are also noting future threats to profitability, selling off stocks in software-as-service businesses that may soon be gouged by AI.

Listen: On the brink of global recession

There is some concern that the stock market's price-to-earnings ratio--the amount investors pay for every dollar of corporate earnings--is high (albeit not near the levels we saw during the internet-stock bubble). But in general, investors seem to be sensibly accounting for the fact that corporate earnings are not just high, but growing at a sustainably fast clip. The question now is just how sensible that assumption will prove to be. The war's high energy prices are hitting corporate bottom lines and taking about $4 billion a month out of the pockets of American consumers. If this continues into the summer, businesses should prepare for less consumer spending and weaker profits.

Investors are also wagering heavily on the AI boom, and the next year or so should reveal whether the valuations of various tech companies have been overinflated. Tech companies have been pouring money into building new data centers and AI chips, which could prove savvy if public demand for their products continues to grow, but will be a serious problem if AI fails to be as lucrative as everyone is promising.

For most investors, buoyed by years of growth, that is a concern for another day. Although many people, including Trump, understand the stock market as a measure of the economy's health, the divide between what investors see and what most people feel is wide and growing.
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Progressive Activists Are Sometimes on the Wrong Side of History

Thinking otherwise can enable the left's worst instincts, as a speech at the University of Michigan's commencement showed.

by Jonathan Chait

Tue, 05 May 2026




The debate over Israel's war with Hamas has been unusually vicious in Ann Arbor, Michigan, where pro-Palestine activists have vandalized, spat on, and menaced targets they deemed too Zionist. At the University of Michigan's graduation ceremony on an unseasonably chilly Saturday morning in front of some 70,000 spectators--including me, my wife, and our parents--the historian and faculty senate chair Derek Peterson instructed the crowd that the moral and just position in this dispute belonged entirely to one side. That side, ironically, is the one responsible for nearly all the intimidation in Ann Arbor.

"The greatness of this university rests also on the courage and the conviction of student activists who have pushed this university down the path towards justice," Peterson said, citing "the pro-Palestinian student activists, who have over these past two years opened our hearts to the injustice and inhumanity of Israel's war in Gaza."

Whether the activists have opened hearts to their position or had the opposite effect (a possibility for which there is at least some evidence), is a matter of debate. But debate is the very thing Peterson wishes to preclude. In his brief speech, he recounted how women, Jews, and African Americans pushed for needed social change at the university, and he described today's Palestinian activists as a continuation of this virtuous history. The theme was that progressive activists inherently occupy the right side of history.

George Packer: Why activism leads to so much bad writing

This is a common view on the left, one that sometimes leads progressives who recoil from activists' specific positions or actions to withhold disapproval. The left's reverence for activism is a pathology that can enable the movement's worst ideas and instincts to escape scrutiny.

Despite that, Peterson walked the Michigan Stadium crowd through a narrative that is familiar to any liberal and to nearly any recent graduate of a prestigious university. Equality was not handed down by benevolent leaders, he suggested, but demanded by brave activists who defied social condemnation. Their critics may have disparaged their causes and perhaps their methods at the time, but history has proved them correct. It follows, therefore, that their modern heirs will eventually be seen as equally just. I've had versions of this argument thrown back at me nearly every time I've criticized any progressive activist group.

One flaw with this account is that it is selective. Over the past two years, many Michigan students have marched or chanted in support of Israel, but Peterson excluded them from his litany of activists blessed by the legacy of righteous protest. The actual argument made by Peterson and others is for deference not to student activists in general but specifically to progressive student activists. And even this one-sided deference suffers from a survivorship bias of sorts. Progressives believe that activists are on the right side of history, because they choose to remember the causes that fared well. But activists on the left have not always acted with wisdom and foresight: Left-wing demonstrators also marched against aid to the Allies in the 1940s, to block nuclear power in the 1970s, and in defense of totalitarian regimes during the Cold War.

The assumption that progressive activists are inherently on the side of justice elevates them above the category of mere political actors into a kind of priestly class whom others can only learn from, and can never criticize. It redirects any scrutiny of their positions to general admiration for their idealism and passion.

Arthur C. Brooks: Choose the activism that won't make you miserable

Concern and empathy for Palestinian suffering and anger at Israel's excessive counterattack are admirable, but the movement's ambition is not limited to that. Michigan's pro-Palestine activism is primarily organized by Students Allied for Freedom and Equality, which is the local chapter of Students for Justice in Palestine, a national network. Both the national group and its Michigan chapter have endorsed the October 7, 2023, attacks. Adult progressives' insistence on viewing their activities as mere youthful idealism makes it impossible to question those positions.

The activists themselves have absorbed the historical-justice narrative, concluding that they are entitled to take whatever steps they see fit to advance their cause. Many campus chapters have seized common space for themselves, an action that no group is allowed. If the crew team, a fraternity, or some local MAGA fans occupied a chunk of grass that belongs to the whole community, they would be evicted quickly. Michigan's activists did this, and also repeatedly intimidated targets at their homes, including throwing a jar filled with urine through the window of the Democratic regent Jordan Acker's house in the middle of the night.

Most causes have adherents who get carried away. But not every cause does so with the encouragement of professors who cast them as angels of justice by mere dint of the category of action they are taking. Peterson was lecturing an audience of graduates and their families. Much like the activists he praised, he was commandeering a common space intended to belong to the entire university community on behalf of a narrower, contested segment of it. In so doing, he demonstrated how a belief in the immutable righteousness of one's own side can be a license to abuse power.
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How Everest Has Changed Since <em>Into Thin Air</em>

Scaling the world's highest mountain is a very different experience than it was when I climbed it.

by Jon Krakauer

Mon, 04 May 2026




When the first edition of Into Thin Air was published not long after the 1996 Mount Everest calamity, during which eight climbers died in a violent storm, I assumed that the disturbing events I described in my book would convince amateur climbers that paying a lot of money to be guided up the highest mountain on Earth was a bad idea. I was wrong. The deadly hazards I wrote about attracted novice climbers to Everest like gamblers to a slot machine. The owner of one of the prominent guiding companies told me that Into Thin Air was better advertising for his business than anything he could have imagined.

When I climbed to the summit of Everest in May 1996, I was, according to the Himalayan Database, only the 621st person to arrive there since the mountain was first summited, in May 1953. During the 30 years following my ascent, Everest was climbed approximately 13,000 times. At least 90 percent of those ascents were made by clients and employees of commercial guiding companies. As this astounding number suggests, scaling the world's highest mountain is a very different experience than it was in 1996. Most notably, Everest climbers are now much less likely to die. From 1921, when the first serious attempt to climb the mountain was made, through 1996, one person was killed, on average, for every five who reached the summit. Over the next 28 years, that ratio diminished to one death for every 68 summits. In 2025, only five climbers died and 866 reached the summit, a ratio of one fatality for every 173 climbers who got to the top.

The greater likelihood of surviving an Everest expedition might come as a surprise, given the numerous photos of alarming traffic jams on the mountain that have gone viral in recent years. But the very real risks posed by these crowds have been mitigated by other developments. Weather forecasts are more accurate, oxygen masks are more efficient and reliable, guided climbers are now provided with as many oxygen canisters as they are willing to pay for, and each commercial climbing client is typically ushered up the mountain by at least one personal Sherpa guide.

Perhaps the most significant change in the past 30 years, however, is the transfer of authority and agency on the mountain: from European and American climbers and guiding companies to Nepalis. Thanks to the greater demand for high-altitude workers on Everest, many more Nepalis are now employed by commercial guiding operations; today they represent a majority of the highly qualified guides. Even more noteworthy is the dramatic increase in the number of expedition services owned and run by Nepalis, which currently make up most of the guiding companies on Everest.

No longer do Nepalis primarily function as kitchen workers and load carriers. They are now frequently the most skilled and accomplished guides on the mountain. For all intents and purposes, climbing activity on the Nepali side of Everest--where most ascents take place--is controlled by Sherpas. They install and maintain the dozens of ladders and miles of fixed rope on the mountain. They call the shots. They're the gatekeepers. This is entirely appropriate, given that the mountain rises from the homeland of the Sherpas, a native ethnic group, and they have been a crucial presence on Everest expeditions since the earliest attempts to climb it.

Read: The last place on Earth any tourist should go

This remarkable transformation can be traced to a variety of factors, but among the most consequential was the creation of the Khumbu Climbing Center, a project launched by the American climbers Jenni Lowe and Conrad Anker to teach technical-climbing skills to Nepali high-altitude workers. The idea to create a training program for Sherpas came from Jenni's first husband, Alex Lowe, a friend and occasional climbing partner of mine, who had been appalled, on numerous Himalayan expeditions, by how little technical training most Sherpas had received, putting them at great risk.

Tragically, Alex was killed in an avalanche on Shishapangma, a 26,335-foot Tibetan peak, in October 1999, before he had an opportunity to accomplish his goal. In 2004, Jenni, along with her second husband, Conrad, launched the first Khumbu Climbing School in Phortse village. (I volunteered as an instructor that inaugural year, and again in 2005.) The Khumbu Climbing Center, as it is now known, has certified more than 1,000 Nepali guides, who are presently employed by commercial guiding companies on Everest and throughout the world.

Nepali workers deserve much of the credit for making Everest a less dangerous mountain than it used to be. But climbing it is still exceedingly hazardous, especially for the Sherpas themselves. Because clients now receive a lot more supplemental oxygen than they used to, workers must make even more trips through the deadly Khumbu Icefall (a constantly shifting, 2,000-foot-high jumble of house-size blocks of ice) to carry additional canisters to the upper mountain. Furthermore, the rapidly warming Himalayan climate is making the carapace of snow and ice that covers much of the Everest massif more unstable, which makes the icefall more likely to be the site of another mass-casualty event like the avalanche that killed 16 Nepali workers on April 14, 2014.

Despite the dire risks they face, the Nepalis have often failed to receive the respect they deserve from foreign climbers. Resentment over this has festered for decades among Sherpas. In 2013, the frustration erupted on a steep ice face at 23,000 feet. (The incident was most thoughtfully recounted in Melissa Arnot Reid's climbing memoir, Enough.) Earlier that year, Nepali expedition leaders announced that on April 27, a large Sherpa team would begin installing fixed ropes on Everest's Lhotse Face, and asked all climbers to stay far away for the duration of the operation. Everyone heeded this request except for two acclaimed professional alpinists, Ueli Steck and Simone Moro, and the cinematographer documenting their ascent, Jonathan Griffith. The European climbers stayed more than 100 feet away from the Sherpa team for most of their climb, but to reach Camp 3, they had to pass directly above the Sherpas as they worked. When doing so, the Europeans inadvertently knocked off small chunks of ice that struck a few Sherpas.

According to Arnot Reid, who was on the mountain that day, the Sherpas were furious--in part because the falling ice was a genuine hazard, but mostly because they considered the Europeans' defiance of the closure incredibly disrespectful. An altercation broke out on the steep ice face, during which Moro directed an obscene insult at Mingma Tenzing, the leader of the Sherpa rope team. This was so objectionable to the Sherpas that the entire team immediately abandoned their unfinished work and descended to Camp 2. When the European climbers came down to that camp shortly thereafter, a mob of 100 angry Sherpas confronted them, hurling rocks at the climbers and kicking them after they fell to the ground. As the melee escalated, Arnot Reid persuaded Moro to get down on his knees and apologize. When he reluctantly acceded, the mob dispersed, allowing Steck and Moro to flee down the Khumbu Icefall with minor injuries and their tails between their legs.

Read: The year climate change closed Everest

The confrontation was ugly, but it led to a more honest, long overdue accounting of the historic relationship between Sherpas and foreign climbers--an assessment reinforced by a labor strike prompted by the 2014 avalanche. These shocking incidents compelled foreigners to acknowledge that Sherpas have played an essential role--and have been exposed to disproportionate risk--on almost every significant Everest expedition since the very first one in 1921, yet have seldom been regarded as equal partners or elite mountaineers.

A pivotal event in the Sherpas' struggle for respect occurred on January 16, 2021, when 10 of Nepal's most accomplished mountain guides endured gale-force winds and a temperature of 58 degrees below zero to complete the first winter ascent of K2, the planet's second-highest summit--a much more difficult and dangerous peak than Everest. Considered the last great unsolved challenge in high-altitude mountaineering, a K2 winter ascent had been attempted many times without success by some of the strongest climbers in the world before the all-Nepali team arrived on top, 28,251 feet above sea level, and belted out Nepal's national anthem en masse. A video of this moment went viral, generating accolades from around the world. According to one of the team leaders, Mingma Gyalje Sherpa (also known as "Mingma G"), their astonishing feat was "about giving justice to our future generations." Roughly 100 years after the first Sherpa deaths on Everest, the hard-won respect achieved by Nepali climbers was wonderful to behold.

Other developments since 1996 have been less wonderful. The swarms of climbers who now arrive every April to be guided up the Nepali side of Everest give a big boost to the regional economy, but their presence is highly damaging to the environment, and new regulations concerning trash and human-waste removal have failed to adequately address the degradation.

Developments over the past 30 years have wrought a different kind of degradation as well. Climbing to the highest point on Earth is still an adventure that entails considerable risk and typically requires weeks of immense effort. But the commodification of the mountain has stripped away much of what once made climbing Everest such a uniquely profound experience. As the journalist Carl Hoffman mused in a review of a recent book about the Everest guiding industry, these companies perform an admirable service by providing expertise and assistance that now enables almost anyone to climb Everest. Nevertheless, he writes, "it's hard not to look at those pictures of clients stacked on the side of the mountain in long lines, clutching their handrails and not think: Gross. That something fundamental to exploration and adventure and the human experience of it has been lost, is lost; that the thing they've purchased is a thing so vastly different from its very idea as to render it meaningless."

This is true, I'm sad to say. But if you have what it takes, it is still possible to ascend Everest in the same manner as mountaineers of yore--including the minimalist style of Reinhold Messner's renowned solo ascent. On August 20, 1980, Messner reached the summit of Everest alone, in stormy monsoon conditions, via a partially new route on the Tibetan side of the peak, without relying on bottled oxygen, established camps, a rope, or other humans of any nationality. It is still considered the greatest mountaineering feat of all time.

If you're unwilling to go full Messner, you can honor the mountain's historic stature and avoid the hordes by forgoing the relatively favorable weather of the spring climbing season and attempting your ascent in the colder, much snowier autumn months, or simply stay away from the two primary guided routes. By taking a direct route up Everest's immense North Face instead, or trying the remote Kangshung Face, you are unlikely to encounter other people, and are guaranteed to experience all the adversity you might desire. You also stand a better chance of getting killed. Which explains, of course, why such routes remain uncrowded: Most of the multitudes who attempt Everest these days simply want to reach the summit with as little effort and risk as possible, by whatever means offer the greatest probability of success.

After what I experienced in 1996, I'm not inclined to fault them.



This essay was adapted from the 30th-anniversary edition of Jon Krakauer's Into Thin Air, which is out May 10.
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The Perverse Tyranny of a Perfect Transcript

Why Harvard should cap A grades.

by Joshua Greene

Wed, 06 May 2026




Each year, the undergraduate college at Harvard awards the Sophia Freund Prize to the graduating senior with the highest GPA. For decades, the prize went to one student, sometimes two if there was a tie. In 2025, there was a 55-way tie. The top students all had a perfect GPA. Hundreds more were nearly perfect. Last year, flat A's accounted for 66 percent of grades. A's and A-'s accounted for 84 percent.

In Harvard's Student Handbook, an A represents "extraordinary distinction"--an assessment that makes no sense if it applies to two-thirds of students. To restore meaning to student transcripts, Harvard's grading committee, of which I am a member, has proposed capping all flat A grades to around 33 percent across undergraduate courses. Our recommendation follows a three-year investigation by Amanda Claybaugh, the dean of undergraduate education at Harvard, that found that the school's current grading system is "damaging the academic culture of the College."

Grade inflation is about more than numbers. Putting a perfect GPA in reach of so many students perversely deters them from taking classes that could threaten it. It's as if students start college with a shiny new car and hope to go four years without a scratch. Who would dare go off-road? If educators want to revive academic risk-taking, engagement, and inquisitiveness on college campuses, then we should liberate our students from the tyranny of the impeccable transcript.

When I was asked to join Harvard's grading committee last year, I wasn't sure that there was a problem. Given that students have a tougher time getting in now than they did in my day--the acceptance rate has fallen from about 15 percent in the 1990s to about 4 percent now--the surfeit of A's might simply reflect the strength of the students. Yet faculty who have taught the same courses for decades report no dramatic improvement in academic performance. In fact, many professors say that students seem less invested in academics and less motivated to do all the reading than they used to be.

Rose Horowitch: The perverse consequences of the easy A

A 2025 Harvard report on classroom culture revealed that students' class choices were in many cases motivated less by intellectual curiosity than by the prospect of an easy A. This puts pressure on faculty to give more A's to ensure that students enroll in their courses and evaluate them positively in reviews. As my colleague Steven Pinker has explained, resisting inflation can drive students away from gateway courses to whole disciplines. Because grade inflation makes a perfect GPA not just possible but seemingly essential, chancing even an A- can appear needlessly perilous.

In classes where the median grade is an A, students know they need work only hard enough to land in the middle of a class, saving their precious energy for extracurriculars (writing for publications, leading pre-professional clubs) where true distinction can be earned. "It would be flippant to say that [Harvard] grades are useless, but they're almost useless," a law-school dean has said. The problem goes beyond the Ivy League. Studies show that the most common grade in U.S. colleges is an A.

For generations, students at elite universities underwent a first-year reckoning. Fresh out of small ponds from Brooklyn to Boise, straight-A students would get their first B's, or worse. They would be sad, maybe a little disoriented, but also freer to explore and experiment, a bit less burdened by the demands of perfection.

Ideally, we can restore the sense of academic possibility that I experienced as an undergrad at Harvard decades ago. Despite having no artistic talent, I enrolled in a studio-art class taught by the architect Louis Bakanowsky. With his Mike Ditka mustache and neighborhood accent, equal parts New York and Boston, he seemed more like a football coach than a famous professor. He haunted the studio, emitting little koans of draftsman's wisdom as we drew: How much can a line say? How much is enough? How much is too much?  

I moved the charcoal against the paper, trying and failing and trying again to capture an onion with scraggly roots. "Do you believe those roots?" Bakanowsky asked, pointing at my drawing. I shrugged sheepishly. "I believe those roots," he told me. "They've got rootyness." He patted me on the back and walked away. Thirty years later, I have no idea what grade Louis Bakanowsky gave me, but I remember that he believed my roots.

That class pushed me to the limits of my abilities and made me uncomfortable, but I did not hesitate to take it. Had I been a student today, when A's are largely assured and anything less can feel like a catastrophe, I suspect that I would have avoided the risk.

After considering various ideas, including voluntary guidelines, adding an A+ to the scale, or swapping letters for unfamiliar numbers, we arrived at limiting top grades. Princeton's cap on A-range grades, in place from 2004 to 2014, famously failed. Its autopsy found that this policy, which left implementation to individual departments, did not give students clear signals about their performance or make grading fair and consistent across disciplines. Their cap also had a big unintended side effect: increased anxiety among students. But Princeton had limited all A-range grades to 35 percent, ensuring that most of the university's elite students would have to settle for B's or less.

The lesson for us seemed to be to try a lighter touch. In February we unveiled our proposal to cap flat A grades to around 33 percent across Harvard College. Given that Harvard's Student Handbook says an A- reflects "full mastery," we saw no reason to place a hard limit on A- grades. Yes, this will invariably create a proliferation of A-'s. But this policy still promises to restore some meaning to Harvard's transcripts by limiting A grades to only the strongest performances.

Our proposal was met with broad acclaim from students and faculty alike. Kidding! One poll found that 85 percent of students opposed the cap, mostly for fear of greater stress and competition. Among the faculty, some worry about threats to academic freedom, technocratic fixes for cultural problems, or undue constraints on advanced courses, which tend to attract top-performing students. Others said we didn't go far enough. The faculty will vote on this proposal starting next week. We expect it to be close. (A Yale committee has also recommended a grade cap, though it would set the average grade to a B. Godspeed!)

Yes, a cap on A's will create more competition for A's. But so long as top graduate-school slots and job offers are scarce, students will compete. The question is whether they will focus their energy on coursework or elsewhere. And spikes in mental-health problems on college campuses over the past decade have shown that serious bouts of stress and anxiety can accompany lax grading standards, too.

Rose Horowitch: What an Ivy League education really gets you

Some faculty and students have argued that the competition resulting from a cap on A's would be antithetical to learning: If everyone learns all the material, then why shouldn't everyone get A's? We hope to train the next generation of Nobel laureates, the people who are going to imagine better ways of living and lead us to them. An A- is for not losing points. An A is for gaining them in unexpected ways. The grade should reflect exceptional depth, creativity, and originality--the eye-popping essay, the last problem on the exam that only a few students could answer correctly.

My own college education trained me to explore and take risks. Along with studio art, I took courses in behavioral neuroscience and statistics--both outside my major and unexpectedly handy years later. My first semester, I took a class that got me obsessed with moral dilemmas known as "trolley problems." This pulled me through a philosophy Ph.D., then into cognitive neuroscience and social psychology, and lately into social-impact ventures. I wasn't assured A's in any of those classes, but I took them anyway because a near-perfect transcript wasn't expected then.

Restoring that mindset is bigger than grading policies and bigger than Harvard. But better grading policies can help. To regain the public's trust and live up to our own principles, institutions of higher learning should make our grades mean what we say they mean. Our centuries-long commitment is not to a facade of perfection but to hard-won self-improvement. We must believe our roots.
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The Venture-Capital Populist

How David Sacks and the new tech right went full MAGA and captured Washington

by George Packer

Mon, 04 May 2026




The courtship between Silicon Valley and MAGA was consummated on June 6, 2024, in San Francisco's Pacific Heights neighborhood, on a street known as "Billionaires' Row," at the 22,000-square-foot, $45 million French-limestone mansion of a venture capitalist named David Sacks. Along with Chamath Palihapitiya, a fellow venture capitalist and a colleague on the All-In podcast, Sacks hosted a fundraiser for Donald Trump. He knew that other technology titans were coming around to the ex-president but remained in the closet. "And I think that this event is going to break the ice on that," Sacks said on the podcast the week before the fundraiser. "And maybe it'll create a preference cascade, where all of a sudden it becomes acceptable to acknowledge the truth."

A few years earlier, Sacks had described the January 6, 2021, riot at the U.S. Capitol as an "insurrection" and pronounced Trump "disqualified" from ever again holding national office. "What Trump did was absolutely outrageous, and I think it brought him to an ignominious end in American politics," he said on the podcast a few days after the event. "He will pay for it in the history books, if not in a court of law." Palihapitiya was more colloquial, calling Trump "a complete piece-of-shit fucking scumbag." These might seem like tricky positions to climb down from--but the path that leads from scathing denunciation through gradual accommodation to sycophantic embrace of Trump is a well-worn pilgrimage trail. The journey is less wearisome for self-mortifiers who never considered democracy (a word seldom spoken on the podcast) all that important in the first place. One prominent traveler who had already shown the way was a guest at the fundraiser--Senator J. D. Vance, whose attendance helped close the deal on his selection as Trump's running mate. Any lingering awkwardness between the hosts and their guest of honor was dispelled by the fundraiser's $12 million haul, much of it from cryptocurrency moguls.

Opportunist doesn't really describe Sacks. He doesn't come across as slippery or two-faced. There's no evasive glance or roguish smile. He can argue at great length, in a steady sinal drone, with an aggressive debater's ability to make an evidence-based case for any position he holds--but the position always happens to coincide with his benefit. The only consistent principle of his career is a ruthless devotion to self-interest. Sacks has identified as a "libertarian conservative" all of his adult life, but he has sought government intervention on behalf of his investments when it's suited him. In 2023, when Silicon Valley Bank collapsed, Sacks demanded that the federal government bail out the uninsured deposits of start-up companies, much of the money from crypto firms. "Some libertarians care about the freedom of only one person," Peter Thiel, the entrepreneur, investor, and right-wing provocateur, once said of his friend Sacks.

From the May 2026 issue: What Noah Hawley learned about billionaires at Jeff Bezos's private retreat

In this sense, though Trump is impulsive and narcissistic while Sacks is cold-eyed and logical, they are well matched. "Sacks is a spirit animal for part of the president's brain," a former Biden-administration official told me. "The plutocratic part." After the election, the new president appointed Sacks as his special adviser, or "czar," for AI and crypto. After decades of keeping as far from Washington as possible, Silicon Valley would finally have its own man in the White House.

But Sacks has always taken a dim view of politics. At 25, appearing on a C-SPAN talk show while still in law school, he expressed a preference for "the ethos of Wall Street" over "the ethos of Washington" and quoted Calvin Coolidge on the business of America being business, avowing: "I'd probably rather live in a greedy country where people don't share than in an envious country where people are stealing from each other."

Sacks went to Washington on behalf of business, including his own. But business and politics demand different, sometimes opposing talents. "Sacks's policies are misaligned with his own party," a congressional aide with a close view of how Sacks operates in Washington told me. "He doesn't really understand how D.C. works." His efforts in government on behalf of the tech industry have exposed the president to the charge that Trump is selling out his populist base on behalf of the country's richest men, driving a wedge through the MAGA coalition.

Sacks once called a rare victory over Thiel in a game of chess one of the greatest moments of his life. In a photo, his arms are raised skyward, ecstatic disbelief on his face. He spent the early years of his career as a kind of junior partner in Thiel's shadow. Sacks was born in 1972 in South Africa, and moved to the United States at age 5. He grew up in Memphis and attended an elite boys' prep school before going on to Stanford University. As a sophomore with right-wing views he inevitably gravitated toward Thiel, who was by then in law school, and joined The Stanford Review, the conservative campus publication that Thiel had started as an undergrad. It took aim at the politically correct orthodoxy and anti-Western ideology that swept over American higher education in the late '80s and early '90s and never really left. But the outnumbered young conservatives' mockery almost always overshot the target. An entire issue was devoted to making light of rape, including a contribution from Sacks that challenged whether statutory rape should be a crime. (He has since expressed regret for some of his youthful writings.)

Thiel was determined to be a public intellectual like his hero William F. Buckley, so he began writing a book on left-wing campus extremism. When he found the work too onerous, he turned the research over to Sacks, and they co-authored The Diversity Myth: Multiculturalism and Political Intolerance on Campus, published in 1995 by a libertarian think tank. Sacks attended the University of Chicago Law School, but law was too much like the detested public sector, and in 1999, when Thiel co-founded an online-payments company in Palo Alto that was soon to be called PayPal, Sacks left a consulting job to lead the company's product team. He made important contributions to PayPal's success; by various accounts, including Sacks's own, he was also known for telling co-workers in blunt terms that they were wrong. A former colleague told me that with Sacks, "there's masters and there's slaves. He doesn't have partners: 'You do what I tell you to do, or you're one of the few people that tell me what you want me to do.' " The former colleague added, "Part of his drive is that he believes he is one of the small number of elite people who really get it and are capable." (The former colleague and some other Silicon Valley sources requested anonymity to discuss a figure who has power over their businesses; some government officials requested anonymity to speak about White House conversations, because they were not authorized to talk about them. Sacks declined to be interviewed.)

PayPal became famous for surviving the dot-com crash in 2000, and for producing a spawn of Silicon Valley stars known as the PayPal Mafia, including Sacks. Roger McNamee, a longtime tech investor, watched its success with admiration and apprehension. The PayPal Mafia saw before anyone else that the cost of starting an internet company was going to drop significantly. "They realized that the limits on processing power were going to go away," McNamee told me. But these 20- and 30-somethings were not inspired in the same way that the founders of earlier Silicon Valley companies were: "They didn't follow the vision of Steve Jobs, that tech can democratize power. They came to get rich." McNamee added, "If their value system had been different, we would have a completely different country today."

I met Sacks in 2011, at a dinner at Thiel's house in San Francisco with a small group of entrepreneurs and investors, most of them PayPal alumni. They despised higher education, worshipped the creators of tech companies, wanted to found libertarian colonies on the high seas and be cryogenically frozen for future resurrection--eccentric outliers then, but forerunners of a broader political trend in the Valley. One guest was an AI expert named Eliezer Yudkowsky. Last year, he co-authored If Anyone Builds It, Everyone Dies, which concludes that artificial superintelligence will kill literally every human being on Earth--thereby causing Thiel to label him "a legionnaire of the Antichrist."

Read: AI is grown, not built

Sacks seemed the most normal of the group. He was a businessman with conventional libertarian views, more optimistic than Thiel about the economic power of the internet, less apocalyptic about the decline and fall of "Western civilization," a key term in The Diversity Myth that Sacks seldom used after publication, showing no consistent ideological attachment other than to capitalism. His distaste for politics remained strong. "This is the battle," Sacks told me. "Can the web disrupt the rest of the economy, or does the old economy fight back using politics to keep the new economy from taking over?" At the time we spoke, he was trying to disrupt the car-wash business. He had invested in an app that allowed you to send your car's location to a person who would come wash it while you were off getting sushi or founding a company or taking a meeting in Hong Kong. The app, called Cherry, lasted only a year, but Sacks did better with another early-stage investment in a company that sent a town car to pick you up. "It's totally disrupted the taxi business," Sacks said of Uber, with undisguised pleasure.

He did extremely well, with a movie he co-produced in 2005 (Thank You for Smoking ), with a company he co-founded in 2008 (a Slack-like social network for businesses called Yammer), and with his investments: in Facebook, Palantir, and SpaceX after PayPal was sold to eBay for $1.5 billion in 2002; in bitcoin and other cryptocurrencies after he sold Yammer to Microsoft for $1.2 billion in 2012. That year, he threw himself a Marie Antoinette-themed 40th birthday party in a rented ancien regime-style Los Angeles mansion, with special guest Snoop Dogg. "Part of believing in capitalism is you don't have to feel guilty," Sacks told me.


David Sacks and Elon Musk attend a party after a screening of the 2005 film Thank You for Smoking, which they co-produced, at Elaine's in New York City. (Christian Grattan / Patrick McMullan / Getty)



He conducted himself in the usual way of an aristocrat of the second Gilded Age: buying lavish properties, contributing to mainstream politicians (Mitt Romney in 2012, Hillary Clinton in 2016), and guarding his family's privacy. He deplored the deterioration of urban life and funded the recall of San Francisco's ultraprogressive district attorney, Chesa Boudin. Unlike Thiel, he didn't publish writings on reactionary philosophers and the virtues of monopolistic capitalism.

The politics of the Valley was always a liberal sort of libertarianism: pro-choice, pro-immigration, idealistic, even utopian, arrogant about its mission of empowering individuals and connecting humanity, but indifferent to and ignorant of government, with an engineer's contempt for the creaky workings of bureaucracy and the cluelessness of elected officials. Leave us alone to do our magic, which you can't possibly understand, and everyone will benefit.

But about a decade ago, tech's free ride ran into trouble. In 2013 Marc Andreessen, an inventor of the first popular web browser in the '90s and now one of the Valley's most successful venture capitalists, predicted to me a public backlash against technology companies over privacy rights, intellectual property, and monopoly power. With more foresight he would have included the addictive and corrosive effects of social media. Three years later, in 2016, Facebook enabled Russian meddling in an election that inflamed American divisions and sent Trump to the White House.

Trump and his populist followers made Big Tech a favorite target; so did progressives such as Senator Elizabeth Warren. Under bipartisan pressure, Silicon Valley had to search for ways to keep the government out of its business. Executives and investors spent fortunes on lobbying and campaign contributions. Mark Zuckerberg showed up in Washington to stand before Congress with his hand raised--eyes wide, as if stunned by the reality of representative government--and explain in tortured sentences why Facebook's platforms weren't driving America's children to anxiety and depression while shredding the country's civic ligature.

"Concern with tech monopoly was big in the first Trump administration," Tim Wu, an antitrust expert and a professor at Columbia Law School who served in the White House under President Biden, told me. "This has been largely forgotten, but the first Trump administration brought the first cases against Facebook, which are under appeal, and against Google, which we won under Biden." Biden's Federal Trade Commission and the antitrust division of his Justice Department pushed anti-monopoly policies even harder. The tech giants "wanted to be able to get in and tell us what to do about everything," Wu said.

Still, the confrontation between Washington and Silicon Valley under Biden was more rhetorical than substantive. His administration failed to push through any meaningful regulation of the industry, and its legislative achievements in infrastructure, semiconductor manufacturing, and clean energy directly benefited the technology sector. Yet during Biden's presidency a highly visible element of Silicon Valley turned against the Democrats. It became known as the tech right.

Its most famous figure was Thiel, who had kept a lonely vigil for Trump in Silicon Valley since 2016. But by the early 2020s its most vocal spokesperson was Andreessen. For the tech right, technology is Promethean fire. The founders of the most successful companies in the Valley play a godlike role, for they alone can save America and "Western civilization" from Europe's hyper-regulated stagnation and from communist and Islamist totalitarianism. Fred Turner, a Stanford professor who studies the culture of technology, told me that deep within Silicon Valley's libertarianism lies "the idea of a community of saints, of special people, entrepreneurs, philosopher kings."

In 2023 Andreessen published a litany of pseudo-Nietzschean credos called "The Techno-Optimist Manifesto." On AI: "We believe Artificial Intelligence is our alchemy, our Philosopher's Stone--we are literally making sand think." The AI revolution is coming, just as electricity did; it will exalt mankind, and any attempt at regulation would be tantamount to mass slaughter: "We believe any deceleration of AI will cost lives. Deaths that were preventable by the AI that was prevented from existing is a form of murder." Among the "Patron Saints" of this cult of the entrepreneur, Andreessen included John Galt, the hero of every libertarian teen who reads Ayn Rand's novel Atlas Shrugged, and the 20th-century philosopher James Burnham, best known for predicting that the modern world would be run by an amoral class of "managers," with the talented few ruling over a mass of semi-slaves. Elsewhere, Andreessen has said that oligarchy is inevitable.

The nearly hysterical voice of "The Techno-Optimist Manifesto" is that of a man who has freed himself from a deeply uncomfortable position. Andreessen was a longtime contributor to Democratic candidates. The political change of Silicon Valley figures like him was less a conversion to Trumpism than a deconversion from liberalism, caused by pressure from below and above. In 2025 Andreessen told The New York Times' Ross Douthat that the new progressivism of the 2010s had "radicalized" young tech workers, turning them into spiteful and, once COVID hit, indolent rebels who intimidated their white, male, for-profit bosses into bowing to the Great Awokening. Andreessen was willing to pay high taxes and support liberal causes and candidates as long as he was regarded as a hero. But during the past decade, what he called "the Deal"--admiration and a free hand for Silicon Valley in exchange for building great companies, making the world better, and supporting Democrats--was broken, when first young people and then the Biden administration turned against the tech industry.

According to Andreessen, the administration wanted to kill the entire cryptocurrency sector by keeping the regulatory rules vague while threatening companies with devastating enforcement actions. He also described a meeting that he and his partner were given with senior officials at the Biden White House in May 2024 that, from the point of view of early-stage venture capitalists, was apocalyptic. Regarding AI, Andreessen claimed, the Biden people declared that the whole industry would be limited to a few heavily regulated large companies, with no place for start-ups: Because social media had turned out to be a disaster for democracy, Silicon Valley had to be nationalized or destroyed. Out in the West Wing parking lot, Andreessen and his partner decided to support Trump in that year's election.

(I spoke with former Biden officials who disputed what Andreessen claimed he and his partner were told about AI; if anything, the officials said, those present had simply predicted how the capital-intensive technology would play out in the next few years. They pointed to several administration efforts on AI and start-ups that directly contradicted Andreessen's nightmare account of Biden's policies. "He needed a conversion story," one former official told me.)




In 2020, during the pandemic lockdowns, Sacks and three other venture capitalists started All-In; the weekly podcast would offer market analysis, political argument, and tech-bro banter about poker and cars. It made them famous online, with Sacks (nickname: "The Rainman") the smartest, most conservative, and least funny of the four. Shortly after January 6, when Facebook and Twitter banned the soon-to-be-former president and other MAGA figures, Sacks stopped talking about Trump as a threat to democracy. Instead, he denounced the "Big Tech oligarchs" who were threatening free speech in "the biggest power grab in history."

Free speech--at least as it concerned right-wing political figures--was Sacks's entry point into MAGA, and he never let it go. Anytime one of the "besties" on All-In mentioned January 6, Sacks countered with claims of censorship. His rhetoric became more polemical, a return to his anti-PC youth, but now in the spirit of Trump, not William F. Buckley, as if he was talking himself into a new political identity. At times his enemies were woke oligarchs, at times mid-level technocrats, at times entry-level radicals, but always "elites." He criticized the elite's forever wars and trade giveaways to China, and "the collusion between Big Tech and our security state." He called himself a "populist" and identified with the two-thirds of Americans who are working-class. In 2022, on the Honestly With Bari Weiss podcast, he said, "I think that the next Republican who's going to be successful has to take a page out of TR's"--Teddy Roosevelt's--"playbook here, which is: 'We do not represent the interests of these oligarchs and these big, powerful companies. We represent the interests of the working man and woman to have the right to free speech, to make a living, to conduct payments. And it should not be up to tech oligarchs to decide who has those rights.' "

From the March 2024 issue: Adrienne LaFrance on the rise of techno-authoritarianism

If venture-capital populism seems like a stretch, Sacks resolved it this way: End mass immigration of the mentally average, and you'd lay to rest the heartland's suspicion of Silicon Valley. The solution to inequality is a smaller, less intrusive government, combined with unbridled technological innovation, which would inevitably increase productivity and wages. (Sacks was unaware or unconcerned that decades of unregulated tech and deregulated finance had coincided with growing economic inequality.) "If the Biden administration had only been letting in people with 150 IQs, we wouldn't have this debate" about immigration, Sacks said on All-In. "If they were just letting in the Elons and the Jensens"--referring to Musk and Jensen Huang, the CEO of the chipmaker Nvidia--"we wouldn't be having the same conversation today."

After the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022, Sacks voiced alarm about the dangers of American involvement in the conflict. Soon he adopted whole hog the "realist" line (which was also the Russian line) that NATO's eastward expansion had provoked Vladimir Putin into a defensive war. No matter how often Putin claimed Ukraine as a historic part of imperial Russia, how many times he refused to negotiate seriously, how many provinces he annexed, how many Ukrainian civilians the Russian military killed and cities it destroyed, Sacks stuck by his theory. Eventually, it sank him into conspiratorial waters.

Anne Applebaum: Putin's newest annexation is dire for Russia too

"This is basically a manufactured conflict that I think really started with Russiagate," Sacks said in a 2024 speech, "where somehow this fantasy was created that somehow Putin was controlling our elections." The American left, the "neocons," and Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky managed to fool the U.S. and Europe into risking what Sacks called "Woke War III." "Somehow, this Russiagate hoax has metastasized into a new cold war with Russia."

It's worth asking how someone so committed to facts and logic could end up spouting such nonsense. If Sacks made investment decisions on this basis, he would go bankrupt. An obvious explanation is that a successful businessman might not know much about history and politics. But an intellectual deficiency can be compounded by a moral one. It's striking that the ordeal of a fragile democracy fighting for its life while under assault by an aggressive empire leaves Sacks so cold that he ends up sympathizing with the perpetrator. If you neutralize any sentiment of right and wrong, Ukraine just looks like a risky bet.

In the 2024 Republican presidential primary, Sacks supported Ron DeSantis--not because Trump had disqualified himself, but because he "just gives his political enemies so much to work with." A moral objection had become a practical one--so when Trump blew away the Republican field, the final step to complete support was easy. Two weeks after the fundraiser, Trump was invited onto All-In and raved about the splendor of Sacks's house. Sacks returned the compliment. That July, he delivered a six-and-a-half-minute speech for Trump at the Republican National Convention. By August, he had downgraded January 6 to a long-past event that admittedly "wasn't great" but had been hyped by Democrats into a "fake coup."

Jeff Giesea, a fellow Stanford Review alum and entrepreneur who had been a Trump supporter in 2016 before turning against MAGA, gave me a sympathetic account of the calculus made by Sacks and the tech right. "The story Sacks told himself, I imagine, is that, regardless of Trump's flaws, the benefits to society from pro-tech policies would be a great improvement over an administration that was mired in safetyism and identity politics," he said.

Sacks had taken the measure of Trump and found a kindred spirit. After getting to know the ex-president at the fundraiser and on the podcast, he reported his findings: "All of his instincts are Let's empower the private sector; let's cut regulations; let's make taxes reasonable; let's get the smartest people in the country; let's have peace deals; let's have growth. "


Sacks, with J. D. Vance in the foreground, at the Republican National Convention in 2024. A month earlier, Sacks had hosted the fundraiser that helped close the deal on Vance's selection as Donald Trump's running mate. (Tom Williams / CQ Roll Call / Getty)



In December 2024 Sacks was named the White House special adviser for AI and crypto, with a venture capitalist from Andreessen's firm installed as his deputy. Sacks's status as a "special government employee" allowed him to stay on as a partner at his company Craft Ventures, while working no more than 130 days over the course of a year at his government job. He also continued as a co-host of his All-In podcast, analyzing technology, influencing market perceptions, making predictions--all while playing a central role in shaping public policy on AI and crypto.

Because special government employees are subject to most of the conflict-of-interest rules for regular government employees, the Office of Government Ethics (whose head had been fired at the start of Trump's second term) required two waivers to allow Sacks to keep a foot in both the public and private sectors. They were written by the White House counsel, David Warrington, a Republican operative who had acted as Trump's personal lawyer after his first term. A spokesperson for Sacks told The Atlantic, "Mr. Sacks and Craft Ventures had to refrain from investing in companies directly affected by his duties as a government adviser and furthermore had to seek approval from the White House Counsel Office for all potential investments." In essence, the waivers argued that Sacks's holdings were so large that keeping dozens of small investments in companies related to crypto and AI would pose no conflict of interest for him, because they made up such a tiny fraction of his overall portfolio. But the waivers give only percentages, and their language is so opaque that it's impossible to know the actual value of these investments. "They try to finesse the issue by saying, 'Oh, it's a relatively small percentage of his portfolio, and he's so rich, it couldn't possibly affect him,' " Kathleen Clark, an ethics lawyer who teaches at Washington University's law school, told me, adding that this stance beggars belief.

In November, the Times published a lengthy investigation of Sacks, finding that, despite large divestments, he continued to hold stakes in hundreds of companies that advertised themselves as AI-related, and that key policy decisions benefited both Sacks and his Silicon Valley associates. A chorus of them, including Andreessen, rushed to his defense. Sacks called the Times article a "hoax," hired a defamation-law firm to write a threatening letter, and argued that he had cost himself and his company a lot of money--$200 million in crypto holdings alone--to work in government voluntarily without pay. Clark waved aside the question of whether there's personal corruption on Sacks's part. "I urge you to limit your use of the term conflict of interest," she told me, "because it doesn't begin to capture what's going on."

What's going on is that Sacks joined the most corrupt administration in American history. Throughout his year in the White House, his work on tech policy brushed up against the spectacular grift of his boss at almost every turn. Giesea, the former Stanford Review colleague, who remains an admirer of Sacks, said, "He is an asset to the Trump administration on AI policy. But now he's trapped in a corrupt clown show." The pervasive rot makes it almost impossible to distinguish public policy from private venality. The Trump administration's corruption requires a taxonomy of its own.

George Packer: America's zombie democracy

At the most blatant level are the gifts the president accepts from abroad: the $130,000 gold bar and the gold Rolex desk clock from Swiss billionaires, followed by a lowering of U.S. tariffs on Switzerland; the $400 million jet from the Qatari royal family that might cost another half a billion or so to be outfitted as Air Force One, followed by a presidential visit (Trump's first major foreign trip in his second term) to a country accused of sponsoring terrorism; the Trump-family memecoins sold to wealthy favor seekers. Clark called such brazen bribes "power corruption": displays intended to show that Trump can get away with anything--"the equivalent of shooting somebody on Fifth Avenue."

A slightly less glaring kind of corruption abuses government power for private gain: presidential pardons handed out to past and future benefactors; investment deals floated by Trump's two favorite diplomats, his real-estate buddy Steve Witkoff and his son-in-law Jared Kushner, during the most sensitive peace talks in Russia and the Middle East; major investments in Trump-family crypto and real-estate businesses by foreign governments with extensive U.S. interests; stock trades and prediction bets likely based on insider access to official information, including about war.

Criminal anti-corruption statutes are still on the books. But these embarrassing shows of personal turpitude go uninvestigated and unpunished because the mechanisms for holding public officials accountable have been destroyed. When whistleblowers go unprotected, inspectors general are fired, incompetent loyalists replace nonpartisan civil servants, the Department of Justice is turned into the president's own law firm and police force, and Congress abandons any oversight function, nothing is left to prevent the rot from spreading into every cell of government. (When Senator Warren wrote to Sacks asking for information on potential conflicts of interest in his role as a special government employee, the answer was silence.) The effect is to demoralize the public, to instill a sense of powerlessness. "We're living in an era when the corruption is occurring on an unprecedented scale, orders of magnitude larger than anything we've seen in the history of this country," Clark said. "And yet the more important story is what Trump has done to enable that corruption, which is dismantling the rule of law."

Finally, there's what Lawrence Lessig, of Harvard Law School, calls "institutional corruption," which may be perfectly legal: the warping of public trust toward private ends, the replacement of the country's priorities with those of a special-interest group. This brings us back to Sacks.

In his 2025 inaugural address, Trump declared America to be at the start of a "golden age." His administration put crypto and AI at its center.

Cryptocurrency is a long-standing libertarian project--the dream of a privatized financial system. The founders of PayPal originally aspired to create a tool that gave people around the world access to finance, including in poor and corrupt countries without reliable banking institutions. But in practice, crypto's anonymity and volatility have made it extremely prone to criminal activity and risky speculation. As a candidate in 2024, Trump, a former crypto skeptic and a latecomer to investing in it, won the industry's lucrative backing on a promise to put the federal government to work on its behalf and turn the U.S. into "the crypto capital of the planet." Back in office, he pardoned convicted crypto executives, neutered consumer protections, ended investigations by the Securities and Exchange Commission into crypto firms with ties to Trump's businesses, and disbanded the Justice Department's crypto-enforcement team. In May 2025, investors paid up to $400 million to buy $TRUMP memecoins in exchange for access to the president at a private crypto gala. Since 2024, Trump's crypto wealth has grown by at least $7.5 billion.

James Surowiecki: Crypto is a victim of its own success

Sacks's main item of business was to push through Congress a bill that would create a regulatory structure for cryptocurrency--something that the Biden administration hadn't done, to the frustration of the industry and venture capitalists. The GENIUS Act required issuers of a type of crypto called stablecoin to back their digital currency on a one-to-one basis with assets such as dollars and short-term U.S. Treasury bills. According to Sacks and other supporters, the GENIUS Act would position the dollar as the default currency of the digital economy, while providing guardrails against fraud and other abuses. Critics argued that the guardrails were inadequate, and that crypto issued by private firms with government backing could undermine the entire financial system because of weak regulations and nonexistent enforcement actions. The law also does nothing to prevent government officials from profiting off crypto. When the GENIUS Act passed on a bipartisan vote in July, Silicon Valley and Sacks won the first big return on their investment in Trump.

If Sacks's purpose with crypto was to bring it under a federal regulatory regime in order to make the industry more viable to buyers and valuable to investors, his goal with AI was to keep it unregulated, and to align administration policy with the industry's wishes. His motto became "Let the private sector cook."

At the start of his term, Trump revoked a Biden executive order that, among other measures, required AI labs to share the results of safety testing with the government. Though one company found that complying with the order required just one day of work for a single employee per year, Trump pronounced it onerous. Safetyism became a dirty word on the tech right, almost as contemptible as the phrase woke AI--an all-purpose indictment of Biden-era attempts to limit harm from AI to the public, especially children. Yet in the early weeks of the new administration, its policies reflected more continuity than rupture. Not only did Trump keep Biden's restrictions on licensing the export of advanced AI technology to adversaries such as China; he even strengthened them.

Sacks's influence increased when Elon Musk, his old friend and fellow PayPal mafioso, who was running the Department of Government Efficiency near the czar's office in the Eisenhower Executive Office Building, walked away from his work of stripping the executive branch. "You see a more conciliatory approach to China emerging only after Musk has his falling-out with the White House," Oren Cass, the founder of the conservative think tank American Compass, told me. "With Musk out of the picture, I think Sacks certainly became more prominent." In April 2025, David Feith, a China hawk who was a senior director for technology and national security on the National Security Council, was fired in a larger purge after the right-wing influencer Laura Loomer warned Trump that Feith was disloyal. Soon after, the NSC's whole technology directorate was eliminated, clearing the way for Sacks to become the loudest voice on tech policy. His goal was to keep AI free of regulation and let the private sector sell the most advanced American technology to the world--even to China.

On May 13, Trump scrapped a Biden rule, about to take effect, that would have restricted the global spread of advanced AI technology by dividing countries into three categories of trust, with China fully denied access. (A former White House official called it "the most 'America First' rule the Biden administration ever had.") That same day the president traveled to the Middle East to consummate a deal, which Sacks had helped negotiate, to sell 500,000 AI chips to the United Arab Emirates. This astonishing figure alarmed national-security officials: Some of the chips were likely to end up in China, where strict export controls still applied, and the sale would make it easier for the Emiratis to acquire enough computing power to build their own AI capabilities.

The smell of corruption hung in the air before Air Force One took off for Abu Dhabi. At the beginning of May, one of Witkoff's sons had announced that the Emirates' AI-investment firm would put $2 billion into the crypto exchange Binance, using a stablecoin issued by World Liberty Financial, the crypto company founded by the Trump and Witkoff families. A co-founder of Binance, Changpeng Zhao, was pardoned by Trump after serving four months in a U.S. prison in 2024 for failing to comply with anti-money-laundering measures. In January of this year, The Wall Street Journal reported an even more blatant scandal: A few days before Trump's inauguration, a powerful Emirati politician known as the "spy sheikh" (almost always photographed wearing sunglasses, even in the Oval Office) had bought a 49 percent share of World Liberty Financial. These deals made the UAE chip sale look like a giant payoff from the administration.

No one is allowed to be more corrupt than the president, but Sacks may well benefit from Emirati goodwill. The nearly $3 trillion UAE sovereign-wealth fund, of which more than half is controlled by the spy sheikh, offers an immense pot of money for venture capital. Although Sacks had no financial interest in the chip deal that he helped broker, it could put Craft Ventures in a sweet spot for a future round of funding. Is it unfair to point this out? Sacks's position makes it naive not to. Remaining an investor while serving in an administration rife with graft and shaping policies that could significantly affect present and future deals blurs the line between public and private into indistinction. "It's hard to disentangle his ideology from his personal interests," the congressional aide who has followed Sacks closely said. "Maybe they're one and the same: 'Let the private sector cook,' and it just so happens he benefits handsomely from that." (Sacks's spokesperson told The Atlantic that future investments "would not be a violation of government-ethics rules. Qualified people would not want to serve in government if it meant permanently giving up their careers.")

On July 23, the White House released its "AI action plan" at an event in Washington co-hosted by the All-In podcast. Trump called out each of Sacks's "besties" from the show, and they shared the stage with Vice President Vance and other administration leaders. (Susie Wiles, Trump's chief of staff, had nixed the original idea for All-In to be the sole sponsor, perhaps out of a sense of propriety.) The 28-page plan, "Winning the Race," called for rapid development of AI technology and construction of data centers so the U.S. can achieve global dominance. It was co-signed by Sacks, but its main author was Dean Ball, a technology researcher who served as a White House adviser for four months last year. Ball pointed out to me that the plan didn't pose a choice between innovation and safety, nor did it take a position on changes in export controls: "What it does say is we should enforce the chip-export controls that we have more robustly than we currently do."

But Sacks had already undermined this key aspect of the plan. A week before it was released, Jensen Huang, the CEO of Nvidia, the world's leader in AI-chip production, had announced the resumption of the sale of Nvidia's H20 chips to China, which the Trump administration had banned in April, before Sacks became the dominant official in tech policy. AI is an industry in which the U.S. has a significant advantage over its main rival. China is able to produce less than 3 percent of U.S. computing power--200,000 chips a year to America's 12 million or so. Hardly anyone except Sacks was able to explain how the decision to lift the ban on selling chips to China fit with "winning the race" for global dominance, or with an "America First" administration.

Read: Trump wasted no time derailing his own AI plan

"I would define winning as the whole world consolidates around the American tech stack," he said on All-In. "If we have 80 to 90 percent market share, that's winning." In other words, sell advanced American AI everywhere, including China, to make U.S. technologies and companies dominant. The counterargument, made to me by former Biden-administration officials as well as conservative critics of the Trump-Sacks policy, is that China will never allow itself to become dependent on U.S. technology. Instead, the People's Republic will do what it's done in other sectors: steal U.S. technology and innovate its own--the long-term "indigenization" strategy of Xi Jinping, and the reason the regime has prevented Chinese AI companies, which are hungry for American chips, from importing anywhere close to the numbers the Trump administration has made available for sale.

"Folks on the pro-export side have a story about how actually selling more of these advanced chips to China will addict them to our technology stack and slow their progress," Oren Cass said of the Trump-Sacks policy. "I find it a ridiculously inadequate story that never holds up to 10 seconds of scrutiny." Cass distinguished between an ideological view of U.S.-China competition ("two incompatible systems that can coexist but can't be integrated in any meaningful way") and the commercial view that has always been Trump's, and seems to be Sacks's. The key figure in moving American tech policy on China to the commercial view was Huang, who was eager to gain greater access to the Chinese market. Sacks now had the clout to accompany the CEO of the world's richest firm into the Oval Office. "When Jensen comes to town, it elevates Sacks's stature," the congressional aide said.

I asked a former White House official with knowledge of the discussions if Sacks had achieved his goal of lifting the ban on selling chips to China simply by sitting down with Huang and a president with a well-known weakness for plutocrats. "Yes. That is exactly what happened," the former official said. As for Sacks's motive, "there is not a rational explanation. I think doing favors for Nvidia is the only real explanation, or else he believes Nvidia's talking points that no one else buys." (In a letter to The New York Times in November, Sacks's lawyers wrote that the policies Sacks had advocated for benefited "all American chip companies" and that "Mr. Sacks has independently arrived at his views on chip policy by consulting and reading hundreds of experts in the space.")

Even if Sacks is solely motivated by a sincere belief in free-market capitalism, his portfolio companies could now have privileged access to the world's most coveted computer chips in a market where demand is stronger than supply. "This is why the person who's regulating AI for the U.S. government shouldn't also be running a venture-capital firm that has money all throughout the tech industry," the former White House official said. "Of course he's picking the winners that in some way benefit him."

In December, Huang secured an even more valuable victory when the White House allowed Nvidia to begin selling to China one of its most advanced AI chips, the H200. This was too much for some conservative Republicans on Capitol Hill. Jim Banks, a MAGA-aligned senator from Indiana, had already introduced bipartisan legislation, called GAIN AI, that required Nvidia to put American customers, such as start-up companies and universities, ahead of Chinese companies for its limited supply of AI chips. Sacks, determined to prevent government from limiting tech's commercial potential, began lobbying hard to keep GAIN AI out of the annual defense-appropriation bill. His efforts to get Republican senators to strip it from their version failed, but when the White House declared its opposition, House Republican leadership killed GAIN AI just before the final vote in December. "What ultimately happened is Jensen talked to the president about this, the dam broke, and Sacks got his way," the congressional aide told me.

Sacks had less success when the administration tried to get Congress to pass a 10-year moratorium on state AI regulations. The measure lost in the Senate in July, 99-1, but its unpopularity didn't deter Sacks from trying again. In December, Trump signed an executive order, written by Sacks, that banned states from passing laws to regulate AI. By then, state legislatures had introduced hundreds of bills--chiefly in blue states such as California and New York, but also in Florida, Utah, and Texas--and enacted dozens.

Sacks's heavy-handed interventions in Congress on behalf of tech companies did not sit well with some of Trump's MAGA allies. Stopping the spread of sexual material, protecting children from harmful chatbots, preserving individual privacy, heading off catastrophic threats such as bioterrorism, preventing large-scale unemployment--these things turn out to matter to Americans across the partisan divide. Polls consistently show that a majority fear AI will do more harm than good. Citizens of the world's AI leader have a more negative view of the technology than those of almost any other country. Appearing on All-In in December, Tucker Carlson gently pointed out to Sacks and his co-hosts that Americans already feel powerless--"and all of a sudden you have a technology that promises to concentrate power still further in the hands of people other than them, and so they're touchy about it."

Oren Cass told me, "One of the challenges of the tech right is they are--what's the opposite of adept ?" I offered clumsy. "They are very politically clumsy and don't have a very good feel for the realities of the American electorate, how politics is conducted, what it takes to be successful." Steve Bannon, a leader of the populist wing of the MAGA movement, recently told me that Sacks's efforts on behalf of Silicon Valley are blowing up in his face. "Sacks is the best thing to ever happen to the populist revolt against the oligarchs. His unique blend of arrogance and incompetence has single-handedly delivered humiliating defeat to the AI supremacists."


Sacks and the Meta CEO Mark Zuckerberg at a private White House dinner for technology and business leaders in September (Brian Snyder / Reuters)



Meanwhile, AI's capability is doubling about every four months. It is already changing work and life for millions of people, with the potential to transform fields such as medicine and war. Its inventors spend hundreds of billions of dollars to develop the technology even as they issue dire warnings of its dangers: It might kill us, but we have to make it as powerful as possible as fast as possible. Sacks dismisses or minimizes the potential for harm. In public comments he has claimed that AI isn't addictive like social media, that productivity gains will more than make up for lost jobs, and that the number of teenage suicides caused by chatbots is small. Because China doesn't care about things like copyright protection, compensated journalism, and restrictions on export licenses, we can't afford to either. He accuses skeptics of belonging to the cult of effective altruists--"doomers," funded by a few anti-AI Big Tech billionaires, who peddle lies to invite global control of the technology for their own financial gain.

One of the doomers, Nate Soares, a co-author of If Anyone Builds It, Everyone Dies, told me: "The lab leaders say this is horribly dangerous, the employees say this is horribly dangerous, the eminent scientists and researchers who developed AI decades ago say this is horribly dangerous. The only people who say 'Don't worry' are the venture capitalists. They're the ones who stand to profit from it but aren't close enough to understand it."

Unlike Andreessen, Sacks doesn't equate regulating AI with mass murder. But for every concern, he has the same answer: AI is coming, just like the tide. If America doesn't win the race, China will.

Once in government, Sacks learned to adopt his boss's language and defend the indefensible. He derided "fake news" and called climate change a "hoax," January 6 prosecutions "lawfare," the notion of White House corruption "nonsense," and the killing of two protesters by federal immigration agents in Minneapolis a consequence of "antifa-style operations" intent on thwarting the president's deportation of "criminal aliens." He liked Trump's idea of seizing Greenland and predicted that the war in Iran, which he blamed on "that whole neocon establishment," would probably be short and decisive because the markets wanted it over and Trump's political instincts were "impeccable." But on the threats of censorship, politicized justice, state surveillance, and monopoly power, which had once animated his outrage, and which now came from the Trump administration, he had nothing to say. Sacks had become what he always despised--political.

From the July 2025 issue: The talented Mr. Vance

In March, he left his position as AI-and-crypto czar, saying that he had completed his 130 days of service, and returned full-time to Craft Ventures. In December he had moved from San Francisco to Austin, just in time to escape a proposed tax on billionaires that may appear before California voters this November.

Silicon Valley will still have a valuable line to the White House. When Sacks stepped down, he was named co-chair of the President's Council of Advisors on Science and Technology. Its members include Andreessen, Zuckerberg, Huang, Sergey Brin, Larry Ellison, Michael Dell, a co-founder of a cryptocurrency exchange, the CEO of a semiconductor manufacturer, and a billionaire investor who co-hosts All-In with Sacks. (Among the 15 there is one academic scientist.) This lineup, almost a parody of crony capitalism, signals the final union of America's interests with those of its wealthiest citizens--tech power fused with state power. The private sector is cooking in Washington.

In his year there, Sacks achieved his two central goals: putting the government's seal of approval on crypto and keeping its hands off artificial intelligence. He was also a founding member of an exclusive MAGA-aligned club in Georgetown, with a fee of $500,000, called the Executive Branch, and he midwifed the creation of an AI-industry lobby, Innovation Council, that plans to spend at least $100 million in support of the Trump administration's technology policy in this year's midterm elections.

In winning his policy battles, though, Sacks might have lost the war. What Tim Wu calls "the turn away from populism to corruption in tech policy" has alienated important parts of the MAGA coalition from Trump and his rich backers. Steve Bannon says that he and his anti-Big Tech allies are going to make the Innovation Council "the moral equivalent of AIPAC: You take that money and you're dead." At some point, an unlikely left-right alliance could unite against the tech oligarchs. "Donald Trump and his administration are using the presidency to make themselves and their billionaire friends richer," Senator Warren told me, listing Sacks's policy achievements in crypto and AI. "We are at an inflection point where very powerful AI systems threaten to displace jobs and transform our economy--and we will be living with the consequences for years if Sacks gets his way."

AI could well be the most important issue in the 2028 presidential election. Sacks has moved Trump into the camp of the Silicon Valley saints, selling a world few people actually want to live in, where the state is the handmaiden of industry, wealth accumulates to insider elites tainted by grift, and ordinary people find that they're losing the last power they have left, over their own minds.

Every so often, the hosts of All-In remember that staggering quantities of money are pooling upward in America, while discontent roils down below. Suddenly sounding earnest, almost chastened, one of them will call on the group to "fix this inequality gap," end "ostentatious displays of wealth," do more in the mode of Carnegie and Rockefeller to benefit the public, maybe even support a wealth tax to stave off the coming class war. But Sacks will have none of it. He alone remains committed to the principle of self-interest. He still believes that capitalism means never having to say you're sorry.
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Misoprostol Could Be Next

If the Supreme Court upholds new restrictions on mifepristone, the other abortion pill may be targeted too.

by Lucy Tu

Wed, 06 May 2026




Over the weekend, reproductive-health-care providers across the country confronted a puzzle they had never before needed to solve at scale: how to offer medication abortion without mifepristone. The drug, also known as the abortion pill, is the first in a two-pill regimen that the FDA approved for pregnancy termination in 2000. Last Friday, the Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals blocked providers nationwide from prescribing it online or mailing it to patients, delivering the most sweeping shock to U.S. abortion policy since the overturning of Roe v. Wade.

Some abortion providers suspended telehealth services immediately. Others moved toward using only misoprostol, the second pill in the usual protocol, which can end a pregnancy on its own. Misoprostol-only abortion has long existed at the edges of American abortion care; now, for providers, it could serve as a strategic hedge against an unstable legal future.

Already, the Supreme Court has issued a one-week stay on the Fifth Circuit's order, allowing mifepristone to once again be administered via telehealth. But mifepristone has been in the crosshairs of anti-abortion activists for as long as it's been available in the United States. Even now, federal lawmakers are advancing legislation to ban mifepristone for medication abortion on the grounds that it is dangerous and likely to be abused. To assuage concerns about the potential for serious side effects, such as heavy bleeding and abdominal pain, the FDA long required doctors to prescribe the drug in person and supervise patients taking it. During the coronavirus pandemic, after reviewing data showing that patients could safely take the pills without an in-person clinical visit, the agency began allowing mifepristone to be prescribed via telehealth and delivered by mail.

Those changes were the focus of the case before the Fifth Circuit, a lawsuit in which the Louisiana government has argued that mail-order access to mifepristone has circumvented the state's near-total abortion ban and that the FDA's decision to remove the in-person dispensing requirements was based on flawed data. In court, the FDA has defended its current policy, but in September, the agency announced that it would revisit the drug's prescribing rules. The Fifth Circuit's Friday ruling barred telehealth prescription and mail delivery of mifepristone while that review proceeds.

Read: A convenient piece of junk science

If the ruling is upheld in the Supreme Court, it will affect a significant number of Americans. Medication abortion has been growing in use since its FDA approval and, as of 2023, accounts for nearly two-thirds of pregnancy terminations in the United States, according to the Guttmacher Institute, a nonprofit focused on sexual and reproductive health. About a quarter of all abortions are provided via telehealth. In states with abortion bans or heavy restrictions, receiving mifepristone and misoprostol by mail is one of the only paths to ending a pregnancy.

Misoprostol-only abortion is common around the world, especially in countries where abortion laws are restrictive or mifepristone is not widely available. "Of the two drugs, misoprostol was always the workhorse," Heidi Moseson, a senior research scientist at Ibis Reproductive Health, an international research and advocacy group, told me. In the standard two-drug regimen, mifepristone is taken first to block progesterone, the hormone that helps sustain a pregnancy, and misoprostol follows 24 to 48 hours later, causing the uterus to contract in a process that mimics miscarriage. Taken alone, misoprostol yields the same result.

But in the United States, misoprostol-only abortion has generally been treated as a fallback option. This approach was built on studies published between 1994 and 2019 estimating the typical mifepristone-and-misoprostol regimen to be roughly 95 percent effective, compared with about 78 percent for misoprostol alone. The misoprostol-only approach was also thought to carry more side effects and a higher risk of incomplete abortion, which sometimes requires additional doses of abortion medication or a procedural abortion to resolve.

Recent evidence is more bullish on the efficacy and safety of misoprostol-only abortion. The studies included in the early reviews varied in dosage, timing, and route of administration of both mifepristone and misoprostol, making the two protocols difficult to compare directly. However, in 2023, the National Abortion Federation and the Society of Family Planning shared a standardized misoprostol-only protocol for medication abortion. A 2024 review of studies that followed this specific protocol found effectiveness rates ranging from 82 to 100 percent. Moseson, who led that review, is now helping lead the first randomized controlled trial to compare the two medication-abortion protocols. Recent research has also yielded mixed conclusions about whether misoprostol alone is associated with elevated rates of nausea, vomiting, and diarrhea, as was once believed. And serious complications are rare: Fewer than 0.2 percent of patients undergoing misoprostol-only first-trimester abortion require hospitalization or a blood transfusion. Studies in the United States and in countries where the misoprostol-only protocol is more common have found that patients can safely self-manage the regimen, even when they obtain misoprostol through online services rather than formal clinics.

Read: The other abortion pill

Stronger data on misoprostol-only abortion, Moseson told me, could expand the options available to patients. Misoprostol is typically cheaper and easier to access than mifepristone, including in states with abortion restrictions. Unlike mifepristone, which in the U.S. is primarily used for medication abortion, misoprostol can treat a variety of conditions, including stomach ulcers and postpartum hemorrhage. It has never been subject to the FDA's special prescribing requirements and sits on retail-pharmacy shelves. (As of 2023, mifepristone can be dispensed by certified retail pharmacies, but in-store availability remains limited in practice.)

But for providers, rapidly moving more patients to a misoprostol-only protocol would not be simple. Many clinicians have less experience counseling patients through the regimen, including advising them on how to identify possible complications and confirm that an abortion is complete. New restrictions on mifepristone could also bring a fresh wave of scrutiny to abortion and reproductive health care more broadly, Lauren Ralph, an epidemiologist at UC San Francisco, told me. Ralph, who has studied the safety of telehealth and self-managed medication abortion, said she is not worried about the minimal medical risks of misoprostol-only abortion. The greater danger, she suggested, would be a legal one: In states with strict abortion laws, patients might delay seeking follow-up care or struggle to find a provider willing to risk criminal exposure by treating them.

Although untouched by the Fifth Circuit's ruling, misoprostol is not necessarily immune to legal attacks. Louisiana's lawsuit and parallel suits filed by Florida and Missouri argue that the Comstock Act--a dormant, 19th-century anti-obscenity statute that anti-abortion legal strategists have spent years working to resurrect--bars the mailing of any drug used to induce abortion. This reading would apply to misoprostol just as readily as to mifepristone. (The Fifth Circuit did not address that argument; whether the Supreme Court will do so remains an open question.) In 2024, Louisiana became the first state to classify both mifepristone and misoprostol as controlled dangerous substances, a designation that requires prescribing clinicians to acquire special licensure from the state and mandates that facilities store the drugs under lock and key. All prescriptions must be tracked through a state database, and anyone possessing the pills without a valid prescription faces fines or jail time. Lawmakers in Texas, Missouri, and Kentucky have proposed copycat bills.

From the January 2024 issue: A plan to outlaw abortion everywhere

The places least equipped to absorb new storage and prescribing requirements are the same places where access to health care is already most precarious. Michelle Erenberg, the executive director of the reproductive-rights organization Lift Louisiana, told me that some rural and small community hospitals--which typically have limited capacity to store controlled substances--have effectively lost access to misoprostol for any kind of care. Pharmacists across the state have stopped stocking the drug, or grown wary of filling prescriptions, she said, leaving patients in limbo as they seek misoprostol for outpatient miscarriage care or to prepare for procedures such as IUD insertion. In December 2024, two months after Louisiana's law took effect, a doctor performing an emergency C-section preordered misoprostol--previously kept within arm's reach on delivery-room trays--in anticipation of a possible hemorrhage. Yet when the patient began losing blood on the table, the medication was still in a locked pharmacy cabinet across the hospital.

Abortion providers can adapt to mifepristone's absence, as many already have. Misoprostol, by contrast, is harder to replace, as a mainstay of obstetric care and the most viable alternative to the standard regimen for pregnancy termination. If it becomes widely restricted, Americans seeking abortion care will have no ready substitute.
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Yet Another Wasted Met Gala

The evening squandered an opportunity to really make the case for fashion as art.

by Shirley Li

Tue, 05 May 2026




Every year, the Met Gala--the opulent celebration of the Metropolitan Museum of Art's Costume Institute--unveils a theme with a dress code that its famous attendees then attempt to interpret. And every year, many of the guests fail the assignment: They arrive in a superficial take on "punk" or an awkward rendition of "dandyism," if they don't veer off course completely. (See: various questionable efforts to capture the 2019 theme, "camp.") It's a treat, then, when someone gets it just right.

Someone like the actor Tessa Thompson at this year's event, for instance. The theme of the 2026 exhibit, "Costume Art," considered how fashion and fine art intersect; the gala's corresponding dress code was "fashion is art." Thompson's Valentino garment, inspired by the French painter Yves Klein, couldn't have been more appropriate. Klein was known for exploring a particular shade of ultramarine blue, now known as International Klein Blue, throughout his career; in one project, he drenched models in blue paint and used them as human paintbrushes. Thompson's dress, in said hue, involved sculptural pattern cuttings (fashion) and evoked the shape of paint splatter (fine art). She even coated her fingers in blue makeup, referencing Klein's MO down to the last detail.

If you tuned in to the official livestream of the Met Gala red carpet last night, however, you would have learned none of this. Indeed, you wouldn't have learned much at all. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the spotlight stayed largely on the spectacle. One ostentatiously dressed invitee after another paraded across the screen; occasionally they were stopped for a trivia-laden interview. Did you know Amanda Seyfried has a donkey whose milk she does not drink, because the donkey is male? Or that Hailey Bieber loves listening to Rihanna when she's getting ready?

Read: The real game changer at the Met Gala

Shallow chitchat is the lingua franca of red-carpet Q&As--but the Met Gala is the rare venue where the question "Who are you wearing?" can yield actual substance beyond just a name, and more so this year than in the recent past. The Costume Institute exhibit heralded last night features nine new mannequins modeling body types that aren't typically included in the fashion industry, including those that are in wheelchairs, pregnant, or missing limbs. "Fashion is art" was meant to encourage attendees to think about how every human body is a canvas, and about how making an item of clothing--the precision that goes into selecting textiles, creating shapes, and combining colors--requires the same kind of artistry deployed by the painters and sculptors featured throughout the museum. In a speech before the evening began, Anna Wintour, the Vogue editorial director and Met Gala co-chair credited with transforming the event into the A-list pageant it is today, emphasized that the evening was an opportunity to showcase the work that goes into fashion--work, she said, that included the efforts of hairdressers, drivers, and caterers, who make the Met Gala itself possible. Once she hit the carpet, Wintour noted that the livestream also encourages tourists to visit the Met in person.

Yet what the Met puts on display for such visitors to view seemed beside the point last night. Some celebrities, such as Lena Dunham and Gwendoline Christie, mentioned some of the artworks and artists they were referencing, such as Artemisia Gentileschi's Judith Slaying Holofernes and John Singer Sargent, respectively. A handful of times, an image of a concept sketch or the cited inspiration appeared on-screen. But mostly, for every minute an interview devoted to exploring the thinking behind an outfit, another was spent on empty blather. The designer Michael Kors, for example, who made Anne Hathaway's gown, had just finished describing the dress as an ode to the Grecian urns in the Met when the conversation turned to Hathaway's sleep schedule.

The superficiality, perhaps unintentionally, highlighted the noise surrounding this year's Met Gala--particularly the fact that the billionaires Jeff Bezos and Lauren Sanchez Bezos were the lead sponsors and honorary co-chairs of the evening. But anyone watching the livestream would not have heard the hosts discuss the protests that had cropped up against the Amazon founder's involvement, or that one protester was detained after attempting to enter the event. (This is not the first time that the Met Gala has met in-person pushback; pro-Palestine demonstrators similarly stood out front, and off camera, last year.) They wouldn't have noticed that the gala was attended by several tech CEOs, some of whom skipped the photo op and slipped inside; Sanchez Bezos posed for the cameras but didn't participate in interviews. Other reporters whose exchanges weren't caught on the livestream did ask celebrities about Bezos's participation: Venus Williams, one of this year's celebrity co-chairs alongside Beyonce, sidestepped a question, while Cher mentioned she was "not a fan."

The emphasis on glamour did nonetheless offer some excitement--and financial payoff. This year's Met Gala brought Beyonce back to the event for the first time in 10 years, saw the debut of Stevie Nicks as an attendee, and raised a record-breaking $42 million, putting the Costume Institute on track to become self-sustaining. But the gala's masterminds--including Wintour and Andrew Bolton, the Costume Institute's curator--should go beyond showing off bespoke gowns and suits. The event is a pop-culture institution with the cachet to really elevate the artistry of fashion. Beyond letting the public ogle nice suits and gowns, it could emphasize the handiwork that goes into such clothing--and help us understand what makes the spectacle possible.
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For Ibram X. Kendi, It's Nazis All the Way Down

His new book describes the "Great Replacement" theory as a convoluted plot, but fails to explain why it appeals to people in the first place.

by Gal Beckerman

Tue, 05 May 2026




A conspiracy theory is soothing to the believer not just because it promises a complete explanation for all that appears wrong with the world, but also because it confirms the sense that something is wrong with the world. Society is in flux: New technology is altering how we work and think, centuries-old definitions of gender are collapsing, long-trusted institutions are crumbling, the weather itself seems to be in revolt. Any or all of these changes might make you feel unmoored, as if you are no longer in control. The conspiracy theorist comes along and says you are right. And more than that: Someone, or some group, is completely to blame; they are actively working to take away what you so recently took for granted. If this answer flies in the face of all observable truth, if it reduces life to a zero-sum game, it can still feel plausible because the conspiracy theorist is speaking to a human anxiety about the good and prosperous life being a limited commodity. As Naomi Klein put it in her recent book, Doppelganger: "Conspiracy theorists get the facts wrong but often get the feelings right."

Ibram X. Kendi correctly calls the "Great Replacement" theory, which jibes perfectly with the description above, "the most dominant political theory of our time." The idea that nefarious forces, usually Jews (or "globalists," in the more polite versions), are opening the gates to Black and brown immigrants in order to eradicate white culture has propelled extreme-right nativist movements over the past 15 years. We've heard this from the mouth of Tucker Carlson and Elon Musk, but also from Marine Le Pen and Viktor Orban. In Kendi's new book, Chain of Ideas: The Origins of Our Authoritarian Age, he sets out to capture this theory's spread.

The goal is an admirable one--the danger of this idea has been proved again and again as it's shown up in the scrawled manifestos of mass shooters from South Carolina to Norway. But the book Kendi has written reads less like an effort to understand why these conspiracy theorists are so effective and more like a murder board in a detective's office, laying out an expanding web of evidence meant to prove that this theory has been deliberately engineered and that its proponents are in cahoots. Faces of leaders such as the far-right British politician Nigel Farage and Argentine President Javier Milei are pinned up and threads are strung between them--or tied to their parental histories, or to books they may have read, or to places where they may have all gathered together.

A great deal of research clearly went into amassing the copious data points that fill this nearly 600-page book, but the result is a slog to get through, because--beyond a vague nod toward the manipulation of "anger" and economic anxiety--Kendi almost completely ignores the people who are attracted to this worldview or the reasons they might be. Instead, he gives us something less helpful: another conspiracy theory.

In Kendi's telling, the Great Replacement theory is itself a mask, one covering an ism we already know and loathe: Nazism. He aims to show, through a "genealogy of theory and tactics," how little has changed beyond a slight "renovation." Although "great replacement parties" across Europe may have banished open racism, pivoted from denouncing the pollution of blood to lamenting the erosion of culture, and occasionally chosen leaders who were not straight, white men, they "did not abandon the house of Hitler," Kendi writes. "They gutted it. They renovated it. New walls and fixtures and furniture."

Read: The crisis of the intellectuals

These extreme-right parties have manufactured a feeling of scarcity, he explains--the same emotion Hitler produced when he sought to persuade Germans to destroy "International Jewry" before it destroyed them. The story of replacement has no basis in reality, Kendi writes. Even in European countries supposedly being flooded by immigrants, they still represent a small minority. But white politicians everywhere are using fear to gain political power and then argue for authoritarian forms of control, which "everyday White people" are willing to accept in order to preserve their tiny bit of privilege over society's most marginalized.

So far this might seem like run-of-the-mill white supremacy rearing its head in the 21st century, albeit in less shrill tones. Yet Kendi argues that the Great Replacement theory is not just the most recent manifestation of racial anxiety, but something far broader, more all-encompassing, and more manufactured. This is why it is a "theory" and not a "philosophy," he writes: because "it blends elements from philosophies across the spectrum, including populism, centrism, socialism, nationalism, liberalism, conservatism, and especially fascism." What other theory has a similar "philosophical hybridity," according to Kendi? Nazism.

All this feels quite muddled, but what I came to understand as Kendi expanded his Great Replacement net was that he wants it to capture any kind of mindset in which those most privileged in a society imagine themselves to be its victims. This is more than just a racial inversion--though that is often the form this uber-theory takes. It could also include anti-vaxxers pinning yellow stars to their shirts because they are convinced that they're going to be targeted by their government, or French protesters angry over a proposal to raise their retirement age. What Kendi is interested in is finding links between such manifestations, but all I could see as I read (and read, and read) is that there is potentially no end to this anxiety; it is as old as the conflict between Cain and Abel or Jacob and Esau. It is also not unique to white Europeans and Americans. Wasn't this same fear of reversal behind the massacres of the Tutsis in Rwanda and the Rohingya in Myanmar?

For Kendi, however, this is not a pattern of human nature but a modern plot. And so he expends a lot of energy connecting the dots on that murder board in order to prove that like minds are working together. A 2011 book by the French writer Renaud Camus, The Great Replacement, which expresses fears that Muslim immigrants are going to destroy French civilization, shows up at the bedside of various leaders. A meeting by the far-right German party AfD (Alternative for Germany) on how to expel migrants from the country is held a suspicious eight kilometers away from the site of the Wannsee Conference, where the Nazis gathered to plot the "Final Solution." "It may not be a coincidence," Kendi decides.

Often he simply lets two facts sit side by side, rubbing provocatively against each other: "On June 15, 2025, Trump announced his administration's 'very important goal of delivering the single largest Mass Deportation Program in History.' German Nazis and their collaborators executed one of the single largest mass deportation programs in history when they forcibly remigrated millions of European Jews to concentration camps outside of their home countries."

Read: The quiet way authoritarianism begins to crumble

Great Replacement, in Kendi's widening definition, starts to encompass so many disparate examples that it loses its explanatory power. Is Canada's conservative politician Pierre Poilievre a "great replacement leader"? Kendi's logic for including him is largely based on the fact that Poilievre spoke to the concerns of those 2022 trucker protesters who were responding to COVID lockdowns by demanding a return of their "freedoms." He was addressing constituent complaints about business closures and school lockdowns, which is what all sorts of politicians did. El Salvador's president, Nayib Bukele, makes it onto the board because of his harsh crackdown on gangs, though crime was genuinely an acute problem in the country and most Salvadorans were very happy to see him attack it. He has weakened democratic institutions and countenanced claims of torture and other abuses, but I'm not sure this puts him ideologically in league with Orban and Le Pen.

For all the material Kendi brings together, his conclusion reduces it to the size of a small cabal meeting in a back room: "The actual protagonists in this story are the great replacement financiers, politicians, theorists, and soldiers. They are striving to bring into being the actual great replacement humans should fear in the twenty-first century: the replacement of democracy with dictatorship." This implication--that far-right puppeteers are working together to manipulate the masses as part of their plan for world domination--doesn't seem much different to me than imagining George Soros pulling the strings of immigration policy in order to generate a new and permanent Democratic majority.

The worst thing about Kendi's theorizing is that it allows him to avoid seriously contending with why conspiracy theories appeal to so many people. He could begin by examining his own need for a totalizing rationale. "I did not find the subject of this book," he writes. "The subject of this book found me." After the 2020 George Floyd protests, Kendi's expansive ideas about racism, encapsulated in his 2019 book, How to Be an Antiracist, were widely circulated--and attacked. That book argued that racism is as pervasive as air, that it flows through all of our institutions and our social arrangements. If you tolerated these unequal systems, you were racist; if you fought to undo them, you were anti-racist.

Many people objected to this strict binary, and Kendi experienced the resulting backlash as the kind of inversion he has written about in this new book. The "great replacement politicians and theorists have misrepresented, maligned, and villainized me--and many intellectuals like me--as anti-White, as 'racist,'" he writes. (He was also credibly accused of mismanaging Boston University's Center for Antiracism Research, which was set up under his leadership, a charge he disputed at the time but doesn't mention in this book.) It seems to me that he decided to fight fire with fire; instead of addressing criticisms of overreach head-on, he chose to suggest that those who accuse him of being racist are, by his expansive definition, neo-Nazis.

Why do people feel that they are going to be replaced? Understanding this is not the same as justifying it, especially when it comes to the violence these beliefs often inspire. But Kendi has identified a real and dangerous human problem--a deep, pathological sense of grievance--even while not really endeavoring to comprehend it. To see how that might have gone, read the work of sociologists such as Arlie Russell Hochschild. Her book Strangers in Their Own Land, which Kendi mentions in passing, identified the "deep story" that working-class white people in Louisiana were telling themselves about their place in society. This was "the story feelings tell," as Hochschild put it, of "hopes, fears, pride, shame, resentment, and anxiety." These people felt like the world was rushing ahead of them; like they were overwhelmed; like they were waiting patiently in line while others were cutting ahead of them.

Read: The truth about extremism that America likes to forget

Kendi might answer that it is not his job, or any Black person's job, to unpack the anxieties of white people, and I'd be sympathetic to his exasperation. But if he really believes, as he writes near the end of his book, that Great Replacement politicians will do whatever they need to keep manipulating these feelings to their advantage, even "triggering World War III to extend their rule," then he should consider not just connecting the dots, but looking more closely at the individuals who keep gravitating toward these ideas. His plan for getting past this zero-sum thinking is for us all to recognize our common humanity--and that goal is hard to argue with. But the only way to get there is to first contend with those humans who don't partake in such a magnanimous vision, who reach for the easiest of answers to make sense of why they feel something is being ripped away from them. Maybe we should start by recognizing not only that the disorientation and uprootedness behind this sentiment is real, but that right now it might be one of the few things most of us genuinely do share.
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A Brutal First for the Cruise Industry

A hantavirus outbreak is serious and unnerving.

by Katherine J. Wu

Tue, 05 May 2026




Norovirus loves a cruise ship. So did the coronavirus responsible for COVID-19. The crowded rooms, stuffy air, and communal dining of a giant boat filled with humans create the ideal conditions for pathogens to spread. Now hantavirus--a highly deadly rodent-borne pathogen that typically spreads when people breathe in the aerosolized feces or other bodily secretions of infected animals--may have discovered this too: The world now appears to be experiencing its first documented cruise-ship hantavirus outbreak.



Over the weekend, health officials contacted the World Health Organization to report a cluster of serious illnesses aboard a cruise ship bound for South Africa. Among the roughly 150 passengers and crew on board, three have died and four have fallen ill--one critically. The vessel, the MV Hondius, is now anchored off the coast of Cabo Verde, as those on the ship await further instructions.



The situation is serious and frankly a bit unnerving. For now, officials are scrambling to assess the situation. Only two of the seven supposed cases of hantavirus have been confirmed by laboratory testing; the rest are still "suspected," according to the WHO. And as health officials investigate, more cases may appear. Hantavirus can simmer in the body for weeks before sparking symptoms, and the seven people who have fallen sick so far might have all caught the virus through a common animal exposure before they got on the ship.



But that's not guaranteed. The possibility remains that hantavirus-ridden rodents stowed away on the ship, which could mean more exposures, more illnesses, and perhaps even more deaths. A less likely, but still very real alternative: People could be catching the virus from one another, which could pose an additional threat to those at the ship's destination and beyond--and to the health-care workers treating them. At least one type of hantavirus may be capable of limited person-to-person transmission, in situations involving close and prolonged contact--the sort that a cruise ship certainly encourages. And that version, known as Andes virus, just so happens to be found in Argentina, from where the ship departed just weeks ago. Researchers are sequencing the virus detected on board to confirm its identity, but currently, "our working assumption is that it's Andes virus," Maria Van Kerkhove, the acting director of epidemic and pandemic management at the WHO, told me via email.



No matter which version of reality this is, scores of people are now trapped on a cruise ship, potentially with a lethal virus that is perhaps being ferried about by infected rodents and/or humans. The virus can kill up to half of the people it infects, so any further spread could have horrifying results. At least one person who fell ill was taken off the ship to be treated in a hospital; more evacuations are planned. But most of those on board have no clear indication of when they'll be freed. Oceanwide Expeditions, the company operating the cruise, has said that the ship is facing a "serious medical situation" and that the company is cooperating with authorities and working to "uphold stringent health and safety procedures."



Eventually, of course, all of the ship's passengers will have to disembark; Spain has agreed to receive the ship in the Canary Islands. Still, health officials can't yet say how much risk the passengers and crew will pose to the broader global community. All told, this incident is a deeply sobering reminder that cruise ships can be the setting for infectious-disease nightmares--because they offer pathogens so many simple opportunities to spread.



The perils of cruise ships became painfully apparent during the early days of COVID, when the coronavirus zoomed through hundreds of people aboard the Diamond Princess. In many ways, the ships represented--and, really, embraced--the exact conditions that the pandemic-wary were cautioned to avoid: close quarters, communal indoor dining, crummy ventilation in public spaces.



That setup also favors the norovirus, one of the most common pathogens aboard cruise ships, Vikram Niranjan, a public-health researcher at the University of Limerick, in Ireland, who has written about the vessels' risks, told me. Norovirus is wildly contagious, and transmitted when people come into contact with infected feces or vomit. Contaminated food, water, and surfaces are common culprits--easy to come across when dealing with shared utensils and cafeteria-style dining.



What's more, cruise-ship interiors, where passengers from all around the world mingle and breathe in stale air, are especially friendly to any respiratory pathogens that make it onboard--COVID, flu, and now perhaps hantavirus. And for a virus that seems capable of human-to-human spread, prolonged journeys that last for several weeks, like this one, are ripe for facilitating repeated exposure. The people suspected to have been sickened with hantavirus started showing symptoms several weeks apart, which raises the possibility that the illnesses represent a chain, rather than a cluster of cases with the same source. Plus, one of the individuals who is ill and will soon be evacuated is reportedly the ship's doctor, a likely common contact of the confirmed cases.



Van Kerkhove said the WHO team suspects that "there may be multiple ways in which people have been infected--through exposure to rodents but also possibly through human to human transmission via close contact." The researchers were told rodents weren't on the ship, but "I, obviously, can't confirm that," she added. "As it's a ship, there is always the possibility."



All things considered, "it's increasingly looking as if there is at least some human-to-human transmission," Bill Hanage, an epidemiologist at Harvard's School of Public Health, told me. At the same time, Hanage noted, the cruise-ship conditions that might have allowed for that sort of spread could be making it harder for scientists to confirm the possibility. Even on land, human-to-human transmission is very difficult to confirm: People who tend to spend a lot of time together are among the likeliest to spread disease to one another, but they're also prone to having the same exposure to an external source. Aboard a ship, even strangers are constantly schmoozing, widening the net that researchers have to cast.



Neither Niranjan nor Hanage thinks the takeaway is to swear off cruise ships. (Quite the opposite, Niranjan said: He'd still love to go on a cruise someday.) But realistically, the risks are at least as high as they would be for any other packed, prolonged party. If nothing else, pathogens thrive on our fondness for one another.
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Iran's Unexpected Resilience

Two months of fighting have emphasized some of the country's advantages.

by Will Gottsegen

Tue, 05 May 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.

By the United States military's estimation, about 1,550 marine vessels--oil tankers, bulk carriers, container ships, and more--are idling in the Persian Gulf right now. With the Strait of Hormuz effectively blockaded, their crews, many of them uninvolved in the ongoing war with Iran, are slowly using up supplies as they await safe passage through the mine-filled waterway. Donald Trump announced on Sunday that the U.S. would rescue these "victims of circumstance" by guiding them out of the war zone in an as-yet-unspecified way. On Monday, though, Iran's military rejected the plan, warning that American military forces would be attacked if they approached the strait.

Both sides fired shots yesterday, although the U.S. claims that the cease-fire remains in place. The fact that Iran's leaders are apparently willing to risk violating the delicate monthlong truce emphasizes just how fiercely they want to protect their hold over the strait. The past 65 days of war have badly punished Iran: Its leaders are dead, its navy and air force have been depleted, and its economy and infrastructure have been decimated. "If we leave right now," Trump said last week, "it would take them 20 years to rebuild." But amid the destruction, the country has also found new forms of leverage. Iran had not previously exercised this degree of control over the Strait of Hormuz, and before the war, the country could not have been confident that it would be able to do so. Even in its diminished state, the Iranian military has managed to deter enemy ships and outmaneuver anti-air systems, maintaining that grip on the strait while costing the U.S. billions.

After the U.S. and Israel began their military action, the Iranian government said it would attack any ship that tried to sail through the strait, and began deploying mines as deterrents. Before the war, more than 130 ships passed through each day; yesterday, that number was down to three. The ships that do cross now mostly do so under the strict supervision of Iran's Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, which reportedly has been demanding tolls in cryptocurrency and Chinese yuan, and rerouting traffic away from Oman, toward Iran-controlled waters.

Iranian dominance over the strait may well be the new norm. On Sunday, Iran's Deputy Speaker of Parliament Ali Nikzad was emphatic that the country "will not back down" from its position on the strait, "and it will not return to its prewar conditions." That's because the country's restrictions on the strait have succeeded on a strategic level, creating a global energy shock and unleashing economic devastation around the world--putting massive pressure on the U.S. and Israel to come to the bargaining table. Trump has demanded that Iran "Open the Fuckin' Strait," but as Iran's threats yesterday made clear, we're a long way off from the pre-February status quo. Even when Iranian leadership has offered to reopen the strait as part of potential peace deals, as it has over the past month, it has done so with the knowledge that Iran could always reassert control. That's exactly what happened on April 17, when the country declared the strait open to all; the next day, Iran reimposed its restrictions on passing ships, effectively closing the waterway once again.

The strait is not the only tool available to Iran. As recently as this weekend, Trump said that the country has "no navy" and "no air force." But U.S. officials told CBS in late April that they believe 60 percent of its navy is still "in existence"and two-thirds of its air force is "operational." Although the Iranian military is indeed far weaker than the U.S. military, it has also reportedly proved scrappier and more capable than expected. Last week, the Pentagon offered its first estimate of the total cost of the war in Iran thus far: $25 billion. A single high-tech American weapon might cost millions; Iran's signature drone--known as the Shahed-136--costs only tens of thousands, and has been threatening U.S. partners, such as Kuwait, Bahrain, and Azerbaijan, throughout the region. The anti-air munitions required to shoot them down can cost more than the Shaheds themselves. And when Shaheds do penetrate air defenses, they can be deadly.

Meanwhile, the country's "mosquito fleet" of nimble, surveillance-dodging boats has been intimidating military and commercial vessels alike, projecting Iranian power in the strait. Admiral Brad Cooper, who leads U.S. Central Command, told reporters yesterday that the U.S. "blew up" six small Iranian boats in the area--a possible example of the IRGC's reduced capacity. More typically, Cooper explained, the Iranian military deploys "between 20 and 40 small boats" when it intends to harass vessels. But a reduction in capacity is not the same as defeat. As my colleagues Nancy A. Youssef and Jonathan Lemire reported last week, officials inside the Trump administration have admitted to being surprised at Iran's resilience.

Although Trump insists that Iran has been completely destroyed and that the war is over, reality suggests otherwise. After two months of war with a superpower, Iran is in some respects outmatched: The U.S. said it bombed more than 13,000 targets during Operation Epic Fury. Yet Iran has refused to concede, even as hundreds of its own civilians have died and the rest have suffered from an economic crisis. U.S. efforts to fully degrade Iran's defensive capacities may ultimately end up succeeding. But the longer Iran is able to inflict economic pain across the world, and the longer its depleted defensive capabilities hold, the more evidence its leaders have that it can continue to stand firm.

Related: 

	The Iran war's ramifications have only just begun.
 	Iran had a doomsday weapon all along.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Michael Scherer: My role as a "complicit" journalist
 	The last Voting Rights Act
 	Democrats could use a cold shower before the midterms, Mark Leibovich argues.




Today's News

	Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth said that the U.S.-led mission to reopen the Strait of Hormuz is "separate and distinct" from the broader war with Iran and described it as defensive and temporary.
 	The World Health Organization said close-contact transmission among humans is suspected in a cruise ship's hantavirus outbreak that has killed three people and infected at least seven; the virus is typically spread to humans through contact with infected rodents. About 150 passengers remain stranded off Cabo Verde while two patients are being evacuated, but officials say the public risk is low.
 	In an interview yesterday, President Trump accused Pope Leo XIV of endangering Catholics by opposing the U.S. war with Iran. Secretary of State Marco Rubio is set to visit Rome and meet with the pope on Thursday.




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



What Adding Race to BMI Can Do

By Katherine J. Wu

In recent years, the perils of body mass index, or BMI, have become a hobbyhorse for professionals in several fields of medicine and research. For decades, doctors have used BMI to help diagnose and treat obesity, diabetes, and other chronic conditions, even as evidence has accumulated that the metric is a poor proxy for excess fat. BMI factors in height and weight but not actual body composition; many people with high BMIs are the picture of health, and many with "healthy" BMIs are at serious risk of metabolic disease. The case against BMI is strong enough that many in medicine would like to be free of it.
 Gripes have been raised, too, about medical guidance that relies on race. Although race can track with some factors that influence health, such as lifestyle and socioeconomic status, its relationship to genetic differences is tenuous: Designations such as "Black" and "Asian" cover so many people, with such varied backgrounds, that they're essentially meaningless as biological categories. When doctors have used race to assess well-being, they've missed diagnoses and discriminated against patients. Experts now widely consider many race-based tools in medicine to be harmful and outdated, and are eager to leave them behind.
 But researchers and clinicians still rely deeply on both BMI and race, in some cases at the same time.


Read the full article.
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Judicial Supremacy Has Arrived

Last week's Supreme Court decision didn't just undermine the Voting Rights Act. It foreclosed the possibility of any new Voting Rights Act in the future, too.

by Duncan Hosie

Tue, 05 May 2026




The Voting Rights Act of 1965 did not die all at once, or by one means. It died through attrition: a Congress that was too sclerotic and polarized to defend one of its finest accomplishments, lawyers and academics who tolerated retreats on civil rights, a society that lapsed into the comfortable illusion that it had accomplished the work of the civil-rights movement. And it died through action: a series of blows from conservative justices ideologically hostile to the law's aims.

Last week's decision in Callais v. Louisiana is the most devastating of those blows. The consequences are grave enough on their own terms. Callais will foreclose nearly all federal voting-rights claims aimed at ensuring minority political participation through fair districting. Over successive redistricting cycles, it is poised to collapse Black representation across the South in ways not seen since the end of Reconstruction.

But to view Callais as merely the final hit in the Voting Rights Act's destruction is to miss its deeper ambition. The bigger shift is that Callais also closes off the possibility that a future Congress could respond with new legislation combating racial discrimination in the electoral system. Justice Samuel Alito's majority opinion, joined by the other Republican appointees, rests on an interpretation of the Fifteenth Amendment that effectively bars Congress from remedying the very inequities Callais unleashes--inequities the amendment itself was designed to eradicate and prevent.

Seen in this light, Callais is not merely an assault on a landmark statute, or just another step in the Court's and America's retreat from the multiracial democracy envisioned by the Constitution's Reconstruction amendments. It is something more ambitious and insidious--a consolidation of judicial supremacy, achieved by turning those amendments against the congressional authority they were meant to confer. The decision does not only dismantle a statute; it hollows out Congress's capacity to respond to the country's needs.

The 1965 Voting Rights Act came apart in two stages before Callais. First, in 2013, five Republican-appointed justices invalidated the law's requirement that jurisdictions with histories of voter discrimination obtain Department of Justice approval before changing voting laws. Second, in 2021, six Republican-appointed justices invented a new legal standard to make challenging burdensome voting rules in federal court nearly impossible.
 
 Both decisions were legally dubious and practically consequential, but at least they left open an escape valve. Lawmakers could pass new legislation to revise the preclearance formula gutted in Shelby County v. Holder or clarify the Section 2 standard distorted in Brnovich v. Democratic National Committee. The John Lewis Voting Rights Advancement Act of 2021 attempted exactly that. Directly responding to Shelby County and Brnovich, it passed in the House and stalled in the Senate during the Biden presidency.

Marc Novicoff: The House of Representatives is turning into the Electoral College

Its failure came from absence of political will among Republican lawmakers, save for Senator Lisa Murkowski, and from the contorted institutional design of Congress via the filibuster, not lack of constitutional authority. At that earlier time, there was no question that Congress had the authority to counter the Court's deconstruction with a statutory corrective. Post-Callais, it no longer does.

On its surface, Callais resembles its two predecessors. It is primarily a statutory holding, not an overt constitutional one, undoubtedly a setback for voting rights but ultimately something that could appear fixable by a sufficiently robust John Lewis Act 2.0. But Alito's reasoning embeds constitutional limits that preempt legislative remedy. Were Congress to pass a reform aimed at reversing Callais, Alito and his Republican-appointed colleagues would almost certainly deem it unconstitutional. The reason lies in the opinion's embrace of what Alito calls "the limited authority that the Fifteenth Amendment confers" on Congress.

This framing is startling. The Fifteenth Amendment confers exceptionally broad authority on Congress. It declares, "The right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or abridged" based on "race." It continues, with equal clarity, "The Congress shall have power to enforce this article by appropriate legislation." Adopted in the aftermath of the Civil War, its expansive, affirmative, and flexible provisions were designed to secure equal political citizenship for formerly enslaved people.

Alito's analytical move in Callais is to invert the Fifteenth Amendment, recasting it as a restraint on "appropriate legislation." He contends that Section 2 of the Voting Rights Act must be tightly tethered to what he sees as the Fifteenth Amendment's bar on intentional discrimination. Liability under the Voting Rights Act, he suggests, should arise only where evidence strongly implies that states had a discriminatory purpose in diluting racial minorities' political power.

Formally, Callais stops short of requiring proof of discriminatory intent in redistricting. Practically, that distinction is meaningless; Alito reads the Fifteenth Amendment so narrowly that only the most explicit evidence of racial discrimination could ever satisfy it. As every civil-rights lawyer knows, proving discriminatory purpose is extraordinarily difficult, in many cases impossible, especially under the evidentiary frameworks championed by the Court's conservatives.
 
 More crucial, Congress has never embraced Alito's narrow view of what counts as discrimination. It codified the opposite. Congress--in the Voting Rights Act, its reauthorizations, and a crucial 1982 amendment--repeatedly and unequivocally rejected the notion that vote-dilution claims must rest on provable intentional discrimination. Instead, Congress legislated explicitly on the premise that electoral systems can be invidious in their effects even absent provable malice.
 
 Imagine that a 2028 sweep returns Democrats to unified control of Congress and the White House. They might attempt to restore the pre-Callais framework by reviving what are known as the Gingles factors, a test derived from a 1986 case that governed districting claims to safeguard the right of "cohesive groups of black voters to participate equally in the political process and to elect candidates of their choice." Such a statute would likely have survived ordinary court review. But Alito's reasoning would all but invite its invalidation. By allowing consideration of the effects of redistricting on Black voters, the resurrected Gingles factors--designed to give the Fifteenth Amendment teeth--would now run headfirst into a Fifteenth Amendment problem.

There's another way that Callais will work to prevent future legislative remedies--this one political, not legal.

Shelby County and Brnovich were damaging, but their effects on representation are more marginal--affecting voters' ability to participate, but at levels that could still have been overcome electorally, at least in most races. Callais is different in kind. In the near term, majority-minority districts across the South will evaporate. Over successive redistricting cycles, the result will likely be the most significant contraction of Black congressional representation since the end of Reconstruction, potentially the most precipitous fall in American history, a contraction that would have seemed, not long ago, unthinkable.

A redistricting regime that replaces Black Democrats with white Republicans alters the composition of the Congress that would need to act. The decision thus creates a self-reinforcing loop, weakening the representational coalition most committed to racial minorities' voting rights while eroding the moral authority, political capacity, and agenda-setting power necessary for restoration.

Vann R. Newkirk II: For a time, the U.S. protected democracy

Among the casualties will likely be Terri Sewell of Alabama, Congress's lead sponsor of the John Lewis Act, whose district Republicans have vowed to eliminate in the wake of Callais. Louisiana's Troy Carter and Cleo Fields, whose seats emerged from the litigation at issue and who have become eloquent advocates for voting rights, face the same prospect. These lawmakers, among other Black Democrats from the South, are closest to the indignities of racism in American electoral politics, and they bring the full moral weight of the civil-rights tradition to bear in demanding something better.

The decision's ambition extends further still. Callais does not merely allow the removal of the federal legislators most likely to fight for reform; it gives state lawmakers a road map to entrench vote dilution. In passages that read more like a practitioner's guide to race dilution than a judge's constitutional reasoning, Alito instructs lawmakers on precisely how to immunize discriminatory maps from review: Call them partisan gerrymanders. Partisan motivation, Alito affirms, is safe from scrutiny. "Courts must treat partisan advantage like any other race-neutral aim," he writes. The message to Republican legislatures, in an opinion joined by every Republican appointee on the Court, is unambiguous: Eliminate Black districts while saying you're doing it for Republican partisan advantage.
 
 For any legislator inclined toward reform, the opinion is equally clarifying. Even a superficially race-neutral remedy, such as proportional representation, would confront a Court primed to strike it down if it threatened conservative political power. In her Callais dissent, Justice Elena Kagan, quoting Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg's dissent in Shelby County, argued that the Voting Rights Act was "one of the most consequential, efficacious, and amply justified exercises of federal legislative power in our Nation's history." If this statute--so textually grounded, so morally urgent, so explicitly authorized by the amendment it enforces, so significant in results--is not safe from wholescale judicial desecration, nothing is.

Alito's treatment of the Fifteenth Amendment ultimately will strip Congress of its authority to articulate its own constitutional vision--and will force upon it a tamed, Court-approved understanding of its own powers.

To deny Congress meaningful enforcement authority is to deny it any substantive role in shaping constitutional meaning. This project emerged from City of Boerne v. Flores, a 1997 decision in which the Court's conservatives held that Congress possesses "the power to enforce, not the power to determine what constitutes a constitutional violation." Callais smuggles that principle into the tatters of the Voting Rights Act. Traces of it pervade Shelby County and Brnovich, but Callais invokes Boerne for authority and is accordingly more transparent in its embrace of supremacy as such. In so doing, it dismantles a long-standing constitutional settlement in which Congress and the Court jointly elaborated the meaning of foundational guarantees.

On one level, Callais is about the mechanics of representational democracy: about whether people have a voice in government, whether legislators respond to them, whether citizens recognize themselves in those who govern.

But Callais reaches something deeper, about constitutional democracy itself: about whether the Constitution, the law of laws, means what elected branches say it means, and whether those elected branches can act on that meaning. The Court has declared that the branch of government most accountable to the people cannot legislate its way toward a more inclusive democracy.

At the same time, the Court--the branch of government least accountable to the people--has claimed for itself the sole authority to say what the words of the Constitution mean. And it wields that power to entrench discrimination and wall off the paths by which a democratic society might redeem its most aspirational promises.
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Kash Patel's Personalized Bourbon Stash

The FBI director has been leaving an unusual calling card.

by Sarah Fitzpatrick

Wed, 06 May 2026


A personalized bottle of Woodford Reserve bourbon engraved with the words "Kash Patel FBI Director," as well as a rendering of an FBI shield, obtained by The Atlantic (The Atlantic)



One of J. Edgar Hoover's greatest reforms at the FBI was his embrace of fingerprinting. During the 1930s, visitors to the FBI offices in Washington, D.C., received souvenir fingerprint cards featuring his name. The men who succeeded him as FBI director were more discreet and judicious, mindful of the cult of personality that had developed around Hoover. They generally avoided giving out branded swag.

But then came Kash Patel.

President Trump's FBI director has a great deal of affection for swag. Merchandise for sale on a website he co-founded--still operating, nearly 15 months into his term--includes beanies ($35), T-shirts ($35), orange camo hoodies ($65), trucker caps ($25), "government gangsters" playing cards (on sale for $10), and a Fight With Kash Punisher scarf ($25).

One thing not for sale is liquor, because liquor is something Patel gives away for free.

Last month, I reported that FBI personnel were alarmed by what they said was erratic behavior and excessive drinking by Patel. (The FBI director has denied the allegations and filed a defamation suit against The Atlantic and me.)

After my story appeared, I heard from people in Patel's orbit and people he has met at public functions, who told me that it is not unusual for him to travel with a supply of personalized branded bourbon. The bottles bear the imprint of the Kentucky distillery Woodford Reserve, and are engraved with the words "Kash Patel FBI Director," as well as a rendering of an FBI shield. Surrounding the shield is a band of text featuring Patel's director title and his favored spelling of his first name: Ka$h. An eagle holds the shield in its talons, along with the number 9, presumably a reference to Patel's place in the history of FBI directors. In some cases, the 750-milliliter bottles bear Patel's signature, with "#9" there as well. One such bottle popped up on an online auction site shortly after my story appeared, and The Atlantic later purchased it. (The person who sold it to us did not want to be named, but said that the bottle was a gift from Patel at an event in Las Vegas.)


Patel's signature and "#9" appears on the bottle obtained by The Atlantic. The "#9" is presumably a reference to his place in the history of FBI directors. (The Atlantic)



Patel has given out bottles of his personalized whiskey to FBI staff as well as civilians he encounters in his duties, according to eight people, including current and former FBI and Department of Justice employees and others who are familiar with Patel's distribution of the bottles. Most of them spoke on the condition of anonymity out of fear of reprisal.

Patel has distributed his self-branded bottles while on official business, including during at least one FBI event. He and his team have transported the whiskey using a DOJ plane, including when he went to Milan during the Olympics in February. One of the bottles was left behind in a locker room, according to a person who was there. (I reviewed a photograph of the bottle.) On the same trip, Patel was filmed drinking beer with the gold-medal-winning U.S. men's hockey team--behavior that officials have said did not sit well with the teetotaling president. Patel defended himself at the time, saying he was just celebrating with his "friends" on the hockey team. Patel's use of DOJ aircraft to transport cases of alcohol has been the subject of discussion among FBI staff.

The FBI did not dispute that Patel gives out bottles of whiskey inscribed with his name, but in response to a detailed list of questions, a spokesperson portrayed the gifts as routine within the FBI and the broader government. He added that "the bottles in question are part of a tradition in the FBI that started well over a decade ago, long before Director Patel arrived. Senior Bureau officials have long exchanged commemorative items in formal gift settings consistent with ethics rules. Director Patel has followed all applicable ethical guidelines and pays for any personal gift himself."

The spokesperson declined to clarify which ethical rules Patel was following, when the bottles were engraved with Patel's name, or whether any bottles had actually been reimbursed as personal gifts. The FBI also declined to provide images of bottles bearing the names of past directors. When I reached a former longtime senior FBI official to ask whether he'd ever seen personally branded liquor bottles distributed by a previous FBI director, he burst out laughing.

Listen: The Kash Patel fallout

Several current and former FBI employees, including multiple senior leaders, told me that the director regularly handing out his own personally branded bourbon, including to civilians outside the bureau, was unheard-of. Current and former agents also told me they were concerned by Patel's gifts of personalized bourbon. The FBI has traditionally had a zero-tolerance approach to unauthorized use of alcohol on the job and for its misuse while off duty. But that standard is bending under Patel's leadership, one former agent told me. "It is so weird and uncomfortable," this person said. Another former agent described the bottles as "demoralizing," because they suggest one set of standards for the director and another for the rest of the bureau. This person said he believes that many agents would worry that if the director offers you a bottle, and "you aren't on board on receiving it enthusiastically, you are getting polygraphed for loyalty." The fear of retribution has deterred some staff from reporting their concerns to supervisors or through channels reserved for whistleblowers.

In March, Patel and his team brought at least one case of bourbon to the FBI's training facility in Quantico, Virginia, for a "training seminar," where Ultimate Fighting Championship athletes provided mixed-martial-arts instruction to aspiring FBI agents and senior staff. At one point at least one bottle went missing, which caused the director to "lose his mind," according to clients of Kurt Siuzdak, a retired agent who has assisted FBI agents, including whistleblowers, with legal issues. Siuzdak told me that multiple agents contacted him for legal guidance after Patel began threatening to polygraph and prosecute his staff over the missing bottle. "It turned into a shitshow," Siuzdak said. Other attorneys told me they received similar calls from FBI employees regarding concerns about Patel's bottles.

Siuzdak and the other attorneys said their clients find themselves in a difficult situation. FBI agents "have a duty to disclose wrongdoing," Siuzdak said. But if you make allegations against Patel, "you're screwed." Siuzdak said agents are particularly troubled about reputational damage from proximity to conduct that is not clearly within FBI rules and norms, which could be used to challenge their professional credibility. "Street agents know that integrity is the most important thing for their jobs," he said. "Without integrity, you can't testify."

Siuzdak, whose career spanned more than 20 years in the FBI as well as time in the military, has given unusual advice to current FBI employees who seek his counsel: "I tell people to run from him."

A spokesperson for Woodford Reserve said she did not have information about who had ordered the bottles or when. "Consumers who purchase Woodford Reserve occasionally have images and messages engraved on the bottle," Elizabeth Conway, the director of external communications for the distillery's parent company, told me. "These engravings occur after the point of purchase."

Patel's affection for bourbon is long-standing; during the first Trump administration, he and his colleagues at the National Security Council kept a barrel of it on hand to celebrate successful hostage negotiations and rescues, The New Yorker reported last year. (Patel served as the council's senior director for counterterrorism at the time.)

Patel's enthusiasm for self-branded merchandise is also well documented. "He is known as being very merch forward," one DOJ employee told me. Even before he was confirmed as FBI director, Patel sent out Ka$h-branded merch boxes that included hats, socks, and other items depicting the comic-book character the Punisher, one person who received such a box told me. As my colleague Elaina Plott Calabro reported in 2024, before Patel became FBI director, he previously sold "Justice for All" #J6PC tees in honor of those arrested for their actions on January 6, 2021. (That item is no longer available from the Kash Foundation, which was founded by Patel but is now, according to its website, "an independent nonprofit, not endorsed by, associated with, or influenced by the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the Department of Justice, or any government agency.")


From top left: A screenshot of a Kash Patel challenge coin; Patel wearing one of his scarves; Kash Patel-branded shoes; Patel wearing his own merchandise on the Health Ranger Report podcast; another Patel challenge coin. Bottom right: A photo taken in an Olympic locker room and provided to The Atlantic shows another personalized Kash Patel bottle of bourbon. (Ebay; CSPAN; William Turton / X; Health Ranger Report)



In a wrongful-termination lawsuit filed in September, former Assistant Director in Charge of the FBI's Washington Field Office Steven Jensen described an interaction in Patel's conference room in which the director presented him with an abnormally large challenge coin--a memento often given out by leaders in law-enforcement and military organizations. The coin was inscribed Director at the top and Ka$h Patel at the bottom.

"Jensen then noticed a collection of whiskey bottles and cigars on Patel's desk," the complaint states. According to the complaint, "Patel explained that he used to produce his own brand of cigars, but they are not in production anymore." Jensen, who oversaw parts of the investigation into the pro-Trump rioters who attacked the Capitol on January 6, was fired in August. (The U.S. government has moved to dismiss the case, and the lawsuit is pending.) Jensen's lawyer, Margaret Donovan, told me in a statement that "there are line agents out there spending their nights and weekends trying to finish warrants, write reports, plan arrests. Yet the FBI Director apparently has the time to design logos, go to hockey games, sit for multi-hour podcast interviews. This is one of the most serious jobs in the country, not a vehicle for self-promotion and branding."

A month before Jensen's firing, Patel's merchandise caused an international diplomatic incident. In July, Patel gave 3-D-printed replica revolvers to two New Zealand cabinet members, as well as multiple members of the country's police and intelligence services, the Associated Press reported. The New Zealand security officials had to destroy the items because they were illegal under local law, according to the AP. A spokesperson for Patel said in a statement to the AP that "the gifted item was a 3D-printed replica of a firearm, and it was specially designed to be incapable of firing ammunition."

Read: Trump's purge may be just beginning

George Hill, a former FBI supervisory intelligence analyst, told me that Patel's conduct represented a fundamental misunderstanding of the bureau's history and of the culture of quiet professionalism that he had observed working under previous FBI directors. "Handing out bottles of liquor at the premier law-enforcement agency--it makes me frightened for the country," he said. "Standards apply to everything and everyone--especially the boss."

Hill and others described an organization struggling to uphold its mission amid purges of experienced staff and under a distracted leadership. "When you degrade the office like that, you degrade the impact," Hill said, adding that he was particularly concerned about what would happen in a time of crisis. "It's a failure to lead."

Marie-Rose Sheinerman contributed to this report.
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The FBI Is Reportedly Investigating a Leak to an <em>Atlantic</em> Writer

Sarah Fitzpatrick reported on concerns about Kash Patel's drinking and behavior.

by Matt Viser, Shane Harris

Wed, 06 May 2026




This story was updated on May 6, 2026, at 4:50 p.m.

Nearly three weeks after The Atlantic reported that some government officials were alarmed by FBI Director Kash Patel's behavior, including conspicuous inebriation and unexplained absences, MS NOW reported this morning that the bureau has "launched a criminal leak investigation" that focuses on the Atlantic journalist who wrote the story, Sarah Fitzpatrick.

MS NOW reported that there is concern among FBI agents assigned to the investigation, citing two people familiar with the matter who were granted anonymity. Leak investigations are typically focused on government officials, not on journalists, with the goal of avoiding scrutinizing the reporters' private communications, notes, or other work material. Investigators rarely subpoena a reporter's records, to avoid encroaching on activity protected by the First Amendment. But the MS NOW reporting suggests a reversal of the normal process, with investigators possibly beginning their work with Fitzpatrick, former U.S. officials who are familiar with leak investigations but did not have firsthand knowledge of this situation told us.

"They know they are not supposed to do this," one source told MS NOW about the purported scrutiny of a journalist. "But if they don't go forward, they could lose their jobs. You're damned if you do and damned if you don't."

The FBI spokesperson Ben Williamson denied the investigation and said in a statement, "This is completely false. No such investigation like this exists and the reporter you mention is not being investigated at all." The White House referred me to the FBI.

The MS NOW report said that it was unclear whether internal interviews have taken place to determine who would have had "the kind of information" that appeared in the Atlantic story. It also said it was not known what steps investigators have taken in the case, including whether the FBI had sought to obtain Fitzpatrick's phone records, examined her social-media contacts, or run her name and information through FBI databases. The government would need to obtain a warrant, approved by a judge, to review the contents of Fitzpatrick's communications, or to seize her phone or computer.

"If confirmed to be true, this would represent an outrageous attack on the free press and the First Amendment itself," The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, said in a statement. "We will defend The Atlantic and its staff vigorously; we will not be intimidated by illegitimate investigations or other acts of politically motivated retaliation; we will continue to cover the FBI professionally, fairly, and thoroughly; and we will continue to practice journalism in the public interest."

This is not the first time in recent months that federal law enforcement has targeted traditional news-gathering practices in ways that seem designed to intimidate journalists and discourage critical news stories. In January, FBI agents executed a search warrant at the home of the Washington Post reporter Hannah Natanson, seizing her phone and other devices as part of an investigation into a government contractor who was charged with unlawfully transmitting and retaining classified information. Weeks earlier, Natanson had published an essay about how she had connected with more than 1,000 sources about the Trump administration's overhaul of the federal government. Some of that work, along with that of Natanson's colleagues, was recognized this week when the Post was awarded the Pulitzer Prize for Public Service. In March, the FBI began investigating the New York Times reporter Elizabeth Williamson after she wrote about Patel using bureau personnel to protect his girlfriend and ferry her around, the paper reported. (It also reported that the FBI decided not to pursue a case.)

In an April 17 article titled "The FBI Director Is MIA," Fitzpatrick wrote that she interviewed more than two dozen people 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. The article included several anecdotes about Patel that had not been previously reported, including an incident in which Patel struggled to log on to an internal computer system and thought he might have been fired, according to nine people familiar with what happened. Fitzpatrick also wrote that there was concern across the government about Patel's drinking, according to several officials, and that he was known to drink to the point of obvious intoxication. At one point last year, Patel's security detail requested "breaching equipment" because the director had been unreachable behind locked doors, according to multiple people familiar with the request.

Patel denied the details in the story and sued The Atlantic and Fitzpatrick for defamation, seeking $250 million in damages. The lawsuit alleges that the article contains "false and obviously fabricated allegations" and claims that the magazine did not give the agency enough time to respond. The Atlantic has defended its reporting and called the lawsuit "meritless." White House aides have said that President Trump continues to support the FBI director, although he has not mounted a vociferous defense of Patel.

Last year, Patel sued the former FBI official Frank Figliuzzi for stating on Morning Joe that the FBI director had "been visible at nightclubs far more than he has been on the seventh floor of the Hoover Building," where the agency is headquartered. On April 21, a day after Patel filed the defamation suit against The Atlantic, a federal judge in the Southern District of Texas dismissed the suit against Figliuzzi.
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The House of Representatives Is Turning Into the Electoral College

Thanks to the Supreme Court, the gerrymandering wars, already awful, are poised to get even worse.

by Marc Novicoff

Tue, 05 May 2026




The very short list of constraints on partisan gerrymandering has gotten even shorter. Until last week, the Supreme Court had interpreted Section 2 of the Voting Rights Act to require states to draw some majority-minority districts. But in Louisiana v. Callais, it overturned that requirement and held that the VRA prohibits gerrymandering only if it's done with the explicit goal of racial discrimination. If the intent behind disenfranchising minority voters appears to be merely partisan, the gerrymander is now legal. The ruling will allow Republican state legislatures in the South to erase most if not all of the region's few blue House districts without fear of being blocked in court.

And so the gerrymandering wars, already awful, are poised to get even worse. Democrats will respond to the Republican response to Callais; Republicans will respond to the response to the response; voters will lose in the process. In a few years, almost every seat in the House of Representatives could be safely occupied by a hyper-partisan incumbent, beholden only to primary voters. The chamber could become something like the Electoral College: Whoever wins a state gets all of its representatives, and the winners are there just to vote for or against the president.

Because of the timing of the ruling, the effects are likely to be modest for the upcoming midterms. On Thursday, Louisiana suspended its primary election to give the state time to redraw the map. The legislature might eliminate just the one seat at issue in Callais, or it could try to eliminate both of the state's majority-Black, Democratic-leaning districts. A few more seats could be in play elsewhere in the South. On Friday, after saying two days earlier that she would not do so, Alabama Governor Kay Ivey announced that she would call a special legislative session to redraw the state's maps. Donald Trump has claimed that he has the Tennessee governor's promise to do likewise. In other deep-red states, key deadlines have already passed, making last-minute map-drawing difficult or impossible.

The implications for 2028 and onward are more dramatic. Trump's successful push to get Republican states to do off-cycle redistricting this year already blew past one long-standing impediment to gerrymandering maximalism. The removal of the VRA will make the arms race even more cutthroat. "It's gonna be awful," Sean Trende, a prominent districting expert, told me. Kyle Kondik, an elections analyst at the Center for Politics at the University of Virginia, compared the situation to "an all-you-can-eat buffet." Republicans could draw Democrats completely out of the delegations of Mississippi, Alabama, South Carolina, and Tennessee, and take another district or two in Georgia.

Presumably, Democrats would feel the need to respond. In some blue states, including New York, New Jersey, Colorado, and Washington, voters and legislators would have to decide to scrap nonpartisan redistricting commissions in order to join the gerrymandering free-for-all. In others, such as Oregon and Maryland, that wouldn't be necessary. "I'd take 52 seats from California and 17 seats from Illinois," Representative Terri Sewell, a Black Democrat who represents a sure-to-be-torn-up district in Alabama, said at a press conference after the Callais decision came down. By that, she meant all 52 and all 17. Could California, a state with more registered Republicans than any other, really send zero Republican representatives to Congress? It's mathematically conceivable. Likewise, Illinois could theoretically engineer a blue-wash. The key is to draw districts that start in big cities and stretch all the way across the state, so that urban Democratic voters outweigh rural Republicans in every district. These maps are sometimes called "baconmanders," because the districts resemble thin, curvy strips.

David A. Graham: How the Supreme Court came to accept a practice it called unjust

Democratic hardball would probably inspire Republicans outside the South to get even more ambitious. Their job would be easier, because red states tend not to have redistricting commissions. Opportunities abound in Kansas, Nebraska, Missouri, and Kentucky. Even Ohio and Texas could probably find a few more blue seats to eliminate.

Figuring out which party benefits more from this mass disenfranchisement is extremely difficult, because so many variables--including referenda, legislator preferences, and state-court legal challenges--go into determining what happens in each state. "I just feel like you'd really just be guessing," Kondik told me. Zachary Donnini, the head of data science at VoteHub, was willing to game it out. He tentatively predicted that states would stop just short of the absolute maximum level of gerrymandering, winding up with 206 safe Republican seats and 203 safe Democratic seats. Because there are 435 total seats in the House of Representatives, this would leave the whole country with only 26 competitive districts.

One factor that could stop legislators from enacting the most ruthless possible gerrymander--which even the Supreme Court cannot overturn--is a bias in favor of preserving incumbents' districts. Creating a new Democratic (or Republican) district generally requires taking some territory away from another district that votes so overwhelmingly Democratic (or Republican) that it has votes to spare. But a congressman who usually wins by 20 does not want to see his advantage suddenly cut to five points--that means more pressure to campaign, fundraise, and worry about what voters think. A similar fear is that of the infelicitously named "dummymander," in which one party tries to create so many seats for itself that it winds up spreading its support too thin. In North Carolina, for example, Republicans entirely control the map-drawing process, but both parties are competitive statewide. The state legislature could draw 14 districts that all slightly broke for Trump in 2024, but that could mean losing all 14 if the state shifts a few points to the left. (A final factor limiting gerrymandering is shame on the part of state legislators. But this is in steadily dwindling supply.)

Whichever party ultimately gains more seats from the gerrymandering wars, the loser is clear: American democracy. In a maximum-gerrymandering scenario, more than 400 seats in the House could be safe and essentially uncontestable, delivering to voters year after year an unresponsive and unimpeachable class of lazy representatives with little incentive to represent them. At a high-enough level of abstraction, the way out is simple: Congress could enact a federal law prohibiting partisan gerrymandering. The details are not quite as straightforward. One major impediment is, simply, that Republicans have never expressed much interest in ending gerrymandering. As each state gerrymanders, moreover, it sends ever more partisan representatives to the House--the exact representatives least likely to mutually disarm and end the practice that brought them there.

And no single reform is without its flaws. The Democrats' 2021 voting-reform package, which all but one House Democrat voted for before it died in the Senate, mandated independent commissions in every state. But those commissions can deadlock or produce maps that are still unfair in some way, sometimes requiring the courts to intervene. Academics tend to prefer more creative solutions--such as having one party draw a map with twice as many districts as necessary and then letting the other party choose how to combine them, or switching entirely to a system of proportional representation with multimember districts--but academics are not in charge. If Republicans were to finally join the fight against gerrymandering, they'd likely have their own ideas for how to fix it.

None of these approaches would be perfect. All would be preferable to the status quo, in which politicians elected to represent the will of the voters find more and more elaborate ways to avoid having to do so.
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Democrats Could Use a Cold Shower Before the Midterms

They have good reason to be optimistic. But they are sounding a bit too giddy.

by Mark Leibovich

Tue, 05 May 2026




The Democratic wilderness is starting to look awfully sunny. Gone, for the most part, are the blame-casting, hand-wringing, and paralysis-by-analysis that gripped the party after Donald Trump's reelection. Same with the constant grousing about how the party is fractured, leaderless, locked out of power in Washington, and unloved across the country.


Actually, that might all still be true. But you don't hear about it as much. Democrats are too busy being giddy with anticipation for the midterms. Examples of this hyper-confidence began popping up at the beginning of the year ("Democrats will cruise to victory, including Senate control," the writer Brian Beutler predicted) and have proliferated since then. Nearly every day seems to bring another Democratic overperformance in a special or off-year election, or another great poll for the party, improved House or Senate forecast, or headline about how Republicans are bracing for a brutal November. Is a blue wave coming? A blue tsunami? Or another blue mirage?


The causes for Democratic optimism are legitimate. The president's approval ratings--historically a solid predictor of a party's midterm outlook--have now dropped consistently into the 30s. Trump was already underwater on his two most important issues, the economy and the cost of living. Then he launched a protracted, unpopular war of choice with Iran that sent gas prices soaring, the Middle East into turmoil, and his numbers ever further south--all while he dismissed Democrats' talk of affordability as a "good line of bullshit" and spoke nonstop about the need for an extravagant ballroom at the White House.


According to The New York Times' polling average, 58 percent of Americans disapprove of the president's overall performance, the highest share since right after the January 6, 2021, attack on the Capitol. A recent Fox News poll also showed that, by four percentage points, Americans prefer Democrats to Republicans on the economy, the first time since 2010 that Democrats have prevailed on that question.


Read: The fight-club rule on gerrymandering

Yet to hear some bullish Democrats talk, the idea that the party might merely win the few seats it needs to flip the House--which was widely expected to begin with--feels needlessly cautious. In many cases, Democrats have become unnervingly unrestrained in expressing their higher-end hopes. "Your viewers need to know that the Democrats are going to pick up at a minimum 25 seats," the unnervingly unrestrained James Carville told Fox News in January. "Maybe as high as 45."


Until recently, arguing that the Democrats could net the four seats required to take back the Senate would have been a major reach. That scenario now seems more realistic, as Democratic candidates are polling competitively (or better) in a number of states--Ohio, Alaska, Texas--that once looked far beyond reach. But some Democrats are allowing themselves to think beyond the merely conceivable. "I feel like we're going to take back the Senate," Minority Leader Chuck Schumer told NOTUS, which reported that Schumer envisioned "as many as eight seats in play."


"This cycle very well might be more like a 1974 post-Watergate cycle, where voters are saying 'burn the ships,'" David Jolly, a former Republican House member from Florida who is running for governor as a Democrat, told The Bulwark.


Before anyone starts burning ships, a reality check: Democrats have been left devastated by elections in the recent past that they'd also felt great about. The midterms are also still six months away. And presidents--none more than the 45th and 47th--have an unrivaled ability to make news and redirect prevailing narratives. So, for that matter, do Republican-friendly judges, such as the ones on the Supreme Court who last week tossed a grenade of uncertainty onto congressional maps by potentially jeopardizing Democratic seats in majority-Black districts.


Democrats picking up 49 House seats--as they did in 1974--would be exceedingly unlikely in this or any modern cycle. The country is too solidly 50-50, and the congressional maps have been redrawn over the years in a way that will ensure a high degree of stasis. After Democrats won a net total of 41 seats in 2018--their biggest gain since 1974--they significantly exhausted their body of "winnable" seats and thus the potential for future pickups. Only three Republicans carried districts won by Kamala Harris in 2024.


"The pool of possible defections for either party in a bad year is a very small number," Charlie Cook, a veteran political analyst and the founder of the Cook Political Report, told me.


Dan Pfeiffer, a former top Barack Obama aide and a Pod Save America co-host, told me that even if Democrats manage this year to repeat their popular-vote margin from 2018--eight points--they would win considerably fewer than 41 seats and probably closer to 20. Cook said that Democrats are likely to have a "good" year in the House elections--"good defined between a dozen and 30 seats," he explained. "But I have a hard time seeing that go north of 30."


As for the Senate, Democrats face an extremely high degree of difficulty. Cook pointed out that they would not only have to take at least some states that Trump won three times (North Carolina, Ohio, Alaska, Texas). They would also have to hold Democratic seats in places that Trump won in 2024 (Georgia, Michigan) and would likely have to defeat the Republican Susan Collins in Maine, who has proved over three decades to be a unicorn of electoral resilience. Her likely opponent, the Bernie Sanders-backed oyster farmer Graham Platner, has generally been polling ahead of her. But he is a political novice who is packing heavy baggage, which pro-Collins committees will undoubtedly unpack for maximum effect.


Cook believes that Republicans are still more likely to hold the Senate, in spite of the optimistic Democratic projections. "For a lot of these folks, they're going with the vibe and not looking at the arithmetic," he said. Still, neither he nor Pfeiffer, both committed data gluttons, thinks that the Democrats' buoyancy is misplaced. "I mean, the situation is quite good," Pfeiffer said. "It does keep getting better." He added that 2026 might be "the best political environment Democrats have had since 2006, and may be better than that." (Democrats flipped both the House and the Senate in 2006.)


It's worth recalling that Republicans had similarly high hopes before the 2022 midterms. A consensus of forecasters in the media and from both parties predicted big Republican wins, while a much smaller contingent of Democratic analysts argued that the election would in fact not be so bad. Simon Rosenberg, a longtime Democratic operative, was the most visible proponent of this contrarian view--and a purveyor of what became known as Democratic "hopium."


As it turned out, Democrats performed far better than expected that November. Republicans won nine House seats, enough to take only a small majority in Congress. Democrats also gained a Senate seat by winning a large majority of close battleground states. There was no red wave to speak of. Rosenberg was seemingly vindicated, and was celebrated as a corrective to the Democratic Party's pessimistic impulses. He launched a popular Substack called Hopium Chronicles, which remains widely read. Yet his hopium-laced prognosis for Democratic victory in 2024 turned out to be quite off.


Ben Ritz: Democrats learned the wrong lesson from 2024

When I spoke with Rosenberg recently, he sounded cautiously sanguine about November but still generous with his hopium offerings. He thinks that Democrats have a genuine shot at winning the Senate. He pointed out that national GOP committees and super PACs have in recent weeks engaged in "defensive spending"--they are putting huge sums of money into states that appeared solidly red a few months ago.


"This was an admission that those states are really in play, right?" Rosenberg told me. Republicans, he said, are "really panicking." (Republicans can spend near-unlimited sums--defensively and otherwise--because they enjoy a huge fundraising advantage over Democrats.)


As the hopium pipe keeps getting passed around the Democratic campfire, could it also carry a risk of complacency? Improved morale is great for the party, but not if it saps voters of their most vital asset: urgency. Pfeiffer did not sound concerned when I asked him about this. "No one's going to stay home because they're overconfident," he said. "We are so far from that."


The elections of 2024 and 2016 remain fresh in the party consciousness, which is its own activation energy. And Democrats turned out in large numbers in 2018, during Trump's first term, whereas Republicans have voted less reliably in midterms. The president's willingness to campaign could boost GOP turnout, but that's assuming that he will be motivated to do so--and he has not seemed to be up to this point. It's also assuming that his supporters will vote as he says.


Trump is still here, though, despite many past predictions of his demise. That alone should serve as the Democrats' main antidote to hopium.
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My Role as a 'Complicit' Journalist

Algorithms turn nuanced articles into rage bait that helps fuel political violence.

by Michael Scherer

Tue, 05 May 2026

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

Cole Tomas Allen, the man accused of trying to assassinate President Trump late last month, appeared to consume political news like so many of his fellow citizens, absorbing daily doses of outrage on social media, metabolizing the anger, and projecting it out into the world in his own voice. His posts are remarkable for how typical they are for such platforms, where expressions of disgust are currency and polarization is the product.

In response to a clip of Vice President Vance expressing pride in ending aid to Ukraine, a Bluesky account reportedly used by Allen read, "What a piece of shit." When another account argued that members of the administration were "damned" for serving a president who posted an AI image of himself as Jesus, the assumed Allen account quoted from the Book of Revelation about God's fury at worshippers of "the beast." When Trump proposed charging tolls in the Strait of Hormuz, Allen apparently responded, "It's public knowledge that he likely IS basically a sociopathic mob boss."

These were not calls for violence. But they were building blocks for the crime he would soon allegedly commit. In the manifesto he is said to have emailed to his family, Allen deployed the buzzwords of social media, casting his political disagreements as questions of character that diminished the humanity of his targets. He said that he aimed to kill Trump-administration officials, but that everyone in the ballroom was fair game because "most people *chose* to attend a speech by a pedophile, rapist, and traitor, and are thus complicit." He argued that the constitutional order had been upended and the social contract broken: "The United States of America are ruled by the law, not by any one or several people. In so far as representatives and judges do not follow the law, no one is required to yield them anything so unlawfully ordered."

I was among the hundreds of "complicit" journalists who attended the White House Correspondents' Dinner. My job is to interview figures from across the political spectrum, including the president and his advisers. I attend their events; I try to earn their trust; I inform the public about what is happening. Sometimes my work requires me to attend functions with administration officials; occasionally I am required to wear a tuxedo in the performance of this duty. It is no great revelation to say that Allen's purported manifesto is wrong on the facts: The United States of America is still ruled by law, not by one man, or several people. Independent judges continue to interpret that law, and the president has not successfully defied a decision of the U.S. Supreme Court or the voting public. Trump has expanded executive power, dismantled federal ethics practices, and adopted authoritarian tactics, but he does not rule as a tyrant. The free press, despite new legal threats and cowering ownership, continues to check his power. The midterm elections will take place on November 3, and, if current sentiment holds, Trump will see his power diminished. Allen, not Trump, is the villain in this particular story, if he is guilty as charged. There is no justification for the violence he attempted.

But I cannot stop thinking about the role that journalists like me play in the drama that ended with Allen face down in a Washington Hilton hallway. I worry that we are at the beginning of a cycle of political violence that is going to get much worse, that will threaten more journalists, more corporate leaders, more candidates, and more elected and appointed officials. Public access to leaders will diminish as a result, and the gulf between the powerful and the aggrieved will grow. The list of recent attacks by suspects who seem to have been influenced not only by unfolding news events but also by the sludge of online political discourse is long and terrifying: Luigi Mangione, the accused murderer of UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian Thompson; Tyler Robinson, the alleged assassin of the conservative activist Charlie Kirk; Daniel Moreno-Gama, the accused Molotov-cocktail-wielding attacker at the home of the OpenAI leader Sam Altman, who has faced other threats; Vance Boelter, the alleged killer of a Minnesota lawmaker and her husband; Elias Rodriguez, the alleged killer of two Israeli-embassy employees outside the Capital Jewish Museum; Robert Bowers, the convicted anti-Semitic mass shooter at a Pittsburgh synagogue; Payton Gendron, the convicted neo-Nazi shooter at a Buffalo supermarket in a predominantly Black neighborhood; Patrick Crusius, the convicted racist shooter at an El Paso Walmart. (The first five await trials.)

Read: Rise of the blood populist

No act has a single cause, and all of those suspects appear to have been mentally unstable to varying degrees. But their ideologies also appear to have been nurtured by the technologies we use to distribute and process political information, which isolate us from one another and push us to more extreme conclusions. Modern democracies function on the relatively recent idea that the violence that historically accompanied power transfer should be replaced with individual rights and open elections. These alleged assailants concluded that this idea no longer held, a conclusion that I observe as a growing feature of the online discourse, which routinely casts real policy difference and character judgment in apocalyptic terms stripped of critical nuance. After September 11, the national-security apparatus focused on finding homegrown terrorists who had been radicalized virtually by distant Muslim radicals. Now radicalization--including for many of the pro-Trump rioters who tried to paralyze the democratic process on January 6, 2021--comes from the algorithmic information systems themselves, which reward outrage, conspiracism, and emotional responses. They also diminish understanding, empathy, and verifiable facts.

My work unintentionally provides raw material for this ecosystem. Four days after the security breach at the Correspondents' Dinner, I co-wrote an article about Trump's tendency to compare himself to great figures from history--Napoleon Bonaparte, Alexander the Great, and Julius Caesar, in particular. The article contained no hint of a justification for political violence. But as it churned through social media, that's where it ended up, sparking one outraged post after another by enraged readers who called Trump "batshit crazy," "f*cking insane," and much more. "Was the guy who bum rushed the correspondents dinner with a shotgun the bad guy (?)" asked one user on X, responding to a link to the story. "We supposed to just let him conquer the planet and crown himself Emperor Of Earth ??"

This happens all the time. And so I do feel implicated, just not in the way Allen's manifesto would have it.

Perhaps the most famous scene in The Boys on the Bus, the Timothy Crouse account of reporters covering the 1972 presidential campaign, takes place after the second debate between Hubert Humphrey and George McGovern. Newspaper reporters swarm the typewriter of the lead Associated Press writer, Walter Mears, to find out how he will start his story. They each worked for regional monopolies, with captive audiences, and wanted to please their editors. If they filed something different from Mears, they would have to explain themselves.

By the time I started covering presidential campaigns, in 2008, the incentives had reversed. On the internet, we all wrote for the same captive audience, sitting in front of computers at home, so there was no upside in writing the same lede as The New York Times or The Washington Post. To win internet traffic, you had to distinguish yourself. Small things became more important, and appealing to specific groups suddenly had advantages. A blogosphere of liberal and conservative writers--the precursors of social media--emerged to filter what happened through ideological lenses.

Around the same time, the founders of Politico began to adapt traditional media to the new technology. For decades, major newspapers had assigned reporters to watch the Sunday political talk shows and write about the news that was made. Politico's editors realized that the digital world rewarded bite-size slices and multiple headlines that could ride on Google Search. In one instance in 2009, Politico produced nine separate headlines from a single CNN interview with Vice President Dick Cheney. Some could appeal to liberal emotional cues, perhaps earning a link from The Huffington Post. Some could resonate with the right, earning a link from the Drudge Report. Every reader would get only part of the story.

This echoed the shift in broadcast news that began with cable television. Fox News's Roger Ailes had discovered in the '90s that people watched not for information but for emotional gratification--to get mad, to feel the thrill of the underdog, the excitement of a car chase. (Ailes also obsessively demanded that female anchors display their bare legs.) Online, liberals clicked on stories about conservative rot. Conservatives clicked on stories about liberal excess. Independents clicked on stories about the corruption of the whole system. The news became an us-versus-them training ground.

Social media, the current architecture for mass distribution, gave algorithms the ability to supercharge the emotional resonance of information by prioritizing delivery based on engagement, a measure that largely tracks the tingling appeal. But algorithms, unlike regional newspapers, Politico, and blogs, do not screen for falsehoods and have no reputations to protect. So the fidelity to facts soon fell away. (What AI will do to us next is unclear: Some people have argued that the voice of AI is, for the moment, less polarizing than the algorithmic maw. Others predict that AI slop will accelerate the same algorithmic incentives and sever us from the physical world.)

It's hard to imagine a story more fully covered than one about shots fired at a dinner attended by hundreds of journalists. CNN's Wolf Blitzer watched a man sprint through the magnetometers and get tackled, and was on his network within minutes detailing what he saw. But if you consumed news of the attack on social media, you were at least as likely to be offered a conspiracist version of the event--the version that gave you the greatest emotional charge--suggesting that Trump could have staged the attempt on his life. The former MSNBC host Joy Reid raised the possibility on her podcast, just as the former Fox News host Tucker Carlson did. "If it was political theater, that would be one of the biggest manipulations in modern history," Carlson said in a widely viewed video clip, adopting the just-asking-questions mode that has made him one of the most cynical rage-farmers of his generation.

Read: A shooting at the White House Correspondents' Dinner 

Once you understand these incentives, the other major distortions of political news fall into place. I've been in this business for a while, and I can more or less predict the likely readership of a story before it is published. The more a story taps an emotional vein--usually outrage or grievance--the more traffic it will tend to attract from social media. I am in the business of writing long and complicated stories full of nuance. Yet I am at the mercy of platforms that want to turn my words into cortisol and endorphins, often for people who will never click the link to read what I wrote. Regardless of my intentions, my work can fuel the false division I despise. Each derivative of my work, processed through the algorithm, becomes more cartoonish and less descriptive of what is real.

Every part of the political ecosystem now plays the game. Grievance, like a virus that can pass a cell wall, is often the best delivery vehicle. This explains much of the rise of Trump, the original insult-tweeting candidate, who designed his norm-breaking routine to provoke anger and deepen resentment on social media. It also explains the behavior of some Democrats. House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries assessed a ruling this week on the Voting Rights Act by calling the Supreme Court's majority "illegitimate," a moment that immediately became viral. Trump rode the wave, announcing in his own social-media post that Jeffries "should not be allowed to talk that way."

The Supreme Court is not, in fact, illegitimate under any reasonable legal argument. Each of its members was appointed and confirmed according to constitutional procedures, and they act in accordance with their view of the law, as they should. But Jeffries and Trump are not really engaged in a debate about legitimacy. (A couple of months earlier, Trump called a different majority on the high court "a Disgrace to our Nation," "fools," and "very unpatriotic, and disloyal to the Constitution.") They are sophisticated politicians seeking partisan advantage. Trump has no path to restrict Jeffries's right to speak, and when the court next rules against Trump, Jeffries will not question its legitimacy. This is a staged performance whose terms are set by the technological medium by which they are distributed. The problem is that many people who consume the debate will take it literally and embrace the outrage. As a typical commenter put it on Bluesky, in response to Jeffries's comments, "The corrupt six should go to prison and never see daylight again for their treason."

Read: The era of normie extremism is here

I am not suggesting that censorship offers any solutions, and I am not contending that everyone is equally to blame. I want to pause to acknowledge the strange new physics that is distorting how many people understand the world. The information delivered in feeds and podcasts has been torqued away from reality to seize our attention. Just as many children's brains have been hijacked by TikTok feeds of cute cats or pimple popping, political debate is now captive to a kind of alarmism that dehumanizes by default and announces any deviation from the norm as proof of systemic collapse. Allen and his cohort would likely echo what my social-media commenters tell me each day: That there is a war happening in the United States, and that the system is irreparably broken. For a nation founded in a revolution that met tyranny with force, violence can seem far too logical in the face of such flawed conclusions.

The truth is more complicated, and more challenging: The nation's political machinery, upset by technological change, is strained but functioning. We must commit again to the basic national project--to disagree, even viciously, while maintaining respect for one another's humanity and a desire for truth. We must discount much of the venom we see online, and from pandering leaders, as a distortion of reality, not a mirror. If we do not, more people will die.
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The Candidate From ICE

A GOP primary in Ohio will test Trump's mass-deportation push.

by Nick Miroff

Mon, 04 May 2026




In mid-January, while Immigration and Customs Enforcement officers and agents were battling protesters on the icy streets of Minneapolis, ICE Deputy Director Madison Sheahan abruptly quit. This was a week after an ICE agent shot and killed Renee Good; another protester, Alex Pretti, was slain nine days later. Sheahan, then 28, had been on the job for less than a year, but she did not resign in protest. She left to run for Congress in Ohio.

Sheahan's campaign quickly raised hundreds of thousands of dollars, and released ads that leaned hard into her lead role in President Trump's mass-deportation campaign. Sheahan came to ICE with no background in immigration, but she was close to Kristi Noem, Trump's first Homeland Security secretary this term. Some veteran officials did not take kindly to being ordered around by an inexperienced 20-something who had previously worked at the Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries (some jokingly referred to her as "fish cop"). Noem's public-affairs team often appeared intent to counter those concerns by circulating photos of Sheahan wearing body armor and an ICE badge, and flying in helicopters. Those images now feature prominently in Sheahan's political ads and promotional videos.

I was curious to see how Sheahan's mass-deportation message was playing with Republican primary voters, especially as ICE's reputation has deteriorated, so I traveled late last month to Ohio's Ninth Congressional District, which includes Toledo and rural areas across the state's northwest corner. Ohio was key to the MAGA movement's conquest of working-class white voters in the Rust Belt who were disaffected by globalization and booming immigration. It is the state where Trump falsely claimed in 2024 that Haitian immigrants in the city of Springfield were eating cats and dogs. Trump has carried Ohio in the past three presidential elections and won this district in 2024. But without his name on the ballot this year, Sheahan's candidacy will test how much the mass-deportation message can still drive GOP voters to the polls.

I stopped by the city library for a candidate forum that was hosted by a local MAGA group, Toledoans for Trump, and was attended by about 50 Republicans who were mostly older and white. Several picked up yard signs that said YES to ICE and NO to Sanctuary Cities. Other voters and activists I spoke with said they have been thrilled by Trump's border crackdown. And they wanted punishment for the immigrants Trump officials have accused of bilking welfare programs. But many told me they are more focused this year on economic issues such as gas prices and inflation. They're against the expansion of data centers in the district, which they said would swallow up farmland and jack up their electric bills. They're skeptical of the war in Iran and wary of what they view as undue Israeli influence over Trump.

Allison Molnar, who told me that she was a military spouse, carried home one of the pro-ICE signs and said she would plant it on her lawn. When I asked if she liked Sheahan--who didn't show up to the forum--Molnar called her "an outsider." She said she'll vote for the former lawmaker Derek Merrin, who has run in this race once before.

Merrin kicked off his stump speech that day with illegal immigration--he wasn't going to be outflanked--and he told the audience that negative media coverage of Trump was intended to demobilize GOP voters. "They want us to forget about the victories and successes that we are having," he said. "Donald Trump has essentially stopped illegal immigration on the southern border. That's a huge victory."

For the past 43 years, the district has been represented by Marcy Kaptur, a Democrat, who first won her seat in 1982, the year that CD players and Diet Coke were introduced. Now 79, she is the longest-serving woman in congressional history. Kaptur has positioned herself as a moderate on immigration while urging more oversight of ICE tactics and spending.

Like Ohio itself, the district has trended more conservative in recent years, and Republicans have redrawn the district's boundaries twice since 2022 to make it more difficult for Kaptur to win. The district now encompasses an area that voted for Trump in 2024 by nearly 11 percentage points--an extraordinary advantage to whoever can win the GOP primary tomorrow. Matt Gorman, a GOP political consultant, told me that Republicans have coveted the seat for a long time--"It's a white whale," he said--and that beating Kaptur is especially important for Republicans this year because doing so would help offset heavy losses the party is anticipating elsewhere.

Read: The fight-club rule on gerrymandering

"It is a seat we should win. It is a seat we need to win," said Gorman, a former spokesperson for the National Republican Congressional Committee. "This seat is too important to screw up."

Before Sheahan unexpectedly got into the race, two state representatives were already front-runners in the primary contest: Merrin, 40, whom Kaptur narrowly defeated in 2024, before the district was redrawn to make it even more conservative, and Josh Williams, 41, a state lawmaker and criminal-defense attorney who notes that he was the first Black Republican elected to the Ohio House of Representatives in 50 years. Both men align themselves with Trump and his agenda.

Sheahan has been racing to introduce herself to voters and generate name recognition. Her ads tout her as a "tough team player" who attended Ohio State University, where she was a member of the women's rowing team, and are loaded with references to Trump. One ad claims, falsely, that ICE deported 2.5 million immigrants during her tenure (government statistics show about 400,000 ICE deportations last year). "In less than one year at ICE, I've stopped more illegal immigration than Marcy Kaptur has in her 43 years in Washington," Sheahan says.

Read: Kristi Noem is gone. Now mass deportations can really begin.

Sheahan has secured the endorsement of Urban Meyer, the former Ohio State football coach and broadcaster; the MAGA rocker Ted Nugent; and Louisiana Governor Jeff Landry. Notably, she has not received a Trump endorsement.

She appears to have struggled to gain traction. A poll of 600 likely GOP primary voters conducted in mid-April put Sheahan in third place, with 10 percent of support. Merrin, the former lawmaker who previously challenged Kaptur, led with 33 percent support, and the state lawmaker Williams was at 14 percent. But 40 percent of respondents said they hadn't made up their mind. The pollster, J.L. Partners, noted that voter preference is driven by name identification more than any issue, which benefits Merrin. The survey found that Sheahan was effectively tied with Merrin among respondents who knew who she was, and the pollster noted that a Trump endorsement of any candidate would be powerful enough to "change the entire race."

But GOP consultants I spoke with told me that whatever hopes Sheahan had of getting a late Trump endorsement were probably dashed on April 23, when The Daily Mail published an article headlined "Lesbian Sex Secrets of Kristi Noem's ICE leader" that describes Sheahan's alleged relationship with a younger colleague on the 2020 Trump campaign whom she briefly supervised. (Sheahan's political adviser denied that she'd ever been in a relationship with a subordinate, and said the behavior depicted in the story was not illegal or outside the bounds of many relationships among young people.)

During my conversations with Republican voters and activists, I was struck by the extent to which they characterized Sheahan as a dilettante and a carpetbagger, even though she grew up on a local farm. A few weeks after Sheahan got in the race, a Williams supporter named Chris Enoch published a stinging editorial in the local Sandusky Register saying that he was "suspicious of Ohio ex-pats charging back in to run for office."

"A community leader must be of, by, and for the community," Enoch wrote. "They must know the community because they have lived it, worked in it, and put in the time to understand it fully." That view of Sheahan was shared by many of the roughly two dozen Republican voters and party activists I spoke with in this district. Not one said they planned to support her in the primary. During my visit two weeks ago, Sheahan didn't have any public events or speeches scheduled.

Sheahan and her staff did not respond to my calls and text messages. GOP activists in the district I met said they've been kept at a distance too. "Not to be rude, but I have zero perception of her," Ron Johns, one of the founders of Toledoans for Trump, which has endorsed Merrin, told me. "I've never even considered her in the race. If she wants to run for something like county commissioner, we could use more candidates," he said, "but I just don't think this one is going to be her race."

Wade Kapszukiewicz, the Democratic mayor of Toledo, told me that regardless of the GOP-primary outcome, Kaptur will face the toughest race of her career this fall. Kapszukiewicz said she is a "tenacious fighter" who has deep roots in a district where authenticity matters and voters "despise phonies."

"The math looks overwhelming, but she is in touch with the values that matter in this part of the country," Kapszukiewicz said. "Her real opponents are the mapmakers who redrew the district." Kaptur has raised more than $3 million to defend against whoever emerges from the GOP primary. As in other recent cycles, to win, she'll need Republicans to split their tickets and vote for her.

In one middle-class neighborhood of Toledo, I met Steve Hamilton, a retired engineer who told me that he plans to back Kaptur again, even though he's voted for Trump the past three times. Hamilton has met Kaptur and likes her personally. "She doesn't always vote the way I'd like, but she's a good lady," he told me. Hamilton said he's worried about the direction of the economy and the country's ever-increasing national debt. As for immigration, he favors "getting the bad guys out" but said he wouldn't want to see Minneapolis-style chaos in his hometown.

I met him while shadowing Williams as he knocked on doors of one-story ranch houses and urged Republican voters to turn out for the primary. Williams told me that "affordability" is the No. 1 issue on voters' minds. "We have the war going on with Iran, and the increase that we see at the gas pumps. We also have an explosion of property taxes." Immigration, Williams said, "is not that huge of an issue here in northwest Ohio," but like other GOP candidates, he opposes sanctuary policies and supports ICE.

Read: Conservative women find a new way to talk about ICE

Democratic strategists I spoke with said that if Sheahan wins the primary, they would not try to cast her work at ICE as a moral outrage. Rather, they think she's most vulnerable to allegations of waste, incompetence, and corruption under Noem's leadership. It was Sheahan who led the effort at ICE last year to purchase a fleet of new "wrapped" vehicles emblazoned with the agency's logo. Rank-and-file ICE officers, who generally prefer to keep a low profile and use unmarked cars, have eschewed the vehicles, and the Washington Examiner reported that many are gathering dust in ICE garages.

In the campaign events I attended, Merrin and Williams did not mention Sheahan. Their lack of attention to her candidacy may be the clearest sign that they do not view her as much of a threat. Gorman, the GOP consultant, told me that at some point, Kaptur will lose or retire. "And," he said, "the Republican to finally be there when the music stops for Marcy is going to have a very long congressional career."

Marie-Rose Sheinerman contributed to this report.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/05/ohio-ice-dhs-madison-sheahan/687049/?utm_source=feed
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The Venture-Capital Populist

How David Sacks and the new tech right went full MAGA and captured Washington

by George Packer

Mon, 04 May 2026




The courtship between Silicon Valley and MAGA was consummated on June 6, 2024, in San Francisco's Pacific Heights neighborhood, on a street known as "Billionaires' Row," at the 22,000-square-foot, $45 million French-limestone mansion of a venture capitalist named David Sacks. Along with Chamath Palihapitiya, a fellow venture capitalist and a colleague on the All-In podcast, Sacks hosted a fundraiser for Donald Trump. He knew that other technology titans were coming around to the ex-president but remained in the closet. "And I think that this event is going to break the ice on that," Sacks said on the podcast the week before the fundraiser. "And maybe it'll create a preference cascade, where all of a sudden it becomes acceptable to acknowledge the truth."

A few years earlier, Sacks had described the January 6, 2021, riot at the U.S. Capitol as an "insurrection" and pronounced Trump "disqualified" from ever again holding national office. "What Trump did was absolutely outrageous, and I think it brought him to an ignominious end in American politics," he said on the podcast a few days after the event. "He will pay for it in the history books, if not in a court of law." Palihapitiya was more colloquial, calling Trump "a complete piece-of-shit fucking scumbag." These might seem like tricky positions to climb down from--but the path that leads from scathing denunciation through gradual accommodation to sycophantic embrace of Trump is a well-worn pilgrimage trail. The journey is less wearisome for self-mortifiers who never considered democracy (a word seldom spoken on the podcast) all that important in the first place. One prominent traveler who had already shown the way was a guest at the fundraiser--Senator J. D. Vance, whose attendance helped close the deal on his selection as Trump's running mate. Any lingering awkwardness between the hosts and their guest of honor was dispelled by the fundraiser's $12 million haul, much of it from cryptocurrency moguls.

Opportunist doesn't really describe Sacks. He doesn't come across as slippery or two-faced. There's no evasive glance or roguish smile. He can argue at great length, in a steady sinal drone, with an aggressive debater's ability to make an evidence-based case for any position he holds--but the position always happens to coincide with his benefit. The only consistent principle of his career is a ruthless devotion to self-interest. Sacks has identified as a "libertarian conservative" all of his adult life, but he has sought government intervention on behalf of his investments when it's suited him. In 2023, when Silicon Valley Bank collapsed, Sacks demanded that the federal government bail out the uninsured deposits of start-up companies, much of the money from crypto firms. "Some libertarians care about the freedom of only one person," Peter Thiel, the entrepreneur, investor, and right-wing provocateur, once said of his friend Sacks.

From the May 2026 issue: What Noah Hawley learned about billionaires at Jeff Bezos's private retreat

In this sense, though Trump is impulsive and narcissistic while Sacks is cold-eyed and logical, they are well matched. "Sacks is a spirit animal for part of the president's brain," a former Biden-administration official told me. "The plutocratic part." After the election, the new president appointed Sacks as his special adviser, or "czar," for AI and crypto. After decades of keeping as far from Washington as possible, Silicon Valley would finally have its own man in the White House.

But Sacks has always taken a dim view of politics. At 25, appearing on a C-SPAN talk show while still in law school, he expressed a preference for "the ethos of Wall Street" over "the ethos of Washington" and quoted Calvin Coolidge on the business of America being business, avowing: "I'd probably rather live in a greedy country where people don't share than in an envious country where people are stealing from each other."

Sacks went to Washington on behalf of business, including his own. But business and politics demand different, sometimes opposing talents. "Sacks's policies are misaligned with his own party," a congressional aide with a close view of how Sacks operates in Washington told me. "He doesn't really understand how D.C. works." His efforts in government on behalf of the tech industry have exposed the president to the charge that Trump is selling out his populist base on behalf of the country's richest men, driving a wedge through the MAGA coalition.

Sacks once called a rare victory over Thiel in a game of chess one of the greatest moments of his life. In a photo, his arms are raised skyward, ecstatic disbelief on his face. He spent the early years of his career as a kind of junior partner in Thiel's shadow. Sacks was born in 1972 in South Africa, and moved to the United States at age 5. He grew up in Memphis and attended an elite boys' prep school before going on to Stanford University. As a sophomore with right-wing views he inevitably gravitated toward Thiel, who was by then in law school, and joined The Stanford Review, the conservative campus publication that Thiel had started as an undergrad. It took aim at the politically correct orthodoxy and anti-Western ideology that swept over American higher education in the late '80s and early '90s and never really left. But the outnumbered young conservatives' mockery almost always overshot the target. An entire issue was devoted to making light of rape, including a contribution from Sacks that challenged whether statutory rape should be a crime. (He has since expressed regret for some of his youthful writings.)

Thiel was determined to be a public intellectual like his hero William F. Buckley, so he began writing a book on left-wing campus extremism. When he found the work too onerous, he turned the research over to Sacks, and they co-authored The Diversity Myth: Multiculturalism and Political Intolerance on Campus, published in 1995 by a libertarian think tank. Sacks attended the University of Chicago Law School, but law was too much like the detested public sector, and in 1999, when Thiel co-founded an online-payments company in Palo Alto that was soon to be called PayPal, Sacks left a consulting job to lead the company's product team. He made important contributions to PayPal's success; by various accounts, including Sacks's own, he was also known for telling co-workers in blunt terms that they were wrong. A former colleague told me that with Sacks, "there's masters and there's slaves. He doesn't have partners: 'You do what I tell you to do, or you're one of the few people that tell me what you want me to do.' " The former colleague added, "Part of his drive is that he believes he is one of the small number of elite people who really get it and are capable." (The former colleague and some other Silicon Valley sources requested anonymity to discuss a figure who has power over their businesses; some government officials requested anonymity to speak about White House conversations, because they were not authorized to talk about them. Sacks declined to be interviewed.)

PayPal became famous for surviving the dot-com crash in 2000, and for producing a spawn of Silicon Valley stars known as the PayPal Mafia, including Sacks. Roger McNamee, a longtime tech investor, watched its success with admiration and apprehension. The PayPal Mafia saw before anyone else that the cost of starting an internet company was going to drop significantly. "They realized that the limits on processing power were going to go away," McNamee told me. But these 20- and 30-somethings were not inspired in the same way that the founders of earlier Silicon Valley companies were: "They didn't follow the vision of Steve Jobs, that tech can democratize power. They came to get rich." McNamee added, "If their value system had been different, we would have a completely different country today."

I met Sacks in 2011, at a dinner at Thiel's house in San Francisco with a small group of entrepreneurs and investors, most of them PayPal alumni. They despised higher education, worshipped the creators of tech companies, wanted to found libertarian colonies on the high seas and be cryogenically frozen for future resurrection--eccentric outliers then, but forerunners of a broader political trend in the Valley. One guest was an AI expert named Eliezer Yudkowsky. Last year, he co-authored If Anyone Builds It, Everyone Dies, which concludes that artificial superintelligence will kill literally every human being on Earth--thereby causing Thiel to label him "a legionnaire of the Antichrist."

Read: AI is grown, not built

Sacks seemed the most normal of the group. He was a businessman with conventional libertarian views, more optimistic than Thiel about the economic power of the internet, less apocalyptic about the decline and fall of "Western civilization," a key term in The Diversity Myth that Sacks seldom used after publication, showing no consistent ideological attachment other than to capitalism. His distaste for politics remained strong. "This is the battle," Sacks told me. "Can the web disrupt the rest of the economy, or does the old economy fight back using politics to keep the new economy from taking over?" At the time we spoke, he was trying to disrupt the car-wash business. He had invested in an app that allowed you to send your car's location to a person who would come wash it while you were off getting sushi or founding a company or taking a meeting in Hong Kong. The app, called Cherry, lasted only a year, but Sacks did better with another early-stage investment in a company that sent a town car to pick you up. "It's totally disrupted the taxi business," Sacks said of Uber, with undisguised pleasure.

He did extremely well, with a movie he co-produced in 2005 (Thank You for Smoking ), with a company he co-founded in 2008 (a Slack-like social network for businesses called Yammer), and with his investments: in Facebook, Palantir, and SpaceX after PayPal was sold to eBay for $1.5 billion in 2002; in bitcoin and other cryptocurrencies after he sold Yammer to Microsoft for $1.2 billion in 2012. That year, he threw himself a Marie Antoinette-themed 40th birthday party in a rented ancien regime-style Los Angeles mansion, with special guest Snoop Dogg. "Part of believing in capitalism is you don't have to feel guilty," Sacks told me.


David Sacks and Elon Musk attend a party after a screening of the 2005 film Thank You for Smoking, which they co-produced, at Elaine's in New York City. (Christian Grattan / Patrick McMullan / Getty)



He conducted himself in the usual way of an aristocrat of the second Gilded Age: buying lavish properties, contributing to mainstream politicians (Mitt Romney in 2012, Hillary Clinton in 2016), and guarding his family's privacy. He deplored the deterioration of urban life and funded the recall of San Francisco's ultraprogressive district attorney, Chesa Boudin. Unlike Thiel, he didn't publish writings on reactionary philosophers and the virtues of monopolistic capitalism.

The politics of the Valley was always a liberal sort of libertarianism: pro-choice, pro-immigration, idealistic, even utopian, arrogant about its mission of empowering individuals and connecting humanity, but indifferent to and ignorant of government, with an engineer's contempt for the creaky workings of bureaucracy and the cluelessness of elected officials. Leave us alone to do our magic, which you can't possibly understand, and everyone will benefit.

But about a decade ago, tech's free ride ran into trouble. In 2013 Marc Andreessen, an inventor of the first popular web browser in the '90s and now one of the Valley's most successful venture capitalists, predicted to me a public backlash against technology companies over privacy rights, intellectual property, and monopoly power. With more foresight he would have included the addictive and corrosive effects of social media. Three years later, in 2016, Facebook enabled Russian meddling in an election that inflamed American divisions and sent Trump to the White House.

Trump and his populist followers made Big Tech a favorite target; so did progressives such as Senator Elizabeth Warren. Under bipartisan pressure, Silicon Valley had to search for ways to keep the government out of its business. Executives and investors spent fortunes on lobbying and campaign contributions. Mark Zuckerberg showed up in Washington to stand before Congress with his hand raised--eyes wide, as if stunned by the reality of representative government--and explain in tortured sentences why Facebook's platforms weren't driving America's children to anxiety and depression while shredding the country's civic ligature.

"Concern with tech monopoly was big in the first Trump administration," Tim Wu, an antitrust expert and a professor at Columbia Law School who served in the White House under President Biden, told me. "This has been largely forgotten, but the first Trump administration brought the first cases against Facebook, which are under appeal, and against Google, which we won under Biden." Biden's Federal Trade Commission and the antitrust division of his Justice Department pushed anti-monopoly policies even harder. The tech giants "wanted to be able to get in and tell us what to do about everything," Wu said.

Still, the confrontation between Washington and Silicon Valley under Biden was more rhetorical than substantive. His administration failed to push through any meaningful regulation of the industry, and its legislative achievements in infrastructure, semiconductor manufacturing, and clean energy directly benefited the technology sector. Yet during Biden's presidency a highly visible element of Silicon Valley turned against the Democrats. It became known as the tech right.

Its most famous figure was Thiel, who had kept a lonely vigil for Trump in Silicon Valley since 2016. But by the early 2020s its most vocal spokesperson was Andreessen. For the tech right, technology is Promethean fire. The founders of the most successful companies in the Valley play a godlike role, for they alone can save America and "Western civilization" from Europe's hyper-regulated stagnation and from communist and Islamist totalitarianism. Fred Turner, a Stanford professor who studies the culture of technology, told me that deep within Silicon Valley's libertarianism lies "the idea of a community of saints, of special people, entrepreneurs, philosopher kings."

In 2023 Andreessen published a litany of pseudo-Nietzschean credos called "The Techno-Optimist Manifesto." On AI: "We believe Artificial Intelligence is our alchemy, our Philosopher's Stone--we are literally making sand think." The AI revolution is coming, just as electricity did; it will exalt mankind, and any attempt at regulation would be tantamount to mass slaughter: "We believe any deceleration of AI will cost lives. Deaths that were preventable by the AI that was prevented from existing is a form of murder." Among the "Patron Saints" of this cult of the entrepreneur, Andreessen included John Galt, the hero of every libertarian teen who reads Ayn Rand's novel Atlas Shrugged, and the 20th-century philosopher James Burnham, best known for predicting that the modern world would be run by an amoral class of "managers," with the talented few ruling over a mass of semi-slaves. Elsewhere, Andreessen has said that oligarchy is inevitable.

The nearly hysterical voice of "The Techno-Optimist Manifesto" is that of a man who has freed himself from a deeply uncomfortable position. Andreessen was a longtime contributor to Democratic candidates. The political change of Silicon Valley figures like him was less a conversion to Trumpism than a deconversion from liberalism, caused by pressure from below and above. In 2025 Andreessen told The New York Times' Ross Douthat that the new progressivism of the 2010s had "radicalized" young tech workers, turning them into spiteful and, once COVID hit, indolent rebels who intimidated their white, male, for-profit bosses into bowing to the Great Awokening. Andreessen was willing to pay high taxes and support liberal causes and candidates as long as he was regarded as a hero. But during the past decade, what he called "the Deal"--admiration and a free hand for Silicon Valley in exchange for building great companies, making the world better, and supporting Democrats--was broken, when first young people and then the Biden administration turned against the tech industry.

According to Andreessen, the administration wanted to kill the entire cryptocurrency sector by keeping the regulatory rules vague while threatening companies with devastating enforcement actions. He also described a meeting that he and his partner were given with senior officials at the Biden White House in May 2024 that, from the point of view of early-stage venture capitalists, was apocalyptic. Regarding AI, Andreessen claimed, the Biden people declared that the whole industry would be limited to a few heavily regulated large companies, with no place for start-ups: Because social media had turned out to be a disaster for democracy, Silicon Valley had to be nationalized or destroyed. Out in the West Wing parking lot, Andreessen and his partner decided to support Trump in that year's election.

(I spoke with former Biden officials who disputed what Andreessen claimed he and his partner were told about AI; if anything, the officials said, those present had simply predicted how the capital-intensive technology would play out in the next few years. They pointed to several administration efforts on AI and start-ups that directly contradicted Andreessen's nightmare account of Biden's policies. "He needed a conversion story," one former official told me.)




In 2020, during the pandemic lockdowns, Sacks and three other venture capitalists started All-In; the weekly podcast would offer market analysis, political argument, and tech-bro banter about poker and cars. It made them famous online, with Sacks (nickname: "The Rainman") the smartest, most conservative, and least funny of the four. Shortly after January 6, when Facebook and Twitter banned the soon-to-be-former president and other MAGA figures, Sacks stopped talking about Trump as a threat to democracy. Instead, he denounced the "Big Tech oligarchs" who were threatening free speech in "the biggest power grab in history."

Free speech--at least as it concerned right-wing political figures--was Sacks's entry point into MAGA, and he never let it go. Anytime one of the "besties" on All-In mentioned January 6, Sacks countered with claims of censorship. His rhetoric became more polemical, a return to his anti-PC youth, but now in the spirit of Trump, not William F. Buckley, as if he was talking himself into a new political identity. At times his enemies were woke oligarchs, at times mid-level technocrats, at times entry-level radicals, but always "elites." He criticized the elite's forever wars and trade giveaways to China, and "the collusion between Big Tech and our security state." He called himself a "populist" and identified with the two-thirds of Americans who are working-class. In 2022, on the Honestly With Bari Weiss podcast, he said, "I think that the next Republican who's going to be successful has to take a page out of TR's"--Teddy Roosevelt's--"playbook here, which is: 'We do not represent the interests of these oligarchs and these big, powerful companies. We represent the interests of the working man and woman to have the right to free speech, to make a living, to conduct payments. And it should not be up to tech oligarchs to decide who has those rights.' "

From the March 2024 issue: Adrienne LaFrance on the rise of techno-authoritarianism

If venture-capital populism seems like a stretch, Sacks resolved it this way: End mass immigration of the mentally average, and you'd lay to rest the heartland's suspicion of Silicon Valley. The solution to inequality is a smaller, less intrusive government, combined with unbridled technological innovation, which would inevitably increase productivity and wages. (Sacks was unaware or unconcerned that decades of unregulated tech and deregulated finance had coincided with growing economic inequality.) "If the Biden administration had only been letting in people with 150 IQs, we wouldn't have this debate" about immigration, Sacks said on All-In. "If they were just letting in the Elons and the Jensens"--referring to Musk and Jensen Huang, the CEO of the chipmaker Nvidia--"we wouldn't be having the same conversation today."

After the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022, Sacks voiced alarm about the dangers of American involvement in the conflict. Soon he adopted whole hog the "realist" line (which was also the Russian line) that NATO's eastward expansion had provoked Vladimir Putin into a defensive war. No matter how often Putin claimed Ukraine as a historic part of imperial Russia, how many times he refused to negotiate seriously, how many provinces he annexed, how many Ukrainian civilians the Russian military killed and cities it destroyed, Sacks stuck by his theory. Eventually, it sank him into conspiratorial waters.

Anne Applebaum: Putin's newest annexation is dire for Russia too

"This is basically a manufactured conflict that I think really started with Russiagate," Sacks said in a 2024 speech, "where somehow this fantasy was created that somehow Putin was controlling our elections." The American left, the "neocons," and Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky managed to fool the U.S. and Europe into risking what Sacks called "Woke War III." "Somehow, this Russiagate hoax has metastasized into a new cold war with Russia."

It's worth asking how someone so committed to facts and logic could end up spouting such nonsense. If Sacks made investment decisions on this basis, he would go bankrupt. An obvious explanation is that a successful businessman might not know much about history and politics. But an intellectual deficiency can be compounded by a moral one. It's striking that the ordeal of a fragile democracy fighting for its life while under assault by an aggressive empire leaves Sacks so cold that he ends up sympathizing with the perpetrator. If you neutralize any sentiment of right and wrong, Ukraine just looks like a risky bet.

In the 2024 Republican presidential primary, Sacks supported Ron DeSantis--not because Trump had disqualified himself, but because he "just gives his political enemies so much to work with." A moral objection had become a practical one--so when Trump blew away the Republican field, the final step to complete support was easy. Two weeks after the fundraiser, Trump was invited onto All-In and raved about the splendor of Sacks's house. Sacks returned the compliment. That July, he delivered a six-and-a-half-minute speech for Trump at the Republican National Convention. By August, he had downgraded January 6 to a long-past event that admittedly "wasn't great" but had been hyped by Democrats into a "fake coup."

Jeff Giesea, a fellow Stanford Review alum and entrepreneur who had been a Trump supporter in 2016 before turning against MAGA, gave me a sympathetic account of the calculus made by Sacks and the tech right. "The story Sacks told himself, I imagine, is that, regardless of Trump's flaws, the benefits to society from pro-tech policies would be a great improvement over an administration that was mired in safetyism and identity politics," he said.

Sacks had taken the measure of Trump and found a kindred spirit. After getting to know the ex-president at the fundraiser and on the podcast, he reported his findings: "All of his instincts are Let's empower the private sector; let's cut regulations; let's make taxes reasonable; let's get the smartest people in the country; let's have peace deals; let's have growth. "


Sacks, with J. D. Vance in the foreground, at the Republican National Convention in 2024. A month earlier, Sacks had hosted the fundraiser that helped close the deal on Vance's selection as Donald Trump's running mate. (Tom Williams / CQ Roll Call / Getty)



In December 2024 Sacks was named the White House special adviser for AI and crypto, with a venture capitalist from Andreessen's firm installed as his deputy. Sacks's status as a "special government employee" allowed him to stay on as a partner at his company Craft Ventures, while working no more than 130 days over the course of a year at his government job. He also continued as a co-host of his All-In podcast, analyzing technology, influencing market perceptions, making predictions--all while playing a central role in shaping public policy on AI and crypto.

Because special government employees are subject to most of the conflict-of-interest rules for regular government employees, the Office of Government Ethics (whose head had been fired at the start of Trump's second term) required two waivers to allow Sacks to keep a foot in both the public and private sectors. They were written by the White House counsel, David Warrington, a Republican operative who had acted as Trump's personal lawyer after his first term. A spokesperson for Sacks told The Atlantic, "Mr. Sacks and Craft Ventures had to refrain from investing in companies directly affected by his duties as a government adviser and furthermore had to seek approval from the White House Counsel Office for all potential investments." In essence, the waivers argued that Sacks's holdings were so large that keeping dozens of small investments in companies related to crypto and AI would pose no conflict of interest for him, because they made up such a tiny fraction of his overall portfolio. But the waivers give only percentages, and their language is so opaque that it's impossible to know the actual value of these investments. "They try to finesse the issue by saying, 'Oh, it's a relatively small percentage of his portfolio, and he's so rich, it couldn't possibly affect him,' " Kathleen Clark, an ethics lawyer who teaches at Washington University's law school, told me, adding that this stance beggars belief.

In November, the Times published a lengthy investigation of Sacks, finding that, despite large divestments, he continued to hold stakes in hundreds of companies that advertised themselves as AI-related, and that key policy decisions benefited both Sacks and his Silicon Valley associates. A chorus of them, including Andreessen, rushed to his defense. Sacks called the Times article a "hoax," hired a defamation-law firm to write a threatening letter, and argued that he had cost himself and his company a lot of money--$200 million in crypto holdings alone--to work in government voluntarily without pay. Clark waved aside the question of whether there's personal corruption on Sacks's part. "I urge you to limit your use of the term conflict of interest," she told me, "because it doesn't begin to capture what's going on."

What's going on is that Sacks joined the most corrupt administration in American history. Throughout his year in the White House, his work on tech policy brushed up against the spectacular grift of his boss at almost every turn. Giesea, the former Stanford Review colleague, who remains an admirer of Sacks, said, "He is an asset to the Trump administration on AI policy. But now he's trapped in a corrupt clown show." The pervasive rot makes it almost impossible to distinguish public policy from private venality. The Trump administration's corruption requires a taxonomy of its own.

George Packer: America's zombie democracy

At the most blatant level are the gifts the president accepts from abroad: the $130,000 gold bar and the gold Rolex desk clock from Swiss billionaires, followed by a lowering of U.S. tariffs on Switzerland; the $400 million jet from the Qatari royal family that might cost another half a billion or so to be outfitted as Air Force One, followed by a presidential visit (Trump's first major foreign trip in his second term) to a country accused of sponsoring terrorism; the Trump-family memecoins sold to wealthy favor seekers. Clark called such brazen bribes "power corruption": displays intended to show that Trump can get away with anything--"the equivalent of shooting somebody on Fifth Avenue."

A slightly less glaring kind of corruption abuses government power for private gain: presidential pardons handed out to past and future benefactors; investment deals floated by Trump's two favorite diplomats, his real-estate buddy Steve Witkoff and his son-in-law Jared Kushner, during the most sensitive peace talks in Russia and the Middle East; major investments in Trump-family crypto and real-estate businesses by foreign governments with extensive U.S. interests; stock trades and prediction bets likely based on insider access to official information, including about war.

Criminal anti-corruption statutes are still on the books. But these embarrassing shows of personal turpitude go uninvestigated and unpunished because the mechanisms for holding public officials accountable have been destroyed. When whistleblowers go unprotected, inspectors general are fired, incompetent loyalists replace nonpartisan civil servants, the Department of Justice is turned into the president's own law firm and police force, and Congress abandons any oversight function, nothing is left to prevent the rot from spreading into every cell of government. (When Senator Warren wrote to Sacks asking for information on potential conflicts of interest in his role as a special government employee, the answer was silence.) The effect is to demoralize the public, to instill a sense of powerlessness. "We're living in an era when the corruption is occurring on an unprecedented scale, orders of magnitude larger than anything we've seen in the history of this country," Clark said. "And yet the more important story is what Trump has done to enable that corruption, which is dismantling the rule of law."

Finally, there's what Lawrence Lessig, of Harvard Law School, calls "institutional corruption," which may be perfectly legal: the warping of public trust toward private ends, the replacement of the country's priorities with those of a special-interest group. This brings us back to Sacks.

In his 2025 inaugural address, Trump declared America to be at the start of a "golden age." His administration put crypto and AI at its center.

Cryptocurrency is a long-standing libertarian project--the dream of a privatized financial system. The founders of PayPal originally aspired to create a tool that gave people around the world access to finance, including in poor and corrupt countries without reliable banking institutions. But in practice, crypto's anonymity and volatility have made it extremely prone to criminal activity and risky speculation. As a candidate in 2024, Trump, a former crypto skeptic and a latecomer to investing in it, won the industry's lucrative backing on a promise to put the federal government to work on its behalf and turn the U.S. into "the crypto capital of the planet." Back in office, he pardoned convicted crypto executives, neutered consumer protections, ended investigations by the Securities and Exchange Commission into crypto firms with ties to Trump's businesses, and disbanded the Justice Department's crypto-enforcement team. In May 2025, investors paid up to $400 million to buy $TRUMP memecoins in exchange for access to the president at a private crypto gala. Since 2024, Trump's crypto wealth has grown by at least $7.5 billion.

James Surowiecki: Crypto is a victim of its own success

Sacks's main item of business was to push through Congress a bill that would create a regulatory structure for cryptocurrency--something that the Biden administration hadn't done, to the frustration of the industry and venture capitalists. The GENIUS Act required issuers of a type of crypto called stablecoin to back their digital currency on a one-to-one basis with assets such as dollars and short-term U.S. Treasury bills. According to Sacks and other supporters, the GENIUS Act would position the dollar as the default currency of the digital economy, while providing guardrails against fraud and other abuses. Critics argued that the guardrails were inadequate, and that crypto issued by private firms with government backing could undermine the entire financial system because of weak regulations and nonexistent enforcement actions. The law also does nothing to prevent government officials from profiting off crypto. When the GENIUS Act passed on a bipartisan vote in July, Silicon Valley and Sacks won the first big return on their investment in Trump.

If Sacks's purpose with crypto was to bring it under a federal regulatory regime in order to make the industry more viable to buyers and valuable to investors, his goal with AI was to keep it unregulated, and to align administration policy with the industry's wishes. His motto became "Let the private sector cook."

At the start of his term, Trump revoked a Biden executive order that, among other measures, required AI labs to share the results of safety testing with the government. Though one company found that complying with the order required just one day of work for a single employee per year, Trump pronounced it onerous. Safetyism became a dirty word on the tech right, almost as contemptible as the phrase woke AI--an all-purpose indictment of Biden-era attempts to limit harm from AI to the public, especially children. Yet in the early weeks of the new administration, its policies reflected more continuity than rupture. Not only did Trump keep Biden's restrictions on licensing the export of advanced AI technology to adversaries such as China; he even strengthened them.

Sacks's influence increased when Elon Musk, his old friend and fellow PayPal mafioso, who was running the Department of Government Efficiency near the czar's office in the Eisenhower Executive Office Building, walked away from his work of stripping the executive branch. "You see a more conciliatory approach to China emerging only after Musk has his falling-out with the White House," Oren Cass, the founder of the conservative think tank American Compass, told me. "With Musk out of the picture, I think Sacks certainly became more prominent." In April 2025, David Feith, a China hawk who was a senior director for technology and national security on the National Security Council, was fired in a larger purge after the right-wing influencer Laura Loomer warned Trump that Feith was disloyal. Soon after, the NSC's whole technology directorate was eliminated, clearing the way for Sacks to become the loudest voice on tech policy. His goal was to keep AI free of regulation and let the private sector sell the most advanced American technology to the world--even to China.

On May 13, Trump scrapped a Biden rule, about to take effect, that would have restricted the global spread of advanced AI technology by dividing countries into three categories of trust, with China fully denied access. (A former White House official called it "the most 'America First' rule the Biden administration ever had.") That same day the president traveled to the Middle East to consummate a deal, which Sacks had helped negotiate, to sell 500,000 AI chips to the United Arab Emirates. This astonishing figure alarmed national-security officials: Some of the chips were likely to end up in China, where strict export controls still applied, and the sale would make it easier for the Emiratis to acquire enough computing power to build their own AI capabilities.

The smell of corruption hung in the air before Air Force One took off for Abu Dhabi. At the beginning of May, one of Witkoff's sons had announced that the Emirates' AI-investment firm would put $2 billion into the crypto exchange Binance, using a stablecoin issued by World Liberty Financial, the crypto company founded by the Trump and Witkoff families. A co-founder of Binance, Changpeng Zhao, was pardoned by Trump after serving four months in a U.S. prison in 2024 for failing to comply with anti-money-laundering measures. In January of this year, The Wall Street Journal reported an even more blatant scandal: A few days before Trump's inauguration, a powerful Emirati politician known as the "spy sheikh" (almost always photographed wearing sunglasses, even in the Oval Office) had bought a 49 percent share of World Liberty Financial. These deals made the UAE chip sale look like a giant payoff from the administration.

No one is allowed to be more corrupt than the president, but Sacks may well benefit from Emirati goodwill. The nearly $3 trillion UAE sovereign-wealth fund, of which more than half is controlled by the spy sheikh, offers an immense pot of money for venture capital. Although Sacks had no financial interest in the chip deal that he helped broker, it could put Craft Ventures in a sweet spot for a future round of funding. Is it unfair to point this out? Sacks's position makes it naive not to. Remaining an investor while serving in an administration rife with graft and shaping policies that could significantly affect present and future deals blurs the line between public and private into indistinction. "It's hard to disentangle his ideology from his personal interests," the congressional aide who has followed Sacks closely said. "Maybe they're one and the same: 'Let the private sector cook,' and it just so happens he benefits handsomely from that." (Sacks's spokesperson told The Atlantic that future investments "would not be a violation of government-ethics rules. Qualified people would not want to serve in government if it meant permanently giving up their careers.")

On July 23, the White House released its "AI action plan" at an event in Washington co-hosted by the All-In podcast. Trump called out each of Sacks's "besties" from the show, and they shared the stage with Vice President Vance and other administration leaders. (Susie Wiles, Trump's chief of staff, had nixed the original idea for All-In to be the sole sponsor, perhaps out of a sense of propriety.) The 28-page plan, "Winning the Race," called for rapid development of AI technology and construction of data centers so the U.S. can achieve global dominance. It was co-signed by Sacks, but its main author was Dean Ball, a technology researcher who served as a White House adviser for four months last year. Ball pointed out to me that the plan didn't pose a choice between innovation and safety, nor did it take a position on changes in export controls: "What it does say is we should enforce the chip-export controls that we have more robustly than we currently do."

But Sacks had already undermined this key aspect of the plan. A week before it was released, Jensen Huang, the CEO of Nvidia, the world's leader in AI-chip production, had announced the resumption of the sale of Nvidia's H20 chips to China, which the Trump administration had banned in April, before Sacks became the dominant official in tech policy. AI is an industry in which the U.S. has a significant advantage over its main rival. China is able to produce less than 3 percent of U.S. computing power--200,000 chips a year to America's 12 million or so. Hardly anyone except Sacks was able to explain how the decision to lift the ban on selling chips to China fit with "winning the race" for global dominance, or with an "America First" administration.

Read: Trump wasted no time derailing his own AI plan

"I would define winning as the whole world consolidates around the American tech stack," he said on All-In. "If we have 80 to 90 percent market share, that's winning." In other words, sell advanced American AI everywhere, including China, to make U.S. technologies and companies dominant. The counterargument, made to me by former Biden-administration officials as well as conservative critics of the Trump-Sacks policy, is that China will never allow itself to become dependent on U.S. technology. Instead, the People's Republic will do what it's done in other sectors: steal U.S. technology and innovate its own--the long-term "indigenization" strategy of Xi Jinping, and the reason the regime has prevented Chinese AI companies, which are hungry for American chips, from importing anywhere close to the numbers the Trump administration has made available for sale.

"Folks on the pro-export side have a story about how actually selling more of these advanced chips to China will addict them to our technology stack and slow their progress," Oren Cass said of the Trump-Sacks policy. "I find it a ridiculously inadequate story that never holds up to 10 seconds of scrutiny." Cass distinguished between an ideological view of U.S.-China competition ("two incompatible systems that can coexist but can't be integrated in any meaningful way") and the commercial view that has always been Trump's, and seems to be Sacks's. The key figure in moving American tech policy on China to the commercial view was Huang, who was eager to gain greater access to the Chinese market. Sacks now had the clout to accompany the CEO of the world's richest firm into the Oval Office. "When Jensen comes to town, it elevates Sacks's stature," the congressional aide said.

I asked a former White House official with knowledge of the discussions if Sacks had achieved his goal of lifting the ban on selling chips to China simply by sitting down with Huang and a president with a well-known weakness for plutocrats. "Yes. That is exactly what happened," the former official said. As for Sacks's motive, "there is not a rational explanation. I think doing favors for Nvidia is the only real explanation, or else he believes Nvidia's talking points that no one else buys." (In a letter to The New York Times in November, Sacks's lawyers wrote that the policies Sacks had advocated for benefited "all American chip companies" and that "Mr. Sacks has independently arrived at his views on chip policy by consulting and reading hundreds of experts in the space.")

Even if Sacks is solely motivated by a sincere belief in free-market capitalism, his portfolio companies could now have privileged access to the world's most coveted computer chips in a market where demand is stronger than supply. "This is why the person who's regulating AI for the U.S. government shouldn't also be running a venture-capital firm that has money all throughout the tech industry," the former White House official said. "Of course he's picking the winners that in some way benefit him."

In December, Huang secured an even more valuable victory when the White House allowed Nvidia to begin selling to China one of its most advanced AI chips, the H200. This was too much for some conservative Republicans on Capitol Hill. Jim Banks, a MAGA-aligned senator from Indiana, had already introduced bipartisan legislation, called GAIN AI, that required Nvidia to put American customers, such as start-up companies and universities, ahead of Chinese companies for its limited supply of AI chips. Sacks, determined to prevent government from limiting tech's commercial potential, began lobbying hard to keep GAIN AI out of the annual defense-appropriation bill. His efforts to get Republican senators to strip it from their version failed, but when the White House declared its opposition, House Republican leadership killed GAIN AI just before the final vote in December. "What ultimately happened is Jensen talked to the president about this, the dam broke, and Sacks got his way," the congressional aide told me.

Sacks had less success when the administration tried to get Congress to pass a 10-year moratorium on state AI regulations. The measure lost in the Senate in July, 99-1, but its unpopularity didn't deter Sacks from trying again. In December, Trump signed an executive order, written by Sacks, that banned states from passing laws to regulate AI. By then, state legislatures had introduced hundreds of bills--chiefly in blue states such as California and New York, but also in Florida, Utah, and Texas--and enacted dozens.

Sacks's heavy-handed interventions in Congress on behalf of tech companies did not sit well with some of Trump's MAGA allies. Stopping the spread of sexual material, protecting children from harmful chatbots, preserving individual privacy, heading off catastrophic threats such as bioterrorism, preventing large-scale unemployment--these things turn out to matter to Americans across the partisan divide. Polls consistently show that a majority fear AI will do more harm than good. Citizens of the world's AI leader have a more negative view of the technology than those of almost any other country. Appearing on All-In in December, Tucker Carlson gently pointed out to Sacks and his co-hosts that Americans already feel powerless--"and all of a sudden you have a technology that promises to concentrate power still further in the hands of people other than them, and so they're touchy about it."

Oren Cass told me, "One of the challenges of the tech right is they are--what's the opposite of adept ?" I offered clumsy. "They are very politically clumsy and don't have a very good feel for the realities of the American electorate, how politics is conducted, what it takes to be successful." Steve Bannon, a leader of the populist wing of the MAGA movement, recently told me that Sacks's efforts on behalf of Silicon Valley are blowing up in his face. "Sacks is the best thing to ever happen to the populist revolt against the oligarchs. His unique blend of arrogance and incompetence has single-handedly delivered humiliating defeat to the AI supremacists."


Sacks and the Meta CEO Mark Zuckerberg at a private White House dinner for technology and business leaders in September (Brian Snyder / Reuters)



Meanwhile, AI's capability is doubling about every four months. It is already changing work and life for millions of people, with the potential to transform fields such as medicine and war. Its inventors spend hundreds of billions of dollars to develop the technology even as they issue dire warnings of its dangers: It might kill us, but we have to make it as powerful as possible as fast as possible. Sacks dismisses or minimizes the potential for harm. In public comments he has claimed that AI isn't addictive like social media, that productivity gains will more than make up for lost jobs, and that the number of teenage suicides caused by chatbots is small. Because China doesn't care about things like copyright protection, compensated journalism, and restrictions on export licenses, we can't afford to either. He accuses skeptics of belonging to the cult of effective altruists--"doomers," funded by a few anti-AI Big Tech billionaires, who peddle lies to invite global control of the technology for their own financial gain.

One of the doomers, Nate Soares, a co-author of If Anyone Builds It, Everyone Dies, told me: "The lab leaders say this is horribly dangerous, the employees say this is horribly dangerous, the eminent scientists and researchers who developed AI decades ago say this is horribly dangerous. The only people who say 'Don't worry' are the venture capitalists. They're the ones who stand to profit from it but aren't close enough to understand it."

Unlike Andreessen, Sacks doesn't equate regulating AI with mass murder. But for every concern, he has the same answer: AI is coming, just like the tide. If America doesn't win the race, China will.

Once in government, Sacks learned to adopt his boss's language and defend the indefensible. He derided "fake news" and called climate change a "hoax," January 6 prosecutions "lawfare," the notion of White House corruption "nonsense," and the killing of two protesters by federal immigration agents in Minneapolis a consequence of "antifa-style operations" intent on thwarting the president's deportation of "criminal aliens." He liked Trump's idea of seizing Greenland and predicted that the war in Iran, which he blamed on "that whole neocon establishment," would probably be short and decisive because the markets wanted it over and Trump's political instincts were "impeccable." But on the threats of censorship, politicized justice, state surveillance, and monopoly power, which had once animated his outrage, and which now came from the Trump administration, he had nothing to say. Sacks had become what he always despised--political.

From the July 2025 issue: The talented Mr. Vance

In March, he left his position as AI-and-crypto czar, saying that he had completed his 130 days of service, and returned full-time to Craft Ventures. In December he had moved from San Francisco to Austin, just in time to escape a proposed tax on billionaires that may appear before California voters this November.

Silicon Valley will still have a valuable line to the White House. When Sacks stepped down, he was named co-chair of the President's Council of Advisors on Science and Technology. Its members include Andreessen, Zuckerberg, Huang, Sergey Brin, Larry Ellison, Michael Dell, a co-founder of a cryptocurrency exchange, the CEO of a semiconductor manufacturer, and a billionaire investor who co-hosts All-In with Sacks. (Among the 15 there is one academic scientist.) This lineup, almost a parody of crony capitalism, signals the final union of America's interests with those of its wealthiest citizens--tech power fused with state power. The private sector is cooking in Washington.

In his year there, Sacks achieved his two central goals: putting the government's seal of approval on crypto and keeping its hands off artificial intelligence. He was also a founding member of an exclusive MAGA-aligned club in Georgetown, with a fee of $500,000, called the Executive Branch, and he midwifed the creation of an AI-industry lobby, Innovation Council, that plans to spend at least $100 million in support of the Trump administration's technology policy in this year's midterm elections.

In winning his policy battles, though, Sacks might have lost the war. What Tim Wu calls "the turn away from populism to corruption in tech policy" has alienated important parts of the MAGA coalition from Trump and his rich backers. Steve Bannon says that he and his anti-Big Tech allies are going to make the Innovation Council "the moral equivalent of AIPAC: You take that money and you're dead." At some point, an unlikely left-right alliance could unite against the tech oligarchs. "Donald Trump and his administration are using the presidency to make themselves and their billionaire friends richer," Senator Warren told me, listing Sacks's policy achievements in crypto and AI. "We are at an inflection point where very powerful AI systems threaten to displace jobs and transform our economy--and we will be living with the consequences for years if Sacks gets his way."

AI could well be the most important issue in the 2028 presidential election. Sacks has moved Trump into the camp of the Silicon Valley saints, selling a world few people actually want to live in, where the state is the handmaiden of industry, wealth accumulates to insider elites tainted by grift, and ordinary people find that they're losing the last power they have left, over their own minds.

Every so often, the hosts of All-In remember that staggering quantities of money are pooling upward in America, while discontent roils down below. Suddenly sounding earnest, almost chastened, one of them will call on the group to "fix this inequality gap," end "ostentatious displays of wealth," do more in the mode of Carnegie and Rockefeller to benefit the public, maybe even support a wealth tax to stave off the coming class war. But Sacks will have none of it. He alone remains committed to the principle of self-interest. He still believes that capitalism means never having to say you're sorry.



This article appears in the June 2026 print edition with the headline "The Venture-Capital Populist." 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 King's Admirer in Chief

Trump's fondness for Charles at times appeared to tip over into envy.

by Matt Viser

Wed, 29 Apr 2026




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

Cannons fired. Fifes and drums played "Yankee Doodle." A quartet of F-35s flew overhead, and dozens of military service members held American and British flags. It was about as much pomp as the United States can muster. This 250th anniversary of America, for the Brits, can be ... a bit awkward. It's like celebrating a divorce with your ex, decades after the breakup. But here was King Charles III, ready to toast the land that his great-grandfather five times over allowed to get away. And here, too, was President Trump--who has long admired, complimented, and envied the Royal Family--doing little to tamp down suspicions that he strives to become a monarch in his own right.

Charles's visit to Washington was part of the celebrations for an anniversary Trump is eager to mark, and the president was keen to impress the King who'd come across the Atlantic. As Trump took the stage yesterday on a dreary morning filled with spitting rain ("What a beautiful British day this is!" he said), he also reveled in the unlikeliness of the onetime subjects welcoming the monarch. "In the shadows of monuments to George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, honoring the British king might seem an ironic beginning to our celebration of 250 years of American independence," Trump said. "But in fact, no tribute could be more appropriate."

He spoke of how far America had come since a ragtag crew of rebels threw off control by their imperial masters. All around him, however, was evidence of his desire to make the nation's capital a little more, well, regal. Gilded flourishes now predominate at the White House. Outside the gates, Lafayette Park remains a construction site. The Reflecting Pool on the National Mall is closed off as Trump has it painted a bright blue. During the welcoming ceremony, cranes swung back and forth above the site where Trump last year tore down the East Wing--and now hopes a monumental ballroom will rise.

Throughout the day it was clear how much Trump admired, and wanted to emulate, Charles. In Britain, when one monarch dies, they quickly update the currency with an image of the new king or queen. In America, a gold coin with Trump's image is in the works, as are National Park passes and passports that will bear his likeness. In Britain, there are elaborate shrines marking the history of an empire. In America, Trump plans a giant triumphal arch outside Arlington National Cemetery that's been dubbed the Arc de Trump.

Over the past year, Democrats and other Trump opponents have staged "No Kings" rallies throughout the country. On this day, Trump, however tongue in cheek, formally declared himself one. As Charles was giving a speech at the Capitol, delivering a none-too-subtle paean to the importance of checks and balances in constitutional government, the official White House social-media account blasted out a photo of the two men. "TWO KINGS," it read, with an emoji of a crown.

In mid-September, I arrived with President Trump for a two-day festival in the United Kingdom. A few days before arriving, other members of the press corps and I were invited to a special tour of Windsor Castle, the setting for a state banquet in Trump's honor. A small group of us were shuttled to the property. Television cameras from around the world were broadcasting from outside the walls. As our van drove through the lush grounds, the Red Arrows, the Royal Air Force display team, flew overhead with red, white, and blue streamers behind.

It's impossible to overstate how elaborate it all was, how meticulous the planning for it was, how grand--and, yes, over-the-top--it all appeared. Inside, each table setting featured five glasses. All told, 1,452 pieces of cutlery were spread around the table where more than 100 staff would be serving. The table itself took a week to lay together and assemble. We were instructed not to take photos, but people sneaked them anyway.

Read: What we learn about Trump in his rare moments of self-reflection

The dinner was held in St. George's Hall, with wooden arches and crests, pikes and shields. At one end of the room was an armored figure on horseback known as "The King's Champion." It references a historical figure who would ride into a banquet, throw his gauntlet down, and then challenge anyone to deny the authority of the new sovereign. At the time, it seemed a fitting metaphor for how Trump viewed himself, and his presidency. He was stretching the bounds of what it could do, and he was largely unrestrained.

The president was clearly giddy about the whole experience. "This is truly one of the highest honors of my life," he said. "Such respect for you and such respect for your country."

Trump has always had a soft spot for the Royal Family. He wrote to then-Prince Charles in 1994, offering him an honorary membership to Mar-a-Lago. He also received a letter from Princess Diana in 1997, just weeks before her death, in which she thanked him for sending flowers on her birthday. His mother was Scottish and, by his account, sat for an entire day in front of the television watching Queen Elizabeth II's coronation, in 1953. "She was just enthralled by the pomp and circumstance, the whole idea of royalty and glamour," he wrote in his book The Art of the Deal. His dad, he wrote, was less enthralled, pacing and telling her, "Enough is enough, turn it off. They're all a bunch of con artists."

Looking out onto the South Lawn yesterday, he recalled his mother's affection for the royals generally, and for Charles specifically. "She really did love the family, but I also remember her saying, very clearly, 'Charles--look, young Charles. He's so cute,'" he said. "My mother had a crush on Charles. Can you believe it?"

This visit came at a dicey moment, with the Epstein files lingering, British Prime Minister Keir Starmer's job in peril, and a war that the United States launched without British help or consultation still upending the global economy. British officials have said they hoped their king, who has tried to cozy up to Trump, would help shore up a "special relationship" that has seen better days. In his most high-profile remarks of the visit, the King was invited to address a joint session of Congress. The event had the feel of a State of the Union, with Charles walking down the center aisle and greeting politicians, the vice president and the House speaker sitting behind him as he spoke.

At moments it seemed like a stand-up routine. He joked that he was there to celebrate what transpired 250 years ago, then paused a beat. "Or, as we say in the United Kingdom, 'just the other day.'" He quoted from Oscar Wilde ("We have really everything in common with America nowadays except, of course, language"), and he mentioned a "tale of two Georges" ("the first president, George Washington, and my five-times great-grandfather, King George III"). In what wasn't meant as a joke but could be interpreted as one, he also called Congress, which has been mired in unusually severe bouts of dysfunction, a "renowned chamber of debate and deliberation."

He also said some things that, coming from anyone else, Trump might have interpreted as unforgivable slights. He talked about military cooperation in the world wars and in Afghanistan, adding that "that same unyielding resolve is needed for the defense of Ukraine"--a pointed reminder that Trump has been anything but steadfast in his support for Kyiv. He spoke of environmentalism and the need to "safeguard nature, our most precious and irreplaceable asset," at a moment when the Trump administration has been busy undoing one environmental protection after another. One of his most rousing lines came as he referenced the Magna Carta and the legal framework that both countries share, including "the principle that executive power is subject to checks and balances." Democrats were particularly enthusiastic, but Republicans also rose from their seats.

Read: Is the end of NATO near?

Rather than be offended, Trump appeared charmed, and more than a little envious. At a dinner that evening--ornate by White House standards, but nothing compared with the one in Windsor Castle last fall--Trump repeatedly complimented the King on his speech ("I was very jealous!" he said as he welcomed him outside). He marveled at how Charles was able to get the Democrats to stand and applaud him ("I couldn't believe it!").

As much as Trump craves the partisan combat that has been such a feature of his presidency, it was hard not to think that he'd be just fine with the near-universal adoration of a monarch.
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Calling Trump a Tyrant Is Not a Call to Violence

Conservatives want to police how we talk about Trump--while excusing how the president talks about everyone else.

by Jonathan Chait

Tue, 28 Apr 2026




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

To describe Donald Trump as a corrupt aspiring authoritarian is not to conclude that he should be murdered.

This ought to be a simple point to understand. Yet it is lost on a large swath of the American right, who insist that calling Trump what he is causes at least some of his opponents--among them, the accused shooter Cole Tomas Allen--to believe that violence is justified against the president.

In an interview with CBS following the White House Correspondents' Association Dinner, Trump blamed the most recent attempt on his life on "the hate speech of the Democrats," which he called "very dangerous."

The New York Post asked on Sunday, "Where did Allen get such ideas about Trump and the need to remove him, via murder?" It answered the question like so: "Almost certainly from the left, including from Democrats in positions of power. Barely a day goes by without some Dem calling Trump an autocrat, a king, a dictator, Hitler."

Also on Sunday, CNN's Dana Bash asked Representative Jamie Raskin to engage with the premise. "You and many of your fellow Democrats have used some heated rhetoric against the president," she said. "Do you think twice about that when something like this happens?" And yesterday, Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt charged, "Those who constantly falsely label and slander the president as a fascist, as a threat to democracy, and compare him to Hitler to score political points are fueling this kind of violence."

This claim suffers three serious defects. First, it assumes that violence is the only logical response to an attempt to undermine democracy. In reality, Trump's assault on democratic norms can be--and in fact, is being--successfully resisted through democratic means. In Hungary, Viktor Orban had carried out a more advanced version of the same power-consolidation strategy that Trump is attempting now, and voters defeated him through peaceful organizing.

From the September 2024 issue: American fury

The second problem with a moratorium on calling your opponents authoritarian is that Trump himself routinely violates it. The president has spent a decade calling his rivals communists and traitors, among other hyperbolic insults. He has specifically claimed that Democrats rig elections as a matter of course. Taking violent steps to stop undemocratic political leaders follows much more closely from Trump's rhetoric than from anything Democrats have said about him.

And third, the conservative principle would seem to rule out any criticism of authoritarian tendencies, however real they may be. If calling a politician an aspiring authoritarian is tantamount to inciting their murder, then doing so is irresponsible even if the charge is true. Republicans could nominate the reanimated corpse of Benito Mussolini for president, and Democrats couldn't question his commitment to democracy without being accused of ginning up violence.

Ideally, critics of Trump's threat to democracy would recognize that authoritarianism is on a dimmer switch, not an on-off switch, and that his opponents have ample space to oppose him through democratic channels. They would likewise acknowledge that even most dictators fall far short of the horrors of Hitlerism. That distinction is widely, if not universally, understood, which is why the rallies are called "No Kings," not "No Fuhrers."

The ruling as out of bounds any discussion of Trump's contempt for democracy is not merely some unfortunate by-product of the right's rhetorical gambit, but its central purpose. Trump has been glorifying and stoking violence since he entered politics. He has urged his rally-goers to "kick the crap out of" counterprotesters; has fantasized about unleashing the brute strength of his supporters ("I have the tough people, but they don't play it tough--until they go to a certain point, and then it would be very bad, very bad"); and, of course, mass-pardoned the insurrectionists who did precisely that on January 6, 2021.

It is true that, in addition to fomenting violence, Trump has been the target of it. Conservatives appear to be correct to attribute an ideological motive to the recent shooting attempt. The most chilling aspect of Allen's radicalization, judging from the information available so far, is that it did not spring from either a mental breakdown or some anarchist sectarian plot, but instead relatively banal Democratic partisanship. Allen seems to have posted on Bluesky and attended a No Kings rally.

Some progressives have cheered Luigi Mangione for murdering Brian Thompson, a health-care CEO. The prominence of Hasan Piker, an apologist for terrorism and a proponent of authoritarian regimes, has revealed a much broader comfort on the left with illiberal ideas and violent methods.

Resorting to violence merely strengthens the forces of illiberalism and sense of disorder upon which Trumpism feeds. The official Democratic Party has understood this, which is why not a single elected Democrat at any level has condoned murder attempts on the president or his allies. Allen apparently believes that if you conclude that Trump is an authoritarian, then violence against him is justified. By conflating antiauthoritarian arguments with incitement, conservatives are making the same error but following it to the opposite conclusion.

The norm that many Trump-supporting conservatives seek to enforce is not a prohibition on violent rhetoric or even limits on attacking politicians who are seen as threats to democracy, but a one-sided ban imposed on Trump's critics so that the president can do as he wishes. Defining political violence as something that is being wielded primarily or exclusively against Trump is to condone his behavior.

Trump's efforts to exploit the latest attempt on his life illuminate his motives. The comedian Jimmy Kimmel recently offended Trump and his family by joking on Thursday that Melania Trump has "a glow like an expectant widow." The premise of the bit was obviously that Melania is the younger trophy wife of a wealthy older man, not that Trump was likely to be murdered soon. (Kimmel made the joke before last weekend's shooting.) Still, Trump absurdly labeled Kimmel's gold-digger joke a "despicable call to violence" and revived his demands that ABC fire the comedian.

Trump and his allies perceive that the near-universal dismay at another attempt on the president's life has given them a supply of political capital that they can employ toward their desired ends, many of which involve suppressing criticism. This demonstrates how the gunmen who thought they were going to stop Trump have empowered him instead. It demonstrates as well that the Trumpian right's supposed abhorrence for violence and antiauthoritarian rhetoric is purely selective.
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The Republican Who Outsmarted Trump

Thomas Massie is one of the few Republicans who is unafraid of President Trump.

by Russell Berman

Sat, 25 Apr 2026




Representative Thomas Massie, the renegade Kentucky Republican who fiercely guards his political independence, doesn't love being on President Trump's bad side. He would prefer not to have the president's allies spend millions to defeat him in a primary. In fact, if Massie had his way, he'd be working for Trump right now.

In his telling, in the weeks after the 2024 presidential election, the two men talked about Massie, a farmer who champions raw milk, becoming Trump's agriculture secretary. Massie had formally endorsed Trump late in the campaign, offering to help him win over libertarians who might be tempted to stay home or vote third party in key battlegrounds. Trump had been appreciative, and the two had chatted by phone to hash out the timing of the endorsement announcement. "Just tweet it. I'll retweet you," Trump had told him.

The rollout went smoothly, but Massie's endorsement didn't get him the job in Trump's Cabinet.  He was recounting this to me in, of all places, a bridal suite inside a converted barn in his northern-Kentucky district. Massie had just delivered remarks to a friendly crowd in the wedding hall downstairs, part of an acrimonious campaign that, if Trump gets his way, will be Massie's last. The president's allies are spending big to defeat Massie in a May 19 primary and prop up Ed Gallrein, a Navy SEAL and a political novice whom Trump personally recruited as a challenger. Massie first won election to the House during the pre-Trump Tea Party era and has handily prevailed in competitive primaries before. But he is also aware of Trump's unique hold on the GOP: When the president decides he wants a Republican out of Congress, he usually gets his wish. Polls have given Massie a lead over Gallrein, who is not well known in the district, but his advantage is far smaller than in his previous reelection bids.

Trump attacks Massie anywhere and everywhere, whether it's on Truth Social ("A totally ineffective LOSER"), at an event in Massie's district ("He's the worst!"), or at the National Prayer Breakfast ("Moron"). He's even impugned Massie's new wife, accusing her of being "Radical Left" (Massie says that she voted thrice for Trump) and suggesting that Massie remarried too quickly after the death of his first wife.

Massie, by contrast, often talks about Trump less like he's a sworn enemy and more like he's a jilted ex who's still a bit obsessed with him. "I don't feel like I'm fighting with him," Massie said. What Trump sees as betrayal--Massie's drive to release the Epstein files and his opposition to core parts of the president's agenda--Massie merely described as an occasional "policy disagreement."

As he campaigns in a district that backed the president in 2024 by nearly 36 points, he's urging voters to keep some perspective on his breaks with Trump. He insists that, far from being a Never Trumper, he's a Mostly Trumper. In one ad, Massie points out their previous endorsements of each other and says, "I agree with President Trump nearly all of the time." Another spot highlights his support for the Save America Act, an election bill and Trump's top legislative priority. "This is going to be a referendum on whether it's okay to vote with your party 90 percent of the time or whether you have to do it 100 percent," Massie told members of the Grant County Republican Party inside the converted barn.

Read: A serious Senate debate about an unserious bill

In Washington, Massie is known for his ideological consistency during his seven terms in the House--Trump is just one of several GOP leaders he's crossed in the name of principle--and for relishing the attention that his squabbles with the president have attracted. But Massie takes pride in his willingness to defy Trump when so many in his party will not. He predicts that if he can survive Trump's bid to defeat him, his victory will embolden more Republicans in Congress to stand up to the president. "There would be six to a dozen congressmen who are more liable to vote with their constituents instead of the party line," Massie told me, saying that he had spoken with some of them directly but declining to name them.

Needless to say, this does not sound like a Republican who would have lasted long in Trump's Cabinet. Massie admitted to some ambivalence about the prospect. He said that he used to joke about placing an important condition on an administration job. "I need a small jet capable of reaching Argentina on the tarmac, with enough fuel in it to get out of the country, if I work in his Cabinet," as Massie told it, "because everybody's going to get impeached or fired or go to jail."

Massie came to Congress as a spending hawk, and more than a decade later, that remains his signature issue and the source of many of his disagreements with GOP leaders. "They say I vote 'no' a lot. But I really vote 'Don't spend,'" Massie told the gathering of approximately 100 Republicans in Grant County, which is about 45 minutes south of Cincinnati. He opposes foreign aid and voted against Trump's One Big Beautiful Bill Act last year because of projections that its tax cuts would explode already ballooning deficits. Massie built a clip-on debt clock that he wears on his lapel--one of a few dozen inventions for which the former robotics engineer has or is seeking a patent. "You just spent like $100 million talking to me," he noted to me, a taxpayer, nearly a half hour into our interview.


Left: Representative Thomas Massie wears a U.S. national-debt counter on his jacket. Right: A framed copy of the Epstein Files Transparency Act on display in Massie's congressional office, in Washington, D.C., on April 21, 2026. (Caroline Gutman for The Atlantic)



Barely 40 when he was first elected to the House, Massie was pudgy and rosy-cheeked, with the kind of youthful appearance that often gets newly elected lawmakers confused for staffers inside the Capitol. "He looked like a teenager," recalls Phil Moffett, a former GOP candidate for Kentucky governor who encouraged Massie to run and then chaired his campaign. Massie, 55, is a grandfather now. He appears slimmer and more weathered, with a short gray beard--a physical transformation that he jokes about in one of his ads.

Massie speaks with less of an obvious filter than most congressional Republicans. His impersonation of Trump, which he deploys frequently, more closely resembles the cartoonish, lip-puckering Alec Baldwin bit on Saturday Night Live during the president's first term than it does James Austin Johnson's more recent interpretation.

Within his district, Massie loves to tell voters how cheap he is. The first story he shared during his speech in Grant County was an elaborate yarn about the time he'd spent as judge-executive--essentially the mayor--of Lewis County in the years before he ran for Congress. The water heater at the county jail had broken down, leading the jailer to complain to Massie because the inmates were refusing to shower and "were getting kind of rank," Massie said. Massie didn't want to bill taxpayers the $12,000 quoted as the cost of a replacement, so he found a water heater on eBay for $5,500. To save more money, he installed it himself and then invited the inmates to strip the old water heater "for everything it's worth" so that the county could sell the parts. "I know you were in here for stealing copper and whatever," Massie said he told them, "so you probably know everything that's worth anything on that hot-water heater." For good measure, they peeled the green inspection sticker off the old heater and slapped it on the new one. "They said, 'Judge, you could go to jail for this,'" Massie said. To which he replied, "I'll have a hot shower, though, won't I?"

The prison tale reminds voters about the fiscally prudent conservative they first sent to Washington in 2012. Kentucky's fourth district covers a chunk of the triangle between Cincinnati, Louisville, and Lexington in the northwest corner of the state and then stretches east through several rural counties close to the West Virginia border. Massie rode the tail end of the Tea Party wave, dominating a seven-way primary and a special election to replace a retiring Republican who was more closely aligned with the party establishment. Massie won over the same voters who, two years earlier, had elected Rand Paul to the Senate over a candidate championed by Kentucky's longtime GOP powerbroker Mitch McConnell.

Ideologically, Massie resembled the dozens of Republicans who had recently arrived in the House; many were relative newcomers to politics who had run on pledges to cut taxes and spending, and to aggressively oppose the Obama administration. But few of them figured out Congress as quickly as Massie, who had grown up in rural Kentucky but earned two degrees in engineering from MIT. "It was obvious every time we were in a setting, regardless of who the audience was, that Thomas was the smartest person in the room," Moffett told me. "He picked up on concepts so fast." The appreciation for Massie's intellect crosses party lines. "He's brilliant," says Representative Ro Khanna of California, a progressive Democrat who worked with Massie for months last year to pass legislation forcing the Trump administration to release the Epstein files. Khanna told me that Massie was "an incredible strategist" during the Epstein fight.

Read: The "crazy" plot to release the Epstein files 

During his first House campaign, Massie told The Cincinnati Enquirer: "I'm ready to be unpopular." It's a common refrain for a candidate running against an entrenched system, but Massie made good on his promise. Among his initial votes were a thumbs-down on a bipartisan deal to extend George W. Bush-era tax cuts and aid for states slammed by Hurricane Sandy. He joined 11 other Republicans in opposing John Boehner's reelection as speaker. And lest Democrats think they might have a new ally, Massie made one of his first bills a proposal to lift a ban on guns in school zones, which he introduced just weeks after 20 children and six adults were murdered at Sandy Hook Elementary School, in Connecticut.

Massie would play a key behind-the-scenes role in ousting Boehner less than two years later, although he spoke of the episode with some regret. "We ended up with Paul Ryan, and things got worse," he said. When dissident Republicans held up Kevin McCarthy's election as speaker in early 2023, Massie--who for once was not among the rebels--pushed them to seek changes to House rules rather than merely a new leader. The ordeal ended with McCarthy winning on the 15th vote and Massie landing a seat--somewhat reluctantly, he said--on the powerful House Rules Committee. That perch offered Massie an even deeper education on the arcana of congressional procedure, which he then put to use during the fight over the Epstein files. Working with Khanna, he devised a discharge petition designed not only to evade the opposition of Speaker Mike Johnson and the Trump White House but also to make it over to the Senate, where it eventually passed. "They obviously underestimated me," Massie said. "If in 2012, when I was running, they knew what I was capable of, they would have spent infinite money to keep me from ever getting to Washington, D.C."


Caroline Gutman for The Atlantic



Trump and Massie clashed during the president's first term. During the first weeks of the coronavirus pandemic, in March 2020, Massie forced every member of the House to defy stay-at-home orders and return to Washington for a vote on a $2 trillion relief package that both Republican and Democratic leaders had hoped to pass without a full vote. Trump called Massie "a third rate Grandstander" and urged Republicans to kick him out of the party. Massie ended up winning his primary in a rout.

The two men patched things up in 2024, but their truce collapsed soon after Trump took office. Massie might claim that he agrees with Trump "on nearly everything," but he opposed the president's biggest domestic priorities--the debt-ballooning tax bill and his tariff policy--and denounced as "not constitutional" Trump's increased appetite for launching military strikes overseas without authorization from Congress. The Trump-Massie feud has proved awkward for the many northern Kentuckians who are die-hard supporters of both. None, however, can say that they are surprised by Massie's positions. "Trump, I support him, but I never know what he's going to do or say," Gex Williams, a Kentucky state senator and close Massie ally, told me. "But Massie says or does the same thing today that he did when he got elected. I wish I could be as consistent as Thomas."

To the extent that Massie has changed over the years, Williams said, he has become more comfortable in his political standing. "He was a little more reserved" earlier in his career, Williams said. "Now he seems to be more relaxed." Massie is not shy about speaking out against Trump when he feels like it. He also shares with the president a taste for provocation; days after a deadly 2021 shooting at a Michigan high school, he posted a photo of his Christmas card, in which he and his family are holding rifles. "Ps. Santa, please bring ammo," Massie wrote. (Khanna, an ardent supporter of gun control, told me that he'd received the Christmas card in the mail; although appreciative, he keeps it in a drawer.)


Caroline Gutman for The Atlantic



Trump and his allies began casting about for a primary challenger to Massie more than a year ago. To soften him up, a super PAC led by Chris LaCivita, Trump's former campaign co-manager, started running attack ads against him last summer. Massie said that the president reneged on a deal to call off the ads in exchange for his support for a procedural vote advancing the tax-cut bill. In response to questions about Trump's interactions with Massie over the past two years, the White House sent me a statement attacking him. Massie had opposed key parts of the president's agenda, including border-wall funding and tax cuts for the middle class, the White House spokesperson Davis Ingle told me, "because Thomas Massie cares more about peacocking for his radical Democrat friends and liberal media allies than delivering for the men and women of Kentucky's 4th district."

In their search for a primary challenger to Massie, the president's allies eventually settled on Gallrein, who had not previously run for political office. Gallrein has told voters that Trump summoned him to the Oval Office and personally asked him to run, appealing to his sense of patriotism. At a rally last month, Trump described the recruitment this way: "I wanted just--give me somebody with a warm body to beat Massie. And I got somebody with a warm body, but a big, beautiful brain and a great patriot."

In Grant County, the "warm body" who showed up to counter Massie wasn't Gallrein. He had been scheduled to attend the event, a fundraising dinner for the local party, but his campaign informed organizers earlier in the day that he had to attend funerals instead, Eldon Maddox, the county GOP chair, told me. Although the party is officially neutral, Maddox is a strong Massie backer and hinted that Gallrein had pulled out of the event after he was told that he'd have to answer questions from the crowd. "It doesn't play very well," Maddox said. Gallrein's absence fit neatly into the narrative that Massie's campaign has put out about him: that the first-time candidate is ducking debates and other opportunities to interact with voters, content to let Trump's allies drown Massie with attack ads on TV. (Gallrein's campaign did not respond to interview requests.)

In place of the candidate, Gallrein's deputy campaign manager, Jennifer O'Connor, nervously read a speech off her phone while Massie sat at a table directly in front of her. When she said that Massie had "voted against President Trump's plan to secure the border," he interrupted her. "False," he said, loudly enough for the room to hear. "Please. I did not interrupt you," O'Connor told him. "I didn't lie about you," Massie replied.

Massie seemed to have much of the crowd in his corner, but not everyone. Pamela Mann, a retired teacher and a tobacco farmer, told me that she had supported Massie in the past but was backing Gallrein this time. "I just don't understand why he won't support the president," Mann said of Massie. She said that when she sees an important vote in which only a few Republicans have broken with the party, "I automatically know one of them is going to be Massie. That's not why we send people like him to Washington." A former chair of the county party, Mann had some doubts about Gallrein's chances, however. "Running for office requires experience," she said, "and Mr. Gallrein is obviously new to campaigning."

Most of the Republicans I spoke with shrugged off the beef between Massie and Trump. "That's a personal thing," Leo Fell, a retired driving instructor, told me. "They'll get back together." He said that he's voting for Massie despite occasionally disagreeing with him. "I understand everybody's not going to be perfect," Fell said.

Massie is banking on voters like Fell to carry him through next month: Republicans who know and trust him, and who haven't seen much of Gallrein. He believes that his supporters are far more motivated to vote than his critics within Trump's base. The president, too, doesn't seem to have the political juice he once did; Republican turnout has sagged in special elections over the past year, and Massie has said that in his internal polling, Trump's approval rating in the district has dipped to the low 70s; late in the president's first term, that number was in the mid-90s.

Still, Massie isn't projecting the same bring-it-on confidence that he did when I spoke with him last year. He insists that he's okay with the possibility of losing. I asked whether this is fun for him. "I like a challenge," he said. Then he paused for a moment. "It can be fun and stressful at the same time," he said. Massie said that when people tell him they're praying for him, he asks what specifically they are praying for: "If you're praying for me to stay in the fight, and God answers your prayer, I'll win my reelection." If, however, "you're praying for my soul, I'll be on my farm next year and out of politics."
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The Rise of Emotional Surveillance

Companies are monitoring workers not just for productivity but for agreeability.

by Ellen Cushing

Sun, 03 May 2026




The good news, for me at least, is that the computer thinks I have a nice personality. According to an app called MorphCast, I was, in a recent meeting with my boss, generally "amused," "determined," and "interested," though--sue me--occasionally "impatient." MorphCast, you see, purports to glean insights into the depths and vagaries of human emotion using AI. It found that my affect was "positive" and "active," as opposed to negative and/or passive. My attention was reasonably high. Also, the AI informed me that I wear glasses--revelatory!

The bad news is that software now purports to glean insights into the depths and vagaries of human emotion using AI, and it is coming to watch you. If it isn't already: Morphcast, for example, has licensed its technology to a mental-health app, a program that monitors schoolchildren's attention, and McDonald's, which launched a promotional campaign in Portugal that scanned app users' faces and offered them personalized coupons based on their (supposed) mood. It is one of many, many such companies doing similar work--the industry term is emotion AI or sometimes affective computing.

Some products analyze video of meetings or job interviews or focus groups; others listen to audio for pitch, tone, and word choice; still others can scan chat transcripts or emails and spit out a report about worker sentiment. Sometimes, the emotion AI is baked in as a feature in multiuse software, or sold as part of an expensive analytics package marketed to businesses. But it's also available as a stand-alone product, and the barrier to entry is shin-high: I used MorphCast at no cost, taking advantage of a free trial, and with no special software. At no point was I compelled to ask my interlocutors if they consented to being analyzed in this way (though I did ask, because of my good personality).

Every successful technology needs to find a problem that people are willing to pay money to solve. In the case of emotion AI, that problem appears largely, so far, to be worker performance and productivity, especially in customer service and blue-collar labor. If you've ever been warned that your call "is being monitored for quality-assurance purposes," chances are good that the person on the other end is being assessed by emotion AI: The insurance giant MetLife, like many other businesses, uses software to monitor call-center agents' pitch and tone of voice. Trucking companies use eyeball trackers, high-sensitivity recording equipment, and brain-wave scanners to find signs of driver distress or fatigue. Burger King is piloting an AI chatbot embedded in employee headsets that will evaluate their interactions for friendliness. Her name is Patty.

Read: AI's next frontier: people skills

In 2022, the writer Cory Doctorow theorized about what he called the "Shitty Technology Adoption Curve": Extractive technologies, he wrote, come first to people in precarious circumstances--like, say, low-wage jobs--before they are refined and normalized and brought to people in greater positions of power. "Each disciplinary technology," he later wrote, "starts with people way down on the ladder, then ascends the ladder, rung by rung."

Emotion AI's next step is white-collar work. The Slack integration Aware advertises its ability to continuously monitor messages for "sentiment and toxicity"; Azure, Microsoft's cloud-computing software, also allows employers to, theoretically, use AI to batch-analyze workers' chat messages. MorphCast's Zoom extension tracks, in real time, meeting participants' attention, excitement, and positivity. The emotion-AI company Imentiv advises clients on applying emotional analysis to the job-interview process, promising employers detailed analysis of candidates' emotional engagement, intensity, and valence, as well as personality type. A number of HR companies are turning toward AI that applies sentiment analysis to employee surveys. Framery, which makes soundproof phone pods and sells them to companies such as Microsoft and L'Oreal, has tested outfitting its chairs with biosensors capable of measuring heart rate, breathing rate, and nervousness.

Last year, the European Union banned emotion AI in the workplace, except for when it's used for medical or safety reasons. (The regulation prompted MorphCast, which was founded in Florence, to relocate to the Bay Area.) But still, according to one estimate, the global emotion-AI market is expected to triple by 2030, to $9 billion, as the technology becomes more sophisticated and more available. It is not that hard for me to imagine a near future in which workers in all industries are pushed to work not only harder and more, but more happily and more agreeably. This is the new era of employee surveillance: invisible, AI-supercharged, always on.



To have a job is, fundamentally, to trade some amount of freedom for some amount of money. "The idea that managers or corporations want to keep tabs on what their workers are up to is not a new concept," Karen Levy, an associate professor of information sciences at Cornell, told me. Using new technologies to track people's emotions without their consent is also not new--see Facebook in the 2010s. Nor is the lack of privacy protection for workers generally: Although regulations vary by state, U.S. federal law gives employers broad permission to monitor much of what an employee does on company time, property, and devices--to scan communication and record video and audio, even when employees are off duty.

For decades, workers were protected not by law but by reality: Their information may have been collectable, but analyzing such a huge amount of it was practically impossible. Not anymore. Over the past few years, a wave of companies has emerged to extract sophisticated and granular information about how employees spend their time, sometimes down to the minute, using tech such as location trackers, keystroke loggers, cameras, and microphones. (Employees have in turn figured out some work-arounds, such as mouse jigglers and keystroke simulators.) But the product is less the data than it is these companies' ability to turn the data into narrative: "AI-powered systems can now analyze 100% of interactions rather than the typical 1-3% sample size of traditional approaches, ensuring nothing falls through the cracks," the promotional copy on one call-center-monitoring firm's website reads.

Read: When did the job market get so rude?

And as the technological conditions for widespread employee surveillance have fallen into place, so have the cultural and economic conditions. The pandemic pushed more workers than ever before into remote work, out of sight of their bosses. Trust between employers and employees is tanking. A recession has been promised for years, and while we wait, AI is upending the job market: The technologies currently surveilling workers such as call-center staff may soon replace them entirely, and in the meantime, corporations are laying off people by the tens of thousands and looking for other ways to replace them with machines. The availability of data, and tools with which to examine such information, has turned human resources, once a qualitative discipline, into "people analytics." After being bombarded for years with eerily targeted ads and news stories about data breaches, many Americans have settled into a state of privacy nihilism, one in which we know that all of our data are being collected and exploited, even if we prefer not to think about it too much.

The companies selling digital surveillance advertise all manner of use cases: worker safety, mental health, organizational efficiency, burnout reduction in high-stakes fields such as medicine and transportation. (At First Horizon Bank, AI monitors call-center employees' stress and presents them with a montage of pictures of their families when levels get too high.) In practice, these companies also seem to be selling an empirical assessment of worker productivity, down to the minute. A 2022 New York Times investigation found that eight of the 10 largest private employers in the United States track individual workers' productivity. In one poll, 37 percent of employers said they had used stored recordings to fire a worker.



But the problem with many of these tools is that they're not very good at doing the things they say they can. A keystroke tracker can't necessarily know the difference between mindless typing and focused knowledge production; a breakdown of someone's app usage doesn't definitionally tell you much about the kind and quality of work they're doing inside the app. At UnitedHealth Group, the Times found, a program used to monitor efficacy (and help set compensation) docked social workers for keyboard inactivity, even though they were offline for a good reason: They were in counseling sessions with patients. (UnitedHealth acknowledged to the Times that it monitored staff, but noted that multiple factors go into performance evaluations.)

If computers are flawed analysts of straightforward productivity, imagine, now, applying that same technology to something as complex as the constellation of emotions expressible by humans. Study after study shows that AI replicates the biases of the data it's trained on. (In 2018, Lauren Rhue, then a professor of information systems and analytics at Wake Forest University, studied photographs of NBA players and emotion-recognition AI; she discovered that the tech found Black players to be angrier than their white teammates--even, in some cases, if they were smiling.) Many emotion-AI products base their rubrics on the clinical psychologist Paul Ekman's theory of basic emotions, which holds that all people experience the same six core emotions: anger, disgust, fear, happiness, sadness, and surprise. That theory has been widely challenged as oversimplistic and methodologically flawed in the many decades since it was first published.

Body language is a metaphor that has become a cliche, but anyone who has spent much time at all around other people understands that everyone speaks in a different dialect. "Your movements," the neuroscientist and psychologist Lisa Feldman Barrett told me, "whether it's on your face or in your body or the tones that you emit, don't have inherent emotional meaning. They have relational meaning." They vary based on the context of the conversation, the physiognomy of the person making them, culture, room temperature, vibes.

Read: The new age of performance anxiety

Research suggests, Barrett said, that in the U.S., people scowl when angry about 35 percent of the time. This means a scowl is relatively likely to be an expression of anger. It also means that if you are looking only for a scowl, you miss about 65 percent of cases in which a person is angry. Half the time when people scowl, they aren't angry at all. "So imagine a situation where you're in a job interview," she said. "You're listening really carefully to the person, you're scowling as you're listening because you're paying really, really close attention, and an AI labels you as angry. You will not get that job."

A hospital call-center employee verbally expressing sadness when speaking with a patient about their condition could be read as conveying an inappropriate lack of warmth or cheer. A fast-food employee listening intently to someone's order could be perceived as upset. Although the MorphCast app liked me, I work in a newsroom in 2026--it's easy enough to imagine my little mood dial drifting into the "negative" quadrant for reasons having nothing to do with my personal pleasantness.

HireVue--a job-screening platform whose clients include Ikea, the pharmaceutical company Regeneron, and the Children's Hospital of Philadelphia--uses AI to interview and analyze job candidates and promotion-seeking employees. In a 2025 legal complaint, the ACLU alleged that HireVue's platform didn't provide adequate subtitles in a promotion interview for a deaf member of the accessibility team at Intuit, the financial-software company. The employee was denied her promotion; in the email that she got explaining the decision, she was advised to "practice active listening." (HireVue and Intuit have disputed these claims.)

Barrett has been studying the psychology of emotion for years. Toward the end of our conversation, I asked what she wished more people knew about emotion AI. First she asked if she was allowed to swear. "I have been talking about this for a fucking decade," she said. "There are--I mean, literally, at this point--hundreds and hundreds of studies involving thousands and thousands of people to show that when it comes to emotion, variation is the norm." The idea that emotions can be objectively measured or analyzed at all, in other words, is fantasy.

The companies packaging this technology--and the other companies buying it--do make some good points. Humans are biased, too, they say. In interviews, representatives of some companies told me about their algorithms' abilities to reveal patterns that impressions alone cannot. The tech will get better--this is the promise of AI: that it learns from its mistakes.

Read: America isn't ready for what AI will do to jobs

But if it gets better, then what? Most of the time, discussion of emotion AI and similar tools focuses on what can go wrong--the muddied signals, the imperfect analysis, the scowl of empathy, the junk science being leveraged to fire workers. The more I used MorphCast, the more I began to worry about the opposite: a world where the robot embedded in my inbox and my Zoom account could actually say something meaningful and true about my emotional state; a world where, in addition to my job job, I have the work of making the emotion robot think that I'm sufficiently cheerful; a world where my every unintentional facial expression has bearing on my ability to feed my family. I've always known that my workplace holds wide-ranging power over me, but I don't need it made quite so literal. "I mean, there's a reason there's a lot of sci-fi stories about this kind of thing," Levy, the Cornell information scientist, told me.

Levy wrote a book about the way affective computing and other forms of biometric surveillance have been deployed in the trucking industry--a field that, due to its mobile and distributed workforce, was long immune to surveillance. But in 2016, the federal government began mandating electronic logging, in an attempt to reduce overwork and ward off accidents. The constant surveillance added its own form of stress, however--without actually reducing crashes. Truckers, historically, have had a "really notable degree of pride," Levy said, and "had a lot of autonomy to kind of do the work in the way that they saw fit." That pride, she said, has been picked away at, as the computers have begun watching. "There really is, I think, a pretty strong dignitary concern to being watched in some fairly intimate ways, or pretty granular ways that have to do with people's bodies and their spaces." I am flattered the computer liked me, but I'd prefer it didn't know me at all.
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No One Knows What to Do About Britain's Exploding Anti-Semitism

The first step is admitting that the United Kingdom has a problem.

by Yair Rosenberg

Thu, 07 May 2026




The surveillance video begins with a seemingly innocent scene: A Jewish man stands next to a bus shelter, adjusting his yarmulke. Suddenly, he is pummeled by a passerby and stabbed repeatedly until he is propelled off-screen. The victim's skullcap, which had fallen into the street, slowly wafts away in the wind.

This assault was the culmination of a violent spree that has shocked many in Britain. Last Wednesday, according to authorities, a man named Essa Suleiman allegedly attacked Ishmail Hussein, an acquaintance he'd known for decades, in South London. He then traveled eight miles to Golders Green, one of the most Jewish areas in the United Kingdom, and stabbed two random Jewish men in religious garb whom he did not know, including the one at the bus stop, before finally being apprehended. The two victims, ages 34 and 76, were hospitalized but survived.

On its own, this incident would be disturbing. But the Golders Green onslaught was just the latest in a series of escalating anti-Semitic attacks across Britain, and the third one in five weeks in the same Jewish community. This past month, multiple synagogues in Golders Green were targeted by arsonists, as was another Jewish institution. The month prior, four ambulances owned by Hatzola, the local Jewish-run charity-ambulance service, were set on fire and destroyed. Last week, Hatzola medics used their remaining resources to treat the victims of the Golders Green stabbing attack. And yet, despite pious protestations from politicians, the country appears to have no idea how to prevent any of this from happening.

Yair Rosenberg: "The more I'm around young people, the more panicked I am"

Last October, a man named Jihad al-Shamie drove his car into a Manchester synagogue and began stabbing worshippers, one of whom was killed in the subsequent crossfire with police. In February, the Community Security Trust, which tracks anti-Semitic activity in Britain, announced a grim milestone: "For the first time ever, CST recorded over 200 cases of anti-Jewish hate in every calendar month in 2025." One of Britain's oldest minorities now feels itself under siege. "British Jews are super concentrated in NW London," wrote Ben Judah, the author of This is London and a former adviser to the British government, on social media. "There are only 250k of us. Roughly around 100k of us live in this area and surrounding areas. It's like a small town that's now under sustained attack."

The responses to the stabbings in Golders Green help explain how this predicament arose --and why it continues. Even as the victims were still in the hospital, an array of online apologists associated with Britain's ascendant hard-left explained away the incident and its implications. Some pointed to the reported mental-health issues of the assailant, as though this somehow excluded an anti-Semitic motive. Whatever the alleged perpetrator's internal demons, he didn't travel across London to attack Presbyterians. He went to a historic Jewish neighborhood and attempted to kill Jews. The initial altercation with his acquaintance was a common crime; the knifings in Golders Green were hate crimes.

Other commenters attempted to change the subject from the attacker's treatment of his Jewish victims to the police's treatment of the attacker. "Contemptible abuse of police power," read a representative post on X. "Why kick him in the head several times when he's already tasered & in your control?" Some called for the suspension or imprisonment of the police officers. In reality, as the full video of the confrontation showed, the police were not gratuitously roughing up the alleged assailant; they were attempting to disarm him as he was actively refusing to relinquish his knife despite repeated instructions.

These deflections were soon distilled into a single post that was addressed to Britain's police commissioner, Mark Rowley, and reshared by Zack Polanski, the leader of the country's Green Party: "So essentially [Rowley's] officers were repeatedly and violently kicking a mentally ill man in the head when he was already incapacitated by taser." (Polanski, who is Jewish, later apologized in a statement "for sharing a tweet in haste.")

Some seemed inclined to shift blame from the anti-Semitic attacker to Jews themselves. Suleiman made no reported claims about Israel during his London rampage. But this did not stop some commentators from attempting to make the story about Israel, and implying that British Jews played a role in their own persecution because they were not expressing the right opinions about Israel at the right volume. "The UK Jewish community could help to damp down the likelihood of such outrages by making it clear that it is as appalled by the brutality of Israeli policy as almost everyone else is," wrote Sir Tony Brenton, a former British ambassador to Russia.

"Jews, like everyone else, are entitled to protection from attack and murder without having to agree with Sir Tony's analysis of foreign policy," retorted two members of the House of Lords. "He overlooks the facts that the Jewish community in this country has a wide range of opinions on Israel and that the antisemites responsible for recent outrages do not care about the views of the people they are trying to kill. All that matters to them is that they are Jewish."

The refusal to acknowledge overt anti-Jewish prejudice in Britain is one reason the prejudice persists and proliferates. But the responses to Golders Green that do recognize the problem have also fallen short.

Before and after the assault, many politicians called to ban pro-Palestine protests--which have at times featured anti-Semitic iconography and chants--in the country's capital. "It pains me to say this, but I think we may have reached a point where we need to have a moratorium on the sorts of marches that have been happening," Jonathan Hall, the U.K.'s independent reviewer of terrorism legislation, said last week. "It's clearly impossible at the moment for any of these pro-Palestine marches not to incubate within them some sort of anti-Semitic or demonising language."

Chants such as "Globalize the intifada" certainly continue to age poorly as Jews are stabbed, firebombed, and shot around the world by bigots purporting to act in the name of Palestine. But many participating in pro-Palestine marches do not harbor violent hate for Jewish people, and throttling their free expression in order to punish a mendacious minority will sweep up innocents and stoke resentment.

Speech policing is particularly perilous in the case of anti-Semitism, because anti-Semites claim that a powerful cabal of perfidious Jews is covertly controlling society behind the scenes. Efforts to castigate anti-Jewish bigots are thus easily twisted into confirmation of the anti-Semitic conspiracy theory. As the Guardian columnist Jonathan Freedland put it, "We will be blamed for censoring free expression, cast as the shadowy string-pullers who put a gag on everyone else." Big Government cracking down on speech is quickly refashioned as the machinations of the Jews.

Heavy-handed tactics can also make offending speech seem more transgressive and alluring, and turn malign actors into martyrs. But such approaches are being championed by the country's rising hard right, just as the deflections from the problem are being promoted by the hard left. The result: The most energized voices in British politics are the ones with the least serious solutions.

David Frum: Anti-Semitism is becoming mainstream

Meanwhile, the historically unpopular Prime Minister Keir Starmer has so far resisted shutting down the pro-Palestine protests, even as he has condemned slogans such as "Globalize the intifada" as "calling for terrorism against Jews." Instead, the British police have allocated 25 million pounds in emergency funding to secure Jewish communities. But there are some things money can't buy.

"We want normal to be like normal is for everyone else," said Barry Frankfurt, a synagogue president who was interviewed by BBC Radio alongside his daughter. "But it's not. Normal for us is that when Libby was 5 in primary school, she was told what the code word was that meant she had to hide under the table. Now she's 16 and she says she goes to a school and her bus is checked routinely."

"The response broadly is: 'We know we have a problem, and the answer we're gonna give is that we're gonna spend more money on making sure that there can be Jewish buildings which have even higher gates and even more security guards,'" Frankfurt continued. "And that isn't solving the problem." Across the political spectrum in Britain, no one seems to know what will.
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The Real Reason Iran Hasn't Struck a Deal

The standoff isn't about hard-liners blocking pragmatists inside Iran, but about both sides believing that they have won the war.

by Thomas Wright

Fri, 01 May 2026


A man walks the shoreline on Iran's Qeshm Island in the Strait of Hormuz. (Asghar Besharati / Getty)



On Monday, Iran made Donald Trump an offer: It would open the Strait of Hormuz in exchange for lifting the U.S. blockade while nuclear negotiations continued. On Wednesday, Trump rejected this offer, promising to keep the blockade in place until Iran agrees to America's terms on the nuclear issue. The blockade "is genius," he said, and "now they have to cry uncle. That's all they have to do. Just say, 'We give up.'"

The Trump administration's explanation for this standoff is that there is an "absolute fracture" in the Iranian regime between the military and the negotiators. Secretary of State Marco Rubio told Fox News that "unfortunately, the hard-liners with an apocalyptic vision of the future have the ultimate power in that country," especially because the new supreme leader, Mojtaba Khamenei, is "untested" and "has not been seen."

The administration now appears to be gaming out a new course of action: strikes targeting not Iran's military capacity but the faction inside the regime that it believes is blocking a deal. The president recently reposted a video of the Washington Post columnist Marc Thiessen calling for an aerial campaign to do exactly this. According to Axios, the military has prepared options for a "short and powerful" wave of strikes, which General Dan Caine, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, briefed to the president yesterday.

The timing of such a move is complicated because of Trump's state visit to China scheduled for mid-May, which has been postponed once before. Strikes could happen within the next few days, so as to precede the trip, or they could come immediately after it.

But the assumption underlying this approach is almost certainly wrong. The Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps has proved far more resilient than either Washington or Jerusalem anticipated. An institution that has survived multiple rounds of air strikes, international isolation, and the death of much of its senior leadership does not capitulate because a few more names are removed from the org chart. And hard-liners are spread throughout the regime, not just in the IRGC.

Iran and the United States have failed to come to an agreement not because hard-liners are blocking pragmatists inside Iran, but because both sides seem to sincerely believe that they have won the war.

According to Trump, the United States has destroyed Iran's navy and air force, many of its missiles, and much of its military and industrial capacity. But the Iranian regime sees mainly that it has withstood a war that has aimed to topple it, has demonstrated its ability to attack the Persian Gulf and Israel, and has succeeded in controlling the Strait of Hormuz.

Read: Iran had a doomsday weapon all along

During talks in Islamabad, the U.S. negotiating team, led by J. D. Vance, found that Iran was entirely unresponsive to American demands regarding its nuclear program. Instead of going back to war, Trump opted for a blockade, which Vance reportedly believed would cause Iran to give in after a few days.

But Iran has resisted U.S. demands to completely cease enriching uranium, and to curb its missile program, for years. It has gone to war with the United States and Israel twice rather than concede those points. The Iranian regime is not likely to give away at the negotiating table what it believes America was unable to gain through war.

The Trump administration seemed to expect that the blockade would collapse the Iranian oil industry in a matter of weeks. On April 27, Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent posted on social media: "While the surviving IRGC Leaders are trapped like drowning rats in a sewage pipe, Iran's creaking oil industry is starting to shut in production thanks to the U.S. BLOCKADE. Pumping will soon collapse." But the Iranians have endured decades of sanctions: They have experience in adjusting their oil industry to cope with reduced demand. They also benefited from a financial windfall at the start of the conflict, when the U.S. lifted sanctions on their oil exports.

Tehran likely calculates that it can outlast the United States in absorbing economic hardship, especially because Trump will face domestic political pressure in the run-up to the midterm elections in the fall. Nor is Iran likely to wait for an economic crisis. If the United States appears to be hunkered down for the long haul, Iran's leadership may set its sights on blocking off other choke points--for instance, getting the Houthis to close the Bab el-Mandeb Strait, which connects the Red Sea to the Gulf of Aden and is essential to traffic through the Suez Canal.

Earlier in the war, the U.S. president seriously considered escalatory moves, such as attacking Iranian infrastructure and sending ground troops to reopen the Strait of Hormuz. Now Trump seems reluctant to take these steps, perhaps recognizing that they could lead to retaliatory strikes on infrastructure in the Gulf States and a bloodier and more protracted conflict. He may see a limited wave of strikes as less risky, but Iran will retaliate against these too.

Read: The Iran war's ramifications have only just begun

Should Trump restart the war and actually succeed in limiting the fighting to a couple of days, the likelihood is that he will end up back where he is now--with Iran rejecting his demands. And if the Strait of Hormuz remains closed for most of May, the costs will accumulate globally. The World Bank estimates that the current supply shock on oil may already be the largest ever. It's about to get much worse.

Energy and refined-petroleum products from the Gulf have continued to reach the market over the past couple of months, via ships and tankers that transited the strait before the war began. Now that traffic has stopped. Stockpiles have been drawn down. Refined products such as fertilizer and petrochemicals will soon be in short supply. This will affect the rest of the world much more than it will the United States, so the Trump administration may be tempted to shrug it off. The United States may even try to introduce limits on the export of oil, but the pressure on gas prices and inflation will undoubtedly take a toll.

If Trump doesn't foresee continuing the blockade into the fall, he will confront a choice. He could try to strike a deal with Iran that offers sanctions relief and is stronger than the 2015 nuclear deal--with a longer timeline and more restrictions on enrichment--but that would not fully abolish Iran's nuclear program and would not address its missiles. The strait would be fully reopened, but Iran would retain the capacity to close it in the event of more Israeli strikes.

Alternatively, he could accept an arrangement like the one the Iranians offered this week, in which the strait reopens but nothing else is settled. The U.S. would give up its embargo without securing a deal to curb Iran's nuclear program or limit its missiles, and the Iranians would reopen the strait without getting sanctions relief.

Some of America's allies in the Middle East, particularly Israel and the United Arab Emirates, may prefer the second option over the first if they can't persuade the United States to resume the war against Iran and stick with it for as long as it takes. These countries care a great deal about Iranian missiles and regional power. They know that the country's nuclear program has already been significantly set back, and they may not wish to see a deal that lifts sanctions without limiting Iran's missile program or preventing it from reconstituting its proxy network. They may also worry that a nuclear deal would prevent the U.S. from restarting the war so long as the strait remains open and Iran does not breach its nuclear commitments.

The Israelis may calculate that without a nuclear agreement, they can retain the option of striking Iran again in the coming years, and that the Iranian regime, without sanctions relief, is likelier to face an economic crisis that could lead to its collapse.

The United States went to war to deal the Islamic Republic a devastating blow from which it would never recover. The war has damaged Iran's military capacity, but it also has handed Tehran more leverage over global energy markets and the Gulf States than it has ever possessed. A wave of limited strikes won't reverse this outcome, and it would not help Trump avoid the difficult choice he still faces between bad options.
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Iran's Leaders Mostly Want a Deal

Sure, there's "infighting," but not along the lines many assume.

by Arash Azizi

Fri, 01 May 2026




According to the Trump administration's latest messaging, talks between the United States and Iran are deadlocked because of infighting in Tehran. The military hard-liners of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps must be stopping the civilian diplomats from making a deal. Or, to put it in President Trump's words, "Iran is having a very hard time figuring out who their leader is!" (This supposition conveniently makes sense of the president's claim that Iran has "agreed to everything" alongside Iran's denial that this is so.)

The explanation, which has gained some currency in U.S. media, is at best half-true. Quite a bit of infighting is indeed happening within the Iranian regime. However, it does not map neatly onto a military-versus-civilian divide, and it does not suggest that Iran's negotiating team is disempowered to speak for the country. Such theories reflect a misunderstanding of Iran's complex system and do little to advance American diplomatic aims.

Consider the role of Mohammad Baqer Qalibaf, the man who led the Islamabad talks with Vice President Vance. His American interlocutors can't quite decide where to place him in their schema of Iran's internal politics. That might be because the sources of, and limits on, his authority range across the military-civilian binary.

Nancy A. Youssef and Jonathan Lemire: The Iran war's ramifications have only just begun

Qalibaf is the speaker of Iran's Parliament, but he has amassed power mostly through his membership on the Supreme National Security Council and its smaller subsidiary, the Defense Council. The Defense Council was founded last summer to consolidate Iran's military leadership, and though it has nine members, Qalibaf is effectively the first among equals, which means he is all but running the war effort. He owes this to the broad authority he carries within the IRGC: He was one of its top regional commanders during the war with Iraq in the 1980s, and he later headed its construction wing and air force and helped build up its missile program.

Qaibaf is also a power-hungry technocrat. He is known to be competent but brutal. He was national police chief in the early 2000s, during which time he played a part in imprisoning dissident writers and intellectuals, and he has bragged about his role in suppressing protests in 1999 and 2003, among other occasions. He has a reputation for corruption, having been accused of using his three terms as Tehran mayor to enrich himself, his acolytes, and his family.

Iran's newly minted supreme leader, Mojtaba Khamenei, is reportedly in a medically precarious position, and has thus remained outside public view. The extent of Mojtaba's ability to direct decision making is therefore in question. But Qalibaf is known to have well-established ties to the security circles around the new leader, and some speculate that he is acting either with Mojtaba's blessing or without need of it.

Under these conditions, Qalibaf has become the face of diplomacy with the United States. This has historically been a controversial role in Iran, where conservative Islamist hard-liners have long opposed and sought to sabotage dealings with the United States. But "conservative Islamist hard-liners" is in no way synonymous with the IRGC. That organization is now so sprawling and decentralized--it controls much of Iran's economy, as well as its political, military, and security institutions--that the whole of it is not likely to take any single position.

Still, Qalibaf is thought to have considerable sway within the force. No IRGC commander has publicly come out against his handling of the talks--in fact, the IRGC's main media outlet, Tasnim, has criticized the hard-liners who have tried to undercut diplomacy.

That said, some of Iran's political elites do oppose talks with the United States. Chief among them is Saeed Jalili, a senior member of the National Security Council who took a similarly hard-line position against the talks that led to the 2015 nuclear deal. Jalili counts as his allies two prominent members of Parliament, Ali Khezrian and Mahmoud Nabavian. Khezrian has declared that "all kinds of exchanging messages with the U.S. must stop." Nabavian took part in the Islamabad talks but called them "unsuccessful and undesirable" and accused his own negotiating team of making "strategic mistakes in setting the agenda." These men appear to have limited influence even in the legislature, where their hard-line faction is dominant: On Monday, 261 of 290 members of Parliament published a statement in support of Qalibaf and the negotiating team. Khezrian signed it, though Nabavian did not.

The idea that the IRGC has set itself against the negotiating team stems from a misinterpretation of a single incident. On April 17, Iran's foreign minister, Abbas Araghchi, declared the Strait of Hormuz "completely open for the remaining period of cease-fire, on the coordinated route as already announced." The IRGC's media outlets rushed to clarify that this didn't mean a full-on opening of the strait. That's when Trump made his pronouncements on infighting in Tehran, but in truth the Iranian statements were in accord with each other. The hubbub in Iranian circles had less to do with Araghchi's tweet than with Trump's presentation of it as a more serious concession than it really was--part of a flurry of celebratory statements from the U.S. president, to which the Iranians took exception. Qalibaf accused Trump of having "made seven claims in one hour, all of which are false."

Since then, the regime has tried hard to project an image of unity. Qalibaf gave an extensive television interview in which he insisted that he would not trade away anything the regime held sacrosanct. He joined officials from an array of political factions in publishing a joint message on X: "In our Iran we don't have extremists and moderates," the post said. Rather, all Iranians were revolutionaries united behind "one god, one leader, one nation and one path." The supreme leader himself published a short message on X warning against the "media operations aimed at disrupting national unity and security."

Arash Azizi: The Iranian opposition's urgent task

Iran's hard-liners seem to lack the institutional leverage to thwart diplomacy. But if they are determined to do so, they can always try to mobilize their grassroots base. For weeks now, the Iranian regime has been calling on its backers to throng the streets by the thousands every night, as part of an effort to rally support for the war and intimidate the opposition. These advocates are a minority in a country that has largely soured on its regime. But they are real--when Jalili ran for president in 2024, he got 13.5 million votes--and many of them oppose diplomacy. When a former Iranian foreign minister published a piece in Foreign Affairs calling for a new deal with America, demonstrators burned his picture in the streets.

But negotiations, too, have a base of popular support. The Iranian Reformists Front, which has faced repression in recent months, has signaled backing for talks with the U.S. So has the centrist former president Hassan Rouhani. Even some opponents of the Islamic Republic have come out in favor of diplomacy. Maulavi Abdulhamid, Iran's top Sunni cleric, has called for "a just agreement" and protested against "extremists who are standing in the way with their obstinacy." Those behind former Crown Prince Reza Pahlavi and some other opposition groups are against talks with the United States, but others in the non-monarchist opposition have declared support for them.

So yes, there is infighting in Tehran. Competition and compromise will undoubtedly affect the nature and extent of the concessions negotiators are able to accept. The same is probably true on the other side of the negotiating table. But that doesn't mean that hard-liners who oppose talks altogether are likely to sink them. If anything, the momentum and institutional power appear to lie on the side of diplomacy.
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All the Sad Young Chinese Professionals

China's urbanites are learning the price of prosperity.

by Michael Schuman

Thu, 30 Apr 2026




Earlier this year, one of the most popular apps in China was called Are You Dead?. This was not a game, but a handy way for the many young people who live alone across the country, mostly in cities, to keep tabs on one another. Users needed to check in with the app every 48 hours by pressing a big green button. If a user did not check in, the app promptly notified a designated contact. Designed as a source of comfort to those who worry about dying alone, the app became the top paid download for the iPhone in China in January.

Then it vanished. Apple said in a statement that China's cyberspace watchdog ordered the company to remove it from its Chinese store. The app seemed to challenge the Communist Party's insistence that the Chinese people are content beneficiaries of economic and social progress. Instead, Are You Dead? exposed the unease felt by many Chinese urbanites, and it highlighted the depths of a major social problem facing China today: loneliness. In suppressing the app, China's authorities have made plain that they are watching the public mood and not liking what they see.

From the February 2025 issue: The anti-social century

In a country of 1.4 billion people, many of them crammed into densely packed cities, loneliness may seem like an unlikely concern. But China's rapid economic progress and adoption of new technologies have transformed the country from an agrarian, family-based society to an urban, industrial one, and many young workers live far from the small villages and provincial towns where they grew up. The alienating pressures of city life--the overall urban population has swelled by about 400 million people over the past two decades--together with a culture that often encourages competition and status obsession have created a prevailing sense of uncertainty, insecurity, and isolation.

Newcomers to big cities anywhere feel lonely, but "the fact that Chinese people used to have much more traditional and much more tightly knit family structure is contributing to the feeling much more strongly," Xuemei Bai, a professor who specializes in urbanization at the Australian National University, in Canberra, told me.

Hang Nan's story is typical. Originally from the city of Linfen in Shanxi province in north China, the 29-year-old relocated to Beijing in 2021 for a job at an advertising agency. She hardly knew anyone in the capital when she arrived, and she has struggled to make friends ever since. Ten-hour days at work leave her little time or energy to socialize. "When you choose life in a big city, you're choosing more possibilities and more opportunities," Hang said. "But you also have to accept loneliness as part of the price."

Hang tried finding friends by posting on the social-media platform Xiaohongshu, or RedNote, saying she was seeking people to join her for talks over coffee or walks in parks, which helped a bit. Last year she also began attending something called "blind-box dinners," which involves paying a fee to dine among strangers. The Beijing-based entrepreneur Lu Ming organizes these evenings for groups of about six people, who then split the bill. Lu said he began planning the events in late 2024 and now arranges them regularly in big Chinese cities, including Shanghai and Guangzhou. People "feel isolated and they desperately want to break out of their own circles," Lu said, "but they simply lack the channels and resources to do it."

In many ways, the loneliness problem in China looks like the loneliness problem everywhere else. Going out in pricey Beijing or Shanghai can quickly pinch tight budgets, especially for young people on starting salaries. The sagging economy and sluggish job market have made nearly everyone more cautious about spending. Social media has also changed how people interact, creating a semblance of connection and relationships in the absence of actual connecting. After a long day at work, many Chinese are perfectly happy to gaze at their phone on their couch, but then wonder why they sometimes feel desolate.

One Shanghai resident, who asked to be identified by his online persona A Ze, told The Atlantic that, beyond occasional after-work outings with colleagues, he rarely meets people socially. He can't afford many nights out on the $1,000 he earns monthly as a warehouse manager for a sportswear store, after paying rent and sending a portion to family back in his hometown. So he spends much of his free time on his phone at home instead. "In real life, relationships only become interesting when they reach a certain level where you can really communicate," A Ze said. "Being online is better, because you can speak freely and there's less pressure." He does, however, admit to bouts of loneliness.

A Ze is not alone in shying away from intimacy in China. Overwhelmed by work and the pressure to succeed, many young people seem wary of taking on additional burdens, emotional and otherwise. A 2023 online survey by the networking app Soul found that nearly 60 percent of respondents said they had no more than two close friends. Many young people are finding ways to alleviate their loneliness through superficial and temporary relationships. One solution that has emerged in recent years is something called a dazi, a no-strings companion for various activities, such as playing video games and going to the gym. In a dazi relationship, there are no expectations that the person will turn into a true, long-term friend.

From the May 2014 issue: A Chekhov from China

Yadan, a 23-year-old who asked to be identified by her given name, moved to Beijing two years ago for a job in finance. She said that seeking new friends beyond her limited social circle is "exhausting," so she sometimes posts requests for a dazi on RedNote. A dazi is "free from the expectations that come with a regular friend or a partner," she said.

The rise of dazi culture makes sense in a country where finding a romantic partner feels out of reach for many. Chinese women tend to prefer partners with higher education, income, and social status, and they can afford to be picky. The Communist Party's policies to contain population growth, which restricted most couples to a single child for 35 years, contributed to a skewed balance in which men well outnumber women--largely because families were quicker to abort girls. This has condemned many men to solitude. "Large numbers of lower-income or lower-status Chinese men feel that they want a relationship but simply can't find one," Zheng Ying, the brand director of Taqu, a Chinese dating app with 200 million registered users, told The Atlantic.

Another inhibition to intimacy in China may be the way social interactions tend to be motivated by a transactional pragmatism. "There is a very strong emphasis on payoff," Zheng said. "People are constantly encouraged to think in terms of returns: What am I going to get out of this? But loneliness or companionship isn't really something that can be measured in purely numerical or visible terms."The costs of marriage can also be prohibitively high, especially for young people not yet established in their career. Some families still expect men to buy a home and car ahead of marriage, which renders quite a few suitors ineligible in China's big cities, even as property prices have slumped. And with the country's economic outlook looking more uncertain, owing to deflation, trade tensions, and the looming threat of AI, couples have become even more reluctant to commit. In 2010, 22 million people in China got married for the first time; in 2024, only 9.2 million did.

"Before, people just thought that they had a good future--the economy, everything was good--so they had the confidence to get married," Fuxian Yi, a senior scientist at the University of Wisconsin at Madison who studies China's demographic trends, told me. "But right now they are very pessimistic about the future, so they are scared to get married and have children."

Yet marriage is no panacea for loneliness. Lionel, who asked to be identified only by his first name, grew up in a small town in the southern province of Guizhou, and now works as a video-game developer in the eastern tech hub of Hangzhou, where he lives with his wife. But he admitted that regular bouts of loneliness still often reduce him to tears. He attributed these feelings to his sense of insecurity in an economy in which professional success determines social status. "Conversation often turns to income prospects, to assumptions about future earnings," Lionel said. This makes him reluctant to socialize, because he feels that he's being judged. "In the past, being a programmer at a big firm was a glory," he said. "But now, with layoffs and AI, your social identity can collapse so easily." His fear of being perceived as a failure has made him cut off "links with others to avoid the pain when that identity eventually breaks," he said. Lionel is so ashamed of these feelings that he doesn't share them even with his wife.

Some Chinese people find it easier to simply pay for companionship. Salome, as she calls herself in English, is a 30-year-old who works as an English translator for a trading company in Beijing. On the side, she is a cosplayer, or "coser," who dresses up as male characters from anime, manga, and video games, then hires herself out for private meetings for about $35 an hour. Her clients are mostly women in their 20s who hope to chat with a favorite character and in some cases practice their English. Some prospective clients plainly hope to engage in romantic role-play, which Salome tries to avoid because it makes her uncomfortable. But she understands the impulse, suggesting that these meetings are safer substitutes for more complicated--and often disappointing--relationships with actual men. These women are "very resistant to real-life men, and very unwilling to let real men enter their fantasy space," she said.

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

In this way, China's young professionals resemble their similarly isolated, commitment-phobic peers in other developed countries. Perhaps widespread feelings of loneliness can therefore be seen as a sign and price of progress--but one that the Chinese people may wonder about paying. This is why the Communist Party saw the Are You Dead? app as such a threat. The party's implicit promise to the Chinese people in recent decades has been that as long as they give up their rights, they will be rewarded with prosperity. If citizens are learning that this wealth is, in fact, a mixed bag--mentally, socially, even economically--then this bargain doesn't work.

Cao Li in Hong Kong contributed reporting to this story.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/2026/04/china-loneliness-epidemic/686994/?utm_source=feed
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The Attention-Span Panic

It's not just about spans that seem too short.

by Franklin Schneider

Wed, 06 May 2026




Last year, I took a drastic step to protect my attention: I cut off my home internet service. I already refuse to get a smartphone and have long paid for an app to block internet access on my laptop when I need to be productive. Yet I was still wasting too many late-night hours scrolling X, or watching CGI reenactments of plane crashes and VHS rips of old Letterman episodes. Even resisting took an effort that I resented; the internet, I became convinced, was making me stupid, and I had no one to blame but myself.

Attention, these days, is something that many Americans seem to regard as an inherent virtue whose purity they can try to protect or allow to be despoiled. A diminished attention span is a sign of personal weakness, or even intellectual debasement. On social media, people talk of having "German-shepherd attention spans" and liken their condition to "brain damage." To reduce one's attention span, so the logic implies, is to reduce one's humanity.

But this might be an outdated way of thinking about attention--and one that blames the individual for dispensing something that, more accurately, is being extracted. Some of the most lucrative companies on the planet, after all, are those that harvest attention. Perhaps many people feel bad about their attention span not because it's too short, but because they sense that they're running themselves ragged by giving away a precious commodity for far less than it's worth.



According to neurologists, humans have many types of attention. "Serial" attention, for instance, might be used to monitor gadgets as they move past on a factory assembly line, whereas the ability to focus on a face while ignoring noise around it is "spatial" attention. Today's laments about deteriorating focus, though, generally refer to "sustained" attention, which is when one homes in on a single item for a long period. And people are faced with so many distractions that their capacity to singularly focus does seem to be undergoing a fundamental change, Tony Ro, a neuroscience professor at CUNY, told me. In 2007--the same year the first iPhone was released--the scholar N. Katherine Hayles, then an English professor at UCLA (where she's now a research professor), called this transition a shift from "deep attention," which is extended focus on, say, a novel, to "hyper attention," a type characterized by "switching focus rapidly among different tasks and information streams." Along with this shift came judgment; Hayles wrote that hyper-attention was "regarded as defective behavior that scarcely qualifies as a cognitive mode at all."

Read: I see your smartphone-addicted life

A great irony of this contemporary insecurity about attention is that, compared with the rest of the animal kingdom, the human attention span is really not that impressive. Although we have many exceptional cognitive abilities (abstract thought, for instance), Raymond Klein, an experimental psychologist at Dalhousie University, told me that a house cat staring at a mouse hole can marshal much more impressive attentional resources than the average person.

Even the relatively paltry sustained-attention span of modern humans is a recent innovation. Primitive foragers needed a limber form of attention that could constantly monitor for threats. Only when humans settled did it become more beneficial to dedicate focus to crops, to looms and fences, to reruns of The Price Is Right.

But hyper-attention, especially the sort demanded of modern humans, comes with astronomically high costs. Concentrating uses up oxygenated glucose in the brain, and whether one is steadily focused on a single thing or rapidly shifting among focal points, both forms of attention draw from the same figurative fuel tank (a tank that, it's worth noting, can vary by person, depending on genetic or environmental factors). When that fuel runs out, so does one's capacity to lock in. And like a car that stops and starts every couple of blocks versus one that cruises down the highway, shifting our attention among different things uses up far more energy than steadily focusing on one. Not only are people constantly bombarded by news updates, Slack messages about deliverables, and whimsical memes, but their brains have also defaulted to operating in the most inefficient mode.

Read: The film students who can no longer sit through films

Trying to push through results only in a crash. In the early days of factory work, employees had to stand at assembly lines for hours at a time, focusing on repetitive tasks and moving at a merciless pace. As physically strenuous as the work could be, it was even more punishing mentally. In Behemoth, Joshua B. Freeman's history of the factory, he writes that workers called the state of fatigued, overtaxed attention "Forditis." The wives of Ford workers complained that they came home in a bad mood and went straight to bed--and that Forditis even made their husbands impotent. Switch out the assembly line for screens and social media, and Forditis seems like a fairly good analogy for today's ailment: brains that are drained, unable to make room for much else.



Still, mere exhaustion doesn't quite account for the panic about attention. When people complain about "attention-seeking behavior" in others, after all, it's because they feel like something valuable is being taken. And although nobody is forced to watch TikTok, many seem to feel that their attention is being stolen from them. In a way, it is. Tech companies have turned attention into a moneymaking commodity, and yet most of the scrolling masses are unable to cash in on even a fraction of the value generated by their very own eyeballs.

In the regular economy, Americans put their labor or goods on the free market, and in exchange, they receive money to spend on rent, food, gray-market peptides, jeans with sequined butterflies on the back pockets, etc. In the attention economy, people don't really sell their commodity--their attention; they simply give it away or barter it in return for ... what? Photos of a co-worker's breakfast? Cat videos? According to one behavioral study released last year, the median American adult spends a little more than six hours a day looking at a smartphone, and many spend five hours on social-media apps alone, which essentially amounts to clocking in to a part-time job--though plenty of people are likely being paid only in amusement, envy, stoked outrage, or a sort of anaesthetized daze that's not quite boredom but not quite not-boredom either.

Read: The new age of performance anxiety

When everyone's too tired and atomized from looking at their phone to assess their place in the attention economy, it's easier to resort to self-recrimination, to make a resolution to reclaim one's focus, to cultivate one's own mindfulness. (Or, in my case, to hoard attention like a cranky prospector in a mountain shack.) The desire to escape the attention economy has simply opened more pathways for attention capture. While TikTok fine-tunes its algorithm for maximum addictiveness, start-ups sell meditation apps and brain supplements. Perhaps the best metaphor for the contemporary attention span is the factory-farmed dairy cow: shot up with hormones on the one hand, milked mercilessly on the other.

The attention economy's subsumption of the conventional economy happened so rapidly that many people may only just now be realizing that they're being farmed. As late as 2013, the largest company in the world was the fossil-fuel giant ExxonMobil; just a few years later, it was Alphabet. Great wealth is often acquired by such sleights of hand. The farm containing the first oil well in the U.S. was bought for only $5,000, and the island of Manhattan was, as legend has it, exchanged for glass beads and trinkets.

But these fleecings tend to leave a bad taste in the mouth. Is it any wonder that so many people are so anxious, so restless, so frustrated about attention these days? The queasiness one feels after a fleeting hour of scrolling could be from a sense of soiled virtue, from mental exhaustion, or from a much more American consternation: the awareness, even if only subconscious, of having sold oneself cheap.



  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 Venture-Capital Populist

How David Sacks and the new tech right went full MAGA and captured Washington

by George Packer

Mon, 04 May 2026




The courtship between Silicon Valley and MAGA was consummated on June 6, 2024, in San Francisco's Pacific Heights neighborhood, on a street known as "Billionaires' Row," at the 22,000-square-foot, $45 million French-limestone mansion of a venture capitalist named David Sacks. Along with Chamath Palihapitiya, a fellow venture capitalist and a colleague on the All-In podcast, Sacks hosted a fundraiser for Donald Trump. He knew that other technology titans were coming around to the ex-president but remained in the closet. "And I think that this event is going to break the ice on that," Sacks said on the podcast the week before the fundraiser. "And maybe it'll create a preference cascade, where all of a sudden it becomes acceptable to acknowledge the truth."

A few years earlier, Sacks had described the January 6, 2021, riot at the U.S. Capitol as an "insurrection" and pronounced Trump "disqualified" from ever again holding national office. "What Trump did was absolutely outrageous, and I think it brought him to an ignominious end in American politics," he said on the podcast a few days after the event. "He will pay for it in the history books, if not in a court of law." Palihapitiya was more colloquial, calling Trump "a complete piece-of-shit fucking scumbag." These might seem like tricky positions to climb down from--but the path that leads from scathing denunciation through gradual accommodation to sycophantic embrace of Trump is a well-worn pilgrimage trail. The journey is less wearisome for self-mortifiers who never considered democracy (a word seldom spoken on the podcast) all that important in the first place. One prominent traveler who had already shown the way was a guest at the fundraiser--Senator J. D. Vance, whose attendance helped close the deal on his selection as Trump's running mate. Any lingering awkwardness between the hosts and their guest of honor was dispelled by the fundraiser's $12 million haul, much of it from cryptocurrency moguls.

Opportunist doesn't really describe Sacks. He doesn't come across as slippery or two-faced. There's no evasive glance or roguish smile. He can argue at great length, in a steady sinal drone, with an aggressive debater's ability to make an evidence-based case for any position he holds--but the position always happens to coincide with his benefit. The only consistent principle of his career is a ruthless devotion to self-interest. Sacks has identified as a "libertarian conservative" all of his adult life, but he has sought government intervention on behalf of his investments when it's suited him. In 2023, when Silicon Valley Bank collapsed, Sacks demanded that the federal government bail out the uninsured deposits of start-up companies, much of the money from crypto firms. "Some libertarians care about the freedom of only one person," Peter Thiel, the entrepreneur, investor, and right-wing provocateur, once said of his friend Sacks.

From the May 2026 issue: What Noah Hawley learned about billionaires at Jeff Bezos's private retreat

In this sense, though Trump is impulsive and narcissistic while Sacks is cold-eyed and logical, they are well matched. "Sacks is a spirit animal for part of the president's brain," a former Biden-administration official told me. "The plutocratic part." After the election, the new president appointed Sacks as his special adviser, or "czar," for AI and crypto. After decades of keeping as far from Washington as possible, Silicon Valley would finally have its own man in the White House.

But Sacks has always taken a dim view of politics. At 25, appearing on a C-SPAN talk show while still in law school, he expressed a preference for "the ethos of Wall Street" over "the ethos of Washington" and quoted Calvin Coolidge on the business of America being business, avowing: "I'd probably rather live in a greedy country where people don't share than in an envious country where people are stealing from each other."

Sacks went to Washington on behalf of business, including his own. But business and politics demand different, sometimes opposing talents. "Sacks's policies are misaligned with his own party," a congressional aide with a close view of how Sacks operates in Washington told me. "He doesn't really understand how D.C. works." His efforts in government on behalf of the tech industry have exposed the president to the charge that Trump is selling out his populist base on behalf of the country's richest men, driving a wedge through the MAGA coalition.

Sacks once called a rare victory over Thiel in a game of chess one of the greatest moments of his life. In a photo, his arms are raised skyward, ecstatic disbelief on his face. He spent the early years of his career as a kind of junior partner in Thiel's shadow. Sacks was born in 1972 in South Africa, and moved to the United States at age 5. He grew up in Memphis and attended an elite boys' prep school before going on to Stanford University. As a sophomore with right-wing views he inevitably gravitated toward Thiel, who was by then in law school, and joined The Stanford Review, the conservative campus publication that Thiel had started as an undergrad. It took aim at the politically correct orthodoxy and anti-Western ideology that swept over American higher education in the late '80s and early '90s and never really left. But the outnumbered young conservatives' mockery almost always overshot the target. An entire issue was devoted to making light of rape, including a contribution from Sacks that challenged whether statutory rape should be a crime. (He has since expressed regret for some of his youthful writings.)

Thiel was determined to be a public intellectual like his hero William F. Buckley, so he began writing a book on left-wing campus extremism. When he found the work too onerous, he turned the research over to Sacks, and they co-authored The Diversity Myth: Multiculturalism and Political Intolerance on Campus, published in 1995 by a libertarian think tank. Sacks attended the University of Chicago Law School, but law was too much like the detested public sector, and in 1999, when Thiel co-founded an online-payments company in Palo Alto that was soon to be called PayPal, Sacks left a consulting job to lead the company's product team. He made important contributions to PayPal's success; by various accounts, including Sacks's own, he was also known for telling co-workers in blunt terms that they were wrong. A former colleague told me that with Sacks, "there's masters and there's slaves. He doesn't have partners: 'You do what I tell you to do, or you're one of the few people that tell me what you want me to do.' " The former colleague added, "Part of his drive is that he believes he is one of the small number of elite people who really get it and are capable." (The former colleague and some other Silicon Valley sources requested anonymity to discuss a figure who has power over their businesses; some government officials requested anonymity to speak about White House conversations, because they were not authorized to talk about them. Sacks declined to be interviewed.)

PayPal became famous for surviving the dot-com crash in 2000, and for producing a spawn of Silicon Valley stars known as the PayPal Mafia, including Sacks. Roger McNamee, a longtime tech investor, watched its success with admiration and apprehension. The PayPal Mafia saw before anyone else that the cost of starting an internet company was going to drop significantly. "They realized that the limits on processing power were going to go away," McNamee told me. But these 20- and 30-somethings were not inspired in the same way that the founders of earlier Silicon Valley companies were: "They didn't follow the vision of Steve Jobs, that tech can democratize power. They came to get rich." McNamee added, "If their value system had been different, we would have a completely different country today."

I met Sacks in 2011, at a dinner at Thiel's house in San Francisco with a small group of entrepreneurs and investors, most of them PayPal alumni. They despised higher education, worshipped the creators of tech companies, wanted to found libertarian colonies on the high seas and be cryogenically frozen for future resurrection--eccentric outliers then, but forerunners of a broader political trend in the Valley. One guest was an AI expert named Eliezer Yudkowsky. Last year, he co-authored If Anyone Builds It, Everyone Dies, which concludes that artificial superintelligence will kill literally every human being on Earth--thereby causing Thiel to label him "a legionnaire of the Antichrist."

Read: AI is grown, not built

Sacks seemed the most normal of the group. He was a businessman with conventional libertarian views, more optimistic than Thiel about the economic power of the internet, less apocalyptic about the decline and fall of "Western civilization," a key term in The Diversity Myth that Sacks seldom used after publication, showing no consistent ideological attachment other than to capitalism. His distaste for politics remained strong. "This is the battle," Sacks told me. "Can the web disrupt the rest of the economy, or does the old economy fight back using politics to keep the new economy from taking over?" At the time we spoke, he was trying to disrupt the car-wash business. He had invested in an app that allowed you to send your car's location to a person who would come wash it while you were off getting sushi or founding a company or taking a meeting in Hong Kong. The app, called Cherry, lasted only a year, but Sacks did better with another early-stage investment in a company that sent a town car to pick you up. "It's totally disrupted the taxi business," Sacks said of Uber, with undisguised pleasure.

He did extremely well, with a movie he co-produced in 2005 (Thank You for Smoking ), with a company he co-founded in 2008 (a Slack-like social network for businesses called Yammer), and with his investments: in Facebook, Palantir, and SpaceX after PayPal was sold to eBay for $1.5 billion in 2002; in bitcoin and other cryptocurrencies after he sold Yammer to Microsoft for $1.2 billion in 2012. That year, he threw himself a Marie Antoinette-themed 40th birthday party in a rented ancien regime-style Los Angeles mansion, with special guest Snoop Dogg. "Part of believing in capitalism is you don't have to feel guilty," Sacks told me.


David Sacks and Elon Musk attend a party after a screening of the 2005 film Thank You for Smoking, which they co-produced, at Elaine's in New York City. (Christian Grattan / Patrick McMullan / Getty)



He conducted himself in the usual way of an aristocrat of the second Gilded Age: buying lavish properties, contributing to mainstream politicians (Mitt Romney in 2012, Hillary Clinton in 2016), and guarding his family's privacy. He deplored the deterioration of urban life and funded the recall of San Francisco's ultraprogressive district attorney, Chesa Boudin. Unlike Thiel, he didn't publish writings on reactionary philosophers and the virtues of monopolistic capitalism.

The politics of the Valley was always a liberal sort of libertarianism: pro-choice, pro-immigration, idealistic, even utopian, arrogant about its mission of empowering individuals and connecting humanity, but indifferent to and ignorant of government, with an engineer's contempt for the creaky workings of bureaucracy and the cluelessness of elected officials. Leave us alone to do our magic, which you can't possibly understand, and everyone will benefit.

But about a decade ago, tech's free ride ran into trouble. In 2013 Marc Andreessen, an inventor of the first popular web browser in the '90s and now one of the Valley's most successful venture capitalists, predicted to me a public backlash against technology companies over privacy rights, intellectual property, and monopoly power. With more foresight he would have included the addictive and corrosive effects of social media. Three years later, in 2016, Facebook enabled Russian meddling in an election that inflamed American divisions and sent Trump to the White House.

Trump and his populist followers made Big Tech a favorite target; so did progressives such as Senator Elizabeth Warren. Under bipartisan pressure, Silicon Valley had to search for ways to keep the government out of its business. Executives and investors spent fortunes on lobbying and campaign contributions. Mark Zuckerberg showed up in Washington to stand before Congress with his hand raised--eyes wide, as if stunned by the reality of representative government--and explain in tortured sentences why Facebook's platforms weren't driving America's children to anxiety and depression while shredding the country's civic ligature.

"Concern with tech monopoly was big in the first Trump administration," Tim Wu, an antitrust expert and a professor at Columbia Law School who served in the White House under President Biden, told me. "This has been largely forgotten, but the first Trump administration brought the first cases against Facebook, which are under appeal, and against Google, which we won under Biden." Biden's Federal Trade Commission and the antitrust division of his Justice Department pushed anti-monopoly policies even harder. The tech giants "wanted to be able to get in and tell us what to do about everything," Wu said.

Still, the confrontation between Washington and Silicon Valley under Biden was more rhetorical than substantive. His administration failed to push through any meaningful regulation of the industry, and its legislative achievements in infrastructure, semiconductor manufacturing, and clean energy directly benefited the technology sector. Yet during Biden's presidency a highly visible element of Silicon Valley turned against the Democrats. It became known as the tech right.

Its most famous figure was Thiel, who had kept a lonely vigil for Trump in Silicon Valley since 2016. But by the early 2020s its most vocal spokesperson was Andreessen. For the tech right, technology is Promethean fire. The founders of the most successful companies in the Valley play a godlike role, for they alone can save America and "Western civilization" from Europe's hyper-regulated stagnation and from communist and Islamist totalitarianism. Fred Turner, a Stanford professor who studies the culture of technology, told me that deep within Silicon Valley's libertarianism lies "the idea of a community of saints, of special people, entrepreneurs, philosopher kings."

In 2023 Andreessen published a litany of pseudo-Nietzschean credos called "The Techno-Optimist Manifesto." On AI: "We believe Artificial Intelligence is our alchemy, our Philosopher's Stone--we are literally making sand think." The AI revolution is coming, just as electricity did; it will exalt mankind, and any attempt at regulation would be tantamount to mass slaughter: "We believe any deceleration of AI will cost lives. Deaths that were preventable by the AI that was prevented from existing is a form of murder." Among the "Patron Saints" of this cult of the entrepreneur, Andreessen included John Galt, the hero of every libertarian teen who reads Ayn Rand's novel Atlas Shrugged, and the 20th-century philosopher James Burnham, best known for predicting that the modern world would be run by an amoral class of "managers," with the talented few ruling over a mass of semi-slaves. Elsewhere, Andreessen has said that oligarchy is inevitable.

The nearly hysterical voice of "The Techno-Optimist Manifesto" is that of a man who has freed himself from a deeply uncomfortable position. Andreessen was a longtime contributor to Democratic candidates. The political change of Silicon Valley figures like him was less a conversion to Trumpism than a deconversion from liberalism, caused by pressure from below and above. In 2025 Andreessen told The New York Times' Ross Douthat that the new progressivism of the 2010s had "radicalized" young tech workers, turning them into spiteful and, once COVID hit, indolent rebels who intimidated their white, male, for-profit bosses into bowing to the Great Awokening. Andreessen was willing to pay high taxes and support liberal causes and candidates as long as he was regarded as a hero. But during the past decade, what he called "the Deal"--admiration and a free hand for Silicon Valley in exchange for building great companies, making the world better, and supporting Democrats--was broken, when first young people and then the Biden administration turned against the tech industry.

According to Andreessen, the administration wanted to kill the entire cryptocurrency sector by keeping the regulatory rules vague while threatening companies with devastating enforcement actions. He also described a meeting that he and his partner were given with senior officials at the Biden White House in May 2024 that, from the point of view of early-stage venture capitalists, was apocalyptic. Regarding AI, Andreessen claimed, the Biden people declared that the whole industry would be limited to a few heavily regulated large companies, with no place for start-ups: Because social media had turned out to be a disaster for democracy, Silicon Valley had to be nationalized or destroyed. Out in the West Wing parking lot, Andreessen and his partner decided to support Trump in that year's election.

(I spoke with former Biden officials who disputed what Andreessen claimed he and his partner were told about AI; if anything, the officials said, those present had simply predicted how the capital-intensive technology would play out in the next few years. They pointed to several administration efforts on AI and start-ups that directly contradicted Andreessen's nightmare account of Biden's policies. "He needed a conversion story," one former official told me.)




In 2020, during the pandemic lockdowns, Sacks and three other venture capitalists started All-In; the weekly podcast would offer market analysis, political argument, and tech-bro banter about poker and cars. It made them famous online, with Sacks (nickname: "The Rainman") the smartest, most conservative, and least funny of the four. Shortly after January 6, when Facebook and Twitter banned the soon-to-be-former president and other MAGA figures, Sacks stopped talking about Trump as a threat to democracy. Instead, he denounced the "Big Tech oligarchs" who were threatening free speech in "the biggest power grab in history."

Free speech--at least as it concerned right-wing political figures--was Sacks's entry point into MAGA, and he never let it go. Anytime one of the "besties" on All-In mentioned January 6, Sacks countered with claims of censorship. His rhetoric became more polemical, a return to his anti-PC youth, but now in the spirit of Trump, not William F. Buckley, as if he was talking himself into a new political identity. At times his enemies were woke oligarchs, at times mid-level technocrats, at times entry-level radicals, but always "elites." He criticized the elite's forever wars and trade giveaways to China, and "the collusion between Big Tech and our security state." He called himself a "populist" and identified with the two-thirds of Americans who are working-class. In 2022, on the Honestly With Bari Weiss podcast, he said, "I think that the next Republican who's going to be successful has to take a page out of TR's"--Teddy Roosevelt's--"playbook here, which is: 'We do not represent the interests of these oligarchs and these big, powerful companies. We represent the interests of the working man and woman to have the right to free speech, to make a living, to conduct payments. And it should not be up to tech oligarchs to decide who has those rights.' "

From the March 2024 issue: Adrienne LaFrance on the rise of techno-authoritarianism

If venture-capital populism seems like a stretch, Sacks resolved it this way: End mass immigration of the mentally average, and you'd lay to rest the heartland's suspicion of Silicon Valley. The solution to inequality is a smaller, less intrusive government, combined with unbridled technological innovation, which would inevitably increase productivity and wages. (Sacks was unaware or unconcerned that decades of unregulated tech and deregulated finance had coincided with growing economic inequality.) "If the Biden administration had only been letting in people with 150 IQs, we wouldn't have this debate" about immigration, Sacks said on All-In. "If they were just letting in the Elons and the Jensens"--referring to Musk and Jensen Huang, the CEO of the chipmaker Nvidia--"we wouldn't be having the same conversation today."

After the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022, Sacks voiced alarm about the dangers of American involvement in the conflict. Soon he adopted whole hog the "realist" line (which was also the Russian line) that NATO's eastward expansion had provoked Vladimir Putin into a defensive war. No matter how often Putin claimed Ukraine as a historic part of imperial Russia, how many times he refused to negotiate seriously, how many provinces he annexed, how many Ukrainian civilians the Russian military killed and cities it destroyed, Sacks stuck by his theory. Eventually, it sank him into conspiratorial waters.

Anne Applebaum: Putin's newest annexation is dire for Russia too

"This is basically a manufactured conflict that I think really started with Russiagate," Sacks said in a 2024 speech, "where somehow this fantasy was created that somehow Putin was controlling our elections." The American left, the "neocons," and Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky managed to fool the U.S. and Europe into risking what Sacks called "Woke War III." "Somehow, this Russiagate hoax has metastasized into a new cold war with Russia."

It's worth asking how someone so committed to facts and logic could end up spouting such nonsense. If Sacks made investment decisions on this basis, he would go bankrupt. An obvious explanation is that a successful businessman might not know much about history and politics. But an intellectual deficiency can be compounded by a moral one. It's striking that the ordeal of a fragile democracy fighting for its life while under assault by an aggressive empire leaves Sacks so cold that he ends up sympathizing with the perpetrator. If you neutralize any sentiment of right and wrong, Ukraine just looks like a risky bet.

In the 2024 Republican presidential primary, Sacks supported Ron DeSantis--not because Trump had disqualified himself, but because he "just gives his political enemies so much to work with." A moral objection had become a practical one--so when Trump blew away the Republican field, the final step to complete support was easy. Two weeks after the fundraiser, Trump was invited onto All-In and raved about the splendor of Sacks's house. Sacks returned the compliment. That July, he delivered a six-and-a-half-minute speech for Trump at the Republican National Convention. By August, he had downgraded January 6 to a long-past event that admittedly "wasn't great" but had been hyped by Democrats into a "fake coup."

Jeff Giesea, a fellow Stanford Review alum and entrepreneur who had been a Trump supporter in 2016 before turning against MAGA, gave me a sympathetic account of the calculus made by Sacks and the tech right. "The story Sacks told himself, I imagine, is that, regardless of Trump's flaws, the benefits to society from pro-tech policies would be a great improvement over an administration that was mired in safetyism and identity politics," he said.

Sacks had taken the measure of Trump and found a kindred spirit. After getting to know the ex-president at the fundraiser and on the podcast, he reported his findings: "All of his instincts are Let's empower the private sector; let's cut regulations; let's make taxes reasonable; let's get the smartest people in the country; let's have peace deals; let's have growth. "


Sacks, with J. D. Vance in the foreground, at the Republican National Convention in 2024. A month earlier, Sacks had hosted the fundraiser that helped close the deal on Vance's selection as Donald Trump's running mate. (Tom Williams / CQ Roll Call / Getty)



In December 2024 Sacks was named the White House special adviser for AI and crypto, with a venture capitalist from Andreessen's firm installed as his deputy. Sacks's status as a "special government employee" allowed him to stay on as a partner at his company Craft Ventures, while working no more than 130 days over the course of a year at his government job. He also continued as a co-host of his All-In podcast, analyzing technology, influencing market perceptions, making predictions--all while playing a central role in shaping public policy on AI and crypto.

Because special government employees are subject to most of the conflict-of-interest rules for regular government employees, the Office of Government Ethics (whose head had been fired at the start of Trump's second term) required two waivers to allow Sacks to keep a foot in both the public and private sectors. They were written by the White House counsel, David Warrington, a Republican operative who had acted as Trump's personal lawyer after his first term. A spokesperson for Sacks told The Atlantic, "Mr. Sacks and Craft Ventures had to refrain from investing in companies directly affected by his duties as a government adviser and furthermore had to seek approval from the White House Counsel Office for all potential investments." In essence, the waivers argued that Sacks's holdings were so large that keeping dozens of small investments in companies related to crypto and AI would pose no conflict of interest for him, because they made up such a tiny fraction of his overall portfolio. But the waivers give only percentages, and their language is so opaque that it's impossible to know the actual value of these investments. "They try to finesse the issue by saying, 'Oh, it's a relatively small percentage of his portfolio, and he's so rich, it couldn't possibly affect him,' " Kathleen Clark, an ethics lawyer who teaches at Washington University's law school, told me, adding that this stance beggars belief.

In November, the Times published a lengthy investigation of Sacks, finding that, despite large divestments, he continued to hold stakes in hundreds of companies that advertised themselves as AI-related, and that key policy decisions benefited both Sacks and his Silicon Valley associates. A chorus of them, including Andreessen, rushed to his defense. Sacks called the Times article a "hoax," hired a defamation-law firm to write a threatening letter, and argued that he had cost himself and his company a lot of money--$200 million in crypto holdings alone--to work in government voluntarily without pay. Clark waved aside the question of whether there's personal corruption on Sacks's part. "I urge you to limit your use of the term conflict of interest," she told me, "because it doesn't begin to capture what's going on."

What's going on is that Sacks joined the most corrupt administration in American history. Throughout his year in the White House, his work on tech policy brushed up against the spectacular grift of his boss at almost every turn. Giesea, the former Stanford Review colleague, who remains an admirer of Sacks, said, "He is an asset to the Trump administration on AI policy. But now he's trapped in a corrupt clown show." The pervasive rot makes it almost impossible to distinguish public policy from private venality. The Trump administration's corruption requires a taxonomy of its own.

George Packer: America's zombie democracy

At the most blatant level are the gifts the president accepts from abroad: the $130,000 gold bar and the gold Rolex desk clock from Swiss billionaires, followed by a lowering of U.S. tariffs on Switzerland; the $400 million jet from the Qatari royal family that might cost another half a billion or so to be outfitted as Air Force One, followed by a presidential visit (Trump's first major foreign trip in his second term) to a country accused of sponsoring terrorism; the Trump-family memecoins sold to wealthy favor seekers. Clark called such brazen bribes "power corruption": displays intended to show that Trump can get away with anything--"the equivalent of shooting somebody on Fifth Avenue."

A slightly less glaring kind of corruption abuses government power for private gain: presidential pardons handed out to past and future benefactors; investment deals floated by Trump's two favorite diplomats, his real-estate buddy Steve Witkoff and his son-in-law Jared Kushner, during the most sensitive peace talks in Russia and the Middle East; major investments in Trump-family crypto and real-estate businesses by foreign governments with extensive U.S. interests; stock trades and prediction bets likely based on insider access to official information, including about war.

Criminal anti-corruption statutes are still on the books. But these embarrassing shows of personal turpitude go uninvestigated and unpunished because the mechanisms for holding public officials accountable have been destroyed. When whistleblowers go unprotected, inspectors general are fired, incompetent loyalists replace nonpartisan civil servants, the Department of Justice is turned into the president's own law firm and police force, and Congress abandons any oversight function, nothing is left to prevent the rot from spreading into every cell of government. (When Senator Warren wrote to Sacks asking for information on potential conflicts of interest in his role as a special government employee, the answer was silence.) The effect is to demoralize the public, to instill a sense of powerlessness. "We're living in an era when the corruption is occurring on an unprecedented scale, orders of magnitude larger than anything we've seen in the history of this country," Clark said. "And yet the more important story is what Trump has done to enable that corruption, which is dismantling the rule of law."

Finally, there's what Lawrence Lessig, of Harvard Law School, calls "institutional corruption," which may be perfectly legal: the warping of public trust toward private ends, the replacement of the country's priorities with those of a special-interest group. This brings us back to Sacks.

In his 2025 inaugural address, Trump declared America to be at the start of a "golden age." His administration put crypto and AI at its center.

Cryptocurrency is a long-standing libertarian project--the dream of a privatized financial system. The founders of PayPal originally aspired to create a tool that gave people around the world access to finance, including in poor and corrupt countries without reliable banking institutions. But in practice, crypto's anonymity and volatility have made it extremely prone to criminal activity and risky speculation. As a candidate in 2024, Trump, a former crypto skeptic and a latecomer to investing in it, won the industry's lucrative backing on a promise to put the federal government to work on its behalf and turn the U.S. into "the crypto capital of the planet." Back in office, he pardoned convicted crypto executives, neutered consumer protections, ended investigations by the Securities and Exchange Commission into crypto firms with ties to Trump's businesses, and disbanded the Justice Department's crypto-enforcement team. In May 2025, investors paid up to $400 million to buy $TRUMP memecoins in exchange for access to the president at a private crypto gala. Since 2024, Trump's crypto wealth has grown by at least $7.5 billion.

James Surowiecki: Crypto is a victim of its own success

Sacks's main item of business was to push through Congress a bill that would create a regulatory structure for cryptocurrency--something that the Biden administration hadn't done, to the frustration of the industry and venture capitalists. The GENIUS Act required issuers of a type of crypto called stablecoin to back their digital currency on a one-to-one basis with assets such as dollars and short-term U.S. Treasury bills. According to Sacks and other supporters, the GENIUS Act would position the dollar as the default currency of the digital economy, while providing guardrails against fraud and other abuses. Critics argued that the guardrails were inadequate, and that crypto issued by private firms with government backing could undermine the entire financial system because of weak regulations and nonexistent enforcement actions. The law also does nothing to prevent government officials from profiting off crypto. When the GENIUS Act passed on a bipartisan vote in July, Silicon Valley and Sacks won the first big return on their investment in Trump.

If Sacks's purpose with crypto was to bring it under a federal regulatory regime in order to make the industry more viable to buyers and valuable to investors, his goal with AI was to keep it unregulated, and to align administration policy with the industry's wishes. His motto became "Let the private sector cook."

At the start of his term, Trump revoked a Biden executive order that, among other measures, required AI labs to share the results of safety testing with the government. Though one company found that complying with the order required just one day of work for a single employee per year, Trump pronounced it onerous. Safetyism became a dirty word on the tech right, almost as contemptible as the phrase woke AI--an all-purpose indictment of Biden-era attempts to limit harm from AI to the public, especially children. Yet in the early weeks of the new administration, its policies reflected more continuity than rupture. Not only did Trump keep Biden's restrictions on licensing the export of advanced AI technology to adversaries such as China; he even strengthened them.

Sacks's influence increased when Elon Musk, his old friend and fellow PayPal mafioso, who was running the Department of Government Efficiency near the czar's office in the Eisenhower Executive Office Building, walked away from his work of stripping the executive branch. "You see a more conciliatory approach to China emerging only after Musk has his falling-out with the White House," Oren Cass, the founder of the conservative think tank American Compass, told me. "With Musk out of the picture, I think Sacks certainly became more prominent." In April 2025, David Feith, a China hawk who was a senior director for technology and national security on the National Security Council, was fired in a larger purge after the right-wing influencer Laura Loomer warned Trump that Feith was disloyal. Soon after, the NSC's whole technology directorate was eliminated, clearing the way for Sacks to become the loudest voice on tech policy. His goal was to keep AI free of regulation and let the private sector sell the most advanced American technology to the world--even to China.

On May 13, Trump scrapped a Biden rule, about to take effect, that would have restricted the global spread of advanced AI technology by dividing countries into three categories of trust, with China fully denied access. (A former White House official called it "the most 'America First' rule the Biden administration ever had.") That same day the president traveled to the Middle East to consummate a deal, which Sacks had helped negotiate, to sell 500,000 AI chips to the United Arab Emirates. This astonishing figure alarmed national-security officials: Some of the chips were likely to end up in China, where strict export controls still applied, and the sale would make it easier for the Emiratis to acquire enough computing power to build their own AI capabilities.

The smell of corruption hung in the air before Air Force One took off for Abu Dhabi. At the beginning of May, one of Witkoff's sons had announced that the Emirates' AI-investment firm would put $2 billion into the crypto exchange Binance, using a stablecoin issued by World Liberty Financial, the crypto company founded by the Trump and Witkoff families. A co-founder of Binance, Changpeng Zhao, was pardoned by Trump after serving four months in a U.S. prison in 2024 for failing to comply with anti-money-laundering measures. In January of this year, The Wall Street Journal reported an even more blatant scandal: A few days before Trump's inauguration, a powerful Emirati politician known as the "spy sheikh" (almost always photographed wearing sunglasses, even in the Oval Office) had bought a 49 percent share of World Liberty Financial. These deals made the UAE chip sale look like a giant payoff from the administration.

No one is allowed to be more corrupt than the president, but Sacks may well benefit from Emirati goodwill. The nearly $3 trillion UAE sovereign-wealth fund, of which more than half is controlled by the spy sheikh, offers an immense pot of money for venture capital. Although Sacks had no financial interest in the chip deal that he helped broker, it could put Craft Ventures in a sweet spot for a future round of funding. Is it unfair to point this out? Sacks's position makes it naive not to. Remaining an investor while serving in an administration rife with graft and shaping policies that could significantly affect present and future deals blurs the line between public and private into indistinction. "It's hard to disentangle his ideology from his personal interests," the congressional aide who has followed Sacks closely said. "Maybe they're one and the same: 'Let the private sector cook,' and it just so happens he benefits handsomely from that." (Sacks's spokesperson told The Atlantic that future investments "would not be a violation of government-ethics rules. Qualified people would not want to serve in government if it meant permanently giving up their careers.")

On July 23, the White House released its "AI action plan" at an event in Washington co-hosted by the All-In podcast. Trump called out each of Sacks's "besties" from the show, and they shared the stage with Vice President Vance and other administration leaders. (Susie Wiles, Trump's chief of staff, had nixed the original idea for All-In to be the sole sponsor, perhaps out of a sense of propriety.) The 28-page plan, "Winning the Race," called for rapid development of AI technology and construction of data centers so the U.S. can achieve global dominance. It was co-signed by Sacks, but its main author was Dean Ball, a technology researcher who served as a White House adviser for four months last year. Ball pointed out to me that the plan didn't pose a choice between innovation and safety, nor did it take a position on changes in export controls: "What it does say is we should enforce the chip-export controls that we have more robustly than we currently do."

But Sacks had already undermined this key aspect of the plan. A week before it was released, Jensen Huang, the CEO of Nvidia, the world's leader in AI-chip production, had announced the resumption of the sale of Nvidia's H20 chips to China, which the Trump administration had banned in April, before Sacks became the dominant official in tech policy. AI is an industry in which the U.S. has a significant advantage over its main rival. China is able to produce less than 3 percent of U.S. computing power--200,000 chips a year to America's 12 million or so. Hardly anyone except Sacks was able to explain how the decision to lift the ban on selling chips to China fit with "winning the race" for global dominance, or with an "America First" administration.

Read: Trump wasted no time derailing his own AI plan

"I would define winning as the whole world consolidates around the American tech stack," he said on All-In. "If we have 80 to 90 percent market share, that's winning." In other words, sell advanced American AI everywhere, including China, to make U.S. technologies and companies dominant. The counterargument, made to me by former Biden-administration officials as well as conservative critics of the Trump-Sacks policy, is that China will never allow itself to become dependent on U.S. technology. Instead, the People's Republic will do what it's done in other sectors: steal U.S. technology and innovate its own--the long-term "indigenization" strategy of Xi Jinping, and the reason the regime has prevented Chinese AI companies, which are hungry for American chips, from importing anywhere close to the numbers the Trump administration has made available for sale.

"Folks on the pro-export side have a story about how actually selling more of these advanced chips to China will addict them to our technology stack and slow their progress," Oren Cass said of the Trump-Sacks policy. "I find it a ridiculously inadequate story that never holds up to 10 seconds of scrutiny." Cass distinguished between an ideological view of U.S.-China competition ("two incompatible systems that can coexist but can't be integrated in any meaningful way") and the commercial view that has always been Trump's, and seems to be Sacks's. The key figure in moving American tech policy on China to the commercial view was Huang, who was eager to gain greater access to the Chinese market. Sacks now had the clout to accompany the CEO of the world's richest firm into the Oval Office. "When Jensen comes to town, it elevates Sacks's stature," the congressional aide said.

I asked a former White House official with knowledge of the discussions if Sacks had achieved his goal of lifting the ban on selling chips to China simply by sitting down with Huang and a president with a well-known weakness for plutocrats. "Yes. That is exactly what happened," the former official said. As for Sacks's motive, "there is not a rational explanation. I think doing favors for Nvidia is the only real explanation, or else he believes Nvidia's talking points that no one else buys." (In a letter to The New York Times in November, Sacks's lawyers wrote that the policies Sacks had advocated for benefited "all American chip companies" and that "Mr. Sacks has independently arrived at his views on chip policy by consulting and reading hundreds of experts in the space.")

Even if Sacks is solely motivated by a sincere belief in free-market capitalism, his portfolio companies could now have privileged access to the world's most coveted computer chips in a market where demand is stronger than supply. "This is why the person who's regulating AI for the U.S. government shouldn't also be running a venture-capital firm that has money all throughout the tech industry," the former White House official said. "Of course he's picking the winners that in some way benefit him."

In December, Huang secured an even more valuable victory when the White House allowed Nvidia to begin selling to China one of its most advanced AI chips, the H200. This was too much for some conservative Republicans on Capitol Hill. Jim Banks, a MAGA-aligned senator from Indiana, had already introduced bipartisan legislation, called GAIN AI, that required Nvidia to put American customers, such as start-up companies and universities, ahead of Chinese companies for its limited supply of AI chips. Sacks, determined to prevent government from limiting tech's commercial potential, began lobbying hard to keep GAIN AI out of the annual defense-appropriation bill. His efforts to get Republican senators to strip it from their version failed, but when the White House declared its opposition, House Republican leadership killed GAIN AI just before the final vote in December. "What ultimately happened is Jensen talked to the president about this, the dam broke, and Sacks got his way," the congressional aide told me.

Sacks had less success when the administration tried to get Congress to pass a 10-year moratorium on state AI regulations. The measure lost in the Senate in July, 99-1, but its unpopularity didn't deter Sacks from trying again. In December, Trump signed an executive order, written by Sacks, that banned states from passing laws to regulate AI. By then, state legislatures had introduced hundreds of bills--chiefly in blue states such as California and New York, but also in Florida, Utah, and Texas--and enacted dozens.

Sacks's heavy-handed interventions in Congress on behalf of tech companies did not sit well with some of Trump's MAGA allies. Stopping the spread of sexual material, protecting children from harmful chatbots, preserving individual privacy, heading off catastrophic threats such as bioterrorism, preventing large-scale unemployment--these things turn out to matter to Americans across the partisan divide. Polls consistently show that a majority fear AI will do more harm than good. Citizens of the world's AI leader have a more negative view of the technology than those of almost any other country. Appearing on All-In in December, Tucker Carlson gently pointed out to Sacks and his co-hosts that Americans already feel powerless--"and all of a sudden you have a technology that promises to concentrate power still further in the hands of people other than them, and so they're touchy about it."

Oren Cass told me, "One of the challenges of the tech right is they are--what's the opposite of adept ?" I offered clumsy. "They are very politically clumsy and don't have a very good feel for the realities of the American electorate, how politics is conducted, what it takes to be successful." Steve Bannon, a leader of the populist wing of the MAGA movement, recently told me that Sacks's efforts on behalf of Silicon Valley are blowing up in his face. "Sacks is the best thing to ever happen to the populist revolt against the oligarchs. His unique blend of arrogance and incompetence has single-handedly delivered humiliating defeat to the AI supremacists."


Sacks and the Meta CEO Mark Zuckerberg at a private White House dinner for technology and business leaders in September (Brian Snyder / Reuters)



Meanwhile, AI's capability is doubling about every four months. It is already changing work and life for millions of people, with the potential to transform fields such as medicine and war. Its inventors spend hundreds of billions of dollars to develop the technology even as they issue dire warnings of its dangers: It might kill us, but we have to make it as powerful as possible as fast as possible. Sacks dismisses or minimizes the potential for harm. In public comments he has claimed that AI isn't addictive like social media, that productivity gains will more than make up for lost jobs, and that the number of teenage suicides caused by chatbots is small. Because China doesn't care about things like copyright protection, compensated journalism, and restrictions on export licenses, we can't afford to either. He accuses skeptics of belonging to the cult of effective altruists--"doomers," funded by a few anti-AI Big Tech billionaires, who peddle lies to invite global control of the technology for their own financial gain.

One of the doomers, Nate Soares, a co-author of If Anyone Builds It, Everyone Dies, told me: "The lab leaders say this is horribly dangerous, the employees say this is horribly dangerous, the eminent scientists and researchers who developed AI decades ago say this is horribly dangerous. The only people who say 'Don't worry' are the venture capitalists. They're the ones who stand to profit from it but aren't close enough to understand it."

Unlike Andreessen, Sacks doesn't equate regulating AI with mass murder. But for every concern, he has the same answer: AI is coming, just like the tide. If America doesn't win the race, China will.

Once in government, Sacks learned to adopt his boss's language and defend the indefensible. He derided "fake news" and called climate change a "hoax," January 6 prosecutions "lawfare," the notion of White House corruption "nonsense," and the killing of two protesters by federal immigration agents in Minneapolis a consequence of "antifa-style operations" intent on thwarting the president's deportation of "criminal aliens." He liked Trump's idea of seizing Greenland and predicted that the war in Iran, which he blamed on "that whole neocon establishment," would probably be short and decisive because the markets wanted it over and Trump's political instincts were "impeccable." But on the threats of censorship, politicized justice, state surveillance, and monopoly power, which had once animated his outrage, and which now came from the Trump administration, he had nothing to say. Sacks had become what he always despised--political.

From the July 2025 issue: The talented Mr. Vance

In March, he left his position as AI-and-crypto czar, saying that he had completed his 130 days of service, and returned full-time to Craft Ventures. In December he had moved from San Francisco to Austin, just in time to escape a proposed tax on billionaires that may appear before California voters this November.

Silicon Valley will still have a valuable line to the White House. When Sacks stepped down, he was named co-chair of the President's Council of Advisors on Science and Technology. Its members include Andreessen, Zuckerberg, Huang, Sergey Brin, Larry Ellison, Michael Dell, a co-founder of a cryptocurrency exchange, the CEO of a semiconductor manufacturer, and a billionaire investor who co-hosts All-In with Sacks. (Among the 15 there is one academic scientist.) This lineup, almost a parody of crony capitalism, signals the final union of America's interests with those of its wealthiest citizens--tech power fused with state power. The private sector is cooking in Washington.

In his year there, Sacks achieved his two central goals: putting the government's seal of approval on crypto and keeping its hands off artificial intelligence. He was also a founding member of an exclusive MAGA-aligned club in Georgetown, with a fee of $500,000, called the Executive Branch, and he midwifed the creation of an AI-industry lobby, Innovation Council, that plans to spend at least $100 million in support of the Trump administration's technology policy in this year's midterm elections.

In winning his policy battles, though, Sacks might have lost the war. What Tim Wu calls "the turn away from populism to corruption in tech policy" has alienated important parts of the MAGA coalition from Trump and his rich backers. Steve Bannon says that he and his anti-Big Tech allies are going to make the Innovation Council "the moral equivalent of AIPAC: You take that money and you're dead." At some point, an unlikely left-right alliance could unite against the tech oligarchs. "Donald Trump and his administration are using the presidency to make themselves and their billionaire friends richer," Senator Warren told me, listing Sacks's policy achievements in crypto and AI. "We are at an inflection point where very powerful AI systems threaten to displace jobs and transform our economy--and we will be living with the consequences for years if Sacks gets his way."

AI could well be the most important issue in the 2028 presidential election. Sacks has moved Trump into the camp of the Silicon Valley saints, selling a world few people actually want to live in, where the state is the handmaiden of industry, wealth accumulates to insider elites tainted by grift, and ordinary people find that they're losing the last power they have left, over their own minds.

Every so often, the hosts of All-In remember that staggering quantities of money are pooling upward in America, while discontent roils down below. Suddenly sounding earnest, almost chastened, one of them will call on the group to "fix this inequality gap," end "ostentatious displays of wealth," do more in the mode of Carnegie and Rockefeller to benefit the public, maybe even support a wealth tax to stave off the coming class war. But Sacks will have none of it. He alone remains committed to the principle of self-interest. He still believes that capitalism means never having to say you're sorry.



This article appears in the June 2026 print edition with the headline "The Venture-Capital Populist." 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 Only Thing Worse Than Spirit Airlines

... is a world without Spirit Airlines.

by Saahil Desai

Sun, 03 May 2026




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

Spirit Airlines died as it lived: lots of angry customers and no one picking up the phone. Early yesterday morning, when America's most hated airline announced that it would immediately cease all operations, Spirit left tens of thousands of passengers at airports across America scrambling to figure out what to do next. Some arrived to catch their flight, only to find deserted check-in kiosks plastered with a goodbye message: All Spirit flights have been cancelled, and customer service is no longer available.


The end of Spirit was sudden and dramatic, but not unexpected. The budget airline had long been going through it: one failed merger after the next, two bankruptcies within the span of a year, and finally, rising fuel costs from the Iran war that turned a bad situation into a dire one. When the hope of a last-minute Trump-administration bailout fell through, Spirit Airlines apparently had no choice but to ground its banana-yellow planes for good. (A company spokesperson declined to comment.)


The schadenfreude that Spirit's many haters are feeling now is free--unlike everything else Spirit ever offered. The airline lured customers with dirt-cheap fares, and then nickel-and-dimed them with hidden extra charges. Wanted to book online? That came with a "passenger usage" fee of up to $28 each way. A carry-on bag? That was $33, or more if you waited until the last minute. Or how about a printed boarding pass? Another $10 a pop if you asked an airport agent. Even the water came with a price tag: $4.50. And that was before the indignity of cramped seats, frequent delays, and unreliable customer service. People have dubbed Spirit the "school bus of the sky" and the "airline equivalent of gas station sushi." In one 2014 poll, respondents said that they would prefer sitting near snakes on a plane--actual reptiles, not the movie--over flying Spirit.


For all the justified kvetching, America is about to learn a hard lesson: The only thing worse than a world with Spirit is one without it. The Spirit haters "are going to eat their words," Katy Nastro, a travel expert at Going, a flight-discount site, told me. The airline ran on a singular cynical insight: In exchange for low air fare, plenty of travelers would be willing to tolerate essentially anything. When one passenger emailed Spirit in 2007 to complain, Ben Baldanza, then the company's CEO, accidentally replied-all and gave up the game: "Let him tell the world how bad we are," he wrote. "He's never flown before with us anyway and will be back when we save him a penny."


Read: The Spirit Airlines paradox

And Baldanza was right. Even factoring in all of the add-in fees, Spirit reliably was among the most affordable options. Especially if you needed a last-minute ticket, Spirit was going to offer you the cheapest option "nine times out of 10," Nastro said. I owe some credit for my marriage to a $58.19 Spirit flight. In 2017, I had just started dating my now-wife when she moved halfway across the country, and a flight I booked on a whim kept us together. My flight was delayed and the seat was roughly as cushiony as a park bench, but the price was right, and now I have a life partner.


In other words, Spirit was the airline of the masses--the kind of people who pack their own sandwiches instead of paying $21 for a turkey wrap at Hudson News. Because Spirit was so focused on budget travelers, the airline operated in many smaller cities that otherwise had few other options. And it was the only airline that offered nonstop flights on certain routes.


Even if you swore off Spirit--and plenty of people did--you have certainly benefited from the airline. Spirit paved the way for other ultra-cheap airlines, and the entire industry has had to slash prices to keep up. Consider what happened when Spirit started flying from Houston to Kansas City in 2014. The airline launched its route at $150, half the average price offered by the sole carrier at the time, United. Within months, United had sliced its fare down to $180, and Spirit had dipped down to $90. The same phenomenon happened so many times and in so many places that it now has a name: the Spirit Effect. According to one study, in markets with ultra-cheap airlines such as Spirit and Frontier, air fare is 21 percent lower on average compared with markets without them.


In response to the airline's success, most airlines now have their own "Basic Economy" fares that needle you to pay extra for baggage, seat selection, and so much else. (In large part, Spirit was a victim of its own success.) None of that is going away now that Spirit is no longer around. Instead, everyone is going to be stuck paying more for less. Without the competition from Spirit, airlines have one fewer reason to keep prices down. One analysis found that air fares rose by an average of 14 percent for routes that Spirit left between 2024 and 2025. And 2026 is already turning out to be the most expensive summer-travel season in years. "This is the worst time for the worst possible outcome," Nastro said.


Read: The great travel meltdown of 2026

The paradox of Spirit is this: It was a horrible airline to fly. But it also allowed more people to fly than ever before. When you're forced to squeeze into a middle seat in row 27, it's not hard to feel nostalgic about a time when flying was glamorous and comfortable. In the 1950s, Pan Am passengers in coach were served stuffed guinea hen. Flying round-trip from Los Angeles to New York cost $208 in 1958; in today's dollars that's $2,377. Since just 1995, average air fare in the U.S. decreased by 41 percent. Now cheap flights are becoming harder and harder to come by. Spirit is gone, and other budget airlines--Jet Blue and Frontier--are also struggling. Soon, the $4.50 water bottle will look like the real golden age of travel.
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The Rise of Emotional Surveillance

Companies are monitoring workers not just for productivity but for agreeability.

by Ellen Cushing

Sun, 03 May 2026




The good news, for me at least, is that the computer thinks I have a nice personality. According to an app called MorphCast, I was, in a recent meeting with my boss, generally "amused," "determined," and "interested," though--sue me--occasionally "impatient." MorphCast, you see, purports to glean insights into the depths and vagaries of human emotion using AI. It found that my affect was "positive" and "active," as opposed to negative and/or passive. My attention was reasonably high. Also, the AI informed me that I wear glasses--revelatory!

The bad news is that software now purports to glean insights into the depths and vagaries of human emotion using AI, and it is coming to watch you. If it isn't already: Morphcast, for example, has licensed its technology to a mental-health app, a program that monitors schoolchildren's attention, and McDonald's, which launched a promotional campaign in Portugal that scanned app users' faces and offered them personalized coupons based on their (supposed) mood. It is one of many, many such companies doing similar work--the industry term is emotion AI or sometimes affective computing.

Some products analyze video of meetings or job interviews or focus groups; others listen to audio for pitch, tone, and word choice; still others can scan chat transcripts or emails and spit out a report about worker sentiment. Sometimes, the emotion AI is baked in as a feature in multiuse software, or sold as part of an expensive analytics package marketed to businesses. But it's also available as a stand-alone product, and the barrier to entry is shin-high: I used MorphCast at no cost, taking advantage of a free trial, and with no special software. At no point was I compelled to ask my interlocutors if they consented to being analyzed in this way (though I did ask, because of my good personality).

Every successful technology needs to find a problem that people are willing to pay money to solve. In the case of emotion AI, that problem appears largely, so far, to be worker performance and productivity, especially in customer service and blue-collar labor. If you've ever been warned that your call "is being monitored for quality-assurance purposes," chances are good that the person on the other end is being assessed by emotion AI: The insurance giant MetLife, like many other businesses, uses software to monitor call-center agents' pitch and tone of voice. Trucking companies use eyeball trackers, high-sensitivity recording equipment, and brain-wave scanners to find signs of driver distress or fatigue. Burger King is piloting an AI chatbot embedded in employee headsets that will evaluate their interactions for friendliness. Her name is Patty.

Read: AI's next frontier: people skills

In 2022, the writer Cory Doctorow theorized about what he called the "Shitty Technology Adoption Curve": Extractive technologies, he wrote, come first to people in precarious circumstances--like, say, low-wage jobs--before they are refined and normalized and brought to people in greater positions of power. "Each disciplinary technology," he later wrote, "starts with people way down on the ladder, then ascends the ladder, rung by rung."

Emotion AI's next step is white-collar work. The Slack integration Aware advertises its ability to continuously monitor messages for "sentiment and toxicity"; Azure, Microsoft's cloud-computing software, also allows employers to, theoretically, use AI to batch-analyze workers' chat messages. MorphCast's Zoom extension tracks, in real time, meeting participants' attention, excitement, and positivity. The emotion-AI company Imentiv advises clients on applying emotional analysis to the job-interview process, promising employers detailed analysis of candidates' emotional engagement, intensity, and valence, as well as personality type. A number of HR companies are turning toward AI that applies sentiment analysis to employee surveys. Framery, which makes soundproof phone pods and sells them to companies such as Microsoft and L'Oreal, has tested outfitting its chairs with biosensors capable of measuring heart rate, breathing rate, and nervousness.

Last year, the European Union banned emotion AI in the workplace, except for when it's used for medical or safety reasons. (The regulation prompted MorphCast, which was founded in Florence, to relocate to the Bay Area.) But still, according to one estimate, the global emotion-AI market is expected to triple by 2030, to $9 billion, as the technology becomes more sophisticated and more available. It is not that hard for me to imagine a near future in which workers in all industries are pushed to work not only harder and more, but more happily and more agreeably. This is the new era of employee surveillance: invisible, AI-supercharged, always on.



To have a job is, fundamentally, to trade some amount of freedom for some amount of money. "The idea that managers or corporations want to keep tabs on what their workers are up to is not a new concept," Karen Levy, an associate professor of information sciences at Cornell, told me. Using new technologies to track people's emotions without their consent is also not new--see Facebook in the 2010s. Nor is the lack of privacy protection for workers generally: Although regulations vary by state, U.S. federal law gives employers broad permission to monitor much of what an employee does on company time, property, and devices--to scan communication and record video and audio, even when employees are off duty.

For decades, workers were protected not by law but by reality: Their information may have been collectable, but analyzing such a huge amount of it was practically impossible. Not anymore. Over the past few years, a wave of companies has emerged to extract sophisticated and granular information about how employees spend their time, sometimes down to the minute, using tech such as location trackers, keystroke loggers, cameras, and microphones. (Employees have in turn figured out some work-arounds, such as mouse jigglers and keystroke simulators.) But the product is less the data than it is these companies' ability to turn the data into narrative: "AI-powered systems can now analyze 100% of interactions rather than the typical 1-3% sample size of traditional approaches, ensuring nothing falls through the cracks," the promotional copy on one call-center-monitoring firm's website reads.

Read: When did the job market get so rude?

And as the technological conditions for widespread employee surveillance have fallen into place, so have the cultural and economic conditions. The pandemic pushed more workers than ever before into remote work, out of sight of their bosses. Trust between employers and employees is tanking. A recession has been promised for years, and while we wait, AI is upending the job market: The technologies currently surveilling workers such as call-center staff may soon replace them entirely, and in the meantime, corporations are laying off people by the tens of thousands and looking for other ways to replace them with machines. The availability of data, and tools with which to examine such information, has turned human resources, once a qualitative discipline, into "people analytics." After being bombarded for years with eerily targeted ads and news stories about data breaches, many Americans have settled into a state of privacy nihilism, one in which we know that all of our data are being collected and exploited, even if we prefer not to think about it too much.

The companies selling digital surveillance advertise all manner of use cases: worker safety, mental health, organizational efficiency, burnout reduction in high-stakes fields such as medicine and transportation. (At First Horizon Bank, AI monitors call-center employees' stress and presents them with a montage of pictures of their families when levels get too high.) In practice, these companies also seem to be selling an empirical assessment of worker productivity, down to the minute. A 2022 New York Times investigation found that eight of the 10 largest private employers in the United States track individual workers' productivity. In one poll, 37 percent of employers said they had used stored recordings to fire a worker.



But the problem with many of these tools is that they're not very good at doing the things they say they can. A keystroke tracker can't necessarily know the difference between mindless typing and focused knowledge production; a breakdown of someone's app usage doesn't definitionally tell you much about the kind and quality of work they're doing inside the app. At UnitedHealth Group, the Times found, a program used to monitor efficacy (and help set compensation) docked social workers for keyboard inactivity, even though they were offline for a good reason: They were in counseling sessions with patients. (UnitedHealth acknowledged to the Times that it monitored staff, but noted that multiple factors go into performance evaluations.)

If computers are flawed analysts of straightforward productivity, imagine, now, applying that same technology to something as complex as the constellation of emotions expressible by humans. Study after study shows that AI replicates the biases of the data it's trained on. (In 2018, Lauren Rhue, then a professor of information systems and analytics at Wake Forest University, studied photographs of NBA players and emotion-recognition AI; she discovered that the tech found Black players to be angrier than their white teammates--even, in some cases, if they were smiling.) Many emotion-AI products base their rubrics on the clinical psychologist Paul Ekman's theory of basic emotions, which holds that all people experience the same six core emotions: anger, disgust, fear, happiness, sadness, and surprise. That theory has been widely challenged as oversimplistic and methodologically flawed in the many decades since it was first published.

Body language is a metaphor that has become a cliche, but anyone who has spent much time at all around other people understands that everyone speaks in a different dialect. "Your movements," the neuroscientist and psychologist Lisa Feldman Barrett told me, "whether it's on your face or in your body or the tones that you emit, don't have inherent emotional meaning. They have relational meaning." They vary based on the context of the conversation, the physiognomy of the person making them, culture, room temperature, vibes.

Read: The new age of performance anxiety

Research suggests, Barrett said, that in the U.S., people scowl when angry about 35 percent of the time. This means a scowl is relatively likely to be an expression of anger. It also means that if you are looking only for a scowl, you miss about 65 percent of cases in which a person is angry. Half the time when people scowl, they aren't angry at all. "So imagine a situation where you're in a job interview," she said. "You're listening really carefully to the person, you're scowling as you're listening because you're paying really, really close attention, and an AI labels you as angry. You will not get that job."

A hospital call-center employee verbally expressing sadness when speaking with a patient about their condition could be read as conveying an inappropriate lack of warmth or cheer. A fast-food employee listening intently to someone's order could be perceived as upset. Although the MorphCast app liked me, I work in a newsroom in 2026--it's easy enough to imagine my little mood dial drifting into the "negative" quadrant for reasons having nothing to do with my personal pleasantness.

HireVue--a job-screening platform whose clients include Ikea, the pharmaceutical company Regeneron, and the Children's Hospital of Philadelphia--uses AI to interview and analyze job candidates and promotion-seeking employees. In a 2025 legal complaint, the ACLU alleged that HireVue's platform didn't provide adequate subtitles in a promotion interview for a deaf member of the accessibility team at Intuit, the financial-software company. The employee was denied her promotion; in the email that she got explaining the decision, she was advised to "practice active listening." (HireVue and Intuit have disputed these claims.)

Barrett has been studying the psychology of emotion for years. Toward the end of our conversation, I asked what she wished more people knew about emotion AI. First she asked if she was allowed to swear. "I have been talking about this for a fucking decade," she said. "There are--I mean, literally, at this point--hundreds and hundreds of studies involving thousands and thousands of people to show that when it comes to emotion, variation is the norm." The idea that emotions can be objectively measured or analyzed at all, in other words, is fantasy.

The companies packaging this technology--and the other companies buying it--do make some good points. Humans are biased, too, they say. In interviews, representatives of some companies told me about their algorithms' abilities to reveal patterns that impressions alone cannot. The tech will get better--this is the promise of AI: that it learns from its mistakes.

Read: America isn't ready for what AI will do to jobs

But if it gets better, then what? Most of the time, discussion of emotion AI and similar tools focuses on what can go wrong--the muddied signals, the imperfect analysis, the scowl of empathy, the junk science being leveraged to fire workers. The more I used MorphCast, the more I began to worry about the opposite: a world where the robot embedded in my inbox and my Zoom account could actually say something meaningful and true about my emotional state; a world where, in addition to my job job, I have the work of making the emotion robot think that I'm sufficiently cheerful; a world where my every unintentional facial expression has bearing on my ability to feed my family. I've always known that my workplace holds wide-ranging power over me, but I don't need it made quite so literal. "I mean, there's a reason there's a lot of sci-fi stories about this kind of thing," Levy, the Cornell information scientist, told me.

Levy wrote a book about the way affective computing and other forms of biometric surveillance have been deployed in the trucking industry--a field that, due to its mobile and distributed workforce, was long immune to surveillance. But in 2016, the federal government began mandating electronic logging, in an attempt to reduce overwork and ward off accidents. The constant surveillance added its own form of stress, however--without actually reducing crashes. Truckers, historically, have had a "really notable degree of pride," Levy said, and "had a lot of autonomy to kind of do the work in the way that they saw fit." That pride, she said, has been picked away at, as the computers have begun watching. "There really is, I think, a pretty strong dignitary concern to being watched in some fairly intimate ways, or pretty granular ways that have to do with people's bodies and their spaces." I am flattered the computer liked me, but I'd prefer it didn't know me at all.
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Deepfakes Are Coming for Your Bank Account

OpenAI made the perfect tool for scammers.

by Lila Shroff

Sat, 02 May 2026




Updated at 4:34 p.m. ET on May 2, 2026


Donald Trump is on TikTok doing his morning routine. "Get ready with me for a big day ???," reads the caption, as the president holds a makeup brush to his cheek. The scene is a still, ostensibly a screenshot of a TikTok clip. Like so much other AI-generated slop coursing through the internet, the image is fake and ridiculous. It also looks unnervingly real: There are no hands with six fingers, physics-defying angles, or other flagrant signs of AI-generated imagery. At quick glance, it really looks like the president is putting on bronzer.



 
 Created in ChatGPT with the prompt "Trump doing a makeup tutorial on TikTok"



I made this deepfake with OpenAI's new image-generation model. ChatGPT Images 2.0, released last week, can create photorealistic visuals that are noticeably more convincing than what its predecessors might have produced. The tool has flooded the internet with hyperreal fakes: for example, Jeffrey Epstein as a Twitch streamer. I created the "screenshot" of Trump's fake TikTok after encountering a similar image on the ChatGPT Subreddit, and I've since been able to use Images 2.0 to create all kinds of alarming deepfake images--including of Elon Musk getting whisked away by the FBI, world leaders suffering medical emergencies, and top American politicians donning Nazi paraphernalia (none of which I've shared anywhere).

This was all unsettling in its own right. But the most realistic deepfakes I was able to create did not involve politicians or celebrities. They mostly did not depict people at all. With little effort, I was able to create more than 100 fraudulent images, including prescriptions for opioids and ADHD medication, bank alerts, social-media posts, fake IDs, and passports.


A sample license from the Washington, D.C., DMV website



Images 2.0 is especially good at generating images with text in them--which may not sound impressive, but it's a big deal. Image models have long struggled to produce pictures that contain words. Otherwise realistic-looking visuals end up pockmarked with bungled street signs and distorted billboards. This makes ChatGPT Images 2.0 a much more sophisticated graphic-design tool--but it also makes the new model fantastic for perpetuating fraud. In my experiments, OpenAI's tool readily generated images of fake health documents (doctor's notes, vaccination cards, and medical tests), as well as forged financial materials (invoices, receipts, and tax forms). Many of these images were highly persuasive, complete with fully legible text, shading, and other visual props that increased their photorealism.

Some images were more convincing than others. The fake medical prescriptions were legible, but the handwriting looked more like the output of an iPad stylus than a pen on paper. When I fed OpenAI's model a boarding pass from an old flight and asked the bot to update it with new details for an upcoming flight, ChatGPT generated a new boarding pass--but surely, the bar code wouldn't have actually scanned me onto a flight. And although I certainly hope my ChatGPT-generated driver's license would not fool the TSA, perhaps it would trick a hotel receptionist or an out-of-state bouncer who would accept a "photo" of my ID instead of the real card. Many of the more persuasive-looking images contained minor errors--in the pictured receipt, ChatGPT correctly summed up the total cost of items purchased, but miscalculated the state tax (alongside other slight mistakes).

OpenAI's tool particularly excels at creating fake screenshots. Need to fabricate confirmation of wire transfer from Chase? A Wells Fargo alert for unusual account activity? A receipt for an Uber ride? Done, done, and done. These images could supercharge all kinds of commonplace scams. A bad actor could email their target an image of a fake Uber receipt alongside a link to report suspicious activity. The recipient, confused to see a receipt for a trip they never took, might then click the fraudster's sketchy link, accidentally handing over sensitive information in doing so--a classic phishing scam. (Again, there are flaws: For instance, the map depicted in the Uber image is wrong in many ways; among other issues, it suggests a car ride across a body of water where there is no bridge.)



 
 ChatGPT Images 2.0 especially excels at creating fake screenshots.



Image technologies have long aided scammers. In the 1990s, as computerized color copiers and home printers became commonplace, American banknotes were redesigned to ward off counterfeiters. For decades, people have used tools such as Photoshop to manipulate digital imagery. But faking photos has never been so fast and cheap. Last month, the FBI released its annual report on internet crimes, and for the first time ever, it included a section on AI scams, which cost Americans nearly $1 billion last year. Expense-reimbursement fraud--employees faking receipts--is already on the rise. A recent OpenAI report details how one set of scammers posing as fake lawyers used an older image model to create a fake bar-association membership card. "The limits of the applications of this technology is really only limited by a fraudster's imagination," Mason Wilder, research director at the Association of Certified Fraud Examiners, told me. Google's image-generation tools also let me make all kinds of fake materials. But when it comes to fraudulent documents and screenshots--at least for now--the new ChatGPT model seems to be better at the task.

In theory, I shouldn't have been able to make most of these images to begin with. OpenAI prohibits the use of its technology for fraud or scams. When I shared several examples with OpenAI and asked why I was able to generate such a diverse array of fraudulent imagery, a company spokesperson told me that OpenAI's goal "is to give users as much creative freedom as possible" while still enforcing "usage policies." To guard against misuse, the new model "includes multiple layers of image-specific safety protection." Clearly, those protections are not working very well. The spokesperson also said that images generated with ChatGPT include certain metadata. But OpenAI has previously noted that metadata can be "easily removed either accidentally or intentionally"--by uploading an image to social media or simply taking a screenshot.



 
 OpenAI's model generated fraudulent financial imagery using bank logos. Certain account information has been redacted from these images.



Google has similar restrictions against using its tools for fraud. When I sent the company images I made with its models, a spokesperson said that the tools "continually get better" at enforcing guardrails. Google also embeds AI-generated images with an imperceptible watermark, and offers a detection tool called SynthID. In my tests, SynthID was quite effective at identifying images generated with Google's models. But most people are not going to run every image they see through such a tool.

All of this makes it even harder for banks, hospitals, government agencies, and the like to prevent fraud. Using OpenAI's model, I was easily able to create a fake Chase Bank check and wire-transfer alert. "We need an ecosystem-wide effort--including from AI companies--to strengthen guardrails and help stop these crimes at the source," a Chase spokesperson told me, adding that the bank has its own safeguards in place to protect customers. But even if the top AI companies were to radically improve their own guardrails, there would still be the problem of open-source models. Fraud-prevention experts are working on technological fixes, Wilder said, but "the good guys are almost always a step behind."

So much of the current discourse around deepfakes has focused on the extreme--fabricated political scandals or world events. These are very real concerns: Using Google's and OpenAI's image models, I was easily able to create highly persuasive screenshots of fake New York Times and Atlantic articles.



 
 I uploaded a screenshot of a real Atlantic article I wrote and instructed the bot to replace it with this fake one.





 
 Using ChatGPT, I manipulated a screenshot of The New York Times' homepage--replacing a real story with this fake one about spinach. (Without prompting, the bot also swapped in an article about groceries; the rest of the stories are real.)



The images convincingly matched the visual layout and typography used by the two publications, filled in coherent text, and generated the names of actual authors. But for as fragmented as our media ecosystem may be, a quick Google search is likely to reveal whether such images are fake. It's the mundane, micro-targeted deepfakes--the ones that scam your relatives, not momentarily confuse social-media feeds--that may be more sinister.



This article originally misstated the number of fake headlines in an AI-edited screenshot of The New York Times' homepage. The image contains two made-up stories, not one.
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The Ballroom Truthers Have a Theory

The fake-assassination-attempt conspiracy keeps growing.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Tue, 28 Apr 2026




Updated at 11:25 a.m. ET on April 29, 2026

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

Within hours of the gunfire at the White House Correspondents' Dinner on Saturday night--and initial, erroneous reports that the shooter had been killed--the usual swirl of misinformation and rumor was swirling in a particular direction. The event was staged, people said.

More than 300,000 posts containing the word staged were shared on X before midday on Sunday, according to an analysis cited by The New York Times. Some of those were probably saying that, actually, the event was not staged, but still: People with substantial social-media followings (including some celebrities) were raising questions. They drew attention to a clip of White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt from just before the dinner, laughing as she previewed her boss's speech: "There will be some shots fired tonight in the room." Others, in the style of pop-music stan accounts, grabbed photos of President Trump and other members of the administration, taken just before the shooting, in which one might find evidence of knowing smirks or other telling body language. Some of these posts were viewed millions of times.

The conspiracy theorists also latched on to a video pulled from Fox News's live broadcast, in which the reporter Aishah Hasnie, calling from inside the Hilton hotel that hosted the event, told the anchor that she had been speaking with Leavitt's husband right before the shooting started. "You need to be very safe," she said he'd told her. "And he was very serious when he said that to me, and he kind of looked around the room and he said there are some--" Then the call dropped. Hasnie clarified in a post on X that cell service had been spotty in the ballroom, but her explanation, delivered at 1:30 in the morning, was not as widely viewed as posts suggesting that Fox had cut her feed before she could reveal what her source had gone on to say. ("There are some ... people in here who are going to fake an attempt on the president's life but with live ammunition"?)

A potential motive for a staged assassination attempt was quickly floated too. Less than two weeks earlier, a federal judge had ruled that Trump could not justify his plan to build a ballroom by saying it was necessary for security reasons. Now he had a perfect counterpoint: "This event would never have happened with the Militarily Top Secret Ballroom currently under construction at the White House," he posted on Truth Social, his social-media platform, on Sunday. Some of the last large #Resistance Twitter accounts started circulating collages of all the posts from Trump allies who were arguing the same point, in suspiciously similar ways. Yesterday, three GOP senators pressed again for funding for the ballroom, and the Justice Department filed a bizarre motion backing the project with Trumpian rhetoric (asserting that any opponents must have "TRUMP DERANGEMENT SYNDROME").

Among the highly online left, some stated as fact that the whole event had been a ploy to get the ballroom. To some MAGA influencers, it was equally clear that Trump's enemies had been pushing back on the ballroom plans all along, with the intention of causing his death. "The Democrat judges who stopped the construction of a White House ballroom did so to enable an assassination of Trump," the far-right internet personality Mike Cernovich wrote, apparently in earnest. I also saw one person with almost 300,000 followers try to tie the shooting to a recent, roundly debunked story about a bunch of scientists who were supposedly mysteriously "missing."

All of this has echoes of the many conspiracy theories that surrounded an earlier attempt on Trump's life in Butler, Pennsylvania, in July 2024. That incident left behind a long trail of speculation and rumor, including a debate over whether the president was lying about the fact that a bullet struck his right ear. (Some still post photos of the president and insist that his cartilage appears to be intact.) Then, as now, a contingent of observers claimed that the whole thing had been invented to help Trump--in that case, to make his polling numbers go up, which they didn't. Now, apparently, the Trump administration was going back to the same playbook. Or maybe Saturday's attempt was staged and the one in Butler wasn't? Or vice versa? It was "highly possible" that the Butler shooting had been staged, the author Joyce Carol Oates said in a post on Sunday afternoon, but the previous night's shooting seemed legit. Later that day, her perception had shifted: "He knew the script," she wrote, in reference to one Cabinet official who was in attendance at the dinner.

Reached for comment, the White House spokesperson Davis Ingle said in an email, "Anyone who thinks President Trump staged his own assassination attempts is a complete moron." But how many people fit into this category? Do a meaningful number of Americans actually believe that the president was part of a (successful) plot to fake one or more attempted murders in order to consolidate his power (and build a ballroom)?

Mark Fenster, a professor at the University of Florida's law school who writes about government transparency and conspiracy theories, told me this would be hard to know. Social media makes conspiracy theories more visible, he said, but may not reflect their actual popularity. Public-opinion polls would provide a better view, but these can fail to capture how committed people are to the positions they claim to hold. "If you ask someone who isn't particularly well informed or doesn't care that much but doesn't like or trust Trump, they might say, Yeah, it's staged," Fenster told me. "That doesn't mean they're a conspiracy theorist who really believes it."

The historian Kathryn Olmsted, who surveyed the history of American paranoia in her 2009 book, Real Enemies: Conspiracy Theories and American Democracy, World War I to 9/11, told me that prior assassination plots have not all produced the same quantity of disbelief. (As Fenster noted to me, successful ones generally produce more.) In 1975, a time of notable distrust of government and widespread concern about the secret machinations of the state, two attempts were made on Gerald Ford's life in the space of three weeks. "There was abundant media coverage of both attempts, but I don't think I've seen evidence of anyone thinking he was responsible for the plots himself," Olmsted said. In 1981, John Hinckley Jr. shot Ronald Reagan outside the same Hilton hotel that hosted Saturday's dinner, but that incident didn't produce many conspiracy theories either. People seemed to take Hinckley at face value when he said he'd acted to impress the young actor Jodie Foster.

Olmsted also pointed out that political assassinations used to be far more common in America than they are today, and that the Secret Service greatly improved its security measures in the 1980s. Given the frequency of these events in earlier eras, she said, people may have been less inclined to invest any one of them with secret meaning. "I think most Americans just assumed there were plenty of mentally ill people who wanted to kill someone famous."

But that's not all that's different. Trump is different, too. He's a prolific liar with a well-established love for spectacle, and from the day he entered the political sphere, he has repeated and encouraged conspiracy theories of many stripes. It comes as no surprise that he's at the center of one.



This article originally stated that Aishah Hasnie had been speaking with President Trump right before the shooting started. In fact, the quote provided was from Karoline Leavitt's husband.
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The Strange Origin of AI's 'Reasoning' Abilities

It involves 4chan, of all places.

by Alex Reisner

Tue, 14 Apr 2026




In July 2020, 4chan's video-game discussion board looked much like the rest of the notorious online forum. There were elaborate, libidinal fantasies involving "whores" and "dragon cum," and comments on how long a gamer had to wait "before my dick can get up for another beating," as one put it.

And yet, as the gamers discussed such things, they were also making a discovery of significance to the AI industry. Some of them were playing AI Dungeon, a new text-based role-playing game that was essentially an AI version of Dungeons & Dragons. In endlessly generated fantasy-world scenarios, players described actions like "pick up the sword" or "tell the troll to go away," and the computer responded with the action that followed.

In addition to asking the game's characters to engage in various sex acts (naturally), the 4chan gamers also asked them to do math problems. That sounds strange, of course, but AI Dungeon was powered by OpenAI's GPT-3, and the gamers knew that they were among the first people to probe the capabilities of this new large language model. This was more than two years before the release of ChatGPT, and the model was famously bad at math. It frequently failed at simple arithmetic. But when they asked a character in the game to do a math problem and provide a step-by-step explanation, one of them wrote, the LLM was "not only solving math problems but actually solves them in a way that fits the personality of the fucking character."

The players had come upon a new feature--what's known in AI today as "chain of thought." Essentially, it means that the model explains the steps required to solve a problem, in addition to giving an answer. Asking the model for a chain of thought also seems to improve the accuracy of its answers to certain kinds of problems. The gamers on 4chan recognized the significance immediately, and posted examples on Twitter.

Recently, the tech industry has promoted chain of thought as a revolution in technology, and a reason to get excited about AI all over again. Researchers at Google claimed in a paper to be "the first" to elicit a "chain of thought" from a general-purpose LLM, more than a year after the 4chan gamers shared their findings. (This claim was removed from subsequent versions of the paper, which still did not acknowledge the gamers, though at least one other research paper has.) And in the past couple of years, companies have begun to claim that their chatbots are not just getting math problems right; they are actually thinking about them. OpenAI wrote in 2024 that its "o1" model "thinks before it answers," and Google claimed that Gemini 2.0 Flash Thinking Experimental was "capable of showing its thoughts." Companies started referring to their models as "reasoning models," ostensibly a new kind of product from an LLM.

Amid all this hype, the 4chan history is instructive. 4chan gamers, for all their brash language, have tended to speak in more levelheaded--and accurate--terms than the AI industry about how the models work. Last year, for example, Anthropic published a long and serious-looking article, "On the Biology of a Large Language Model." Its visual presentation mimicked scientific publications, with sophisticated-looking diagrams and equations. But on every topic, the article described the operation of the LLM in terms of a human mind. It said the LLM "plans" its writing in advance, "generalizes" its knowledge, and can be "unfaithful" to its chain of thought (meaning, the article explains, the LLM is occasionally "bullshitting").

Contrast this with a guide written in 2024 by people on 4chan, which begins with the heading, "Your bot is an illusion," and proceeds with a clear, detailed description of how companies use an LLM to construct a chatbot that responds to questions and has a personality. It describes an LLM's most important technical features and shows how the model's outputs correspond to its various inputs. The guide is a useful reminder of the most basic truth about large language models: The only thing they can do is imitate their training data.

LLMs can output explanations of math because they were trained on explanations of math. Some of those explanations come from textbooks, but companies also train their so-called reasoning models on text that conveys the act of thinking. I dug into some open-source AI-training data sets and found hundreds of thousands of meandering solutions to math problems that included language such as "Wait, no. The question is," "First, I should parse the input correctly," and "Wait, but in cases where ..." As far as I've seen, companies acquire this text either by paying workers to write it or generating it with other AI models. (Google, OpenAI, and Anthropic did not respond to requests for comment.)

Models trained on such utterances are not actually reasoning; they are predicting what reasoning might look like. There isn't even necessarily any connection between a model's reasoning steps and its final answer. Researchers have shown that models can provide incorrect chain-of-thought text but still arrive at the correct result.

Some people have argued that if a computer can imitate human reason well enough to fool us every time, then how can we say it isn't doing the real thing? Researchers at Apple have explored this question, and their findings are insightful. For example, they discovered that a model might answer a math word problem correctly, but then answer the same problem incorrectly after the wording was changed slightly. Specifically, they found that state-of-the-art reasoning models performed up to 65 percent worse when irrelevant information was added to a question, even when the wording of key facts was left unchanged. Apple researchers have also shown, in a paper titled "The Illusion of Thinking," that although the reasoning models do better than standard LLMs on certain problems, they are also worse at others.

The reason the chain-of-thought trick does often work is fairly simple. The additional words in the chain of thought give the model more context, which guides its word-predicting process in a better direction, as Perplexity CEO Aravind Srinivas explained in a 2024 interview. This is analogous to the common advice about being specific when asking an LLM a question on any topic. The more details you give, the more you push the LLM toward the relevant words in its memory.

Some of the 4chan gamers appeared to understand this immediately. As one explained back in July 2020: "It makes sense since it is based on human language that you have to talk to it like one"--that is, like a human--"to get a proper response."

In addition to the gamers, another AI enthusiast discovered the chain-of-thought trick at almost the exact same time. A computer-science student named Zach Robertson, who also came to GPT-3 through AI Dungeon, wrote a blog post in July 2020 about "how to amplify GPT3's capabilities" by breaking math problems into multiple steps. That September he gave a presentation that showed how the steps could be "chained" together. Robertson, who is now a Ph.D. student in computer science at Stanford, told me on a video call that he was not aware of the 4chan gamers. In fact, he wasn't even aware he could be considered a co-inventor of chain of thought. I'd seen his blog post cited in a research paper, but when I first mentioned it in an email, he was unsure what I was talking about. He'd removed the post from the internet a couple of years ago when migrating his blog to a new site. (He restored it after we spoke.)

I thought Robertson might be proud to learn he was a pioneer in an area of such enthusiasm within the AI industry. But he seemed only mildly tickled. Those early experiments with AI Dungeon were what got him interested in AI, he told me, but he's since moved on to other topics. Chain of thought was a remarkable trick, but that's also all it was.
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How the Iran War May Play a Role in the Midterms

Panelists joined to discuss the economic fallout from the conflict, and more.

by The Editors

Sat, 02 May 2026




Fallout from the war in Iran may play a role in the midterm elections, particularly when it comes to the economy. Panelists on Washington Week With The Atlantic joined last night to discuss this, and more.

"People have been feeling glum about the economy for a really long time," Idrees Kahloon, a staff writer at The Atlantic, argued last night. But the conditions created by the war in Iran, such as the effects on the global oil market, he added, are "not the set of economic priorities you want to be sending before you go to the midterms."

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Peter Baker, the chief White House correspondent at The New York Times; Susan Glasser, a staff writer at The New Yorker; Kahloon; Ashley Parker, a staff writer at The Atlantic.

Watch the full episode here.
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Misoprostol Could Be Next

If the Supreme Court upholds new restrictions on mifepristone, the other abortion pill may be targeted too.

by Lucy Tu

Wed, 06 May 2026




Over the weekend, reproductive-health-care providers across the country confronted a puzzle they had never before needed to solve at scale: how to offer medication abortion without mifepristone. The drug, also known as the abortion pill, is the first in a two-pill regimen that the FDA approved for pregnancy termination in 2000. Last Friday, the Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals blocked providers nationwide from prescribing it online or mailing it to patients, delivering the most sweeping shock to U.S. abortion policy since the overturning of Roe v. Wade.

Some abortion providers suspended telehealth services immediately. Others moved toward using only misoprostol, the second pill in the usual protocol, which can end a pregnancy on its own. Misoprostol-only abortion has long existed at the edges of American abortion care; now, for providers, it could serve as a strategic hedge against an unstable legal future.

Already, the Supreme Court has issued a one-week stay on the Fifth Circuit's order, allowing mifepristone to once again be administered via telehealth. But mifepristone has been in the crosshairs of anti-abortion activists for as long as it's been available in the United States. Even now, federal lawmakers are advancing legislation to ban mifepristone for medication abortion on the grounds that it is dangerous and likely to be abused. To assuage concerns about the potential for serious side effects, such as heavy bleeding and abdominal pain, the FDA long required doctors to prescribe the drug in person and supervise patients taking it. During the coronavirus pandemic, after reviewing data showing that patients could safely take the pills without an in-person clinical visit, the agency began allowing mifepristone to be prescribed via telehealth and delivered by mail.

Those changes were the focus of the case before the Fifth Circuit, a lawsuit in which the Louisiana government has argued that mail-order access to mifepristone has circumvented the state's near-total abortion ban and that the FDA's decision to remove the in-person dispensing requirements was based on flawed data. In court, the FDA has defended its current policy, but in September, the agency announced that it would revisit the drug's prescribing rules. The Fifth Circuit's Friday ruling barred telehealth prescription and mail delivery of mifepristone while that review proceeds.

Read: A convenient piece of junk science

If the ruling is upheld in the Supreme Court, it will affect a significant number of Americans. Medication abortion has been growing in use since its FDA approval and, as of 2023, accounts for nearly two-thirds of pregnancy terminations in the United States, according to the Guttmacher Institute, a nonprofit focused on sexual and reproductive health. About a quarter of all abortions are provided via telehealth. In states with abortion bans or heavy restrictions, receiving mifepristone and misoprostol by mail is one of the only paths to ending a pregnancy.

Misoprostol-only abortion is common around the world, especially in countries where abortion laws are restrictive or mifepristone is not widely available. "Of the two drugs, misoprostol was always the workhorse," Heidi Moseson, a senior research scientist at Ibis Reproductive Health, an international research and advocacy group, told me. In the standard two-drug regimen, mifepristone is taken first to block progesterone, the hormone that helps sustain a pregnancy, and misoprostol follows 24 to 48 hours later, causing the uterus to contract in a process that mimics miscarriage. Taken alone, misoprostol yields the same result.

But in the United States, misoprostol-only abortion has generally been treated as a fallback option. This approach was built on studies published between 1994 and 2019 estimating the typical mifepristone-and-misoprostol regimen to be roughly 95 percent effective, compared with about 78 percent for misoprostol alone. The misoprostol-only approach was also thought to carry more side effects and a higher risk of incomplete abortion, which sometimes requires additional doses of abortion medication or a procedural abortion to resolve.

Recent evidence is more bullish on the efficacy and safety of misoprostol-only abortion. The studies included in the early reviews varied in dosage, timing, and route of administration of both mifepristone and misoprostol, making the two protocols difficult to compare directly. However, in 2023, the National Abortion Federation and the Society of Family Planning shared a standardized misoprostol-only protocol for medication abortion. A 2024 review of studies that followed this specific protocol found effectiveness rates ranging from 82 to 100 percent. Moseson, who led that review, is now helping lead the first randomized controlled trial to compare the two medication-abortion protocols. Recent research has also yielded mixed conclusions about whether misoprostol alone is associated with elevated rates of nausea, vomiting, and diarrhea, as was once believed. And serious complications are rare: Fewer than 0.2 percent of patients undergoing misoprostol-only first-trimester abortion require hospitalization or a blood transfusion. Studies in the United States and in countries where the misoprostol-only protocol is more common have found that patients can safely self-manage the regimen, even when they obtain misoprostol through online services rather than formal clinics.

Read: The other abortion pill

Stronger data on misoprostol-only abortion, Moseson told me, could expand the options available to patients. Misoprostol is typically cheaper and easier to access than mifepristone, including in states with abortion restrictions. Unlike mifepristone, which in the U.S. is primarily used for medication abortion, misoprostol can treat a variety of conditions, including stomach ulcers and postpartum hemorrhage. It has never been subject to the FDA's special prescribing requirements and sits on retail-pharmacy shelves. (As of 2023, mifepristone can be dispensed by certified retail pharmacies, but in-store availability remains limited in practice.)

But for providers, rapidly moving more patients to a misoprostol-only protocol would not be simple. Many clinicians have less experience counseling patients through the regimen, including advising them on how to identify possible complications and confirm that an abortion is complete. New restrictions on mifepristone could also bring a fresh wave of scrutiny to abortion and reproductive health care more broadly, Lauren Ralph, an epidemiologist at UC San Francisco, told me. Ralph, who has studied the safety of telehealth and self-managed medication abortion, said she is not worried about the minimal medical risks of misoprostol-only abortion. The greater danger, she suggested, would be a legal one: In states with strict abortion laws, patients might delay seeking follow-up care or struggle to find a provider willing to risk criminal exposure by treating them.

Although untouched by the Fifth Circuit's ruling, misoprostol is not necessarily immune to legal attacks. Louisiana's lawsuit and parallel suits filed by Florida and Missouri argue that the Comstock Act--a dormant, 19th-century anti-obscenity statute that anti-abortion legal strategists have spent years working to resurrect--bars the mailing of any drug used to induce abortion. This reading would apply to misoprostol just as readily as to mifepristone. (The Fifth Circuit did not address that argument; whether the Supreme Court will do so remains an open question.) In 2024, Louisiana became the first state to classify both mifepristone and misoprostol as controlled dangerous substances, a designation that requires prescribing clinicians to acquire special licensure from the state and mandates that facilities store the drugs under lock and key. All prescriptions must be tracked through a state database, and anyone possessing the pills without a valid prescription faces fines or jail time. Lawmakers in Texas, Missouri, and Kentucky have proposed copycat bills.

From the January 2024 issue: A plan to outlaw abortion everywhere

The places least equipped to absorb new storage and prescribing requirements are the same places where access to health care is already most precarious. Michelle Erenberg, the executive director of the reproductive-rights organization Lift Louisiana, told me that some rural and small community hospitals--which typically have limited capacity to store controlled substances--have effectively lost access to misoprostol for any kind of care. Pharmacists across the state have stopped stocking the drug, or grown wary of filling prescriptions, she said, leaving patients in limbo as they seek misoprostol for outpatient miscarriage care or to prepare for procedures such as IUD insertion. In December 2024, two months after Louisiana's law took effect, a doctor performing an emergency C-section preordered misoprostol--previously kept within arm's reach on delivery-room trays--in anticipation of a possible hemorrhage. Yet when the patient began losing blood on the table, the medication was still in a locked pharmacy cabinet across the hospital.

Abortion providers can adapt to mifepristone's absence, as many already have. Misoprostol, by contrast, is harder to replace, as a mainstay of obstetric care and the most viable alternative to the standard regimen for pregnancy termination. If it becomes widely restricted, Americans seeking abortion care will have no ready substitute.
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A Brutal First for the Cruise Industry

A hantavirus outbreak is serious and unnerving.

by Katherine J. Wu

Tue, 05 May 2026




Norovirus loves a cruise ship. So did the coronavirus responsible for COVID-19. The crowded rooms, stuffy air, and communal dining of a giant boat filled with humans create the ideal conditions for pathogens to spread. Now hantavirus--a highly deadly rodent-borne pathogen that typically spreads when people breathe in the aerosolized feces or other bodily secretions of infected animals--may have discovered this too: The world now appears to be experiencing its first documented cruise-ship hantavirus outbreak.



Over the weekend, health officials contacted the World Health Organization to report a cluster of serious illnesses aboard a cruise ship bound for South Africa. Among the roughly 150 passengers and crew on board, three have died and four have fallen ill--one critically. The vessel, the MV Hondius, is now anchored off the coast of Cabo Verde, as those on the ship await further instructions.



The situation is serious and frankly a bit unnerving. For now, officials are scrambling to assess the situation. Only two of the seven supposed cases of hantavirus have been confirmed by laboratory testing; the rest are still "suspected," according to the WHO. And as health officials investigate, more cases may appear. Hantavirus can simmer in the body for weeks before sparking symptoms, and the seven people who have fallen sick so far might have all caught the virus through a common animal exposure before they got on the ship.



But that's not guaranteed. The possibility remains that hantavirus-ridden rodents stowed away on the ship, which could mean more exposures, more illnesses, and perhaps even more deaths. A less likely, but still very real alternative: People could be catching the virus from one another, which could pose an additional threat to those at the ship's destination and beyond--and to the health-care workers treating them. At least one type of hantavirus may be capable of limited person-to-person transmission, in situations involving close and prolonged contact--the sort that a cruise ship certainly encourages. And that version, known as Andes virus, just so happens to be found in Argentina, from where the ship departed just weeks ago. Researchers are sequencing the virus detected on board to confirm its identity, but currently, "our working assumption is that it's Andes virus," Maria Van Kerkhove, the acting director of epidemic and pandemic management at the WHO, told me via email.



No matter which version of reality this is, scores of people are now trapped on a cruise ship, potentially with a lethal virus that is perhaps being ferried about by infected rodents and/or humans. The virus can kill up to half of the people it infects, so any further spread could have horrifying results. At least one person who fell ill was taken off the ship to be treated in a hospital; more evacuations are planned. But most of those on board have no clear indication of when they'll be freed. Oceanwide Expeditions, the company operating the cruise, has said that the ship is facing a "serious medical situation" and that the company is cooperating with authorities and working to "uphold stringent health and safety procedures."



Eventually, of course, all of the ship's passengers will have to disembark; Spain has agreed to receive the ship in the Canary Islands. Still, health officials can't yet say how much risk the passengers and crew will pose to the broader global community. All told, this incident is a deeply sobering reminder that cruise ships can be the setting for infectious-disease nightmares--because they offer pathogens so many simple opportunities to spread.



The perils of cruise ships became painfully apparent during the early days of COVID, when the coronavirus zoomed through hundreds of people aboard the Diamond Princess. In many ways, the ships represented--and, really, embraced--the exact conditions that the pandemic-wary were cautioned to avoid: close quarters, communal indoor dining, crummy ventilation in public spaces.



That setup also favors the norovirus, one of the most common pathogens aboard cruise ships, Vikram Niranjan, a public-health researcher at the University of Limerick, in Ireland, who has written about the vessels' risks, told me. Norovirus is wildly contagious, and transmitted when people come into contact with infected feces or vomit. Contaminated food, water, and surfaces are common culprits--easy to come across when dealing with shared utensils and cafeteria-style dining.



What's more, cruise-ship interiors, where passengers from all around the world mingle and breathe in stale air, are especially friendly to any respiratory pathogens that make it onboard--COVID, flu, and now perhaps hantavirus. And for a virus that seems capable of human-to-human spread, prolonged journeys that last for several weeks, like this one, are ripe for facilitating repeated exposure. The people suspected to have been sickened with hantavirus started showing symptoms several weeks apart, which raises the possibility that the illnesses represent a chain, rather than a cluster of cases with the same source. Plus, one of the individuals who is ill and will soon be evacuated is reportedly the ship's doctor, a likely common contact of the confirmed cases.



Van Kerkhove said the WHO team suspects that "there may be multiple ways in which people have been infected--through exposure to rodents but also possibly through human to human transmission via close contact." The researchers were told rodents weren't on the ship, but "I, obviously, can't confirm that," she added. "As it's a ship, there is always the possibility."



All things considered, "it's increasingly looking as if there is at least some human-to-human transmission," Bill Hanage, an epidemiologist at Harvard's School of Public Health, told me. At the same time, Hanage noted, the cruise-ship conditions that might have allowed for that sort of spread could be making it harder for scientists to confirm the possibility. Even on land, human-to-human transmission is very difficult to confirm: People who tend to spend a lot of time together are among the likeliest to spread disease to one another, but they're also prone to having the same exposure to an external source. Aboard a ship, even strangers are constantly schmoozing, widening the net that researchers have to cast.



Neither Niranjan nor Hanage thinks the takeaway is to swear off cruise ships. (Quite the opposite, Niranjan said: He'd still love to go on a cruise someday.) But realistically, the risks are at least as high as they would be for any other packed, prolonged party. If nothing else, pathogens thrive on our fondness for one another.
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What Adding Race to BMI Can Do

Race-sensitive cutoffs can address BMI's shortcomings, but not entirely.

by Katherine J. Wu

Tue, 05 May 2026




In recent years, the perils of body mass index, or BMI, have become a hobbyhorse for professionals in several fields of medicine and research. For decades, doctors have used BMI to help diagnose and treat obesity, diabetes, and other chronic conditions, even as evidence has accumulated that the metric is a poor proxy for excess fat. BMI factors in height and weight but not actual body composition; many people with high BMIs are the picture of health, and many with "healthy" BMIs are at serious risk of metabolic disease. The case against BMI is strong enough that many in medicine would like to be free of it.

Gripes have been raised, too, about medical guidance that relies on race. Although race can track with some factors that influence health, such as lifestyle and socioeconomic status, its relationship to genetic differences is tenuous: Designations such as "Black" and "Asian" cover so many people, with such varied backgrounds, that they're essentially meaningless as biological categories. When doctors have used race to assess well-being, they've missed diagnoses and discriminated against patients. Experts now widely consider many race-based tools in medicine to be harmful and outdated, and are eager to leave them behind.

But researchers and clinicians still rely deeply on both BMI and race, in some cases at the same time. When screening for type 2 diabetes, for instance, race-sensitive BMI cutoffs identify more at-risk people than either factor alone. And however conflicted experts are over how to use that tool and others like it, finding alternatives comes with its own baggage.

When weighing the risk factors for type 2 diabetes, doctors generally flag a BMI of 25 or higher--what's usually considered "overweight"--as a factor for further testing. But experts have known for a long time that this universal cutoff makes little sense. The original calculation of BMI arose nearly 200 years ago, was never intended for medical use, and was based on data from primarily white, European populations. And so researchers, clinicians, and policy makers around the world have pushed for people of Asian descent to get that same screening at a lower BMI threshold, of 23. The American Diabetes Association and the U.S. Preventive Services Task Force have supported that guidance for years; the CDC's online prediabetes test has lower BMI cutoffs for Asian Americans than for people from other backgrounds. In Asian countries such as South Korea and Singapore, the lower threshold has been adopted as the national standard. At this point, the reality for people of Asian descent seems quite clear: "We do know that certain groups would benefit from more aggressive therapy at lower BMI cutoffs," Fatima Cody Stanford, an obesity-medicine specialist at Massachusetts General Hospital, told me.

In this case, applying a race-and-ethnicity filter may help address some of BMI's shortcomings. Studies suggest that many people of Asian descent--especially of South Asian descent--might have more trouble regulating their blood sugar than other racial and ethnic groups do, and seem more likely to store fat "in places that it shouldn't be," such as around visceral organs, in the abdomen, in the liver, and in muscles, Alka Kanaya, a diabetes researcher at UC San Francisco, told me. That so-called visceral fat seems to drive inflammation and insulin resistance, and has been linked to serious medical issues. But BMI can't account for the location of fat in the body and so can mask diabetes risk for populations in which bodies might appear thin but have more centralized fat. Using a BMI of 25 to screen for diabetes could mean missing one-third to one-half of Asian Americans with type 2 diabetes; a threshold of 23, meanwhile, could cut that missed proportion in half.

At the same time, racialized cutoffs reveal the drawbacks of relying on race at all. "Asians" is a big group--billions of people--that itself contains immense diversity. And when researchers parse out people of, say, Vietnamese descent from those of Indian, Filipino, Chinese, Korean, or Pacific Islander heritage, they find different risks (without much insight into whether those differences are driven by lifestyle, socioeconomic factors, genetics, or a combination). Not everyone knows their full racial or ethnic makeup; people of mixed backgrounds are one of the fastest-growing demographic groups in the United States. "How do you classify them?" Maria Rosario Araneta, an epidemiologist and a diabetes researcher at UC San Diego, asked me. Ideal screening tools excel both at identifying risky cases and at excluding healthy ones. But lowering the BMI cutoff for people of Asian descent starkly increases the number of patients who are unnecessarily flagged for further testing.

Experts also disagree on what could be used instead of BMI to screen people. Body-composition scans can measure fat directly, but they're expensive and impractical to use on everyone. Another option could be to screen everyone above a certain age for diabetes, using a fasting glucose test or another test that measures a blood sugar called A1C. But fasting glucose tests--which require, well, fasting--may not come with ideal compliance. And Araneta and her colleagues have found that A1C cutoffs for diagnosing diabetes may need to be reevaluated, especially for certain Asian populations that may develop diabetes at lower levels than people of European descent.

Alternative strategies for estimating excess fat have their challenges too. Goutham Rao, a family physician at the University Hospitals Health System, told me that he favors using waist circumference or waist-height ratio. But other researchers find any tool that relies on measuring waists to be impossibly messy. Even well-trained professionals will sometimes take measurements from different parts of a patient's midsection; the person being measured, too, can skew the results: "You take a small breath in and you change your waist circumference by two centimeters," Kanaya said. And research suggests that cutoffs that rely on waist circumference may, yes, also need to take into account a person's ethnicity or race. "Of course, BMI is not perfect," George King, the chief scientific officer at the Joslin Diabetes Center, in Boston, told me. "But we don't really have much else to guide us."

For now, several researchers told me, race-sensitive BMI risk cutoffs could stand to be used more widely, not less. In the United Kingdom, says Rishi Caleyachetty, a general practitioner and an epidemiologist who has studied BMI, although the National Health Service uses the 23 cutoff for some ethnic populations, including those of Asian descent, those thresholds haven't been consistently adopted across the country. In the U.S., Stanford said, the Mass General Weight Center still uses a universal set of BMI cutoffs to admit patients, and she has had to overrule those standards in several cases to ensure that certain patients are seen. And many insurance companies have relied on BMI to determine whether they'll pay for GLP-1 medications, without carving out exceptions for particular racial or ethnic groups that might have distinct risk profiles.

Scientists haven't been able to rigorously study how much of an impact calls to "screen at 23" have had--in part because Asian Americans weren't well represented in the U.S.'s National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey, which includes estimates of diabetes prevalence, until 2011. King said he thinks that the available evidence hints at a drop in the prevalence of undiagnosed diabetes in Asian American communities. But one small study from 2022, based on self-reported data on diabetes screening, found no change in diabetes-screening rates among Asian Americans after the change in guidance.


 BMI cutoffs that take into account race and ethnicity may be short-lived, as researchers develop better tools and protocols to help people identify and manage chronic metabolic conditions. But BMI is still everywhere for a reason: "No single measure will compete with BMI in simplicity," Samar El Khoudary, a women's-health researcher and an epidemiologist at Virginia Commonwealth University's School of Public Health, told me. Across the board, the researchers I spoke with told me that they understand the serious limitations--and major risks--of overusing or misusing BMI and race, separately or together. But many of them also worry that too hastily casting these categorizations aside could do more harm than good. "To be able to remove it, you need to be able to replace it," El Khoudary said. And she doesn't yet see a clear plan for what metric can accomplish that--certainly not one that can also avoid all of BMI's pitfalls.
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The Cost of 'Natural' Womanhood

Hormone hype is out of control.

by Andrea Becker

Sun, 03 May 2026




Supposedly, the menstrual cycle is a gift. It's a product of good design. It's a miraculous dance of hormones that can't be contained. Such are the messages flooding the internet these days, courtesy of lifestyle influencers, crunchy moms, so-called hormone coaches, and all sorts of popular entertainers.

The menstrual cycle, according to these same voices, is also an emotional roller coaster, best ridden with the aid of bespoke products. Viral memes and TikTok trends play up women's purportedly excessive spike in libido during ovulation and dramatic irrationality during menstruation and the luteal phase (the 14 days or so between ovulation and menstruation). The cycle-tracking app Belle Health has used Moana's verdant mother goddess and her volcanic counterpart to illustrate the difference. The meal-kit company Hungry Root recommends ordering sweets during the luteal phase. Every stage of the cycle has its own skin serum. You can test your hormone levels at a boutique women's clinic, or at home using a $100-plus device and a monthly app subscription. (Evidence for the efficacy of most of these tests, devices, and apps is mixed at best.)

Riding the hormonal highs and lows is supposed to be worth it in part because of ovulation, a purportedly glorious, clear-skinned moment that justifies all the cramps and that one influencer calls women's "secret superpower." Advocates for a "natural" menstrual cycle argue that modern medicine--especially birth control--has robbed women of this gift, and therefore their true selves. If reclaiming it comes with wild mood swings, well, that's a small price to pay. But in the long term, buying into these stories about mood and biology could have a higher cost.

Hormone shifts, of course, can exert some influence on mood. Progesterone, estrogen, and other hormones fluctuate throughout the menstrual cycle, and many people feel the effects of the sudden peaks and dips. Nearly all women report some mood changes and discomfort in the week prior to menstruation. Roughly 3 percent of premenopausal women likely experience premenstrual dysphoric disorder, which is characterized by severe mood swings related to one's cycle. PCOS, fibroids, and endometriosis come with additional hormonal fluctuations, which can cause intense pain and bleeding, irregular periods, hair growth, and weight gain. Menstruation itself can be painful (not to mention annoying), which is unlikely to put anyone in a good mood. Menopause--and the hormonal changes that can last for years leading up to it--can also wreak physical and psychological havoc.

Read: Women in menopause are getting short shrift

But despite their use of scientific-sounding language like follicular and luteal, content creators severely exaggerate the influence of hormonal changes and the euphoria they can supposedly inspire. Hormones are not just powerful, they insist, but empowering, the ticket to health, harmony, and femininity. If your follicular phase doesn't make you feel extra beautiful and sexual, or if you feel generally out of whack, something must be interfering with your hormones. Maybe that's because you're eating wrong, exercising wrong, too stressed, too caffeinated, or--God forbid--taking hormonal birth control.
 
 Contraceptive pills, hormonal IUDs, birth-control implants, and Plan B all work by suppressing ovulation. And for that reason, hormonal contraception has in recent years been presented as a harmful disruptor of the natural joys of womanhood. "When you change your hormones, you change who you are," Sarah Hill, an evolutionary psychologist at Texas Christian University and author of The Period Brain said in a 2024 interview. "If you want women to be feminine again, and soft again and beautiful," the right-wing wellness podcaster Alex Clark declared last year, "women need to be ovulating."

The only way to really get in touch with your body, according to this line of thinking, is to give your hormones free rein. In a Rolling Stone interview last year, the singer Lorde described how she stopped taking birth control before writing her most recent album. Her next ovulation, she said, was "one of the best drugs I've ever done." (She chalked her decision to go off birth control up to right-wing influence, acknowledging a split from her usual politics.)

Read: Why are so many women being told their hormones are out of whack?

The promise of a "natural" approach to women's health is seductive, in large part because of the ways that modern medicine has failed women. Women's health is perennially understudied: In 2024, for instance, 6 percent of the annual National Institutes of Health budget went toward studying women's health, and that was before the wave of scientific-grant terminations under the Trump administration. This could help explain why hormonal birth control is so often prescribed for dozens of ailments--including painful periods, fibroids, and PCOS--that have few other effective treatments. Plus, the side-effect profile of hormonal birth control can be brutal: It can cause weight gain, exacerbate some underlying mood disorders, and raise the risk of blood clots (but much less than pregnancy does), which in turn can increase the risk of stroke. It also increases the risk of certain types of cancers (while reducing the risk of other types).

But jettisoning hormonal treatments also means losing their benefits. Decades of research indicate that the hormones used in contraceptives, menopause care, and IVF are safe for the large majority of people. Hormonal IUDs and birth-control pills are highly effective, especially compared with more MAHA-aligned fertility-awareness methods. Hormones are also a lifeline for women who have uncomfortable-to-debilitating conditions such as endometriosis and premenstrual dysphoric disorder, as well as a range of autoimmune disorders that have nothing to do with reproduction. Hormonal infertility treatments have helped people safely create and expand families since the late 1970s.

Claiming that the menstrual cycle is mystical and powerful might sound feminist. But teaching women that they should naturally feel erratic at virtually every point in their cycle could lead women to downplay--and miss out on treatment for--actual mood or hormonal disorders. The attitude also has social consequences. Denigrating hormonal birth control when access to abortion is restricted could leave more women with unwanted pregnancies; it dovetails with some pronatalists' argument that women should dedicate themselves to motherhood and the conservative push for women to embrace traditional gender roles. "Whenever we see a precipitous rise in hormones as an area of interest, it usually also indicates shifting ideas of gender and culture," Alexander Borsa, a public-health researcher at Columbia University, told me. If women are susceptible to biologically driven instability, how could Americans possibly trust them to be equal to men? To hold political power? To run companies? (In fact, an essay arguing that women are not fit to do such things went viral last fall.)

Read: No, women aren't the problem

Urging women to "balance" their hormones "naturally" perpetuates an insidious, age-old idea that women are especially close to nature and God. "There's a long tradition of linking women to nature, men to culture," Helen King, a historian and the author of Immaculate Forms, told me in an email. "In Ancient Greek medicine, women's flesh was seen as more absorbent, as resembling a fleece, whereas men's flesh was like a fabric garment. Women were closer to the natural product, the raw materials, men were superior as the finished product."

At their most chilling, such beliefs are paired with arguments that women not only are especially natural, but also should stay that way--that modern medicine shouldn't try to understand or interfere with women's bodies. Many in the MAHA movement, for example, urge women of childbearing age to be as "natural" as possible--to embrace traditional gender roles while rejecting chemicals, vaccines, additives in foods, and of course birth control. The federal government has, to its credit, recently championed the use of estrogen to relieve symptoms of menopause. But at the same time, for women of childbearing age, it is promoting restorative reproductive medicine, a form of fertility treatment that eschews hormonal intervention and is not empirically backed.

The more people believe that women are ruled by their untamable hormones, the more women stand to lose actual power. Leaning into the supposed euphoria of ovulation is fun, sure--who wouldn't want to try the best drug Lorde has ever taken? But that drug trip is fleeting. When it ends, what are women left with?
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Your Next Dog May Live Longer

A new pill could soon extend dogs' lives. How will that change our relationship with our pets?

by Ross Andersen

Sat, 02 May 2026




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

One day last November, my dog, Forrest, sat on the cold marble steps of the Smithsonian's natural-history museum in Washington, D.C., ready to meet Celine Halioua, a woman who may one day add a tail-wagging year or so to his life, and also the lives of millions of other dogs. In 2019, Halioua founded a company called Loyal, and in February 2025, a pill that she developed for dogs was deemed likely to be effective by the FDA. If the company ticks a few remaining boxes, the drug could soon be on sale, kick-starting a new era of longevity medicine that could eventually also lengthen humans' lives.

More than 10,000 years ago, dogs made a farseeing bet on humans. They padded carefully up to our campfires, ate scraps, and kept watch, hitching their fates to a species that would soon bestride the planet. They have since become the fourth-most-populous large land mammal, trailing only sheep, cows, and goats, which all lead less pampered lives. Now we're trying to keep our best animal friends around longer too.

If only I could have explained all of this to Forrest before our walk with Halioua. As a Portuguese water dog, he hails from a clever breed, but he doesn't understand advanced pharmacology, so I worried that he might be indifferent to her, or even rude. But Halioua, who is 31, had arrived with a plan. She stooped down, squealed his name, and opened her hand, revealing a treat that he promptly devoured.

Halioua was 18 years old when the cold fact of death blew through her. She was working at a neuro-oncology lab and couldn't unsee the cosmic unfairness of a brain-cancer diagnosis, the way it constricted the possibilities of a person's life and cut short their closest relationships. Death had an important role to play back when life was single-celled and simple, Halioua told me. It helped evolution iterate rapidly and build up more complicated organisms. But now that natural selection has created complex, intelligent animals--namely, us--we should stretch out the good, healthy part of our lifespan as well as that of our dogs, too. With extra decades, she said, we might even become more forward-looking, and less likely to wreck a world that we will have to keep living in.

After college, Halioua enrolled in a doctoral program in genetics at Oxford and worked in life-extension research during her time off school. The field has never been uniformly rigorous in its approach to research. Over the years, Halioua has developed an aversion to what she described as longevity "bro science." She's not into the translucent-skinned gurus who primarily experiment on themselves and post their physiological data, including the duration of their sleeping erections, on X. She's not trying to gain eternal life through obsessively healthy living, she once told me over a tray of french fries.

Halioua got her big break from Laura Deming, a former child prodigy who was accepted to MIT at age 14 and later co-founded the world's largest venture fund for longevity research. Halioua was only 23 when she started interning at Deming's offices in San Francisco, but after two weeks, Deming hired her, and eventually promoted her to chief of staff. Early on, she gave Halioua a blunt pep talk. "I didn't really speak the Silicon Valley language," Halioua told me. Deming told Halioua that she didn't sound smart. That made Halioua self-conscious, but she was grateful and resolved to assimilate by listening to every last episode of the Y Combinator Startup Podcast. It wouldn't make for the most cinematic training montage if there were ever a movie about her life, but it helped her pick up the local lingo and speak at a more rapid clip.

At Deming's fund, Halioua sat in on start-up pitches and broadened her view of the longevity industry. She saw that serious money was flowing into it. Investors have dropped more than $10 billion on life-extension companies in just the past five years. Most of that has gone to long-term bets on radical life-extension projects for humans, some intended to defeat aging altogether. Jeff Bezos and Sam Altman have both bankrolled new efforts to wind back the internal clocks of our bodies' cells using epigenetic techniques that have already extended the lives of mice. But the companies that they have invested in--Altos and Retro Biosciences--are focused on preclinical or early-phase work. The same goes for Calico, Alphabet's secretive life-extension company. It may be decades before we know if those bets have paid off.

Halioua wanted to move faster, and she had personal reasons for focusing first on dogs. She grew up on Austin's semirural outskirts, the lone daughter of immigrant parents from Germany and Morocco, and like many children--especially only children--she formed intense relationships with animals. Her family had 15 cats and several dogs, most of them strays. In middle school, she started visiting an old cowboy who lived in a run-down house nearby. She began taking his retired racehorse, Ziggy, on walks, and her family later bought the horse. Years later, when the horse died, she got a tattoo of its racing name next to her heart.

Halioua has made a habit of adopting senior dogs, and that means she more frequently has to experience the heartbreak that she's trying to forestall for dog owners. Four years ago, she brought home a 10-year-old rottweiler named Della that had been found wandering Oakland's streets. In 2024, I visited Halioua in San Francisco, and Della came with us almost everywhere we went--to the local coffee shop, to the stables where Halioua keeps a dressage horse. Shortly before I saw Halioua in D.C., I learned that she'd had to put Della down. On the plane, she'd made the mistake of scrolling through old pictures. She spotted Della in one and felt her vision blur with hot tears. "Della would literally spoon me at night," she said. "They're such pure souls."

Halioua had another reason for starting with dogs, beyond her connection to them: Federal approval for animal drugs is easier to come by than it is for human drugs. And because dogs tend to live only a decade or so, she can quickly tell whether a life-extension drug is working in them. Her end goal is to lengthen human lives. For thousands of years, dogs have gone out ahead of humans as wilderness scouts. They have ventured into buildings to sniff out explosives. Some even got killed rocketing into space before us. Now they're entering another new frontier that may be fraught with its own unforeseeable dangers.


Illustration by Gaia Alari



Scientists have already dramatically lengthened the lives of many animals, but they've mostly been tiny ones that people don't care much about. By the early 1990s, a molecular biologist named Cynthia Kenyon had for years been arguing that aging is not simply a matter of accumulated wear and tear. To Kenyon, who now serves as the vice president of aging research at Calico, the fact that animals have such a wide range of lifespans was evidence that the aging process is directed by genes.

In 1993, Kenyon doubled the lifespan of a roundworm, Caenorhabditis elegans, with the tweak of a single gene that targeted its insulin receptors. Scientists have since used similar genetic tricks to substantially extend the lives of flies. Most tantalizing, they have done it in adult mice.

Dogs are nearer to us, genetically, than mice are, and they age in many of the ways that we do. We suffer from some of the same cancers and use some of the same chemotherapies to treat them. The human brain's neurons experience similar modes of decay, and so, too, do our downstream behaviors. Dogs can lose control of their bladder in old age. They can forget faces, become more grumpy, and bump into walls. Kenyon told me that although the mice research is encouraging, a drug pathway that successfully extends a dog's life will generate more enthusiasm among scientists who hope to try similar treatments on humans.

Forrest is four years old, and although not a dot of gray appears in his glossy black muzzle, he is already showing some signs of aging. He catches fewer cases of the zoomies, and before he leaps up onto the bed, he takes its measure. As we walked on the National Mall, Halioua explained that inside him--as in humans of every age--cancer cells are constantly popping up. His immune system still has lots of ways of zapping cancer cells out of existence before they multiply into tumors. But by the time Forrest reaches age 10, when dogs become eligible for Loyal's pill, those defenses will more often misfire and fail to stop not just cancer but also other life-abbreviating ailments.

On her tricep, Halioua has another tattoo, this one of a Labrador retriever, but it doesn't pay tribute to a previous pet. It's a tribute to the 48 Labrador puppies who participated in a 14-year study by scientists at the dog-food company Purina. They split the puppies into two groups and fed one group 25 percent less than the other. After tracking the dogs for the rest of their lives, they found that those who were fed smaller bowls of kibble lived nearly two years longer, on average. By making one crude shift to the dogs' metabolism, the scientists had extended their lives by more than 15 percent.

Several recent biomedical findings suggest that a profound link exists between an animal's metabolism and its lifespan. The potential life-extending effects of Ozempic and other GLP-1s have been especially intriguing on this score. The drugs treat obesity by slowing the movement of food through the gastrointestinal system and suppressing appetite, but they also seem to trigger a cascade of other unexpected benefits all across the body. They appear to improve the condition of people's kidneys, liver, heart, and even their brain. Some longevity researchers now argue that GLP-1s are the first de facto anti-aging drugs because they slow so many of the life-shortening processes that operate inside of us.

From the December 2022 issue: Sarah Zhang on how much a cat's life is worth

But GLP-1s are blunt instruments. The longevity benefits they confer are a byproduct of appetite suppression. Loyal's drug is designed to trigger some of the same effects, without a dog having to face any of the deprivations experienced by GLP-1 users or the Labradors in the Purina study.

Scientists who studied the Purina data noted that the calorie-restricted dogs were less awash in insulin, a metabolic hormone that is known to accelerate certain aging processes, in excess. The exact mechanism of Loyal's drug is still proprietary, but scientists at the company told me that the pill tinkers with a dog's insulin sensitivity.

Every time Forrest eats, his small intestine breaks down the resulting slurry of kibble into glucose and other compounds. His pancreas then produces a tiny pulse of insulin, a chemical whisper that echoes all through his bloodstream, telling different kinds of tissues to absorb the glucose. In a young, healthy dog, this system is precise; it requires only that whisper. But like us, dogs become less sensitive to insulin as they get older and require more of a clanging cymbal. The resulting glut of insulin can inflame tissues all across the body, and over time, this can weaken the immune system and contribute to all manner of chronic diseases, including cancer and heart disease. When a dog or a person becomes less sensitive to insulin, brain decay can set in quicker, and the operations of neurons can be scrambled.

Loyal's daily pill is intended to restore a dog's insulin sensitivity. It dissolves into particles that travel throughout the body, like little Paul Reveres, telling tissue systems to be on the lookout for insulin and to respond quickly when it reaches them. That way, the glucose doesn't linger, and the pancreas doesn't keep flooding the blood with the hormone.

Federal regulators have generally preferred drugs that target specific diseases, classified by organ systems, an approach that may simply miss certain whole-body aging processes. That the FDA has taken the unusual step of allowing Loyal to develop a drug specifically for life extension, as opposed to for some particular ailment, suggests a shifting approach. After reviewing Loyal's early data, the agency found that by operating across different organ systems, the drug was reasonably likely to extend a dog's life. Whether it works or not, this new openness on the part of the FDA is exciting all by itself.

Loyal hopes to be able to start selling its drug next year, for about $100 a month for dogs of most sizes. (The pill has met FDA requirements for an expectation of safety and efficacy, but it needs to meet a core manufacturing requirement before the company can receive conditional approval to market the drug.) The unpublished study that the FDA reviewed was relatively small, involving about 50 dogs whose aging-related biomarkers were tracked for three months. There were clear improvements, but improvements in biomarkers are not enough to know that a drug works. As part of its campaign to secure full approval from the FDA, the company has launched a roughly five-year clinical trial to know, with greater certainty, whether and how much it extends a dog's life.




As late as the 1980s, animal-health divisions at pharmaceutical companies were lightly staffed backwaters. At Merck, "you only worked in that part of the company if you weren't very ambitious," Linda Rhodes, an industry veteran, told me. Back then, the sector focused on drugs that helped cattle and swine survive long enough to make slaughter weight. Dog owners were regarded as a niche market inside a niche market.

In the '90s, the blockbuster sales of two flea-and-tick medications, Frontline and Advantage, demonstrated untapped demand, and then intensified that demand by enabling new levels of indoor intimacy between dogs and people. Dogs have been bed warmers since the time of ancient Egypt, at least, but many more of them were invited to sleep with us after they were reliably rendered tick-and-flea-free.

Even just decades ago, fewer people described their dogs as family members. Now seniors spend as much on gifts for their dogs as they do for their grandchildren. People buy their dogs health insurance, take them in for regular dental visits, and sign them up for memberships at concierge-style veterinary clinics modeled after One Medical. Families are willing to go into debt to finance a surgery if doing so means saving a beloved dog's life.

If dogs start living longer, these familial feelings of obligation may intensify. People may feel guilty if they can't afford a daily pill that keeps their dog alive longer. Above a certain socioeconomic threshold, not spending an extra $1,000 a year or more in the hopes of doing so could seem neglectful. Elderly people may think twice about adopting dogs that have the potential to live much longer. Euthanasia decisions are already brutalizing for dog owners, and those decisions may become even more fraught.

The fundamental sadness of loving a dog is knowing that you are more likely to lose them than vice versa, because their lifespan is easily contained by yours. There's every reason to try to keep them around longer, especially if the extra years are healthy ones. But our relationship with them may change if we succeed, perhaps in some ways that we don't expect.

Loyal's clinical trial, which the company says is the largest one ever run on an animal drug, began in December 2023. More than 1,300 dogs enrolled, all at least 10 years old and weighing at least 14 pounds, and representing many different breeds. Age verification at times proved difficult; some owners submitted screenshots of Facebook posts they'd made back when the dogs were puppies. Most clinical trials for dogs last a month or two, but the owners of these dogs have committed to keeping at it for at least half a decade. They don't even know whether their pet might be taking a placebo, as half of the test population is. The FDA expects the pill to be safe, but no dog has yet had it in their system for five years.

By the time the trial finishes, Halioua may already have had the drug on the market for years. She recently assembled a focus group of 20 taste-tester dogs to get the flavor just right at launch. One day of taste-testing wasn't enough, because many dogs will inhale just about anything with gusto the first time they eat it, and this is a pill they'll have to take for the rest of their life. Compared with cats, dogs tend to chomp down on pills easily, but some of Halioua's taste-testers were quite discerning; one spat out a disagreeable flavor variant and then, to underscore his verdict, peed on it.

Halioua is trying to anticipate other ways that her business might fail, even if the science proves out. In 2007, a much-hyped appetite suppressant for overweight dogs flopped spectacularly, not because it tasted bad or didn't work but rather, in part, because it removed a dog's great relish for tasting things in general. The human-dog bond has been food-based since its earliest campfire beginnings. Halioua explained that people didn't like it when they couldn't use treats to motivate their pets.

Halioua wants the pill to sell well so that she can build up a war chest. That way, the company could fund its own clinical trials for a human-longevity drug without having to sell out to "Big Pharma Daddy," as she put it. Halioua doesn't want to forfeit control of the process to a larger, more risk-averse, and possibly slower-moving company.

She has plenty of years left to see her plan through. I asked her if she wants to live for centuries, or even forever. "It's not an obvious yes," she told me. No one knows how much a human's life can be extended, but whether it's a few years or decades or more, Halioua said she wouldn't want to keep living just for the sake of it.

She'd want to continually remake herself--"update," in the founder parlance that she has adopted--try lots of new things. When I'd seen her in D.C., she was on the verge of one such change. I'd asked her if she would keep adopting older dogs. She told me that part of her felt like she had an ethical mandate to. "But also part of me is like, 'Holy fuck, I don't think I can sign up to do this again,'" she said. A few months later, Halioua did get another rottweiler, a rescue named Squish. She will most likely get to spend more time with her than she did with Della, whether the pill works or not. Squish is not even two years old.
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The Secret to Success Is 'Monotasking'

In a world full of distractions, getting your brain to focus on one thing at a time requires radical measures.

by David Epstein

Fri, 01 May 2026




If Isabel Allende's office needs to be painted, it has to be done by January 8 or put on hold. Every year, that's the day she starts writing.

The pattern goes back to January 8, 1981, when Allende began her first novel, The House of the Spirits. Ever since, she has cleared her calendar and started a new book on that date, assuming she had finished the previous one. The ritual has helped her publish a book about every 18 months for 43 years. Today, at age 83, Allende is the most translated female Spanish-language author in the world, by far.

"When I am writing a book, I need to close the door when I finish, and no one should get in," she explained when I visited her home in Sausalito, California. "I have the idea in my mind that the story is an entity that lives in that room, with the characters and the emotions that I have been putting together. And when I come back the next day, I open the door and it's waiting for me intact. I don't want anybody to go in and vacuum, or to use my computer--that would kill me!" She paused for a moment. "Without the silence, and the structure, I wouldn't be able to do it."

Allende's January 8 ritual is a form of what social scientists call a "commitment device": a self-imposed restriction of freedom in service of a larger goal. Commitment devices have been shown to help people save more money, by having a bank account with limited withdrawal windows, and exercise more, by signing a contract to pay a fine if they skip too many days at the gym.

Allende's reward for her rigid schedule is unadulterated focus. As the computer scientist Cal Newport has noted, writers were the original remote workers, and anyone who studies the great ones will notice that they tend to go out of their way to designate a specific space and time for their work. Maya Angelou famously rented hotel rooms and stripped the artwork from the walls so as not to be distracted. Victor Hugo locked up his clothes while writing so he wouldn't be tempted to change and go outside. Marcel Proust lined the bedroom where he worked with cork to dampen outside sound.

The reason such practices are important is that sustained focus is highly unnatural for human beings. Our brains evolved to be extremely distractible, to attend to any novel sights and sounds in our vicinity. Unsurprisingly, research has found that people instantly become more creative when distractions are removed. The science writer Annie Murphy Paul explains in her book, The Extended Mind: "It was only when we found ourselves compelled to concentrate in a sustained way on abstract concepts that we needed to sequester ourselves in order to think. To attend for hours at a time to words, numbers, and other symbolic content is a tall order for our brains."

And these days, we're struggling. Gloria Mark is a psychologist at UC Irvine who studies what, exactly, workers in a knowledge economy do all day. Early in her career, she shadowed office workers with a stopwatch and logged all of their activity. Mark and her co-author found that the typical worker switched tasks about every three minutes, on average. For the title of the resulting paper, in 2004, she used a quote from one of her subjects: "Constant, Constant, Multi-tasking Craziness."

Over the next 20 years, Mark studied work activity at large organizations such as Microsoft using increasingly sophisticated tools, including cameras and programs that recorded computer activity. In 2012, she found, office workers were switching tasks every 75 seconds. By 2022, it was about every 45 seconds.

Multitasking is the act of distracting yourself. It comes with a cost even when tasks feel related, because it requires you to switch the "mental rules of the game," as the cognitive scientist Daniel Willingham puts it. Even when people are allowed to switch between tasks at their own discretion, the more they switch, the longer everything takes. As Mark has written: "We find that in real-world work, the more switches in attention a person makes, the lower is their end-of-day assessed productivity."

They also perform worse on important tasks. Multitasking ER doctors make more errors in prescribing medications, and multitasking pilots make more errors in flying. The famed investor Charlie Munger had it right when he said: "I see these people doing three things at once, and I think, God what a terrible way that is to think." Compare constant goal-switching with Allende's approach to her workspace: "I go there, and there is a state of mind that is: I'm here to do this and nothing else and no one can interrupt."

Here's the frightening part: We gravitate to a customary level of interruption. If you are disrupted by notifications all day, every day, then even if those external triggers magically disappear, you will unconsciously start interrupting yourself to maintain the rhythm of distraction you're used to. That is why the mere presence of a smartphone on a desk or in a pocket--even if it is turned off--has been shown to impair performance on cognitive tests, particularly among people who are more phone dependent.

The year before I encountered Mark's research, I had to get a few stitches in my head. It was no big deal, just uncomfortable. I was told to move slowly for a few days, ice regularly, refrain from jerking my head, and sleep sitting upright. All of that was annoying. Yet after three days, I was surprised by how happy I felt. I started tracking what I was doing in a journal to see if I could figure out what was going on.

My conclusion: It wasn't so much what I was doing as what I wasn't doing. Whether I was reading, working on my computer, or brushing my teeth, I was "monotasking," concentrating on one thing at a time. Not being able to move quickly or turn my head had the effect of forcing me to focus. I remembered that I really like my work when I can do it in a focused manner and at a steady pace. I think the discomfort even helped: If I started to multitask, I could feel pain and tingling near the stitches. It was like I suddenly had some sort of multitasking monitor implanted in my skin.

That feeling started to make conceptual sense when I read Mark's work, which found that the faster people switch attention between devices, the higher their stress level. Laboratory experiments by other scientists have shown that multitasking leads to a jump in blood pressure, and intense multitasking causes changes in immune-system activity. While my wound was healing, I was more aware of physiological changes any time I tried to multitask, which led me to stop doing it.

As I was chronicling those days in a journal, I thought about the discomfort of two writers who, in my opinion, are among the best alive. Laura Hillenbrand wrote the nonfiction books Seabiscuit and Unbroken, and Susanna Clarke wrote the fantasy novel Piranesi. Both authors have experienced chronic-fatigue syndrome and discussed how it forced them to simplify their work routine.

I would not, in a bazillion years, wish chronic fatigue (or even a few stitches) on anyone. But I find it telling that unwelcome conditions can force limitations that lead to effective and sane work habits. In a frantically paced world, the literal and figurative space to think long thoughts requires curation and constraint.



Herbert Simon, a groundbreaking computer scientist, psychologist, and economist, once said that all his work was devoted to a single subject: how humans make decisions. Simon emphasized that we are always faced with imperfect information about our options and the potential consequences of our choices. Rather than "maximize," or make the best choice from all available alternatives, he argued that people "satisfice"--consider a limited menu of options and choose one that is "good enough."



Simon was, in his own words, an "incorrigible satisficer." He didn't agonize over keeping his options open. "He wore one brand of socks, thus, after the first purchase, never having to select the color or style of what he put on his feet each day," his eldest daughter, Katherine, wrote. Simon "always had the same breakfast (bowl of oatmeal, half grape-fruit, black coffee), and lived in the same house for 46 years." One might be tempted to accuse him of a lack of ambition, if he hadn't won a Nobel Prize.



Simon believed that technology now delivers so much information that it exceeds our capacity to attend to it. "The design principle that attention is scarce and must be preserved is very different from a principle of 'the more information the better,'" he said. How would we live and work if we prioritized the principle that attention is scarce? For one thing, we wouldn't check email 77 times a day--the average in one of Mark's studies.



With Simon's insight, Mark's research, Allende's example, and my own experience with the stitches all in mind, I set about tweaking my own work habits to impose constraints. Every change was simple. I resolved never to start the day with email, because for me email is an instant gateway to multitasking. And since I can never get through everything in my inbox, it leaves an attention residue that makes it difficult for me to switch wholeheartedly to my most important work.

When I make a list of tasks for the day, I put fewer items on it. I had been underestimating the cost of switching, so I was chronically overestimating what I could actually get done in a day. (This pervasive cognitive bias is known as the planning fallacy.) The result was that I would end up trying to multitask to keep up with my list, which meant that I both performed worse and took longer. I would then carry over unfinished tasks to the next day's list, until it got so long that I gave up and threw it in the trash. Then the cycle would begin again. Now I start my daily list with a single task that, if accomplished, will mean it was a good day.

In an effort to curtail interruptions, I started using focus mode on my phone to avoid constant notifications. Then I turned my phone off while I was working and left it in another room. It didn't immediately make a difference, but pretty soon the internal metronome that prompted me to check various feeds and inboxes slowed to a crawl. I cut down looking at my phone to once or twice a day, and on days when focused work was the priority, only at the end of the day. When I interrupted myself with thoughts about other things I had to get done, I would immediately write them down in a notebook. That cognitive outsourcing prevented unfinished tasks from lingering in my mind.

Not everyone can turn off their phone and leave it in another room. But whatever your job, many of the highest-cost attention switches have nothing to do with the actual demands of work--they're just a matter of habit. Nurses can't ignore a page, but they can stop checking email between patients. Teachers can't shut the door on students, but they can do administrative work in a single batch instead of scattering it through the day. Even modest reductions in switching pay off disproportionately in improving productivity and reducing stress.

Finally, I took Mark's advice to work in intervals. Attention is like a bucket, she told me; you want to take a break from intense focus before the bucket is filled and you're exhausted. Angelou would periodically take a break from writing to do crossword puzzles. She framed it as toggling between her "big mind," which she used for writing, and her "little mind," which she could use for something simple.

Taking a break to use your little mind for rote activity replenishes your big mind. The neurobiology behind this is only beginning to be understood. In 2022, scientists showed that hours of concentration leads to a buildup of the chemical messenger glutamate in the brain. Too much glutamate is poison to brain cells, so it could be that part of mental fatigue is your brain reducing its activity to prevent getting to that point. Whatever the reason, little-mind breaks help you recover focus before reaching exhaustion. Plus, they're fun.

When Allende felt tired or stuck in her writing, she turned to beading. If you check social media for a focus breather, Mark suggests setting a time limit so you won't get sucked into scrolling, or doing it before a meeting so you'll be forced to stop. When I'm working and my attention starts to wane, I try to find some natural stopping point and then use my little mind to recover, just like the jogging between sprints I used to do as a competitive runner.

The cost of not structuring our attention is higher stress, lower productivity, and impaired performance on the most important tasks. In a harrowing example, a study of nearly 1 million surgeries found that if a procedure was performed on the surgeon's birthday, patients were more likely to die soon thereafter, apparently because the surgeon faced more distractions.

Everyone is familiar with one way to coax the best from our big mind: deadlines. Frank Lloyd Wright famously put off working on the design of Fallingwater for months, then drafted his masterpiece in a few hours when the client called to say he was about to visit. Duke Ellington liked to say: "I don't need time. What I need is a deadline!" But a tight deadline can either enhance or destroy our thinking, according to research on time pressure. It depends on whether we respond by rushing to multitask or to monotask.

Deadlines are just another form of commitment device. The way Wright and Ellington worked, I think, was a version of what Allende does, except her January 8 deadline marks the start of her focus, not the end. When I read articles about Allende in preparation for visiting her, I was struck by how often they described her writing in mystical terms. Sometimes the journalists were just following her lead: Allende told me that there were two times in her career when a book just poured out of her as if dictated from beyond. That's remarkable, and magical in its own way, but it's also the exception. Her extraordinary productivity depended on carefully curated space, rhythm, and discipline. The real story of creation is not about boundlessness, but boundaries.


 This article is adapted from David Epstein's forthcoming book, Inside the Box: How Constraints Make Us Better.
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The Trump Administration Casts Out the 'Soul' of MAHA

The withdrawal of Casey Means's nomination for surgeon general is the latest blow to the movement.

by Tom Bartlett

Thu, 30 Apr 2026




As of today, it seems likely that the nation's next surgeon general will, at least, have an active medical license. President Trump announced that he was pulling his nomination for Casey Means, a wellness influencer who dropped out of her surgical residency in 2018, in a Truth Social post this afternoon. The move is the latest setback for Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s Make America Healthy Again movement, which has embraced Means's criticism of the medical establishment along with her fondness for raw milk and psychedelics. Her book, Good Energy, might as well be MAHA's bible. Vani Hari, an activist and influencer better known as the Food Babe, told me recently that if Means wasn't confirmed, it would "ruin the soul of MAHA."



Earlier this month, the White House seemed to still believe that Means could be confirmed. The president invited her to a roundtable for several MAHA influencers. (Among them was Kelly Ryerson, who told me that the group made clear to administration officials that Means's troubled nomination was killing the mood of MAHA activists.) But when I spoke with Means this afternoon, shortly after Trump's announcement, she told me that it had become obvious, over the past week, that she would not become the next surgeon general. In our conversation, Means emphasized that she remained upbeat about MAHA, but she was clearly frustrated by what she repeatedly described as a victory for the status quo. Her nomination had been stalled in the Senate since February, and three Republicans--Bill Cassidy, Lisa Murkowski, and Susan Collins--appeared to have strong reservations about her. Means called them "disgruntled senators who don't fully understand the incredible movement that's happening in our culture right now."



The senators' skepticism is understandable. As she tells her story, Means had trained as a physician only to decide that the medical system wasn't doing enough to combat chronic disease. Since then, however, she has adopted some decidedly out-there views. Means has declared that Americans' chronic health problems are part of a "spiritual crisis," recounted her use of psychedelics, and argued that pesticides and hormonal birth control both indicate a "disrespect of life." (During her Senate hearing, Means said that she had been referring to certain women with medical histories that might increase their risk of side effects from taking birth control.) She has decried seed oils for their unproven, supposedly ill effects on health and advises her Good Energy readers to avoid all conventionally grown foods. During a 2024 appearance on Tucker Carlson's podcast, she questioned the universal birth dose of the hepatitis-B vaccine. Her close association with Kennedy, a longtime anti-vaccine activist, doesn't help either.



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



Means insisted when we spoke this afternoon that vaccine safety isn't one of her primary issues and that her message is instead "about empowerment and about fixing broken health-care incentives." During her Senate confirmation hearing, she indeed struck a moderate tone, telling Cassidy she believes that "vaccines are a key part of any infectious-disease public-health strategy."



But Means's lukewarm endorsement of immunization seems to have been insufficient. She believes, based on her conversations with Murkowski and Collins, that concerns about the anti-vaccine coalition in the MAHA movement helped tank her nomination, she told me. In another Truth Social post today, Trump blamed Cassidy, who chairs the Senate's health committee, for blocking Means's nomination, accusing the senator of playing "political games"; in an email, a White House spokesperson doubled down on blaming Cassidy and added that the president "remains committed to the MAHA agenda." Means's brother, Calley, a senior White House adviser and her co-author on Good Energy, was harsher, writing on X that Cassidy is a "mindless avatar for his donors." (In response to a request for comment, Cassidy's office sent a link to an X post from the Republican members of the Senate's health committee, which said that Means clearly "did not have the votes on committee or on the floor.")



The new surgeon-general nominee is Nicole Saphier, a radiologist and Fox News contributor. A number of her views align with Kennedy's and fall outside the public-health consensus. In 2021, for example, she published a book arguing that the United States overreacted to the coronavirus pandemic for political reasons. She has also endorsed Kennedy's upside-down food pyramid and echoed his praise for whole milk, both of which have received mixed reviews from nutrition experts. But Saphier is far more mainstream than the loudest MAHA activists. As a radiologist at Memorial Sloan Kettering (and the head of breast imaging for its clinic in Monmouth, New Jersey), she advocates for conventional cancer treatments. She has argued that the alleged evidence connecting vaccination with autism is inconclusive, has spoken in favor of the shots for measles and polio, and questioned Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth's recent decision to repeal the flu-vaccine mandate in the military. (Saphier did not respond to a request for comment.)



Means's defeat comes at a time when MAHA seems to have lost much of its momentum. Last month, a judge issued a preliminary ruling against several of Kennedy's most anti-vaccine moves at HHS. The White House has reportedly told Kennedy to stop talking about that topic, for fear that it could hurt Republicans in the midterms. (Kennedy has instead been touting less controversial initiatives, including a plan to improve military food.) The administration has also orchestrated a series of staff changes at the CDC, including the nomination of a new director who has conventional public-health bona fides. In February, Trump signed an executive order that could give liability protection to manufacturers of glyphosate, an herbicide that some studies have linked to cancer and that MAHA activists have railed against; then, this morning, the House removed liability protections from the Farm Bill, which is now on its way to the Senate.



Read: A new level of vaccine purgatory



At the end of his 2024 campaign, Trump promised to let Kennedy "go wild on health" if he won the presidency. But now the White House and Republican lawmakers seem conflicted about just how much they'll tolerate Kennedy's MAHA movement. Apparently, having Means as the nation's top doctor was further than they were willing to go.
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Is It the Shoes?

The marathon's impossible barrier was broken.

by Alex Hutchinson

Tue, 28 Apr 2026




Updated at 11:05 p.m. ET on April 27, 2026

To understand the significance of someone running a marathon in less than two hours, you also need to understand that, until recently, the notion of this actually happening was truly, utterly absurd. Sure, a physiologist named Michael Joyner had floated the idea that such a feat might be humanly possible in a journal paper way back in 1991. But his peers laughed off the idea, and not much changed over the succeeding decades. In Runner's World in 2014, I predicted that it would happen in 2075. Frankly, even that forecast seemed overly optimistic to me, but I figured I'd be dead by then, so no one would be able to call me on it.

Well, I was wrong. Yesterday morning, the two-hour marathon barrier finally went down. A relatively unheralded 31-year-old Kenyan named Sabastian Sawe won the London Marathon with a time of 1:59:30. That is, for reference, 26.2 miles run at an average of 4:34 a mile--or, put another way, a pace that most recreational runners would struggle to sustain for more than a few seconds, if they could hit it at all. Perhaps even more arresting was the fact that the man who took second place, Ethiopia's Yomif Kejelcha, also ran under two hours, finishing just 11 seconds behind Sawe.

The feat was the culmination of a shift--or, perhaps more aptly, a total disruption--in marathoning over the past few years, in which the eventual breaking of the mythical two-hour mark went from an impossibility to a guarantee. When sports are young, they progress by leaps and bounds. The first marathon over the now-standard distance of 26 miles, 385 yards, contested at the 1908 London Olympics, was won in 2:55:19. Progress in the succeeding decades was rapid, but by 1991 the sport was mature, professionalized, and lucrative. When Joyner made his prediction, the world record was 2:06:50 and had advanced by less than two minutes since the 1960s. Logic dictated that future decades would see even slower progress, as runners approached insurmountable limits in factors such as how much training they could handle and how much fuel their muscles could store.

The turning point came in 2016, when Nike announced its Breaking2 project. The famous Kenyan runner Eliud Kipchoge and two others were chosen as the centerpieces of a multimillion-dollar attempt to engineer every detail of a sub-two-hour marathon: nutrition, hydration, training, shoes, weather, drafting, pacing, and so on. On a Formula 1 track in Monza, Italy, in May 2017, Kipchoge ended up running 2:00:25, astonishingly and unexpectedly close to the barrier. He ran virtually the entire race behind an arrowhead formation of six pacers who blocked the wind for him; the pacers swapped in and out throughout the race, intentionally violating the rule that all competitors must start at the same time, which meant it didn't count as a world record. But at that moment, the conversation shifted from if to when.

What remained unclear after Breaking2 was how Kipchoge had run so fast. Was he simply a generational talent? Was it the drafting, which aerodynamics experts argued could shave several minutes off his time all by itself? Or was it the shoes? Nike had unveiled a radically new design for Breaking2, incorporating a curved carbon-fiber plate into a thick wedge of springy midsole foam, which external lab data suggested would make runners several percent faster. Two years later, when Kipchoge ran 1:59:41 under similar non-record-eligible conditions at Ineos's 1:59 Challenge in Vienna, those questions still lingered. But it was clear that the shoes really worked. National and international records at every distance were falling, and every major shoe company had come up with its own version of Nike's plate-and-foam supershoe design.

Now that everyone has supershoes, you might think the playing field is level. In reality, the innovation arms race has continued. The exact workings of the plate-and-foam architecture still aren't fully understood, so shoe companies keep tinkering and producing better shoes. For yesterday's record-setting marathon, Adidas launched a new shoe featuring an ultralight midsole foam that reduced the overall weight of the shoe to just 3.4 ounces. Sawe was wearing the shoe; four of the top five men's finishers, including Sawe, are sponsored by Adidas.

It's hard to overstate how strange this situation is for the running world, which used to pride itself on being the simplest and most gear-agnostic sport. Every year since time immemorial, shoe companies have launched new shoes with the promise that they will be game changers. Until 2017, this was never actually true. But now the record books keep being rewritten. Kipchoge brought the official record down to 2:01:39 in 2018, then 2:01:09 in 2022. The following year, another Kenyan, Kelvin Kiptum, ran 2:00:35 at the Chicago Marathon. This was proof that Kipchoge wasn't an irreplaceable freak of nature--and invited only more questions about the shoes and what it means to compare runners year by year. Could Sawe have broken two hours in different shoes? Could he even have done it in last year's shoes? Head-to-head comparisons are difficult: Kipchoge, now 41, is past his competitive peak, and Kiptum was killed in a car accident at age 24, just a few months after setting his world record.

Then there's the question of drugs. If sprinters on steroids was the cliche of the 1980s, blood-doping endurance athletes has become a similarly familiar trope. Kenya, in particular, has been singled out as a serial offender: More than 140 runners from the country are currently serving doping suspensions, including the women's marathon world-record holder, Ruth Chepngetich, who tested positive for drugs in the summer of 2025. (Kipchoge and Kiptum have not faced any formal doping accusations.) In this respect, Sawe and Adidas have been prescient. In the two months prior to last fall's Berlin Marathon, Adidas ponied up a reported $50,000 to have World Athletics' Athletics Integrity Unit test Sawe 25 times. Berlin turned out to be too warm for a fast time, but Adidas and Sawe continued the arrangement this year. "I wanted people to know that whatever happened in the race, I was not to be doubted," Sawe told the running website LetsRun.

Sawe's extraordinary performance justified the extraordinary precautions. In London, a pack of six runners broke away early, tucked behind three pacemakers until the halfway mark, reached in 1:00:29--which, you'll note, is considerably slower than a two-hour pace. Sawe looked barely conscious, conserving his energy, his eyes locked onto the back of the pacemaker in front of him. One of the pacemakers continued until just after the 25-kilometer mark, by which time the pack had been reduced to three. Once that final pacemaker dropped out, Sawe came alive and began to turn the screws.

If the magic of Kipchoge's unofficial sub-two-hour race was in the drafting, then Sawe having to lead for more than 10 miles should have doomed him. Instead, he got steadily faster. Only in the final few miles did the BBC's race commentators suddenly realize that history might be beckoning. You can't blame them: Nobody could have foreseen how much Sawe would accelerate. He ran the second half in 59:01--a time that, on its own, would be a national record in all but a handful of countries. And glued to Sawe's shoulder until the final mile was Kejelcha, the Ethiopian runner, waiting for him to falter. Sometimes top runners prefer to minimize competition when they're chasing world records so that they don't need to worry about getting passed if they misjudge the pace. But in this case, it seems likely that Sawe's acceleration was fueled at least in part by the desperate desire to shake off his persistent shadow.

All told, Sawe's breakthrough--the head-to-head throwdown, the drug-testing program, the dramatic finale--was exactly how you'd script an all-time performance. He did everything right--which is why I feel bad about the lingering hint of anticlimax I feel in myself and sense in my running friends. The truth is, Sawe's performance was only the second-most-surprising marathon result of the weekend. At a marathon in Toledo, Ohio, an unheralded local 25-year-old named Vincent Mauri won in 2:05:55, beating the previous course record by more than 13 minutes. This makes him the fourth-fastest American in history. These are both, in their own way, performances for the ages, unless next year's shoes turn out to be even better.



This story originally misstated Sawe's time at the halfway point of his record-setting marathon as 1:00:26.
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They Tried to Move a Whale

A juvenile humpback washed ashore in Oregon. Could local residents save it?

by Robin Romm

Sat, 02 May 2026




One afternoon in November, just north of the small Oregon coastal town of Yachats, a juvenile humpback whale tumbled ashore. A few hours earlier, local residents had spotted it thrashing in distress half a mile out at sea, entangled in crabbing gear, with a rope bound around its pectoral fin and woven through its baleen. One resident had swum out and cut the whale free, but it didn't turn itself around and was now lodged on sand in shallow surf. A few people gathered on the beach and called for help. It finally arrived, in the form of two representatives from the Oregon Marine Mammal Stranding Network, a collection of volunteer scientists and advocates based some 20 miles up the coast in Newport. The experts said that given the impending darkness, incoming tide, rough surf, and heavy fog, they couldn't even assess the whale's condition until morning.

The onlookers scattered--all but one, a local named Amy Parker. She stayed long after sunset, listening to the whale's haunting, high-pitched cry, a sound so plaintive and elemental that it cut through the roaring surf. The whale wanted help; you didn't need a degree to interpret those sounds. And Parker, a longtime coast dweller, figured that the night's high tide offered the whale its best--and possibly only--chance of escape. She took out her phone and snapped some grainy images of the 26-foot-long animal that appeared to rise, ghostlike, out of the misty sea, and posted them to a Facebook community page. "He's alive he's crying out and if nobody comes to help him, he's not gonna survive the night," she wrote.

My father has a house in Yachats, so I watched on social media as Parker's plea took on a life of its own. Locals joined her on the beach and started posting their own photos, updates, and requests for more assistance. Then people started driving in from cities near and far: Eugene, Salem, Corvallis, Redmond. Soon my Facebook feed was awash in whale posts, whale videos, and whale-related news reports. Hundreds of ideas poured in through the comments, some from people in Australia and Japan. Could the rescuers get some kind of inflatable under the whale that might, when filled, hoist it off the sand? Could they dig a channel in the sand for it to swim through? One local contractor later told me that a woman from Washington had called his business, urging him to get down to the scene with his excavator.

The story had natural and obvious suspense: Would the young whale make it to the morning, and beyond? But this alone didn't account for the intensity of the response. As I scrolled through updates on the situation, unable to look away myself, I could see that people wanted more than just plot resolution.

The past several years had been rough for Rob Heater, a retired contractor of 62 with graying brown hair that falls almost to his waist. His sister had been diagnosed with cancer, he'd lost a beloved dog, and he worried a lot about the fate of the country. He spent hours every day staring at political posts and memes on Facebook, feeling like he should do something. So he reposted and reposted, sometimes 30 times a day, as if it were his job. But Parker's plea felt different from what he usually saw. Here was a problem that he could do something about.

Heater didn't own a wet suit, but he had grown up near the Pacific and served in the U.S. Navy. He closed up the escape room that he co-owns with his brother, loaded his German shepherd into his pickup, and made the 20-mile drive from Newport past lumber yards and thrift stores down to Yachats.

You could walk for miles on the sand there--wading through creeks, stepping over tangled kelp beds--and barely see a soul. But that night, Heater found a dozen cars parked on the highway near the posted mile marker, their hazard lights muted by the fog. When he got down to the ocean, he could see the whale, somehow darker than the darkness, its skin peppered with barnacles.

Heater wasted no time. He joined about six people in the waist-high water as they pushed the whale in tandem with the waves. For hours, Heater moved in rhythm with the sea and in concert with the other people. When he put his hands against the whale, he told me later, the whale seemed to touch him back--a sense of connection like nothing he'd ever experienced. Inch by inch, swell by swell, he and the other rescuers seemed to move the whale toward the deep. But the rip was strong and their feet were moving in the wet sand too. It wasn't ultimately clear whether they'd moved the whale, or only themselves.




As the night progressed, the crew of rescuers became more organized. They formed a bucket brigade to keep the whale wet until the morning's high tide. Someone built a fire. Another watched over people's valuables. And still others tried to intervene in more subtle ways. Makalea Napoleon, a former surfer who'd been raised in a basement apartment carved into the basalt rock of nearby Depoe Bay, told me that she had no desire to push or pull the stranded whale and try to force it back into the sea. Instead, she sat quietly nearby, observing. She could see that when someone dumped a bucket of water into the whale's blowhole, it became agitated, bellowing and flicking its tail. But if they poured the water gently, it calmed down, uttering what sounded to her--and to everyone gathered that night--like a deep, vibrating purr. "I interpreted it as a thank you," Heater said.

Read: How first contact with whale civilization could unfold

Despite these efforts, high tide came and went, and the whale remained beached. It was bleeding from its fluke now, and the rescuers worried for its fate. But early that morning, as the tide began to come in again, the group noticed that the whale had become much more alert and active, as if it still wanted to escape. Maybe it had another shot. The stars shone brightly in the dark sky. Pleiades hung above them. To Napoleon, the orange sliver of moon looked like a smile.







When Jim Rice, the program manager of the Oregon Marine Mammal Stranding Network, heard about the scene on the Yachats beach, he felt a sense of foreboding. He'd just traveled down to Berkeley, California, to visit his son, and now, suddenly, he was fielding calls about the stranded humpback. That was bad enough. Then he learned that a group of citizens was trying to rescue it themselves--in the middle of the night, between two oceanic King Tide events, when the waves were cresting well above people's heads.

A full-grown humpback whale can weigh up to 80,000 pounds. And although humpbacks may be gentle, playful creatures, their size alone can make them deadly. In 2017, a whale that had become entangled in fishing lines in the North Atlantic was freed by an experienced whale rescuer, then promptly killed the man with a flick of its fluke. Rice knew well that if the Yachats whale rolled in that rough water, it could easily pin someone beneath it. He also knew that the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, one of the federal agencies in charge of implementing the Marine Mammal Protection Act, and the agency to which Rice reported his stranding data, generally prohibits the public from getting within 100 yards of a humpback whale, and forbids citizens from attempting rescues. And Rice understood that these well-meaning people--the escape-room owners, military veterans, and whale shamans--had almost no shot at refloating a creature the size of an RV, but they had a very high chance of harming themselves.

Rice couldn't make it back to Oregon by morning, so the two scientists from the mammal-stranding network who'd gone out to the beach the day before went back for another look. They didn't seem that interested in what the group had done throughout the night, and quickly erected a perimeter with cones and tape. Then, according to the locals, they stood around and talked. "We fought all night to give [the whale] a chance," Jack Weber, one of the citizen rescuers, told me later. "When the whale people did show up, they brought their testing gear. There was no gear brought to actually save this whale."

The two scientists would soon be joined by park rangers, other scientists, and the director of the Oregon Coast Aquarium. Any next move would require time-intensive coordination with various affiliates and agencies, including NOAA. Frustration began to ripple through the crowd of nighttime rescuers. Eventually, their sense of urgency grew so great that several people tore through the perimeter tape and threw themselves against the whale. One woman, apparently drunk, ran into the sea and promptly collapsed. Would-be influencers held up their phones, narrating the situation for their livestreams.

Certainly Rice and the other members of the network could understand that people felt emotional about the whale. But as they saw it, all of this yelling, in person and online, was misguided. Whales don't beach unless they're in serious trouble; this one might be sick. Whale bodies are meant to float, and once ashore, the weight of their blubber can crush their internal organs. A humpback that suffers such an injury would die even if it were returned to deep water. And besides, the experts didn't yet have access to the kind of heavy machinery that they would need to pull the whale past three sandbars to the wider ocean.

Finally, later that afternoon, better help arrived. John Calambokidis, a whale researcher from Olympia, Washington, who was certified for rescue operations by NOAA, had been part of a team that, in 2017, successfully refloated a stranded gray whale off the coast of Washington using a system of ropes, pulleys, and buried anchors. Now he'd secured the agency's permission to set up the same equipment on the beach near Yachats and attempt a rescue.

The Calambokidis plan quickly hit some snags. Several of the ropes he needed had gone missing in the years since his last rescue, and then the tide began to come in again, covering the areas where Calambokidis's crew needed to place the anchors. By the next morning, strong waves had rolled the whale farther onto land; then, as they were setting up the pulley system, the release mechanism broke. They finally got the anchors down and placed a sling below the whale, but when they pulled on the rope, that broke too. Calambokidis wondered aloud to me later whether, had they had a few more chances, they might have been able to do it. But the whale had been out of the water now for two full days. It would have to be euthanized.




This was not the ending the people on the beach or across the internet had waited for. Online, the responses turned vitriolic. One Facebook user wrote, "Citizens have a right to be upset and disappointed because the 'Experts' they called to help, killed the whale in the end. I praise the citizens and wipe my ass with your degree."

Oregon had recently begun reaching out to native tribes in situations such as this one. The Confederated Tribes of the Siletz Indians, which comprises more than two dozen groups indigenous to the Pacific Northwest, had not had an opportunity to harvest meat, blubber, or bones in at least a generation. Not a single member of the tribes had ever done it.

Heater returned the next day and watched as the scientists, technocrats, and tribal members joined together on the beach. Veterinary technicians took out their tackle boxes of medications and sedated the whale, and then the tribe prayed, drummed, and offered thanks to the whale and to the people who tried to help it. After the prayers, the vet techs went behind the whale and injected it with a long syringe.




Heater said he took some comfort from the presence of the tribes. At least the whale wouldn't be blown up with half a ton of dynamite, like the sperm whale that had beached more than half a century earlier, just 30 miles south of Yachats. (That one, and the rain of blubber it produced upon detonation, has since become a meme.) Blubber from the whale he'd tried to save might instead be used for making soap, and its bones would be buried in a secret spot until they were clean enough for other uses. But still, he felt a deep sorrow and sense of failure. Two nights earlier, he'd been standing in the rumbling surf, pushing on the whale, sure that he was moving it. That hope had been intoxicating, and now it, too, was gone.

Heater returned to his day-to-day life at the escape room. A month after his encounter with the whale, he still woke up in the night, thinking not just about the beaching, but about the experience he'd shared with the other rescuers that night, strangers who have since become closer to him than people he's known for 40 years. They all still text, he said. Recently, a few of them gathered on the same stretch of beach for a vigil.

The whale had given him a new sense of community. He told me that he no longer feels inclined to post on Facebook. "It just gave me a reset," he said. The whale, its fate, the inscrutable sea--they jolted him into remembering that nothing compares to the potency and possibility of the real, unmediated world. This, he could keep alive.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/2026/05/yachats-beached-whale-rescue/686978/?utm_source=feed
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Your Next Dog May Live Longer

A new pill could soon extend dogs' lives. How will that change our relationship with our pets?

by Ross Andersen

Sat, 02 May 2026




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

One day last November, my dog, Forrest, sat on the cold marble steps of the Smithsonian's natural-history museum in Washington, D.C., ready to meet Celine Halioua, a woman who may one day add a tail-wagging year or so to his life, and also the lives of millions of other dogs. In 2019, Halioua founded a company called Loyal, and in February 2025, a pill that she developed for dogs was deemed likely to be effective by the FDA. If the company ticks a few remaining boxes, the drug could soon be on sale, kick-starting a new era of longevity medicine that could eventually also lengthen humans' lives.

More than 10,000 years ago, dogs made a farseeing bet on humans. They padded carefully up to our campfires, ate scraps, and kept watch, hitching their fates to a species that would soon bestride the planet. They have since become the fourth-most-populous large land mammal, trailing only sheep, cows, and goats, which all lead less pampered lives. Now we're trying to keep our best animal friends around longer too.

If only I could have explained all of this to Forrest before our walk with Halioua. As a Portuguese water dog, he hails from a clever breed, but he doesn't understand advanced pharmacology, so I worried that he might be indifferent to her, or even rude. But Halioua, who is 31, had arrived with a plan. She stooped down, squealed his name, and opened her hand, revealing a treat that he promptly devoured.

Halioua was 18 years old when the cold fact of death blew through her. She was working at a neuro-oncology lab and couldn't unsee the cosmic unfairness of a brain-cancer diagnosis, the way it constricted the possibilities of a person's life and cut short their closest relationships. Death had an important role to play back when life was single-celled and simple, Halioua told me. It helped evolution iterate rapidly and build up more complicated organisms. But now that natural selection has created complex, intelligent animals--namely, us--we should stretch out the good, healthy part of our lifespan as well as that of our dogs, too. With extra decades, she said, we might even become more forward-looking, and less likely to wreck a world that we will have to keep living in.

After college, Halioua enrolled in a doctoral program in genetics at Oxford and worked in life-extension research during her time off school. The field has never been uniformly rigorous in its approach to research. Over the years, Halioua has developed an aversion to what she described as longevity "bro science." She's not into the translucent-skinned gurus who primarily experiment on themselves and post their physiological data, including the duration of their sleeping erections, on X. She's not trying to gain eternal life through obsessively healthy living, she once told me over a tray of french fries.

Halioua got her big break from Laura Deming, a former child prodigy who was accepted to MIT at age 14 and later co-founded the world's largest venture fund for longevity research. Halioua was only 23 when she started interning at Deming's offices in San Francisco, but after two weeks, Deming hired her, and eventually promoted her to chief of staff. Early on, she gave Halioua a blunt pep talk. "I didn't really speak the Silicon Valley language," Halioua told me. Deming told Halioua that she didn't sound smart. That made Halioua self-conscious, but she was grateful and resolved to assimilate by listening to every last episode of the Y Combinator Startup Podcast. It wouldn't make for the most cinematic training montage if there were ever a movie about her life, but it helped her pick up the local lingo and speak at a more rapid clip.

At Deming's fund, Halioua sat in on start-up pitches and broadened her view of the longevity industry. She saw that serious money was flowing into it. Investors have dropped more than $10 billion on life-extension companies in just the past five years. Most of that has gone to long-term bets on radical life-extension projects for humans, some intended to defeat aging altogether. Jeff Bezos and Sam Altman have both bankrolled new efforts to wind back the internal clocks of our bodies' cells using epigenetic techniques that have already extended the lives of mice. But the companies that they have invested in--Altos and Retro Biosciences--are focused on preclinical or early-phase work. The same goes for Calico, Alphabet's secretive life-extension company. It may be decades before we know if those bets have paid off.

Halioua wanted to move faster, and she had personal reasons for focusing first on dogs. She grew up on Austin's semirural outskirts, the lone daughter of immigrant parents from Germany and Morocco, and like many children--especially only children--she formed intense relationships with animals. Her family had 15 cats and several dogs, most of them strays. In middle school, she started visiting an old cowboy who lived in a run-down house nearby. She began taking his retired racehorse, Ziggy, on walks, and her family later bought the horse. Years later, when the horse died, she got a tattoo of its racing name next to her heart.

Halioua has made a habit of adopting senior dogs, and that means she more frequently has to experience the heartbreak that she's trying to forestall for dog owners. Four years ago, she brought home a 10-year-old rottweiler named Della that had been found wandering Oakland's streets. In 2024, I visited Halioua in San Francisco, and Della came with us almost everywhere we went--to the local coffee shop, to the stables where Halioua keeps a dressage horse. Shortly before I saw Halioua in D.C., I learned that she'd had to put Della down. On the plane, she'd made the mistake of scrolling through old pictures. She spotted Della in one and felt her vision blur with hot tears. "Della would literally spoon me at night," she said. "They're such pure souls."

Halioua had another reason for starting with dogs, beyond her connection to them: Federal approval for animal drugs is easier to come by than it is for human drugs. And because dogs tend to live only a decade or so, she can quickly tell whether a life-extension drug is working in them. Her end goal is to lengthen human lives. For thousands of years, dogs have gone out ahead of humans as wilderness scouts. They have ventured into buildings to sniff out explosives. Some even got killed rocketing into space before us. Now they're entering another new frontier that may be fraught with its own unforeseeable dangers.


Illustration by Gaia Alari



Scientists have already dramatically lengthened the lives of many animals, but they've mostly been tiny ones that people don't care much about. By the early 1990s, a molecular biologist named Cynthia Kenyon had for years been arguing that aging is not simply a matter of accumulated wear and tear. To Kenyon, who now serves as the vice president of aging research at Calico, the fact that animals have such a wide range of lifespans was evidence that the aging process is directed by genes.

In 1993, Kenyon doubled the lifespan of a roundworm, Caenorhabditis elegans, with the tweak of a single gene that targeted its insulin receptors. Scientists have since used similar genetic tricks to substantially extend the lives of flies. Most tantalizing, they have done it in adult mice.

Dogs are nearer to us, genetically, than mice are, and they age in many of the ways that we do. We suffer from some of the same cancers and use some of the same chemotherapies to treat them. The human brain's neurons experience similar modes of decay, and so, too, do our downstream behaviors. Dogs can lose control of their bladder in old age. They can forget faces, become more grumpy, and bump into walls. Kenyon told me that although the mice research is encouraging, a drug pathway that successfully extends a dog's life will generate more enthusiasm among scientists who hope to try similar treatments on humans.

Forrest is four years old, and although not a dot of gray appears in his glossy black muzzle, he is already showing some signs of aging. He catches fewer cases of the zoomies, and before he leaps up onto the bed, he takes its measure. As we walked on the National Mall, Halioua explained that inside him--as in humans of every age--cancer cells are constantly popping up. His immune system still has lots of ways of zapping cancer cells out of existence before they multiply into tumors. But by the time Forrest reaches age 10, when dogs become eligible for Loyal's pill, those defenses will more often misfire and fail to stop not just cancer but also other life-abbreviating ailments.

On her tricep, Halioua has another tattoo, this one of a Labrador retriever, but it doesn't pay tribute to a previous pet. It's a tribute to the 48 Labrador puppies who participated in a 14-year study by scientists at the dog-food company Purina. They split the puppies into two groups and fed one group 25 percent less than the other. After tracking the dogs for the rest of their lives, they found that those who were fed smaller bowls of kibble lived nearly two years longer, on average. By making one crude shift to the dogs' metabolism, the scientists had extended their lives by more than 15 percent.

Several recent biomedical findings suggest that a profound link exists between an animal's metabolism and its lifespan. The potential life-extending effects of Ozempic and other GLP-1s have been especially intriguing on this score. The drugs treat obesity by slowing the movement of food through the gastrointestinal system and suppressing appetite, but they also seem to trigger a cascade of other unexpected benefits all across the body. They appear to improve the condition of people's kidneys, liver, heart, and even their brain. Some longevity researchers now argue that GLP-1s are the first de facto anti-aging drugs because they slow so many of the life-shortening processes that operate inside of us.

From the December 2022 issue: Sarah Zhang on how much a cat's life is worth

But GLP-1s are blunt instruments. The longevity benefits they confer are a byproduct of appetite suppression. Loyal's drug is designed to trigger some of the same effects, without a dog having to face any of the deprivations experienced by GLP-1 users or the Labradors in the Purina study.

Scientists who studied the Purina data noted that the calorie-restricted dogs were less awash in insulin, a metabolic hormone that is known to accelerate certain aging processes, in excess. The exact mechanism of Loyal's drug is still proprietary, but scientists at the company told me that the pill tinkers with a dog's insulin sensitivity.

Every time Forrest eats, his small intestine breaks down the resulting slurry of kibble into glucose and other compounds. His pancreas then produces a tiny pulse of insulin, a chemical whisper that echoes all through his bloodstream, telling different kinds of tissues to absorb the glucose. In a young, healthy dog, this system is precise; it requires only that whisper. But like us, dogs become less sensitive to insulin as they get older and require more of a clanging cymbal. The resulting glut of insulin can inflame tissues all across the body, and over time, this can weaken the immune system and contribute to all manner of chronic diseases, including cancer and heart disease. When a dog or a person becomes less sensitive to insulin, brain decay can set in quicker, and the operations of neurons can be scrambled.

Loyal's daily pill is intended to restore a dog's insulin sensitivity. It dissolves into particles that travel throughout the body, like little Paul Reveres, telling tissue systems to be on the lookout for insulin and to respond quickly when it reaches them. That way, the glucose doesn't linger, and the pancreas doesn't keep flooding the blood with the hormone.

Federal regulators have generally preferred drugs that target specific diseases, classified by organ systems, an approach that may simply miss certain whole-body aging processes. That the FDA has taken the unusual step of allowing Loyal to develop a drug specifically for life extension, as opposed to for some particular ailment, suggests a shifting approach. After reviewing Loyal's early data, the agency found that by operating across different organ systems, the drug was reasonably likely to extend a dog's life. Whether it works or not, this new openness on the part of the FDA is exciting all by itself.

Loyal hopes to be able to start selling its drug next year, for about $100 a month for dogs of most sizes. (The pill has met FDA requirements for an expectation of safety and efficacy, but it needs to meet a core manufacturing requirement before the company can receive conditional approval to market the drug.) The unpublished study that the FDA reviewed was relatively small, involving about 50 dogs whose aging-related biomarkers were tracked for three months. There were clear improvements, but improvements in biomarkers are not enough to know that a drug works. As part of its campaign to secure full approval from the FDA, the company has launched a roughly five-year clinical trial to know, with greater certainty, whether and how much it extends a dog's life.




As late as the 1980s, animal-health divisions at pharmaceutical companies were lightly staffed backwaters. At Merck, "you only worked in that part of the company if you weren't very ambitious," Linda Rhodes, an industry veteran, told me. Back then, the sector focused on drugs that helped cattle and swine survive long enough to make slaughter weight. Dog owners were regarded as a niche market inside a niche market.

In the '90s, the blockbuster sales of two flea-and-tick medications, Frontline and Advantage, demonstrated untapped demand, and then intensified that demand by enabling new levels of indoor intimacy between dogs and people. Dogs have been bed warmers since the time of ancient Egypt, at least, but many more of them were invited to sleep with us after they were reliably rendered tick-and-flea-free.

Even just decades ago, fewer people described their dogs as family members. Now seniors spend as much on gifts for their dogs as they do for their grandchildren. People buy their dogs health insurance, take them in for regular dental visits, and sign them up for memberships at concierge-style veterinary clinics modeled after One Medical. Families are willing to go into debt to finance a surgery if doing so means saving a beloved dog's life.

If dogs start living longer, these familial feelings of obligation may intensify. People may feel guilty if they can't afford a daily pill that keeps their dog alive longer. Above a certain socioeconomic threshold, not spending an extra $1,000 a year or more in the hopes of doing so could seem neglectful. Elderly people may think twice about adopting dogs that have the potential to live much longer. Euthanasia decisions are already brutalizing for dog owners, and those decisions may become even more fraught.

The fundamental sadness of loving a dog is knowing that you are more likely to lose them than vice versa, because their lifespan is easily contained by yours. There's every reason to try to keep them around longer, especially if the extra years are healthy ones. But our relationship with them may change if we succeed, perhaps in some ways that we don't expect.

Loyal's clinical trial, which the company says is the largest one ever run on an animal drug, began in December 2023. More than 1,300 dogs enrolled, all at least 10 years old and weighing at least 14 pounds, and representing many different breeds. Age verification at times proved difficult; some owners submitted screenshots of Facebook posts they'd made back when the dogs were puppies. Most clinical trials for dogs last a month or two, but the owners of these dogs have committed to keeping at it for at least half a decade. They don't even know whether their pet might be taking a placebo, as half of the test population is. The FDA expects the pill to be safe, but no dog has yet had it in their system for five years.

By the time the trial finishes, Halioua may already have had the drug on the market for years. She recently assembled a focus group of 20 taste-tester dogs to get the flavor just right at launch. One day of taste-testing wasn't enough, because many dogs will inhale just about anything with gusto the first time they eat it, and this is a pill they'll have to take for the rest of their life. Compared with cats, dogs tend to chomp down on pills easily, but some of Halioua's taste-testers were quite discerning; one spat out a disagreeable flavor variant and then, to underscore his verdict, peed on it.

Halioua is trying to anticipate other ways that her business might fail, even if the science proves out. In 2007, a much-hyped appetite suppressant for overweight dogs flopped spectacularly, not because it tasted bad or didn't work but rather, in part, because it removed a dog's great relish for tasting things in general. The human-dog bond has been food-based since its earliest campfire beginnings. Halioua explained that people didn't like it when they couldn't use treats to motivate their pets.

Halioua wants the pill to sell well so that she can build up a war chest. That way, the company could fund its own clinical trials for a human-longevity drug without having to sell out to "Big Pharma Daddy," as she put it. Halioua doesn't want to forfeit control of the process to a larger, more risk-averse, and possibly slower-moving company.

She has plenty of years left to see her plan through. I asked her if she wants to live for centuries, or even forever. "It's not an obvious yes," she told me. No one knows how much a human's life can be extended, but whether it's a few years or decades or more, Halioua said she wouldn't want to keep living just for the sake of it.

She'd want to continually remake herself--"update," in the founder parlance that she has adopted--try lots of new things. When I'd seen her in D.C., she was on the verge of one such change. I'd asked her if she would keep adopting older dogs. She told me that part of her felt like she had an ethical mandate to. "But also part of me is like, 'Holy fuck, I don't think I can sign up to do this again,'" she said. A few months later, Halioua did get another rottweiler, a rescue named Squish. She will most likely get to spend more time with her than she did with Della, whether the pill works or not. Squish is not even two years old.
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Iran's Unexpected Resilience

Two months of fighting have emphasized some of the country's advantages.

by Will Gottsegen

Tue, 05 May 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.

By the United States military's estimation, about 1,550 marine vessels--oil tankers, bulk carriers, container ships, and more--are idling in the Persian Gulf right now. With the Strait of Hormuz effectively blockaded, their crews, many of them uninvolved in the ongoing war with Iran, are slowly using up supplies as they await safe passage through the mine-filled waterway. Donald Trump announced on Sunday that the U.S. would rescue these "victims of circumstance" by guiding them out of the war zone in an as-yet-unspecified way. On Monday, though, Iran's military rejected the plan, warning that American military forces would be attacked if they approached the strait.

Both sides fired shots yesterday, although the U.S. claims that the cease-fire remains in place. The fact that Iran's leaders are apparently willing to risk violating the delicate monthlong truce emphasizes just how fiercely they want to protect their hold over the strait. The past 65 days of war have badly punished Iran: Its leaders are dead, its navy and air force have been depleted, and its economy and infrastructure have been decimated. "If we leave right now," Trump said last week, "it would take them 20 years to rebuild." But amid the destruction, the country has also found new forms of leverage. Iran had not previously exercised this degree of control over the Strait of Hormuz, and before the war, the country could not have been confident that it would be able to do so. Even in its diminished state, the Iranian military has managed to deter enemy ships and outmaneuver anti-air systems, maintaining that grip on the strait while costing the U.S. billions.

After the U.S. and Israel began their military action, the Iranian government said it would attack any ship that tried to sail through the strait, and began deploying mines as deterrents. Before the war, more than 130 ships passed through each day; yesterday, that number was down to three. The ships that do cross now mostly do so under the strict supervision of Iran's Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, which reportedly has been demanding tolls in cryptocurrency and Chinese yuan, and rerouting traffic away from Oman, toward Iran-controlled waters.

Iranian dominance over the strait may well be the new norm. On Sunday, Iran's Deputy Speaker of Parliament Ali Nikzad was emphatic that the country "will not back down" from its position on the strait, "and it will not return to its prewar conditions." That's because the country's restrictions on the strait have succeeded on a strategic level, creating a global energy shock and unleashing economic devastation around the world--putting massive pressure on the U.S. and Israel to come to the bargaining table. Trump has demanded that Iran "Open the Fuckin' Strait," but as Iran's threats yesterday made clear, we're a long way off from the pre-February status quo. Even when Iranian leadership has offered to reopen the strait as part of potential peace deals, as it has over the past month, it has done so with the knowledge that Iran could always reassert control. That's exactly what happened on April 17, when the country declared the strait open to all; the next day, Iran reimposed its restrictions on passing ships, effectively closing the waterway once again.

The strait is not the only tool available to Iran. As recently as this weekend, Trump said that the country has "no navy" and "no air force." But U.S. officials told CBS in late April that they believe 60 percent of its navy is still "in existence"and two-thirds of its air force is "operational." Although the Iranian military is indeed far weaker than the U.S. military, it has also reportedly proved scrappier and more capable than expected. Last week, the Pentagon offered its first estimate of the total cost of the war in Iran thus far: $25 billion. A single high-tech American weapon might cost millions; Iran's signature drone--known as the Shahed-136--costs only tens of thousands, and has been threatening U.S. partners, such as Kuwait, Bahrain, and Azerbaijan, throughout the region. The anti-air munitions required to shoot them down can cost more than the Shaheds themselves. And when Shaheds do penetrate air defenses, they can be deadly.

Meanwhile, the country's "mosquito fleet" of nimble, surveillance-dodging boats has been intimidating military and commercial vessels alike, projecting Iranian power in the strait. Admiral Brad Cooper, who leads U.S. Central Command, told reporters yesterday that the U.S. "blew up" six small Iranian boats in the area--a possible example of the IRGC's reduced capacity. More typically, Cooper explained, the Iranian military deploys "between 20 and 40 small boats" when it intends to harass vessels. But a reduction in capacity is not the same as defeat. As my colleagues Nancy A. Youssef and Jonathan Lemire reported last week, officials inside the Trump administration have admitted to being surprised at Iran's resilience.

Although Trump insists that Iran has been completely destroyed and that the war is over, reality suggests otherwise. After two months of war with a superpower, Iran is in some respects outmatched: The U.S. said it bombed more than 13,000 targets during Operation Epic Fury. Yet Iran has refused to concede, even as hundreds of its own civilians have died and the rest have suffered from an economic crisis. U.S. efforts to fully degrade Iran's defensive capacities may ultimately end up succeeding. But the longer Iran is able to inflict economic pain across the world, and the longer its depleted defensive capabilities hold, the more evidence its leaders have that it can continue to stand firm.

Related: 

	The Iran war's ramifications have only just begun.
 	Iran had a doomsday weapon all along.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Michael Scherer: My role as a "complicit" journalist
 	The last Voting Rights Act
 	Democrats could use a cold shower before the midterms, Mark Leibovich argues.




Today's News

	Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth said that the U.S.-led mission to reopen the Strait of Hormuz is "separate and distinct" from the broader war with Iran and described it as defensive and temporary.
 	The World Health Organization said close-contact transmission among humans is suspected in a cruise ship's hantavirus outbreak that has killed three people and infected at least seven; the virus is typically spread to humans through contact with infected rodents. About 150 passengers remain stranded off Cabo Verde while two patients are being evacuated, but officials say the public risk is low.
 	In an interview yesterday, President Trump accused Pope Leo XIV of endangering Catholics by opposing the U.S. war with Iran. Secretary of State Marco Rubio is set to visit Rome and meet with the pope on Thursday.




Evening Read
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What Adding Race to BMI Can Do

By Katherine J. Wu

In recent years, the perils of body mass index, or BMI, have become a hobbyhorse for professionals in several fields of medicine and research. For decades, doctors have used BMI to help diagnose and treat obesity, diabetes, and other chronic conditions, even as evidence has accumulated that the metric is a poor proxy for excess fat. BMI factors in height and weight but not actual body composition; many people with high BMIs are the picture of health, and many with "healthy" BMIs are at serious risk of metabolic disease. The case against BMI is strong enough that many in medicine would like to be free of it.
 Gripes have been raised, too, about medical guidance that relies on race. Although race can track with some factors that influence health, such as lifestyle and socioeconomic status, its relationship to genetic differences is tenuous: Designations such as "Black" and "Asian" cover so many people, with such varied backgrounds, that they're essentially meaningless as biological categories. When doctors have used race to assess well-being, they've missed diagnoses and discriminated against patients. Experts now widely consider many race-based tools in medicine to be harmful and outdated, and are eager to leave them behind.
 But researchers and clinicians still rely deeply on both BMI and race, in some cases at the same time.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Progressive activists are sometimes on the wrong side of history.
 	For Ibram X. Kendi, it's Nazis all the way down.
 	The House of Representatives is turning into the Electoral College.
 	Europe without America
 	Why one coach's personal life is a sports-wide scandal.
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Explore. The Met Gala wasted an opportunity to really make the case for fashion as art, Shirley Li argues.

Read. Adam Begley on the secret of Elizabeth Strout's appeal: She writes best sellers that are also critical darlings.

Play our daily crossword.



Explore all of our newsletters here.

Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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How the Supreme Court Came to Accept a Practice It Called Unjust

The Court went from condemning partisan gerrymandering to effectively encouraging it.

by David A. Graham

Mon, 04 May 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.

Seven years ago, midway through a multiyear demolition of the Voting Rights Act, John Roberts's Supreme Court heard a case on a slightly different topic: partisan gerrymandering. Republican legislators from North Carolina had drawn a map of U.S. House districts that courts, including the high court, had found was an unconstitutional racial gerrymander under the VRA. So the North Carolina lawmakers tried again, this time going out of their way to make clear that they were trying to reduce Democratic representation, not Black representation.

The gambit worked. Roberts, writing for the majority, lamented that partisan gerrymandering was pernicious and unfair. "Excessive partisanship in districting leads to results that reasonably seem unjust," he wrote in Rucho v. Common Cause. But the majority nonetheless concluded that federal courts had no role to play in policing partisan gerrymandering, because it was a political question. Still, Roberts didn't want that to seem like an endorsement: "Our conclusion does not condone excessive partisan gerrymandering."

That was then. The conservative majority's decision in Louisiana v. Callais last week doesn't just tolerate but encourages states to embrace partisan gerrymandering as a justification for squeezing out majority-Black districts. As politicians work through the impact of the decision, Republican-led governments in Louisiana, Tennessee, and Alabama have all announced plans to try to redraw maps this week, and South Carolina's legislature may not be far behind. The mission will be drawing the most ruthless partisan gerrymanders they can, in the hopes of protecting the GOP majority in the U.S. House.

This is what Justice Samuel Alito, the author of the Callais opinion, recommends. Discarding the Court's old requirement, which said that mapmakers must consider whether minority voters were numerous and concentrated enough to constitute their own district, Alito wrote that plaintiffs must provide strong evidence that minority voters were intentionally targeted for their race. But he also offered an escape hatch, the law professor Richard L. Hasen explains: Even if a state "likely could have drawn a map favoring minority voters" but didn't, "the state can defend itself by (wait for it ... ) admitting to engaging in partisan gerrymandering." In other words, as the scholar Joshua A. Douglas puts it, partisan gerrymandering "has become an absolute defense to any claim of racial discrimination under Section 2 of the Voting Rights Act."

The fundamental ideology of the Callais majority is "color-blindness." In a 2007 case undermining affirmative action, Roberts articulated the idea plainly: "The way to stop discrimination on the basis of race is to stop discriminating on the basis of race." That's the sort of glib comment that sounds like an argument ender as long as you don't think too much about it. But it's no coincidence, as my colleague Adam Serwer wrote last week, that the earliest advocates for color-blindness were reinvented segregationists.

In the color-blindness framework, any discussion of race is itself seen as impolite, the political scientist Julia Azari notes. Alito's opinion hurriedly states that "vast social change has occurred throughout the country and particularly in the South, which have made great strides in ending entrenched racial discrimination." This is true as far as it goes but also highly tendentious, writing off both existing disparities and the important role that the VRA has played in combating discrimination. (The late Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg likened abandoning parts of the VRA because of reduced discrimination to throwing away one's umbrella during a storm because one isn't yet wet.)

Alito acknowledges that Black voters tend to be Democrats in the South, but his allegiance to color-blindness prevents him from thinking too deeply about why. It is not some weird coincidence but the result of Democrats taking up the cause of civil rights, and Republicans becoming consistent opponents. This makes Alito's argument that Black Democrats are losing representation because they are Democrats, not because they are Black, incoherent. "To 'control for partisanship' when assessing racial gerrymandering is to erase the very mechanism through which racism travels," the political scientist Jake Grumbach writes.

The fallout from Callais stands a good chance of making the relationship between race and partisanship even stronger. Black voters have some good critiques of the Democratic Party, but watching Republican-led governments race to redraw maps to eliminate Black representation is unlikely to push them to the GOP. Then again, it may not matter: If mapmakers are empowered to draw ruthlessly partisan maps that are also racially discriminatory, the views of Black voters in some places, especially in the South, will simply not be electorally relevant.

In his 2019 opinion in Rucho, Roberts portrayed his decision to allow partisan gerrymandering as rooted in humility and restraint about the proper role of the judiciary, despite his dislike of extremely partisan maps: "No one can accuse this Court of having a crabbed view of the reach of its competence. But we have no commission to allocate political power and influence in the absence of a constitutional directive or legal standards to guide us in the exercise of such authority." It is ironic, then, that Roberts and his allies have had no compunctions about trashing the VRA, a law duly passed and renewed by Congress. Their hubris will bring about an efflorescence of the same partisan gerrymandering that Roberts claimed to detest.

Related:

	A requiem for the Voting Rights Act
 	Voters can be disenfranchised now.




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Europe without America
 	The venture-capital populist
 	Why stocks keep going up
 	The candidate from ICE




Today's News

	Iran struck a key oil hub in the United Arab Emirates as well as several American warships and commercial vessels on the Strait of Hormuz, according to United States Central Command.
 	A report from the Department of Homeland Security's inspector general found that the agency failed to properly secure mobile devices used by its intelligence office, allowing high-risk apps and weak security practices that could expose sensitive information. DHS said it agrees with the recommendations and has begun making changes to tighten protections on its devices.
 	The Supreme Court paused a lower-court ruling and temporarily restored nationwide access to the abortion pill mifepristone, allowing it to be prescribed via telemedicine and mailed to patients while legal challenges continue.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Isabel Fattal explores stories on how to find focus when it's most elusive.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



The Atlantic staff writer Nick Miroff has been named as a finalist for the Pulitzer Prize for Beat Reporting. Read a selection of his stories:

	An 'Administrative Error' Sends a Maryland Father to a Salvadoran Prison (From March 2025)
 	How the Trump Administration Flipped on Kilmar Abrego Garcia (From April 2025)
 	The Hype Man of Trump's Mass Deportations (From July 2025)
 	Trump Loves ICE. Its Workforce Has Never Been So Miserable. (From July 2025)
 	ICE's 'Athletically Allergic' Recruits (From October 2025)




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



The Cost of 'Natural' Womanhood

By Andrea Becker

Supposedly, the menstrual cycle is a gift. It's a product of good design. It's a miraculous dance of hormones that can't be contained. Such are the messages flooding the internet these days, courtesy of lifestyle influencers, crunchy moms, so-called hormone coaches, and all sorts of popular entertainers.
 The menstrual cycle, according to these same voices, is also an emotional roller coaster, best ridden with the aid of bespoke products ...
 Riding the hormonal highs and lows is supposed to be worth it in part because of ovulation, a purportedly glorious, clear-skinned moment that justifies all the cramps and that one influencer calls women's "secret superpower." Advocates for a "natural" menstrual cycle argue that modern medicine--especially birth control--has robbed women of this gift, and therefore their true selves. If reclaiming it comes with wild mood swings, well, that's a small price to pay. But in the long term, buying into these stories about mood and biology could have a higher cost.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The one tax the rich can't escape
 	The end of cigarettes is coming.
 	DOJ enters a new, even more aggressive phase.
 	The only thing worse than Spirit Airlines
 	The rise of emotional surveillance
 	Deepfakes are coming for your bank account.




Culture Break


Illustration by Sally Deng



Read. Jon Krakauer explores how Everest has changed since Into Thin Air.

Watch. This weekend's episode of Saturday Night Live (streaming on Peacock) shrewdly illustrated all of the ways that breakups can distort reality, Paula Mejia 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 Great Actor Who Is Also a Perfect Celebrity

Culture and entertainment recommendations from Dan Zak

by Dan Zak

Sun, 03 May 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.

Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer or editor reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is Dan Zak, a senior editor who works on features.

Dan recently succumbed to the emotional pull of Paradise's second season, and he enjoys watching Face/Off, just about any performance of Emma Thompson's, and old episodes of What's My Line?. He also has a unicorn named Stacy in his life. More on that later.

-- Stephanie Bai, senior associate editor



An actor I would watch in anything: Emma Thompson, a splendid actor who is also the perfect celebrity: wise, witty, and excellent in any genre or form, as a character or as herself. She can do Merchant Ivory and Jane Austen and Tony Kushner and violent thrillers--specifically, violent thrillers with Dead in the title: Dead Again, in which she and Kenneth Branagh are haunted by their past lives, and Dead of Winter, in which she and Judy Greer beat the hell out of each other in northern Minnesota. Thompson can also do late night and Saturday Night Live and awards shows; just watch the subtle master class of her presenting an honorary Oscar to Angela Lansbury. Two undersung titles: The Tall Guy, her riotous first film (opposite Jeff Goldblum), and Wit, an adaptation of the stage play about a literature professor who's dying of cancer. Thompson is also the only reason I will probably see The Sheep Detectives, the trailer for which is, frankly, insane.

The last thing that made me cry: Ugh, Paradise, on Hulu, finally got me a few weeks ago: the fourth episode of Season 2 (slight spoiler ahead), wherein Sterling K. Brown helps Shailene Woodley give birth in an abandoned diner. The show is postapocalyptic and emotionally manipulative--think The Last of Us meets This Is Us--but the supple acting and careful character development pay off in the latest season. Tragedy doesn't really make me cry; human goodness does. Get to this episode, and you'll see.

The last thing that made me snort with laughter: Whenever Ashley Padilla plays a mom or Sarah Sherman plays an animal on Saturday Night Live.

My favorite blockbuster and favorite art movie: Face/Off barely edges out Speed. And 10 years on, I still think about Mike Mills's 20th Century Women, starring Annette Bening in her best-ever performance.

An author I will read anything by: Ottessa Moshfegh.

Something I recently revisited: Moshfegh's My Year of Rest and Relaxation. The book is a fugue state--an incantation of privileged misanthropy--and I wanted to be under its spell again. Killer last page too.

A quiet song that I love, and a loud song that I love: Anything by Sade (okay, "Pearls") and anything by Darlene Love--okay, "Christmas (Baby Please Come Home)."

The last museum or gallery show that I loved: "The Stars We Do Not See," featuring Australian Indigenous art, which closed last month at the National Gallery of Art.

A piece of visual art that I cherish: I have a giant original oil painting--5 feet by 4 feet--of a majestic unicorn dozing in a meadow of colorful orbs, by the D.C.-area artist Naomi Christianson. "Stacy loves energy balls," she told me when I bought the painting, in 2017. And I love Stacy. She's hanging over my dining table.

The last debate I had about culture: The merits of the TV show Jury Duty, which I find to be a boring, depressing stunt. Actually, "stunt" is too generous; that suggests excitement. The premise is that everybody is an actor except for one person, who is thrown into a situation that he believes is real but that gets crazier and crazier. The latest season (titled Company Retreat) makes no sense! The cast is collaborating on a prolonged prank but also staying in character for the camera--in the style of The Office--when their mark is not around. The fusion of reality show and mockumentary creates a disorienting clash of vibes, and I end up experiencing nothing but confusion--and pity for the real guy.

The television show I'm most enjoying right now: YouTube is full of episodes of What's My Line?. The old game show features a panel of urbane socialites trying to guess the occupation of regular Americans (and, blindfolded, the identity of celebrities). The panel's mid-century politesse is soothing, and the celebrity guests (Alfred Hitchcock! Eleanor Roosevelt!) are sort of mind-blowing, from today's vantage point.

A musical artist who means a lot to me: Ella Fitzgerald, and I don't know why. Her voice is like a hug. Desert-island tracks: "Bewitched, Bothered and Bewildered"; "Make Me Rainbows"; and "You'll Have to Swing It (Mr. Paganini)."

A poem, or line of poetry, that I return to: The first two lines of "Sunday Morning," by Wallace Stevens: "Complacencies of the peignoir, and late / Coffee and oranges in a sunny chair." A life in 13 words, and you instantly feel both comfort and foreboding. Published more than 100 years ago, but very 21st century.

The upcoming event I'm most looking forward to: Is it weird to say that I will forever look forward to Laurie Metcalf and Rupert Everett in Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf?--even though it closed prematurely in 2020 because of the pandemic? Broadway, please put that production back together, thanks.



The Week Ahead

	The Things We Never Say, a novel by the Pulitzer-winning author Elizabeth Strout about a Massachusetts teacher whose family has been shaken by tragedy (out Tuesday)
 	The Sheep Detectives, a comedy-mystery starring Hugh Jackman about a flock of sheep that attempt to solve their shepherd's murder (in theaters Friday)
 	Lord of the Flies, a TV miniseries adapted by Jack Thorne reimagining William Golding's novel about schoolboys stranded on a deserted island (out tomorrow on Netflix)




Essay


Heritage Image Partnership / Alamy



Seven Death-Defying Books for the Adventurous Reader

By Eva Holland

When you stand at the summit of Mount Everest, the sky is a deep-blue bowl inverted above you, and the peaks of the Himalayas are a carpet at your feet. The sun on the snow is bright enough to blind you, even as your body starts failing in air so thin it can hardly sustain human life. I know that not because I've been there myself, but because I've read Jon Krakauer's Into Thin Air and other books about the world's highest mountain.
 Krakauer survived a deadly ordeal on Everest--a high price to pay for a remarkable book. But thanks to the alchemy of his crisp, vivid writing, Into Thin Air genuinely manages to conjure the experience for readers, even those who might never trek there. The shine of this magic trick hasn't worn off, and my favorite place to encounter it is in a truly harrowing adventure story. Life-and-death stakes? Dangerous mysteries? Motley crews pitting themselves against impossible odds? Sign me up--but only vicariously, please. I like my adventures paired with a cup of tea and my softest blanket.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	Miranda Priestly hangs up her own coat now.
 	Is it the shoes?
 	Lee Friedlander's America
 	The avant-garde path to God
 	The books that take revenge, centuries later 




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	Rise of the blood populist
 	Trump is focused on becoming one of history's "great men."
 	What happens if Trump seizes AI companies




Photo Album


An elephant calf in Amboseli National Park, in Kenya, seeks shelter from the blazing sun in the only available shade--the body of its mother. ((c) Preeti John / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2026)



Take a look at some of the winning images from this year's GDT Nature Photographer of the Year contest.





Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

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 Find Focus When It's Most Elusive

Concentrating on creative work requires setting limits.

by Isabel Fattal

Sat, 02 May 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.


When the writer David Epstein had to get stitches in his head and was told to move slowly for a few days, he expected to feel annoyed. But instead, after three days of following doctor's orders, he found that he felt happy. "I started tracking what I was doing in a journal to see if I could figure out what was going on," Epstein recalls in a recent essay. "My conclusion: It wasn't so much what I was doing as what I wasn't doing."

"Whether I was reading, working on my computer, or brushing my teeth, I was 'monotasking,' concentrating on one thing at a time," Epstein writes. "Not being able to move quickly or turn my head had the effect of forcing me to focus ... I think the discomfort even helped: If I started to multitask, I could feel pain and tingling near the stitches. It was like I suddenly had some sort of multitasking monitor implanted in my skin." It shouldn't take a medical situation to impel this kind of concentration, Epstein notes. But his experience was a reminder that work, especially the creative kind, requires limits. Only within those limits can we find the space to think and explore freely, he argues. Today's newsletter explores how to resist the pull of multitasking and find focus when it's most elusive.

On Focus

The Secret to Success Is 'Monotasking'

By David Epstein

In a world full of distractions, getting your brain to focus on one thing at a time requires radical measures.


Read the article.

The Elite College Students Who Can't Read Books

By Rose Horowitch

To read a book in college, it helps to have read a book in high school. (From 2024)


Read the article.

Seven Books That Will Make You Put Down Your Phone

By Bekah Waalkes

These titles self-consciously aim to grab their reader's attention. (From 2023)


Read the article.



Still Curious?

	You're being alienated from your own attention: Every single aspect of human life is being reoriented around the pursuit of attention, Chris Hayes wrote last year.
 	The film students who can no longer sit through films: The attention-span crisis goes to the movies, Rose Horowitch writes.




Other Diversions

	The psychiatrist's case for downsizing a friendship
 	"Crying myself to sleep on the biggest cruise ship ever"
 	An unexpected type of beach read




PS


Courtesy of Norma J



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. Norma J. sent this photo of "a Chicken in the Woods I discovered in my backyard" in Montague, Massachusetts.

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel
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Congress Can't Meet Its Own Iran-War Deadline

As the war reaches its 60th day, lawmakers appear unwilling or unable to do anything.

by David A. Graham

Fri, 01 May 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.

Most wars take a long time to achieve quagmire status, but Donald Trump's Iran war is precocious. Just 60 days have passed since the president formally notified Congress about the military action there, on March 2. (The first air strikes had begun two days earlier.)

That makes today the deadline, under the War Powers Resolution (WPR), for the president to end the war, Congress to authorize it, or Trump to invoke a 30-day extension for withdrawal. Even though the deadline is written into law, it seems likely that none of these things will happen. Given a chance to rein in a wildly unpopular, unsuccessful, and likely illegal war, Congress might just do nothing--the latest sign of how ineffectual the body has become.

The administration and Republican leaders have decided to pretend the war is simply over, freeing themselves of any need to act. In a letter to Congress, obtained by Politico, the White House claims that the war has "terminated" because of the current cease-fire. House Speaker Mike Johnson has adopted a similar line. "We are not at war," he told NBC News yesterday. "I don't think we have an active, kinetic military bombing, firing, or anything like that. Right now, we are trying to broker a peace."

This is absurd. Trump's interpretation would allow a president to engineer cease-fires every two weeks to escape congressional involvement. The war is not over in any sense: Thousands of service members are deployed, thousands of ships are trapped in the Persian Gulf, and negotiations with Iran haven't just stalled--they barely seem to exist. The president has resorted to threatening Iran with a meme depicting himself wielding an assault rifle in front of explosions and the caption No More Mr. Nice Guy!

The war's existence is itself a sign of Congress's weakness. The Constitution gives the power to declare war to the legislative branch, and Trump neither sought nor received it in this case. Wishing to give presidents leeway to act quickly in an emergency, but also wishing to maintain some control, Congress enacted the WPR in 1973. Throughout the first two months of the Iran war, Democrats forced six votes attempting to trigger the resolution--which, as my colleague Tom Nichols has written, would be a dicey choice--but Republicans defeated all six.

The 60-day mark theoretically forces action, but the law is not self-enforcing: It assumes Congress will act, and as is clear by now, this is not a safe bet. Yesterday, the House was finally able to find a way to end a partial shutdown of the Department of Homeland Security that had begun on Valentine's Day, making it the longest in history. (The Senate passed a bill to reopen the department at the end of March, but the House left town rather than pass it.)

Ahead of the WPR deadline, some Republican senators said they were open to action. Lisa Murkowski of Alaska is drafting an authorization. Senator Rand Paul of Kentucky has already joined with Democrats on prior votes, and yesterday Susan Collins of Maine did as well. But it's a long way from these gestures to both chambers actually passing an authorization or forcing Trump to withdraw, especially when the House is absorbed in a series of other self-inflicted crises.

Flouting the WPR is not merely a Trump problem. During the 2011 U.S. bombing of Libya, lawmakers in both parties criticized President Obama for acting without authorization. The Obama administration laughably contended that, although the U.S. had spent upwards of $1 billion, the attack didn't fall under the WPR because "U.S. operations do not involve sustained fighting or active exchanges of fire with hostile forces, nor do they involve U.S. ground troops." (The Trump administration has borrowed that line to justify its likely illegal strikes on boats in the Caribbean and Pacific, saying in essence that it needs no authorization because although the U.S. military is involved, no one is shooting back.)

With a runaway president and a dysfunctional Congress, some Democrats are contemplating suing the Trump administration for violating the WPR, Time reported this week. The liberal legal scholar Erwin Chemerinsky also recommends the courts as a venue for checking the war. Democrats don't have many other levers to pull, but the outlook for such a lawsuit is murky. As Chemerinsky ruefully admits, courts have deemed such suits in recent decades to be political questions outside their scope. Whether Democrats would have standing to sue is also in question; some of them tried to sue Trump for violating the Constitution's emoluments clause during his first term, but judges rejected the case.

Even if the legal hurdles can be overcome, it's humiliating for Congress, a theoretically co-equal branch of government, to be forced to turn to the judiciary, an entirely different branch, to do the work that it is unable or unwilling to do. No wonder the public's view of Congress has matched its all-time worst in the Gallup poll, reaching 86 percent disapproval in a survey released last week. Opinions within the body are, if possible, even lower. "This is what happens when you have leadership who can't organize a one-car parade," a senior House Republican told NOTUS.

How Congress decides to handle Iran is important, given that the war has been thus far a strategic, moral, and legal failure. But the underlying questions of legislative power are much deeper than the current acute crisis. Fixing American politics and turning back the tide of authoritarianism will require an empowered and effective legislative branch that can stand as a counterweight to the White House. Right now, Congress doesn't seem up to the job.

Related:

	Trump's power grab over the budget is breaking the constitutional design.
 	Trump's unauthorized war




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Arash Azizi: Iran's leaders mostly want a deal.
 	The real reason Iran hasn't struck a deal
 	So, about that AI bubble




Today's News

	Spirit Airlines is preparing to shut down after a proposed $500 million government bailout fell apart--officials and bondholders were unable to agree on a rescue deal as the carrier's cash runs low.
 	U.S. officials say Iran is using the cease-fire to recover missiles and other weapons hidden underground or buried beneath rubble from U.S. and Israeli strikes as part of an effort to rebuild its military capabilities.
 	The Federal Emergency Management Agency is reinstating some employees who were dismissed under former Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem, as the agency moves to stabilize staffing ahead of hurricane season and the World Cup.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: Emma Sarappo explores an unexpected type of beach read.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Lukasz Wierzbowski / Connected Archives



The Secret to Success Is 'Monotasking'

By David Epstein

If Isabel Allende's office needs to be painted, it has to be done by January 8 or put on hold. Every year, that's the day she starts writing.
 The pattern goes back to January 8, 1981, when Allende began her first novel, The House of the Spirits. Ever since, she has cleared her calendar and started a new book on that date, assuming she had finished the previous one. The ritual has helped her publish a book about every 18 months for 43 years. Today, at age 83, Allende is the most translated female Spanish-language author in the world, by far ...
 Allende's January 8 ritual is a form of what social scientists call a "commitment device": a self-imposed restriction of freedom in service of a larger goal.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The mysterious obsession with Obama's fake son
 	Alexandra Petri: Animal Farm is not for kids but they made it a kids' movie anyway.
 	Galaxy Brain: Did a human write this?
 	The Trump administration casts out the "soul" of MAHA.
 	The Iran war's ramifications have only just begun.
 	Why Silicon Valley is turning to the Catholic Church




Culture Break


Illustration by Alisa Gao / The Atlantic



Read. A new book on attachment theory proposes a psychiatrist's case for choosing friends more carefully, Faith Hill writes.

Explore. Kids deserve better than goody bags as party favors, Mandy Len Catron argued in January. They're wasteful and impersonal--and tend to deprive children of the joy of thoughtful giving.

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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<em>Animal Farm </em>Is Not for Kids but They Made It a Kids' Movie Anyway

There are many more animated children's films to be made based on dystopian source material.

by Alexandra Petri

Fri, 01 May 2026




Hurry! Get up on your two legs (good) or four legs (better) and walk down to your local cineplex, where George Orwell's Animal Farm has been made into an animated family adventure that critics are describing as "geared to younger children for inexplicable reasons." If you have ever wanted to see Animal Farm, but where Napoleon the pig keeps calling himself "Napopo" and the story concludes with a big climactic fight sequence on top of the All Animals Are Equal sign (picture dialogue like "Napoleon! What you did at the animal farm was wrong!"), you are in luck.

I can only hope that this movie will be a huge success, because I think there are many more animated children's films to be made based on dystopian source material--now including fart jokes. Please consider the following (producers, you're welcome!):

Andy Serkis's Of Mice and Men: We saw there were mice in the title and asked no further questions! Kids love mice. I also saw a mention of rabbits. This can be rated PG, probably.

Andy Serkis's Kafka's The Metamorphosis: Two legs good, four legs better, six legs ... best! Gregor Samsa goes from corporate drone to literal drone in this misunderstanding of The Metamorphosis from the studio that brought you a misunderstanding of Animal Farm! Have you ever wondered what it would be like if Gregor Samsa flew into an old lady's hair while she was driving? What if he visited a roach motel because he thought it was really a motel? This is a hilarious, gross-out comedy in which Gregor Samsa turns into a bug and goes on wacky adventures. Even better, his boss still wants him to come to work! This Christmas, transform! This Christmas, see the world through new eyes ... compound ones!

Andy Serkis's A Doll's House: Nora discovers that, actually, she's a doll, living in a doll's house! Cool! Fun! Think of the accessories! Barbie was a big hit, and we see no reason why Mattel wouldn't want to follow up on that success.

Andy Serkis's The Communist Manifesto: What if this were a coming-of-age story?

Andy Serkis's The Master and Margarita: We saw that there was a big talking cat, and that was all we needed to hear! Basically Garfield, we hope.

Andy Serkis's Milton's Paradise Lost: Hey, a talking snake! We would get rid of the nudity.

Andy Serkis's Maus: Talking mice? Great. Talking mice and cats? Even better! Does so much of it have to be set in Europe in the past, though? Let's move it to the present day so kids can relate!

Andy Serkis's The Yellow Wallpaper: What if you were trapped in your room with nothing but your yellow wallpaper for company ... and it turned out that there was a whole wacky world inside that yellow wallpaper? This sounds like Narnia in terms of franchise potential! A whole magical world you can enter from the comfort of your own room, if you just know where to look! Think of the tie-in popcorn bucket (it would be yellow, like the wallpaper).

Andy Serkis's Lord of the Flies: Kids? On an island by themselves with no grown-ups? Sounds family-oriented to me! I'm seeing a lot about pigs in this. And one of them talks, I think. This summer, don't forget your glasses ... your 3-D glasses, that is. Piggy has the conch!

Andy Serkis's The Grapes of Wrath: Angry grapes! Like Veggie Tales! We're hooked.

Andy Serkis's Ethan Frome: We could sell sleds to go with this.

Andy Serkis's Waiting for Godot: What if the real Godot was the friends we made along the way? This Christmas, stop waiting for Godot, and start living for Godot! Get excited for the fight scene.

Andy Serkis's Upton Sinclair's The Jungle: Remember the animated hit Sausage Party (2016)? No? Well, never mind. This would be like that, we assume. But PG.

Also, stay tuned for Andy Serkis's Watership Up.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2026/05/fun-family-movies-like-animal-farm/687032/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



An Unexpected Type of Beach Read

Take pleasure in the mismatch between dangerous tales and leisurely environs.

by Emma Sarappo

Fri, 01 May 2026




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


Last summer, I spent a shocking amount of time at my local D.C. pool reading about the Ebola virus. As my friends tanned on nearby chairs and tweens did cannonballs, I sat happily in the water, arms and e-reader barely staying dry, learning the details of an outbreak of a terrifying disease just two dozen miles from where I was wading. That's how I tore through Richard Preston's The Hot Zone, a nonfiction story about the origins of filoviruses such as Ebola, the scientists who study them, and a potential disaster on U.S. soil.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	The lost idealism of heartland rock
 	The books that take revenge, centuries later
 	Two poems by Luis Munoz


This mismatch between dangerous tales and leisurely environs makes up a significant part of my reading life--flipping through Adam Higginbotham's book about Chernobyl at the beach, for example, or picking up Maurice Herzog's classic account of the first ascent of the Himalayan mountain Annapurna during a romantic vacation. I agree fully with what Eva Holland wrote in The Atlantic this week: "Life-and-death stakes? Dangerous mysteries? Motley crews pitting themselves against impossible odds? Sign me up--but only vicariously, please. I like my adventures paired with a cup of tea and my softest blanket."

Holland collected a list of great adventure narratives that will send you somewhere incredible from the comfort of your couch (or, in my case, the shallow end of the pool). She mentions a few on my to-be-read list, as well as one that is famous in my household. My wife has adopted my nonfiction-thriller habit, which led her to David Grann's The Lost City of Z, one of the books Holland recommends, just as I dug into Higginbotham's Midnight in Chernobyl. As we read side by side, I'd often share with her some awful blunder on the part of a Soviet nuclear scientist, and in exchange, she'd read me a particularly gruesome passage about the disappearance of the adventurer Percy Fawcett in the Amazon. Sometimes she would relay horrifying-slash-hilarious debates over the finer points of skull-measuring pseudoscience. Mostly, she recounted men beset by tropical diseases, piranhas, and insects--lots and lots of insects.

Great nonfiction writers have a "magic trick," Holland writes. The best ones can place in your mind's eye an indelible image of an inaccessible summit, a raging waterfall, or a lonely desert. The promise of such wonders can be enticement enough for browsers to pick up these books, but my favorite parts are usually smaller in scope. I love getting inside the heads of the voyagers and learning about their ambitions and doubts; I adore when a writer, with the perspective of hindsight, lays out just how long the odds of success were. And I'm especially hooked by descriptions of the mistakes the characters inevitably make. "Surely they're going to turn around," I said to my wife after she summarized the bleak outlook for the Fawcett party. She only grimaced, and we both read on.
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Seven Death-Defying Books for the Adventurous Reader

By Eva Holland

These titles will spirit you to some of the planet's wildest landscapes, without making you leave your armchair.

Read the full article.



What to Read

Boys Weekend, by Mattie Lubchansky

It's going to be a great getaway, Sammie's friends promise: Adam's bachelor party will take place in El Campo, a futuristic bastion of hedonism floating in international waters, where there will be no wives or girlfriends, just good old-fashioned dude time. What could go wrong? Well, for starters, Sammie, the best man, isn't a man at all--they are newly out as trans, uncomfortably trying to navigate the bro-ish culture of their college friend group. The guys swear they're all cool with it, but they're having a really hard time using the right pronouns. Also, El Campo seems kind of ... weird? A creepy finance cult is hanging around, everyone is acting a bit off, and Sammie is pretty sure there are monsters in the ocean and doppelgangers slowly replacing their friends. Lubchansky's graphic novel is vivid and delightful, full of noodly limbs, swirling tentacles, and cartoon blood and guts. El Campo, stocked with ghoulish, hyper-capitalistic entertainment (you can 3D-print and hunt your own clone), straddles the line between hysterical and hair-raising. Sammie's trip there goes poorly, but it's a lot of fun to read about.  -- Emma Sarappo

From our list: The 2025 Summer Reading Guide





Out Next Week

? John of John, by Douglas Stuart

? The Sane One, by Anna Konkle


? My Mother's Daughter: Finding Myself in My Family's Fractured Past, by Tracy Clark-Flory







Your Weekend Read
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Is It the Shoes?

By Alex Hutchinson

A relatively unheralded 31-year-old Kenyan named Sabastian Sawe won the London Marathon with a time of 1:59:30. That is, for reference, 26.2 miles run at an average of 4:34 a mile--or, put another way, a pace that most recreational runners would struggle to sustain for more than a few seconds, if they could hit it at all. Perhaps even more arresting was the fact that the man who took second place, Ethiopia's Yomif Kejelcha, also ran under two hours, finishing just 11 seconds behind Sawe.

The feat was the culmination of a shift--or, perhaps more aptly, a total disruption--in marathoning over the past few years, in which the eventual breaking of the mythical two-hour mark went from an impossibility to a guarantee.

Read the full article.





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


Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.


Explore all of our newsletters.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2026/05/books-briefing-unexpected-type-beach-read/687030/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Vance Denies and Confirms <em>Atlantic</em> Reporting in One Breath

The vice president's comments on Fox News are the latest instance of his tortured attempts to navigate a path through Donald Trump's war in Iran.

by David A. Graham

Thu, 30 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.

Staying in Donald Trump's good graces while also protecting your own political future requires supreme political agility, and most people who try end up failing at both. Just ask Mike Pence, Mike Pompeo, Paul Ryan, and any number of other faded GOP stars--if you can find them. Vice President Vance hasn't mastered this balance either.

Earlier this week, The Atlantic reported that during private meetings, Vance "has repeatedly questioned the Defense Department's depiction of the war in Iran and whether the Pentagon has understated what appears to be the drastic depletion of U.S. missile stockpiles." Vance's inquiries echo concerns from some others inside the administration, as well as voices in Congress and elsewhere, who warn about American military readiness.

Public figures occasionally deliver what's known as a "non-denial denial," in which they try to throw cold water on a claim without actually saying it's false, but yesterday on Will Cain's Fox News show, the vice president delivered something that might be entirely new: a confirmation-denial. Vance called The Atlantic's reporting false and then pivoted instantly to verifying that it was true.

"Most of these reports I ignore. This one I actually read because it ascribed views to me and things that I had allegedly said that I am just 100 percent certain that I have never said," Vance stated. "Now to answer your question, Will, of course I am concerned about our readiness, because that is my job to be concerned." He added: "It's of course my job to ask these questions."

(Vance has a hot-and-cold relationship with The Atlantic. On Fox News he said, "Don't believe everything you read, especially in papers like The Atlantic." But he knows full well that this is a magazine, not a newspaper. After all, he pitched an article here in July 2016. In the essay, he portrayed himself as a thinker who could stand up to Trump's demagoguery--so perhaps he has a point about not believing everything you read in The Atlantic.)

This is Vance's latest attempt to stake out a sustainable position on the war in Iran. He hasn't succeeded yet. Although the vice president has displayed a great deal of ideological flexibility during his career, one of the few consistencies has been his opposition to foreign military interventions. At the start of the campaign against Iran two months ago, Vance made himself scarce, while Secretary of State Marco Rubio appeared often with Trump. When the vice president eventually emerged, it was to give tepid defenses of the war. Trump even acknowledged that Vance was "maybe less enthusiastic" about it than other advisers. That's one reason that Iran specifically requested Vance as an interlocutor for negotiations, in which Tehran has so far obtained a cease-fire without relinquishing control of the Strait of Hormuz or giving up its nuclear program.

In asking questions about munitions, Vance is trying to quietly shape the war. (He's right to say that a prudent vice president should be raising issues such as the adequacy of missile stores.) And if he wants to have a future in politics after Trump leaves office, he needs to maintain his long-held political identity as an anti-war politician, and would be wise to keep some distance from this deeply unpopular war, which threatens to torpedo the global economy, leave Iran's regime in a stronger strategic position, and set back American interests in the region for years or decades. But Vance has to do those things in a way that maintains his publicly sycophantic stance toward Trump and echoes the president's bombastic attacks on the press.

This would challenge even a skilled communicator, and Vance--as he demonstrated once more yesterday--is not one of those.

Related:

	The Pentagon may not be giving Trump the full picture of the war.
 	J. D. Vance learns what Mike Pence already knows.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The era of normie extremism is here.
 	The Iran war's ramifications have only just begun.
 	All the sad young Chinese professionals




Today's News

	The House passed legislation to reopen the Department of Homeland Security, ending a partial shutdown that began in February after disagreements over immigration- enforcement funding stalled negotiations in Congress. The measure funds most DHS operations through September 30.
 	President Trump withdrew Casey Means's nomination for surgeon general after concerns emerged that she lacked enough Senate support for confirmation, instead nominating Nicole Saphier, a Fox News contributor, radiologist, and breast-imaging specialist.
 	Louisiana Governor Jeff Landry said the state will delay its May 16 House primaries after the Supreme Court struck down the current congressional map as an unconstitutional racial gerrymander. State lawmakers are expected to redraw the district lines, which could reshape Louisiana's congressional delegation and affect control of Congress ahead of the 2026 midterm elections.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: Americans' dream house is smaller than you think, Lily Meyer writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read
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Micah Lasher, Child Magician

By Joel Stein

I'm meeting with Micah Lasher at a diner on the Upper West Side. The last time I saw him was also at an Upper West Side diner. That was 32 years ago. He was 12. I was 22. He was interviewing me for a job.
 Lasher is running for Congress in the June 23 Democratic primary for the smallest, richest, most educated district in the country, the one that Jerrold Nadler is leaving after 34 years. New York's Twelfth District jaggedly stretches all the way across Manhattan from the top of Central Park down to 12th Street. It is so liberal that whoever wins the primary will likely get to keep the seat as long as they want. It's so rich that whoever wins will have considerable power in Congress, thanks to Manhattanites' ability to donate to other campaigns.
 In his Yankees jacket over a white button-down, Lasher doesn't look that different than the last time I saw him, which is strange because he has since undergone puberty.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Child care is buckling.
 	Adam Serwer: Voters can be disenfranchised now.
 	The secret weapon against AI dominance
 	Radio Atlantic: The "great man" presidency




Culture Break
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Read. Eva Holland recommended seven death-defying books for the adventurous reader.

Explore. Last year, Patti Smith spoke with Amy Weiss-Meyer about her memoir, Bread of Angels. In the book, Smith reflects on her lifetime of reinvention--and the twists in her story that have surprised even her.

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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Making America's Houses Bigger May Have Been a Mistake

Millennials are abandoning the idea of living in a giant home.

by Lily Meyer

Thu, 30 Apr 2026




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


"When I was nine or ten and lived in a dark fourth-floor apartment in a building that had seen better days, I fantasized mansions that were more suited to my romantic nature," Linda Lewis wrote in The Atlantic in 1978. In adulthood, she got only more covetous--of friends' gorgeous houses, of French castles, of architectural marvels such as Monticello and Frank Lloyd Wright's Taliesin West.


As a fellow house envier, I sympathize. I feel, as Lewis did, that I "behave differently in different kinds of rooms"; that I'm "powerfully influenced by shapes and sizes, light and color, by degrees of privacy and security and beauty." But I've never wanted a mansion, let alone a Monticello. I own a row house, and when I fantasize about something more suited to my romantic nature, what I'm picturing is a slightly bigger row house in a neighborhood with more restaurants.


This is very Millennial of me. My generation of Americans is the first in decades to collectively abandon the dream of a big house. In part, that's likely a concession to reality: Real estate is so expensive that homeownership is, for many, a fantasy. But it also reflects changing ideas about what makes a good house and a good life, for both renters and owners. According to the National Association of Realtors' most recent survey of American housing preferences, the majority of Millennials and Gen Zers would rather live in smaller homes in more walkable communities than larger ones in less dense areas. As a country, though, we aren't building accordingly.


In 2012, the architect Daniel Parolek coined the term missing middle housing. What's lacking in America is the "middle scale of buildings between single-family homes and large apartment or condo buildings," he argued in his 2020 book. Row houses, which are built in a continuous line and tend to be smaller than the average single-family detached home, are emblematic of the missing middle. Although they're in high demand, they represent less than 20 percent of new construction, according to the National Association of Home Builders. In part, this is due to zoning issues: Parolek's book notes that many cities' codes for house construction usually call for "minimum lot sizes that are too large, densities that are too low, [and] parking requirements that are too high" for attached homes.


Row houses have a prestige issue, too. Before the advent of car ownership and the suburban lifestyle it facilitated, row houses were popular with families of many classes and backgrounds; once more families began migrating farther from cities in the 1910s and '20s, row homes were usurped by detached houses with lawns. As the latter became emblematic of comfort and success, the former came to be seen as down-market or second-class. Meanwhile, "over the course of the 20th century, government policy, the invention of cheaper, mass-produced building materials, marketing by home builders, and a shift in how people regarded their houses--not just as homes, but as financial assets--encouraged ever larger houses," Joe Pinsker wrote in The Atlantic in 2019. The architect Witold Rybczynski observed in this magazine in 1991 that the average new single-family house had grown by more than a third from 1963 to 1989. From 1989 to today, it has grown even larger, now averaging around 2,100 square feet.


Rybczynski considered this increase in home size a mistake. In his view, row houses are an ideal design. Dividing one of them into multiple apartment units, or into mixed-use living and retail, is easy; their thick shared walls can reduce heating and cooling costs because fewer exterior-facing facades means less exposure to the elements; and they use less land than single-family homes, which means they're usually more affordable. Of course, not everybody likes the trade-offs. Plenty of home buyers still want more backyard space, more rooms, more parking, more to show for their expensive mortgage.


Size aside, there are the matters of darkness and noise. Detached houses get more sun because they generally have windows on all four sides, and not everyone wants to rely on a white-noise machine, as I do, to drown out my neighbors watching Bravo on the other side of the wall. But with those annoyances comes what Rybczynski calls "the gregariousness of living in relatively close proximity." Encountering a single block of row houses in isolation is rare; more frequently, they make up whole neighborhoods. As Parolek told me, the dream neighborhood is "the American dream house for a majority of American households now"--and they're happy to live smaller, and deal with some secondhand Housewives, to get there.


When I asked Elizabeth Plater-Zyberk, an urban planner and a professor at the University of Miami's School of Architecture, about her vision of the ideal American home, she brought up a development called Kentlands, a townhouse-centric development in Gaithersburg, Maryland, roughly a 45-minute drive from downtown Washington, D.C. The community is designed to be walkable, with plenty of shared space, meaning that "the entertainment portion of the house" is effectively outside the home, she explained.


At first I couldn't quite imagine what she meant. Then I thought about the neighborhood restaurant where I met with a parents' group when my daughter was an infant. I thought about the playground where we see friends weekly, the public picnic grove where we hosted her most recent birthday party. I have easy access to those places because, like Kentlands residents, I live in a dense and walkable area. The reason my fantasies don't extend beyond a bigger row house is, I think, because I don't want to lose that kind of access. What's more, it strikes me as entirely possible that if I hadn't been raised in the '90s era of big American homes--in a country and culture that gave me the expectation that, as a grown-up, I'd have a guest room and a yard to mow--I'd never think about moving out at all.
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