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A Summit About Business, But Maybe Also the Fate of the World

Trump is in Beijing with America's top CEOs for a reason.

by Vivian Salama, Jonathan Lemire

Thu, 14 May 2026




The delegation that arrived with President Trump in Beijing last night looked less like the diplomatic corps of a superpower and more like a Fortune 500 board meeting. On Air Force One were Elon Musk, Tim Cook ("Tim Apple," as the president calls him), and Nvidia CEO Jensen Huang. Joining in Beijing were honchos from Wall Street and aerospace firms. The message was impossible to miss: This trip, billed as a high-stakes summit between the leaders of the world's two most powerful nations, is about money first and geopolitics second--with differences in ideology trailing far behind.

Trump in 2017 was a China hawk, elected in part because he called out the country for the damage its economic practices had done to the U.S. workforce. But Trump in 2026 has gone full chamber-of-commerce booster, cheering on those in the top ranks of the Chinese Communist Party, including President Xi Jinping. "I will be asking President Xi, a Leader of extraordinary distinction, to 'open up' China so that these brilliant people can work their magic, and help bring the People's Republic to an even higher level!" Trump wrote on Truth Social earlier this week. He added that he would make that his "very first request," presumably in the meetings the two men held today in the Great Hall of the People. That volte-face reflects the fact that neither the first Trump administration nor the Biden administration nor the second Trump administration has figured out how to deal with the world's most intricate trade relationship and most confounding rivalry.

Trump arrived in China this week at a moment when both Washington and Beijing are exhausted by commercial and strategic confrontation, but unwilling to retreat. The trade war has not ended. The tech war (think AI and the computer chips required to power it) is just ramping up. Yet China remains the world's manufacturing powerhouse, and the U.S. remains China's biggest market. It's perhaps not surprising, then, that the two sides are finding it hard to get along.

Lawmakers, national-security officials, and trade experts we spoke with said the best that could be hoped for from the summit were steps to stop the relationship from getting worse, through agreements on investments, market access, and agricultural goods. Long gone is any idea that the U.S. might fundamentally alter the way China does business. Instead, amid all the pomp and the Chinese children waving flags, the primary goal of Trump's trip is to do business with China. At today's post-talks state banquet, which featured crispy beef ribs and Beijing roast duck, Trump said he had held "extremely positive and productive conversations and meetings."

Much of what is being discussed might typically fall within the remit of the secretaries of Treasury or commerce. Yet this is also a meeting of the world's two most powerful presidents, so ever present amid the discussions of airplane and soybean purchases will be the fates of two other nations, Iran and Taiwan. Trump wants Xi's help persuading Tehran to open the Strait of Hormuz and come back to the bargaining table. Xi wants Trump to soften decades of steadfast U.S. support, in arms and doctrine, for Taipei. The biggest risk, those we spoke with said, is that those two issues get mingled with the dealmaking in a way that benefits Beijing more than Washington.

"I am very worried about what Trump might give away," John Bolton, the president's former national security adviser turned critic, told us when we asked if U.S. support for Taiwan could be used as a bargaining chip. "He wants the business."

It's hard to imagine now, but nine years ago, Trump was nervous about his first trip to China. The stop was the centerpiece of a nearly two-week journey across Asia in November 2017. The day Trump was slated to travel to Beijing from Seoul was meant to begin with a secret stop at the DMZ, the stretch of land that separates the militarized borders of North and South Korea. But fog delayed the covert helicopter ride and angered Trump, partly because he was worried about keeping Xi waiting. Eventually, the excursion was abandoned so that Trump wouldn't be late for his sunset welcome ceremony at the Forbidden City. The ancient site was cleared of visitors, leaving just the two presidents, a few staff members, and the press pool. Trump later remarked to aides how impressed he was by the experience. He respected Xi's grip on power and the sheer size of the populace he governed. (Unlike most presidents who came before him, Trump did not seem bothered by China's human-rights abuses.)

Back then, Trump viewed a grand (and still-elusive) trade deal with China as a key part of his legacy. And his fascination with Xi hasn't ebbed. Trump's initial downplaying of the severity of the coronavirus pandemic, in early 2020, stemmed partly from his desire not to upset the Chinese premier at a time when the virus seemed like Beijing's problem, not the world's. (He later added China's pandemic failures to his 2020 election-loss grievances.) And Trump has told aides for a year now that this summit--as well as a September sequel in the U.S. that Trump today floated with Xi--would be key moments of his second term.

Read: Trump is 'bored' with the war he started

For Xi, the stakes are high, if painfully domestic. China's economy is slowing in ways the Communist Party can no longer easily disguise. Youth unemployment remains politically dangerous. Foreign investment has cooled dramatically. Local governments are buried in debt. Xi, above all, needs stability. He needs global firms and investors to believe that China remains economically viable at a moment when many are actively searching for exits or alternatives.

Trump "can go to China, and he could break every single rule and still come back to the United States, and his head will not be on the platter," Stephen Nagy, an international-relations professor at International Christian University in Tokyo, told us. "But for Xi, he can't do this. He has to look like the emperor. He has to maintain his authority. Otherwise he loses legitimacy within the party and within the people."

Trump arrives with pressures of his own. American manufacturers remain deeply dependent on Chinese supply chains despite years of rhetoric about decoupling the two economies. And the Trump administration is scrambling to bolster American access to crucial minerals, an industry China dominates. Markets have little appetite for another escalatory cycle. Inflation is rising and remains politically combustible, especially because of recent price hikes caused by the Iran war that Trump started. And Trump himself has always treated foreign policy less as a series of interlocking principles than a negotiation between powerful players. He prefers leverage over doctrine and optics over process.

So leaving the summit with the appearance of comity, and a message that U.S.-China relations aren't going to make all those other problems worse, might be enough to satisfy both men. "'Not fighting' appears to be the new north star of the United States' new China policy. This policy is defined, in large part, by low expectations, and the pursuit of what the Trump administration's National Defense Strategy calls 'a decent peace,'" Michael Froman, the president of the Council on Foreign Relations, wrote last week. The symbolism of Trump being accompanied by Musk, Cook, and Huang is not subtle. Apple still depends on China's manufacturing ecosystem even as it shifts some production abroad. Tesla's Shanghai factory remains one of the company's most important assets. Nvidia sees China not as a secondary market but as central terrain in the global AI race. Trump is signaling that America is no longer pushing for economic divorce from China. He is asking for a truce, and to let the money flow more freely in both directions.

Trump has never approached Taiwan with the ideological rigidity common across much of Washington's foreign-policy establishment, which obsesses over every word used to describe the U.S. position of strategic ambiguity. Beijing knows this. Xi has pledged to acquire the island, one way or another. He may see room to probe whether Trump would soften long-standing rhetoric about Taiwan's status or inject a measure of conditionality into America's commitments to defend Taiwan against a Chinese invasion in exchange for economic concessions or market access. In the summit's first hours today, Xi made his stance clear by issuing a warning to Trump that if the Taiwan issue is handled poorly, it could lead to conflict and "an extremely dangerous situation." Trump remained uncharacteristically silent later, when reporters tried to ask him about the island.

One administration official told us there's never been an indication either way as to whether Trump views Taiwan as a potential bargaining chip. And to date, Trump has given no sign of departing from Washington's long-standing stance on Taiwan's sovereignty. But, the official added, once the conference-room doors in Beijing are closed, "anything is possible." Even a jet-lagged gaffe on Taiwan might be enough to convince Xi that U.S. resistance has softened.

Read: What Trump's America looks like from China

On Iran, neither Washington nor Beijing wants the prolonged instability in global energy markets that the war and the subsequent wobbly cease-fire have caused. China relies heavily on Middle Eastern oil and has spent years positioning itself as a diplomatic and economic power across the region. China is also one of Iran's most important backers, offering the regime an economic lifeline in the face of decades of U.S. sanctions.

Some of Trump's closest allies on Capitol Hill are skeptical that China can help. On Tuesday, Senator Lindsey Graham of South Carolina sounded off on China and Pakistan, which is trying to broker a peace deal in the Iran war. He accused both countries of propping up Tehran and said Beijing cannot be viewed as an honest broker given its position as the biggest purchaser of Iranian oil exports. Trump may be desperate enough for a deal to end the war, however, that he seeks to enlist Xi's help in pushing Iran to the negotiating table while avoiding a broader confrontation over Beijing's relationship with the regime in Tehran.

That dynamic may capture the larger truth of the summit: The United States and China need each other enough to avoid rupture but distrust each other too deeply to build anything resembling a partnership.






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/national-security/2026/05/china-trump-summit-xi/687166/?utm_source=feed
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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s June Cover: Helen Lewis on "The Men Who Don't Want Women to Vote"

How "masculinism" has become the single most important force uniting the American right

Thu, 14 May 2026




For The Atlantic's June issue cover story, "The Men Who Don't Want Women to Vote," staff writer Helen Lewis reports on the rise of "masculinism," a movement to fight back against the advances of feminism and reassert the primacy of men. Lewis argues that multiple strains of anti-feminism--from the Christian right, from the manosphere, and from Donald Trump--have coalesced and become a new and potent force in American political life: "Far from being a fringe belief system, masculinism has become the single most important force uniting the American right, bringing together an unlikely constellation of pastors, posters, senators, preachers, influencers, podcasters, and fanboys."
 
 Lewis writes that, like most popular movements, masculinism has many entry points, and both defensible and alarming forms: "At one end of the spectrum are legitimate concerns about male loneliness, the declining share of men in higher education, stagnant wages for non-college-educated men, and the deadening effects of day-trading, gaming, and porn." At the other end of masculinism, Lewis writes, is a political agenda close to that in The Handmaid's Tale, whereby women are denied the right to work, vote, and control their own body. The policy goals of masculinism's proponents are very real: the rollback of no-fault divorce; tax breaks to reward male breadwinners and female homemakers; an end to anything with a whiff of DEI, even leadership programs for women in the military, including one cut by Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth; a return to the workplace culture of the 1970s, where sexual harassment was normalized; an open preference for male employees in hiring, promotion, and pay awards. "In other words, affirmative action for men," Lewis writes.
 
 For the cover story, Lewis spoke with prominent figures in masculinist circles, including Douglas Wilson, a co-founder of the Communion of Reformed Evangelical Churches, who has built a small empire dedicated to disseminating his theocratic vision for the United States (one of the denomination's 170 affiliated churches counts Pete Hegseth as a member). Lewis also interviewed the manosphere provocateur Charles Cornish-Dale, a religious historian who has studied at both Oxford and Cambridge, and who is known online as Raw Egg Nationalist; Joel Webbon, a hard-right pastor based in Austin who has built a large social-media following by opposing feminism and the "LGBT Mafia"; and Helen Andrews, who wrote a viral 2025 essay that questioned whether greater female participation in the workforce is a "threat to civilization." Additionally, she writes about such prominent masculinists as Scott Yenor, who has declared that modern women are "medicated, meddlesome, and quarrelsome," and since 2000 has taught political philosophy at Boise State University.
 
 Lewis concludes that masculinism "functions as a perpetual-motion machine of grievance, an inarticulate howl of anguish at the status quo--whatever that currently is. Masculinism is both serious and silly, sometimes camp and sometimes chilling, an attention-grabbing performance and a genuine proposition. No wonder it has become the cornerstone of Trumpism."
 
 Helen Lewis's "The Men Who Don't Want Women to Vote" was published today at TheAtlantic.com. Please reach out with any questions or requests.
 
 Press contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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America Has Always Had a Gerrymandering Problem. This Is New.

Election maps post-<em>Callais</em>

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 14 May 2026




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

It flipped in a few hours. Before the morning of April 29, 2026, few people doubted that the Democrats would retake the House, given President Trump's tanking approval rating. Then that morning, the Supreme Court released its decision in Louisiana v. Callais, which diluted what remained of the Voting Rights Act.

Louisiana immediately suspended its primaries to begin redrawing its maps to give Republicans an advantage and turn its two majority-Black districts into one. Tennessee advanced a map that would break up the state's only majority-Black district, and southern states that had already held primaries declared their intentions to redraw their maps in the near future.

The apparent demise of the Voting Rights Act and its immediate effects come after almost a year of extraordinary off-cycle attempts to gerrymander maps around the country. Begun last summer when the White House asked Texas to squeeze more GOP seats from its map, the redistricting tit-for-tat seemed to have been fought to a draw.

With the Callais decision, Democrats were on their heels again. Then, barely a week later, the Supreme Court of Virginia struck down a map that could have added four Democratic House seats. After those twin court decisions, a Democratic House--let alone a blue wave--looks far less certain.

Beyond the short-term political implications of the reshuffled political maps are also systemic, longer-term ones. Not all that long ago, Democrats were fighting to ban partisan gerrymandering, which mainstream Republicans rejected.

The tradition Democrats were trying to protect was only redistricting after the decennial census, in order to ensure accurate representation rather than partisan advantage. The principle they were defending was basic, and central to an American democracy: one citizen, one vote. What changes when that is no longer the guiding ideal?

This week on Radio Atlantic, our staff writer Russell Berman, who has been tracking the redistricting wars, talks about the new post-Callais reality. And our staff writer Vann R. Newkirk II reflects on a world without the Voting Rights Act.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: I hate thinking of politics as sport, but I'm going to do it here for a minute.

The Super Bowl in this analogy is the midterms, coming up in November. The game is redistricting, redrawing the boundaries to give your team the advantage.

A couple of months back, Team Democrat is riding high: Gas prices are climbing, the Iran war is unpopular, and President Trump's approval rating is dipping below 40 percent.

Reporter (from CBS News): --polling shows the president's approval rating has marginally slipped since the U.S. carried out strikes in Iran late last month. Take a look at this--


Rosin: There's really not much doubt in anyone's mind that the Democrats are gonna win the Super Bowl, i.e., take back the House.

And then, a surprise twist.

Chief Justice John Roberts: We will hear argument first this morning in case 24-109, Louisiana v. Callais, and the--


Rosin: The Supreme Court--should we think of them as the ref, the league commissioner? I don't know. Anyway, the court gives the Republican team a late-season advantage.

[Music]

Reporter (from PBS News Hour): The U.S. Supreme Court today struck down one of Louisiana's majority-Black congressional districts, a decision that weakens key protections under the Voting Rights Act. In a--


Rosin: They dilute the Voting Rights Act in a way that instantly changes the playing field. States in the South that have been forced to draw maps to protect Black voters start redrawing those maps like crazy. And suddenly, Team Republican is back in the game.

(Did I do that sports analogy thing right?)

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. The reason I hate this analogy is that, with politics, there is a lot more at stake--in this case, civil-rights protections, access to representation, a democracy that feels equally democratic to everyone.

Today, I'm talking to staff writers Russell Berman, who's been covering the redistricting wars for the last few months--

Russell Berman: Thank you.


Rosin: --and Vann Newkirk--

Vann Newkirk: Thank you.


Rosin: --who's been covering the Voting Rights Act for a very long time.

Berman: Hey, Vann, by the way.
 Newkirk: Hey, Russell. (Laughs.)
 Berman: (Laughs.) Good to hear you.
 Newkirk: Good to hear you.


Rosin: Okay, before we get into the recent news about the Supreme Court, let's start at the beginning. Russell, you've been following this for a while. What kicked off what we are calling redistricting or gerrymandering wars?

Berman: Well, gerrymandering is as old, or nearly as old, as the republic itself; it's been going on for more than 200 years in the United States by both parties, to varying degrees, over the years.

But the current nationwide battle started nearly a year ago in Texas and, really, in the White House, where President Trump's political team saw an opportunity to take a state that was already gerrymandered in favor of Republicans and gerrymander it even more, with the goal of protecting the Republicans' quite narrow majority in the House of Representatives in advance of what they already knew at that time, early in Trump's current term, would be a very difficult midterm election this year.

And so Trump lobbied heavily for the Republican-dominated legislature in Texas to redraw its map. The Republicans complied. They passed a map over stiff Democratic objections that could add as many as five Republican seats in the House this year.

And then, of course, Democrats responded, first in California, where Governor Gavin Newsom moved very quickly to try to match Texas. They passed a map both through the legislature and by the voters to add as many as five Democratic seats.

And then it was really off to the races nationwide. And over the last several months, we've seen nearly a dozen states either actually redistrict, redraw their maps; talk about it; try to and either fail or been overturned by the courts. And so this has really spread across the nation.

Rosin: Now, Vann, when you hear that, the one thing missing is, were Republicans and Democrats then going about these moves in the same way? Or was there any difference?

Newkirk: Well, I think when you look at Republican-led states and Democrat-led states, there are heavy gerrymanders in each. I don't think you should see gerrymandering solely as a province of Republicans. But I think there is, especially in the South, an additional level that Republicans have access to just by the way that people vote.

So they have been engaging heavily in what is called partisan gerrymandering, but really operates on the axis of race. Because particularly in the South, Black voters tend to vote one way and white voters tend to vote another way. So they have in their arsenal the ability to use these proxies for race to divide seats up in a much more precise way than Democrats in most states can do.

Rosin: Mm-hmm. So when you say the South, that's mostly Republican states.


 Newkirk: Right.

Rosin: Now on the Democratic side, at least when this began, there was hesitancy from Democrats, even about Newsom's idea of fighting fire with fire. Russell, has that changed? How are they feeling now?

Berman: Yes, it's very much changed, not everywhere. And it's important to remember that the Democrats were fighting this, to use a metaphor, fighting this battle with one hand tied behind their back in many places because for many years they were the party of good government, of anti-gerrymandering. They tried to pass a nationwide ban on partisan gerrymandering during the Biden administration. It fell short due to the Senate filibuster.

But in certain states, including California, in New York, in Virginia, they had supported, to varying degrees, changes that banned partisan gerrymandering and basically created a system where redistricting was done through these nonpartisan commissions. And so whereas Republican-dominated states, all they needed to do in the past year was pass a new map through their state legislatures, Democratic states had to take an extra step of setting up--in California and Virginia, especially--whole elections, statewide referenda so the voters could change their state constitutions and allow them to, essentially, to gerrymander.

Rosin: And why is that distinction important? 'Cause what you said was procedural, so I just want people to understand what is the spiritual importance of the different ways that they were going about this. Is it that the Democrats needed popular will? Is that the difference?

Berman: Well, they needed popular will, they needed the permission of the voters, and they also needed to essentially go back on their position that they took much more recently against partisan gerrymandering. And so as you referred to, was there a hesitancy? Well, yes, initially, because they're against gerrymandering.

And so now you have all these people, including former Attorney General Eric Holder and former President Barack Obama, who had been leading campaigns against gerrymandering, now in the position of urging Democrats to, as Gavin Newsom said, "fight fire with fire" and to match the Republicans seat for seat where they could in these Democratic states.

Rosin: Okay, so we really are in a different era of gerrymandering than we have been, just in the way that both parties are going about it.

Berman: Definitely.

Rosin: Okay. That brings us to the latest battle, which was kicked off by a Supreme Court decision. Vann, what did the justices decide in Louisiana v. Callais?

Newkirk: So in Louisiana v. Callais, this pivotal Supreme Court decision, the conservative majority, they band together to essentially say that partisan gerrymandering--well, if we call it partisan gerrymandering--unless you can prove that mapmakers were explicitly racist in creating maps that give some sort of disadvantage to minority voters, then essentially, there's nothing that can be done.

Rosin: So the standard was intentionally racist.

Newkirk: Yes. And also, it says that actual maps made to remedy racism--that create, say, a majority-Black district in Houston or in South Carolina--those districts now, by using race as a remedy, can be considered illegal.

Rosin: And how is that thinking different? When you heard that, what did that change about the thinking around the Voting Rights Act?

Newkirk: So the VRA was intended to get at all of the little, subtle ways that southern states in particular were getting around the Fourteenth Amendment. So you had things that were facially race-neutral, provisions, policies that didn't come out and say, Hey, we're gonna get rid of those Black voters, but they did anyways: the poll tax and the literacy test.

But beyond that, politicians in the South got really good at using maps to get rid of and minimize Black voters in particular. And the VRA over the years, the policy makers and the courts both said, Enough with that. We understand that there are ways that you can draw a map on paper that doesn't say, These are the Black voters over here, and we wanna get rid of them, but still can disenfranchise them. So we are going to create what's called a "results" test or an "effects" test, which means that even if you do these things and don't say that we're racist about it, that they can be declared contra the VRA, or illegal, if they have a disproportionate effect on Black voters.

And essentially now, the single provision, actually, that has protected the most and created the most diverse Congress in history is gone.

Rosin: I remember when we talked to you back in October, you caught yourself talking about the VRA in the past tense; you said, Oh, I said "was." And we had called that episode "If the Voting Rights Act Falls." So do you think the Voting Rights Act just fell?

Newkirk: No, it's gone. It is gone. It is, actually, in many ways, worse than being gone.

The provision that governs all this in the VRA is called Section 2. And if the Supreme Court had actually come out and said that Section 2, which essentially allows challenges to voting laws that discriminate on the basis of race, if it had just said that is unconstitutional, then, okay, we know what we're dealing with here.

But when you say that Section 2 is still alive and that, under Section 2, creating a remedy on the basis of race is itself illegal, then you essentially make it impossible now to make anything--any new map, any new voter law--that goes back and says, Wait, that was wrong. Let's help those Black folks out.

Now the VRA will mostly govern what people call reverse racism, which is worse. So now it'll be more difficult to go back and remedy cases of discrimination against Black folks.

Rosin: The court's logic is that it's not needed anymore? It's not quite that there's no discrimination anymore. It's just: We don't need this extreme remedy. We don't need this federal override.

Newkirk: Well, in this decision, and as in Shelby County v. Holder, the majority holds that things have gotten better, and it sort of completes the cycle.

In 2013, Shelby County v. Holder, Chief Justice John Roberts said that, Look at all these Black politicians--there's so many. And that means that we're doing better, and we don't have to do all this anymore to protect the ballot. And in this decision, which will decimate Black ranks in Congress, the very thing that initiated this destruction of the VRA, you still have the justices saying, Oh, things are doing well now.

And now the sort of very insidious paradox here is that when, not if, when Black representation is halved in the next year or two, in the next couple cycles, that will not be able to be used as a rationale for fixing that problem.

Rosin: So what you're saying is, very concretely, when you undo the Black districts, you'll undo the Black representatives, but it's too late.

Newkirk: It's too late.

Rosin: It's too late. You can't bring that up as a reason to justify the VRA, because it's gone.

Newkirk: Yeah, it's not just winning; you win, and then you close the door.

Rosin: Yeah.

Newkirk: Yeah.

Rosin: Okay, that is a huge effect of what just happened. Russell, since you've been tracking redistricting issues for a while, that decision came out, it was very recent, and what felt different? What happened?

Berman: Well, it opened the doors for a whole new group of states in the South that had not yet redistricted in this election cycle to do so. Within hours, or even maybe less than that, you had the governors and the legislative leaders in Tennessee, in Louisiana, in Alabama making plans, calling the legislature back in for special sessions.

In Louisiana, the governor, Jeff Landry, suspended an election that had already begun so that they could change the maps for the House and get Republicans another seat. Because this decision came almost, but not quite, too late for these states to act in this election year, so they had to rush, and rush they did.

Rosin: And how did they redraw the maps?

Berman: So as we speak, they are still working on it, but what they have advanced is a map that there are two seats currently held by Black Democrats in Louisiana and Republicans would eliminate one of those seats. And so Louisiana in the next Congress would be represented only by one Black Democrat.

Rosin: Vann, do you think of a move like that as overtly racial or racially motivated? Because the way it's presented: Oh, this is just a horse race. We're trying to win.

Newkirk: I think in the aggregate, yes. I think when you look at the things that people, that policy makers are saying on Twitter, when you look at the moves they make and they're saying, Hey, we wanna get rid of people like Bennie Thompson and Hakeem Jeffries, okay. That seems pretty clear what you are doing. And--

Rosin: But is it clear? They're saying, We wanna get rid of the Democratic minority leader, who's very vocal and popular.

Newkirk: Well, this is one of those things where it's not clear enough to the court. But we know what's going on. I think it's clear.

[Music]

Rosin: After the break, how all of this could affect the midterms--that's the horse-race part--and also democracy. That's in a minute.

[Break]

Rosin: Russell, can you talk about the significance of what happened in Indiana?

Berman: Indiana was one of the few Republican states where the Republicans actually rejected President Trump's push for them to gerrymander. They wanted Indiana to essentially redraw the only two Democratic-held seats in the state.

And back in December in the state Senate, there was a very big, dramatic vote; I went to Indiana to watch it. The lawmakers were, in some cases, under threat from people who really wanted them to follow Trump's orders.

There was all these swatting incidents. I talked to one Republican state senator who told me his whole story and wouldn't give me his name, because he feared for his physical safety, not just his political future. And the Indiana Republicans, enough of them defied that threat, they rejected this new map, and Trump and his allies vowed to punish them electorally.

Rosin: Why were they against what Trump wanted? What was it that they were saying? I understand that they were under threat, but what was the principle that they were defending?

Newkirk: Well, we have a system that guarantees one person, one vote. And the only way you can determine that is when you take a census. So the census is supposed to be tied to how seats are apportioned, how states get however many seats in Congress, and that all trickles down to you as a voter, where you and how you are able to vote and who for.

And so when you uncouple the drawing of maps from the census, you've essentially said now that we don't really care about that anymore. And that's the bedrock of the whole operation.

Rosin: Okay, so then comes last Tuesday's election. What happened, and did it surprise you?

Berman: So there were a handful of Republican state senators who voted against Trump back in December who were on the ballot for reelection. And Trump and his allies, including Charlie Kirk's old organization, Turning Point USA, were really aggressive in backing primary opponents to them.

The Trump allies won a majority of those races. They defeated five of the incumbents who were on the ballot who had voted against the redistricting plan. And this was a show of force. This was a show that even though Trump is deeply unpopular with voters generally, he remains quite in control of the Republican Party, even in this state where the legislature rebuffed him.

The timing of this is that the VRA decision came out right around that time, and Republican legislators in the states that were affected, right, in the Deep South now knew that they were gonna be under heavy pressure from Trump to act immediately, not to wait for the next normal opportunity to redraw their maps.

And so Trump has been very clear--like in a state like South Carolina, where you saw a similar dynamic to what played out in Indiana, you had Trump making implied and direct threats to hold these Republican legislators accountable at the polls if they defied him. But in states like Tennessee, Alabama, and Louisiana, they are moving forward.

Rosin: Okay, the last thing we need to digest before we get to the most current state of affairs is Virginia. Vann, what happened there, and how did it change things?

Newkirk: So as part of the Democratic scramble to redistrict and match those gerrymandering gains that Republicans had, Virginia, they passed new maps that would take a couple seats away from Republicans in their congressional delegation. And Virginia, because of, as Russell said, they have had new laws governing redistricting, and it's pretty difficult to amend the Constitution of Virginia; you gotta follow a bunch of different rules.

And their process for getting that amendment passed--it went to a referendum recently--they were up against the wire. And so when Republicans challenged the new map that was passed by voters, they challenged it on procedural grounds. And the Virginia state supreme court actually overturned that Democratic-favoring map on those procedural grounds.

And so essentially, Democrats in Virginia who thought that they had done it--they were celebrating the state as kind of a model for how you gerrymander back against Republicans--all of a sudden, they found themselves at a loss, and they've scrambled quite a bit to figure out what to do next.

Right now, it seems like their course of action is taking this to the big Supreme Court, the United States Supreme Court, and trying to challenge the Virginia state supreme court's interpretation of Virginia law.

Rosin: Russell, I want you to get horse race-y for a minute. Until very, very recently, and partly thanks to Virginia, California, Democrats saw the House as theirs. They could flip it. No one really doubted that. Is that still true?

Berman: It is less true than it was a few weeks ago. The prognosticators still make Democrats a slight favorite to retake control of the House based on the fact that Republicans, of course, only have a very narrow majority, meaning the Democrats only have to win a few net seats this fall. And of course, President Trump is deeply unpopular throughout the country, including in the districts where the election will turn.

But if we were talking several weeks ago, we would be talking about how the Democrats had matched or even exceeded the Republican gains in this redistricting war. Well, now it's shifted back to the right, and Republicans, it looks like they will gain as many--potentially a double-digit gain or a high single-digit gain in seats just from redistricting alone, which gives them a pretty good buffer.

And so when you ask about "Will Democrats retake the House?," again, they are still slightly favored, but their majority would be significantly slimmer than it would've been otherwise. And of course, it's no sure thing and much less of a sure thing than it was a few weeks ago.

Rosin: Okay, I wanna shift to more of the deeper significance for representative democracy, which, Vann, you've gotten into some already. I'll start with you, Russell.

We are already pretty polarized. The fights for control only happen at the margins anyway. So how significant, how big a deal is this gerrymandering? How much difference does it actually make?

Berman: Well, it's a very big difference because we're seeing it on such a large scale. There are just a lot of seats that have been redrawn throughout the country over the past year.

But it's not gonna change the trend. It's going to accelerate, in all likelihood, a trend of polarization where you have representatives who worry more about their primary than they do about the general election. And so then they're gonna vote, probably, more loyally with their party. It might come to resemble more of a parliamentary system, more than it already does.

You're also probably gonna continue to see very narrow House majorities, where neither party has a big advantage, and so it's very difficult to pass legislation, which was already very difficult to do.

On the whole, it's likely to accelerate this trend toward polarization and just sort of highly partisan political environment.

Newkirk: The actual partisan outcomes from this wave of maps actually were uncertain. One of the sort of disadvantages of randomly drawing a map this late in the decade is you don't actually have good information on where people live. So what you have done is created maps now mostly based on old data, where we don't actually know how well the party might perform in a certain area.

So I think I would just add that there is some uncertainty as to how much of a partisan advantage is going to be baked into any set of state maps. People are moving. People are moving--

Rosin: It could backfire. People are moving. You could create a kind of diverse district that you're not prepared to win. It's not necessarily gonna work out in the way that they want.

Newkirk: Right.

Berman: The other dynamic is, in places like Florida and Texas, Republicans are banking on a continuation of a trend in which Latino voters were more supportive of President Trump and the Republican Party in the last couple of elections, and they're banking on that continuing.

But polls and special elections that have been held over the past year or so suggest that the pendulum has swung among Latino voters. And so that gives an opportunity, especially in these two states, for Democrats, at least in the near term. to essentially make those gerrymanders backfire, to some extent, on Republicans.

Rosin: What's incredible about this conversation we're having--Vann, it wasn't that long ago that racial gerrymandering was illegal [and] partisan gerrymandering was something Democrats were fighting to make illegal. What is it that we lose when we give up on this idea of a census-based attempt at voting fairness?

Newkirk: Well, for one, when you set the precedent that a state can essentially redistrict whenever, and that they can use laws that usually govern natural disasters to suspend, postpone primaries, I don't know if I believe philosophically in slippery slopes, but you create clear legal precedent for essentially not having a national norm for maps anymore, which I think we should look at ourselves [as] at the very beginning of the ramifications of that. This is not the end of whatever we're doing mapping-wise.

Actually, congressional districts themselves are only one part of what is governed by our laws for gerrymandering, for example. So you could actually have states look at how they draw the boundaries for state houses, for how they draw in places where judicial seats are governed by districts.

It's open season. It's open season both for the frequency and for the rationales for drawing new maps. And I think the era where a person sort of generally knew where they voted, who they voted for, who their congressperson was, that's all up in the air. I think we should expect change.

Rosin: You said you don't like to go down a slippery slope, but what is the worst-case scenario for that?

Newkirk: In my opinion, the worst-case scenario is always confusion. It's always a voter not knowing, a voter not having the right information to be able to go out and cast a ballot. And so I kinda think we're already there, in a lot of ways.

So again, if you don't know who your congressperson is, if you don't know what district you vote for the primary, if everything changes every election, I believe you're going to see drastic levels of falloff in turnout. People like to vote in a rational system that makes sense to them, and the less you can make it make sense, the more you can artificially lower turnout.

Rosin: Russell, I think I wanna end on a bit of realism. What's yet to come? There isn't a magic moment where this ends. It feels like we're just rolling down this track, right?

Berman: That's right because we're in this moment right now where a number of states would have redistricted, but they've already had their primaries, or in the case of Democratic states, they have more steps to overcome and there's just not enough time.

And so after the elections in November, you're gonna see another rush to gerrymander in states like Georgia, for example, and a couple of other southern states, where if Republicans retain power, they will try to add seats. And then Democrats have already said that in a state like New York, they're gonna make another attempt to gain seats there. You're likely to see efforts in Illinois, in Maryland, potentially in Colorado, and a few other Democratic-led states.

Whether they will be successful or not, we'll see. But the next two years are probably gonna be maybe just as active as the past year has been in gerrymandering.

And I guess if there's any kind of glimmer of hope if you're not a fan of partisan gerrymandering, it's, if you're a reformer, this argument that maybe it needs to be darkest before it's dawn, right, and that this will lead to both parties at some point saying, Okay, where does this end? This is not the right way to govern.

And you might see an effort to either compromise at the federal level, or you could see some of these reform efforts that have had some success at the state level and at the municipal level, like pushes for proportional representation, pushes for open primaries or other formats that try to push against this polarization that we've seen over the past generation, perhaps they will get a little bit more momentum.

Newkirk: And I do wanna add, I don't think that the primary ramifications of all of these developments are going to be partisan. They are going to be racial. You have now a 58-seat Congressional Black Caucus. We expect that to be likely under 40 just this year.

So you now have in Texas two Black congressmen running against each other in a primary because they've been squished into a same district. That's going to be the most, I believe, visible change in this next year, and as Russell said, that ball's gonna keep rolling. So you're gonna have a dramatic, in a very short amount of time, reduction in the diversity of our Congress, and that, to me, is gonna be the biggest legacy of this.

Rosin: And do you have any hope in the reform efforts that Russell mentioned?

Newkirk: Well, the thing that I take as a glimmer was, when I did look at South Carolina, which again, Russell mentioned, South Carolina [Republicans] just staved off an effort to gerrymander out Jim Clyburn's seat. And Republican State Senate Leader Shane Massey went down to the floor and gave a pretty remarkable speech defying Trump.

And so I think that's one of the most clear-eyed sort of views of what's at stake here. We do know now that South Carolina Governor [Henry] McMaster is looking to call a special session to bring the legislators back to vote again on a map that would gerrymander out Clyburn's seat. And the thing about special sessions, apparently, in South Carolina is that they only need a majority vote, so it does look like Clyburn's seat is in real danger.

But I think Massey's read on what those ramifications are, especially if they get rid of Clyburn's seat, you are maybe getting rid of one of the most popular politicians in the state. There will be very angry voters, and they might make a difference.

Rosin: Well, Russell, Vann, thank you both so much for joining us and helping us understand this extremely complicated issue.

Newkirk: Thank you.

Berman: Thanks for having me.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West and Rosie Hughes. It was edited by Kevin Townsend. Yvonne Kim 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.
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A Very Pretentious Form of Propaganda

The United States tried to swerve away from politics at this year's Venice Biennale and ended up saying nothing at all.

by Spencer Kornhaber

Thu, 14 May 2026




As I left the United States Pavilion at the Venice Biennale, I felt like I'd just finished a puzzle that mocked me for solving it. Every two years, countries from around the world select an artist (or a group of artists) to showcase at contemporary art's most prestigious festival. This year, after a process laden with complication and controversy typical of the second Trump administration's cultural efforts, the United States picked the 55-year-old sculptor Alma Allen. He filled a series of rooms with quiet, abstract shapes, including an onyx boulder with a wavy surface, a folded sheet of scuffed bronze, and a standing oval of marshmallowish marble.

The work was neither magnificent nor hideous; my main reaction was to note my lack of one. But confusion, then annoyance, rose as I read the plaque by the exit, which was filled with more than 800 words of artspeak so pretentious that it made Jacques Derrida sound like ChatGPT.

"We are at a critical moment in culture," wrote the pavilion's curator, Jeffrey Uslip. He was referring to America's 250th birthday, which inspired this exhibition that "favors deep time, eschews finite positions, and encourages artistic autonomy and curatorial independence." According to Uslip, Allen makes "allocentric art" that "provides the ground for 'the Allocene'--a proposal for art that embodies a state of alterity, weightlessness, and freedom of thought." The artist also described his own work: "Here is cancellation deployed as a physical act," and "here is the biggest risk of my life except for all the other ones."

Gallery walls are hardly known for the quality of their copy, but this gobbledygook carried a passive-aggressive edge. Allocentric is the opposite of egocentric, and allocene is a made-up word suggesting a new epoch that--one imagines--deemphasizes identity and self-interest. Curatorial freedom and cancellation evoke the terms of Trump-era culture wars. Ostensibly, the only freedom of thought encouraged by Allen's work is the freedom to mull what you'll do for dinner later. But the implication was that his rocks and metals bravely defied small-minded concerns such as politics--even the politics that had landed Allen in that very pavilion.

Though the Biennale has been called the Olympics of the art world because of the way it brings the globe together in friendly competition, conflict was inescapable this year. In April, the Biennale's five-member jury announced that it wouldn't give prizes to nations accused of war crimes by the International Criminal Court--thereby disqualifying Israel and Russia. A number of artists also called for the U.S. to be censured for its military actions of late. The festival's organizers rebuked such calls by declaring the need for "a place of truce in the name of art, culture, and artistic freedom." Days before the event was set to begin, the jury resigned in unison, leaving its once-prestigious awards to be determined by a poll of visitors.

America's participation was already tinged by the Trump administration's ongoing assault on the arts establishment--its attempted elimination of the National Endowment for the Humanities, its revocation of grants under the aegis of fighting DEI, its disruptive rebranding of the Kennedy Center. In previous Biennale editions, the State Department has delegated an esteemed institution to oversee the U.S. pavilion; in Trump's first term, the Madison Square Park Conservancy programmed a well-regarded show by Martin Puryear. The latest process, however, was a bit stranger.

The managing institution this year was the American Arts Conservancy, an obscure Tampa-based nonprofit that was founded in 2025 by a pet-supplies entrepreneur with personal ties to Trumpland. That group hired Uslip, who left his previous stateside curating job in 2016 after viewers protested an exhibition he organized in which a white artist smeared chocolate and toothpaste over pictures of Black people (Uslip says his departure wasn't related to the scandal). A few prominent artists turned down what typically has been the most coveted invitation in American arts, and Uslip ended up booking Allen, a journeyman sculptor with little name recognition.

Allen's work isn't terrible. The mineral veins in his smooth-hewn stone pieces do, in fact, induce contemplation of "deep time." His bronze figures intriguingly juxtapose structural deformity and Mar-a-Lago shininess. But his and Uslip's written insistence that--as I understand it--this stuff evades categories and agendas seems deluded. In fact, walking around the Biennale, I came to suspect that he fit into a predictable and politically motivated trend: pariah-state minimalism.

Read: The mystery of the golden coffin

The fest generally overflowed with ambitious and vibrant work, some goofy and some transcendent. In the main exhbition--a transnational collection of work selected by the team of Biennale's head curator, Koyo Kouoh, who died last year--Beverly Buchanan's drawings rendered rustic scenes from the American South with a sense of vibrating electricity. Greece's pavilion, by Andreas Angelidakis, invited visitors into an immersive space that was like a glitchy 1980s video game set at a goth club. Sitting beneath neon lights on a plushy cushion resembling a gearshaft, I felt overstimulated in a way that was genuinely escapist.

Protests added to the carnivalesque atmosphere. Outside Russia's pavilion last Wednesday, the perennial Vladimir Putin antagonists Pussy Riot joined with the activist group Femen to conjure a storm of pink smoke and guitar music. Later in the week, a number of exhibitions closed as participants stopped working, in protest of Israel's inclusion. Japan's pavilion had been filled with baby dolls wearing sunglasses--a project about parenthood by Ei Arakawa-Nash--but on Friday, a sign read BABIES ARE ON STRIKE TODAY.

By contrast, the mood inside the protested countries' pavilions was sober. For Israel, the artist Belu-Simion Fainaru constructed a sculpture in which a grid of water droplets fell steadily into a dark pool, creating endlessly pulsing ripples. Wall text stated that each drop was "both a sign and a deferral of meaning," and that by alluding to "drip irrigation--an Israeli innovation developed in response to desert conditions," the art offered "an ethical metaphor for attentiveness, restraint, and care." Restraint seemed like a striking word to emphasize when so much has been said about Israel's lack of restraint in Gaza. As in the U.S. pavilion, polite art had been paired with pushy framing. Again, visitors were told the work was beyond meaning while also being given an official interpretation.


Marco Bertorello / AFP / Getty
 Visitors views "Rose of Nothingness" by Israeli artist Belu-Simion Fainaru, in the Israeli Pavilion during the pre-opening of the 61st Venice Art Biennale in Venice on May 6, 2026.



Russia took a similar approach, though with more noise and vodka. The art itself was mostly just large flower arrangements; explanatory signs spoke of gathering unalike people around "the mythic, anomalous figure of the tree." The pavilion was open only for the press-preview week, programmed with an ongoing slate of performances and a free bar. The idea was that any socialization there would become part of the art too: "We aimed to fill the space with such situations as dancing, learning, listening, sharing timid glances."

When I stepped inside, I was hit with ominous amplified droning: the music of the Moscow band Phurpa, whose members were swathed in black veils and sitting on the floor. Upstairs, a mix of hipsters also in fashionable drapery were mingling with people who appeared to be dignitaries in suits. Most paid no mind to the atonal roar that was growing in intensity. In a way, the stated aim of the pavilion to create meaning out of chance encounters was being enacted. Here was an on-the-nose illustration of the problem with treating the Biennale as a place of "truce," beyond politics: One way or another, the broader context seeps in. Whether an artist wants to be or not, they're working in a specific time, in a larger world.

This time in this world, of course, is marked by fraying alliances and state-sponsored conflict. Now more than ever, the country-by-country format of the Biennale--and other international competitions, such as Eurovision and the Olympics--necessarily serves the purpose of soft diplomacy, even if by conveying that a nation is a respectable member of the global community. And the stony-serious pomposity of the exhibitions that provoked the most backlash this year suggests how valuable it can be for a country accused of savagery to project a facade of sophistication. But anyone who's spent time in the art world knows to watch out for a poseur.
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The Environmental Movement Needs to Touch Grass

Yes, literally

by John Reid

Thu, 14 May 2026




Donald Trump is the most anti-environment president since "environmentalism" emerged in America. He has rescinded the "endangerment finding," meaning that the government no longer accepts the basic truth that climate change is bad for people. He is rolling back regulations that would have protected American skies and waters from pollutants such as mercury, arsenic, "forever chemicals," soot, and methane. And he is working to demote conservation as a priority use for the 245 million acres of land managed by the Bureau of Land Management.

The environmental movement--green-minded politicians, entrepreneurs, philanthropists, writers, volunteers, and advocacy organizations--has seemed ill-equipped to respond. Environmental-news headlines get little attention, court challenges play out in obscurity, and when people do protest, our air, water, forests, and oceans seem like afterthoughts amid so many other worthy causes.

How did the movement lose its vibrancy? More screen time, less wild habitat available to visit, and a shift to urban living have made Americans less viscerally connected to the splendor of planet Earth. Even conservation scientists have been trapped indoors, thanks to the falling cost of crunching large quantities of data (much of which is gathered by satellite) relative to the high cost of the travel, staff, and equipment required to observe plants and animals in the field. From 1980 to 2014, conservation research papers based on fieldwork dropped by 20 percent whereas research done by data analysts and modellers rolling around in cubicles increased by at least sixfold.

From the December 2025 issue: What climate change will do to America by mid-century

But another factor is at play. For more than 30 years, I have worked at the intersection of economics and conservation at organizations such as Resources for the Future, Conservation International, and the Conservation Strategy Fund, which I founded. What I have seen in recent years is that the environmental movement has become unmoored from nature for a reason of its own making: The movement has set its sights on the biggest environmental issue of all--climate change--but it has done so as if the planet's climate is unrelated to its wild places. Nature is what gave the environmental movement its purpose, gave its founders their calling. Today it rides in the back seat. The environmental movement needs to find nature again--to fight for the planet's ecosystems, plants, and wildlife--if it ever hopes to regain the power and purpose it once had.

Humans have stewarded the ecosystems that feed them for untold millennia, but as an American political movement, environmentalism started around the turn of the 20th century. John Muir and Theodore Roosevelt set out to protect awe-inspiring landscapes; Harriet Lawrence Hemenway and Minna B. Hall founded the first chapter of the Audubon Society to save birds imperiled by the use of their feathers to decorate hats. In the decades that followed, the country protected hundreds of millions of acres of public land. Writers such as Aldo Leopold and Rachel Carson published eloquent ecological and scientific rationales for wilderness preservation, wildlife management, and pollution control, laying the intellectual groundwork for the late 1960s and early '70s boom in environmental legislation.

When the issue of climate change emerged, it was initially viewed as just another environmental challenge, which environmental groups met with campaigns for national and international climate policies, all while still advocating for the preservation of wildlands.

But in this century, climate has shifted from one of many environmental issues to the dominant issue. Twenty percent of the environmental organizations started from 2000 to 2010 had climate in their name. In the next decade, that figure grew to 52 percent. I ran a conservation organization from 1998 to 2016, and saw that, at first, the climate issue elevated environmentalism, making it into a Serious Issue among diplomats, CEOs, and bankers. But after a while, climate eclipsed other environmental concerns such as land, water, wildlife, and local pollution; "climate" conceptually swallowed "environment." Today's New York Times coverage of nature-related issues, for example, is tucked away in a section that readers can access from the "U.S." or "World" menus by clicking on "Climate." Once there, the heading broadens to "Climate and Environment." Running wilderness or ocean-preservation stories under that rubric, as the Times often does, is like putting baseball news in a section called "Football and Sports."

Nature-conservation work hasn't stopped, but it has become more climate-driven. Funding for forest protection in the Amazon expanded dramatically in the late 2000s and early 2010s, with the overwhelming majority of new money coming from Norway and Germany, whose primary motivation was keeping the trees standing so that their carbon content wouldn't be released into the atmosphere. Long-standing conservation efforts in wetlands, grasslands, mangroves, kelp beds, and forests--in the U.S. and elsewhere--were rebranded as "nature-based solutions" to climate change.

There's nothing inherently wrong with that. Climate change is, as Barack Obama said, more than a big environmental issue; it's the "issue that will define the contours of this century more dramatically than any other." Those of us in the conservation corner of the broader environmental movement couldn't ignore climate change; wild species are even more vulnerable than humans. Look no further than the near-certain demise--even under best-case warming scenarios--of basically all of the world's warm-water coral reefs and their various colorful fish. Plus, intact ecosystems slow down the process of warming. We hoped funders would acknowledge that value and help close a global financial shortfall for nature protection, now estimated at $700 billion a year.

But the climate solutions that attract the most attention and investment have little to do with nature. Globally, investment in "energy transition" hit $2.3 trillion last year, up 8 percent from 2024 and 10 times the amount spent on "nature-based solutions." Much of that $2.3 billion represents investments in businesses that sell equipment; investors expect to get their money back with a return. That's hard to do with nature, though we've tried just about everything. My first job out of graduate school was to look into the economic potential for pharmaceuticals sourced from forests to pay for the protection of those ecosystems. That flopped, as have all subsequent attempts to protect nature permanently and on a large scale through the use of markets. So nature conservation still gets done with scarce government and philanthropic money.

Some prominent climate thinkers even explicitly promote solving our carbon problem so that we can comfortably expand humanity's material footprint, albeit at nature's expense. "Decarbonization" became the American policy approach of choice starting in the mid 2010s. The idea is to produce everything people want without emitting greenhouse gases. Instead of reining in consumption--and the extraction of natural resources that it requires--decarbonization advocates hope to merely reduce the climate pollution that extraction causes. In an interview about his 2022 book, How to Avoid a Climate Disaster, Bill Gates said that curtailing consumption to eliminate carbon emissions is of limited value. "The primary plan has to be multiplying by zero" emissions per unit of consumption, he said--something that would be achieved via technological breakthroughs. The Microsoft founder doubled down on a pro-growth, tech-driven, nature-free approach in a 2025 essay, in which forests, biodiversity, and nature weren't mentioned, either as climate casualties or remedies. Admittedly, Gates's voice is just one in the environmental movement, but his is louder in the public square, and arguably more influential, than those of career environmental leaders, activists, and scientists who have a broader view of the problem.

Decarbonization is also the main environmental idea of the "abundance movement," in part because it pragmatically avoids asking people to make material sacrifices. As Derek Thompson wrote in this magazine in 2022, "By going all-out on clean energy--solar, wind, geothermal, nuclear, and beyond--Americans can power more luxurious lives, free of the guilt that their luxury is choking the planet." Going all-out, Thompson and his co-author, Ezra Klein, wrote in their 2025 book, Abundance, is mainly about, at least as far as climate is concerned, removing regulatory obstacles to building green-energy infrastructure.

Their thinking addresses a number of important, mostly non-environmental, social goals, and touches a nerve in many of us who have seen needless bureaucracy stop good things. But even if cutting "green tape" does unleash widespread decarbonization, the approach is a woefully incomplete answer to our environmental predicament. It reduces the complex physical and biological system that is our Earth to a mere carbon processor, ignoring the vulnerability of nature's other gifts, such as fresh water and 8.5 million wild species, many of whose populations are already crashing. Solving for just one variable--carbon--will still leave the planet choking on mining waste and other pollution caused by producing the goods and services of those more luxurious lives.

Decarbonization is a necessary environmental goal, but letting it overshadow more relatable ecological causes is a strategic blunder. Getting the carbon out of buildings, factories, and transportation infrastructure provides no awe, no spiritual elevation, no invitation for humans to reflect on the marvel that is our planet. Decarbonization is a six-syllable mouthful about subtracting something invisible from our lives. How do you build a movement around that? By pairing it with nature.

People protect what they know and love. The environmental high point of the past year for me was when Western politicians, led by Republican Representative Ryan Zinke of Montana and backed by constituents across the political spectrum, thwarted Senator Mike Lee's plans to sell off public lands. The MAGA-aligned hunter and influencer Cameron Hanes delivered a searingly straightforward explanation of how these natural lands make all sorts of people healthy and happy. A close second was on Earth Day, when several Republicans from Florida and at least one from Pennsylvania rebelled against their party's bill to water down the 1973 Endangered Species Act. Representative Anna Paulina Luna said on social media, "Don't tread on my turtles. Protected means protected." Representative Kat Cammack defended the coastline in her district of Florida: "I want to make sure that we're doing everything that we can to be the best stewards as possible."

Zinke, Hanes, Luna, and Cammack are part of the environmental movement, too, though they might bristle at the label. They're sending a message to the rest of us that we should stitch the atmosphere and the biosphere back together in our advocacy. Most nature-focused organizations I know of have already started, creating programs that acknowledge the benefits of healthy ecosystems to climate stability, and vice versa. But reciprocal gestures are rare among climate-focused groups.

This makes no sense scientifically--or politically. Climate is hugely divisive and nature isn't. In a 2025 poll, a 50-percentage-point gap, 84-34, separated Democrats and Republicans on the question of whether the U.S. should "take a more active role in global climate efforts." Support for "conservation lands and wildlife," however, was 80 percent among Dems and 61 percent among Republicans. People of all stripes, it turns out, run, hike, bike, collect firewood and food in the wild. Ninety-six million Americans bird-watch, 58 million fish, and 14 million hunt.

"If you get down to the local level, genuine bipartisan collaboration can happen because there are people on both sides of the proverbial aisle who really care about the places that they live," Michelle Nijhuis, the author of Beloved Beasts, which chronicles the history of the American conservation movement, told me.

Read: The climate question that economists cannot answer

This kind of collaboration should be channeled to expand publicly accessible natural lands. Call it an "environmentalism of places," in which people take care of ecosystems near them for the good of plants, animals, water, and human psychological well-being. Climate advocates can refer to these very real, locally known places to make climate change real and relevant to people.

An environmentalism of places would also restore wild populations. As I've written previously in this magazine, the loss of wild abundance is an acute, potentially irreversible environmental crisis that's moving fast. People connect with animals. We want to see their faces, hear birdsong, have plentiful game and fish--not just walk through pretty, empty landscapes. The Endangered Species Act has been highly effective at preventing extinction. We need additional national policies that bring back and protect wild abundance, not just existence.

In the climate arena, nature-aware policy means lowering emissions by all means possible, including industrial decarbonization, and protecting ecosystems such as forests, mangroves, and kelp beds that absorb carbon in large quantities. It means using adaptive measures such as seawalls and air-conditioning as a last resort, not a way to loosen our emissions budgets. And it means incentivizing people to downsize our consumption, which, no matter how green, makes material demands on the Earth.

For me, it also means putting down my screen for a while, going outside, getting my feet wet in grass still damp from a May rain, following the trill of an orange-crowned warbler to a buckeye tree just opening its spears of white blossoms, and getting a look from the tiny yellow bird that seems to ask, Where have you been?




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2026/05/climate-change-nature-ecosystems-environmental-movement/687162/?utm_source=feed
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25 Sensational Books to Read This Summer

<em>The Atlantic</em>'s writers and editors have chosen fiction and nonfiction to match all sorts of moods.

by The Atlantic Culture Desk

Thu, 14 May 2026

As summer draws nearer and the temperature creeps up, many kinds of leisure beckon: swinging in a shaded hammock; tending a smoky grill; swimming in cold, clear water on a hot, humid day. None, to our minds, surpasses the pleasure of reading just the right book in just the right spot. And while in just the right mood: Yours might call for an engrossing vacation page-turner, for instance, or a book that teaches you something completely new. You may crave a cult classic, vetted by generations of fans, or perhaps something that will make you lose yourself in your emotions. And because it's only May, you have plenty of time to start that one great book you'll be reading all summer long. Below are 25 recommendations to enjoy while the weather is balmy and spirits are high.

Bring a Page-Turner on Vacation

Go Gentle




by Maria Semple

Adora Hazzard, Go Gentle's heroine, lives on the Upper West Side of Manhattan among a carefully selected group of female friends who plan to "grow old in curated company," the kind of dreamy setup that one character describes irreverently as a coven with a waitlist. But that's just the prelude to this crackling mystery-romance: Adora is a former TV writer and a professional Stoic philosopher who gets drawn into both spirited art-world intrigue and an amorous entanglement with an enigmatic man named Digby. Semple's writing is warm and absurdly funny but also occasionally devastating--as when, roughly midway through the book, Adora digresses into recalling her experiences writing for a comedy show in the 1990s. The interlude is a sharp account of gender dynamics in a boys'-club environment. But Go Gentle remains dedicated, like Adora, to positivity and joy, and Semple makes it hard to resist either quality.  -- Sophie Gilbert

How to End a Love Story




by Yulin Kuang

The cover may look like it was colored with Barbie's nail-polish stash, but Kuang's debut novel is far from predictable, chipper romance fare. It starts with a tragedy: A high-school girl ends her life by stepping out onto a highway, and the school's homecoming king, Grant Shepard, is driving the car that hits her. The story begins in earnest years later, when Grant and the girl's older sister, the dorky Helen Zhang, coincidentally end up in the same TV-writer's room. They fall in love, of course, but the shadows of Helen's grief and Grant's self-loathing loom over every step. Still, Kuang, who has also written for the film adaptations of Emily Henry's People We Meet on Vacation and Beach Read, knows the hallmarks of romance well. Her book never dips into trauma for shock value alone. Sharply drawn side characters and punchy dialogue imbue the characters' world with warmth and lightness, and the many sexy moments are tender and, well, sexy. This is ultimately a love story about the challenges of expressing vulnerability after loss, and the possibility of moving forward by confronting the past.  -- Serena Dai



The Silver Bone




by Andrey Kurkov

This historical detective novel introduces readers to 1919 Kyiv with a hard-to-forget scene: Cossack bandits lop off our hero's right ear. Thanks to the anarchic Russian civil war, no one is entirely clear on who really controls the city, and the only constant is the threat of violence. Against this backdrop, the slightly pathetic detective Samson Kolechko stumbles into his new police job armed with a strange superpower: He can hear out of his severed ear. This new ability to eavesdrop on criminal activity helps him investigate his first case, a double murder involving soldiers and a strangely tailored suit. If Nikolai Gogol and Raymond Chandler had collaborated, this might have been the result--absurdist Slavic magical realism grafted onto an entertaining whodunit. Beyond its pleasures as a noir, the chronicle of Kolechko's fight against nascent Soviet power easily reminds one of present-day Ukraine's struggle to preserve its dignity in the face of oppressive forces.  -- Gal Beckerman

Magic's Pawn




by Mercedes Lackey

Magic's Pawn is widely considered one of the best of Lackey's many novels set in Valdemar, a kingdom where Heralds with magical gifts serve the crown and protect the country. Vanyel Ashkevron is not one of the gifted--not when the book starts, anyway. He doesn't fit in on his cruel father's rural estate, so he's sent away to live in Valdemar's capital, where Heralds live and train. After he arrives, his life changes dramatically: He realizes he's gay (this is the rare 1980s fantasy novel with an LGBTQ protagonist), falls in love, and suffers a tremendous loss, which awakens within him a dormant store of Herald magic that he doesn't know how to control. Lackey's characters are intricately wrought and deeply human; their emotions propel the book as strongly as any of its many plot twists do. Magic's Pawn explores the depths of grief and love while offering all the pleasures of the very best fantasy: epic magic, dangerous politics, fated romance, found family, and superintelligent magical-horse companions that can read your mind. What more could you possibly want? Another book, you say? Well, you're in luck, because this is just the first of an excellent trilogy.  -- Julie Beck



Reading Lolita in Tehran




by Azar Nafisi

When I first plucked Nafisi's memoir from a Little Free Library, I was feeling buried by new motherhood and alienated from my intellectual life--perhaps perfectly primed to be riveted by a story of women willing their way to liberation through literature. As this memoir opens, Iran's morality police stalk the university where Nafisi works, censuring her female students. Exasperated, Nafisi resigns, but she does not give up on teaching. Instead, she invites a select group of girls to meet at her home and discuss the great works that the mullahs have deemed repugnant. As the women pore over these books, they find release in small acts--shaking their hair free of scarves, listening to banned music--as well as in allegories that help them make sense of their world. In Vladimir Nabokov's scandalous novel, Nafisi sees the predatory narrator Humbert Humbert's "confiscation of Lolita's life" as an analog to the oppressions of the real-life men who brutalize, jail, and trap women, denying them their humanity. The clandestine nature of Nafisi's gatherings evokes an ever-present peril. But most engrossing is Nafisi's narration of her students' political and moral awakening, as they discover the passion, humor, and strength required to persevere under totalitarianism.  -- Jen Balderama



Learn Something Completely New

Inside of a Dog




by Alexandra Horowitz

My dog was smarter than me: He was halfway to certification as a service animal when he flunked out of training because he puked too much in cars, which is why I got to take him home. He didn't boss me around too much. He just had to train me to make my commands clearer and more consistent. Then we got along so well that when a friend recommended this classic work on dog psychology, I didn't read it. That was a mistake. I wasted a great deal of time not knowing the difference between a Let's play bark, a Warning! Stranger! bark, and a high-pitched, lonely bark. I hovered unnecessarily over his dog-park romping, oblivious to the subtleties of the canine pas de deux--the fake aggression, the well-timed hop backward. In personable prose free of scientific jargon, Horowitz makes it possible to imagine the richness of an inner life full of information gleaned from attentive ears and hundreds of millions more olfactory receptors than we have. Dogs are miracles in fur, and Inside of a Dog is the gospel.  -- Judith Shulevitz



Dad Brain




by Darby Saxbe

Saxbe, a clinical psychologist and professor, has been "endlessly curious about how fathers tick" since she was in elementary school, when her parents' divorce--and equal custody split--turned her detached dad into a terrific parent. Now she's one of the only scientists in the world who researches the neurological effects of fatherhood. Some of her collaborators have already shown that pregnancy alters a mom's hormones and brain structure in ways that are good for bonding and child-rearing. Saxbe's work demonstrates that tending to infants triggers similar neurological changes in other parents--and that the more time they spend on child care, the larger these shifts tend to be. She explains her discoveries in chatty, accessible language, mixing in social science that often contains useful tips; for example, greater paternal involvement at bedtime is correlated with better baby and toddler sleep. (Maybe that's why my 2-year-old always demands, "Go with Daddy tonight?") But the most thrilling part of Dad Brain is its overall conclusion: that "great parents are made, not born."  -- Lily Meyer



The Zorg




by Siddharth Kara

Kara's investigation of a 1781 atrocity on a British slave ship begins by correcting the most basic information: Contrary to public records, the ship was not called the Zong. The fateful trip of the Zorg, one of more than 35,000 voyages that carried enslaved Africans to the New World, is remembered for a massacre that was exposed in a public trial. The abysmal conditions of this and every other journey on the Middle Passage stemmed from brutal cost-benefit calculations, which tolerated, say, a 15 percent death rate among the tightly packed humans shipped as cargo. These incentives led the Zorg's commanders to toss at least 120 captives into the shark-infested Caribbean, likely in a scheme to maximize profit. After the ship's owner sued for insurance money, the resulting case--hinging on whether a water shortage onboard justified the murders--gave English citizens an idea of what was being done in their name. Through indefatigable research, Kara fixes poorly remembered facts and makes a decent case that the publicity galvanized the movement to abolish British slavery a half century later. The barbarity of the institution, meanwhile, is self-evident--but rarely does an author present its abuses so powerfully and vividly.  -- Boris Kachka



The War Within a War




by Wil Haygood

Although I am an avid fan of books about history, I admit that reading even a well-researched, breakthrough work can sometimes feel a bit like eating your vegetables. Not so with Haygood's The War Within a War, an account of the Black American experience during the Vietnam War, both on the front lines and at home. His telling of the conflict as a companion to the country's civil-rights era is stocked with a cast whose stories and recollections are compelling in themselves: We meet Elbert Nelson, a trained physician who is drafted out of Meharry Medical School, and Philippa Schuyler, a piano prodigy turned journalist whose mission to save children and combat racism ends in a tragic helicopter crash. Even for the readers who know roughly where the history is going, the context and analysis that Haygood packs in, and the tautness of his prose, offer new depths of understanding.  -- Vann R. Newkirk II

Silk Roads: A Flavor Odyssey With Recipes From Baku to Beijing




by Anna Ansari

Maybe you love to cook and want a bigger challenge than what is found in The New York Times' Cooking app, where every night is Wednesday night and all recipes fit on a sheet pan. Or maybe you just like to page through pictures of lush Central Asian spice markets, which is one way I deal with insomnia. In either case, Silk Roads is for you. Its premise--that you are cooking and eating along the legendary trading routes that once linked Europe and East Asia--takes you through dozens of cuisines. Ansari, whose father is Iranian, has childhood memories of many of the dishes and recounts her dad's; she also did years of research, which she serves up in knowledgeable essays. Given the elaborate literary apparatus, the surprise is that the recipes mostly work, yielding cumin-y plovs with crispy-rice bottoms and rich Uyghur lamb noodles. My husband and I are eager to try the Azeri warm-yogurt soup and watermelon-rind jam. Warning: Ansari's cooking times can seem a little optimistic, especially when it comes to meat. There is nothing fast about this food.  -- Judith Shulevitz

Obsess Over a Cult Classic



His Master's Voice




by Stanislaw Lem

What would happen if humanity received a signal from outer space? In science fiction, the answer is usually something spectacularly bad, such as an alien invasion--or, more rarely, spectacularly good, such as a technological quantum leap. But when the scientists in Lem's strange and thought-provoking novel detect a constantly repeating cosmic message, they're left to solve a baffling mystery. Reading like a hybrid of Nabokov and Asimov, this book takes the form of a memoir by a mathematician who is recruited for a Manhattan Project-scale effort to decipher the signal. The premise allows Lem, the Polish sci-fi master, to reflect on questions that are just as challenging today as they were when the novel was published, in 1968: Are we alone in the universe? Would we recognize nonhuman minds even if we found them? And could any alien be more dangerous to humanity than we are to ourselves?  -- Adam Kirsch



The Three Christs of Ypsilanti




by Milton Rokeach

Lovers of Oliver Sacks will be enthralled by this early example of the literature of psychoanalysis, originally released in 1964. In the book, Rokeach, a social psychologist, describes his efforts to cure three long-term residents at Michigan psychiatric institutions, each of whom thought that he was Jesus Christ, by bringing them together at Ypsilanti State Hospital. Rokeach's motives in "confronting the three Christs with one another" were undeniably good: He thought that the resultant conflict would help them. Yet he was also, as one of the Christs put it, "using one patient against another, trying to brainwash" them out of ideas that he eventually realized they'd developed "for good reasons," whether he understood them or not. Over the course of this detailed, empathetic book, Rokeach's respect for his patients--palpable from the beginning--grows and grows. By the end, he has not only given up the experiment but also come to align himself with its subjects. In a remarkably humble afterword published 17 years later, he writes that he, too, had delusions of grandeur, of which the three Christs healed him: "I was cured," Rokeach admits, "when I was able to leave them in peace."  -- Lily Meyer



Wicked Enchantment




by Wanda Coleman

Coleman has the sterling reputation of being a poet's poet--admired and imitated by those in the loop--but her status shouldn't lead you to think that her concerns are narrow or obscure. The poems collected in this posthumous volume are aimed at anyone who has grieved, loved, lusted, worked, or sat down at the end of the day after "carrying groceries home in the rain in shoes / twice resoled and feverish with flu." Coleman was deeply concerned with contemporary life and frequently inspired by her home in Los Angeles: Turn to her sequence of American sonnets to see how she tailors this renaissance form to fit her "ruined curbless urban psyche"; flip to "The First Day of Spring 1985" or "February 11th 1990" for poems that respond directly to events in apartheid-era South Africa. Some of the works I like best are those that speak to irrevocable losses: of her departed older sister, to whom she writes a sequence of letters, or her son Anthony, who died from AIDS complications. In "Thiefheart," Coleman makes a song out of her losses and imagines taking the sting from them: "were I the queen of sleight of hand / i'd steal the poison from this muthaland."  -- Walt Hunter



The Suicides




by Antonio Di Benedetto

The plot of Di Benedetto's 1969 novel sounds like a classic hard-boiled mystery: A reporter attempts to find the connection among three seemingly unrelated suicides. But his slipshod investigation yields no tidy conclusions. This book is preoccupied with self-inquiry; its protagonist takes plenty of procedural detours to cross-examine his fascination with death and his troubled relationships with women. I realize that "moody narrator obsesses over own mortality and the opposite sex" may not seem so original to some people, but the prose here--exacting, unsentimental, and ideas-rich--is worth the dip into familiar waters. Di Benedetto's writing lingers in the brain; to a receptive reader, it can feel like a secret handshake between dryly mordant minds. Years later, in Roberto Bolano's novel The Savage Detectives, the Chilean writer would name an obscure, unforgettable brand of mezcal after The Suicides--the ultimate "if you know, you know" for those familiar with the value of loving a book that nobody else does.  -- Jeremy Gordon



You Too Can Have a Body Like Mine




by Alexandra Kleeman

This acid-tongued parable of what consumerism does to us (to our brains, our outsides, our insides) hit a nerve when it was first published, in 2015. Its heightened portrayal of suburbia--big-box stores with constantly shifting layouts, sinister cartoon ads for wholly synthetic confections--wryly captures the fake thrills and gaping disaffection of modern life. The central characters are unnamed (the narrator is merely A, her roommate is B, and her boyfriend is C), and their aimless existence seethes with unease: A is obsessed with an ultra-processed snack called Kandy Kakes; C seems benumbed from too much TV and porn; B mirrors A's grooming and eating habits and appears to be, slowly, turning herself into A's doppelganger. The novel's main concern, illustrated brilliantly, is the eroding sense of self that occurs in a world that's becoming more artificial and spiritually hollow by the moment.  -- Jane Yong Kim

Lose Yourself in Your Feelings



Fat Swim




by Emma Copley Eisenberg

In the story that gives this collection its title, 8-year-old Alice watches a band of women gather to swim at a Philadelphia community pool. The bathers, resplendent in colorful swimsuits and fashionable vests, are listening to music and dancing together. And they are fat: "Slight rolls of flesh puff out just below the elastic of their bras and gather on their backs like wings," she notices. "If they ease themselves in, their breasts are the first to float." Alice wants to know them, maybe be them, maybe possess them. Mostly she thinks, They are like me. Few other people in this book have such an uncomplicated, straightforward relationship with flesh. But for all of them, physical sensations provoke intense emotions of many kinds, so Eisenberg packs her stories with eating, drinking, sweating, performing, and hooking up. Each of her characters, no matter how alienated or hedonistic, is made to reconsider the ways their body touches the outside world--and they learn to focus less on how that looks and more on how it feels.  -- Emma Sarappo



Philoctetes




by Sophocles

One of the most moving moments in Sophocles's Philoctetes--among his last plays, first produced in 409 B.C.E.--happens early in the tragedy. After nine years of seclusion on a deserted island, the titular soldier, destined to help the Greeks secure victory at Troy, meets a group of his fellow countrymen. But the first thing Philoctetes asks them for isn't food or drink or shelter or rescue. He asks them for words. "May I hear your voice?" he pleads. "Take pity on me; speak to me, if indeed you come as friends." Like all encounters with antiquity, reading Philoctetes can feel familiar and foreign at once. War is ubiquitous, honor imperative. Yet the play also meditates on the relatable experience of loneliness and makes tangible the aspects of company that we long for in its absence: the timbre of a voice, the recognition of a common tongue. For Philoctetes, storytelling fosters a bond that can unveil true friends.  -- Luis Parrales



In the Body of the World




by V (formerly Eve Ensler)

As a child, V evacuated her body, she writes; after her father sexually abused her, she lost the "reference point" for her own flesh. This led her to ask women about how they felt inside their own skin--work that culminated in the play she's best known for, The Vagina Monologues. In this book, V returns to the subject of her body while writing in moving detail about receiving a late-stage-uterine-cancer diagnosis in her 50s. She zooms in to examine the infections, surgeries, and leaks that come with her treatment plan, then toggles to a broader view, reflecting on what she describes as our carcinogenic culture of "formaldehydeasbestospesticideshairdyecigarettescellphonesnow." In its rousing final chapters, the book becomes a quasi-manifesto about the human species' self-destructive violence that urges readers to "step off the wheel of winning and losing." This memoir is written with the clarity and compassion won by touching death's door and turning back.  -- Valerie Trapp



Bliss




by Katherine Mansfield

When Virginia Woolf had dinner with the New Zealand-born writer Mansfield in 1917, the Bloomsbury doyenne pronounced her guest "intelligent and inscrutable." This would also neatly describe Mansfield's addictive 1920 collection, originally released as Bliss and Other Stories, which is filled with startlingly realistic descriptions and populated by elusive, near-impenetrable characters. I wouldn't describe these bourgeois family dramas as page-turners, but the tales hide a little pulp pleasure within their high art, as in the title story's perfectly devastating account of a marital affair, or the late reveal of a shocking flirtation in "Prelude." The stories take unexpected turns because their characters, like us, have painfully incomplete views of their own world--yet they all exhibit the exquisite, thwarted desire to accurately describe what they cannot understand.  -- Walt Hunter



No God but Us




by Bobuq Sayed

After Delbar, a luckless college graduate and wannabe drag queen, is outed in front of his mother and every Afghan auntie he knows, he makes a split-second decision to leave his life in America behind. An ocean away in Istanbul, he plans mostly to lick his wounds and sulk, but his aunt Yosra insists that he do something useful. Volunteering with an aid group for queer and transgender refugees, Delbar is naive and out of his element; he puts his foot in his mouth in ways both funny and frustrating. Then he meets another gay Afghan, Mansur. Delbar is immediately drawn to him, in part because of their shared background. But Mansur was born in (and driven out of) Afghanistan, not America; he and the other refugees dream of the kind of stability--and the kind of passport--that Delbar takes for granted. As Delbar gets to know Mansur and his boyfriend better, the reader comes to understand Mansur's caution in opening his heart; when it cracks wide, the emotional effect is stunning. No life is ever perfect, the book acknowledges, but much can be made from what we already have.  -- Emma Sarappo

Start the Book You'll Read All Summer



The Transit of Venus




by Shirley Hazzard

My first thought when I started Hazzard's 1980 novel was: I am too brain rotted for this. It follows two sisters, Caro and Grace, as well as Caro's friend and romantic pursuer, Ted Tice, through decades of marriages, affairs, and misunderstandings. But Hazzard's prose demands that you move through her paragraphs slowly, like a traveler with one hand on the wall of a labyrinth, following a winding and intricate path to some essential truth. Key plot details are revealed in clauses so brief that a TikTok-addled mind could miss them; the end of the book hinges on the reader remembering a single sentence many chapters earlier. But I hear people are friction-maxxing now, and this is a friction-maxxing sort of book. It helped me think in a slower, deeper register, and it repaid patience with revelations. "What an atrocious sustained effort is required, I find, to learn or do anything thoroughly--especially if it's what you love," Hazzard writes in this book, which is itself a reward for such loving effort.  -- Julie Beck



The Complex




by Karan Mahajan

As the axiom goes, the Chopras are unhappy in their own way. In Mahajan's third novel, the many children and grandchildren of S. P. Chopra, a (fictional) forefather of the Indian state, live crammed into two multistory buildings in suburban Delhi. All of them exist under the patriarch's long, stifling shadow, but none embodies its atmosphere of moral decay more than Laxman, a brutish opportunist and budding politician whom one relative calls "the worst person in the family." Mahajan's homage to the Russian masters extends beyond the family tree that he includes; he finely depicts tragic flaws and doomed relationships while espousing the occasional aphorism--as when a niece wonders why "power accrued to the person with the most energy, regardless of whether that energy was good or evil." Yet this update of Tolstoy and Chekhov is firmly rooted in India, where family obligations and religious divisions set the novel's course as fatefully as S.P.'s cold paternalism does. Mahajan packs 19th-century pleasures into a very contemporary tale about the rise of ethno-nationalism and the insidious damage of corruption, and includes one enduring truth: A gun introduced in the first act will eventually come in handy.  -- Boris Kachka



London Falling




by Patrick Radden Keefe

I admit, the story of Rachelle and Matthew Brettler's search to uncover the truth about their son Zac's mysterious death may not take "all summer" to finish. As the president of my local PRK fan club, I find his latest to be the most propulsive, quick-reading book that he has written; you might find yourself willing to forego scrolling, eating, or sleeping to race to its end. With zero distractions, a devoted reader could finish in a day or two. But London Falling is a book that rewards steady attention and sustained consideration. For any parent, including myself, Zac's sudden adolescent transformation into a fast-talking, wealth-chasing bro--and the Brettlers' struggle to come to grips with those rapid changes--will be unsettlingly relevant. The alternately seedy and posh vistas of the United Kingdom's capital, the slow building of suspense, and the weaving together of coming-of-age, post-Soviet, and true-crime storylines give the book a novelistic sense. In the Brettlers, who grow steeled and skeptical as a result of their dogged inquiry, Keefe offers us two protagonists whose brush with the criminal underworld feels like a parable for our age of corruption.  -- Vann R. Newkirk II



The Circle




by Dave Eggers

I sense that Eggers's 2013 novel, about an altruistic-seeming social-media company that turns out to be profoundly evil, might hit differently in 2026 than it did on publication. Over more than 500 pages, The Circle follows an idealistic young graduate named Mae who takes a job at a technology behemoth that wants to make the whole world "transparent," encouraging the total eradication of privacy. Back in the 2010s, Eggers was criticized for acknowledging how little practical research he'd done on the tech world, but he seems to have anticipated something more crucial--namely the moral rot among the boy-kings of the internet, and how quickly their utopian promises would dissolve when they were granted unprecedented power. What's most brought The Circle to mind over the past few months is the rise of wearable AI-powered devices that turn daily life into reams of data for their parent companies to harvest--a futuristic horror right out of Eggers's imagination.  -- Sophie Gilbert

Fear City: New York's Fiscal Crisis and the Rise of Austerity Politics




by Kim Phillips-Fein

The West Side elevated highway was a miracle: lanes snaking down the edge of Manhattan, a symbol of New Deal-era infrastructure investment in the United States' biggest city. In 1973, it collapsed. The cause was not a natural disaster or an act of God but simple rust and erosion, unaddressed by a city government that was itself close to disaster. The resulting hole covered 2,000 square feet. New York would soon come close to bankruptcy, embrace austerity, dismantle social programs, and enter an era of inequality from which Phillips-Fein, an NYU historian, argues it never emerged. Crises are clarifying events, and New York's fiscal emergency forced questions about what cities are for and what they owe their residents. Phillips-Fein is deeply interested in these questions, but the book isn't a polemic so much as a coroner's report--a careful, almost forensic work of historical scholarship that earned her a Pulitzer Prize nomination in 2018. Fear City is not an incredibly long book, but it is a dense one, thick with proper nouns and big ideas, full of prospective Wikipedia rabbit holes and eminently ponderable ethical riddles.  -- Ellen Cushing


Illustrations by Dhrutika Khimani





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/2026/05/summer-reading-2026/686880/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Men Who Want Women to Be Quiet

A virulent form of misogyny has become the single most important force holding together the American right.

by Helen Lewis

Thu, 14 May 2026


The influential pastor Douglas Wilson has advocated for  the repeal of the Nineteenth Amendment. (Photo-illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Lindsey Wasson / AP.)



Douglas Wilson has a modest proposal to improve American life: He wants to repeal the Nineteenth Amendment, which gave women the vote. In his ideal system, "we would do it in our politics the same way we do it in our church structure," he told me recently. "And that is, we vote by household."

Wilson is a co-founder of the Communion of Reformed Evangelical Churches, based in Moscow, Idaho. Over the past five decades, he has built a small empire there, dedicated to disseminating his theocratic vision for the United States: a publishing house, a school, a liberal-arts college, and a video-streaming service. His denomination, which has about 170 affiliated churches, counts Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth as a member, and Wilson was invited to lead a prayer service at the Pentagon in February. So when the pastor casually suggests disenfranchising half of America, people listen.

When I asked him about this position, Wilson said it wasn't his top priority--"We have bigger fish to fry"--but something he sees happening in perhaps 200 years' time. I found this intellectual footsie maddening. "If I said to you, 'I think all white men should be put in cages--but not now; it's not my aspiration for now,' " I suggested, "then you wouldn't be interested in a single other thing that I had to say at that point."

Wilson chuckled. "Oh, I know you'd probably have all my attention."

This is twinkly, avuncular Douglas Wilson, the guy who joined a hippie congregation fresh out of the Navy because he liked to play guitar, and ended up leading services once the regular pastor moved on. The same guy who once went on a multicity debating tour with the New Atheist Christopher Hitchens, and bonded with him over their shared love of P. G. Wodehouse. But the 72-year-old shows a different side on his website, Blog & Mablog. For more than two decades, Wilson has been airing piquant opinions on unruly women--or, as he calls them, "small-breasted biddies," "harridans," "lumberjack dykes," and "Jezebels." He once referred to Gloria Steinem and another feminist as "a couple of cunts." And this is the polite version. Every year he celebrates "No Quarter November," when he promises to tell readers what he really thinks.

Wilson believes that women should "not ordinarily" hold political office, and should never serve in combat roles in the military. Husbands should have dominion over misbehaving wives' weight, spending habits, and choice of television programs. His uncompromising vision for America was once considered marginal, the conservative writer Karen Swallow Prior told me. Since his elevation by Hegseth, however, "no one can credibly say that Doug Wilson is fringe anymore."

Wilson is a prominent voice in what is sometimes called "masculinism": a movement to fight back against the advances of feminism and reassert the primacy of men. His version is religious, influenced by the notion of male "headship" of the family and Saint Paul's belief that godly women should "be quiet." There are also plenty of secular masculinists, as well as nominally Muslim ones, such as the streamer Sneako, the self-proclaimed pimp Andrew Tate, and the podcaster Myron Gaines. Woman-bashing plays well on social media and sells lots of ads for crypto, sports betting, and supplements. You can make good money telling men that they're the truly oppressed sex.

But this isn't just a movement of grifters exploiting a quirk of the algorithm. In the past decade, one of the New Right's major challenges has been to retrofit a consistent ideology onto the electoral power of Donald Trump. Masculinism has been a great gift, because factions with different views on, say, protectionism or Israel or Big Tech can all agree on the overreach of feminism and the need for a return to traditional gender roles. Far from being a fringe belief system, masculinism has become the single most important force uniting the American right, bringing together an unlikely constellation of pastors, posters, senators, preachers, influencers, podcasters, and fanboys.

The MAGA movement is often framed as a reaction to the first Black president, and to a growing Latino population. But the multiracial appeal of the manosphere and Trump's 2024 inroads with young minority men point in a different direction. "People ask me what the New Right is furious about," the author Laura Field, whose book, Furious Minds, describes the intellectual underpinnings of Trumpism, told me. "And I think a good shorthand for that is they're furious about their own loss of status in society over the last few years and the elites who made that happen, and I think that the pithiest short version of that is that it's the women. It's the women who took their status."

Wilson's approach to public life clearly has an element of what professional wrestlers call kayfabe--the winking, performative trollishness that now characterizes the online right. He wants feminists like me to get angry with his most outlandish proposals, making ourselves look like scolds or Chicken Littles in the process. But Wilson and a growing number of powerful allies are sincere in these beliefs, and would want to enact them if given the chance.

One of masculinism's central claims is that no one is talking about men. So true! Men's issues are not being discussed in Senator Josh Hawley's 2023 book, Manhood: The Masculine Virtues America Needs. They aren't being discussed in Tucker Carlson's documentary The End of Men. They aren't being discussed in the panoply of Christian books available on Amazon with titles such as Man for the Job, Masculine Christianity, and It's Good to Be a Man, or in their secular counterparts, such as Why Women Deserve Less. They aren't being talked about on social-media feeds (which can be highly segregated by sex) or on some of America's most popular independent podcasts, such as Modern Wisdom, Huberman Lab, and The Diary of a CEO.

For decades, each feminist advance in American public life has prompted an equally strong backlash. The first wave of women's-rights activists won suffrage for women, against ferocious and sometimes violent opposition. After the second wave secured Title IX and other legal victories against sex discrimination, Phyllis Schlafly successfully fought back against the full ratification of the Equal Rights Amendment. By the identity-obsessed 2010s, the full weight of corporate America had swung behind glib slogans such as "The future is female." This commercial blitzkrieg inevitably convinced some people that women's advancement had come at men's expense. A refrain I kept hearing over the past few years was that boys were being made to feel ashamed of themselves, as if they were stained by some kind of original sin. These years have seen a counterreaction, with the total abandonment of the #MeToo movement, conservative gloating over the fall of Roe v. Wade, and the return of straightforwardly sexist put-downs--"Quiet, piggy"--to public life.

Like most popular movements, masculinism has many entry points, and both defensible and alarming forms. At one end of the spectrum are legitimate concerns about male loneliness, the declining share of men in higher education, stagnant wages for non-college-educated men, and the deadening effects of day-trading, gaming, and porn. At the other end of masculinism are a misogynist vocabulary about AWFULs and the longhouse (terms that we'll come back to) and a political agenda close to that in The Handmaid's Tale, whereby women are denied the right to work, vote, and control their own bodies.

On the internet, masculinism is presented as a rebellion--a transgressive middle finger to the liberal establishment, expressed in all the words a corporate HR department would order you not to say. In the past few years, leaked group chats have shown Young Republicans and college conservatives using sexism, infused with racism, as a bonding mechanism. "If your pilot is a she and she looks ten shades darker than someone from Sicily, just end it there. Scream the no no word," read a message in a Telegram thread used by the leaders of Young Republican chapters in New York, Kansas, Arizona, and Vermont. (Several members of the chat were women.) Richard Hanania, who describes himself as a former white nationalist, calls this kind of in-group signaling "the Based Ritual," a way for younger MAGA enthusiasts to prove their bona fides to one another.


Nick Fuentes has suggested that women be sent to "breeding gulags." (Photo-illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Jacquelyn Martin / AP.)



Among Gen Zers, Douglas Wilson's intellectual heir is Nick Fuentes, who leads a loose collection of trolls known as Groypers. A self-professed Christian nationalist, anti-Semite, and virgin, Fuentes has built a fan base in part by deploying vividly misogynistic language. "Our No. 1 political enemy is women, because women constrain everything, every conversation, every man--everything," Fuentes said on a livestream earlier this year. He added: "Just like Hitler imprisoned Gypsies, Jews, Communists--all of his political rivals--we have to do the same thing with women." He suggested that they be sent to "breeding gulags. The good ones will be liberated. The bad ones will toil in the mines forever."

Fuentes's rhetoric shows how this gendered view of the world can easily be interlaced with other prejudices. Gay men? Effeminate, uninterested in sports, therefore unmanly. Jews? Clever rather than athletic; also unmanly. University lecturers? Pencil-necked postmodernists; also unmanly. Trans people? Inevitably degenerate. Muslims? An invasion force of rapists. Black men? Thugs from whom white women should be protected (if only they would submit to patriarchy). Almost every facet of contemporary online rightism can be refracted through the prism of gender. Multiple people affiliated with the Heritage Foundation, perhaps the most influential MAGA policy organization, cut ties with the group after its president refused to condemn Fuentes's anti-Semitism last year. But his view that women belong in forced-breeding camps has produced no such fuss.

Wilson told me he considers this sort of rhetoric unforgivably gauche. "The Bible says that a godly woman is a husband's crown," he said. "I've never seen a king talk about his crown the way Fuentes talks about women. It's absurd." I wanted to ask whether "small-breasted biddies" came from the Gospel of Mark or Luke, but Wilson was on a roll. He thought Fuentes was so extreme that he might even be an undercover federal agent sent to discredit the movement. "He is, as far as I'm concerned, on the other team."

In theological terms, that might be true. But both men benefit from a shock-and-awe rhetorical strategy. In 2014, it was a minor scandal when the megachurch pastor Mark Driscoll was revealed to be "William Wallace II," the author of dozens of pages of message-board rants about how America was a "pussified nation" where men are "raised by bitter penis envying burned feministed single mothers who make sure that Johnny grows up to be a very nice woman who sits down to pee." Now such language would barely raise an eyebrow.

Writers who used to hide their masculinist impulses behind a pen name now write and say outrageous things under their real name. Take the manosphere provocateur known as Raw Egg Nationalist, whose handle on X, where he has more than 300,000 followers, is @Babygravy9. He combines lifestyle and nutritional advice--"slonking" raw egg yolks--with hard-right, anti-immigration politics. He writes for Infowars, the conspiracy theorist Alex Jones's media outlet. He posts about antiwhiteness and has his own line of microplastic-free herbal-tea bags, Kindred Harvest.

In 2024, a left-wing activist group outed him as Charles Cornish-Dale, a religious historian who has studied at both Oxford and Cambridge, and whose Ph.D. thesis was titled Migrations of the Holy: The Devotional Culture of Wimborne Minster, c.1400-1640. When his name became public, Cornish-Dale, now 38, concluded that being doxxed has "only made me stronger and more committed to what I'm doing."

He did not use a pseudonym for his new book, The Last Men, in which he questions whether it is "possible to be men fully in a liberal democracy." His political prescriptions, like Wilson's, might be described as uncompromising. "Someone asked me the other day--I think it was a girl, actually--she was like: 'So would you take away the vote from women?'" he told me. "I was like, 'I would take away the vote from the vast majority of men as well.' "

His book, published by the venerable conservative imprint Regnery, suggests that men with high testosterone levels voted for Trump because high T is correlated with an acceptance of hierarchy, status, and inequality. Liberalism, by contrast, suppresses men's life force: "Leftists have now openly embraced emasculation and having low testosterone as part of their identity." He also revisits an argument he first made in an article titled "Ecce Homos," that the left had robbed straight men of their heroes by recasting them as gay. He wants to reclaim the male bonding of "Julius Caesar or Alexander the Great, the Spartan last stand at Thermopylae, cowboys, pirates, gang members."


Charles Cornish-Dale, trained as a religious historian, is also a manosphere provocateur known as Raw Egg Nationalist. (Photo-illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Courtesy of New Culture Forum.)



The Last Men is a confounding book because it seems equally perturbed by falling birth rates and Brokeback Mountain winning three Oscars. Cornish-Dale identifies potentially worrisome phenomena, such as a reported decline in sperm counts around the world, and gestures toward genuine feelings of ennui experienced by many young American men, who are stuck in unrewarding jobs, searching for greater meaning in their lives. He lays the blame at the feet of the elites: They are keeping you fat; they are unhappy with risk taking and hierarchy; they are calling masculinity toxic.

In conversation, Cornish-Dale is cocky but likable, with a languorous way of speaking that reminded me of Simon Cowell. Our Zoom took place at 6 a.m. his time, and he appeared to be talking to me from his bed, wearing striped pajamas. His current aesthetic is shaved head and swole, though back in 2012, he gave up doing fieldwork in a Buddhist monastery when he was asked to cut off his man bun. "I was going through a hipster phase," he told me. "They wanted me to wear a robe instead of skinny jeans, and I just wouldn't do it."

Cornish-Dale is essentially an influencer--albeit one who knows a lot of $10 words. But masculinism is not merely an outgrowth of the attention economy. Other figures with similar ideas have strong connections to conservative policy circles.

One of these is Scott Yenor, who has declared that modern women are "medicated, meddlesome, and quarrelsome." Since 2000, Yenor has taught political philosophy at Boise State University, in Idaho, 300 miles south of Douglas Wilson's stronghold in Moscow. He has also worked with Florida Governor Ron DeSantis on rolling back DEI programs, which conservatives see as a de facto racial and gender quota system that is harmful to white men. "The core of what we oppose is 'anti-discrimination,' " Yenor wrote in a 2021 email, released to The New York Times under a public-records request.

Yenor now fancies doing a little discrimination of his own. As he wrote in an essay for the Claremont Institute last fall, he believes that the law should change to allow businesses "to support traditional family life by hiring only male heads of households, or by paying a family wage"--that is, compensating men more so that their wives do not need to work. (Currently, this would be straightforwardly unconstitutional sex-based discrimination.) In 2021, he argued that colleges should not try to recruit more women to become engineers, but instead should "recruit and demand more of men who become engineers. Ditto for med school and the law and every trade."

Like J. D. Vance, he reserves particular scorn for women who do not have children. Heaven help the "childless media scold" or "barren bureaucratic apparatchik"--Yenor's terms--who decides she would prefer having a career to having babies. His rhetoric is unpleasant and extreme enough that he could not get confirmed to a university board in Florida. As for repealing the Nineteenth Amendment, Yenor told me via email that "when America had household voting or some rough equivalent, it was not a tyranny, the country was well governed, and the family was supported. The country is different today, and the same voting system would be uncongenial to our conditions." (Although he responded to my question about the Nineteenth Amendment, Yenor did not make time for an interview with me.)

From the May 2023 issue: Helen Lewis on how freedom-loving Florida fell for Ron DeSantis

Yenor recently became the chair of the American Citizenship Initiative at the Heritage Foundation. A January report from the foundation called for a "culture-wide Manhattan Project" to promote family building through generous tax giveaways to married couples in which one parent is employed. At the same time, abortion, birth control, single-parent benefits, day care, dating apps, and no-fault divorce would be discouraged. The report contains one of the least romantic sentences I have ever read: "Marriage also opens unique retirement planning opportunities."


Scott Yenor has declared that modern women are "medicated, meddlesome, and quarrelsome," but says that denying them the vote would be "uncongenial to our conditions." (Photo-illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Heritage Foundation.)



All of this is a continuation of themes found in Project 2025, the Heritage Foundation's blueprint for Trump's second term. The document, in the words of my colleague David Graham, offers a vision of America where "men are breadwinners and women are mothers."

David A. Graham: The top goal of Project 2025 is still to come

Yenor's suggestion that feminism--with its attendant horrors of work outside the home, birth control, and financial independence--has made women neurotic and dependent on pharmaceuticals is now an article of faith on the right. Anonymous online posters frequently bring up data suggesting that liberal women are most likely to report suffering from anxiety. But to attribute female unhappiness to feminism seems wildly ahistorical. Have these people never read, say, The Feminine Mystique, which exhaustively cataloged the despair of mid-century stay-at-home mothers? ("Many suburban housewives were taking tranquilizers like cough drops," the author, Betty Friedan, wrote.) Across the manosphere, however, young people are told that before feminism ruined everything, women used to be cherished and pampered by their husbands. Now women are supposedly subsidized by government handouts or earning six figures in pointless "email jobs." In the masculinist paradigm, every woman does HR for cats and every man is a plumber or merchant seaman.

I asked Wilson about his allies' nostalgic distortion of history. "Just a simple question," he responded. "If you went back to 1850 and said: Out of all these women who had to get husbands' permission to travel, to visit a sick cousin or whatever, how many--take 10,000 of those women--how many of them were on antidepressants? And how many of them today are on antidepressants?"

That wasn't a fair comparison, I said, because today everyone is on antidepressants. Also, in the 1850s, SSRIs hadn't been invented. You just got told to take some laudanum and go to the baths.

How popular are masculinist ideas? Last year, research by King's College London and Ipsos found that Gen Z men in 30 nations were far more likely than male Baby Boomers to say that the fight for women's equality had gone so far that men were now disadvantaged. They were also more than twice as likely to say that a father who stayed home with his children was "less of a man." Meanwhile, 83 percent of Republican men younger than 50 think society is too feminized, according to a survey by the conservative Manhattan Institute. Intriguingly, this survey did not replicate the usual trope of working-class men revolting against snooty female elites: It found that "college-educated Republicans are more likely than their non-college counterparts to endorse the view that society has become too feminine."

The most recent presidential election, pitting Trump against Kamala Harris, was a gift to masculinists. After all, the movement's villains include female bosses, feminists, and women who don't bear children--and Harris was the embodiment of all three. The male podcasters who got behind Trump in 2024 now host outright misogynists: Consider the career of the Christian debater Andrew Wilson, who in January appeared on arguably the most popular podcast in America, The Joe Rogan Experience--the manosphere-influencer equivalent of singing the national anthem at the Super Bowl.

From the October 2024 issue: Helen Lewis on how Joe Rogan remade Austin

Rogan's choice of guests is a useful bellwether of the American political mood; he himself drifted from 2020 Bernie bro to 2024 Trump endorser via anti-wokeness, annoyance at COVID lockdowns, and a deep investment in conspiracy theories. He has lately begun to take an interest in Christianity, and has attended a nondenominational church.

Wilson, who appeared on Rogan's show to promote his online debating courses, originally became famous for appearing repeatedly on Whatever, a dating podcast with 4.6 million YouTube subscribers. The show's specialty is goading models and OnlyFans girls into delivering ragebait, such as one recent guest's suggestion that she deserves a millionaire husband. Women are never supposed to win in the Whatever bear pit, but sometimes they do, just by remaining calm while the men try to trip them up.

In one episode, Wilson told a female fellow guest that she was too stupid to understand him, so she raised the fact that Wilson's wife, Rachel, has children with three different men. He went thermonuclear. "You lick snizz," he barked. "You're a fucking dyke. Don't talk shit about my wife, you stupid bitch." He added, "I'm better than you." It was an extraordinary display of uncontrolled aggression. In another clip, he mocked a female guest for being unable to open a pickle jar. She handed it to him, and he failed too. "Your hand greased the whole top of it," he complained. Wilson has one of the most unpleasant internet personas I've ever encountered, and I've been on Bluesky. (He did not reply to my request for an interview, which was a relief.)

Unsurprisingly, Wilson treated Rogan, a high-status man, with far more respect than he showed the models of Whatever. In full bro-ing-out mode, he told Rogan that "feminists would immediately stop being feminist if they just had a taste of, like, well, you know, people actually did have to shut themselves up at night from wolves." (How a chain-smoking middle-aged man who podcasts for a living would fare against a wolf is an open question.) The difference between this Andrew Wilson and the one from Whatever was remarkable--as was the fact that Rogan was prepared to host the benevolent version without any apparent concern for the malevolent one.

Wilson also took the opportunity to plug his wife's book, Occult Feminism, which argues that feminism is "born of occult belief, because at its core, feminism seeks to make women gods over men, or at the very least to deify women." I've read it (spoiler alert: The suffragists loved seances; Miley Cyrus's tongue is pagan) and can say that the experience is eerily reminiscent of a friend recounting half a dozen Wikipedia pages that they read while drunk.

Wilson, however, promoted his wife so successfully that a few weeks later, Rachel Wilson made her own appearance on The Joe Rogan Experience. "I didn't really have much of an opinion on feminism," Rogan told her--except that he'd noticed that some feminists hated men. But listening to her book had made him realize that its origins were "bonkers."

What followed was a greatest hits of anti-feminism--which, as Phyllis Schlafly learned, is the one subject where women's contributions are always welcome. "Nobody wants to talk about this," Rachel Wilson told Rogan. "This is the conversation no one's ready for. Women's access to higher education is the No. 1 correlate around the world--regardless of economics, race, culture, status, anything--to falling birth rates."

In fact, observing a link between education and birth rates would be considered utterly banal in policy circles: The United Nations was publishing research on the phenomenon back in the 1990s. But everything in the manosphere has to be presented as allegedly forbidden knowledge. A few weeks later, the podcaster Katie Miller--wife of the Trump White House adviser Stephen--was making the exact same point to Fox News's Laura Ingraham, also with the air of someone breaking a taboo. Feminism was destroying the family, she told Ingraham, because it "pushed women into the workplace." As the writer Jill Filipovic noted, "These two women are having this conversation at their jobs."

In fact, the challenge of falling birth rates is so well-known that many countries have implemented pronatalist policies in response: Singapore offers $11,000 "baby bonuses," while Hungary exempts mothers of three or more children from income taxes. So far, though, none of the carrots has worked. The actually unspeakable bit is whether women's access to education and the job market should be restricted, in the name of producing more babies and saving civilization. I wish people like Rachel Wilson would just come out and say that they favor this, so we can have a proper argument about it.

Instead they deploy a classic masculinist tactic: Tiptoe up to the edge of a policy that would poll as well as mandatory Ebola, then pirouette away at the last minute. Joel Webbon, a hard-right pastor based in Austin who has built a large social-media following by opposing feminism and the "LGBT Mafia," is one of those prepared to say openly that he would like to restrict women's participation in public life. "I know a lot of people, and I'm obviously not going to name them, but a lot of people and names that you would recognize are much further to the right than they are willing to publicly say," he told me. However, he did not mind their bait-and-switch style, because the left has used it for decades. A small group of people argued that "love is love" to pass gay marriage, "and then, you know, it's like: Oh, actually, Drag Queen Story Hour." Masculinists were only turning lefties' own strategy against them.


Joel Webbon, a hard-right pastor with a large social-media following, says openly that he would like to restrict women's participation in public life. (Photo-illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Right Response Ministries.)



Like Douglas Wilson, Webbon is regularly described as a hate preacher; he told me that his services in Austin attract protesters who photograph his congregation. And as with Wilson, and Cornish-Dale, there is an enormous gulf between Webbon's combative online persona and the person I interviewed. On his podcast, he talks trollishly about "the fake sin of raaaycism," but one-on-one, he was scrupulously polite, calling me "ma'am" and listening without interruption as I told him that the system he advocates for is closer to Saudi Arabian guardianship than anything from the Christian tradition. He sees his internet presence, he told me, "like the Apostle Paul arguing and lecturing in the hall of Tyrannus," an important period of evangelism for the early Church. When I checked his X feed later, he was talking about "Jewish sodomites" and reposting an account called @IfindRetards.

The Phyllis Schlafly of today is the writer Helen Andrews, with whom I am sometimes confused by liberals with Helen blindness. In a viral 2025 essay for Compact magazine called "The Great Feminization," Andrews asked whether greater female participation in the workforce was "a threat to civilization." (Honestly, women can be so overwrought.)

Hillary Rodham Clinton: MAGA's war on empathy

She was building on an influential thesis on the right known as "the longhouse," which argues that modern, feminized society resembles the communal living halls of the past, which were dominated by "den mothers" who ruled by passive aggression, offense-taking, and ostracizing their enemies--all classically feminine modes of behavior. The most famous outlining of the longhouse thesis came from a writer calling himself L0m3z in the religious magazine First Things. He declined to cite any specific historical examples and added that one could not really define the longhouse, anyway, because "its definition must remain elastic, lest it lose its power to lampoon the vast constellation of social forces it reviles." How convenient! Instead, the longhouse was "a metonym for the disequilibrium afflicting the contemporary social imaginary." Let me shock you: L0m3z was eventually outed as a humanities academic.

Andrews took this thesis further, arguing that "everything you think of as 'wokeness' is simply an epiphenomenon of demographic feminization." To translate that into English, the claim is that women don't settle arguments like characters in a Guy Ritchie film, with fisticuffs outside the smoking shed and no hard feelings two hours later. Instead, Andrews writes, they "covertly undermine or ostracize their enemies." Therefore, "all cancellations are feminine." Again, a quick glance at the history books presents a few challenges: The backstabbing in the Roman Senate was both literal and figurative, and the Vatican has always been a nest of scheming cardinals. And who pressured ABC to take Jimmy Kimmel off the air after Charlie Kirk's assassination? Brendan Carr, who is Trump's Federal Communications Commission chair--and the possessor of a Y chromosome.

Read: The 'easy way' to crush the mainstream media

Later in the essay, Andrews offered a testable proposition: "If a business loses its swashbuckling spirit and becomes a feminized, inward-focused bureaucracy, will it not stagnate?" As it happens, the labor economist Revana Sharfuddin has crunched the data on factories in the Second World War--one of the greatest periods of "demographic feminization" in American history--and found no evidence that they became paralyzed by cancel culture and petty HR disputes. When I asked Andrews about this, she noted that wartime automobile and electrical factories were still essentially segregated by sex, and that even so, some managers hired counselors to help them deal with their new workforce. "For what it's worth, the counterargument that most landed with me was the example of communism," she wrote in an email. "Women were well represented in medicine and science in the Soviet Bloc, and their society didn't collapse--well, it did, but probably not because of the women."

Andrews's essay comes to the defense of former Harvard President Larry Summers, who resigned under pressure in 2006 after arguing that women might be underrepresented in the hard sciences because of their innate lack of interest in those fields and their inability to perform at the highest levels. It later emerged in the Epstein files that this was a sanitized version of his private view, which was that women have lower IQs than men. (Out of curiosity, I hunted down the diversity stats for 2006, the year Summers resigned. At the time, four-fifths of Harvard's tenured professors were men.) In retrospect, Summers's ouster doesn't look like the product of feminist hysteria; rather, his colleagues may have seen him as an embarrassing liability and seized on the opportunity to offload him.

To my surprise, when I put this to Andrews, she partially agreed. "Saying Larry Summers was fired because of the controversy is like saying America entered World War II because of Pearl Harbor," she said. "It's a simplification: good enough for the one-sentence version, but definitely omitting important factors." In our communication, she was wry and self-deprecating, apologizing for any inconvenience I'd experienced by being mistaken for her--"the bad Helen." I reflected that this version of Andrews wouldn't have gone viral in the way that the one warning that working women are a "threat to civilization" did.

Read: Renee Nicole Good, Grok, and the punishing of women

On the right, creeping feminization has become an all-purpose explanation for many recent events: Women pity the underdog, pander to self-proclaimed victims, and care about hurt feelings more than the truth--all of which are exploited by undocumented immigrants and violent criminals. In this analysis, Renee Good--the woman shot by an immigration-enforcement officer in Minneapolis--was killed because she'd adopted left-wing values. "An AWFUL (Affluent White Female Urban Liberal) is dead after running her car into an ICE agent who opened fire on her," the right-wing pundit Erick Erickson posted immediately after her death. Women are childlike, naive, immature; they simply do not understand the real world.


Helen Andrews wrote a viral 2025 essay that questioned whether greater female participation in the workforce was a "threat to civilization." (Photo-illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Jon Meadows.)



Many MAGA figures have identified the surfeit of feminine empathy as a political issue. The first episode of Douglas Wilson's Man Rampant podcast was called "The Sin of Empathy." The Canadian marketing professor Gad Saad issues regular condemnations of "suicidal empathy" between posts complaining that women "no longer wear any real clothes and instead are always in athleisure."

Elizabeth Bruenig: The conservative attack on empathy

This disdain for empathy often leads to the conclusion that women's political participation is a problem, because the little ladies will insist on voting for the wrong candidates and policies. "The 1920s were the last decade in American history during which one could be genuinely optimistic about politics," Peter Thiel, an early advocate for Trump in Silicon Valley, wrote in a 2009 essay for a Cato Institute journal. "Since 1920, the vast increase in welfare beneficiaries and the extension of the franchise to women--two constituencies that are notoriously tough for libertarians--have rendered the notion of 'capitalist democracy' into an oxymoron." In this view, the gender split in American politics--55 percent of men but only 46 percent of women voted for Trump in 2024--is not merely a reflection of differing priorities but a problem to be solved.

At the same time that people like Wilson are saying out loud that they want to repeal the Nineteenth Amendment, the suggestion that anyone seriously wants to end female suffrage is often dismissed by mainstream conservatives as lib hysteria. After all, changing the Constitution would require the assent of three-quarters of the 50 states. "I'll be concerned about the 19th thing the day a single state--just one out of 38--passes a repeal," Inez Stepman, a former fellow at the Claremont Institute, posted in March. Liberals were "humorlessly chasing fumes of jokes and bar chatter, and dishonestly using it to silence real policy and cultural debate." Personally, I would feel better about this line of argument had I not sat opposite the conservative intellectual Jordan Peterson in 2018 while he sneered at my suggestion that Trump-appointed justices would overturn Roe v. Wade. Or if the Trump administration had not taken the issue of birthright citizenship all the way to the Supreme Court. Or if Pete Hegseth had not already blocked the promotion of female (and Black) military officers, and frequently expressed his opposition to women serving in combat.

Masculinism is now approaching its imperial-overreach phase, like the Roman empire that many of its leaders so admire. For some of its most ardent adherents, if someone on the left is doing anything, regardless of their sex, it's feminized and bad. Meanwhile, when Trump sends out a bitchy Truth Social post about a petty grievance, that is a display of manly vigor. Tucker Carlson's perfectly buoyant coiffure? Rugged--butch, even. Ben Shapiro's heartwarming enjoyment of musical theater? In the best tradition of the Vikings or Spartans, probably. This reductive view of the world--women things bad, men things good--is the mirror image of the worst excesses of 2010s Tumblr feminism, when introverted teenage girls posted hashtags like #KillAllMen and drank from mugs that read MALE TEARS.

In March, the anti-DEI activist Christopher Rufo had to fend off a horde of anonymous right-wing posters claiming, apparently seriously, that white men "are very easily the most oppressed group in history." When he described this view as "brain damaged" and invoked a little-known American phenomenon called slavery, he was besieged with complaints.

For me, this episode gets to the core of MAGA masculinism. Which of its faces is the real one--the conservative think-tankers seeking to undo antidiscrimination laws, or the soap opera of influencers railing against "small-breasted biddies" and AWFULs, wallowing in self-pity, and labeling everything they dislike as feminine?

But of course, the sober thinkers and the shock troops feed off each other. Sometimes, as with Wilson, they coexist in a single person. This is a movement with real policy goals: the rollback of no-fault divorce. Tax breaks to reward male breadwinners and female homemakers. An end to anything with a whiff of DEI, even leadership programs for women in the military, like one cut by Hegseth. A return to the workplace culture of the 1970s, where sexual harassment was normalized. An open preference for male employees in hiring, promotion, and pay awards--in other words, affirmative action for men.

Yet masculinism also functions as a perpetual-motion machine of grievance, an inarticulate howl of anguish at the status quo--whatever that currently is. Masculinism is both serious and silly, sometimes camp and sometimes chilling, an attention-grabbing performance and a genuine proposition. No wonder it has become the cornerstone of Trumpism.



This article appears in the June 2026 print edition with the headline "The Men Who Don't Want Women to Vote." 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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Sean Duffy Wants You to Take a Road Trip While Gas Prices Skyrocket

The transportation secretary's new reality show comes at an inopportune time.

by Will Gottsegen

Wed, 13 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.

Transportation Secretary Sean Duffy owes his celebrity--and his marriage--to a stint on the 1990s reality show The Real World. Now Duffy and his wife, the Fox & Friends Weekend co-host Rachel Campos-Duffy, are promoting another reality show: The Great American Road Trip, a cross-country journey to landmarks across the United States with the couple's nine kids in tow. Produced by the same studio behind The Real World, it has been framed by the Department of Transportation as a celebration of the country's 250th birthday, and is set to launch ahead of July 4.

In other ways, though, it's ill-timed. This plea for Americans to hit the road arrives at a moment when about two-thirds of the country blames the president for rising gas prices, and when many are concerned about the high cost of living. (The war in Iran is pushing up the cost of fuel; according to Rolling Stone's back-of-the-napkin math, taking Duffy's route across the country would require about $1,300 in gas money.) Duffy was filmed intermittently over the course of seven months, during which time he was the public face of transportation crises involving debilitating staffing shortages and fatal airplane crashes. The series, which will stream for free on YouTube, is positioned as feel-good, family-focused programming. So far, though, it has mostly generated controversy.

Part of the concern has to do with the ethical ambiguities surrounding the project. Duffy has said that no taxpayer money funded the show. Instead, it was paid for by the Great American Road Trip Inc., a nonprofit created last year by Tori Barnes, who has recently lobbied for the transportation industry. The organization's site lists as "sponsors" several companies that are regulated by DOT, including Toyota, Shell, and Boeing. The nonprofit's pitch deck, obtained by Politico, explicitly offered potential sponsors perks in exchange for different donation tiers. "Platinum" donors that gave $1,000,000, for example, were promised "up to 6 VIP invitations to receptions, roundtables, or networking events" as well as logo placements in "produced video features." You can't miss the giant Toyota logo that fills the screen at one point in the trailer. (Toyota and Boeing did not respond to a request for comment, and Shell declined to comment.)

Duffy has said that his family did not receive a salary during production. A spokesperson for DOT told me that there were 24 "filming days on the road" from September to May (meaning that the secretary was filming during two government shutdowns and the airport crises they created). The spokesperson also sent me a memorandum of agreement between the nonprofit and the department, which was signed in December, after filming had begun, and which DOT claimed was drafted by "career ethics officials." The memorandum laid out that the "donor" wouldn't receive "any favorable consideration for any future federal assistance" in exchange for its gift.

The problem is that the "donor" in this case is the nonprofit--but the agreement makes no mention of the sponsoring companies and their role in the show. Those companies, not the Great American Road Trip Inc., could stand to gain from funding this project. When businesses do things that might benefit their regulator, it raises questions about whether they're getting anything in return. On Monday, Citizens for Responsibility and Ethics (CREW), a D.C.-based watchdog group, publicly urged the Office of the Inspector General to investigate the show over possible violations of federal gift and travel rules. An ethical-conduct handbook bars executive-branch employees from accepting gifts from anyone "seeking official action from, doing business with, or conducting activities regulated by the employee's agency."

DOT has made clear that the production fell within the bounds of Duffy's duties as secretary. "Celebrating America's 250th Anniversary is part of Secretary Duffy's official duties and The Great American Road Trip is one aspect in support of those responsibilities," the spokesperson wrote in an email. (He added that "on these brief stops, the Secretary also often conducted additional visits like touring air traffic control towers and assessing port infrastructure," and that flights to those "official engagements" were paid for by the department.) But the funding for this show raises questions about how "official" Duffy's work actually was. "If this was, as the secretary described it, work that is important for the American public as we commemorate our 250th anniversary, then why didn't they just pay for it using taxpayer funds?" CREW's president, Donald Sherman, asked when we spoke earlier today.

In April, my colleague Michael Scherer reported that the secretary has "maintained an unusual relationship with representatives of the companies he regulates," an allegation that Duffy's team denied. This isn't the first time that the Trump administration has blurred the line between public and private funding. The White House's new ballroom is being paid for (at least in part) by a cadre of private companies, and President Trump announced in October that an anonymous private donor had given his administration $130 million to pay the military during the shutdown in the fall.

The Great American Road Trip is a reminder that in this administration, entertainment and governance go hand in hand. The ex-Apprentice star Trump has set the example here as the showman in chief, repeatedly elevating people who share his background in television; the health secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. even has a new video podcast, which does appear to be paid for by the American people. With his background in reality TV, Duffy is in some ways a natural showman. But this new venture is attracting the wrong kind of attention.

Related:

	Trump's cozy transportation secretary
 	The real problem with the FAA




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Why did Bill Cassidy do it?
 	Tom Nichols: The Trump counterterrorism strategy makes America more vulnerable.
 	Here's another way America will choke at the World Cup.
 	An Afghan family's flight to safety




Today's News

	President Trump arrived in Beijing for a two-day summit that begins tomorrow with Chinese President Xi Jinping. He is joined by more than a dozen top business executives, including Elon Musk, Tim Cook, and Jensen Huang, as well as Secretary of State Marco Rubio and Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth.
 	The Senate rejected Democrats' latest effort to end the war in Iran, the first such vote since Trump's 60-day deadline to seek congressional authorization for the conflict expired. Three Republicans supported the measure to halt the war, but the legislation failed 49-50 after one Democratic senator voted against it.
 	South Carolina's Supreme Court overturned the murder convictions of Alex Murdaugh, who had been found guilty of killing his wife and younger son, ruling that jury interference by a court clerk compromised the fairness of the 2023 trial. Prosecutors said they plan to retry Murdaugh, who will remain in prison because of separate financial-crime convictions.
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The Mystery of the Golden Coffin

By Ariel Sabar

In November 2017, French President Emmanuel Macron traveled to the United Arab Emirates to inaugurate a new museum--and a new relationship between East and West. The Louvre Abu Dhabi was to become the Arab world's first "universal" museum, filled with art from around the globe that spanned thousands of years of history. The Emiratis were paying the French $1 billion for the rights to the Louvre name, guidance on what art to buy, and loans of masterworks by Da Vinci, Matisse, and Van Gogh. The kings of Morocco and Bahrain joined Emirati royals at the celebrations, which included a spectacle of costumed dancers and pyrotechnics worthy of an Olympics opening ceremony. In his speech, Macron pitched the museum as an antidote to global conflict and the legacies of imperialism. Instead of taking the greatest works of art from the lands it conquered--as Napoleon's armies had--France was now bringing its treasures east.
 "Beauty," Macron declared, "will save the world."
 Two days after the museum opened, one of its beautiful objects began drawing attention from scholars, but not in the way that Macron might have hoped.


Read the full article.
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	The AI backlash could get very ugly.
 	The Democrats can't let go of racial preferences.
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Read. What happens when the tradwife dream goes wrong? Sophie Gilbert explores how the hit novel Yesteryear seems to be a withering critique of influencers--but is actually more attuned to the corruptions of power.

Pick up an old favorite. Anna Holmes on what adults lose when they put down children's books.

Play our daily crossword.
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Photos: The Global Cost of the Iran War

The continuing crisis in Iran and the subsequent closure of the Strait of Hormuz have exacted a heavy cost worldwide. In addition to the steep price of military expenditures, destroyed infrastructure, and human lives lost, global shortages of fuel, fertilizer, and more have driven up costs everywhere.

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 13 May 2026


People watch as smoke billows from an oil-storage site in the Kani Qirzhala area on the outskirts of Erbil, in Iraq's autonomous Kurdistan region, following a suspected drone strike, on April 1, 2026. Iraq has been drawn into the broader Middle East war that started with U.S.-Israeli strikes on Iran on February 28. Erbil is home to a major US consulate complex, and its airport houses military advisers attached to a U.S.-led anti-jihadist coalition. Regular drone attacks by pro-Iran armed groups have usually been intercepted by air defenses. (AFP / Getty)




Vehicles line up for fuel at a petrol station in Peshawar, Pakistan, on April 30, 2026, after Pakistan raised petrol prices in response to surging global oil markets. The spike follows escalating tensions involving the United States, Israel, and Iran, which have disrupted supply chains and pushed crude prices sharply higher. (Hussain Ali / Anadolu / Getty)




Farmworkers plant seed corn near Bondurant, Iowa, on May 5, 2026. As the spring planting season moves into full swing, farmers are facing big spikes in fuel and fertilizer costs over last spring driven primarily by the war with Iran. (Scott Olson / Getty)




In Islamabad, Pakistan, a child uses a mobile phone to light his way to his apartment during a power cut on April 15, 2026. Pakistan will suspend electricity supplies for about two hours during peak-usage times every evening, the government said, in an effort to manage energy prices affected by the Iran war. (Aamir Qureshi / AFP / Getty)




Members of the public make their way past trucks and tractors as fuel protesters block O'Connell Street in Dublin, Ireland, on April 11, 2026. Travel across parts of the Republic of Ireland was affected for the fifth day in a row as slow-moving convoys made up of vehicles, including tractors, blocked roads in protest against high fuel prices caused by the U.S.-Israeli war against Iran. (Charles McQuillan / Getty)




Employees work at an assembly line producing car smartphone holders at a plastic-accessories factory in Dongguan, Guangdong province, China, as rising oil prices drive up production costs for plastic manufacturers, seen on April 2, 2026. (Go Nakamura / Reuters)




A customer encounters sticker shock at a grocery store in Munich, Germany, partly due to rising fertilizer and energy costs, on April 2, 2026. (Frank Hoermann / IMAGO / Sven Simon / Reuters)




Yellow signs are placed on unleaded petrol dispensers at a Sainsbury's store in Bristol, England, where they ran out of unleaded fuel on April 5, 2026. Disruption to petrol supplies has been caused by Iran's stranglehold on oil tankers passing through the key international shipping route in the Straight of Hormuz, sending prices at the pumps soaring. (Ben Birchall / PA Images / Getty)




In this U.S. Navy-released handout, the Arleigh Burke-class guided-missile destroyer USS Thomas Hudner (DDG 116) fires a Tomahawk land-attack missile in support of Operation Epic Fury, on March 1, 2026 at Sea. The United States has reportedly launched more than 1,000 Tomahawks during the conflict (among many thousands of other bombs and missiles), costing $2 million to $4 million per unit. (U.S. Navy / Getty)




A general view of Tehran with smoke visible in the distance after explosions were reported in the city, on March 2, 2026 in Tehran, Iran. (Getty)




Emergency crews search for people trapped in rubble following a strike on a residential building on March 16, 2026 in central Tehran, Iran. (Getty)




Residents sit amid debris in a residential building that was hit in an air strike on March 30, 2026, in the west of Tehran, Iran. (Majid Saeedi / Getty)




An Iranian missile explodes in the sky over northern Israel on April 8, 2026. In response to American and Israeli attacks, Iran and its allies have launched thousands of drones and missiles at targets in nearby countries. (Ariel Schalit / AP)




A foreign tanker carrying Iraqi fuel oil lists, damaged after catching fire in Iraq's territorial waters, following unidentified attacks that targeted two foreign tankers, according to Iraqi port officials, near Basra, Iraq, on March 12, 2026. (Mohammed Aty / Reuters)




Smoke rises from Kuwait international airport after a drone strike on fuel storage in Kuwait City on March 25, 2026. (AP)




A serviceman looks into the bomb bay of a B-1 Lancer as it is being rearmed at RAF Fairford in Fairford, England, on March 15, 2026. The United States is using the Royal Air Force base as part of its military operations in Iran. (Matthew Horwood / Getty)




Members of a U.S. Army carry team salute as the flag-draped transfer case containing the remains of Sgt. Benjamin N. Pennington, 26, of Glendale, Kentucky, is moved during a dignified transfer event at Dover Air Force Base, in Dover, Delaware, on March 9, 2026. Pennington died after sustaining wounds during an Iranian attack on Prince Sultan Air Base in Saudi Arabia on March 1. (Brendan Smialowski / AFP / Getty)




A man stands in a damaged residence among several buildings that were destroyed in an air strike two days earlier, in the Khani Abad neighborhood of Tehran, Iran, on March 14, 2026. (Majid Saeedi / Getty)




An Iranian worker carries the body of a man killed during the U.S.-Israeli military campaign, wrapped in a shroud, into a grave at Behesht-e Zahra cemetery in southern Tehran, Iran, on March 9, 2026. (Morteza Nikoubazl / NurPhoto / Getty)




Nepali consumers wait in long lines for their turn to take home half-filled gas cylinders at the Nepal Oil Corporation depot in Kathmandu, Nepal, on March 13, 2026, because of a shortage of cooking gas caused by the ongoing war between Israel and Iran. The state monopoly, Nepal Oil Corporation, started rationing cooking gas to manage the demand surge as the war halted the supply. (Subaas Shrestha / NurPhoto / Getty)




People wait in a long line as they rush to petrol pumps to refuel amid fears of a fuel shortage in Dhaka, Bangladesh, on April 18, 2026. Long lines of motorcycles and private cars formed across the capital as motorists hurried to fill their tanks following concerns over possible disruptions to global fuel supplies linked to escalating tensions in the Middle East. Authorities said that the rush was largely driven by panic buying. (Suvra Kanti Das / ABACA / Reuters)




Police officers detain a demonstrator during a protest against a new fuel-price hike, as fuel costs rise amid global disruptions caused by the Iran war, in Nairobi, Kenya, on April 21, 2026. (Monicah Mwangi / Reuters)




Several transport groups and other organizations march on the second day of a nationwide transport strike in Manila, Philippines, on March 27, 2026, to demand accountability from the Philippine government amid an oil price hike, to call for the removal of VAT and excise taxes on fuel products, and to abolish the Oil Deregulation Law. The Philippines has experienced some of the highest increases in petrol prices globally since the U.S.-Israel war on Iran started. (Victoria Perote / ZUMA Press Wire / Reuters)




Food-delivery drivers receive cash aid amid rising fuel prices in Manila, Philippines, on March 26, 2026. As the conflict continues and global oil prices remain volatile, the Philippine government is considering temporary fuel tax cuts to mitigate the impact on an economy heavily reliant on imported oil with limited strategic reserves. (Jose Monsieur Santos / Reuters)




A drone view shows fishing boats docked at Juwana port, as rising diesel prices leave many vessels idle in Pati, Central Java province, Indonesia, on May 9, 2026. (Willy Kurniawan / Reuters)




Mahouts sit on elephants during a break at Maetaeng Elephant Park & Clinic, where ticket revenue has slumped since the start of the U.S.-Israeli conflict with Iran, which triggered a global fuel crisis that grounded flights and dampened tourism, in Chiang Mai, Thailand, on April 7, 2026. (Jittrapon Kaicome / Reuters)




A man walks along the deserted Cardo colonnade at the ancient-Roman ruins of Jerash in northern Jordan on April 29, 2026. Tourism to Petra in 2026 had begun well, "with 112,000 foreign visitors in the first two months, which is very good", said Adnan Al-Sawair, the chairman of the board of commissioners of the Petra tourism authority. But everything changed with the U.S.-Israeli strikes against Iran as the number of visitors to Petra in March and April dropped to just somewhere between 28,000 and 30,000. (Mussa Hattar / AFP / Getty)




Stands sit empty at a cricket match in in Lahore, Pakistan, on March 26, 2026. This view shows the deserted stadium hosting the Pakistan Super League PSL 11 Cricket match between Lahore Qalandars and Hyderabad Kingsmen, played without spectators, as part of austerity measures to save fuel amid rising oil prices. (Mohsin Raza / Reuters)




A farmer from the Red Dao ethnic group prepares his terraced paddies before planting rice on May 4, 2026, in Ban Ho village near Sapa, northern Vietnam. The economic fallout from the Iran war is affecting farmers across Asia as the planting season for staples such as rice gets under way. The costs of fuel and fertilizer coming from the Middle East through the Strait of Hormuz have skyrocketed, stoking concerns about possible shortages and causing a "dual supply shock" in rice-producing areas including Thailand, Vietnam, and the Philippines. The World Food Programme warns that the conflict could push an additional 45 million people across the heavily populated region into food insecurity. (Kevin Frayer / Getty)




A passenger checks her flight status on the airport arrivals and departures board in Krakow, Poland, on March 5, 2026. The table shows a list of canceled flights as global air travel faces chaos following military strikes by the United States and Israel against Iran. Airlines suspended thousands of flights because of the total closure of airspace over Iran, Iraq, and Jordan, and restricted zones across the UAE and Qatar, leaving hundreds of thousands of passengers stranded worldwide. (Marcin Golba / NurPhoto / Getty)




Using one of two pumps on his family's farm, Andrew Collins fills gas containers to take to equipment out in the field in Rocky Hill, Connecticut, on April 2, 2026. Bill Collins, Andrew's father and the owner of Fairweather Growers, is a fourth-generation owner of a 400-acre farm in Rocky Hill. Bill says that the farm uses about 1,500 to 2,000 gallons of fuel a week and says that they've already decided to cut production this year by 20 percent in order to try to maintain an already-slim profit margin, as the war in Iran spikes the price of fuel and fertilizer. (Mark Mirko / Connecticut Public Broadcasting / Getty)




California's last incoming shipment of oil from the Middle East for a long time--the crude-oil tanker New Corolla--unloads at the Marathon Petroleum terminal, in the Port of Long Beach, on May 7, 2026. The Los Angeles Times reported that the New Corolla loaded up in Iraq on February 24, just days before U.S. and Israeli forces launched attacks on Iran. Once the conflict is resolved and the blockades lifted, it will still take months for the next tanker to be loaded and make the trip to California. (Tim Rue / Bloomberg / Getty)
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An Urgent Question for Anyone Who Uses Social Media

What should we do when confronted with posts from family influencers?

by Kristen Martin

Wed, 13 May 2026




In 2014, Kristine and Matt, the parents of five young children, posted a 15-minute video on YouTube. "24 Hours With 5 Kids on a Rainy Day" was the first vlog to appear on their channel, Family Fun Pack. It splices together snippets of the utterly ordinary and frankly boring activities that make up a kid's life: eating, getting dressed, playing, practicing piano, more playing, story time before bed. Watching this feels somewhat akin to watching a home video--except I don't know these children, and their parents are trying to sell me things. The "unbreakable, colorful cereal bowls" the kids eat out of, for example, are affiliate-linked in the caption. Over the past 12 years, the vlog has received more than 316 million views.

Kristine and Matt, who don't share their surname publicly, have been on YouTube since 2011, when Kristine uploaded a video of her twin toddler boys putting themselves to bed. As she tells the journalist Fortesa Latifi in the new book Like, Follow, Subscribe: Influencer Kids and the Cost of a Childhood Online, she "didn't understand privacy settings" and simply intended to send the video to her mother-in-law. Soon, it had 8 million views. "Everything just spiraled from there," Kristine says, which is putting it mildly: The Family Fun Pack YouTube now has 10.5 million subscribers and 15.9 billion lifetime views. One marketer estimates that the channel brings in about $200,000 a month from YouTube's AdSense revenue-sharing program, in addition to whatever the family makes from brand-sponsorship deals, affiliate links, and Cameos.

The Family Fun Pack are in the upper echelons of the family-influencing industry, in which parents invite social-media followers into their family's life with constant streams of content. Over the years, Kristine and Matt have continued growing their brand on Facebook, Instagram, and TikTok. They've also had three more kids since that first rainy-day vlog--kids who have never known an unrecorded life. In 2024, Kristine chronicled their second-youngest's potty training in a 20-minute video complete with affiliate links for organic cotton underwear and a plastic Fisher-Price toilet. A moment that YouTube highlights as "most replayed," Latifi notes, is Kristine describing the toddler having an accident.

This kind of runaway growth in search of virality is typical of family influencing, Latifi writes. For years, she has been covering family and mom influencing--writing about, for instance, TikTokkers posting #dayinthelife videos of their infants and toddlers, or telling the stories of kids whose entire childhoods have been recorded for clicks. In Like, Follow, Subscribe, she documents what happens "as the family shifts from its first form into something more resembling a business arrangement."

Read: The cost of perfection

Latifi's book also raises urgent questions for anyone who scrolls social media. Family and mom influencers are all over the internet; even if you don't think of yourself as a viewer, you might be surprised when you audit your feeds. The proliferation of these monetized videos risks desensitizing viewers who might otherwise consider the ethical implications of "sharenting"--which, in its most extreme form, has enabled and concealed serious harm. The most famous case may be that of Ruby Franke, an early and successful family vlogger now convicted of child abuse. Latifi, who has spent years interviewing influencer parents and children as well as researchers who are concerned about the practice's effects, stops short of such inquiry. But Like, Follow, Subscribe paints a picture disturbing enough to prompt hard questions about what we're comfortable watching on our screens. This content is not going anywhere--tech companies continue to resist regulations, and the financial incentives are compelling enough to make parents tolerate serious risks to their children. The only people who can slow it down are the viewers--by actively choosing not to watch.



It all began, Latifi explains, with mommy bloggers. In the early 2000s, women used the democratized format of the blog to talk about previously hush-hush topics. These mothers shared vulnerable, deeply personal thoughts about topics such as mastitis and feeling annoyed with their kids, but they largely weren't getting paid. Even when they began taking on banner ads and brand deals, Latifi writes, commodified mommy blogs were different from the mom-influencer pages and family vlogs of today. In the blogosphere, "it almost felt like the children involved in the stories were secondary," she explains. Over time, the focus shifted from confessional reflections on motherhood to curated images of children's lives.

Social-media influencing became far more lucrative than mommy blogging ever was, in large part because posts starring children garner attention. A Pew Research Center analysis of YouTube videos uploaded by high-subscriber channels in the first week of 2019 found that videos featuring children under the age of 13 averaged three times as many views as videos that didn't show kids. A YouTube strategist tells Latifi that vlogging families know the best-performing videos include "content where a child is sick or hurt and content surrounding a pregnancy or the arrival of a new baby." Children's most vulnerable and embarrassing moments bring in more views, and brands want kids in social-media ads and sponsored content. A mom influencer on Instagram and TikTok who doesn't show her kids' faces online tells Latifi that she has turned down or lost out on brand deals with diaper, baby-food, and toy companies as a result of her decision.

Much of what family and mom influencers put out--weekly grocery hauls, time-lapse kitchen-cleaning videos, bedtime routines--is mundane. That mundanity is, in fact, the appeal: "We want to see how other families function and measure them against ours," Latifi writes--a natural and relatable impulse. Yet after conducting an informal poll, Latifi found that for some viewers, particularly kids, watching family influencers offers something else entirely. "I was a young, depressed, lonely, financially poor child," wrote a respondent, who viewed one family every day after school. Watching them "made me so happy because for a little bit, I could escape my terrible home life & see how other children were enjoying their life."

Read: How parents of child influencers package their kids' lives for Instagram

A video of a mom creatively keeping her baby entertained can feel like a lifeline to a struggling parent. Latifi admits that this is why she tunes in: She wrote Like, Follow, Subscribe during and just after a pregnancy, and includes multiple passages about watching mom influencers and family vloggers while bleary-eyed from breastfeeding in the night. "It can't be overstated how much other mothers sharing their experiences has helped me through my own first foggy days of motherhood," she writes, offering her strongest argument in favor of this economy. Perhaps understandably, she's deeply empathetic to the choices of the families in her book. On the one hand, this appears to have allowed her to get influencers to open up to her; her access is remarkable. On the other hand, it seems to stop her from fully synthesizing the implications of her reporting and research.

As Latifi plumbs the industry, what stands out is just how manufactured this content is, and how often the children are being manipulated to perform. A former nanny for an influencer family tells Latifi that the toddler she cared for struggled to tell the difference between being allowed to play with his toys freely and having to play with a particular toy in a particular way for a video. In the most revealing interview in the book, the parent behind a now-defunct family vlog that brought in more than $1 million a year explains that they would bribe their kids with as much as $1,000 to participate in a video. Even though the family is no longer on YouTube, the kids' worldview still seems skewed. "They really struggle when things don't go their way, or they don't get what they want, or they don't get bribed to do what other children are just expected to do," the anonymous parent tells Latifi.

The dangers of sharenting don't come just from within the family. The most harrowing chapter in Like, Follow, Subscribe focuses on pedophiles who seek out influencers' posts featuring kids, and publicly posted pictures of children that have turned up on the dark web and been transformed using AI into child-sexual-abuse material. Yet multiple times in the book, even when influencers are aware that adults are using their children for sexual gratification, they find sometimes-convoluted excuses to keep posting.

The evidence that Latifi collects in Like, Follow, Subscribe could easily support the conclusion that family influencing is unethical, full stop. Parents who chase algorithms on social-media platforms are sacrificing their children's privacy, well-being, and safety. Their home becomes a boundaryless jobsite where there is no third-party protection, and where a child's primary caregivers are also their bosses. Seven states have now passed legislation to regulate family influencing, but these laws mostly just ensure that parents set aside a percentage of earnings to compensate their children. Latifi's sources indicate that most of these kids are already being paid--usually in the form of bribes. At any rate, the laws put the onus on the parents to comply and correctly calculate their children's earnings, with little to no outside enforcement.

Latifi doesn't take a clear stance on what should be done with this evidence. In extending empathy to the influencers, she might be giving them too much credit. She repeatedly references how moms who have few other work options have carved out hard-won financial stability via their kids' virality, positioning influencing as a viable career path. She concludes the book by throwing her hands up when confronted with the ethical dilemmas. After admitting that she's "talking in circles," Latifi finally states that she wouldn't do it herself.



The question of whether parents should enter this world is not the only--or the most--important one; just a small fraction of people raising young children post them online even semiprofessionally. More consequential is the question of what their viewers should do. Courts have begun to penalize tech companies including Meta and Google for addictive and harmful features on their platforms, and for insufficiently protecting child users from sexual predators, but regulations that force these platforms to de-prioritize content that features children don't seem to be on the horizon.

I've written before about the harms of family influencing, so I was unnerved to realize, while working on this review, that I still followed at least five different accounts that posted monetized content featuring children. In fact, I had recently watched parents who have millions of followers relate the traumatic birth story of their premature son, who already had an Instagram account even while he remained in the NICU. I had been following this couple for years, initially drawn in by their cheeky videos about the differences between Italian and American life, only to get sucked into their intimate stories about a high-risk pregnancy following years of fertility struggles. As I waited to click past a YouTube ad to get into their birth vlog, I suddenly asked myself why I was still watching. Honestly, it was mostly to rubberneck people whose lives were very different from my own. For others who are watching to feel less lonely, or to find a model of how to manage the labor of motherhood, or to escape their own family life, logging off might be more difficult. That doesn't mean it wouldn't be the right thing to do.
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Here's Another Way America Will Choke at the World Cup

The nation's railway system is destined to lose.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Wed, 13 May 2026




The planet's biggest sporting event, the World Cup final, will take place this summer in MetLife Stadium, which is presently known as New York New Jersey Stadium because FIFA has strict rules on corporate branding. The stadium--whatever you want to call it--is located in the marshlands of New Jersey, about nine miles from Midtown Manhattan. On the day of the final, as on the dates of seven other matches throughout the World Cup tournament, an estimated 80,000 fans will converge at its gates.

But how will they get there? Some will drive, even though they'll have to pay $225 to use one of the 5,000 available parking spots at a nearby shopping mall that is connected to the stadium area by pedestrian bridges. Others will buy a seat on a shuttle bus--originally $80, cut to $20 after last-minute maneuvering by New York Governor Kathy Hochul. (Some of these will be yellow school buses.) Or they will cough up whatever amount ride-share apps are charging on those days. And the rest--up to 40,000 people for each event--will take their chances on an infrequently used branch of New Jersey Transit that has struggled with large crowds in the past.

Read: A 'Death Train' is haunting South Florida

In the coming months, America's patchwork railway system will be similarly challenged--and its weaknesses exposed--across all 11 U.S. sites of World Cup matches. In Dallas, most people who are going to the stadium will either have to pay for expensive parking or take a commuter rail to a charter bus. Kansas City will rely entirely on charter buses. Where direct rail access is available, the trains aren't likely to be convenient, and tickets may be outrageously expensive. New Jersey is a case in point: Last month, NJ Transit announced plans to charge $150 for each round-trip journey on a route that would otherwise cost less than $13.

That price was later reduced to $105, thanks to donations from various unnamed companies, then reduced again to $98 just before tickets went on sale--but the fact of any of these fares suggests a deeper problem. NJ Transit President and CEO Kris Kolluri explained the dismal math behind this pricing at a press conference in April, alluding to the agency's enormous debt and degrading equipment. To transport all of those people to the stadium, he said, the agency would need to spend about $6 million a game, mostly for labor and security, as well as for maintenance work on 50 railcars; this would include the purchase of new wheels, axles, and air-conditioning units "to make sure that we don't have the challenges we typically do." Such costs could be passed on to New Jersey taxpayers, Kolluri pointed out, but "no one that I have spoken to thinks that that's (1) fair and (2) reasonable." So instead, the agency has done some simple arithmetic: $6 million in operating expenses divided by 40,000 riders equals $150.

From the start, the situation has had all the makings of a political brouhaha. When FIFA complained that the fare was too expensive, New Jersey Governor Mikie Sherrill argued that the association, which stands to bring in $11 billion in revenue from the tournament, should subsidize or cover the fares itself. A FIFA official shot back that the hiked-up fares would "diminish the economic benefit and lasting legacy the entire region stands to gain from hosting the World Cup." Then the New York Post's editorial board took issue with NJ Transit's plan to close off its section of Manhattan's Penn Station for long stretches on match days, arguing that the agency was "dissing" its regular riders. Separately, Pennsylvania Governor Josh Shapiro boasted that fans could get to and from the matches held in Philadelphia using the region's SEPTA rail system for just $2.90.

Kolluri said that NJ Transit's special challenges justify the (much, much) higher fare. The Philadelphia stadium is in the city, for example, and SEPTA trains already go there every day. MetLife Stadium, however, has no regular train service. It "is a suburban stadium," he said, which is "very different fundamentally." Isn't that the problem, though? Europeans have lately been wondering on social media why this stadium was constructed where it is in the first place--stranded miles from the city center and encircled by highways, parking lots and swamps--and nobody has been able to supply them with a good answer. It's just how we like it!

Read: Airport chaos is leading people to ride the Amtrak

One reporter asked Kolluri about the 2014 Super Bowl, held in the same location, also with approximately 80,000 people in attendance. NJ Transit did not raise fares anywhere near as much for that game, he pointed out. "First of all, do you know what happened in the Super Bowl?" Kolluri snapped. "I think you're the only guy who may not know what actually happened." What happened was widely reported travel chaos: Long lines and delays, and at one point, a request that people stay inside the stadium until some portion of the crowd dispersed from the train platform. The event went so poorly that the agency commissioned an independent investigation of its failures. Kolluri described all of this as having caused "PTSD," and said that the situation was a reason to do things very differently this year. "People think about that moment and say we can never let that happen again," he said. (People did, in fact, let that happen again in 2019, when thousands of fans got stuck waiting for hours in the darkness for a NJ Transit ride after a WrestleMania event.)

The $150-a-ticket pricing, Kolluri argued, was only what would be needed to prevent catastrophe. "I think that's a defensible claim," says Zoe Baldwin, the vice president of state programs at the Regional Plan Association, a nonprofit focused on economic development and quality of life in New York, New Jersey, and Connecticut. "We have a very old system that is in desperate need of overhaul, let alone maintenance." Equipment failures are more common in the summer, she told me, so NJ Transit will have to spend on back-up crews and engines in case any trains are taken out of service. She seemed optimistic about the agency's ability to handle the tournament crowds, and she emphasized that the trip out to the stadium would be a great opportunity for people all over the world to get a look at one of the country's biggest and most fascinating urban wetlands. When I asked her whether those same people might be horrified by the look they get at New Jersey's tangle of unwalkable roadways and parking lots, she protested: "What are they going to think when they go to L.A., then?"

To her point, the most public drama over World Cup transportation until now has occurred in a region that has better public-transit options than any other part of the United States does. The railway infrastructure throughout the Northeast may be old and shoddy--for example, Amtrak service between New York and Boston was recently suspended because pieces of a highway on-ramp had fallen onto the tracks--but at least it exists. Just two World Cup host cities in the U.S.--Seattle and San Francisco--have an Amtrak station anywhere near their stadium. In Houston, where fans can take the city's light-rail system, two of the relevant lines run only once every 12 minutes. In Los Angeles, the matches will be accessible via shuttle-bus service from designated Metro drop-off points. Even back East in Philadelphia, where SEPTA service goes directly to the stadium, the system will be strained: A spokesperson estimated that that line can transport 15,000 people an hour, but twice that many are expected to take a train to each match.

When I asked Jim Mathews, the president and CEO of the nonprofit Rail Passengers Association, about his impressions of the various host cities' transportation plans, he complimented the Los Angeles strategy on the grounds that it would be affordable and temporarily link several independent transit systems. But he did not agree with the triple-digit price tag for NJ Transit rides, or the $80 fares for those who take a train from Boston to a match at Gillette Stadium. "You're taking this moment when the spotlight of the world is on you, and you're making it stupidly expensive," he told me. "It just shows you what happens when you go for decades underinvesting in capacity."

Mathews said he's worried that visitors from overseas will be shocked when they arrive in the U.S. and get a look at its trains. Although some cities here now have more transit options than they did a few years ago, tourists may still be disappointed by the scarcity of options. And despite Americans' dramatic increase in interest in soccer over the past three decades, he expected we'd be embarrassed on the field too: "We are still going to exit in the first round."
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What Happens if the U.S. Defaults?

Lloyd Blankfein on the growing U.S. debt, polarization, the state of the economy, and what a United States default would look like. Plus: Trump-branded cellphones and the decline of public confidence in free enterprise.

by David Frum

Wed, 13 May 2026




Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube

In this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with his reaction to recent reporting surrounding the Trump family's "patriotic," Trump-branded cellphones. David explains how this is yet another instance of the most powerful sowing doubt about the fairness of American business and destroying confidence in the ideals of American enterprise.

Then, David is joined by Lloyd Blankfein, a former chairman and CEO of Goldman Sachs, for a wide-ranging conversation about the current state of the American economy. They discuss Blankfein's new memoir, Streetwise; the expanding American debt; the American people's faith in the economy; and the challenges that lie ahead.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to The David Frum Show. My guest this week will be Lloyd Blankfein, the former CEO of Goldman Sachs. We, as an experiment, recorded the program face-to-face in New York City, and I'm speaking to you, as you will see, not from my usual set, but from The Atlantic offices in New York City.

Because we will be discussing at some length Lloyd Blankfein's memoir, Streetwise, there will be no other book segment this week. Instead, I'll open with some preliminary thoughts about American business and American government as it relates to the conversation I had with Lloyd Blankfein.

Last year, the Trump Organization licensed a Florida company to sell a Trump-branded mobile phone. The promised phone would be encased in gold and carry an American flag on the back. The sellers advertised that the phone would be proudly made in the United States of America, a patriotic alternative to Apple phones and Samsung phones. Some 590,000 [President] Trump believers are reported to have paid $100 each to secure their Trump phones, according to the International Business Times.

Things rapidly went wrong. The phone delivery date was pushed back and pushed back and pushed back again, from the original late summer 2025 to December 2025, then to 2026. The "Made in U.S.A." commitment vanished from company promotional materials. One reporter from 404 Media noticed recurring charges from the company on his credit-card statements. In April 2026, the Trump phone company updated its terms and conditions: The $100 deposit was now redefined as a "conditional opportunity," meaning not a binding sales contract. Fifty-nine million dollars was collected from trusting Trump supporters. Will they ever receive anything in return? Will deposits be refunded, if not? Will the Trump Organization retain its licensing fee?

These kinds of events raise doubts about American business. And we have seen so many of those doubts raised through the Trump years by people around, near, and including the president of the United States himself: crypto schemes, the ballroom, the reflecting pool, so many. And all of this [feeds] into a moment of doubt about the worth and value of what American business does.

Now, I need to make clear here, I'm a very old-fashioned [President Ronald] Reagan-[former Senator Mitt] Romney Republican who believes in the value of what businesspeople produce. Most people in business are seeking to meet the needs and wants of their customers, and are looking to benefit themselves by benefiting others and to get rich in the way that American business leaders have so often gotten rich: by giving people what they want, cheaper, better than they had it before. Socialism, in my opinion, means poverty and oppression. The reason socialists in politics so often have to insert the adjective democratic before the noun socialism is because they know well that socialism, as it has really been practiced in the real world, socialism just as such means tyranny and oppression and worse.

I am on, in this regard, completely on the side of the business leaders like those we'll be hearing from today. But there is no mistaking that the pessimism and discontent out there in the world are bringing into question these values that I share with America's business leaders, and that these feelings, if they are to be prevented from doing real harm to the American political economy, these feelings need to be recognized, acknowledged, and in some way redressed, either by timely action against those who in some way take advantage of customers, or by sharing benefits more broadly through the American spectrum of incomes and opportunities so that all people feel that it doesn't matter what your neighbor has--what you have is enough. Your health care is secure; your opportunities to rise according to your talents and your efforts, those are open to you; and a better life awaits for your children and grandchildren.

One of the places where the question of capitalism, American capitalism, has become more intense is with the accumulation of public debt. Now, again, I'll declare my view here: I'm with Alexander Hamilton, that under the right conditions, a public debt is a public blessing. Public debt creates safe assets that can be used to back all kinds of enterprises. If you've ever bought a life-insurance policy, you know you pay in your money at regular intervals, expecting that your heirs, your loved ones, will at some point in the future get a benefit from the money you have paid in. You need to know that the people who are taking your money have a safe place to store and increase the value of the premiums you pay. And the foundation of any such scheme, and many other schemes, to move economic activity from the present into the future, to offer the trust of the future to the activity of the present, is through abundant supplies of safe assets, of which public debt--American public debt above all--is the foundation.

So a public debt, under the right conditions, a public blessing. But under the wrong conditions, the public debt ceases to be a safe asset. If there's so much public debt that people begin to question whether it can ever be repaid, or at least repaid in noninflated dollars, then the public debt becomes a public curse.

Now, under the Trump administration, we have seen an extraordinary accumulation of public debt. And this is not like the last two bursts of public-debt increase. There was a big burst of public debt during the financial crisis of 2008, 2009. Well, no surprise that in the middle of a terrible recession, government revenues go down, government spending goes up, and the government borrows. That's normal. And nor is it a shock that during a terrible pandemic like that of 2020, again, government revenues collapse; government expenditures rise; there's a big increase in the public debt. But in times of reasonable prosperity, like those which prevailed from the end of the financial crisis in 2010-ish to the pandemic and that have prevailed since the end of the pandemic, that's a time to reduce the burden of public debt and stabilize the public finances so that the value of the currency in the future will be protected.

Instead, the Trump administration has been running deficits of nearly $2 trillion a year, and rising, in times of reasonable prosperity because they don't tax properly and because they spend recklessly--in good times. So that became one of the foundations of my conversation with Lloyd Blankfein, and that is the reason why it was such a first question that I asked: How does a stable commercial-enterprise society maintain the trust of its people if it cannot bring its public expenditures into some kind of balance with its public revenues? From that springs inflation. From inflation springs a sense of rip-off and cheat and uncertainty that demoralizes everyone, and especially the young, who look at a longer-term future where they say, "How do I buy a house? How do I form a family? How do I rely on anything if even the money itself can't be trusted?"

There are other instances too where we discussed how it is that an enterprise society that has done so well by so many people, but that is now in so much question in a way that threatens to discredit the traditional big parties, each of which is committed in its own way to the defense of the American free-enterprise system, how do you sustain that kind of public confidence if so many people think that the benefits accrue only to a few? They are wrong in that belief; the benefits accrue broadly. But beliefs don't have to be true to motivate action. False beliefs can be as destructive as true beliefs. False beliefs can be more destructive than true beliefs. If enough people believe they're being ripped off, the consequences are just the same as if they're being ripped off in reality.

So those are the things I wanted to discuss with one of the most visible and formidable representatives of American financial capitalism. You'll decide for yourself how well I did. And now my discussion with Lloyd Blankfein.

[Music]

Frum: Lloyd Craig Blankfein headed the investment bank Goldman Sachs from 2006 until the end of 2018. Blankfein led Goldman through the financial crisis of 2008, 2009, when Goldman received $10 billion from the United States Treasury's TARP bailout program. Goldman repaid the $10 billion just eight months later, returning $1.41 billion in profit to taxpayers.

Blankfein was born and raised in the public-housing projects of East New York, Brooklyn. His father worked as a postal clerk and his mother in a department store. He got his first chance when accepted at Harvard at age 16. He is also a graduate of the Harvard Law School. In 2026, Blankfein published his memoir, Streetwise: Getting to and Through Goldman Sachs, which became a New York Times best seller. And I'm very grateful he joins me in person today--this is The David Frum Show's first in-person conversation, so.

Lloyd Blankfein: I know if I was gonna show someone on TV live, I would pick me. Thank you very much, David.

Frum: (Laughs.) There's a glow, an inner beauty.

Blankfein: (Laughs.) Yes, normally, somebody would say I had a face for radio and not necessarily live video, but I'm happy to be here.

Frum: Well, it's a democratic medium. All are welcome.

Blankfein: Yeah, that's small-d democratic, I assume.

Frum: (Laughs.) So let me start with some general observations about the state of the American economy as we speak in late spring, heading towards summer 2026. It would seem that the United States is doing everything wrong. Public debt is crazy. We have tariffs that come and go like the Hokey Pokey--you put your left foot in; you take your left foot out. Government is acting in arbitrary and capricious ways. The United States is at war in the Persian Gulf. Oil shipments are interrupted, and a big chunk of oil that the world relied on is missing from world markets. Prices are rising. And yet job reports aren't bad. Wall Street seems happy. Was everybody wrong about everything we thought we knew?

Blankfein: I'm not sure we're doing everything wrong. And also, let me just start with, the basic system of ours is right at the core, is correct at the core. And we have a system where we don't have centralized planning, and I know we don't generally have state capitalism, although I think, based upon some of what I've read of your writings, maybe in some way we're veering towards it, at least the incremental steps, because when the government takes little pieces of companies, maybe it sort of feels like that, but it's really not like that. Millions of decision makers at the coalface. And also a system that, if it isn't better at identifying the best opportunities, it's the best and most ruthless at getting rid of bad decisions that have been made.

Now, that's the operating system. If we're looking at the software part of it, like, "Where are we today?," there's a lot of very big positives to the system, where we'd like growth to be a little higher, but it's pretty good. We'd like inflation a little lower, but it's certainly not off the rails. Those things are generally good.

And into this generally very good mix, we have the stimulus of the bill. Part of that bill is giving people greater tax--

Frum: The big Republican fiscal bill of last year.

Blankfein: Yes, exactly. People are getting more money back from the government because of their overpayments. You have the hyper-scalers collectively investing in research--countries don't do this--collectively in research close to three-quarters of a trillion dollars, all of which is stimulative for the economy. Now, it may beg the question of how much of this spending will have to be written off because it's in the wrong direction; that's still an open question that people are debating now. But nevertheless, the stimulus is there.

So you could find things wrong, but I will tell you, certainly in the short term and in now, there's a lot of stimulus going into an economy that's pretty good. And by the way, you can't really talk about the good economy without acknowledging the K-ness of it--K has a leg going up and a leg going down. Because I'd say the economic system has done a very, very good job of creating the wealth, and maybe you could debate whether it's done a very good job at distributing it, because part of the polarization that we see in society writ large is the polarization in the outcomes of the economy because you have people with assets and people who have positions in the stock market are getting richer because of the inflating of those asset prices, and if you don't have asset prices, you're not getting richer and you're contending with the accumulation of prior inflation. So if you say the economy's going really, really well, you have to take into account that a lot of people listening may not think it's going so well, because it's not going well for them.

Frum: Well, you got your start in finance as a trader in physical metals.

Blankfein: Yes.

Frum: On the phones all the time, as you describe. Right now your fellow traders seem to be shrugging off what looks like a crisis in the oil market. There's a lot of oil missing that was there just a few weeks ago. And the stock market--and to a lesser degree, the bond market--they seem to be saying, "We don't miss it."

Blankfein: I wouldn't say "shrug off," or don't miss it. I would say that part of it is the effect of the war on energy and other things too, like fertilizer, other things that we've come to rely on that come through here, are so bad in a lot of ways that I think the market is assuming it can't last for a long time and therefore it won't last for a long time, that something will be resolved. It may be resolved the way one would like it resolved--in other words, a capitulation by Iran, where they'll throw in--or it may be resolved because somebody decides to blink on our side. But in other words--

Frum: So wait, this is new information--so are you telling people in business that the way the markets will react is, if your company does something really, really stupid, the markets won't get upset, because they'll say, "You can't keep doing the stupid thing for very long, and so we're going to dismiss it"?

Blankfein: Well, I'm not characterizing it as stupid. I'm just saying, if something is really, really bad and can't be lived with, it won't be lived with, if it's in somebody's power; if a meteor comes down or an act of God, there's nothing you could do about it. But it seems to me, in this situation, you can control your participation in this, and again, I don't adopt the characterization that this is stupid or not stupid; I'm just saying that the consequences, the second-order consequences, of what's being attempted here are so bad that the market is making a bet or is looking through the moment--by the way, as it does many times when you're dealing with geopolitical circumstances like the earlier Gulf Wars, where it's a very, very big disruption and the disruption ebbs quickly. How much of your activities do you just completely revamp because something that you regard as temporary? I'm tempted to say transitional, but that word has been overused in the past with respect to other inflationary problems that we've had.

But the basic thing that's going on is, there's a lot of positives for certainly the markets, probably the economy, and then you have the issue of "Whose economy?" in this bifurcated, kind of polarized moment.

Frum: Well, you talked about all the stimulus that is coming from what was labeled as the One Big Beautiful Bill [Act]--bills used to have more grown-up names than that. But the effect of that is, the United States is taking in about $5 trillion a year in revenue; it's spending about $7 trillion a year.

Blankfein: Right. I wish it wouldn't do that.

Frum: It's a gap in the current year. In the last fiscal year, that was about $1.8 trillion. In the current year, it's on its way to being $2 trillion. It's growing and growing and growing. Even before the Iran war, we were at $2 trillion; it will certainly be above that. And no one in Washington seems to regard this as any problem worth getting out of bed five minutes earlier to think about.

Blankfein: Yeah, well, I don't know how other people are thinking about it. I think it's very worrisome. You know that expression--who said it: How did so-and-so go bankrupt? Slowly, then all at once. We're in a position where this bad behavior on our part, having an increasing and a widening deficit at a time when tax revenue should be pretty high 'cause people are earning money and, up until this moment, we haven't been in a big war. There's no crisis moment that's compelling us to spend more than we have; it should be the opposite. This would be the time when we should be harvesting grain and putting it in a silo for a rainy day, and somehow we're behaving more irresponsibly than [on] the worst rainy day we've ever had. And so it's a very bad situation. And yet people are willing to finance our debt for us, the dollar being a reserve currency. And so I'm reminded of that quote, How did something happen bad? Slowly, then all at once. At one point, somebody may decide that we're too irresponsible, that they're not gonna finance our debt, that the U.S. may default. And I'll explain what that means.

Frum: Well, I try to make a private vow when talking about debt issues to use as few numbers as possible because it just--millions, billions, trillions, and is it six or is it seven? It's hard to keep track. So let me start with a simple story for people who don't want to be burdened with all these numbers. I think you know the story.

The United States borrowed an enormous amount of money to fight and win World War II and was left with an unprecedented level of debt in the American economy at the end of that war. And then over the next 40 years, or nearly 40 years, to 1980, that debt was paid down more rapidly, partly because the economy grew bigger, so the debt seemed smaller in contrast; partly because there was genuine repayment; partly because there was inflation that devalued the debt that there was. And the level of debt relative to the economy hit its basement in about the year 1980.

Blankfein: Well, I remember the Clinton administration, when I was a bond trader running a fixed-income department and we were all wringing our hands, worried that since we had balanced the budget, we weren't gonna have to issue debt. What would we do for a living if there was no U.S. debt?

Frum: So just imagine a toboggan run that starts at this very high peak in 1945, slopes down 1980, rises fairly rapidly with the Reagan defense buildup and tax cuts in the middle '80s, slides down a little bit during the Clinton years, and then picks up after 9/11, picks up a lot after the financial crisis, picks up enormously after the pandemic. But now we're in, as you say, pretty steady times--no external shocks, nothing except what the United States is doing to itself. And yet it is running deficits as big as during the global financial crisis, not as big as during the pandemic, and pushing its debt to a level that is nearly equivalent to the level that we saw last during the pandemic, and no one seems to be doing anything about this or caring. And as we move into the current election cycle, we just hear more plans to spend more and have selective tax cuts for each party's favorite interest groups: no tax on tips, no tax on seniors. Pretty soon, there'll be, like, a handful of W-2 earners paying all the tax.

Blankfein: Do you have a point of view on this, David? Do you think that's good?

Frum: What do you think?

Blankfein: No, of course it's not good.

Frum: What do you think of the thesis?

Blankfein: Well, I don't know what the thesis is. If you're telling me it's bad, everybody knows it's bad; it's just a question of how bad, how soon, how proximate. And the reason why we're in this situation, we're sitting here, having a perfectly good conversation, as opposed to being curled up in a fetal position in the corner, is that we're the reserve currency in the world; other countries keep most of their reserves in dollars, thereby financing our bad behavior, our undisciplined behavior, and that's why I say slowly, then all at once. How does this go wrong?

Frum: Well, you offered to tell us what a default looks like.

Blankfein: Well, a default looks like, since we borrow in dollars and we print dollars, it's hard to have a technical default when we can print as many dollars as we need to pay back the dollars that we owe. The question for our creditors is, what will those dollars be worth? So the way the U.S. defaults on its debt is not by saying, I'm not gonna pay you back those dollars. Just leave the printing presses on for a little longer. I'll pay you back your dollars. The question is, what will those dollars be worth? And so that's how we default: We default by inflating the currency and paying dollars back that don't carry the purchasing power that they had when you lent us the money. If people start to see that, if our creditors--and we're a debtor nation--when our creditors [see] that, they either won't lend or they will lend only by exacting a very, very high yield. Like, if you were lending money to your dissolute brother-in-law, you'd prefer not to lend him anything in the first place, but guess what? You might do it at a very high interest rate, which he probably won't pay anyway.

And so that's how the U.S. defaults, which by the way--this is not what you asked--one of the many reasons why you need an independent Federal Reserve is because our creditors are relying on the Federal Reserve to preserve the integrity of the dollars that they lend to us.

Frum: Well, you've been in markets for a long time, and you've seen a lot of those creditors close up. Why do they do it?

Blankfein: Well, first of all, where else would you put your money? Where are you gonna preserve value? You gonna preserve value, put it into bitcoin, Chinese yuan? Believe me, if our creditors could find something that would preserve value in the same way, be liquid and be big enough for their reserves, they would do it. The world has tried to design systems, SARS--I can think of things that were done in the past. The dollar is the reserve currency because our economy is the biggest--and by the way, in some ways, the size of our debt is creating the liquidity in our debt, and so people are going along. People are anxious about it, but so far, so good.

Frum: So you're saying they might want Swiss francs, but there aren't enough. They might wanna buy physical goods, but those can be hard to sell.

Blankfein: Or you can buy art; you can keep your reserves in art.

Frum: Well, you can go buy farmland or gold or something physical and tangible.

Blankfein: You want liquid reserves that you can liquidate and use and spend when you need to spend it. And so what currency are your debt instruments going to be in? You could borrow from the Chinese. I'm not sure that the central-command economy of China--I wouldn't be subject to their reserves. It's a managed currency to begin with; maybe they'll make a decision to manage it down or up. Not quite the same thing as the dollar. Euro, again, not big enough, has its own issues.

So I think the dollar is with us for a long time to come. But still, at what price do people lend to us? Because if people saw an inflationary run at the dollar, that would be very adverse to our interests and, by the way, create higher deficits. One of these things--there are virtuous cycles and vicious cycles. If people thought that we're inflating the currency, interest rates would go up, and what does that mean? It means the deficit gets bigger.

Frum: Well, most of your career was conducted in a period in which interest rates steadily trended downward, not every single day, not every single week, but by the end of your career, interest rates were a lot lower than they had been at the start of your career. And for people who belong to that generation, we got very used to only good surprises, or mostly good surprises, predictable interest rates, and now we're on this upward tilt, and that's one of the things that is squeezing the ability of younger people to buy homes, because who cares what the house costs? What you wanna know is, "What do I pay every month?" And that becomes more and more as interest rates rise higher. Do you think we're in a period where that's gonna just be as big a trend up as it was a trend down during your active life?

Blankfein: You know why interest rates could go down? 'Cause things are very great and there's no inflation. Or they can go down because we're in a recession and things are bad and so interest rates go down. Interest rates sometimes are not the cause of things; they're the outcome from things that happen. So a lot of times in this period, interest rates were low because times were bad, not because times were good. If you wanna look at an interest rate that the market sets, as opposed to what the Fed sets, you have to look at longer-term interest rates, 10-year interest rates. And something in the scheme of things in my lifetime, given that I got out of school in the late '70s and hit the market when short-term interest rates were in the teens--and not even the low teens, necessarily--and longer-term rates are much higher, a 10-year bond at 4.30 [percent] or 4.25 [percent] as we sit here and look at it doesn't seem crazy. But that's what I mean: It's slowly, then all at once. We're spending so much time focused on it, and it's very important, and you'd want people to deal with it, but it's not top of mind, because like a lot of other problems, it's clear, but it's not present.

Frum: Yeah. Well, it is clear and present in one way, which is the housing cost. That's how most people experience interest rates, is mortgages are more expensive; monthly payments are higher. Younger people--

Blankfein: When you hit the market, what was your first mortgage?

Frum: Well, I didn't buy a house until 1996, so I didn't do it when I was younger. If I'd been buying when I came out of college, it would've been, what, as you say, in the mid-teens.

Blankfein: Okay. Well, guess what? It's like 5 [percent] or 6 [percent]. In other words, we're not there yet.

Now, it sounds crazy when I hear myself say it, and he said, But the point is not to get it to a place where it's crazy high, but it's just not hypercritical now. One of the problems in our system is that it's very hard to get people to do painful things preemptively to avoid more pain down the road. It's very hard to get politicians, or even human beings in general, if I can include politicians in the general rubric of human beings, it's very hard to get people to act and sacrifice to avoid a bigger sacrifice in the future. It's just not in our genes. I wish we weren't tilting at windmills to say this, but it feels a little bit like getting people all popped up on this. At some point, when we have a kind of a debt crisis and people are unwilling to fund the debt, except at back to super-high interest rates, then, of course, we will deal with it.

Frum: Where would a crisis like that start? Who would pull the starting pistol?

Blankfein: I'd say if you had a series of bad auctions of U.S. Treasuries and people aren't buying--

Frum: Who's on the other side of that auction? Who would be--

Blankfein: Countries. Nations. People--

Frum: Who would be the first to panic?

Blankfein: Not a question of panic. People make an assessment and say, What kind of interest rate do I need to get to justify the risk of getting back with dollars that don't have the same purchasing powers of the dollars that I'm lending? And so they make an assessment, and they want higher and higher. There was a spike in inflation when they put tariffs because tariffs were perceived to be inflationary. When oil went up, it went--but again, not that much. The market isn't as concerned about it as you would like the market to be at the moment.

Frum: Well, there were moments during the early parts of the Trump tariff plan in April of last year where there were auctions where suddenly there were no buyers, at least very briefly. And the Japanese in particular panicked, and other people just said, We are so worried about the outcome for the U.S. economy; we just don't want your bonds at all. Now, that didn't last that long, and it looked scary; it was alleviated within days. But is that what something could look like?

Blankfein: I would say that that wasn't that scary and it didn't last that long.

Look, the way to solve the problem is through inflating the currency, and other things are happening external for--you can get to a point where that's the only thing that people think about. When I started in the markets--I started in the late '70s, early '80s, during the hyperinflationary period. All people thought about at that period was inflation. This was during the early days of [former Federal Reserve Chairman Paul] Volcker and before he had his effect. And by the way, the belt-tightening that went on killed a lot of people, and it just was really terrible, raising rates to the point of choking 'em, because it was a stagflationary moment. We decided, I think appropriately for the moment, to deal with the inflationary part of it, not the stagnation part of it. So rates were being brought up at a time that we wished growth was higher, so it had the effect of closing off--the growth we weren't having was even taken down even a notch because of raising rates, and that discipline was opposed.

That's a long time ago now. For a long time after that, the memory of that was so seared that we avoided a lot of these inflationary pressures 'cause nobody wanted to live through that again. Now it's lost to the memory of man how bad, really, hyperinflation could be on the country. I hope we don't relearn it. But chances are, in order to deal with it, we may find ourselves in that kind of a moment, or maybe some responsible political--look, whatever you wanna say, Bill Clinton kind of raised taxes, did what he have to--everybody wants to spend money, 'cause you wanna heap largesse on the population when you're in charge; you want them to be happy, or not sad. Belt-tightening makes people sad; giving them money makes them feel happy. It takes a lot of discipline. Bill Clinton wasn't the most disciplined politician in a lot of ways, but he was very disciplined with respect to managing the economy.

Frum: Bill Clinton had an advantage that the next president won't have, which is he was president during a time of a very benign international environment. The spending he reduced was often defense spending, and from the perspective of 1995, that didn't look like a crazy thing to do, maybe. But we live in a time where the international situation is getting worse. We've all discovered that we're shooting off missiles at a rate that overwhelms the stockpiles, and the United States is going to have to replenish. The Trump administration is on its way to an unprecedented peacetime military budget. And even the next president is probably gonna say the cost of protecting all the people whom the United States has promised to protect, and not to shrug that off, as the Trump people sometimes do, that's going to be expensive.

Blankfein: I'm not sure the world is that bad. We're living with the anxiety of it going off the rails and getting a lot worse, and of course, something in the past can't get worse, because it's resolved and on the shelf. But I would say, we started the conversation by pointing out that we're running these massive deficits at a time when you wouldn't think there was a reason to have deficits; you'd think this would be a time we'd otherwise be closing the deficits. That's not because the world is in a bad place; it's because the world is a relatively good place--with us having a lot of anxiety. And I could tell you, when I was living through the Clinton years, it may not be in hindsight that bad when you look back, but on any given day, I was as nervous as anybody.

Frum: Yeah. Well, let me ask you about the things that the politicians you see do. I think you pointed out you were one of the few, maybe the only Goldman CEO who did not go to Washington afterward.

Blankfein: Well, most of my predecessors went into--they were public service-oriented. They went into government. My immediate predecessors were Hank Paulson; Jon Corzine, he didn't go into Washington--he became a senator; Steve Friedman, national economic adviser; [John C.] Whitehead, deputy secretary of state; Bob Rubin, obviously, secretary of Treasury. So yes, a lot of people went into the government.

Frum: So you see politicians close up and personal.

Blankfein: Yeah, and sometimes friendly, like all those people, and sometimes in an adverse situation.

Frum: All right, so the current crop of politicians--Republicans, as you would expect; Democrats too--have decided that what the situation calls for is more tax relief--that is the big idea stalking both parties. But not the general kind of tax relief that Ronald Reagan proposed or George W. Bush or even Paul Ryan and Donald Trump in 2017, but highly targeted, highly specific forms of relief for very specific groups. And that's obviously not very popular, but politically, that's super efficient because it doesn't cost so much fiscally to give a remit or a respite to a particular, targeted group of people. They really appreciate it. But you end up with a tax code that makes decreasing sense, and it makes it harder and harder to pay the bills. So we see that politicians have discovered that it's much more politically efficient, rather than offering a big--

Blankfein: Yeah, yeah. I don't know why we're--who likes this stuff? Of course it's bad. These are--

Frum: I'm trying to gauge your state of mind.

Blankfein: They're called tax expenditures. Tax expenditures shouldn't be good. It should be a neutral tax, whatever neutral is, and then people will fight over that. But to me, giving somebody tax relief is the same thing as writing a check to them out of tax revenue.

I was a tax lawyer in my prior life. I went to law school, and I practiced tax law. And I remember I got out of school and, in the early 1980s, we were doing--it was called "the Tax Code of 1954, as amended." It's very hard to revise the tax code. It happens religiously, like, almost every 40 years or so 'cause that's how long it takes for people to get up the gumption to go attack the Leviathan and all the people who've invested it.

Don't get me wrong: When I say these things--look, I'm in the markets. I ran a very big firm through stressful moments in this. If I seem to act serene to you about the deficit, it's just because I have to deal with the world as it is all the time, every day. I don't get overelated, and I don't get overmiserable. I know why we're going through what we're going through. I know where the stimulus is coming from. And if I were king of the world, I might have a different set of policies. But I'm grappling [with] this, and I try to explain why we are where we are, even what I might do to get out. I would like to see the budget more come into balance, and one of the things I would say about it to anybody is say, What are you gonna do when we have a problem, when we have to spend to solve problems? What if we had another COVID or another global financial [crisis], where something really had to take out? What if we had a war of real principles that was more global than just a fairly localized moment like the one we're in? Look, it's very severe, it's very extreme, but it's not World War II. What if we had any of those things? We should be putting grain into the silo, not not taking the reserve grain out of the silo.

Frum: Well, you say you have to take the world as it is, accept the world as it is, and of course, we all must do that because it's a big world and we're just small individuals. But if individuals are collectively going to try to change the world, they need to have an accurate sense of how urgently the world needs changing and how far the world deviates from the state it should be in--

Blankfein: My guess is that you're a top-decile person concerned with the deficit, based on this.

Frum: Yes.

Blankfein: Okay, you got it.

Frum: Are you not?

Blankfein: I'm not sure. It's not the tippy, tippy toppest of my mind just because--I would say a bigger problem in the country today is the polarization and how people poll in terms of people who think the economy is spectacular and people who think it's terrible, and the consequences to our political system as a result of that. I think that's a bigger problem at the moment.

But that's okay. People have different impressions of things.

Frum: Yes, well, we're measuring on two scales now, so not what is our single-biggest problem, but of those who are--as you said, if you were to take 100 people and divide them according to who's in the top 10 of the most worried about the deficit, and the debt, especially, yes, I probably would be in that top 10.

I agree with you: That may not be the most urgent problem. But why is polarization bad? And one important reason that it's bad is it makes it harder for people to get together to debate in an open way and to agree in a consensual way on solutions to problems that, at a different time in the nation's life, more people would've agreed to recognize as problems.

Blankfein: Yeah, and it generates extremism on the left and extremism on the right. There's a lot of bad things that come out of it. I could agree with everything you say about the deficit. I just--so far, this has been 100 percent of our conversation, and so it wouldn't be normally 100 percent of my conversation, as an observer of the markets and the economy and things that, if I were king of the forest, I'd like to sort out first.

Frum: All right, so be king of the forest; sort 'em out.

Blankfein: No, no, I just gave you another example. There's a lot of things. But don't think from this that I am serene, that I really am enjoying these deficits. We're taking a lot of risk with the deficit because, like I said, there'll be a tipping point. They don't advertise it in advance. They don't give you--like we do when you do a podcast: "I'll give you 10 minutes' notice when it has to"--they don't give you 10 minutes' notice before it gets to the tipping point. And so I agree: It's a very big problem, and I wish it was the highest priority of at least a portion of our government.

Frum: Yes. All right, well, let's talk about other things that are worrying you. We're meeting in New York City, the center of American financial activity, historically a great center of concentrated wealth. There now is a mood in this city and elsewhere in the country of fear and resentment of that concentrated wealth. Goldman Sachs often becomes a symbol of that. You became a symbol. How were--

Blankfein: Which is pretty funny for a guy who grew up in the projects.

Frum: Yeah, well, yes, that's one of your great lines to your Twitter friend Bernie Sanders.

Blankfein: Oh, yeah, when we went back and forth, and he was talking to me like I was the fattest of the fat cats, and he grew up in a much nicer neighborhood than I grew up in in New York City. My dad worked nights at the post office, and we lived in public housing with my sister, her baby, my grandmother, all in a two-bedroom apartment. In the humblebrag competition of who was more humble, I thought it wasn't good, but I had the better of the worse situation.

Frum: But that mood that you saw in those exchanges--and I guess that's now a decade ago--it's now much more intense.

Blankfein: Yes.

Frum: We have a mayor of New York who's actually doing media events in front of the dwelling places of individual business leaders and sort of stoking--

Blankfein: Doxxing.

Frum: Doxxing. And we have seen the head of a health-care company be assassinated, the head of a family, leaving behind a wife and children. Now, look, social media invites all kinds of bad responses, but there seems to be a not-inconsiderable number of people who took some pleasure, or at least excused that terrible crime. Is that mood on your list of things to worry about?

Blankfein: There's a lot of different ways that people express the polarization: It's rigged. Society is rigged. What does it mean, "rigged"? It means it favors some people, not favors others. That's polarization by a different name.

When I grew up, I'd say what I thought was one of the geniuses of the American culture was that I thought I was middle class. It was later that I found out I wasn't middle class, but I thought I was middle class. I think 85 percent of the country thought they were middle class. And that's part of the thing. Part of it is because even people at the bottom of the economic system had a lot of stuff. There was public housing to move into. And there was also opportunity. People perceived there was mobility. And a lot of people today still perceive that there's a lot of mobility, and some people perceive that there's none. And the answer is, in my opinion, they're both right, that, again, it goes to the K shape of things. If you're a middle-class kid and you went to college and you can figure out the system, it's never been easier to start a business. You can be an entrepreneur. In the old days, think of how much money you'd have to borrow. Where would you get it from? Think of what it cost for technology and your rent. Today, you can get your office at WeWork. You can get your technology from Amazon. There's a whole venture community that's dying to give kids wearing jeans and looking scraggly all sorts of money--if you're in that category. But if you're growing up in the projects and you didn't go to college and you don't have access to the venture community or this or that, or you don't know your way around, it seems hopeless to them.

Frum: Well, a lot of people who did go to college, it feels hopeless. I don't know whether this is just what we hear and we don't hear from the people who are doing the things you say, starting enterprises and so on, but among those who seem politically fluent, politically active, whose words carry across the media that exists today, when you listen to people under 35 and especially under 30, you hear a pervasive despair, even from those with college degrees, who will say, I can't buy a house. I can't get married. I can't form a family. I'm not sure I want to form a family in this uncertain world. And I fear we're all about to be replaced by robots anyway. And at least the approved style of public rhetoric in 2026 is pessimistic and fearful in a way that is very different from the dominant forms of public rhetoric that prevailed 10 years, 20 years, and certainly 30 and 40 years ago.

Blankfein: Just a slight challenge, just because I think it's just important, 'cause sentiment changes, and when sentiment shifts, it erases your memory. I graduated from college in '75, so that was in the run-up. What was going on in the world then? It was still the Vietnam era. While I was in school, kids were getting shot on the campus of Kent State and Jackson State. Kids, to avoid the draft, were going to Canada. And again, in the late '60s, early '70s, you had political assassination.

Frum: But that's a different--

Blankfein: Those were bad times too.

Frum: Yes.

Blankfein: We always had challenges.

Frum: Of course that's true, and I would agree objectively that some of the challenges of the past, especially that period--

Blankfein: That's all I'm saying. It wasn't like those were halcyon times and today we have challenges.

Frum: No, I'm not making that point; I'm making this point: You tell in your book the story of a time when you didn't have a lot of money. You saved up what you had to go see the sailing ships at regatta in New York Harbor for the bicentennial in 1976. And America had been through a lot: Vietnam, Watergate, what was at that point the worst recession the country had had since World War II, urban riots not so far behind, crime, inflation--

Blankfein: Was the country more polarized during the Vietnam era or today?

Frum: Oh, today.

Blankfein: Really?

Frum: Yeah, for sure.

Blankfein: Okay. I'm not sure.

Frum: I'll give you a data point.

Blankfein: [President Richard] Nixon and all those Doonesbury cartoons with the gun emplacements in front of the White House and all that kind of stuff?

Frum: So in 1964, the country votes 60-40 for [President] Lyndon B. Johnson, and in 1972, the country votes 60-40 for Richard Nixon. So now, there are a lot of new voters coming in, but that kind of massive swing, where that many people can vote one way in 1964 and, eight years later, vote the exact opposite way, that doesn't happen anymore. That's what I mean by polarization. People then were fearful and anxious, but the idea of saying, I'm branded as a believer in such and such a point of view, that's, I think--

Blankfein: See, I remember construction workers beating up kids who were protesting the Vietnam War. That, to me, is polarization.

Frum: Yeah, but those people had voted Democratic 60, 80 years ago--

Blankfein: Okay, well, I don't wanna--the only point I'm making here is the predicate of your question seems to be, this is a much more challenging time--

Frum: No, that is not the predicate--

Blankfein: --than anything we've lived with previously.

Frum: Sorry, I haven't expressed myself well. The predicate of my [question] is, it is, in many ways, a less challenging time, but when you listen to young people today, as compared to then, as objectively challenging as the times were then, that you could go to the regatta and believe in the 200th anniversary of the country. We're now at the 250th, and the signature event to mark the 250th is going to be a mixed martial arts fight on the White House lawn. There are no events that speak to a broad sense of national purpose. And again, when you talk to young people, including those with, objectively, a lot of advantages, you hear a mood of gloom that you did not feel when you were saving your money to go see the big ships in 1976.

Blankfein: By the way, I didn't save it; my employer in Kansas City sent me there. I barely remember what I thought at the time, but you remember what I thought at the time. (Laughs.)

Frum: No, you wrote--I read it (Laughs.)--

Blankfein: No, but I wasn't expressing a view of the mood. Just like anything else, I had my anxiety, and also, I'm in a different place. Maybe I was more anxious then because I was a kid trying to make my rent, and today, I'm not trying to make my rent. It's easy for me to make my rent today--I don't have rent today; I own where I live. So people are different things at different [times]. And again, I don't wanna keep going on about this. So you're making your point; I'm making my point. We have challenges today. They're not the same, but they rhyme. At different times, we were worried about different things, but today, we may be worried about militant Islamicists, and when I was growing up, we were literally getting under desks because we were worried about the Communists nuking New York City. Literally, we had dog tags in public school and getting under desks to take air-raid drills. That was a source of anxiety for me when I was growing up that we seem not to have today. I'm just saying there's always challenges in every era.

Now, the only point in saying this is not to say we should all go to sleep; we have to wrestle with our challenges. And I think one of the biggest challenges today is that, in a society where everybody is gonna be across a spectrum, we have, the way I'm using the term polarization, where there are people who are clear winners, and other people who are losers are not happy, cheerful losers. They just think that the deck was stacked against them, and it's rigged, and that's a bad way to have a country.

Frum: Well, let me ask you this comparative. The beginning of your leadership role in 2006, when you became one of the most visible faces of representing American financial engineering, American capitalism, did you feel that the person who was in that role in 2006 has equal respect in the society as the person who has that role in 2026? Or has there been a deterioration of how many Americans feel about the leaders of their economy, especially the leaders of financial--

Blankfein: Well, I think, in tougher economic times, just like you lose a war, the military is gonna be in ill-repute because you're supposed to win wars, not lose them, and if we have a global financial crisis, the people who are managing the economy are not gonna look good to the general public. And if we have a situation now where you talk about the deficits and you talk about people can't buy homes and you talk about price of oil, the financial sector is not gonna be in as good repute. And if things were halcyon and wonderful, they would be.

Frum: Well, the financial markets are doing well. I'm just trying to imagine--

Blankfein: But again, only doing well for people who are participating in the financial markets.

Frum: Okay, I will end here, with this final word. As you look forward and assess reasons for hope and reasons for apprehension about the American project, which mood is uppermost in your mind, and can you explain why?

Blankfein: Well, look, I'm a markets guy, so I had to deal with the realpolitik of things and the real thing. But I also went to work every day, no matter what it said in the newspaper. So I'm an optimistic person who has to deal with reality. So my basic mood about the American project is that sometimes it looks chaotic. Sometimes it's horrible. We have show trials. Congress will cross-examine someone who I think doesn't deserve that kind of treatment and respond and blah, blah, blah, blah. You can go on and see this stuff. But we generally deal with our problems. They're exposed. It looks terrible. The economy of the America, because of that, even when we're ground zero for the problems that are in the world 'cause we cause them, we are the ones who get out of it the quickest. We deal with our problems and move on.

There are a lot of problems today. I think we're gonna deal with it and move on, and certainly better than any other developed country or any other system that's around. And again, if I could push buttons and change things, there's a lot of things I'd change. But if you ask me, would I take our system today versus another one, hands down, I take our system. If you ask me a different question and go in a different direction, would I take these times versus other times that I've lived through and read about, very hard to make those. It's like trying to decide who was better, Wilt Chamberlain or Michael Jordan. You're comparing athletes from different eras and different [generations]. The past is the past. It's resolved. You can never be as afraid of the past, because the past has ended. It's the present that generates anxiety. So of course everybody's visualizing it, sentimentalizes the past, but one shouldn't. And the fact is that whatever challenges we're facing today, we have faced the equivalent and gotten through them before, and we'll get through these ones--with our system.

Frum: Your memoir is Streetwise. You published it this very year. It has received great acclaim, great reception, and thank you for joining me today on The David Frum Show.

Blankfein: Okay. Thank you very much, David.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Lloyd Blankfein for joining me on The David Frum Show this week in person, from New York City. I wish to speak a word of personal thanks to all those viewers and listeners who reached out either to me or to my wife, Danielle, to share your solidarity and your sympathy after our discussion last week of her new memoir, Dispatches From Grief: A Mother's Journey Through the Unthinkable. Your words of kindness truly touched both our hearts, and we are grateful.

Thank you so much for watching or listening to this week's David Frum [Show]. As ever, the best way to support the work of this program, if you're minded to, and to support the work of all of us at The Atlantic is by subscribing to The Atlantic, and by liking and sharing this program and other Atlantic video programs through social media to your friends, anyone you think might be interested. Again, thank you for watching and listening this week to The David Frum Show. See you next week. Bye-bye.

[Music]
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Why Did Bill Cassidy Do It?

The senator from Louisiana offered an olive branch to MAHA and got nothing in return.

by Nicholas Florko

Wed, 13 May 2026




Bill Cassidy did not want to talk about Robert F. Kennedy Jr. Last month, as we shuffled through the U.S. Senate subway, a subterranean corridor connecting lawmakers' offices to the Capitol, the senator from Louisiana was fielding rapid-fire questions from reporters about two of his favorite topics: drug pricing and college sports. But I asked him about his least favorite: Did he regret confirming Kennedy as health secretary?

I was eager to know because, in spite of that decision, Cassidy may be looking at the end of his political career. This weekend, after 11 years in the Senate, he is headed into a Republican primary election with polls trending out of his favor. His vote last year to hand the keys of America's immunization policy to one of America's most prominent vaccine skeptics now hangs over him as a political move that may not have been enough to save his life in politics.

Cassidy--who was one of the few Republicans to initially balk at confirming Kennedy--is pro-vaccine. As a liver specialist in a crowded Baton Rouge charity hospital at the turn of the new millennium, he saw firsthand the effects of hepatitis B, a vaccine-preventable disease; he later set up a school-based program in Baton Rouge that inoculated tens of thousands of children against the virus. At Kennedy's confirmation hearing, Cassidy justified his vote by claiming that Kennedy could help restore faith in the medical establishment. It was, by all apparent measures, a vote against his values, an attempted olive branch to the new administration.

Cassidy has since criticized some of Kennedy's actions as secretary, namely his decision to stack the CDC's vaccine advisory committee with vaccine skeptics. Cassidy was also among a group of Republican senators who declined to publicly endorse the surgeon-general nominee Casey Means--a Kennedy ally and wellness guru. (Trump announced a new candidate for the job late last month.) But Cassidy refuses to acknowledge that he made a mistake by confirming Kennedy. In the months since the vote, his staff has repeatedly declined my requests for a sit-down interview. In the Senate subway that day, he sidestepped. "I'm a doctor. You make a decision, you move on," he told me. "You don't sit around and say, 'Oh my gosh, that was a great decision. Oh my gosh, that was a bad decision.' No, you just move on."

In Louisiana, being anti-Kennedy means being anti-Trump. And the problem for Cassidy is that many of his constituents already see him as both.



Cassidy's career in government has been predicated on the claim that he has approached politics as a doctor first. One of his earliest campaign ads for Senate, in 2014, featured him in scrubs and a white coat decrying the Affordable Care Act, which he said would give politicians power over Louisianans' health care. Once elected, he established himself as the health-policy wonk of the Republican caucus. Cassidy's efforts to replace the Affordable Care Act failed, but since then, he has ushered major health-care reforms through Congress, including laws targeting surprise medical bills and fentanyl trafficking. A Louisiana medical school and several centers for health education and research have recently gotten multimillion-dollar makeovers thanks to Cassidy, and he has taken credit for tucking more than $200 million in funding for the state's rural health care into the tax bill Republicans passed last July.

Cassidy remains well liked among major Republican donors, as evidenced by the fact that he has far outpaced his competitors in fundraising. But Louisiana voters are shunning him. In February 2021, he was one of seven Republican senators who voted to convict Trump of inciting the January 6 insurrection. The Republican Party of Louisiana censured him, and one of the state's most prominent conservative-talk-radio hosts dubbed him "Psycho Bill." Five years later, a subset of Republican voters still talk about him as if he had set fire to the French Quarter. At an event for one of Cassidy's challengers, John Fleming, I met Linda Verzwyvelt, a former real-estate agent from Lafourche Parish. Verzwyvelt was eager to strike up a conversation with me, offering me snacks and introducing me to her neighbors. But when the topic turned to her sitting senator, her demeanor shifted. "I want to just strangle him," Verzwyvelt told me.

Read: MAHA swing voters are an illusion

Cassidy's challengers have sought to foment that anger, framing themselves as more loyal to Trump. "I just think he's ineligible to serve again because of what he did," Fleming told the crowd at his event. He touted his own service in the first Trump administration, during which he rose to be an adviser to the president. In her campaign-launch video, Julia Letlow, a current House representative for Louisiana and Trump's pick for Cassidy's Senate seat, includes a montage of photos of herself alongside the president. She declares, "A state as conservative as ours--we shouldn't have to wonder how our senator will vote when the pressure is on."

Many of the state's Republican activists, including members of powerful GOP women's clubs and local Republican Party offices, have abandoned Cassidy. When I spoke with a group of women outside of the monthly luncheon for the Republican Women's Club of Jefferson Parish, only one told me she was definitely voting for Cassidy. Another, Linda Doyle, told me that the first time she ever knocked doors for a campaign was to get Cassidy elected, but now she can't trust him because of the Trump vote. I heard something similar from Jacques Migues, an attorney from Iberia Parish who serves on the area's Republican Executive Committee. Cassidy "can't be a trusted member of the team," he told me. The women's club has not officially endorsed a candidate, but the Iberia committee has endorsed Letlow.
 
 With the primary less than a week away, Cassidy has a real risk of losing: A recent survey from Emerson College found him in third place. Trump has recently attacked Cassidy, blaming him for preventing Means's confirmation. Kennedy and his allies appear out for revenge too. "Bill Cassidy once again did the dirty work for entrenched interests seeking to stall the MAHA movement and protect the very status quo that has made America the sickest nation on earth," Kennedy wrote on X after Means's nomination was pulled. MAHA Action, the political arm of Kennedy's "Make America Healthy Again" movement, has pledged $1 million to unseat Cassidy.



Cassidy is anti-abortion, pro-gun, and tough on immigration. He is further left than some of his party, but he certainly isn't liberal, and he hasn't changed much since he was elected to the Senate in 2014. Instead, Louisiana has. Cassidy's predecessor in the Senate was a Democrat, Mary Landrieu, who had served for nearly 20 years. Over Cassidy's tenure, the number of registered Republicans in the state has grown by 30 percent. Now Republican voters want a lawmaker who reflects their MAGA views, not a moderate.

That includes their views on vaccines. Ever since COVID shots became available, Louisiana's uptake has been among the lowest in the country; as of January, only 10 percent of Louisiana adults had received a 2025-26 booster. When Louisiana attempted to require COVID vaccinations for schoolchildren in 2021, Kennedy, then the chair of the anti-vaccine advocacy group Children's Health Defense, came to the legislature to oppose the move, calling the shot the "deadliest vaccine ever made." The mandate was never implemented. (HHS declined to comment for this story.)

Read: The states are going full RFK Jr.

The specter of COVID has faded, but many Louisianans remain fixated on the idea that mandating public-health measures, such as vaccines, infringes on their freedom. In 2022, roughly three dozen anti-vaccine bills were introduced in the state legislature. Last year, Ralph Abraham--then Louisiana's surgeon general--banned the health department from promoting seasonal vaccines or conducting mass-vaccination drives. When I visited the state capital in April, three committees were simultaneously considering vaccine-related bills. One would outlaw monetary incentives for doctors to administer vaccines; one would lift the school requirement for immunization against meningitis; and one would ban Louisiana organizations and businesses from denying services to the unvaccinated.

These actions come as Kennedy pushes to cement vaccine skepticism into national policy. In addition to stacking the CDC's vaccine advisory panel with skeptics, he has pledged to rework the government system that tracks suspected vaccine injuries, and has used the CDC's website to cast doubt on the scientific consensus that vaccines do not cause autism--all of which, according to Cassidy, Kennedy promised not to do during the confirmation process. According to The New York Times, Kennedy is currently overseeing a CDC inquiry into whether, as he believes, immunization can be linked to chronic diseases including autism.

Read: Bill Cassidy's failure on vaccines

Most of the bills in Louisiana haven't become law, and a judge has invalidated many of HHS's most dramatic anti-vaccine actions. But the focus on the purported harms of vaccines--in Washington and Baton Rouge alike--has raised suspicion toward immunizations, according to multiple Louisiana doctors I spoke with. When Mikki Bouquet, a pediatrician in Baton Rouge who also serves on the board of Louisiana Families for Vaccines, was starting out in medicine, parents refusing to vaccinate their newborns against hepatitis B, for instance, were rare. "Now it's like every day I have one, maybe two moms out of 10 babies that are not for it, and they won't even have a conversation," Bouquet told me.

Many Louisianans still see benefits to vaccination. A recent poll sponsored by Louisiana Families for Vaccines found that 80 percent of voters in the state still support school vaccine mandates. When I caught up with Bouquet, she had just finished testifying against a bill that would lift the school requirement for meningitis immunization and was being swarmed by a group of students who thanked her for her testimony. But in recent years, vaccination rates have been dropping across the state. As of 2024, just 44 percent of children 2 and under in Concordia Parish, which had the lowest vaccination rate in the state, were fully up-to-date on their shots. The Washington Post recently reported that not a single parish in Louisiana has kindergarten vaccination rates high enough to reach herd immunity against measles, mumps, and rubella.

In late 2024 and early 2025, Louisiana was hit with another vaccine-preventable disease: whooping cough. The outbreak was the worst in three decades; two infants died. In September, Cassidy asked Kennedy to call for parents in the state to get their kids immunized. But Kennedy gave no public response.



The Louisiana Senate race isn't primarily about vaccines, or about Kennedy. But Cassidy's tumultuous relationship with the health secretary provides Trump with yet another way he can attack the senator, whom he once called a "disloyal lightweight." Kennedy's supporters seem happy to contribute to the senator's demise. Cassidy does, after all, have some power to be a check on Kennedy's agenda, as evidenced by his role in canceling Means's nomination. And while he won't acknowledge any regret about confirming Kennedy, he has contradicted some of Kennedy's claims. When I asked him during our brief hallway interview last month about Kennedy's impact on efforts to vaccinate American children, Cassidy told me that the "confusion" and "mixed messages" around vaccines "has certainly not been helpful."

The result is that Cassidy has developed a reputation as the rabidly pro-vaccine candidate that parents should fear. When I spoke to Charles Owen, who represents Vernon Parish in the Louisiana House, he claimed that Cassidy supported going door to door checking people's vaccination status. Working against "health freedom" in that way, he told me, is a losing issue in Louisiana.

But Cassidy's record suggests he would not be in favor of that sort of policy. He vocally backed a plan in the Senate to block COVID mandates during the Biden administration. Both of his competitors toe a similar line. "I'm not against vaccines, but I am for informed consent and against mandates," Fleming, who is also a medical doctor, told me. After Letlow's husband died of COVID in late 2020, she urged Americans to get their shots, calling herself "a huge proponent of the vaccine." And she has fully vaccinated her own children, according to Abraham, the state's former surgeon general who is now Letlow's campaign chair. In a statement, Letlow's campaign also told me, "Congresswoman Letlow believes vaccines should be a personal decision made between individuals, parents, and their trusted medical providers. She does not support government vaccine mandates and never has."

Read: The Trump administration is trying to have its vaccine policy both ways

At the time of Kennedy's confirmation, Cassidy openly struggled in making his decision. "If there's any false note, any undermining of a mama's trust in vaccines, another person will die from a vaccine-preventable disease," Cassidy told Kennedy during the hearing. The senator's public waffling provided evidence to his constituents that he was only reluctantly a member of the president's team. "The way that he held out, that was pathetic," Lisa Neal, a self-described health-freedom advocate, told me at the Fleming meet and greet.

Most Louisiana voters are not as vehemently against public-health mandates as Neal, but many are angry at Cassidy for the same reason: In the age of Trump, there are no half-gestures of loyalty. You're MAGA or you're not. Cassidy traded his legacy for an attempted show of loyalty by voting in Kennedy. But it seems to not have even registered with many voters in his state.
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The Trump Counterterrorism Strategy Makes America More Vulnerable

The policy is unfocused, run by amateurs, and concerned more with the president's many grievances than with the security of the United States.

by Tom Nichols

Wed, 13 May 2026




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

Last week, the Trump administration released the official 2026 United States Counterterrorism Strategy. The document is a mess, replete with typos, hyperbolic assertions, and an obsession with former President Joe Biden. The bigger problem, however, is that it's not an actual strategy. It's more a long set of notes for a campaign speech, a repackaging of President Trump's various preoccupations and prejudices that frames everything the administration doesn't like as "terrorism" and any actions it has already taken as "counterterrorism."

As the security expert and Atlantic contributor Juliette Kayyem told me, such reports used to be serious documents meant to "guide our intelligence and law-enforcement agencies," as well as inform "the citizenry, including state and local leaders." This report, unfortunately, is anything but serious, and good luck to anyone trying to make sense of it. But someone has to figure it out, because it is still an official product of the United States government, and it is still supposed to serve as a guide to policy. With that in mind, I read the report--it's mercifully short--and I offer here a few samples of what readers are up against in trying to understand it.

The fact pattern under the Biden Administration was clear: individuals at the highest level of the U.S. Government used their significant powers to politically target individuals in the interests of those they favored, wanted to keep in power, or to help win elections.


(This is an old Trump accusation, but now it sounds a lot like projection, as the administration goes after its perceived enemies and tries to undermine America's electoral process.)

Jake Tapper: Trump's purge of terrorism prosecutors

Jihadi terrorists have continued to plot against and kill Americans, in part because of the failed "forever war" policies of prior Republican administrations, the empowerment of terror-sponsoring regimes like Iran under Democrat administrations, and a past unwillingness to challenge Islamist ideologies head on.


(As Homer Simpson would say: "Everyone is stupid except me." Previous administrations did, in fact, devote significant efforts to countering violent extremism, including a program called, oddly enough, Countering Violent Extremism.)

America's new U.S. Counterterrorism Strategy is driven by the principle that America is our homeland.


(Glad we've cleared that up.)

The report lists the threat of Islamist terrorism as a top concern, which is fair enough. The other two threats identified in the report, however, make less sense. One is "Narcoterrorists and Transnational Gangs," an obvious attempt to reverse engineer a justification for Trump's boat attacks off the shores of Latin America so that they are not crimes but part of a "strategy."

The third category is made up of "Violent Left-Wing Extremists, including Anarchists and Anti-Fascists." Who could these be? Communists, perhaps? Not quite. The document identified them as "anti-American, radically pro-transgender, and anarchist," and promises to "map them at home, identify their membership, map their ties to international organizations like Antifa, and use law enforcement tools to cripple them operationally before they can maim or kill the innocent." It also promises to "do the same with the state sponsors of such groups and those governments undertaking lethal plots on U.S. soil or against Americans anywhere."

Of course, the Trump administration has always tried to portray antifa, a loose affiliation of people who dramatically think of themselves as anti-fascist fighters, as a coherent, organized terror threat. Now the White House is saying they are something like a transgender, anarchist SPECTRE supported by foreign nations--which nations, the report does not say.

And on and on it goes, until it gets to Iran, which the report calls "the greatest threat to the United States emanating from the Middle East." The danger of Iranian terrorism is a reasonable concern, but only a year ago, the administration's 2025 National Security Strategy downplayed the threat from Iran. This change is significant: It's almost as if something extremely dangerous happened over the past few months.

The report also notes the real and significant problem of the persecution of Christians in Africa and elsewhere. But even here, a tragedy is draped in the needless overstatement that Christians are "the most persecuted people on Earth." This grim honor could more accurately be applied to various other groups, but it was likely included to please Trump's evangelical base.

These various digressions have very little to do with terrorism, and although the report calls itself a "strategy," it contains almost no strategic recommendations other than to do obvious things, such as identifying "terror actors and plots before they happen"; cutting off "their arms, funding, and recruiting streams"; and then destroying them by "taking necessary and specific actions in self-defense to neutralize imminent threats to the United States." These generic exhortations are not a strategy. A strategy entails specific discussions of priorities and goals, how the instruments and means of national power will be brought to bear on those objectives, and the risks and rewards of various options.

The security analyst Kabir Taneja wrote on X that the document "looks like something written by an intern," and Kayyem told me that the report is so badly done that it "mocks the American public" rather than informs it. The terrorism scholar Colin P. Clarke posted that "competent career CT professionals must be aghast at this slop" and that he "would give this a solid D+ grade." I'm a former professor, and I might have given it something a smidge higher, but only if it had come from a clueless undergraduate who was encountering all of the concepts related to terrorism and counterterrorism for the first time. But it didn't. Instead, this jumble was apparently the brainchild of Sebastian Gorka, deputy assistant to the president and senior director for counterterrorism.

In Trump's first term, Gorka was also an assistant to the president, and he lasted all of seven months, during which he did little besides fend off criticism for his alleged ties to a far-right group in Hungary and fight to gain a security clearance. After he was forced out, Gorka took up podcasting, continued to appear on television, and hawked fish-oil pills. Now that Trump has returned without adult gatekeepers in the White House, Gorka is back, and his involvement in this document explains a lot.

Gorka has no real experience in national security; his reputation in the MAGA movement rests on his devotion to Trump (of course), and his ostensible expertise as a scholar of terrorism and counterterrorism. Not that there's anything wrong with academic expertise as a foundation for policy--I'm a big supporter of that idea--but Gorka isn't much of a scholar. Other experts have noted that Gorka's academic work is, to put it gently, subpar, including his 2008 Ph.D. from an undistinguished Hungarian university and his later paucity of scholarly publications.

Gorka has always brushed away such criticisms. "What I care about is if somebody in the field is reading my article," he told The Washington Post in 2017. "I see myself as somebody who supports the bravest of the brave--the warfighter. Publish or be damned? I'll be damned, thank you very much." Part of serving the bravest included a stint at Marine Corps University, where he was hired, according to the Post profile, not as a government employee like other faculty, but as a chair funded by Thomas Saunders III, a major Republican Party donor.

Once he was at MCU, the Post report noted, "enthusiastic officers eagerly packed Gorka's lectures, even as many faculty members took a dim view of his work." Much like the shallow report he has now produced, Gorka's teaching about terrorism, a former military faculty member told the Post, "made a difficult and complex situation simple and confirmed the officers' prejudices and assumptions." Another professor added: "The guy he was on Fox News is the guy he was here--bombastic and a showman."

Gorka has taken some criticism for calling himself "doctor." (I have no objection to that, although most of us with doctorates do not insist on the title.) The more substantive issue, however, is that Gorka claims to be an expert on jihadism and terror in the Middle East despite the fact that he speaks none of the languages of the region and until recently had never even spent time in the area. He is, like so many in the Trump administration, a mediocrity who holds a job for which he is not qualified, solely because of his connection to the president.

In any number of policy areas, appointing someone like Gorka might be merely an annoying waste of taxpayer money. In national security, however, allowing an unprepared nonexpert to handle counterterrorism strategy and advise the president of the United States--in the middle of a war with Iran, no less--represents an especially serious risk.

It is possible that Gorka's "strategy" is meaningless and that his advice never reaches the Resolute Desk. Trump clearly likes Gorka, but less clear is whether Gorka is part of the small and informal circle that surrounds the president. In any case, every administration churns out its share of bumf. Some reports, such as the National Security Strategy, are required by law; when I was at the Naval War College, professors had to teach these documents, and the process that creates them, to our students. Not all of them are of equal importance, but they usually manage to explain a president's goals and priorities to Congress, to the American people, and in some cases, to the world.

The 2026 Trump Counterterrorism Strategy fails even at this basic task of communication, which raises the question of why this undercooked report was released at all. As it turns out, Gorka may have been goaded into it by a journalist. Last month, the ProPublica reporter Hannah Allam wrote a story titled "The Counterterrorism Czar Without a Counterterrorism Plan," in which she noted that Gorka had repeatedly promised a strategy without delivering one. Nearly a year ago, she wrote, Gorka declared that the report was "imminent." Gorka, she added, said last summer that "he was 'on the cusp' of unveiling the plan--a phrase he repeated three months later in October. And again in January."

When Allam reached out to Gorka for comment, Gorka refused and instead posted on X that Allam was an "anti-American hack" and that she should go ahead and write her "putrid piece of hackery." On May 4, Allam noted in a follow-up article that "exactly two months into the Iran war, Gorka's counterterrorism strategy has yet to appear." Two days later, the White House issued the document.

Eliot A. Cohen: Trump's security strategy is incoherent babble

The poor quality of this putative strategy is a reminder of what happens when unserious people are asked to undertake a serious job. The United States always needs experienced national-security officials, especially in the field of counterterrorism during a war with a fanatical Islamic regime. Normally, these professionals formulate policy by meeting and cooperating in a complex interagency process that includes the National Security Council, the various agencies of the intelligence community, the Defense Department, and the FBI.

Gorka, however, is not only unqualified in the subject but also apparently winging the process. The National Security Council is moribund--its director, Marco Rubio, is busy also being the secretary of state--and both DOD and the FBI are led by immature men who are far out of their depth, one of whom, as my Atlantic colleague Sarah Fitzpatrick reported last week, even uses a bottle of bourbon as his calling card. Meanwhile, Iran has just survived two months of a military onslaught; the CIA reports that the regime in Tehran continues to maintain substantial capabilities and, more important, is nowhere near close to collapse.

At a time like this, Gorka's Counterterrorism Strategy is worse than useless: It is dangerous. Its simplistic formulations loudly signal the Trump administration's incompetence to the entire world. Foreign adversaries are unlikely to be intimidated; instead, they might even take some pleasure in knowing that the American government thinks drug dealers, transgender activists, and a bunch of street goons calling themselves "antifa" are as much a threat as transnational terror organizations and their state sponsors.

A document that should have explained the president's plan to keep the American people safe during wartime is now on global display as a pathetic--and dangerous--joke. More than anything, it is a faithful reflection of the Trump administration itself: To judge from this report, America's counterterrorism policy is unfocused, run by amateurs, and concerned more with Donald Trump's many grievances than the security of the United States.
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The AI Backlash Could Get Very Ugly

Imagine what happens if jobs actually start disappearing.

by Lila Shroff

Wed, 13 May 2026




Steve Bannon and Bernie Sanders don't agree on much. But both think that AI is a disaster for the working class. The Vermont senator recently wrote that "AI oligarchs do not want to just replace specific jobs. They want to replace workers." Bannon, Trump's former chief strategist, made similar comments last week: Silicon Valley does "not care about the little guy," he said in a podcast episode titled "Stopping the AI Oligarchs From Stealing Humanity." This emergent "Bernie-to-Bannon" coalition points to the growing bipartisan anxiety over AI. In polls, the United States ranks among the countries most concerned about AI. America is both the world's foremost developer of AI and its chief hater.



Recently, Maine passed the country's first statewide data-center moratorium (though the bill was vetoed by the governor). Nationally, a record number of proposed projects were canceled in the first quarter of this year following local pushback. Meanwhile, in extreme cases, concerns about AI appear to be tipping into violence. In April, someone shot 13 rounds at an Indianapolis councilman's house and left a note under his doormat: "NO DATA CENTERS," it read. Days later, a man threw a Molotov cocktail at Sam Altman's home before heading to OpenAI's headquarters, where he allegedly threatened to burn down the building and kill anyone inside. (The man has since pleaded not guilty to several charges, including attempted murder.) Social-media posts applauding the attack racked up thousands of likes: "I hope that Molotov is okay!" wrote one commenter.



All of this may be only the start. The AI industry has spent recent years warning of a jobless future. So far, narratives about labor displacement have been largely speculation. While a smattering of tech executives have attributed job cuts to AI, many analysts have accused these CEOs of "AI-washing"--essentially, using the technology as a scapegoat for roles they would have eliminated regardless. If anything, AI has mostly been a financial boon for the country, buoying the stock market and driving growth. But that could all change, of course. Imagine the uproar if jobs across the economy truly start disappearing en masse.



Even absent any uptick in AI-induced layoffs, the anti-AI sentiment is likely to keep growing. With the midterms approaching, political operatives are tapping into Americans' fears over the technology. Blue Rose Research, a progressive polling firm, has found that messaging that addresses the AI threat in "bold, populist terms" is particularly effective at increasing support for Democrats. (If corporations are left unchecked, they will "fire everyone, keep all the profits, and leave you with nothing," reads the transcript of one sample video the group tested.) Politicians on the right have made similar statements. "I have no doubt that these companies are going to get filthy rich, but is it going to be good for children?" Senator Josh Hawley of Missouri said earlier this year. "Is it going to be good for parents? Is it going to be good for the American worker?"



Many politicians, including President Trump, have cheered on Silicon Valley in a bid to win the supposed AI race with China. But the pro-AI crowd is starting to worry about the backlash. In March, at a conference about AI, Senator Mark Warner of Virginia, a Democrat, told me that he's "enormously concerned" that "populism from both the left and the right" could curb innovation.



As politicians lean into anti-AI messaging, local fights over data centers could intensify. While such facilities can help stimulate local economies, they're also disruptive to communities where they are built, exerting physical and environmental tolls, which makes them an appealing target for opposition. Data centers are also more tangible than AI software: Someone who opposes the industry might not be able to stop Anthropic from building Claude, but they can raise concerns about new construction at a local city-council meeting. A recent guide called "How to Stop a Data Center" written by a group in Michigan explains that demonstrating outside local officials' homes has been an effective organizing tactic.



In a worst-case scenario, the situation could get ugly. With its potential for sweeping social and economic transformation, "AI generates the structural conditions historically associated with the onset of political violence," Yannick Veilleux-Lepage, a researcher who studies technology and terrorism, wrote last month. Already, as many as a quarter of Americans seem accepting of violence as a tool for achieving political change. And in recent months, there has been a rise in "direct threats" against individuals, policy makers, and corporations involved with AI, according to the Soufan Center, a nonpartisan research group. The most common threats online involve "physical sabotage of proposed or operational data centers." Local officials are in an especially vulnerable position: "Where national figures are unreachable, local policymakers who approved the data center become the proxies for the same structural anger," Veilleux-Lepage wrote. After the shooting in Indianapolis, the council introduced a measure that would allow officials to keep their address private.



A version of this has played out before: Silicon Valley is fond of likening AI to the Industrial Revolution. In such comparisons, the tech industry likes to point to the immense wealth that industrialization unlocked. Over the long run, it's true that the Industrial Revolution radically boosted economic growth. But living through it was another matter entirely. Many people saw their wages stagnate and working conditions deteriorate as factory owners and industrialists came into immense wealth. (Just read a Charles Dickens novel, and you'll get the idea.) This led to riots and, occasionally, attacks on the industrialists themselves. Automation wasn't the only problem during this period. A combination of trade disruptions and poor harvests led to inflation and, especially, high food prices. But machines became a target for people experiencing financial hardship more broadly.



In much the same way, during an economic downturn of any kind, AI's reputation seems likely to decline. If people are already experiencing unemployment for reasons unrelated to the technology, they are unlikely to look cheerfully at the possibility of AI automating away the jobs that remain. And if AI turns out to be a bubble, it could indeed burst and bring down the rest of the economy with it.



Silicon Valley is waking up to the resentment. Tech insiders have spent recent weeks exchanging tactics on X with advice on how to better sell AI. Perhaps, if data centers were beautiful, people would like them more? In particular, there's been an effort to change the narrative around AI job loss. The venture-capital firm Andreessen Horowitz recently published an essay declaring the "job apocalypse" to be a baseless fantasy. "The macro story is not a jobless future, where we retire fat and complacent to our Netflix-scooters," it read. In 2023, after ChatGPT came out, Altman told my colleague Ross Andersen that "jobs are definitely going to go away, full stop." Now he appears to have changed his tune: "Jobs doomerism is likely long-term wrong," Altman wrote earlier this month.



But most of the country already feels as if the economy is rigged to advantage the wealthy. One poll found that when sorted by household income, the group of Americans most optimistic about AI in their daily lives are those making more than $200,000. The near future of AI seems likely to further entrench such dynamics: OpenAI and Anthropic are both nearing trillion-dollar valuations, consolidating even more money and power among a select few. "Disruption has winners and losers," Nathaniel Persily, a Stanford law professor and AI expert, told me. "For many Americans, they're not convinced they're going to be the winners, and they base that conclusion on the history of technology over the last 20 years." If the tech industry truly believes that a simple change in messaging will quell the backlash, then they are misunderstanding the problem entirely.
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The Democrats Can't Let Go of Racial Preferences

How to persuade skeptical voters to take a fresh look at the party

by Richard D. Kahlenberg

Wed, 13 May 2026




Racial preferences in college admissions have long been deeply unpopular, and three years ago, the Supreme Court declared them unlawful, in a sweeping ruling that portended doom for other race-conscious policies to promote diversity or remedy past discrimination. Some research indicates that, in the aftermath of the civil-rights era, the achievement gap between rich and poor students now dwarfs the gap between white and Black students. Even so, well-intentioned blue-state Democrats keep pushing for race-based affirmative action, to their own political detriment, rather than supporting a much fairer policy of providing a leg up to economically disadvantaged people of all races.

In February, the California State Assembly passed, by a 54-14 vote, a measure seeking to place on the November ballot a change in the state constitution to allow racial preferences in K-12 education and in higher-education scholarships. (The state Senate has not yet acted on the measure.) In New York City, Mayor Zohran Mamdani released a 375-page Racial Equity Plan last month that said, "New York's history has been one of colonization, exploitation and racial oppression"; among other measures, the plan reaffirms the city's intent to steer contracts to minority-owned businesses. Late last year, Democratic supermajorities in the Maryland House and Senate overrode Governor Wes Moore's veto of legislation to study reparations for the descendants of enslaved people.

In huge swaths of the country, the Democratic brand has become anathema. The party will struggle to recapture the White House and reclaim the Senate unless it can persuade some red-state voters to take a fresh look at it. One obvious move would be for the Democrats, who have hemorrhaged working-class voters, to abandon their stubborn support for politically radioactive racial preferences. Significantly more Americans believe that economically disadvantaged people of any race deserve special consideration in admissions and employment decisions, and such efforts do not run afoul of laws against racial discrimination. Nevertheless, many Democrats cannot bring themselves to accept the Supreme Court's ruling--or the public's attitude--even when doing so would help their prospects immensely.

In a recent study, the political scientists David Broockman of UC Berkeley and Joshua Kalla of Yale tested potential policy shifts in 29 different issue areas--including immigration, transgender athletes in women's sports, and Israel and Gaza--in an attempt to discern what might make skeptical voters consider choosing Democratic candidates. They found that moving to the center on racial preferences in college admissions was the most electorally fruitful move Democrats could make and that doing so on racial preferences in government contracting was the second most important.

The findings are surprising. Affirmative action has rarely turned up in the top-10 issues most relevant to voters. Inflation, the economy, jobs, and health care almost always rank higher.

Perhaps affirmative action has a powerful symbolic value to some voters. To proponents, it signals a commitment to the advancement of underrepresented groups, particularly Black Americans. To other voters, Democrats' support of racial preferences suggests that the party favors some groups over others rather than seeking equal treatment for all Americans.

Thomas Chatterton Williams: Trump is right about affirmative action

As the center-left commentator Matthew Yglesias has argued, swing-district Democrats rarely play up the party's most unpopular positions; many candidates merely try to avoid mentioning them at all. But Republicans are only too happy to bring up these issues. This is why President Trump emphasizes his opposition to "discriminatory DEI" programs at every turn. Republicans may disagree about the Iran war and entitlement cuts, but they are united in opposition to DEI programs. And they know that many Democrats are also opposed to counting race in deciding who gets ahead. In 2020, for example, California voters supported Joe Biden over Trump by a whopping 29 points and simultaneously rejected an effort to reinstate racial preferences by 14 points.

Even among the intended beneficiaries of racial preferences in college admissions, ambivalence has grown. A Gallup poll taken months after the Supreme Court's ruling in Students for Fair Admissions v. Harvard found that 52 percent of Black respondents, and 62 percent of Black respondents under 40, said that striking down racial preferences was "mostly a good thing." (I was an expert witness for the plaintiffs in that case and in a similar lawsuit against the University of North Carolina.)

The most successful Democrats have long understood that support for racial preferences is a political albatross. Bill Clinton and Barack Obama, the only Democratic presidents since Franklin D. Roosevelt to be reelected, both publicly questioned racial preferences. In 1995, Clinton said that he wanted to shift the basis of affirmative-action programs to economic need, "because they work better and have a bigger impact and generate broader support." More than a decade later, then-presidential candidate Obama said that he thought his own daughters did not deserve racial preferences in college admissions and that working-class students of all races did.

Neither president, however, fully followed through on his instincts. An Obama staffer once told me that the only way the president could shift policies toward class-based affirmative action would be if the courts forced him to. The Supreme Court's 2023 decision striking down racial preferences was a defeat for Democratic priorities but also a political gift.

New evidence suggests that, after the 2023 Supreme Court ruling, universities began the transition from racial to economic affirmative action. In a recent Progressive Policy Institute study, my colleague Aidan Shannon and I found that since the Supreme Court's decision, the share of students eligible for federal Pell Grants (which go to low-income and working-class students) increased at 83 percent of top colleges for which data were available. Our findings are in accord with a 2025 Associated Press analysis of 17 highly selective colleges, which found that "almost all saw increases in Pell-eligible students between 2023 and this year." In many cases, the increases are huge. In 10 of the 18 top colleges we studied, the share of Pell Grants rose by more than 20 percent, and at six of those, the share increased by more than 30 percent. In the Associated Press analysis, MIT expanded its Pell representation by 35 percent, Duke by 29 percent, and Smith College by 25 percent.

The Trump administration has suggested that it may attack these new economic programs as proxy discrimination. Democrats ought to be defending these new initiatives instead of clinging to racial preferences.

Rose Horowitch: So much for class-based affirmative action

Parties can shift. Ask the Republican establishment, which watched in 2016 as a renegade presidential candidate remade the party on issues including trade, entitlement reform, and the Iraq War. Democrats should understand that the most successful reforms--such as Social Security, Medicare, and Obama's crowning achievement, the Affordable Care Act--distributed benefits based on economic need, not race.

Any Democratic presidential candidate who wants to jettison racial preferences in favor of economic affirmative action has a political opportunity. Among the party's potential candidates in 2028 is Moore, the governor who bucked overwhelming Democratic majorities in the Maryland legislature. His position has a powerful precedent. In the 1960s, Martin Luther King Jr. argued that there exists a better path forward on reparations: a Bill of Rights for the disadvantaged of all races.

The evidence suggests that a shift away from overt racial preferences, more than any other position change, will prompt skeptical swing voters to take note.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2026/05/democrats-racial-preferences-affirmative-action/687147/?utm_source=feed
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The Mystery of the Golden Coffin

How did $65 million of allegedly stolen antiquities wind up in two of the world's greatest museums?

by Ariel Sabar

Wed, 13 May 2026

In November 2017, French President Emmanuel Macron traveled to the United Arab Emirates to inaugurate a new museum--and a new relationship between East and West. The Louvre Abu Dhabi was to become the Arab world's first "universal" museum, filled with art from around the globe that spanned thousands of years of history. The Emiratis were paying the French $1 billion for the rights to the Louvre name, guidance on what art to buy, and loans of masterworks by Da Vinci, Matisse, and Van Gogh. The kings of Morocco and Bahrain joined Emirati royals at the celebrations, which included a spectacle of costumed dancers and pyrotechnics worthy of an Olympics opening ceremony. In his speech, Macron pitched the museum as an antidote to global conflict and the legacies of imperialism. Instead of taking the greatest works of art from the lands it conquered--as Napoleon's armies had--France was now bringing its treasures east.

"Beauty," Macron declared, "will save the world."

Two days after the museum opened, one of its beautiful objects began drawing attention from scholars, but not in the way that Macron might have hoped. It was an immaculately preserved rose-granite slab, or stele, inscribed with a royal decree from the pharaoh Tutankhamun. The stele dated to about 1318 B.C.E., closer to the boy-king's death than any other surviving monument. It stood at five and a half feet, and the engravings--Tut offers wine to the god Osiris on one side of the slab, and accepts bouquets from a priest on the other--were unlike anything scholars had previously seen.

What puzzled experts was that a Tut stele this astonishing could emerge, as if from nowhere, a century after the British archaeologist Howard Carter discovered the pharaoh's tomb. "Does anyone know ANYTHING about this?" a Giza-based Egyptologist tweeted. The museum's label for the stele, she added, was "a masterclass in saying almost nothing."

Marc Gabolde, an acclaimed Tut scholar at France's Paul Valery University, in Montpellier, pressed the museum's French advisers for an explanation. They told him that a German merchant-navy officer named Johannes Behrens had bought the stele from a little-known Egyptian dealer, Habib Tawadros, in 1933. It had remained in Behrens's family until shortly before the museum acquired it, in 2016, for more than $9 million.


AFP / Getty
 Dignitaries at the inauguration of the Louvre Abu Dhabi in November 2017 included French President Emmanuel Macron (center); Abu Dhabi Crown Prince Mohamed bin Zayed Al Nahyan (left of Macron); and Jean-Luc Martinez, the president and director of the Paris Louvre (right of Macron).



Gabolde received the museum's permission to write the first scholarly paper on the stele, but something about its provenance continued to bother him. Germany's economy was in shambles in 1933. Gabolde wondered how a merchant-navy man could have afforded a monument of Egypt's most celebrated pharaoh. He searched historical records but found no evidence of Behrens's existence.

Events in America soon deepened his concerns. In February 2019, a Manhattan prosecutor seized a golden mummy coffin from the Metropolitan Museum of Art, concluding that it had been looted in Egypt in 2011, during the Arab Spring--and that papers documenting its provenance had been forged. Gabolde noticed that the coffin's sales history partly resembled that of the stele: Habib Tawadros was again listed as the original owner. If Tawadros had never actually owned the coffin, might the stele's history also be a lie? Gabolde came to a disturbing conclusion. "Whole stories," he wrote in his research notes, "seem to have been made up to hide the exact provenance of the artefacts."

In their billion-dollar agreement with the Emiratis, the French had pledged to "pay careful attention to the ethical rules regarding acquisitions, in particular regarding provenance." Helping guide those acquisitions was the most powerful museum official in Europe: Jean-Luc Martinez, the president and director of the Paris Louvre. The year before the stele's purchase, Martinez, an archaeologist, had written a 50-point plan for protecting antiquities in conflict zones, and he'd warned of traffickers who "invent a story" for looted objects to disguise their illicit origins. They could "claim it was found by a great-grandfather who was a diplomat, fabricate fake notary documents to lend credibility to the lie," Martinez wrote.

Could a bogus story about the Tut stele have duped him just months later?


Alamy
 The Louvre Abu Dhabi bought a marble head of Cleopatra for about $40 million, the highest known price a museum has ever paid for a single antiquity.



In 2021, Gabolde stepped off an airplane in Paris to find the national police waiting for him. They took him to their headquarters in Nanterre, where officers interrogated him for hours about his research into the stele's origins. "They told me it was a huge affair," Gabolde recalled, "something far beyond my understanding." The police had begun to unravel a criminal network stretching from the deserts of Egypt to the largest museums in the world. From 2013 to 2018, traffickers had sold the Met and the Louvre Abu Dhabi some $65 million worth of allegedly looted artifacts. Among them was the Tut stele, the golden coffin, and a colossal marble head of a Ptolemaic queen, purported to be Cleopatra, purchased for about $40 million--the highest known price a museum has ever paid for a single antiquity.

At the center of the deals, mostly hidden from sight, was a family with warehouses full of magnificent artifacts and a knack for outrunning the law.

One day in the 1960s, a little boy entered a jewelry shop in Cairo and held out an ancient scarab amulet. "You want to buy it?" he asked the proprietor.

Simon Simonian, who ran the shop with his brother Hagop, dealt in modern jewelry but was intrigued enough by the ornament to accept the boy's offer. "My father purchased it for little and he sold it for a big profit," Simon's son Kevork told me.  Sensing a financial opportunity, Simon called one of his younger brothers, Serop, who was studying business at a university in Germany.

Study Egyptology instead, Simon told him.

Serop was one of Simon's five siblings, a bookish middle child who collected stamps and lived in the shadow of his eldest brother. Their father, Ohan, had fled Turkey on foot as a boy, after his parents were murdered in the Armenian genocide. When he arrived in Egypt, a relative told me, he begged for food and slept in trash bins before getting a job as a busboy, buying a truck, and eventually founding his own transportation business. Losing his parents at such a young age caused him lifelong anguish. But Ohan gave his children chances he'd never had, and they learned to seize them.

When Serop got Simon's call, he did as he was told. He switched to Egyptology, wrote a dissertation on coffin design, and received his doctorate from the University of Gottingen in 1974.


Gibson Moss / Alamy
 Jackie Kennedy inaugurated the first major tour of Tutankhamun artifacts, in the early 1960s, helping fuel a popular fascination with ancient Egypt.



It was an ideal time to be in the Egyptian-antiquities business. In the early 1960s, Jackie Kennedy, as first lady, had inaugurated the first major tour of Tutankhamun artifacts, a small collection that attracted giant crowds. It was soon followed by a far bigger exhibition, "Treasures of Tutankhamun," which showcased the pharaoh's gold death mask and fueled a craze that critics called "Egyptomania." The show's nine-year world tour, which began in 1972, would draw about 7 million people in the U.S. alone. During its four months at the Met, museum goers poured $500 million, in today's dollars, into hotels, restaurants, and other New York businesses. Steve Martin's 1978 single, "King Tut," which parodied the era's obsession with the pharaoh, sold more than 1 million copies.

Serop Simonian wasn't an extraordinary Egyptology student, a teacher in his program recalled, but it didn't much matter: He was now Herr Doktor Simonian, and had a network of influential scholars and museum directors. He hadn't even finished his degree when, in 1970, through a Paris broker, he sold the Louvre a 4,000-year-old acacia statue of the Egyptian high priest Hapdjefai.

In 1976, he opened a shop called Galerie Antiker Kunst in a wealthy district of Hamburg, and began loaning antiquities to German universities. He knew that professors would relish the chance to publish papers on previously unknown artifacts. Their articles, in turn, increased the value of his objects. An Egyptologist named Jurgen Horn described a papyrus bearing verses from the Book of Isaiah as "breathtaking," writing to Simonian that he hoped "this information will help you in your difficult negotiations." Another German professor called the papyrus "a sensation." These endorsements, an American scholar of early Christianity wrote to a colleague, "explain why the price doubled."

Serop had become precisely what his older brothers had hoped: a respectable figure, with the ties and training to sell the family's artifacts, at staggering prices, to insatiable Western markets.

One of the first people to notice anything amiss was an American art historian named Eleni Vassilika. It was the summer of 2000, and Vassilika--who'd spent a decade as an antiquities curator at the University of Cambridge--had just started a new job as the director of the Roemer and Pelizaeus Museum, in the provincial German city of Hildesheim. She quickly discovered that dozens of Egyptian relics the museum presented to the public as its own were in fact the merchandise of a dealer named Serop Simonian. Two of his artifacts--a 4,000-year-old model boat and a 2,300-year-old coffin--had even appeared on the covers of exhibition catalogs for the museum's traveling shows.

It wasn't uncommon for museums to display objects from collectors, with labels identifying the pieces as loans. But to exhibit the stock of a dealer--and to do so without disclosure--struck Vassilika as a form of laundering. It allowed a dealer to hide his ownership of potentially dubious antiquities from the public and law enforcement, yet quietly present them to buyers as museum-worthy. (Lara Weiss, the Roemer and Pelizaeus's director since 2023, told me the museum would not approve such a relationship today and "would consider it laundering.")

The state of some of Simonian's wares made the arrangement all the more bizarre. An ancient statue of Osiris "had been restored from head to toe," with "large parts" added that "did not correspond to its original condition," a conservator at the museum later told investigators. Coffins, meanwhile, appeared to have been reassembled from modular pieces; the conservator suspected that they'd been sawed apart in Egypt so that government inspectors wouldn't recognize them as protected artifacts.


Jamie Salmon for The Atlantic
 As a museum director in Germany and Italy, Eleni Vassilika, pictured here in her London home, was among the first people to question Serop Simonian's antiquities.



By then, the West's fascination with ancient Egypt had fueled waves of looting. In just the first three months of 1973, as the giant Tutankhamun tour got under way, Egyptian tombs were robbed of millions of dollars' worth of antiquities. Egypt had so many buried artifacts and so few guards, the Associated Press reported, that "99 percent of all lootings go undiscovered." To fight the trafficking of cultural property, UNESCO had adopted a major treaty in 1970. Then, in 1983, Egyptian lawmakers fully criminalized the antiquities trade, barring all sales and exports.

Yet there had been no discernible interruption in the Simonians' business. The brothers had a ready explanation: They'd acquired their antiquities in the '60s and early '70s, they said, from the heirs of Habib Tawadros and another Egyptian dealer, Sayed Pasha Khashaba. "Everything," Serop later told investigators, had been shipped to Switzerland by 1973, a full decade before Egypt outlawed the trade. A family member described this cache to me as an "infinite supply."

Simonian's relationship with the Roemer and Pelizaeus Museum, which began no later than 1990, was off the books: There was no contract, no insurance, no notification to the city, which owned the museum. When city officials finally learned of the arrangement, in 1999, they grew alarmed. But Vassilika's predecessor, who was a friend of Simonian's, talked them down. He told them that the dealer was best seen as a quiet benefactor whose antiquities were drawing visitors and helping fund the museum's new building. The city's leaders seemed appeased, and soon agreed to Simonian's demand that the museum buy some of his artifacts, in return for his loans to the traveling shows. When city administrators questioned Simonian's prices, the museum director again allayed their concerns--by obtaining appraisals from Ursula Rossler-Kohler, a former classmate of Simonian's who'd become head of the Egyptology institute at the University of Bonn. Of the help that she gave Simonian, Rossler-Kohler later told investigators, "We were happy to do this and were then able to keep some of these pieces on loan for our own small exhibition."

Vassilika was appalled by the city's naivete. She ordered the removal of Simonian's objects--about 100 of them--from the museum's warehouse and tried, in vain, to halt the purchases.

When she left the museum in 2005, at the end of her five-year contract, Vassilika hoped never to think about Simonian again. She'd been offered a job as the director of the Egyptian Museum in Turin, Italy, whose 40,000-piece collection was regarded as the most important outside Egypt. The city was preparing to host the 2006 Winter Olympics, and a local banking foundation, the Compagnia di San Paolo, had pledged about $30 million for the museum's renovation. With the encouragement of Italy's culture minister, the Compagnia had also acquired an eight-foot papyrus roll from the first century B.C.E. It appeared to contain the only known copy of a work by the Greek geographer Artemidorus and the oldest surviving map from the Greco-Roman world. The foundation planned to exhibit the Artemidorus at a nobleman's palazzo during the Olympics, then donate it to the Egyptian Museum.


Paco Serinelli / AFP / Getty
 An Italian foundation paid Serop Simonian about $3 million for a papyrus that appeared to contain a lost work by the ancient Greek geographer Artemidorus.



Vassilika was fascinated by the papyrus, which she'd never heard of. Who was the seller? she asked her boss.

Her boss called the Compagnia and handed the phone to Vassilika.

"This piece was legally exported from Egypt by an Armenian family in the 1970s," she recalled a foundation official telling her.

She felt her ears ring and the blood drain from her face. "You don't mean Serop Simonian?"

He did. The Compagnia had acquired it from the Hamburg dealer for $3 million--the highest known price ever paid for a papyrus.

By the 2000s, the Simonians had amassed tens of thousands of artifacts in warehouses across Europe and North America. So numerous and varied were the objects that the family could serve nearly every market, from multimillion-dollar deals with museums to two-figure bargains on eBay. Most elite dealers shunned cheap objects, but for the Simonians, a sale was a sale. The range of price points was "unprecedented for a single network," an American law-enforcement official told me.

The only bar to still greater profits, it seemed, was Serop himself. With his degree and connections, he'd supplanted his brothers as the de facto head of the family business. But he had little in the way of glamour or charm. Plump, shabbily dressed, and unshaven, he lived in what another dealer described to me as "kind of your grandmother's apartment in the 1950s." He was so loath to spend money that he stayed in budget hotels and had a habit, according to a business associate, of "re-toasting old bread so as not to waste it." He was still haunted by the poverty of his first years in Germany, when he'd lived in a building with shared bathrooms and had little to eat. "He didn't want to go back to the same place," Simon's son Ohan told me.

The one time Vassilika met him, to discuss his antiquities, Serop showed up at her museum office disheveled, slouching, and smelling of cigarettes--a manner wholly unlike that of the urbane, well-groomed men who dominated the trade. "He just looked shaggy," Vassilika recalled. "He didn't look like an art dealer, you know, an upmarket art dealer."

Of his reputation as a salesman, Gabriele Pieke, a German Egyptologist and museum official, recalled, "Tricks and tricks, like someone who wants to get more money out of you." She likened him to sellers in a souk or bazaar. "If it's not in your character to bargain, then it's really annoying."

Simonian was prickly and easily aggrieved, which made dealing with him even more challenging. "He didn't really feel people respected him enough," Noele Mele, a Connecticut dealer who brokered pieces for him, told me. Buyers would sometimes agree to Simonian's asking price, only for him to suddenly raise it, out of spite for some perceived insult. "He'd say, 'It's your fault; you should have gotten it in writing,'" Mele recalled. "The next time, we did get it in writing. He said, 'So what?' and tore it up." He eventually grew estranged from his wife and children, while forming what the business associate said were emotional attachments to the antiquities in his storerooms. "My babies," he called them.

In 2011, Simonian reached an agreement with the Reiss Engelhorn Museum, in Mannheim, Germany, to display thousands of his artifacts, apparently including the Cleopatra bust, for up to 30 years. But by 2013, the museum had backed out, citing Simonian's failure to supply provenance paperwork and his refusal to allow laboratory testing to determine the age of his objects. "No one wanted to deal with him," Mele told me.

To sell to the world's greatest museums, Simonian needed help. In the early 2000s, a pair of Lebanese antiquities dealers introduced him to their son Roben Dib, who was studying biomedical engineering at the University of Hamburg. Dib was in his 20s--nearly four decades Simonian's junior--but he'd collected coins since he was a boy and had a natural savoir faire. Several years later, Simonian offered him a job, and Dib accepted, thrilled by the idea of turning his hobby into a career.

In 2011, Dib traveled to the Paris auction house Pierre Berge and introduced himself to its archaeological expert Christophe Kunicki, one of France's foremost authorities on Egyptian art. Kunicki moved among museum-world Brahmin. "When he's not organizing sales," the French newspaper Liberation wrote, "he scours major international fairs and rubs shoulders with the elite of the art market, between Paris, New York, London, and Geneva. Always at his side, his husband and collaborator, Richard Semper, perfectly bilingual in English." The couple regularly hosted dinners for Louvre and Met curators, who were "always delighted to be the first to discover new treasures." Dib brought small artifacts to Kunicki, gaining his trust, before offering him larger and more legally questionable ones.

In 2015, Kunicki grew smitten with a spectacular coffin Dib showed him in a warehouse in Cologne. Sheathed in gold and covered in hieroglyphs, it had once contained the mummified corpse of Nedjemankh, a first-century-B.C.E. priest of the ram-headed fertility god Heryshef. Kunicki had the coffin professionally photographed, and in May 2016 he emailed the pictures to Diana Patch, the chief curator of Egyptian art at the Met. Might the museum be interested?


Mahmoud Khaled / AFP / Getty
 The Metropolitan Museum of Art acquired the gilded coffin of Nedjemankh in 2017. The Manhattan District Attorney's Office alleged that it had been looted in Egypt in 2011, during the Arab Spring.



When Patch asked for provenance documents, Kunicki sent a scan of what he said was an Egyptian export license, issued to Simon Simonian in 1971. Janice Kamrin, a curator on Patch's staff, emailed the Egyptian government that the license had "all the proper stamps" and "looks right to us" but that the museum wanted to confirm its authenticity "as part of our due diligence." When an Egyptian official requested "all the data and pics," Kamrin asked if sending just the license number and year would suffice. It didn't: The Egyptians wanted a copy of the license that Kamrin had claimed looked right. According to an official summary of a Manhattan grand-jury investigation, Kamrin puzzlingly replied that she didn't have copies, "electronic or otherwise"--despite the fact that Kunicki had emailed Patch a scan of the license months earlier.

Patch, meanwhile, pressed the dealers. She insisted in an email that for the sale to proceed, "we of course will require the original export license." But Patch never got the original--the dealers made a series of baffling excuses--and Egyptian officials stopped answering Kamrin's emails. Still, in May 2017, Patch and Kamrin recommended the coffin's purchase to the Met's director. When senior Egyptian officials learned of the museum's plans to go through with the acquisition, they again requested a copy of the export license. The dealers had sent Patch two copies of it--one in which Simon Simonian's name was visible, and another in which it was blacked out. Kunicki asked Patch to send Egypt "the copy without the names." According to the summary of the grand-jury investigation, Patch complied--depriving Egypt of a key detail about the coffin's origins. Soon after, in July 2017, the Met acquired the coffin, for about $4 million.

The gilded coffin of Nedjemankh became a sensation. Kim Kardashian, in a gold Versace gown, posed for photos beside it at the 2018 Met Gala. Two months later, the museum made the coffin the centerpiece of an exhibition that drew nearly half a million visitors.

If museum directors had wanted the truth about the Simonians, they could have gotten it from Egyptian officials--or done some basic research. On microfilm at the Library of Congress, I found a series of disquieting articles in Egypt's Al-Ahram, one of the Arab world's oldest and most influential newspapers. The first, from January 1975, was headlined "Armenian Jeweler Killed on the Bank of a Canal in Saqqara."

The dead jeweler was Serop's younger brother, Abraham Simonian. His bloodied, half-naked body had been found with bullet wounds near a hut where he'd parked his Mercedes. The newspaper reported that although Simon, Hagop, and Abraham were nominally in the jewelry business, their primary activity was "buying stolen artifacts and selling and smuggling them abroad." Abraham, who was 28, "had frequented numerous archaeological sites throughout the republic," seeking "antiquities wherever they might be found."

A colleague of the Simonians told me that Serop, wanting more business for himself, had Abraham make deals behind their older brothers' backs. At one point, Abraham gave Serop a photo of a Book of the Dead, a collection of spells for the afterlife, which Serop showed to a professor in Germany. "The professor told him, 'It's important--go and buy,'" the colleague said. The Simonians paid the Egyptians who had dug it up the rough equivalent of $7,000. Then, according to Al-Ahram, the Simonians sold the book in Germany for more than 30 times that amount. After the diggers learned of this profit--and of how little of it they'd gotten--a fight erupted, and they shot Abraham with his own gun.

By then, Egyptian law enforcement had known of the Simonians for perhaps a decade. In the 1960s, a relative told me, Simon spent two years in prison for alleged antiquities crimes, and lost teeth in an attack by fellow inmates. In 1971, he was stripped of his antiquities license after registering in his own name the shop of Habib Tawadros, the dealer the Simonians would later claim owned both the Met's gilded coffin and the Louvre Abu Dhabi's Tut stele.

Simon and Hagop left Egypt for Los Angeles and Montreal, respectively, in the early-to-mid-'80s, around the time the country abolished its antiquities trade. In 1989, Canadian authorities seized about 60 illicit antiquities from Hagop--some "taken" from excavations, according to Al-Ahram. Six years later, an Egyptian court sentenced Simon in absentia to five years of hard labor for trying to smuggle at least 100 antiquities out of the country with forged government documents.

In 2005, a Berlin judge halted a shipment of Simonian artifacts to a buyer in the United States, after Egyptian authorities linked the objects to dealers who'd bribed a senior official in Egypt's antiquities ministry. But the judge's decision was soon reversed, and the artifacts--funerary relics exhibited at the Roemer and Pelizaeus Museum in the 1990s--were sold, for more than $2 million, to the Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art, in Kansas City, where they remain today. (The Nelson-Atkins declined to comment on Egypt's allegations.)

For eight years, Eleni Vassilika had kept the Artemidorus papyrus out of Turin's Egyptian Museum, her intransigence infuriating her superiors. In 2018, four years after her departure, Italian prosecutors declared both the papyrus and a key provenance document fake. Serop Simonian, they alleged, had committed aggravated fraud, a crime made easier by the carelessness of the Compagnia and of the scholars who'd facilitated the purchase. But it was too late to charge Simonian, they said: The statute of limitations had lapsed. (The Compagnia did not respond to requests for comment.)

The Artemidorus remains the only known Simonian relic deemed a forgery. Some others were crudely restored, with slapdash handiwork or ill-fitting parts cannibalized from other antiquities. But by and large, the family's objects are seen as genuine. The problem is not their authenticity, but their origins.
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 Matthew Bogdanos, the chief of the Manhattan District Attorney's Antiquities Trafficking Unit, served as a Marine colonel in the Iraq War, when he led a team that recovered artifacts looted from the Iraq Museum.



In the fall of 2017, a Lebanese collector named Georges Lotfi was strolling through the Met's Egyptian galleries when he noticed a new acquisition: the gilded coffin of Nedjemankh. The more closely he examined it, the surer he became that he'd seen it before. About five years earlier, Lotfi told me, a Jordanian trafficker named Mohammed "Abu Said" Jaradat had offered it to him for $50,000. Lotfi had passed. But after his visit to the Met, he called Jaradat and asked what had become of the coffin. Jaradat said he'd sent it to a German dealer named Roben Dib, who had promised to split the proceeds of any sale. Jaradat had heard nothing since.

"Abu Said," Lotfi responded, "it's in the Metropolitan Museum."

Jaradat was livid. The Met had paid $4 million, and Jaradat hadn't gotten a penny. "He wanted to take revenge," Lotfi told me.

In March 2018, Lotfi tipped off Matthew Bogdanos, a prosecutor who leads the Manhattan District Attorney's Antiquities Trafficking Unit. Bogdanos recognized the names Dib and Jaradat. About five years earlier, he had come across emails from them in the inboxes of several New York collectors and museum officials he was investigating in a different case. The emails contained what Bogdanos called "dirty photos": images of dirt-encrusted antiquities, the sort that thieves send to buyers to prove that a relic is fresh from the ground and thus not a fake; the mindset, as Bogdanos describes it, is If it's looted, it's real. To investigate further, Bogdanos's team served search warrants in 2013 on Dib's and Jaradat's email accounts, obtaining thousands of messages. But he couldn't seize the antiquities in their "dirty photos" without knowing where the objects were.

Not until Lotfi's tip, five years later, did Bogdanos get a break. Lotfi introduced Bogdanos to Jaradat, and the prosecutor found corroboration for Jaradat's golden-coffin story in the seized email accounts: In late 2011 and early 2012, a looter had sent six dirty images of the coffin to Jaradat, who forwarded them to Dib. Metadata showed that the photos were taken in Egypt's Minya region in autumn 2011, just months after a rash of antiquities looting during the Arab Spring. A photo emailed to Jaradat appeared to depict one of the traffickers: a man in a hoodie, crouched on a sand dune, with an assault rifle across his chest.

"When is the big yellow one going to get here?" Simonian asked Dib in a September 2012 Gmail chat, using their code name for the golden coffin, according to the summary of the grand-jury investigation.

"Early October it will be ready for the EU," Dib replied. The coffin was smuggled from Egypt to Dubai, then sent by FedEx to an old friend of Simonian's, a shipping agent who lived near the Cologne warehouse where the relic would be stored. The FedEx label, found in Dib's email, described the multimillion-dollar Egyptian coffin as a "gypsum Wooden Box and lid" from Turkey, with a value of 5,000 euros.

From speaking with Simonian's associates and reading court papers and other legal documents, I got the sense that Simonian had a system. He put almost nothing in writing. He used intermediaries and an offshore shell company to obscure his role in sales. He had artifacts shipped to friends, freight forwarders, and small museums such as the Roemer and Pelizaeus, where--a museum official there told investigators--he had her go into a customs office to complete paperwork on his behalf, while he stayed in the car and smoked. He once bragged to a colleague of his near invisibility: "I run beside my shadow."

From the December 2021 issue: Ariel Sabar on the Manhattan DA's Antiquities Trafficking Unit

When Bogdanos reviewed the Met's internal communications, he was dumbfounded. By the time Diana Patch, the Met's chief curator of Egyptian art, recommended the purchase, the Paris dealers had given the museum no fewer than three provenance stories: one in which the current owner was a "Mme Chatz" of Switzerland, another in which it was an "M.D." of Germany, and a third in which the owner was Serop Simonian. Still more suspicious, one date on the license suggested that it had been issued in May 1961, while another suggested May 1971. Neither could be reconciled with a government stamp that said Arab Republic of Egypt, a name Egypt didn't adopt until September 1971.

Manhattan prosecutors didn't charge anyone at the Met, but in February 2019, Bogdanos's team convinced a judge that the museum likely possessed stolen property in the first degree. Agents seized the coffin with a search warrant and, with the Met's cooperation, returned it to Egypt. Then they found and repatriated five other antiquities that the Met had recently acquired, for more than $3 million, from the same network. Two had bogus Khashaba or Behrens provenance; another was described as having been sold by a Dutch gallery nine years before the gallery opened. A fourth piece--a Roman-era portrait of a woman--was looted from Egypt in the 1990s, according to Manhattan prosecutors, but the sellers evidently needed another story. "Hehe, it should come from you, the Simonian family," Dib allegedly wrote in a Gmail chat. "No," Simonian replied. So they attributed it to a friend, who they claimed purchased it in 1968 from a Munich gallery.

A Met spokesperson told me that the museum was "the victim of a fraud" and had "filed a complaint in the criminal legal proceedings in Paris." Asked about the conduct of Patch and Kamrin, the spokesperson described the coffin's acquisition in 2017 as a "museum decision, supported by a multi-step institutional process in place at the time." After the coffin's repatriation, in 2019, the Met "undertook a thorough review of its process for verifying documentation and approving acquisitions, and then strengthened requirements for acquiring antiquities." The spokesperson declined to answer more detailed questions, citing the "ongoing, strictly confidential proceedings in France."

This was hardly the Met's first provenance scandal. The museum returned a cache of relics to Turkey in 1993 and a stunning Greek vase to Italy in 2008--each of which it had purchased, for at least $1 million, months after they'd been excavated by tomb robbers. The Manhattan D.A.'s office says that it has seized more than 200 antiquities, valued at more than $54 million, from the museum since 2023. In 2024, the Met hired its first-ever head of provenance research, who oversees a team of 12 analysts that in partnership with outside experts, including the D.A.'s office, is reviewing objects in the museum's collection from problematic dealers.

So would the Met continue to buy antiquities--as it had the gilded coffin--without original export licenses and without the country of origin's confirmation that relics were legal? The museum spokesperson told me that the guidelines the Met follows do not include those "conditions" but that it would make every effort to verify documents, including by contacting people connected to them. Diana Patch and Janice Kamrin did not respond to requests for comment.

The Louvre Abu Dhabi had made an even more enticing target for Simonian's network than the Met. The Emiratis had allotted hundreds of millions of dollars to building a world-class collection within a decade. Antiquities worthy of their ambitions had proved difficult to find, according to internal documents seen by Liberation, because of "heightened sensitivity" about provenance. This tougher environment didn't deter traffickers so much as inspire them: If they faked legal provenance, they could command astronomical prices--precisely because of how few legal objects were on the market. From 2014 to 2018, Simonian's network sold the Louvre Abu Dhabi at least seven Egyptian antiquities for more than $50 million, among them the Tut stele, the Cleopatra head, and a hippopotamus figurine originally displayed by the Roemer and Pelizaeus. (The Louvre Abu Dhabi declined to comment, citing the ongoing investigations.)

European police discovered that Simonian and his associates had allegedly fabricated early-20th-century sales records with an old typewriter--the same one Simonian used to write his dissertation--and blank invoices from long-dead dealers such as Tawadros. The traffickers then paid friends and other "witnesses" to claim, in notarized letters, that they'd inherited the objects from ancestors such as Behrens, the supposed merchant-navy officer. Simonian's two adult children, meanwhile, had their own provenance story: that they owned the Cleopatra head and the Tut stele, and had gotten the artifacts from their grandmother. Their story, which appears in certain back-end sales paperwork, made it possible for 30 million euros in sales proceeds to flow directly into their accounts, bypassing their elderly father and effecting a massive, intergenerational transfer of wealth.

Kunicki and Semper, the Paris middlemen who'd brokered the sale of Simonian objects to the Met and the Louvre Abu Dhabi, were charged in 2020 with fraud, money laundering, and forgery. French journalists, quoting confidential police files, reported that Kunicki admitted to using forged paperwork to fill in "missing links" in ownership. In the antiquities world, Semper suggested, due diligence was a kind of knowing pantomime in which "everyone is putting a bag over their head." He alluded to a French schoolyard game in which children stare into each other's eyes and try not to be the first to laugh. (Kunicki and Semper deny wrongdoing, their lawyer told me.)

To determine how high the conspiracy went, French police scrutinized the conduct of the Louvre Abu Dhabi's advisers. Among them was France's most prominent critic of archaeological looting: Jean-Luc Martinez, whom French president Francois Hollande had appointed in 2013 to lead the Paris Louvre. In his 2015 report on safeguarding antiquities in conflict zones--commissioned by Hollande and submitted to UNESCO--Martinez urged museums "to systematically refuse any proposal to acquire works whose provenance is not certain." He described nearly all the "laundering techniques" that traffickers used: fake ownership histories, middlemen, attempts to exhibit looted objects in prestigious museums "to enhance the artwork's reputation and reassure potential buyers," long waits before stolen relics appear on the market to give "dealers time to fabricate provenance." Yet in helping the Louvre Abu Dhabi acquire antiquities, Martinez, along with other French advisers, apparently missed, or ignored, these very problems.

The police concluded that the Agence France-Museums--the body that France created to advise the Emirati museum--had become "a formidable tool at the disposal of traffickers." Though Martinez isn't thought to have personally profited from the deals, the Emiratis' payments to France helped fund major renovations at the Paris Louvre, including a roughly $60 million project to improve the flow of visitors through the reception areas beneath the glass pyramid. Martinez was charged in 2022 with complicity in fraud and money laundering. (Martinez's lawyer, Francois Artuphel, told me that Martinez was one of six members of the Louvre Abu Dhabi's acquisitions committee, which made decisions collectively and was not expected to verify the provenance documents provided by sellers. Artuphel called Martinez a victim of "alleged counterfeiters," and believes his client will be "fully exonerated.")

Roben Dib was charged in France in 2022 with criminal conspiracy, organized fraud, and money laundering. His attorneys didn't respond to a list of questions, but Dib has previously professed his innocence. A French defense lawyer associated with the trafficking cases told me that the dealers were being asked to prove legal ownership from the day an object was unearthed through the present, an almost impossible standard, particularly for discoveries that precede modern record-keeping practices.

Serop Simonian was 81 years old in September 2023 when he was extradited from Germany to France and charged there with criminal association, money laundering, and organized fraud. Detained in Paris's La Sante prison, he made statements to investigators that were by turns boastful, contemptuous, and self-pitying. Simonian hinted that his family had sold a statue to John Lennon. He called Bogdanos "the greatest art thief of all time," mocking the prosecutor's seizures from dealers and museums. He suggested that missing sales paperwork simply reflected an earlier era's looser standards of documentation. He denied possessing illicit antiquities, then taunted his inquisitors: If they really cared about illegal provenance, he said, "I could empty half the Louvre." Finally, he asserted that he was suffering from dementia and that Dib had become the decision maker: "I trusted him more than I trusted my children."

Simonian's French attorney, Chloe Arnoux, visited her client in prison in late 2024. She told me that he struggled to speak without losing his breath, used a walker, and slept in a cell with two young inmates, "who were not really that sympathetic to him." That December, after more than a year in detention, he was released by a judge, who cited the octogenarian's declining health. Prosecutors successfully appealed, calling Simonian a flight risk. But he had already left France, by bus, and checked into an assisted-living center in Hamburg. He's unlikely to be re-extradited to France until his trial, lawyers close to the case told me. (For their roles in antiquities sales, Simonian's son, Abraham, is being prosecuted in Germany on charges of fraud and receiving stolen goods, and Simonian's daughter, Alice, on a charge of money laundering. Their lawyers deny the charges, saying their clients had no awareness that the provenance provided to buyers was allegedly false.)

In many months of trying to speak with Serop Simonian, I received just two responses: a completely blank message from his email address, and a WhatsApp call from a number associated with him in which someone breathed heavily for a few seconds before hanging up. Days spent looking for him in Hamburg yielded only dead ends. His lawyers didn't respond to detailed lists of questions.

Serop's brother Simon died in 2020, and Hagop didn't respond to interview requests, but I found Simon's son Ohan, who is in his early 50s, in California. We spent part of an afternoon together in the Coachella Valley. His arms were sleeved in tattoos: an Egyptian ankh, an Eye of God inside a pyramid, the face of Jesus over the words In God We Trust. Growing up in Egypt in the 1980s, he told me, he'd been teased by the Armenian kids he played basketball with. "You guys robbed a pyramid," they'd say. "You stole half of Egypt." In truth, Ohan insisted, his father was not a thief but a rescuer, saving the marvels of his homeland "for the world to see."

Unlike his brother Serop, Simon openly enjoyed his money, frittering it away on parties, vacations, trips to Las Vegas. Where Serop wanted to be "the elite behind the curtain," Ohan told me, "my dad was, Look at me! I'm Simon!" Ohan and his brother, Kevork, both went through bankruptcy in recent years and have driven for Uber to support their families. They've spent years seeking the $11 million they say Serop still owes them for their late father's share of the $40 million Cleopatra head. Simon once flew all the way to Hamburg to collect his cut, refusing to believe that his own brother would steal from him. But Serop pretended to be out of town, and Simon died soon after.

Talking about this debt made Ohan so furious that he began loudly cursing his uncle. Death, Ohan fears, will be Serop's final escape. "If I had the choice to be a god," Ohan told me, "I'd be the god of the afterlife, so I could go after him."

In December 2020, Eleni Vassilika was weathering the pandemic in her London home when she received an email from Germany's federal police. "We are sorry you had to wait so long before being contacted by us," the agent wrote. Vassilika was thankful for their interest in Simonian. But what about the Egyptologists who had blithely endorsed his objects? What about the museums that had rushed to buy them? Germany, France, and the United States were among the nearly 150 countries who signed the 1970 UNESCO treaty to fight the illicit antiquities trade. Museums had promised reforms and hired provenance sleuths. Scholars had adopted ethics codes to constrain their contacts with dealers. Yet tens of millions of dollars in loot were still making their way into the world's most illustrious museums.

"The story is the enablers--it's us," Vassilika told me. "Museums and scholars are the moral compass of art history and the art world. We should be, at least."


Ralf Brunner / laif / Redux
 The Roemer and Pelizaeus Museum, in Hildesheim, Germany, allowed Serop Simonian to store about 100 of his antiquities in its warehouse, and displayed dozens of them--without attribution--in exhibitions around the world.



After Simonian's arrest, I asked, did she and her staff discuss whether to continue exhibiting his objects? "Of course," Weiss said. But the museum was in such financial trouble, she said, that it nearly closed in 2022, and "the important thing" was to survive. The museum had no plans to identify Simonian as the objects' prior owner. The new galleries, she said, were designed for families and children, and "in this context, there is not really room for long labels about provenance, because we want easy texts, few texts, and not long and difficult academic narratives.

"I mean, I see this can be criticized," she continued, as if suddenly realizing how this might sound. "But this is the decision we have taken at the moment because we really need more visitors."
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The Final Hours

An Afghan family's flight to safety

by George Packer

Wed, 13 May 2026




This is a story about what happens when you are stateless and powerless--the daily humiliations, the endless waiting, the impossible choices, the dependence on strangers, the danger in every official encounter, the high price of survival, the struggle for dignity.

Safia Noori and Fakhruddin Elham are a young Afghan couple who both served in the Afghan special forces, fighting alongside American troops in Afghanistan. After the fall of Kabul, they fled Taliban persecution in their own country, then escaped to Pakistan, where they lived as refugees with their two small children, waiting for the United States to make good on its promise to bring Afghan allies to this country. Last year, Donald Trump returned to power and broke that promise, closing the doors to resettlement. Around the same time, the Pakistani government stopped renewing the visas of Afghan refugees and began deporting them by the hundreds of thousands. The family became fugitives with no legal status, hiding from the police in Islamabad to avoid being sent back to death or misery in Afghanistan, trying to find a way to safety.

On March 24, this magazine published my story about Safia and Elham. (I gave them pseudonyms for their own protection, but can safely use their real names now.) That day, an acquaintance who leads an international humanitarian organization, and who had brought the family's plight to the attention of high-level Spanish officials back in January, used my essay to nudge Madrid about the family's request for asylum, and Madrid nudged its embassy in Islamabad, setting in motion the maddening, dreamlike events that followed.

The next day, on March 25, the Spanish ambassador sent a letter approving the family's travel to Spain for "international protection." The embassy instructed Safia to send copies of plane tickets for Madrid, as well as all-important exit permits from the government of Pakistan, before their visas could be issued.

George Packer: 'We are not ordinary people'

Spain's positive decision didn't guarantee anything. The family now had to get out of Pakistan without being caught and deported. This was difficult for Afghans in any circumstance; two wars would make it even harder. The American and Israeli attacks on Iran had shut down commercial flights over much of the Middle East and left only one viable route from Islamabad to Madrid--through Istanbul on Turkish Airlines. The other war, between Pakistan and Afghanistan, received much less international attention, but it had turned Afghan refugees, already a despised underclass around the region, into pariahs in Pakistan. Safia and Elham became enemies of a state that wanted to punish them for the actions of a Taliban regime in Kabul that regarded them as traitors and infidels.

A few days before hearing from the Spanish embassy, Safia and Elham had paid $1,400 to a fixer at a "travel agency" that put them on a waitlist for three-month tourist visas issued through a Pakistani consulate somewhere in Afghanistan. (The official cost for such a visa was $8, but obtaining one the normal way, through Pakistan's embassy in Kabul, was virtually impossible.) Safia explained to me that this sketchy document would keep them relatively safe from the police while they looked for some way to leave Pakistan, but it wouldn't be official enough to legalize their status. Also, the $1,400 was just a deposit. Delivery of the visas, not including ones for the children, would eventually cost $3,100--or maybe more. The price fluctuated almost daily, as if visas were being sold like black-market gasoline. Now, with Spain allowing the family to travel to Madrid, the $1,400 was a sunk cost.

The Pakistani government finds ingenious ways to profit off the desperation of Afghan refugees. It requires every foreigner without a valid Pakistani visa to obtain permission to leave the country--a document called, without irony, a "Humanitarian Safe Passage Exit Permit." Four of them would cost the family $2,650 in fines and fees for overstaying the expired visas that Pakistan refused to renew. Even then, the exit permits weren't certain. Like most things in Pakistan, they depended on connections and bribes.

First, Elham had to register their 2-year-old son, Yusuf, who didn't have an entry visa, because he had been born in Pakistan, but who couldn't leave without being recorded in the national database. This task required Elham to spend a day driving around Islamabad in the car of his Pakistani landlord, who had become a kind of guardian angel to the family because he and Safia were both Shiite Muslims, co-religionists of an oppressed minority. To prevent Elham's Afghan accent from giving him away at the many police checkpoints, the landlord claimed him as his mute brother.

But even with a Pakistani at his side, Elham was turned away from one registration office after another. "When they checked my documents and saw that I am Afghan, they told me to leave the office and said that this matter was not their responsibility," he told me later. Finally, the landlord called a friend in the Interior Ministry, who got the matter resolved. But Elham's day spent wandering through bureaucratic Islamabad, he told me, "truly shows how people take advantage of the suffering of others."

Pakistan now required all Afghans to pick up their exit permits in person at the Interior Ministry--but this seemed a likely trap for arrest and deportation. The work-around, of course, meant yet another bribe, and on Friday, March 27, Safia and Elham transferred $600 through the "travel agency" to the bank account of a ministry employee. In exchange, they were told, the exit permits would be issued digitally the following Monday.

"I do not trust the government of Pakistan at all, not even one percent," Safia wrote to me. "But this situation is about bribery, and I know that in such cases, once they receive the money, they usually complete the work. By Monday, everything should become clear." Meanwhile, the family would shop for suitcases and clothing to prepare for their departure, which seemed more and more like a jailbreak.

George Packer: 'What about six years of friendship and fighting together?'

I was sending money to their landlord by way of Western Union for their expenses. (When I described the situation to my editors at The Atlantic, they decided to have the magazine reimburse me for some of the money I spent on the family's travel.) By now I was exchanging a dozen messages a day with Safia and Elham. As they came closer to escape, I found it hard to concentrate on anything other than getting them out. But every day threw an unreasonable, enraging obstacle in their path.

Monday arrived. Safia and Elham waited all day for their exit permits. In the late afternoon the Interior Ministry issued a single permit: for 2-year-old Yusuf. Apparently, the rest were delayed by a computer glitch. Their fixer at the "travel agency" reported that the other permits would come within an hour if the glitch could be solved. If not, then tomorrow. An hour passed. Night fell. Safia and Elham drank coffee to stay awake. "Only when the exit permits finally arrive will my heart become calm and I will be able to sleep," Safia told me.

The next morning brought no permits. The word now was that they would be sent at two in the afternoon. Two o'clock came and went. The unofficial price had apparently gone up. At 4:30 Safia wrote with alarming news: "They have stopped all exit permits and are not approving them. They said that tomorrow I and all my family members must go in person to the Ministry of Interior, and only then there may be a possibility of approval." By now just hearing the word Pakistan left Safia trembling. She was, she said, "going crazy from worry."

I didn't think it was a good idea for a family of Afghan refugees to show up at the heavily guarded Interior Ministry, which was subordinate to Pakistan's intelligence service, a rogue agency widely accused of aiding terrorist groups, including the Taliban during the American war in Afghanistan. I reached out to everyone I knew with Pakistani government contacts who could spring the exit permits. A friend managed to reach a top official in the Foreign Ministry, who agreed to help.

But Safia had already made up her mind. Life in Pakistan was unbearable. She would gather her courage and move toward her dreams or be handed over to the Taliban and killed. She was ready to accept either outcome.

The next morning, April 1, the family's landlord drove them to the white concrete Interior Ministry building. Safia, Elham, and the children went inside the reception hall--a cramped room where two men in civilian clothes sat behind a counter. Safia handed over their passports and receipts showing that they had paid for the exit permits.

According to Safia, as soon as the men realized that these were Afghans standing in front of them, their manner turned hostile. One of them glared at her. "Come back next week," he told her. "Then your work will be done."

As politely as possible, Safia explained that their papers were in order, their fines had been paid along with extra "fees," and they urgently needed the permits so they could leave Pakistan.

The official's face hardened. "Afghans have no right to speak here," he said. "Leave the hall." He threw the family's papers on the floor.

Safia was 26 years old. The past five years had brought many blows. The loss of her career in the Afghan military after the fall of Kabul, and of any hope for a decent life in her native country. A suicide bombing outside the Kabul airport gate that left scores of corpses all around her in a sewage ditch and barely spared Safia, her husband, and the child in her womb. The family's flight from Taliban pursuers across Afghanistan, during which they survived on rice, bread, and water and slept in strange houses and mountain caves. Safia's overwhelming desire in the worst moments to end her own life, which only her husband's sympathy and the thought of her unborn child prevented. The two weeks Safia spent all alone in a Kabul hospital as she struggled to give birth to their daughter, Victoria, while her family stayed away for their safety and hers. The decision to sell everything she owned, including her wedding dowry, to pay for a black-market passport, then say goodbye to her parents and siblings and escape with her husband and baby into Pakistan. The refugee years that followed--the forms and interviews and medical exams the family was put through as they waited in vain for America to make good on its promise to bring its Afghan allies to safety. Those last months spent hiding from Pakistani police in a sunless room. The daily insults of petty bureaucrats. The waste of her youth, her life.

George Packer: Condemning millions for one man's crime

But instead of breaking, Safia clung with all her strength to the only thing she hadn't lost.

"I've done nothing wrong," she told the men in the ministry. "I'm not a terrorist. I'm a woman." She later told me that her voice shook and rose nearly to a shout. "You must not treat me this way. I deserve to be treated like a human being. We're human beings! Look at my children--what is their fault? You should be happy we're leaving your country. I'll file a complaint if you don't do your job. We won't leave until you do it!"

She sat down in a chair as if she would never again get up. An hour passed. Then one of the men called her to the counter. "You are very stubborn," he said, and disappeared with their documents into an inner office. Half an hour later he emerged and handed over the exit permits. "Go," he commanded.

Safia laughed. "Soon I'll go, and I will never see this place again."

Elham was hearing stories of Afghan travelers at the Islamabad airport separated from other passengers by immigration officers, harassed with impossible demands, and shaken down for hundreds, even thousands, of dollars. One family missed their flight to asylum, their exit permits expired, and they were deported to Afghanistan.

I discussed these last-minute risks with an American lawyer named Tom Villalon--a member of a tiny nonprofit called Rescue Afghan Women Now that helps keep dozens of Afghan women who'd served in their country's military alive in Afghanistan and Pakistan. (Last week, one of them, a widow with two young sons, was arrested and deported to Kabul. Pakistan is now deporting as many as 5,000 Afghans a day.) Villalon had a colleague who knew the brother of a senior Pakistani official, and this man agreed to contact the immigration chief at the airport to ensure that Safia and Elham would be allowed to leave. I can't tell you the brother's name, just as I have to keep the landlord's name out of this story. Among all the grief that Pakistan caused the family, some Pakistanis treated them with extraordinary kindness, and for that they might be punished.

The Turkish Airlines flight was scheduled to depart Islamabad in the predawn hours of Friday, April 10. That night I was with my wife and daughter in Cordoba, in the south of Spain. We had come for a short vacation, but also in hopes of meeting Safia, Elham, Victoria, and Yusuf at the Madrid airport. A picture appeared on my phone: a family selfie inside the terminal, broad smiles; by chance, 4-year-old Victoria was wearing a T-shirt that read ESCAPE. Sometime before midnight in Spain--1:30 a.m. in Pakistan--Elham tried to reach me on WhatsApp, but the call was dropped. A few minutes later a text message came. Turkish Airlines would not let them board the flight.

Their luggage had been weighed, and they were about to receive boarding passes, when two airline employees noticed the family and demanded their passports. One of the employees, a young Pakistani woman, sneered: "Go away, dirty Afghans, damned Afghans. Sit there. No one will allow you to travel."

When the family didn't move, the other employee, a Pakistani man who seemed to be the manager, snapped: "The lady is telling the truth. Why don't you go over there? Didn't you hear what she said? Do you want us to call the police to force you to leave?" The family abandoned the ticket counter and went to sit down. The manager called Elham back and told him that they couldn't board their flight without return tickets--to Kabul. Elham displayed their Spanish visas and the letter from the ambassador granting their request to travel to Spain for asylum, but it made no difference.

Elham had spent five years in the Afghan special forces, fighting alongside American troops. Military service had given him a highly respected place in society. Now, to save his family, he had to try to put an American journalist he'd never met on the phone with an airline employee who suddenly had the power to ruin their lives. But the manager continued to insult Elham and refused to talk with me, and it seemed as if the family's chance at freedom was going to slip away at the very last minute. If they weren't able to reach safety, I thought to myself, then the world was an utterly hopeless place.

Then Villalon, the American lawyer, discovered that Turkish Airlines had flights from Madrid through Istanbul to Kabul. I got online, bought four fully refundable tickets, and sent them to Safia's email. Their sudden appearance on her phone seemed to upset the manager, but he had to let the family go. A few minutes later, Safia sent me a message: "My heart has grown very dark toward this place."

The last station in this gantlet of abuse was immigration. The family was sent to Booth #8, but Booth #8 sent them to Booth #3. Booth #3 was empty. Then Booth #1 called them over. Several officers examined the passports and conferred. Elham overheard enough of their Urdu to realize that the officers were familiar with the names of his family. One of them told Elham. "We'll check your documents and make sure there's no problem."

The children were exhausted and had begun to cry. "There's no problem," Elham said. "We paid a lot of money to put everything in order." And he added--perhaps with a gleam in his eye, since he was about to recover a morsel of all that Pakistan had taken from him: "If you want, I'll call the brother of the senior official right now."

"No, no, don't call. Your documents are fine."

Passports stamped--the last trace of Pakistan. The family started toward the departure gate, but the immigration officer had one more thing to say.

"If they hadn't reported your names to us, we wouldn't have allowed you to leave from here. We would have deported you to Afghanistan tonight."

"Why?"

Elham would never forget the answer.

"Because you are Afghans."

On the sidewalk outside the departures hall of Terminal 1 at Adolfo Suarez Madrid-Barajas Airport, a dark-haired little girl in a yellow T-shirt is running toward me with outstretched arms. A minute later, in pictures taken by my daughter, Elham, Safia, Victoria, and Yusuf look impossibly young and hopeful.

George Packer: No one can offer any hope

And now they live in Madrid. Elham quickly mastered the metro, and Safia is competing with her husband in language acquisition, and Victoria and Yusuf love riding on playground swing sets. The Spanish government provides temporary housing in a neighborhood of outer Madrid, three meals a day, metro cards, Spanish lessons, recreational activities, and school for Victoria, while the family's asylum request moves through the system. All alone in this strange country, Safia and Elham are determined to learn, work, and build a life for their children.

One day, Elham showed me a picture of a small desktop stand on which he'd placed the flags of Afghanistan and the United States. It made my heart sink. America didn't deserve his unrequited loyalty. "Why not the Spanish flag?" I asked. After all, Spain had given his family the second chance that America denied them. Elham agreed: He would put a Spanish flag alongside the other two, which, he told me, stood for the bond between us.

When the Trump administration locked out Safia's family and nearly all refugees, the rest of the world did the same. Pakistan and Iran have deported millions of Afghans back into misery; Canada, Australia, and other countries known for humanitarianism have narrowed the pathway to safety; most of Europe has shut itself off from desperate and oppressed people. Safia's younger sister, a talented artist and writer, is stuck in Afghanistan, trying to resist a forced marriage to a Talib. Elham's brother is being held in a Taliban prison because of Elham's military service. It's impossible for me to appreciate Spain's generosity to this family without also thinking of the scale of injustice around the world, the toll of countless humiliations.

At night Safia still dreams of Pakistan. "It is as if our bodies have left, but part of our souls are still trying to escape," she told me. "Those days left such deep marks on our spirits." But after many years of only surviving, she said, "little by little I feel that a new chapter is opening before us. For the first time in a long time, alongside all the pain, I can also feel hope. I can feel that maybe life still holds beauty for us."
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Kash Patel's Performative Deflections

At a congressional hearing today, the FBI director seemed unafraid of any repercussions and more interested in scoring partisan points that go viral.

by David A. Graham

Tue, 12 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.

During a Senate subcommittee hearing today, Democrats tried a variety of avenues to pin down FBI Director Kash Patel on reports about the bureau--about politicization of law enforcement as well as his personal conduct--but it was a simple question from Senator Chris Van Hollen at the end that produced the most telling response.

"Do you know that it is a crime to lie to Congress?" the Maryland Democrat asked.

Patel scowled and loudly reshuffled papers at his table. "I have not lied to Congress," he said. He accused the senator of lying. He refused to look up. But as Van Hollen noted, Patel repeatedly sidestepped the actual question.

"The director of the FBI apparently does not want to answer the question about whether or not it's a crime to lie to Congress, and I find that extremely troubling," Van Hollen said. "You are a disgrace, Mr. Director."

The exchange was a fiery end to a hearing that began with a bizarre exchange between Van Hollen and Patel but drifted into an odd stasis in the middle. The hearing, which also featured the leaders of the Drug Enforcement Agency, the U.S. Marshals Service, and the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives, might otherwise have been a drab budget discussion, except that it was also senators' first chance to question Patel on a series of recent press reports.

In mid-April, my colleague Sarah Fitzpatrick reported on concerns inside the Trump administration about what FBI sources described as excessive drinking and unexplained absences. (In a follow-up story, Fitzpatrick also reported on the personalized bourbon bottles Patel has handed out as gifts.) Patel has denied the allegations in Fitzpatrick's initial story and sued Fitzpatrick and The Atlantic for defamation, demanding $250 million; MS NOW also reported last week that Fitzpatrick was the focus of an FBI criminal-leak investigation, a development the FBI rejects as "completely false." Earlier this spring, several outlets also reported that Patel had fired agents from a task force that monitored threats from Iran--just days before the Trump administration launched a war against Iran--because they'd been involved in an investigation into the president's alleged removal of classified documents to Mar-a-Lago. (Patel has denied these reports, saying that the agents were fired for unspecified violations of "ethical obligations.")

"Director Patel, I don't care one bit about your private life, and I don't give a damn about what you do on your own time and on your own dime unless and until it interferes with your public responsibilities," Van Hollen said in his opening statement. The allegations, if true, "demonstrate a gross dereliction of your duty," he said.

The director responded with vitriol and scorn. "The only person that was slinging margaritas in El Salvador on the taxpayer dollar with a convicted gangbanging rapist was you," Patel said. The director appeared to be referring to a visit that Van Hollen made to El Salvador, where he met with Kilmar Abrego Garcia, an imprisoned immigrant whom the administration acknowledged it had mistakenly deported. (He has since been returned to the United States, though the administration is now trying to deport him to Liberia.) Photos of the meeting released by the Salvadoran government showed glasses on a table with salt rims and cherries, but Van Hollen has said no one was drinking alcohol. The reference to "a convicted gangbanging rapist" is nonsensical; Abrego Garcia has been indicted for human smuggling (he has pleaded not guilty), but no evidence shows that he has ever been convicted of rape.

Other Democrats followed up with questions of their own. When Senator Chris Coons asked about the cost of Patel's trip to Milan during the Olympics, when he was taped chugging beer in a locker room with the U.S. hockey team, Patel just didn't answer. Coons also inquired about the firing of agents, but Patel said he didn't believe the reporting. "Do you disagree that there were 10 Iran specialists dismissed right before the war began?" a perplexed Coons asked. "Yes," Patel said. When Senator Patty Murray cited figures showing that FBI agents had been reassigned to immigration enforcement, Patel categorically denied that, too.

Committee Republicans, meanwhile, mostly opted to ignore the reports altogether, although Senator John Kennedy of Louisiana plied Patel with softballs such as "Is it important that you go out there and travel and talk to our line agents and try to maintain morale?"

Patel's strategy of flat denials seemed to flummox Democrats. Only at the end did Van Hollen find some footing, noting that several statements Patel had made during the hearing were "provably false" and giving the director a chance to correct them. Patel declined--but he did offer some amendments. He allowed that some of the fired agents may have had Iran expertise, but denied they were Iran experts. He clarified that no FBI agents have been permanently reassigned to immigration. Patel's evasive answers demonstrated his contempt for Congress and for oversight in general; surely he must realize that if Democrats regain control of Congress, they might produce formal charges of contempt too. But Patel seems unafraid of any repercussions and more interested in scoring partisan points that go viral.

Rarely if ever in the past have presidential appointees launched harsh personal attacks against members of Congress. In this administration, it's routine. In one of the strangest moments of the hearing, Patel responded to Van Hollen's questions about his drinking by claiming that a $7,000 bar expense could be found in the senator's Federal Election Commission reports. Van Hollen said the tab was for a large party and noted that it had been paid for with private funds, and he challenged Patel to take the Alcohol Use Disorders Identification Test, a screening tool for unhealthy drinking. Patel said he'd take the test if Van Hollen did, an offer the senator readily accepted. Who says Democrats and Republicans can't agree on anything?

	The FBI director is MIA.
 	Kash Patel's personalized bourbon stash




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Adam Serwer: The assassin's delusion
 	The unhappy hosts of the World Cup
 	Big Brother is ReTruthing you.




Today's News

	A top Pentagon budget official told Congress that the cost of the war with Iran has risen to about $29 billion, up from an estimated $25 billion two weeks ago. Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth declined to say when the administration would seek additional funding from Congress, or how much emergency funding would be needed.
 	FDA Commissioner Marty Makary is resigning after 13 months leading the agency. He had faced weeks of pressure to resign after a tenure marked by mass layoffs, leadership turnover, and clashes with lawmakers. Kyle Diamantas, the FDA's top food regulator, will take over in an acting capacity.
 	The Senate confirmed Kevin Warsh to the Federal Reserve Board in a 51-45 vote, clearing the way for a separate vote, expected tomorrow, on whether he will become Fed chair.




Evening Read


Sergio Amiti / Getty



How AI Killed a 133-Year-Old Princeton Tradition

By Rose Horowitch

In 1876, an editorial in Princeton's newly founded campus newspaper, The Princetonian, argued against the use of proctors to monitor exams. Proctoring was "a means of bad moral education," the author wrote. Treat students as presumptively dishonest, and some would become so; treat them as honorable, and they would learn to behave honorably ...
 The Honor Code had a good run. F. Scott Fitzgerald (who enrolled at Princeton in 1913 but did not graduate) once wrote that violating it "simply doesn't occur to you, any more than it would occur to you to rifle your roommate's pocketbook." The code lasted through two world wars, the upheaval of the 1960s, the disillusionment of Watergate, and even the rise of search engines and SparkNotes. It finally met its match in generative AI. Yesterday, after the rise of AI-facilitated cheating became too obvious to ignore, Princeton's faculty voted to begin proctoring exams again. Technically, the Honor Code is still in place. Students will still sign a pledge that they didn't cheat. But now professors will be watching to make sure they're telling the truth. The Honor Code can't run on the honor system anymore.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	How does it spread?
 	A profound mismatch in modern medicine
 	Spencer Pratt and the temptations of populism
 	Anne Applebaum: What did Jamaica do to deserve this?
 	The lure of a fully randomized life
 	"That day, we realized the Russians had come to kill us."




Culture Break


Illustration by Jonelle Afurong / The Atlantic. Sources: Han Myung-Gu / WireImage / Getty; Mondadori Portfolio / Getty.



Watch. The Devil Wears Prada 2 (out now in theaters) uses The Last Supper to show that history can be both a backdrop and metaphor--a choice that exemplifies how the movie is less a continuation of the first film and more "an all-out inversion of it," Megan Garber argues.

Explore. For 50 seasons, Survivor has gamified the tension at the core of American life, Julie Beck writes: Are we individuals or a community?

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Close, Prolonged Contact Myth

Knowing how a virus spreads is essential to public health, but people keep getting it wrong.

by Joseph Allen

Tue, 12 May 2026




A man goes to a birthday party, sits next to someone with hantavirus, catches it, gives it to his wife, and dies. His wife then infects 10 more people at his wake. Another guest at that same birthday party has no interaction with the index patient except to say "hello" as they cross paths, but that person gets sick too.

One index patient, 33 subsequent infections, 11 deaths, four waves of transmission.

This is from a meticulously documented hantavirus outbreak in Argentina in late 2018 and early 2019, published in the New England Journal of Medicine (NEJM). Nearly the exact same Andes strain of hantavirus caused the recent outbreak on the Dutch cruise ship MV Hondius. Yet from the moment this latest outbreak hit the news last month, public-health officials have been claiming that this virus is spread through "prolonged close contact." The evidence is not nearly so reassuring.

In any outbreak, the single most important question is: How does it spread? The answer informs the guidance for everything else, including how to stay safe, which protective measures to put in place, and who should be notified during contact tracing. Get it wrong and everything else breaks down.

Read: 'This is not going to be the next COVID'

We made this mistake at the start of the coronavirus pandemic, and the cost was high. Health officials thought the virus spread on surfaces ("fomite transmission") and through large droplets that dissipate quickly and can't travel six feet. That's why we spent a full year cleaning elevator buttons and putting stickers on floors telling people where to stand. But these interventions did little to halt the spread of a disease that in fact traveled through small particles that lingered dangerously in poorly ventilated and enclosed spaces.

We're now getting it wrong again. "This is not a respiratory disease," Mike Waltz, the U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations, said about the hantavirus in an ABC News interview on Sunday, adding, "It's very rare to see it transmitted between humans." Transmission of the virus "requires close contact," Jay Bhattacharya, the acting director of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, insisted last week. The CDC's official communications have continued to emphasize that "prolonged, close contact" is necessary for transmission, as have other public-health officials outside the Trump administration.

As an expert in what we call "exposure science," I have spent a career conducting forensic investigations to understand how diseases spread and what we should do about it. As a member of the Lancet COVID-19 Commission, I chaired the Safe Work, Safe School, and Safe Travel task force, and was an early proponent of the theory that COVID spreads through the air. There was evidence early on of airborne transmission, which my colleagues and I tried to draw attention to. We modeled the early-2020 outbreak of the disease on the Diamond Princess cruise ship and found that 90 percent of the spread was through aerosols, not contaminated surfaces, but the CDC didn't update its guidance until late 2020. I am alarmed to see the same pattern playing out now.

Hantaviruses usually originate in rodent feces. Someone cleans a dusty area that has rodent droppings, inhales the particles, and gets sick. Only the Andes strain of hantavirus is known to be transmitted from human to human. In the outbreak documented in NEJM, the virus spreads without physical contact or prolonged exposure. One patient gets sick after simply crossing paths with someone who was ill. Two others are infected while seated at tables meters away. One person infected five others within 90 minutes at one party. The NEJM authors suggested that the virus spreads through the air.

Although the NEJM evidence is clear, officials have kept repeating "prolonged, close contact," so I wanted to be sure I wasn't missing anything. Last week I spoke with a physician who was on the MV Hondius as a passenger but who jumped in to help treat infected passengers after the ship's official doctor got sick and was evacuated. He told me that the original treating doctor and staff were definitely in close contact with the first patient. But the others who got sick? They had merely shared space in the dining room and the lecture hall, and had not had close contact. We're now at 10 confirmed cases from the ship, which aligns with the prior outbreak dynamics: one person infecting many, no close contact required.

Every outbreak investigation involves careful clinical workups, painstaking epidemiology, re-created time-activity patterns, and genomic sequencing--but almost every time, without fail, the investigators ignore the actual space where the outbreak took place. Was the cruise ship's ventilation system working? What filters did it have, and were they running?

Read: What happened on the hantavirus cruise, according to a doctor on board

This matters because medical teams treating patients need to know how they might be exposed. When infected passengers go home to quarantine, their households need to understand the risk. As passengers fly back to their home countries, contact tracers need to know which exposures matter. The doctor who treated patients on the cruise said on CNN that he relied on goggles, a gown, and hand-washing to protect himself. But given that this virus spreads through the air, an N95 mask and a strong ventilation and filtration system would have served him better.

This outbreak is not likely to spark a pandemic, mostly because the hantavirus is less contagious than influenza, measles, and SARS-CoV-2. But given just how little experience we have with this virus, any certainty is hubris. Thankfully, despite the flawed messaging, the system is broadly working: Officials are investigating, passengers are quarantined, the seriously ill are getting treatment, and the risk to the general public is low. International and national public-health authorities are acting responsibly.

But what happens next depends on how well public-health officials communicate what precautions people should be taking. If people mistakenly believe transmission relies only on "prolonged close contact," they may take risks they will soon regret.

Public-health officials have to be more honest and more humble about how this virus actually spreads. An essential lesson from COVID is that officials should be candid about communicating that we are often learning in real time, and we should shy away from making bold pronouncements that may prove dangerously misleading weeks or months later. When it comes to preventing an outbreak from becoming a pandemic, insisting on the wrong answer to that most central question--How does it spread?--may well be worse than not having an answer at all.
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Big Brother Is ReTruthing You

Donald Trump is a victim of propaganda as much as he is a manipulator of it.

by Jonathan Chait

Tue, 12 May 2026




The model of an authoritarian leader that the 20th century instilled in the Western imagination is a master of lies. Big Brother commands a machinery of propaganda that bombards his subjects with relentless projections of strength, combined with savaging of enemies real or imagined.

Donald Trump resembles this archetype in many ways, both superficially (the obsession with building new monuments to his greatness or renaming existing structures after him) and substantively (pressuring media and business into capitulating, turning the power ministries into organs of vengeance). But he differs in one key aspect: The president is a recipient and victim of propaganda as much as he is an originator of it.

Trump's strange, symbiotic relationship with the world of lies was in evidence last night, when he experienced one of his periodic social-media crashouts. From 10:15 to 10:53 p.m. EST, he shared more than two dozen posts on his Truth Social account alleging a blizzard of conspiracies. Roughly half of them centered on Barack Obama, whom the posts accused of having committed treason, having attempted a coup, having personally used Hillary Clinton's email server under a pseudonym, and having personally collected $120 million from the Affordable Care Act.

Vivian Salama: Trump has gone from unpredictable to unreliable

The rest of the messages contained attacks on various targets--such as Mark Kelly, James Comey, Jack Smith, and Hillary Clinton--whom Trump wishes to be arrested, including demands that the Justice Department move more quickly to apprehend these or other targets, as well as a handful of random videos that appear to show Black people misbehaving in public.

These messages, collectively, do not alter our understanding of Trump's mindset. His accusations against Obama, as is typical, seem like reflected confessions. Obama never ordered investigations of his rivals, tried to overturn an election, or used the presidency as a vehicle of profit (the ACA charge, which appears new, seems to originate from a satirical website). Trump has done all of these things.

Trump's fixation on Black Americans as a source of crime is long-standing, though he may be growing more uninhibited about expressing his prejudices. His undisguised intention to target his enemies with prosecutions is also by now familiar. As he has said many times, including yesterday, "I was hunted by some very bad people. Now I'm the hunter."

The subject matter of his posts also confirms Trump's boredom with the Iran war. In recent weeks, he has used his social-media accounts to attempt to scare Iranians or reassure oil markets (while often having the reverse effect). Yet his overnight posting binge ignored the war that he is currently waging, the economic effects of which have turned into his party's biggest political liability.

Only one message in this series of posts was written by Trump himself. The rest are reposts of messages written by apparent supporters.

Tom Nichols: Trump's latest meltdown

These posts feed Trump's paranoia and desire to criminalize his opponents. But he leaves it to others to fill in the daffy specifics. Trump has communicated the broad idea that his political rivals are all crooks and traitors, and these social-media accounts fill in the picture for him with imagined treason investigations, computer servers, sums of cash, and fake quotes. Trump then consumes the fan fiction and attempts to turn it into concrete policy by ordering his compliant staff to produce legal charges matching the claims, periodically firing them when they fail to make reality conform to his fantasies.

Given the importance that he has always placed on locking up his enemies, it is striking that he is so willing to abdicate the details to random social-media followers. Trump has cultivated a cadre of professional authoritarian legal warriors eager to corrupt the legal process on his behalf, yet he is outsourcing the work of ginning up charges to random social-media users such as @Shelley2021, @YouWishUwere4US, and @Real_RobN.

Trump is using social media not as Big Brother or Stalin would have employed this technology, but the way a depressed teenager would: as a source of fantasies that provide him with validation, comfort, and escape from the frightening realities of the outside world. He appears to be a lonely man with few true friends, compulsively scrolling the night away, not so much a social-media influencer as a social-media influencee.
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A Profound Mismatch in Modern Medicine

The "magic bullet" model that doctors are most comfortable with is ill-suited to some of the most disabling conditions they treat today.

by Jason Liebowitz

Tue, 12 May 2026




"You're the eighth rheumatologist that I've seen," the patient told me. She ticked off her symptoms--pain, fatigue, and what she described as a sense of brain fog--which she'd lived with for years. Some doctors had no answers for her; others had said that she likely had fibromyalgia, a poorly understood pain-processing condition, and that they could do little to help. She began to cry, and I began to sweat.



My medical training had prepared me for seemingly everything--diagnosing heart attacks, treating life-threatening infections--but not for this kind of problem. I knew the technical definition of fibromyalgia, but my confidence in making the diagnosis correctly was exceedingly low: The disease can cause the symptoms my patient described but cannot be proven by lab or imaging studies. And even if fibromyalgia was the cause of her suffering, I had few concrete solutions to offer her.



Modern medicine is excellent at delivering treatments that precisely target the biological cause of a disease and produce clear, measurable improvement. The promise of such magic bullets shapes both doctors' training and patients' expectations. But for some of the most disabling conditions physicians treat today, no magic bullet exists, and doctors often struggle to identify what it is, exactly, that they're shooting at.



Illnesses such as fibromyalgia, irritable bowel syndrome, and chronic fatigue syndrome (also known as myalgic encephalomyelitis, or ME/CFS) rarely reveal a single malfunctioning molecule or damaged organ. In such cases, the best medicine can offer is often a patchwork of modestly effective medications and nonpharmacological interventions such as cognitive behavioral therapy, exercise, and tai chi. The result is a quiet but profound mismatch between what modern medicine was built to do--identify targets and take aim at them--and the kinds of suffering many patients now bring into the exam room.







The concept of the "magic bullet" arrived at exactly the right moment. The German physician Paul Ehrlich first came up with the metaphor in the early 20th century, when infectious disease was the leading cause of death worldwide. Ehrlich imagined a medicine that could act like a perfectly aimed projectile, striking a disease-causing organism while leaving the rest of the body unharmed. Two years later, he demonstrated the idea experimentally, curing syphilis-infected rabbits with a chemical compound later named salvarsan, and within a few decades, the era of highly effective, modern antibiotics was under way. The success of the magic bullet helped establish a framework that shapes medicine to this day. Drug development focuses on discrete biological targets; medical training teaches physicians to think about disease in simplified terms, as a set of problems with clear mechanisms that can be addressed with specific interventions.



But not all diseases cooperate with this framework. Fibromyalgia, for instance, likely arises from abnormal pain processing in the nervous system rather than tissue damage; research studies have shown that, when exposed to the same stimuli, patients with fibromyalgia exhibit greater activation in brain regions associated with pain than healthy individuals. Many cases of IBS begin with an insult to the gut (such as an infection) that triggers persistent pain but over time also becomes a problem of the nervous system, which amplifies discomfort even in the absence of ongoing injury. "The brain is not the origin of the problem, but it is the organ that's ultimately affected," Braden Kuo, the chief of digestive and liver diseases at Columbia University's Irving Medical Center, told me. Tests examining muscle response have shown that IBS patients experience pain when the rectum is stretched to levels that most people barely notice.



These tests, however, are not used in clinical practice, in part because of their high cost and the need for specialized expertise to interpret them. Efforts to identify biomarkers for these diseases in the blood have also been largely unsuccessful, and so biomarkers aren't used to diagnose these conditions. According to Michael Kaplan, a rheumatologist at Mount Sinai whose research focuses on chronic pain, this poses a problem for patients trying to understand the root of their symptoms. "Patients come to the doctor expecting their suffering to be translated into the language of objectivity, but that's just not possible for these conditions," Kaplan told me. Instead, patients are left trying to understand how their symptoms can be so intense even though their lab and imaging results appear "normal."



One reason that physicians aren't pushing for more testing, according to several I spoke with, is the paucity of targeted therapies. When a doctor orders a test, they mostly want to know: Will the result change my management of this patient's symptoms? For fibromyalgia and IBS, spending time and money on knowing exactly what's wrong with a patient doesn't help if the conversation still ends with "And there is not much we can do for you." Physicians often dread these appointments not because they lack empathy, but because they have no magic bullet to offer the person sitting in front of them. "I say to patients, 'If I had you on the perfect pharmacologic cocktail, it would only get us about one-third of the way to making you better,'" Kaplan said. Instead, managing chronic-pain syndromes in many cases requires long conversations about coping strategies, behavioral therapies, and lifestyle changes--precisely the kind of time-intensive care that modern medical systems are poorly designed to deliver.







For some conditions, a discrete biological target and its magic bullet may exist, even if no one has found it yet. For decades, obesity--a complex, multifactorial disease shaped by genetics, environment, and behavior--was regarded as a pharmacological lost cause. Then came GLP-1 agonists, which, though not a cure-all, have driven dramatic weight loss for millions of patients. Philip Mease, the director of rheumatology research at Swedish Health Services, in Seattle, told me he believes that a similar sea change could come for conditions such as fibromyalgia. The challenge, he argued, is clarifying what the disease is--and what it is not. Disorders such as long COVID share many overlapping symptoms with fibromyalgia, making misdiagnosis common. The result is a cascade of consequences: blurred disease boundaries, a grab bag of patients in clinical trials, stalled therapeutic progress.



Nortin Hadler, an emeritus professor of medicine at the University of North Carolina, told me that the issue extends far beyond subtle distinctions. In his view, doctors must be willing to confront a more fundamental divide: the difference between illness and disease. Patients with fibromyalgia, he argues, clearly experience illness--real, often-debilitating symptoms that disrupt daily life. But Hadler does not believe that fibromyalgia should be classified as a disease in the traditional biomedical sense, because medicine has yet to identify a discrete, demonstrable pathophysiological process underlying it. The problem, as he sees it, is that the medical system reflexively applies the label of "disease" and then looks for a targeted biological fix, creating expectations that may be misplaced. "The endless search for a cure may actually increase disability, because patients are distracted from learning how to live with their symptoms," Hadler said.

Debates over conditions such as chronic fatigue syndrome and long COVID reveal how difficult it can be for modern medicine to balance the recognition of subjective--yet real--suffering with the quest for objective proof. The question of whether ME/CFS is a distinct biological disease or a psychosomatic problem has been contested for decades; the medical community's interest in long COVID can depend, too, on whether it's regarded as an illness or a disease. At a recent medical conference, I watched a speaker describe patients' symptoms of brain fog to a relatively disengaged room of physicians--who suddenly sat at attention as he cited a study showing that, in people who died from COVID-19, viral genetic material persisted in multiple organs, including the brain, for up to 230 days after symptom onset. What changed in that moment was not the description of the patients' suffering, but the possibility of a biological explanation linking subjective symptoms with an objective, see-for-yourself finding. Only then did the problem become legible to the room full of physicians.

But to meet the needs of patients with diseases such as fibromyalgia, IBS, chronic fatigue syndrome, and long COVID, medicine will need to loosen its reliance on the magic-bullet model. Not every illness will reveal a single molecular target, and not every treatment will come in the form of a pill or an injection. In many cases, the work of medicine will look less like marksmanship and more like navigation: helping patients experiment with therapies, manage symptoms, and rebuild a life shaped by chronic illness.



I found this to be the case with my patient. Over time, we used a combination of medications, exercise, and behavioral therapies to treat her symptoms, with some success. We never found one single, comprehensive solution, and at visits in which she described herself as really struggling, I wondered if I was providing any benefit to her care at all. But she kept coming back, and I kept trying. My medical training had taught me to search for the magic bullet--and to feel disappointed when I couldn't find it. My patient showed me that medicine must move forward even without one.
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How AI Killed a 133-Year-Old Princeton Tradition

The school's famous Honor Code was no match for chatbot-enabled cheating.

by Rose Horowitch

Tue, 12 May 2026




In 1876, an editorial in Princeton's newly founded campus newspaper, The Princetonian, argued against the use of proctors to monitor exams. Proctoring was "a means of bad moral education," the author wrote. Treat students as presumptively dishonest, and some would become so; treat them as honorable, and they would learn to behave honorably. And so the editorial board suggested a different approach: "Let every man write at the end of his paper a pledge that he has neither given nor received help, and let professors and tutors address themselves to some better business than watching for fraud."

That proposal was eventually embodied in Princeton's famous Honor Code, adopted in 1893 and modified only lightly in the ensuing 133 years. When students take their final exams, professors leave the room. Students write down a pledge not to cheat. They are expected to report anyone who does. Any student accused of impropriety comes before a jury of their peers.

The Honor Code had a good run. F. Scott Fitzgerald (who enrolled at Princeton in 1913 but did not graduate) once wrote that violating it "simply doesn't occur to you, any more than it would occur to you to rifle your roommate's pocketbook." The code lasted through two world wars, the upheaval of the 1960s, the disillusionment of Watergate, and even the rise of search engines and SparkNotes. It finally met its match in generative AI. Yesterday, after the rise of AI-facilitated cheating became too obvious to ignore, Princeton's faculty voted to begin proctoring exams again. Technically, the Honor Code is still in place. Students will still sign a pledge that they didn't cheat. But now professors will be watching to make sure they're telling the truth. The Honor Code can't run on the honor system anymore.

Rose Horowitch: What an Ivy League education really gets you

Even at Princeton, obviously, some students have always cheated. Fitzgerald himself was scandalized when, during a campus visit a decade after his time at the university, a member of the football team told him that his roommate knew of unreported Honor Code violations. (Shortly thereafter, a fellow alumnus shared the same suspicion with the famous novelist.) "The implication was that these were many," Fitzgerald wrote to the dean. Back then, however, academic dishonesty was constrained not only by codes of conduct but by the amount of effort it required. A student who wanted to cheat had to go to the trouble of finding someone who would let them copy their answers.

The internet and the shift to doing work on computers rather than by hand dramatically lowered the barriers to cheating. A study of thousands of students at Rutgers University found that, in 2017, a majority copied their homework answers from the internet. AI has taken that dynamic to new extremes. It can mimic any writing style, produce a unique essay, and add in typos to make it appear human-authored. The available detectors are not foolproof. Studies have consistently found that teachers are worse than they think at detecting AI usage. "It's a temptation," Anthony Grafton, a longtime Princeton history professor who retired last year, told me. "I can imagine the student with the devil over his or her left shoulder and the angel over his or her right shoulder."

Since generative AI became widely available, in fall 2022, Princeton has seen rising academic dishonesty. The Committee on Discipline, which has jurisdiction over take-home assignments, found 82 students responsible for academic violations in the 2024-25 academic year, compared with 50 students in 2021-22. Those are just the students who manage to get caught; the real numbers are undoubtedly much higher. In the school newspaper's survey of graduating seniors, which 501 students responded to, 30 percent said that they had cheated, 28 percent said that they had used ChatGPT on an assignment when it was not allowed, and 45 percent said that they knew of cheating by a peer and chose not to report it. Michael Laffan, a Princeton history professor, told me that he has sat in coffee shops near campus and watched as students copied responses from ChatGPT and passed them off as their own.

The ease of AI-enabled cheating seems to be imparting a "bad moral education" of its own. Cheating has become more visible, Nadia Makuc, a senior at Princeton and former chair of the Honor Committee, told me. Students post about violating the Honor Code on Fizz, the campus's anonymous social-media app. That makes students who play by the rules feel like suckers. "There's an air of people cheating on take-homes and people just using ChatGPT," Makuc said. "As long as people think there is more cheating, it encourages more cheating."

Ian Bogost: College students have already changed forever

Princeton's professors are finally trying to reset the system. Proctors are just one component. In the past year, the number of take-home exams at Princeton has declined by more than two-thirds. Next year, the economics department will require its majors to do an oral defense of their research projects, Smita Brunnermeier, the director of undergraduate studies, told me. David Bell, a history professor, has also added in oral exams and switched from short take-home papers to in-class writing in blue books. One of his colleagues in the history department forces students to write their papers in Google Docs so that he can review the stages of their composition.

In short, what the 1876 editorial called a "system of suspicion and surveillance" is making a comeback. "It does change something about the student-faculty relationship," William Aepli, a graduating senior and the former chair of the group that represents students accused of violating the Honor Code, told me. "It's one thing to have proctoring from the very beginning. It's another thing to have this tradition of self-proctoring exams and trust that students abide by the Honor Code, and then to take that away."

Bell told me that AI has made him more wary of his students, and that they can tell. When he changes his assignments to keep them from cheating, they understand that he doesn't trust them. "Inevitably, all the solutions involve a greater degree of surveillance--that's the one thing in common," he said. "Maybe we'll just have to get used to this new kind of police state of instruction. But I'm not eager to see where this leads."

Much of higher education's value rests on the assumption that cheating is an exception, not the rule. A diploma is meaningless if employers and graduate programs can't trust that graduates learned something in college. Prospective students and their families must believe that their tuition dollars will purchase a good education. And taxpayers need to trust that public-school students are getting something from their four years of subsidized education. Rampant AI use breaks down these signals. "It is bad policy to suspect a man of being a rogue in order to be sure that he is a scholar," The Princetonian warned in 1876. Perhaps so. But the alternative is even worse.
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Spencer Pratt and the Temptations of Populism

The long-shot candidate for L.A. mayor has run an effective campaign. Can he tap into populist energy without alienating Angelenos?

by Conor Friedersdorf

Tue, 12 May 2026




While driving around Los Angeles last month, I was shocked to find myself absent-mindedly humming a song from a viral campaign ad from an L.A. mayoral race. In Southern California, most of us seldom, if ever, think of the mayor of L.A., let alone the primary candidates. But this year's election is different. Spencer Pratt, 42, gained notoriety in the late aughts on the MTV reality series The Hills. In January 2025, his house burned down in the Palisades Fire. And lately, his bid to unseat Mayor Karen Bass has been the talk of the Southland.

Pratt began the race as a long shot: He's a registered Republican in an overwhelmingly Democratic city, and he has zero experience in government. Yet last week he was one of just three candidates to qualify for a televised debate--a debate that could hardly have gone better for him. While Bass and L.A. City Councilmember Nithya Raman spent much of their time highlighting each other's failures to remedy the city's problems, Pratt had the advantage of being the only option onstage for voters seeking change. And he stuck to his strategy of focusing on local issues, including fire preparedness, crime, homeless encampments, and misspent funds, never even broaching a subject unrelated to Los Angeles.

As the June 2 primary approaches, Pratt is leaning heavily into his image as an Everyman outsider--and online, lots of pro-populist people and groups have eagerly gotten behind him. To have any chance of winning, Pratt must tap into the populist energy that is propelling him. But like a drag racer with nitro, too much of this energy will make him crash and burn.

The pro-Pratt ad that's been stuck in my head, "Spencer, Saca La Basura!," is a salsa-inspired earworm by a group called Latinos por Pratt (which the Los Angeles Times reports seems to consist of one person, a Cuban American lawyer). The song's title translates as "Spencer, Take Out the Trash!" "Mayor Karen took a trip way off the map while the hills caught fire," the first verse begins, reminding voters that Bass was traveling in Ghana as her city burned. The seemingly AI-generated music video that accompanies the song goes on to depict pothole-filled streets lined with homeless encampments and trash. A muscled Pratt in a black T-shirt and jeans is portrayed rolling Bass out of town in a garbage bin; salsa dancing with his celebrity wife, Heidi Montag, as supporters with an American and a Mexican flag cheer them on; and using a broom to sweep away litter and tent cities. "Sweep that nonsense fast," someone sings, "cause this clown show can't last."

The symbol of a populist outsider using a broom to sweep away the establishment's mess has precedent in California: The most recent Republican to win any statewide office here, Arnold Schwarzenegger, campaigned with a broom of his own, promising to clean house in Sacramento and sweep out special interests. His 2003 bid for governor was the rare example of a populist-right campaign that achieved victory without demonizing immigrants or minorities. Instead, the villainous "others" were politicians and bureaucrats.

Schwarzenegger's strategy energized Californians who wanted to punish incumbent Democrats, but avoided scaring too many of the state's median voters. If Pratt wants a chance at victory, he'd do well to keep threading the same needle, critiquing the Democratic establishment with enough vigor to generate high turnout among Republicans and independents who'd normally sit out a Los Angeles mayoral primary, while taking care to avoid the sort of bigotry or tribalism that would alienate the majority of voters. Put another way, Pratt needs to avoid seeming like the populist right's leader, Donald Trump--who is even more unpopular in L.A. than he is in America at large.

So far, Pratt has managed to deploy sharp attacks while eschewing MAGA-style racism, sexism, and xenophobia. An ad that he posted on his X account Friday includes images of the pristine Los Angeles that he says he will bring about and features some of the diversity of the city's residents. It's not an ad that seems to be pandering to the white-nationalist wing of the populist right; rather, it sides with the attitudes toward diversity that prevail among Angelenos. In another ad, Pratt showed that he knows how to attack his opponents without seeming bigoted or unhinged. He stands outside an expensive-looking house and says, "This is where Mayor Bass lives. You notice something? Or here, where Nithya Raman's $3 million mansion sits. They don't have to live in the mess they've created, where you live." The visuals cut to homeless encampments, graffiti, and fire. "This is where I live," he continues, standing in front of an Airstream trailer where he relocated after the destruction of his own $2.5 million house. "They let my home burn down. I know what the consequences of failed leadership are."

Still, all populist-right political hopefuls and their supporters have perverse incentives to fight the culture war rather than focus on running a campaign. Another viral pro-Pratt ad, not produced by Pratt's own campaign, best illustrates the perils of populist-right energy. It begins with Mayor Bass depicted as the version of the Joker portrayed by Heath Ledger in the film The Dark Night: a psychopath bent on deliberately sowing anarchy and violence to unsettle and destroy a city. AI is apparently now superhuman in its ability to mix visual metaphors, because as the ad continues, Bass is not only the Joker; she is also a judge presiding over a scene meant to evoke a decadent court of nobles at Versailles. She is flanked by California Governor Gavin Newsom and Kamala Harris--and they are served by masked thugs in black paramilitary outfits that say DSA. The masked thugs deposit a tearful middle-aged woman in front of Bass, Newsom, and Harris. The woman begs for help with homeless drug addicts. Everyone laughs. Newsom replies, "Look, if you were a transgender migrant I could get you a free pussy."

Prior to 2015, that ad would have struck almost everyone as unthinkably crass and disturbing. Today, it didn't merely go viral on social media; it was reposted by Pratt himself on X and celebrated as a notably excellent ad by many Republicans, including public figures such as Ted Cruz and Matt Gaetz. "Maybe the best political ad of the year," Jeb Bush said. The L.A.-based essayist and podcaster Meghan Daum, a liberal who supports Pratt's candidacy, had a more sensible reaction: "I understand that people around here enjoy these ads," she wrote on X, "but they will be repellent to the undecided voters Pratt needs to catch, most of whom will think they're coming directly from the campaign. Get smarter, guys."

The Bass campaign is casting Pratt as a Trumplike figure; a spokesperson said that he was doing his "best Trump impression" in the ad where he stood outside her and Raman's houses. Another outside ad, also celebrated by some Pratt fans online, puts new lyrics to "California Dreamin'," with Trump playing the flute in front of California landmarks. Associating Pratt and the movement to elect him with Trump, among the most hated political figures in Los Angeles, can only damage his campaign, and Pratt himself seems to get this. "I don't do national politics," he told a recent interviewer. "I don't do tribal politics. I don't talk about other states. I'm localized."

Democrats, for their part, are giving Pratt a clear opening. Bass herself acknowledges that the city of Los Angeles is badly governed. In last week's debate, the moderators asked about billions of local and state dollars for homelessness that were allegedly misspent. Bass responded, "I don't think it's shocking that you do find corruption in big programs like this, and I think it is extremely important to hold them completely accountable." Raman said, "There is no accountability in the city"--that "even as we're spending hundreds of millions of dollars every year," there is no staff making sure that every dollar "is being spent appropriately," because "the city has not invested in oversight."

When a moderator in last week's debate asked Pratt why he should be trusted to preside over a multibillion-dollar budget, given his inexperience, his answer was that advisers would help him with the accounting. "My job is to be, as crazy as this will sound--I'm the adult in the room here as Spencer Pratt," he said in a moment of savvy self-awareness. "That's what it's come to." Adult leadership isn't especially exciting to influencers on the populist right who revel in waging culture wars. But whichever candidate can provide it will deliver what the city's voters crave.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2026/05/spencer-pratt-la-mayor-populism/687142/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Unhappy Hosts of the World Cup

Cities and states are covering a lot of the costs of this summer's matches, and have few options for bringing in much revenue.

by Henry Grabar

Tue, 12 May 2026




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

When the United States, Canada, and Mexico bid for the 2026 World Cup back in 2017, they promised free public transportation for ticket holders--just as prior host nations had provided. In 2023, recognizing the financial challenges of hosting, FIFA conceded that transit could be priced to cover the cost of providing it. Even so, FIFA was surprised when New Jersey announced plans to charge World Cup attendees $150 for the round-trip train ticket from Midtown Manhattan to MetLife Stadium, in East Rutherford, which will host eight matches this summer, including the final. The 20-minute journey usually costs $13. Fans complained of price gouging, one more black mark for a competition already infamous for hotel, parking, and ticket prices so high that even President Trump says he wouldn't pay to go.

The fare has since been lowered to $105, thanks to some unnamed corporate donors. But New Jersey isn't poised to come out ahead when those tickets go on sale tomorrow. The unhappy truth of international soccer is that the World Cup generates lots of money--for FIFA. The Zurich-based group will take in $13 billion from the tickets, parking, merchandise, on-site concessions, sponsorships, and television rights. Meanwhile, the cities and states that host are responsible for the costs: stadium retrofits, security, transportation, administration, public "fan zones" for everyone who does not have a ticket. Not only does FIFA not share tournament revenue; local organizers say the federation's infamously controlling contracts have left hosts with no plausible way to recoup expenses. Those hundred-dollar train tickets are not the product of a state looking to make a buck off of the World Cup, but of one trying to salvage an investment in a system that makes FIFA rich while taxpayers foot the bill.

New Jersey Governor Mikie Sherrill defended the decision on those grounds, saying on X that the agreement with FIFA "will cost NJ TRANSIT at least $48 million, while FIFA is positioned to make $11 billion during the World Cup. As I have said repeatedly, FIFA should cover the cost of transporting its fans. If it won't, we will not be subsidizing World Cup ticket holders on the backs of New Jerseyans who rely on NJ TRANSIT every day." FIFA was not pleased: "We are quite surprised by the NJ governor's approach on fan transportation," the organization said in a statement.

After two tournaments in autocratic countries (Russia and Qatar), where FIFA could order up stadiums a la carte, the coming 2026 iteration has required the messy work of dealmaking in democratic societies. The exchange has worked out splendidly for FIFA, which, as Governor Sherrill observed, has been crowing about the financial blockbuster of the expanded, 48-team competition. Managing a constellation of local partners across three nations, including dozens of cities, states, transportation agencies, stadium authorities, host committees, and satellite stadium towns such as Santa Clara, California, and Foxborough, Massachusetts, seems to have been a blessing in disguise for FIFA. If any host had complained about the terms, their games could have been relocated to a more compliant jurisdiction. (Some red-state hosts, such as Houston, Dallas, and Kansas City, are receiving tens of millions in public funding from state sports grants, and so have faced fewer funding challenges.)

Franklin Foer: The quintessential Trumpian sport

Professional-sports organizations always promise that events like these will generate billions in visitor spending and associated taxes. But a huge surge in economic activity rarely comes to pass, in part because of the substitution effect: Sporting tourists take the place of other visitors, and tend not to replicate their habits. A group of English soccer fans dropping thousands of dollars on World Cup tickets probably won't be taking in a Broadway show or shopping at Bloomingdale's.

The benefits are speculative, but the costs are certain. Most of the American host cities spent the winter in a state of apprehension over $625 million in federal funding promised for local police but held up by a partially shut-down Department of Homeland Security. In March, New England Patriots owner Robert Kraft had to front $8 million for World Cup "security" measures including a new SWAT truck to persuade the town of Foxborough to issue FIFA's permit. The federal money was finally disbursed later that month, but state and local governments are still spending tens of millions of their own cash to accommodate the tournament, all the way down to the grow lights nurturing fresh grass to FIFA's specified root depth. Most U.S. cities had pegged the cost of hosting at around $200 million. North of the border, Toronto and Vancouver now say they will spend $380 million and $624 million Canadian dollars, respectively. NorthJersey.com estimates the state has spent more than $300 million. Figuring out who pays for what among the different local players has been like finishing a big meal at a bar: The bill comes, and everyone has to go to the bathroom.

FIFA's bespoke preparations are only making things tougher for the hosts. American football stadiums deal with crowds this size all the time. But many of those fans have cars. FIFA has put a dent in each stadium's parking supply by demanding extra-large security cordons around the stadiums, to create space for VIP tents, jersey sales, photo ops, and so forth. At MetLife, in New Jersey, there will be no general parking at all.


Workers install the pitch ahead of the 2026 FIFA World Cup in Dallas, Texas. (Omar Vega / Getty)



What parking remains is going to be a major moneymaker--again, for FIFA: Parking for the Democratic Republic of Congo match against Uzbekistan, in Atlanta, will cost $100; parking in Kansas City, to see Ecuador play Curacao, will cost $125, which may be the highest parking fee ever recorded in that town. Dallas game parking also starts at $125, and it's nearly a mile walk to the stadium. In Boston, parking to see Haiti versus Scotland is $175. All that cash is for FIFA. (FIFA does pay a rental fee for use of the stadiums.)

Those parking restrictions, plus the challenge of getting tens of thousands of beer-fueled foreigners into rental cars, have required special attention to mass transit. AT&T Stadium, in Arlington, Texas, is not served by the Dallas region's train network, so the host committee is funding a shuttle system to make up for the four parking areas FIFA has repurposed. Kansas City's host committee has hired hundreds of buses. In Boston, the regional transit authority MBTA says Gillette Stadium has lost 75 percent of its parking to FIFA's "safety perimeter," and MBTA has spent tens of millions rebuilding the local train station. To try to make up for that, it will charge $80 to the estimated 20,000 fans who planners believe will take the train to each game.

Providing those services carries opportunity costs, too. The MBTA in Boston will reduce service on other lines to add World Cup trains. NJ Transit plans to bar its own commuters from using Penn Station during the hours around games. The stadiums are also missing out: By FIFA decree, none have any other events scheduled from now until the July 19 final. In May, when the K-pop supergroup BTS comes to Silicon Valley, they will play at Stanford Stadium instead of the larger, newer Levi's Stadium, in Santa Clara, which is closed until Qatar plays Switzerland on June 13. Thousands of public servants have been redirected from their usual responsibilities to World Cup duty. In at least three contracts, FIFA even restricts major "cultural events" such as concerts at other venues in the host cities around match days unless given prior FIFA approval. Those missed opportunities represent, in miniature, the situation for mega-event hosts at large, as sports tourism crowds out other economic activity.

"Current politicians are realizing what their predecessors agreed to a long time ago," Robert Sroka, a sports-management professor at Towson University who has written about the hosting agreements, told me. "Those obligations have some costly implications in the present, and they'll be receiving none of the revenues. Host cities are entitled to nothing." Their peers that decided not to participate, such as Chicago and Montreal, have not regretted sitting out.

To help manage the logistics and cover the costs of this decentralized tournament, FIFA proposed a new system of local host committees. These groups were authorized to raise money from corporate sponsors to fund transportation, stadium retrofits, and viewing parties. But FIFA also placed extreme restrictions on their ability to do so. Local sponsors brought on by the host committee were limited in how they could market their association with the tournament. They did not get tickets or suites to games, unless the local host committee purchased them full freight from FIFA.

Additionally, the pool of potential new sponsors was small because FIFA prohibits host committees from forming partnerships with companies that compete with existing FIFA sponsors. Boston couldn't work with Boston-based New Balance, because FIFA has a deal with Adidas. Seattle couldn't hit up Seattle-based Starbucks, because the FIFA sponsor Coca-Cola owns a coffee brand in the United Kingdom. "It was ridiculous to think the categories left open would in any way, shape, or form generate the money," one person who was part of these discussions but not authorized to speak to the press, told me. "Aftermarket auto parts. Prepackaged meat. Luggage."

The assumption may have been that the tournament's main commercial partners, such as Visa and McDonald's, would also strike deals with local cities. But with a few exceptions (Airbnb is paying for some train service in Philadelphia), that did not materialize. A member of a different committee, who requested anonymity to speak freely, told me: "All those companies said, Why on earth would we pay again? We pay FIFA for this right--why are we double paying?" After $100 million for the main event, why drop another $48 million on 16 host cities?

As a result, local-sponsor lists have a bit of an outfield-wall quality to them, featuring law, real-estate, and health-care firms instead of recognizable consumer brands. Few local host committees have signed up the FIFA-approved maximum of 10 sponsors. With a month to go, Miami has engaged only three: Royal Caribbean, a host committee board member's entertainment company, and the host committee's outside legal counsel. No surprise that many committee budgets have come in way under expectations. Public officials resent having to pick up the slack.


Argentine soccer fans celebrate after their team's victory against France, 2022. (Florencia Martin / Picture Alliance / Getty)



The most visible loss from these fundraising woes might be the "fan zones" that FIFA holds up as a democratic counterpoint to high ticket prices. FIFA wanted these spaces to show every match, free of charge, in partnership with FIFA sponsors, with room for at least 15,000 people. Many cities have had trouble hitting that bar, and FIFA eventually acquiesced to format changes. Boston's City Hall fan zone will last only through the group stages. Los Angeles will have admission fees at many of its watch parties. The official New York-New Jersey zone, on Jersey City's Hudson River waterfront, was canceled in February in favor of a network of smaller events; San Francisco and Seattle have opted for similar strategies. In February, FIFA partner McDonald's decided they didn't want to be the official food vendor at the events.

As bad as these deals are, local officials do want to be seen as stewards of a successful mega-event. Most of the ugliness happens under the radar. The contracts between FIFA and the host committees or cities are secret; the politicians who signed or supervised them are gone; the local pro-sports elite who populate the host committees and brought the games to town are behind the scenes. Today's mayors and governors will not reap substantial political benefit from a seamless tournament. But they will be the ones humiliated if a match does not start on time or England fans tear down the lampposts.

In that spirit, two weeks after Sherrill called out FIFA, her counterpart across the Hudson, New York Governor Kathy Hochul, stepped in with $20 million in public money to make sure that New York's fan zones--built around giant TV screens in each of the five boroughs--are free to enter this summer. To most local soccer fans, that probably seems only fair, given that the cheapest available tickets for the group-stage match between Senegal and France are north of $1,000 (not including that train fare). But though entrance to the fan zone will be free, New Yorkers will be paying one way or another.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2026/05/world-cup-transit-costs/687136/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Politics | The ...
          
        

      

      Best of The Atlantic

      
        The Men Who Want Women to Be Quiet
        Helen Lewis

        A virulent form of misogyny has become the single most important force holding together the American right.

      

      
        The Hippocratic Summit
        Jonathan Lemire

        The major goal of Trump and Xi's meeting is to do no harm.

      

      
        How the Environmental Movement Lost Its Soul
        John Reid

        Nature is what gave the movement its purpose. Today it rides in the back seat.

      

      
        A Very Pretentious Form of Propaganda
        Spencer Kornhaber

        The United States tried to swerve away from politics at this year's Venice Biennale and ended up saying nothing at all.

      

      
        America Has Always Had a Gerrymandering Problem. This Is New.
        Hanna Rosin

        Election maps post-Callais

      

      
        25 Sensational Books to Read This Summer
        The Atlantic Culture Desk

        The Atlantic's writers and editors have chosen fiction and nonfiction to match all sorts of moods.

      

      
        An Urgent Question for Anyone Who Uses Social Media
        Kristen Martin

        What should we do when confronted with posts from family influencers?

      

      
        The Mystery of the Golden Coffin
        Ariel Sabar

        How did $65 million of allegedly stolen antiquities wind up in two of the world's greatest museums?

      

      
        The AI Backlash Could Get Very Ugly
        Lila Shroff

        Imagine what happens if jobs actually start disappearing.

      

      
        Sean Duffy Wants You to Take a Road Trip While Gas Prices Skyrocket
        Will Gottsegen

        The transportation secretary's new reality show comes at an inopportune time.

      

      
        Why Did Bill Cassidy Do It?
        Nicholas Florko

        The senator from Louisiana offered an olive branch to MAHA and got nothing in return.

      

      
        How AI Killed a 133-Year-Old Princeton Tradition
        Rose Horowitch

        The school's famous Honor Code was no match for chatbot-enabled cheating.

      

      
        The Democrats Can't Let Go of Racial Preferences
        Richard D. Kahlenberg

        How to persuade skeptical voters to take a fresh look at the party

      

      
        The Final Hours
        George Packer

        An Afghan family's flight to safety

      

      
        Here's Another Way America Will Choke at the World Cup
        Kaitlyn Tiffany

        The nation's railway system is destined to lose.

      

      
        Kash Patel's Personalized Bourbon Stash
        Sarah Fitzpatrick

        The FBI director has been leaving an unusual calling card.

      

      
        What Did Jamaica Do to Deserve This?
        Anne Applebaum

        Kari Lake, Trump's pick for ambassador, has a disastrous record.

      

      
        The Close, Prolonged Contact Myth
        Joseph Allen

        Knowing how a virus spreads is essential to public health, but people keep getting it wrong.

      

      
        The Atlantic's June Cover: Helen Lewis on "The Men Who Don't Want Women to Vote"
        The Atlantic

        How "masculinism" has become the single most important force uniting the American right

      

      
        Photos: The Global Cost of the Iran War
        Alan Taylor

        The continuing crisis in Iran and the subsequent closure of the Strait of Hormuz have exacted a heavy cost worldwide. In addition to the steep price of military expenditures, destroyed infrastructure, and human lives lost, global shortages of fuel, fertilizer, and more have driven up costs everywhere.

      

      
        What Happens if the U.S. Defaults?
        David Frum

        Lloyd Blankfein on the growing U.S. debt, polarization, the state of the economy, and what a United States default would look like. Plus: Trump-branded cellphones and the decline of public confidence in free enterprise.

      

      
        The Trump Counterterrorism Strategy Makes America More Vulnerable
        Tom Nichols

        The policy is unfocused, run by amateurs, and concerned more with the president's many grievances than with the security of the United States.

      

      
        Kash Patel's Performative Deflections
        David A. Graham

        At a congressional hearing today, the FBI director seemed unafraid of any repercussions and more interested in scoring partisan points that go viral.

      

      
        
          	
            The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Politics | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Men Who Want Women to Be Quiet

A virulent form of misogyny has become the single most important force holding together the American right.

by Helen Lewis

Thu, 14 May 2026


The influential pastor Douglas Wilson has advocated for  the repeal of the Nineteenth Amendment. (Photo-illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Lindsey Wasson / AP.)



Douglas Wilson has a modest proposal to improve American life: He wants to repeal the Nineteenth Amendment, which gave women the vote. In his ideal system, "we would do it in our politics the same way we do it in our church structure," he told me recently. "And that is, we vote by household."

Wilson is a co-founder of the Communion of Reformed Evangelical Churches, based in Moscow, Idaho. Over the past five decades, he has built a small empire there, dedicated to disseminating his theocratic vision for the United States: a publishing house, a school, a liberal-arts college, and a video-streaming service. His denomination, which has about 170 affiliated churches, counts Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth as a member, and Wilson was invited to lead a prayer service at the Pentagon in February. So when the pastor casually suggests disenfranchising half of America, people listen.

When I asked him about this position, Wilson said it wasn't his top priority--"We have bigger fish to fry"--but something he sees happening in perhaps 200 years' time. I found this intellectual footsie maddening. "If I said to you, 'I think all white men should be put in cages--but not now; it's not my aspiration for now,' " I suggested, "then you wouldn't be interested in a single other thing that I had to say at that point."

Wilson chuckled. "Oh, I know you'd probably have all my attention."

This is twinkly, avuncular Douglas Wilson, the guy who joined a hippie congregation fresh out of the Navy because he liked to play guitar, and ended up leading services once the regular pastor moved on. The same guy who once went on a multicity debating tour with the New Atheist Christopher Hitchens, and bonded with him over their shared love of P. G. Wodehouse. But the 72-year-old shows a different side on his website, Blog & Mablog. For more than two decades, Wilson has been airing piquant opinions on unruly women--or, as he calls them, "small-breasted biddies," "harridans," "lumberjack dykes," and "Jezebels." He once referred to Gloria Steinem and another feminist as "a couple of cunts." And this is the polite version. Every year he celebrates "No Quarter November," when he promises to tell readers what he really thinks.

Wilson believes that women should "not ordinarily" hold political office, and should never serve in combat roles in the military. Husbands should have dominion over misbehaving wives' weight, spending habits, and choice of television programs. His uncompromising vision for America was once considered marginal, the conservative writer Karen Swallow Prior told me. Since his elevation by Hegseth, however, "no one can credibly say that Doug Wilson is fringe anymore."

Wilson is a prominent voice in what is sometimes called "masculinism": a movement to fight back against the advances of feminism and reassert the primacy of men. His version is religious, influenced by the notion of male "headship" of the family and Saint Paul's belief that godly women should "be quiet." There are also plenty of secular masculinists, as well as nominally Muslim ones, such as the streamer Sneako, the self-proclaimed pimp Andrew Tate, and the podcaster Myron Gaines. Woman-bashing plays well on social media and sells lots of ads for crypto, sports betting, and supplements. You can make good money telling men that they're the truly oppressed sex.

But this isn't just a movement of grifters exploiting a quirk of the algorithm. In the past decade, one of the New Right's major challenges has been to retrofit a consistent ideology onto the electoral power of Donald Trump. Masculinism has been a great gift, because factions with different views on, say, protectionism or Israel or Big Tech can all agree on the overreach of feminism and the need for a return to traditional gender roles. Far from being a fringe belief system, masculinism has become the single most important force uniting the American right, bringing together an unlikely constellation of pastors, posters, senators, preachers, influencers, podcasters, and fanboys.

The MAGA movement is often framed as a reaction to the first Black president, and to a growing Latino population. But the multiracial appeal of the manosphere and Trump's 2024 inroads with young minority men point in a different direction. "People ask me what the New Right is furious about," the author Laura Field, whose book, Furious Minds, describes the intellectual underpinnings of Trumpism, told me. "And I think a good shorthand for that is they're furious about their own loss of status in society over the last few years and the elites who made that happen, and I think that the pithiest short version of that is that it's the women. It's the women who took their status."

Wilson's approach to public life clearly has an element of what professional wrestlers call kayfabe--the winking, performative trollishness that now characterizes the online right. He wants feminists like me to get angry with his most outlandish proposals, making ourselves look like scolds or Chicken Littles in the process. But Wilson and a growing number of powerful allies are sincere in these beliefs, and would want to enact them if given the chance.

One of masculinism's central claims is that no one is talking about men. So true! Men's issues are not being discussed in Senator Josh Hawley's 2023 book, Manhood: The Masculine Virtues America Needs. They aren't being discussed in Tucker Carlson's documentary The End of Men. They aren't being discussed in the panoply of Christian books available on Amazon with titles such as Man for the Job, Masculine Christianity, and It's Good to Be a Man, or in their secular counterparts, such as Why Women Deserve Less. They aren't being talked about on social-media feeds (which can be highly segregated by sex) or on some of America's most popular independent podcasts, such as Modern Wisdom, Huberman Lab, and The Diary of a CEO.

For decades, each feminist advance in American public life has prompted an equally strong backlash. The first wave of women's-rights activists won suffrage for women, against ferocious and sometimes violent opposition. After the second wave secured Title IX and other legal victories against sex discrimination, Phyllis Schlafly successfully fought back against the full ratification of the Equal Rights Amendment. By the identity-obsessed 2010s, the full weight of corporate America had swung behind glib slogans such as "The future is female." This commercial blitzkrieg inevitably convinced some people that women's advancement had come at men's expense. A refrain I kept hearing over the past few years was that boys were being made to feel ashamed of themselves, as if they were stained by some kind of original sin. These years have seen a counterreaction, with the total abandonment of the #MeToo movement, conservative gloating over the fall of Roe v. Wade, and the return of straightforwardly sexist put-downs--"Quiet, piggy"--to public life.

Like most popular movements, masculinism has many entry points, and both defensible and alarming forms. At one end of the spectrum are legitimate concerns about male loneliness, the declining share of men in higher education, stagnant wages for non-college-educated men, and the deadening effects of day-trading, gaming, and porn. At the other end of masculinism are a misogynist vocabulary about AWFULs and the longhouse (terms that we'll come back to) and a political agenda close to that in The Handmaid's Tale, whereby women are denied the right to work, vote, and control their own bodies.

On the internet, masculinism is presented as a rebellion--a transgressive middle finger to the liberal establishment, expressed in all the words a corporate HR department would order you not to say. In the past few years, leaked group chats have shown Young Republicans and college conservatives using sexism, infused with racism, as a bonding mechanism. "If your pilot is a she and she looks ten shades darker than someone from Sicily, just end it there. Scream the no no word," read a message in a Telegram thread used by the leaders of Young Republican chapters in New York, Kansas, Arizona, and Vermont. (Several members of the chat were women.) Richard Hanania, who describes himself as a former white nationalist, calls this kind of in-group signaling "the Based Ritual," a way for younger MAGA enthusiasts to prove their bona fides to one another.


Nick Fuentes has suggested that women be sent to "breeding gulags." (Photo-illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Jacquelyn Martin / AP.)



Among Gen Zers, Douglas Wilson's intellectual heir is Nick Fuentes, who leads a loose collection of trolls known as Groypers. A self-professed Christian nationalist, anti-Semite, and virgin, Fuentes has built a fan base in part by deploying vividly misogynistic language. "Our No. 1 political enemy is women, because women constrain everything, every conversation, every man--everything," Fuentes said on a livestream earlier this year. He added: "Just like Hitler imprisoned Gypsies, Jews, Communists--all of his political rivals--we have to do the same thing with women." He suggested that they be sent to "breeding gulags. The good ones will be liberated. The bad ones will toil in the mines forever."

Fuentes's rhetoric shows how this gendered view of the world can easily be interlaced with other prejudices. Gay men? Effeminate, uninterested in sports, therefore unmanly. Jews? Clever rather than athletic; also unmanly. University lecturers? Pencil-necked postmodernists; also unmanly. Trans people? Inevitably degenerate. Muslims? An invasion force of rapists. Black men? Thugs from whom white women should be protected (if only they would submit to patriarchy). Almost every facet of contemporary online rightism can be refracted through the prism of gender. Multiple people affiliated with the Heritage Foundation, perhaps the most influential MAGA policy organization, cut ties with the group after its president refused to condemn Fuentes's anti-Semitism last year. But his view that women belong in forced-breeding camps has produced no such fuss.

Wilson told me he considers this sort of rhetoric unforgivably gauche. "The Bible says that a godly woman is a husband's crown," he said. "I've never seen a king talk about his crown the way Fuentes talks about women. It's absurd." I wanted to ask whether "small-breasted biddies" came from the Gospel of Mark or Luke, but Wilson was on a roll. He thought Fuentes was so extreme that he might even be an undercover federal agent sent to discredit the movement. "He is, as far as I'm concerned, on the other team."

In theological terms, that might be true. But both men benefit from a shock-and-awe rhetorical strategy. In 2014, it was a minor scandal when the megachurch pastor Mark Driscoll was revealed to be "William Wallace II," the author of dozens of pages of message-board rants about how America was a "pussified nation" where men are "raised by bitter penis envying burned feministed single mothers who make sure that Johnny grows up to be a very nice woman who sits down to pee." Now such language would barely raise an eyebrow.

Writers who used to hide their masculinist impulses behind a pen name now write and say outrageous things under their real name. Take the manosphere provocateur known as Raw Egg Nationalist, whose handle on X, where he has more than 300,000 followers, is @Babygravy9. He combines lifestyle and nutritional advice--"slonking" raw egg yolks--with hard-right, anti-immigration politics. He writes for Infowars, the conspiracy theorist Alex Jones's media outlet. He posts about antiwhiteness and has his own line of microplastic-free herbal-tea bags, Kindred Harvest.

In 2024, a left-wing activist group outed him as Charles Cornish-Dale, a religious historian who has studied at both Oxford and Cambridge, and whose Ph.D. thesis was titled Migrations of the Holy: The Devotional Culture of Wimborne Minster, c.1400-1640. When his name became public, Cornish-Dale, now 38, concluded that being doxxed has "only made me stronger and more committed to what I'm doing."

He did not use a pseudonym for his new book, The Last Men, in which he questions whether it is "possible to be men fully in a liberal democracy." His political prescriptions, like Wilson's, might be described as uncompromising. "Someone asked me the other day--I think it was a girl, actually--she was like: 'So would you take away the vote from women?'" he told me. "I was like, 'I would take away the vote from the vast majority of men as well.' "

His book, published by the venerable conservative imprint Regnery, suggests that men with high testosterone levels voted for Trump because high T is correlated with an acceptance of hierarchy, status, and inequality. Liberalism, by contrast, suppresses men's life force: "Leftists have now openly embraced emasculation and having low testosterone as part of their identity." He also revisits an argument he first made in an article titled "Ecce Homos," that the left had robbed straight men of their heroes by recasting them as gay. He wants to reclaim the male bonding of "Julius Caesar or Alexander the Great, the Spartan last stand at Thermopylae, cowboys, pirates, gang members."


Charles Cornish-Dale, trained as a religious historian, is also a manosphere provocateur known as Raw Egg Nationalist. (Photo-illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Courtesy of New Culture Forum.)



The Last Men is a confounding book because it seems equally perturbed by falling birth rates and Brokeback Mountain winning three Oscars. Cornish-Dale identifies potentially worrisome phenomena, such as a reported decline in sperm counts around the world, and gestures toward genuine feelings of ennui experienced by many young American men, who are stuck in unrewarding jobs, searching for greater meaning in their lives. He lays the blame at the feet of the elites: They are keeping you fat; they are unhappy with risk taking and hierarchy; they are calling masculinity toxic.

In conversation, Cornish-Dale is cocky but likable, with a languorous way of speaking that reminded me of Simon Cowell. Our Zoom took place at 6 a.m. his time, and he appeared to be talking to me from his bed, wearing striped pajamas. His current aesthetic is shaved head and swole, though back in 2012, he gave up doing fieldwork in a Buddhist monastery when he was asked to cut off his man bun. "I was going through a hipster phase," he told me. "They wanted me to wear a robe instead of skinny jeans, and I just wouldn't do it."

Cornish-Dale is essentially an influencer--albeit one who knows a lot of $10 words. But masculinism is not merely an outgrowth of the attention economy. Other figures with similar ideas have strong connections to conservative policy circles.

One of these is Scott Yenor, who has declared that modern women are "medicated, meddlesome, and quarrelsome." Since 2000, Yenor has taught political philosophy at Boise State University, in Idaho, 300 miles south of Douglas Wilson's stronghold in Moscow. He has also worked with Florida Governor Ron DeSantis on rolling back DEI programs, which conservatives see as a de facto racial and gender quota system that is harmful to white men. "The core of what we oppose is 'anti-discrimination,' " Yenor wrote in a 2021 email, released to The New York Times under a public-records request.

Yenor now fancies doing a little discrimination of his own. As he wrote in an essay for the Claremont Institute last fall, he believes that the law should change to allow businesses "to support traditional family life by hiring only male heads of households, or by paying a family wage"--that is, compensating men more so that their wives do not need to work. (Currently, this would be straightforwardly unconstitutional sex-based discrimination.) In 2021, he argued that colleges should not try to recruit more women to become engineers, but instead should "recruit and demand more of men who become engineers. Ditto for med school and the law and every trade."

Like J. D. Vance, he reserves particular scorn for women who do not have children. Heaven help the "childless media scold" or "barren bureaucratic apparatchik"--Yenor's terms--who decides she would prefer having a career to having babies. His rhetoric is unpleasant and extreme enough that he could not get confirmed to a university board in Florida. As for repealing the Nineteenth Amendment, Yenor told me via email that "when America had household voting or some rough equivalent, it was not a tyranny, the country was well governed, and the family was supported. The country is different today, and the same voting system would be uncongenial to our conditions." (Although he responded to my question about the Nineteenth Amendment, Yenor did not make time for an interview with me.)

From the May 2023 issue: Helen Lewis on how freedom-loving Florida fell for Ron DeSantis

Yenor recently became the chair of the American Citizenship Initiative at the Heritage Foundation. A January report from the foundation called for a "culture-wide Manhattan Project" to promote family building through generous tax giveaways to married couples in which one parent is employed. At the same time, abortion, birth control, single-parent benefits, day care, dating apps, and no-fault divorce would be discouraged. The report contains one of the least romantic sentences I have ever read: "Marriage also opens unique retirement planning opportunities."


Scott Yenor has declared that modern women are "medicated, meddlesome, and quarrelsome," but says that denying them the vote would be "uncongenial to our conditions." (Photo-illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Heritage Foundation.)



All of this is a continuation of themes found in Project 2025, the Heritage Foundation's blueprint for Trump's second term. The document, in the words of my colleague David Graham, offers a vision of America where "men are breadwinners and women are mothers."

David A. Graham: The top goal of Project 2025 is still to come

Yenor's suggestion that feminism--with its attendant horrors of work outside the home, birth control, and financial independence--has made women neurotic and dependent on pharmaceuticals is now an article of faith on the right. Anonymous online posters frequently bring up data suggesting that liberal women are most likely to report suffering from anxiety. But to attribute female unhappiness to feminism seems wildly ahistorical. Have these people never read, say, The Feminine Mystique, which exhaustively cataloged the despair of mid-century stay-at-home mothers? ("Many suburban housewives were taking tranquilizers like cough drops," the author, Betty Friedan, wrote.) Across the manosphere, however, young people are told that before feminism ruined everything, women used to be cherished and pampered by their husbands. Now women are supposedly subsidized by government handouts or earning six figures in pointless "email jobs." In the masculinist paradigm, every woman does HR for cats and every man is a plumber or merchant seaman.

I asked Wilson about his allies' nostalgic distortion of history. "Just a simple question," he responded. "If you went back to 1850 and said: Out of all these women who had to get husbands' permission to travel, to visit a sick cousin or whatever, how many--take 10,000 of those women--how many of them were on antidepressants? And how many of them today are on antidepressants?"

That wasn't a fair comparison, I said, because today everyone is on antidepressants. Also, in the 1850s, SSRIs hadn't been invented. You just got told to take some laudanum and go to the baths.

How popular are masculinist ideas? Last year, research by King's College London and Ipsos found that Gen Z men in 30 nations were far more likely than male Baby Boomers to say that the fight for women's equality had gone so far that men were now disadvantaged. They were also more than twice as likely to say that a father who stayed home with his children was "less of a man." Meanwhile, 83 percent of Republican men younger than 50 think society is too feminized, according to a survey by the conservative Manhattan Institute. Intriguingly, this survey did not replicate the usual trope of working-class men revolting against snooty female elites: It found that "college-educated Republicans are more likely than their non-college counterparts to endorse the view that society has become too feminine."

The most recent presidential election, pitting Trump against Kamala Harris, was a gift to masculinists. After all, the movement's villains include female bosses, feminists, and women who don't bear children--and Harris was the embodiment of all three. The male podcasters who got behind Trump in 2024 now host outright misogynists: Consider the career of the Christian debater Andrew Wilson, who in January appeared on arguably the most popular podcast in America, The Joe Rogan Experience--the manosphere-influencer equivalent of singing the national anthem at the Super Bowl.

From the October 2024 issue: Helen Lewis on how Joe Rogan remade Austin

Rogan's choice of guests is a useful bellwether of the American political mood; he himself drifted from 2020 Bernie bro to 2024 Trump endorser via anti-wokeness, annoyance at COVID lockdowns, and a deep investment in conspiracy theories. He has lately begun to take an interest in Christianity, and has attended a nondenominational church.

Wilson, who appeared on Rogan's show to promote his online debating courses, originally became famous for appearing repeatedly on Whatever, a dating podcast with 4.6 million YouTube subscribers. The show's specialty is goading models and OnlyFans girls into delivering ragebait, such as one recent guest's suggestion that she deserves a millionaire husband. Women are never supposed to win in the Whatever bear pit, but sometimes they do, just by remaining calm while the men try to trip them up.

In one episode, Wilson told a female fellow guest that she was too stupid to understand him, so she raised the fact that Wilson's wife, Rachel, has children with three different men. He went thermonuclear. "You lick snizz," he barked. "You're a fucking dyke. Don't talk shit about my wife, you stupid bitch." He added, "I'm better than you." It was an extraordinary display of uncontrolled aggression. In another clip, he mocked a female guest for being unable to open a pickle jar. She handed it to him, and he failed too. "Your hand greased the whole top of it," he complained. Wilson has one of the most unpleasant internet personas I've ever encountered, and I've been on Bluesky. (He did not reply to my request for an interview, which was a relief.)

Unsurprisingly, Wilson treated Rogan, a high-status man, with far more respect than he showed the models of Whatever. In full bro-ing-out mode, he told Rogan that "feminists would immediately stop being feminist if they just had a taste of, like, well, you know, people actually did have to shut themselves up at night from wolves." (How a chain-smoking middle-aged man who podcasts for a living would fare against a wolf is an open question.) The difference between this Andrew Wilson and the one from Whatever was remarkable--as was the fact that Rogan was prepared to host the benevolent version without any apparent concern for the malevolent one.

Wilson also took the opportunity to plug his wife's book, Occult Feminism, which argues that feminism is "born of occult belief, because at its core, feminism seeks to make women gods over men, or at the very least to deify women." I've read it (spoiler alert: The suffragists loved seances; Miley Cyrus's tongue is pagan) and can say that the experience is eerily reminiscent of a friend recounting half a dozen Wikipedia pages that they read while drunk.

Wilson, however, promoted his wife so successfully that a few weeks later, Rachel Wilson made her own appearance on The Joe Rogan Experience. "I didn't really have much of an opinion on feminism," Rogan told her--except that he'd noticed that some feminists hated men. But listening to her book had made him realize that its origins were "bonkers."

What followed was a greatest hits of anti-feminism--which, as Phyllis Schlafly learned, is the one subject where women's contributions are always welcome. "Nobody wants to talk about this," Rachel Wilson told Rogan. "This is the conversation no one's ready for. Women's access to higher education is the No. 1 correlate around the world--regardless of economics, race, culture, status, anything--to falling birth rates."

In fact, observing a link between education and birth rates would be considered utterly banal in policy circles: The United Nations was publishing research on the phenomenon back in the 1990s. But everything in the manosphere has to be presented as allegedly forbidden knowledge. A few weeks later, the podcaster Katie Miller--wife of the Trump White House adviser Stephen--was making the exact same point to Fox News's Laura Ingraham, also with the air of someone breaking a taboo. Feminism was destroying the family, she told Ingraham, because it "pushed women into the workplace." As the writer Jill Filipovic noted, "These two women are having this conversation at their jobs."

In fact, the challenge of falling birth rates is so well-known that many countries have implemented pronatalist policies in response: Singapore offers $11,000 "baby bonuses," while Hungary exempts mothers of three or more children from income taxes. So far, though, none of the carrots has worked. The actually unspeakable bit is whether women's access to education and the job market should be restricted, in the name of producing more babies and saving civilization. I wish people like Rachel Wilson would just come out and say that they favor this, so we can have a proper argument about it.

Instead they deploy a classic masculinist tactic: Tiptoe up to the edge of a policy that would poll as well as mandatory Ebola, then pirouette away at the last minute. Joel Webbon, a hard-right pastor based in Austin who has built a large social-media following by opposing feminism and the "LGBT Mafia," is one of those prepared to say openly that he would like to restrict women's participation in public life. "I know a lot of people, and I'm obviously not going to name them, but a lot of people and names that you would recognize are much further to the right than they are willing to publicly say," he told me. However, he did not mind their bait-and-switch style, because the left has used it for decades. A small group of people argued that "love is love" to pass gay marriage, "and then, you know, it's like: Oh, actually, Drag Queen Story Hour." Masculinists were only turning lefties' own strategy against them.


Joel Webbon, a hard-right pastor with a large social-media following, says openly that he would like to restrict women's participation in public life. (Photo-illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Right Response Ministries.)



Like Douglas Wilson, Webbon is regularly described as a hate preacher; he told me that his services in Austin attract protesters who photograph his congregation. And as with Wilson, and Cornish-Dale, there is an enormous gulf between Webbon's combative online persona and the person I interviewed. On his podcast, he talks trollishly about "the fake sin of raaaycism," but one-on-one, he was scrupulously polite, calling me "ma'am" and listening without interruption as I told him that the system he advocates for is closer to Saudi Arabian guardianship than anything from the Christian tradition. He sees his internet presence, he told me, "like the Apostle Paul arguing and lecturing in the hall of Tyrannus," an important period of evangelism for the early Church. When I checked his X feed later, he was talking about "Jewish sodomites" and reposting an account called @IfindRetards.

The Phyllis Schlafly of today is the writer Helen Andrews, with whom I am sometimes confused by liberals with Helen blindness. In a viral 2025 essay for Compact magazine called "The Great Feminization," Andrews asked whether greater female participation in the workforce was "a threat to civilization." (Honestly, women can be so overwrought.)

Hillary Rodham Clinton: MAGA's war on empathy

She was building on an influential thesis on the right known as "the longhouse," which argues that modern, feminized society resembles the communal living halls of the past, which were dominated by "den mothers" who ruled by passive aggression, offense-taking, and ostracizing their enemies--all classically feminine modes of behavior. The most famous outlining of the longhouse thesis came from a writer calling himself L0m3z in the religious magazine First Things. He declined to cite any specific historical examples and added that one could not really define the longhouse, anyway, because "its definition must remain elastic, lest it lose its power to lampoon the vast constellation of social forces it reviles." How convenient! Instead, the longhouse was "a metonym for the disequilibrium afflicting the contemporary social imaginary." Let me shock you: L0m3z was eventually outed as a humanities academic.

Andrews took this thesis further, arguing that "everything you think of as 'wokeness' is simply an epiphenomenon of demographic feminization." To translate that into English, the claim is that women don't settle arguments like characters in a Guy Ritchie film, with fisticuffs outside the smoking shed and no hard feelings two hours later. Instead, Andrews writes, they "covertly undermine or ostracize their enemies." Therefore, "all cancellations are feminine." Again, a quick glance at the history books presents a few challenges: The backstabbing in the Roman Senate was both literal and figurative, and the Vatican has always been a nest of scheming cardinals. And who pressured ABC to take Jimmy Kimmel off the air after Charlie Kirk's assassination? Brendan Carr, who is Trump's Federal Communications Commission chair--and the possessor of a Y chromosome.

Read: The 'easy way' to crush the mainstream media

Later in the essay, Andrews offered a testable proposition: "If a business loses its swashbuckling spirit and becomes a feminized, inward-focused bureaucracy, will it not stagnate?" As it happens, the labor economist Revana Sharfuddin has crunched the data on factories in the Second World War--one of the greatest periods of "demographic feminization" in American history--and found no evidence that they became paralyzed by cancel culture and petty HR disputes. When I asked Andrews about this, she noted that wartime automobile and electrical factories were still essentially segregated by sex, and that even so, some managers hired counselors to help them deal with their new workforce. "For what it's worth, the counterargument that most landed with me was the example of communism," she wrote in an email. "Women were well represented in medicine and science in the Soviet Bloc, and their society didn't collapse--well, it did, but probably not because of the women."

Andrews's essay comes to the defense of former Harvard President Larry Summers, who resigned under pressure in 2006 after arguing that women might be underrepresented in the hard sciences because of their innate lack of interest in those fields and their inability to perform at the highest levels. It later emerged in the Epstein files that this was a sanitized version of his private view, which was that women have lower IQs than men. (Out of curiosity, I hunted down the diversity stats for 2006, the year Summers resigned. At the time, four-fifths of Harvard's tenured professors were men.) In retrospect, Summers's ouster doesn't look like the product of feminist hysteria; rather, his colleagues may have seen him as an embarrassing liability and seized on the opportunity to offload him.

To my surprise, when I put this to Andrews, she partially agreed. "Saying Larry Summers was fired because of the controversy is like saying America entered World War II because of Pearl Harbor," she said. "It's a simplification: good enough for the one-sentence version, but definitely omitting important factors." In our communication, she was wry and self-deprecating, apologizing for any inconvenience I'd experienced by being mistaken for her--"the bad Helen." I reflected that this version of Andrews wouldn't have gone viral in the way that the one warning that working women are a "threat to civilization" did.

Read: Renee Nicole Good, Grok, and the punishing of women

On the right, creeping feminization has become an all-purpose explanation for many recent events: Women pity the underdog, pander to self-proclaimed victims, and care about hurt feelings more than the truth--all of which are exploited by undocumented immigrants and violent criminals. In this analysis, Renee Good--the woman shot by an immigration-enforcement officer in Minneapolis--was killed because she'd adopted left-wing values. "An AWFUL (Affluent White Female Urban Liberal) is dead after running her car into an ICE agent who opened fire on her," the right-wing pundit Erick Erickson posted immediately after her death. Women are childlike, naive, immature; they simply do not understand the real world.


Helen Andrews wrote a viral 2025 essay that questioned whether greater female participation in the workforce was a "threat to civilization." (Photo-illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Jon Meadows.)



Many MAGA figures have identified the surfeit of feminine empathy as a political issue. The first episode of Douglas Wilson's Man Rampant podcast was called "The Sin of Empathy." The Canadian marketing professor Gad Saad issues regular condemnations of "suicidal empathy" between posts complaining that women "no longer wear any real clothes and instead are always in athleisure."

Elizabeth Bruenig: The conservative attack on empathy

This disdain for empathy often leads to the conclusion that women's political participation is a problem, because the little ladies will insist on voting for the wrong candidates and policies. "The 1920s were the last decade in American history during which one could be genuinely optimistic about politics," Peter Thiel, an early advocate for Trump in Silicon Valley, wrote in a 2009 essay for a Cato Institute journal. "Since 1920, the vast increase in welfare beneficiaries and the extension of the franchise to women--two constituencies that are notoriously tough for libertarians--have rendered the notion of 'capitalist democracy' into an oxymoron." In this view, the gender split in American politics--55 percent of men but only 46 percent of women voted for Trump in 2024--is not merely a reflection of differing priorities but a problem to be solved.

At the same time that people like Wilson are saying out loud that they want to repeal the Nineteenth Amendment, the suggestion that anyone seriously wants to end female suffrage is often dismissed by mainstream conservatives as lib hysteria. After all, changing the Constitution would require the assent of three-quarters of the 50 states. "I'll be concerned about the 19th thing the day a single state--just one out of 38--passes a repeal," Inez Stepman, a former fellow at the Claremont Institute, posted in March. Liberals were "humorlessly chasing fumes of jokes and bar chatter, and dishonestly using it to silence real policy and cultural debate." Personally, I would feel better about this line of argument had I not sat opposite the conservative intellectual Jordan Peterson in 2018 while he sneered at my suggestion that Trump-appointed justices would overturn Roe v. Wade. Or if the Trump administration had not taken the issue of birthright citizenship all the way to the Supreme Court. Or if Pete Hegseth had not already blocked the promotion of female (and Black) military officers, and frequently expressed his opposition to women serving in combat.

Masculinism is now approaching its imperial-overreach phase, like the Roman empire that many of its leaders so admire. For some of its most ardent adherents, if someone on the left is doing anything, regardless of their sex, it's feminized and bad. Meanwhile, when Trump sends out a bitchy Truth Social post about a petty grievance, that is a display of manly vigor. Tucker Carlson's perfectly buoyant coiffure? Rugged--butch, even. Ben Shapiro's heartwarming enjoyment of musical theater? In the best tradition of the Vikings or Spartans, probably. This reductive view of the world--women things bad, men things good--is the mirror image of the worst excesses of 2010s Tumblr feminism, when introverted teenage girls posted hashtags like #KillAllMen and drank from mugs that read MALE TEARS.

In March, the anti-DEI activist Christopher Rufo had to fend off a horde of anonymous right-wing posters claiming, apparently seriously, that white men "are very easily the most oppressed group in history." When he described this view as "brain damaged" and invoked a little-known American phenomenon called slavery, he was besieged with complaints.

For me, this episode gets to the core of MAGA masculinism. Which of its faces is the real one--the conservative think-tankers seeking to undo antidiscrimination laws, or the soap opera of influencers railing against "small-breasted biddies" and AWFULs, wallowing in self-pity, and labeling everything they dislike as feminine?

But of course, the sober thinkers and the shock troops feed off each other. Sometimes, as with Wilson, they coexist in a single person. This is a movement with real policy goals: the rollback of no-fault divorce. Tax breaks to reward male breadwinners and female homemakers. An end to anything with a whiff of DEI, even leadership programs for women in the military, like one cut by Hegseth. A return to the workplace culture of the 1970s, where sexual harassment was normalized. An open preference for male employees in hiring, promotion, and pay awards--in other words, affirmative action for men.

Yet masculinism also functions as a perpetual-motion machine of grievance, an inarticulate howl of anguish at the status quo--whatever that currently is. Masculinism is both serious and silly, sometimes camp and sometimes chilling, an attention-grabbing performance and a genuine proposition. No wonder it has become the cornerstone of Trumpism.
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A Summit About Business, But Maybe Also the Fate of the World

Trump is in Beijing with America's top CEOs for a reason.

by Vivian Salama, Jonathan Lemire

Thu, 14 May 2026




The delegation that arrived with President Trump in Beijing last night looked less like the diplomatic corps of a superpower and more like a Fortune 500 board meeting. On Air Force One were Elon Musk, Tim Cook ("Tim Apple," as the president calls him), and Nvidia CEO Jensen Huang. Joining in Beijing were honchos from Wall Street and aerospace firms. The message was impossible to miss: This trip, billed as a high-stakes summit between the leaders of the world's two most powerful nations, is about money first and geopolitics second--with differences in ideology trailing far behind.

Trump in 2017 was a China hawk, elected in part because he called out the country for the damage its economic practices had done to the U.S. workforce. But Trump in 2026 has gone full chamber-of-commerce booster, cheering on those in the top ranks of the Chinese Communist Party, including President Xi Jinping. "I will be asking President Xi, a Leader of extraordinary distinction, to 'open up' China so that these brilliant people can work their magic, and help bring the People's Republic to an even higher level!" Trump wrote on Truth Social earlier this week. He added that he would make that his "very first request," presumably in the meetings the two men held today in the Great Hall of the People. That volte-face reflects the fact that neither the first Trump administration nor the Biden administration nor the second Trump administration has figured out how to deal with the world's most intricate trade relationship and most confounding rivalry.

Trump arrived in China this week at a moment when both Washington and Beijing are exhausted by commercial and strategic confrontation, but unwilling to retreat. The trade war has not ended. The tech war (think AI and the computer chips required to power it) is just ramping up. Yet China remains the world's manufacturing powerhouse, and the U.S. remains China's biggest market. It's perhaps not surprising, then, that the two sides are finding it hard to get along.

Lawmakers, national-security officials, and trade experts we spoke with said the best that could be hoped for from the summit were steps to stop the relationship from getting worse, through agreements on investments, market access, and agricultural goods. Long gone is any idea that the U.S. might fundamentally alter the way China does business. Instead, amid all the pomp and the Chinese children waving flags, the primary goal of Trump's trip is to do business with China. At today's post-talks state banquet, which featured crispy beef ribs and Beijing roast duck, Trump said he had held "extremely positive and productive conversations and meetings."

Much of what is being discussed might typically fall within the remit of the secretaries of Treasury or commerce. Yet this is also a meeting of the world's two most powerful presidents, so ever present amid the discussions of airplane and soybean purchases will be the fates of two other nations, Iran and Taiwan. Trump wants Xi's help persuading Tehran to open the Strait of Hormuz and come back to the bargaining table. Xi wants Trump to soften decades of steadfast U.S. support, in arms and doctrine, for Taipei. The biggest risk, those we spoke with said, is that those two issues get mingled with the dealmaking in a way that benefits Beijing more than Washington.

"I am very worried about what Trump might give away," John Bolton, the president's former national security adviser turned critic, told us when we asked if U.S. support for Taiwan could be used as a bargaining chip. "He wants the business."

It's hard to imagine now, but nine years ago, Trump was nervous about his first trip to China. The stop was the centerpiece of a nearly two-week journey across Asia in November 2017. The day Trump was slated to travel to Beijing from Seoul was meant to begin with a secret stop at the DMZ, the stretch of land that separates the militarized borders of North and South Korea. But fog delayed the covert helicopter ride and angered Trump, partly because he was worried about keeping Xi waiting. Eventually, the excursion was abandoned so that Trump wouldn't be late for his sunset welcome ceremony at the Forbidden City. The ancient site was cleared of visitors, leaving just the two presidents, a few staff members, and the press pool. Trump later remarked to aides how impressed he was by the experience. He respected Xi's grip on power and the sheer size of the populace he governed. (Unlike most presidents who came before him, Trump did not seem bothered by China's human-rights abuses.)

Back then, Trump viewed a grand (and still-elusive) trade deal with China as a key part of his legacy. And his fascination with Xi hasn't ebbed. Trump's initial downplaying of the severity of the coronavirus pandemic, in early 2020, stemmed partly from his desire not to upset the Chinese premier at a time when the virus seemed like Beijing's problem, not the world's. (He later added China's pandemic failures to his 2020 election-loss grievances.) And Trump has told aides for a year now that this summit--as well as a September sequel in the U.S. that Trump today floated with Xi--would be key moments of his second term.

Read: Trump is 'bored' with the war he started

For Xi, the stakes are high, if painfully domestic. China's economy is slowing in ways the Communist Party can no longer easily disguise. Youth unemployment remains politically dangerous. Foreign investment has cooled dramatically. Local governments are buried in debt. Xi, above all, needs stability. He needs global firms and investors to believe that China remains economically viable at a moment when many are actively searching for exits or alternatives.

Trump "can go to China, and he could break every single rule and still come back to the United States, and his head will not be on the platter," Stephen Nagy, an international-relations professor at International Christian University in Tokyo, told us. "But for Xi, he can't do this. He has to look like the emperor. He has to maintain his authority. Otherwise he loses legitimacy within the party and within the people."

Trump arrives with pressures of his own. American manufacturers remain deeply dependent on Chinese supply chains despite years of rhetoric about decoupling the two economies. And the Trump administration is scrambling to bolster American access to crucial minerals, an industry China dominates. Markets have little appetite for another escalatory cycle. Inflation is rising and remains politically combustible, especially because of recent price hikes caused by the Iran war that Trump started. And Trump himself has always treated foreign policy less as a series of interlocking principles than a negotiation between powerful players. He prefers leverage over doctrine and optics over process.

So leaving the summit with the appearance of comity, and a message that U.S.-China relations aren't going to make all those other problems worse, might be enough to satisfy both men. "'Not fighting' appears to be the new north star of the United States' new China policy. This policy is defined, in large part, by low expectations, and the pursuit of what the Trump administration's National Defense Strategy calls 'a decent peace,'" Michael Froman, the president of the Council on Foreign Relations, wrote last week. The symbolism of Trump being accompanied by Musk, Cook, and Huang is not subtle. Apple still depends on China's manufacturing ecosystem even as it shifts some production abroad. Tesla's Shanghai factory remains one of the company's most important assets. Nvidia sees China not as a secondary market but as central terrain in the global AI race. Trump is signaling that America is no longer pushing for economic divorce from China. He is asking for a truce, and to let the money flow more freely in both directions.

Trump has never approached Taiwan with the ideological rigidity common across much of Washington's foreign-policy establishment, which obsesses over every word used to describe the U.S. position of strategic ambiguity. Beijing knows this. Xi has pledged to acquire the island, one way or another. He may see room to probe whether Trump would soften long-standing rhetoric about Taiwan's status or inject a measure of conditionality into America's commitments to defend Taiwan against a Chinese invasion in exchange for economic concessions or market access. In the summit's first hours today, Xi made his stance clear by issuing a warning to Trump that if the Taiwan issue is handled poorly, it could lead to conflict and "an extremely dangerous situation." Trump remained uncharacteristically silent later, when reporters tried to ask him about the island.

One administration official told us there's never been an indication either way as to whether Trump views Taiwan as a potential bargaining chip. And to date, Trump has given no sign of departing from Washington's long-standing stance on Taiwan's sovereignty. But, the official added, once the conference-room doors in Beijing are closed, "anything is possible." Even a jet-lagged gaffe on Taiwan might be enough to convince Xi that U.S. resistance has softened.

Read: What Trump's America looks like from China

On Iran, neither Washington nor Beijing wants the prolonged instability in global energy markets that the war and the subsequent wobbly cease-fire have caused. China relies heavily on Middle Eastern oil and has spent years positioning itself as a diplomatic and economic power across the region. China is also one of Iran's most important backers, offering the regime an economic lifeline in the face of decades of U.S. sanctions.

Some of Trump's closest allies on Capitol Hill are skeptical that China can help. On Tuesday, Senator Lindsey Graham of South Carolina sounded off on China and Pakistan, which is trying to broker a peace deal in the Iran war. He accused both countries of propping up Tehran and said Beijing cannot be viewed as an honest broker given its position as the biggest purchaser of Iranian oil exports. Trump may be desperate enough for a deal to end the war, however, that he seeks to enlist Xi's help in pushing Iran to the negotiating table while avoiding a broader confrontation over Beijing's relationship with the regime in Tehran.

That dynamic may capture the larger truth of the summit: The United States and China need each other enough to avoid rupture but distrust each other too deeply to build anything resembling a partnership.
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How the Environmental Movement Lost Its Soul

Nature is what gave the movement its purpose. Today it rides in the back seat.

by John Reid

Thu, 14 May 2026




Donald Trump is the most anti-environment president since "environmentalism" emerged in America. He has rescinded the "endangerment finding," meaning that the government no longer accepts the basic truth that climate change is bad for people. He is rolling back regulations that would have protected American skies and waters from pollutants such as mercury, arsenic, "forever chemicals," soot, and methane. And he is working to demote conservation as a priority use for the 245 million acres of land managed by the Bureau of Land Management.

The environmental movement--green-minded politicians, entrepreneurs, philanthropists, writers, volunteers, and advocacy organizations--has seemed ill-equipped to respond. Environmental-news headlines get little attention, court challenges play out in obscurity, and when people do protest, our air, water, forests, and oceans seem like afterthoughts amid so many other worthy causes.

How did the movement lose its vibrancy? More screen time, less wild habitat available to visit, and a shift to urban living have made Americans less viscerally connected to the splendor of planet Earth. Even conservation scientists have been trapped indoors, thanks to the falling cost of crunching large quantities of data (much of which is gathered by satellite) relative to the high cost of the travel, staff, and equipment required to observe plants and animals in the field. From 1980 to 2014, conservation research papers based on fieldwork dropped by 20 percent whereas research done by data analysts and modellers rolling around in cubicles increased by at least sixfold.

From the December 2025 issue: What climate change will do to America by mid-century

But another factor is at play. For more than 30 years, I have worked at the intersection of economics and conservation at organizations such as Resources for the Future, Conservation International, and the Conservation Strategy Fund, which I founded. What I have seen in recent years is that the environmental movement has become unmoored from nature for a reason of its own making: The movement has set its sights on the biggest environmental issue of all--climate change--but it has done so as if the planet's climate is unrelated to its wild places. Nature is what gave the environmental movement its purpose, gave its founders their calling. Today it rides in the back seat. The environmental movement needs to find nature again--to fight for the planet's ecosystems, plants, and wildlife--if it ever hopes to regain the power and purpose it once had.

Humans have stewarded the ecosystems that feed them for untold millennia, but as an American political movement, environmentalism started around the turn of the 20th century. John Muir and Theodore Roosevelt set out to protect awe-inspiring landscapes; Harriet Lawrence Hemenway and Minna B. Hall founded the first chapter of the Audubon Society to save birds imperiled by the use of their feathers to decorate hats. In the decades that followed, the country protected hundreds of millions of acres of public land. Writers such as Aldo Leopold and Rachel Carson published eloquent ecological and scientific rationales for wilderness preservation, wildlife management, and pollution control, laying the intellectual groundwork for the late 1960s and early '70s boom in environmental legislation.

When the issue of climate change emerged, it was initially viewed as just another environmental challenge, which environmental groups met with campaigns for national and international climate policies, all while still advocating for the preservation of wildlands.

But in this century, climate has shifted from one of many environmental issues to the dominant issue. Twenty percent of the environmental organizations started from 2000 to 2010 had climate in their name. In the next decade, that figure grew to 52 percent. I ran a conservation organization from 1998 to 2016, and saw that, at first, the climate issue elevated environmentalism, making it into a Serious Issue among diplomats, CEOs, and bankers. But after a while, climate eclipsed other environmental concerns such as land, water, wildlife, and local pollution; "climate" conceptually swallowed "environment." Today's New York Times coverage of nature-related issues, for example, is tucked away in a section that readers can access from the "U.S." or "World" menus by clicking on "Climate." Once there, the heading broadens to "Climate and Environment." Running wilderness or ocean-preservation stories under that rubric, as the Times often does, is like putting baseball news in a section called "Football and Sports."

Nature-conservation work hasn't stopped, but it has become more climate-driven. Funding for forest protection in the Amazon expanded dramatically in the late 2000s and early 2010s, with the overwhelming majority of new money coming from Norway and Germany, whose primary motivation was keeping the trees standing so that their carbon content wouldn't be released into the atmosphere. Long-standing conservation efforts in wetlands, grasslands, mangroves, kelp beds, and forests--in the U.S. and elsewhere--were rebranded as "nature-based solutions" to climate change.

There's nothing inherently wrong with that. Climate change is, as Barack Obama said, more than a big environmental issue; it's the "issue that will define the contours of this century more dramatically than any other." Those of us in the conservation corner of the broader environmental movement couldn't ignore climate change; wild species are even more vulnerable than humans. Look no further than the near-certain demise--even under best-case warming scenarios--of basically all of the world's warm-water coral reefs and their various colorful fish. Plus, intact ecosystems slow down the process of warming. We hoped funders would acknowledge that value and help close a global financial shortfall for nature protection, now estimated at $700 billion a year.

But the climate solutions that attract the most attention and investment have little to do with nature. Globally, investment in "energy transition" hit $2.3 trillion last year, up 8 percent from 2024 and 10 times the amount spent on "nature-based solutions." Much of that $2.3 billion represents investments in businesses that sell equipment; investors expect to get their money back with a return. That's hard to do with nature, though we've tried just about everything. My first job out of graduate school was to look into the economic potential for pharmaceuticals sourced from forests to pay for the protection of those ecosystems. That flopped, as have all subsequent attempts to protect nature permanently and on a large scale through the use of markets. So nature conservation still gets done with scarce government and philanthropic money.

Some prominent climate thinkers even explicitly promote solving our carbon problem so that we can comfortably expand humanity's material footprint, albeit at nature's expense. "Decarbonization" became the American policy approach of choice starting in the mid 2010s. The idea is to produce everything people want without emitting greenhouse gases. Instead of reining in consumption--and the extraction of natural resources that it requires--decarbonization advocates hope to merely reduce the climate pollution that extraction causes. In an interview about his 2022 book, How to Avoid a Climate Disaster, Bill Gates said that curtailing consumption to eliminate carbon emissions is of limited value. "The primary plan has to be multiplying by zero" emissions per unit of consumption, he said--something that would be achieved via technological breakthroughs. The Microsoft founder doubled down on a pro-growth, tech-driven, nature-free approach in a 2025 essay, in which forests, biodiversity, and nature weren't mentioned, either as climate casualties or remedies. Admittedly, Gates's voice is just one in the environmental movement, but his is louder in the public square, and arguably more influential, than those of career environmental leaders, activists, and scientists who have a broader view of the problem.

Decarbonization is also the main environmental idea of the "abundance movement," in part because it pragmatically avoids asking people to make material sacrifices. As Derek Thompson wrote in this magazine in 2022, "By going all-out on clean energy--solar, wind, geothermal, nuclear, and beyond--Americans can power more luxurious lives, free of the guilt that their luxury is choking the planet." Going all-out, Thompson and his co-author, Ezra Klein, wrote in their 2025 book, Abundance, is mainly about, at least as far as climate is concerned, removing regulatory obstacles to building green-energy infrastructure.

Their thinking addresses a number of important, mostly non-environmental, social goals, and touches a nerve in many of us who have seen needless bureaucracy stop good things. But even if cutting "green tape" does unleash widespread decarbonization, the approach is a woefully incomplete answer to our environmental predicament. It reduces the complex physical and biological system that is our Earth to a mere carbon processor, ignoring the vulnerability of nature's other gifts, such as fresh water and 8.5 million wild species, many of whose populations are already crashing. Solving for just one variable--carbon--will still leave the planet choking on mining waste and other pollution caused by producing the goods and services of those more luxurious lives.

Decarbonization is a necessary environmental goal, but letting it overshadow more relatable ecological causes is a strategic blunder. Getting the carbon out of buildings, factories, and transportation infrastructure provides no awe, no spiritual elevation, no invitation for humans to reflect on the marvel that is our planet. Decarbonization is a six-syllable mouthful about subtracting something invisible from our lives. How do you build a movement around that? By pairing it with nature.

People protect what they know and love. The environmental high point of the past year for me was when Western politicians, led by Republican Representative Ryan Zinke of Montana and backed by constituents across the political spectrum, thwarted Senator Mike Lee's plans to sell off public lands. The MAGA-aligned hunter and influencer Cameron Hanes delivered a searingly straightforward explanation of how these natural lands make all sorts of people healthy and happy. A close second was on Earth Day, when several Republicans from Florida and at least one from Pennsylvania rebelled against their party's bill to water down the 1973 Endangered Species Act. Representative Anna Paulina Luna said on social media, "Don't tread on my turtles. Protected means protected." Representative Kat Cammack defended the coastline in her district of Florida: "I want to make sure that we're doing everything that we can to be the best stewards as possible."

Zinke, Hanes, Luna, and Cammack are part of the environmental movement, too, though they might bristle at the label. They're sending a message to the rest of us that we should stitch the atmosphere and the biosphere back together in our advocacy. Most nature-focused organizations I know of have already started, creating programs that acknowledge the benefits of healthy ecosystems to climate stability, and vice versa. But reciprocal gestures are rare among climate-focused groups.

This makes no sense scientifically--or politically. Climate is hugely divisive and nature isn't. In a 2025 poll, a 50-percentage-point gap, 84-34, separated Democrats and Republicans on the question of whether the U.S. should "take a more active role in global climate efforts." Support for "conservation lands and wildlife," however, was 80 percent among Dems and 61 percent among Republicans. People of all stripes, it turns out, run, hike, bike, collect firewood and food in the wild. Ninety-six million Americans bird-watch, 58 million fish, and 14 million hunt.

"If you get down to the local level, genuine bipartisan collaboration can happen because there are people on both sides of the proverbial aisle who really care about the places that they live," Michelle Nijhuis, the author of Beloved Beasts, which chronicles the history of the American conservation movement, told me.

Read: The climate question that economists cannot answer

This kind of collaboration should be channeled to expand publicly accessible natural lands. Call it an "environmentalism of places," in which people take care of ecosystems near them for the good of plants, animals, water, and human psychological well-being. Climate advocates can refer to these very real, locally known places to make climate change real and relevant to people.

An environmentalism of places would also restore wild populations. As I've written previously in this magazine, the loss of wild abundance is an acute, potentially irreversible environmental crisis that's moving fast. People connect with animals. We want to see their faces, hear birdsong, have plentiful game and fish--not just walk through pretty, empty landscapes. The Endangered Species Act has been highly effective at preventing extinction. We need additional national policies that bring back and protect wild abundance, not just existence.

In the climate arena, nature-aware policy means lowering emissions by all means possible, including industrial decarbonization, and protecting ecosystems such as forests, mangroves, and kelp beds that absorb carbon in large quantities. It means using adaptive measures such as seawalls and air-conditioning as a last resort, not a way to loosen our emissions budgets. And it means incentivizing people to downsize our consumption, which, no matter how green, makes material demands on the Earth.

For me, it also means putting down my screen for a while, going outside, getting my feet wet in grass still damp from a May rain, following the trill of an orange-crowned warbler to a buckeye tree just opening its spears of white blossoms, and getting a look from the tiny yellow bird that seems to ask, Where have you been?
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A Very Pretentious Form of Propaganda

The United States tried to swerve away from politics at this year's Venice Biennale and ended up saying nothing at all.

by Spencer Kornhaber

Thu, 14 May 2026




As I left the United States Pavilion at the Venice Biennale, I felt like I'd just finished a puzzle that mocked me for solving it. Every two years, countries from around the world select an artist (or a group of artists) to showcase at contemporary art's most prestigious festival. This year, after a process laden with complication and controversy typical of the second Trump administration's cultural efforts, the United States picked the 55-year-old sculptor Alma Allen. He filled a series of rooms with quiet, abstract shapes, including an onyx boulder with a wavy surface, a folded sheet of scuffed bronze, and a standing oval of marshmallowish marble.

The work was neither magnificent nor hideous; my main reaction was to note my lack of one. But confusion, then annoyance, rose as I read the plaque by the exit, which was filled with more than 800 words of artspeak so pretentious that it made Jacques Derrida sound like ChatGPT.

"We are at a critical moment in culture," wrote the pavilion's curator, Jeffrey Uslip. He was referring to America's 250th birthday, which inspired this exhibition that "favors deep time, eschews finite positions, and encourages artistic autonomy and curatorial independence." According to Uslip, Allen makes "allocentric art" that "provides the ground for 'the Allocene'--a proposal for art that embodies a state of alterity, weightlessness, and freedom of thought." The artist also described his own work: "Here is cancellation deployed as a physical act," and "here is the biggest risk of my life except for all the other ones."

Gallery walls are hardly known for the quality of their copy, but this gobbledygook carried a passive-aggressive edge. Allocentric is the opposite of egocentric, and allocene is a made-up word suggesting a new epoch that--one imagines--deemphasizes identity and self-interest. Curatorial freedom and cancellation evoke the terms of Trump-era culture wars. Ostensibly, the only freedom of thought encouraged by Allen's work is the freedom to mull what you'll do for dinner later. But the implication was that his rocks and metals bravely defied small-minded concerns such as politics--even the politics that had landed Allen in that very pavilion.

Though the Biennale has been called the Olympics of the art world because of the way it brings the globe together in friendly competition, conflict was inescapable this year. In April, the Biennale's five-member jury announced that it wouldn't give prizes to nations accused of war crimes by the International Criminal Court--thereby disqualifying Israel and Russia. A number of artists also called for the U.S. to be censured for its military actions of late. The festival's organizers rebuked such calls by declaring the need for "a place of truce in the name of art, culture, and artistic freedom." Days before the event was set to begin, the jury resigned in unison, leaving its once-prestigious awards to be determined by a poll of visitors.

America's participation was already tinged by the Trump administration's ongoing assault on the arts establishment--its attempted elimination of the National Endowment for the Humanities, its revocation of grants under the aegis of fighting DEI, its disruptive rebranding of the Kennedy Center. In previous Biennale editions, the State Department has delegated an esteemed institution to oversee the U.S. pavilion; in Trump's first term, the Madison Square Park Conservancy programmed a well-regarded show by Martin Puryear. The latest process, however, was a bit stranger.

The managing institution this year was the American Arts Conservancy, an obscure Tampa-based nonprofit that was founded in 2025 by a pet-supplies entrepreneur with personal ties to Trumpland. That group hired Uslip, who left his previous stateside curating job in 2016 after viewers protested an exhibition he organized in which a white artist smeared chocolate and toothpaste over pictures of Black people (Uslip says his departure wasn't related to the scandal). A few prominent artists turned down what typically has been the most coveted invitation in American arts, and Uslip ended up booking Allen, a journeyman sculptor with little name recognition.

Allen's work isn't terrible. The mineral veins in his smooth-hewn stone pieces do, in fact, induce contemplation of "deep time." His bronze figures intriguingly juxtapose structural deformity and Mar-a-Lago shininess. But his and Uslip's written insistence that--as I understand it--this stuff evades categories and agendas seems deluded. In fact, walking around the Biennale, I came to suspect that he fit into a predictable and politically motivated trend: pariah-state minimalism.

Read: The mystery of the golden coffin

The fest generally overflowed with ambitious and vibrant work, some goofy and some transcendent. In the main exhbition--a transnational collection of work selected by the team of Biennale's head curator, Koyo Kouoh, who died last year--Beverly Buchanan's drawings rendered rustic scenes from the American South with a sense of vibrating electricity. Greece's pavilion, by Andreas Angelidakis, invited visitors into an immersive space that was like a glitchy 1980s video game set at a goth club. Sitting beneath neon lights on a plushy cushion resembling a gearshaft, I felt overstimulated in a way that was genuinely escapist.

Protests added to the carnivalesque atmosphere. Outside Russia's pavilion last Wednesday, the perennial Vladimir Putin antagonists Pussy Riot joined with the activist group Femen to conjure a storm of pink smoke and guitar music. Later in the week, a number of exhibitions closed as participants stopped working, in protest of Israel's inclusion. Japan's pavilion had been filled with baby dolls wearing sunglasses--a project about parenthood by Ei Arakawa-Nash--but on Friday, a sign read BABIES ARE ON STRIKE TODAY.

By contrast, the mood inside the protested countries' pavilions was sober. For Israel, the artist Belu-Simion Fainaru constructed a sculpture in which a grid of water droplets fell steadily into a dark pool, creating endlessly pulsing ripples. Wall text stated that each drop was "both a sign and a deferral of meaning," and that by alluding to "drip irrigation--an Israeli innovation developed in response to desert conditions," the art offered "an ethical metaphor for attentiveness, restraint, and care." Restraint seemed like a striking word to emphasize when so much has been said about Israel's lack of restraint in Gaza. As in the U.S. pavilion, polite art had been paired with pushy framing. Again, visitors were told the work was beyond meaning while also being given an official interpretation.


Marco Bertorello / AFP / Getty
 Visitors views "Rose of Nothingness" by Israeli artist Belu-Simion Fainaru, in the Israeli Pavilion during the pre-opening of the 61st Venice Art Biennale in Venice on May 6, 2026.



Russia took a similar approach, though with more noise and vodka. The art itself was mostly just large flower arrangements; explanatory signs spoke of gathering unalike people around "the mythic, anomalous figure of the tree." The pavilion was open only for the press-preview week, programmed with an ongoing slate of performances and a free bar. The idea was that any socialization there would become part of the art too: "We aimed to fill the space with such situations as dancing, learning, listening, sharing timid glances."

When I stepped inside, I was hit with ominous amplified droning: the music of the Moscow band Phurpa, whose members were swathed in black veils and sitting on the floor. Upstairs, a mix of hipsters also in fashionable drapery were mingling with people who appeared to be dignitaries in suits. Most paid no mind to the atonal roar that was growing in intensity. In a way, the stated aim of the pavilion to create meaning out of chance encounters was being enacted. Here was an on-the-nose illustration of the problem with treating the Biennale as a place of "truce," beyond politics: One way or another, the broader context seeps in. Whether an artist wants to be or not, they're working in a specific time, in a larger world.

This time in this world, of course, is marked by fraying alliances and state-sponsored conflict. Now more than ever, the country-by-country format of the Biennale--and other international competitions, such as Eurovision and the Olympics--necessarily serves the purpose of soft diplomacy, even if by conveying that a nation is a respectable member of the global community. And the stony-serious pomposity of the exhibitions that provoked the most backlash this year suggests how valuable it can be for a country accused of savagery to project a facade of sophistication. But anyone who's spent time in the art world knows to watch out for a poseur.
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America Has Always Had a Gerrymandering Problem. This Is New.

Election maps post-<em>Callais</em>

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 14 May 2026




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

It flipped in a few hours. Before the morning of April 29, 2026, few people doubted that the Democrats would retake the House, given President Trump's tanking approval rating. Then that morning, the Supreme Court released its decision in Louisiana v. Callais, which diluted what remained of the Voting Rights Act.

Louisiana immediately suspended its primaries to begin redrawing its maps to give Republicans an advantage and turn its two majority-Black districts into one. Tennessee advanced a map that would break up the state's only majority-Black district, and southern states that had already held primaries declared their intentions to redraw their maps in the near future.

The apparent demise of the Voting Rights Act and its immediate effects come after almost a year of extraordinary off-cycle attempts to gerrymander maps around the country. Begun last summer when the White House asked Texas to squeeze more GOP seats from its map, the redistricting tit-for-tat seemed to have been fought to a draw.

With the Callais decision, Democrats were on their heels again. Then, barely a week later, the Supreme Court of Virginia struck down a map that could have added four Democratic House seats. After those twin court decisions, a Democratic House--let alone a blue wave--looks far less certain.

Beyond the short-term political implications of the reshuffled political maps are also systemic, longer-term ones. Not all that long ago, Democrats were fighting to ban partisan gerrymandering, which mainstream Republicans rejected.

The tradition Democrats were trying to protect was only redistricting after the decennial census, in order to ensure accurate representation rather than partisan advantage. The principle they were defending was basic, and central to an American democracy: one citizen, one vote. What changes when that is no longer the guiding ideal?

This week on Radio Atlantic, our staff writer Russell Berman, who has been tracking the redistricting wars, talks about the new post-Callais reality. And our staff writer Vann R. Newkirk II reflects on a world without the Voting Rights Act.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: I hate thinking of politics as sport, but I'm going to do it here for a minute.

The Super Bowl in this analogy is the midterms, coming up in November. The game is redistricting, redrawing the boundaries to give your team the advantage.

A couple of months back, Team Democrat is riding high: Gas prices are climbing, the Iran war is unpopular, and President Trump's approval rating is dipping below 40 percent.

Reporter (from CBS News): --polling shows the president's approval rating has marginally slipped since the U.S. carried out strikes in Iran late last month. Take a look at this--


Rosin: There's really not much doubt in anyone's mind that the Democrats are gonna win the Super Bowl, i.e., take back the House.

And then, a surprise twist.

Chief Justice John Roberts: We will hear argument first this morning in case 24-109, Louisiana v. Callais, and the--


Rosin: The Supreme Court--should we think of them as the ref, the league commissioner? I don't know. Anyway, the court gives the Republican team a late-season advantage.

[Music]

Reporter (from PBS News Hour): The U.S. Supreme Court today struck down one of Louisiana's majority-Black congressional districts, a decision that weakens key protections under the Voting Rights Act. In a--


Rosin: They dilute the Voting Rights Act in a way that instantly changes the playing field. States in the South that have been forced to draw maps to protect Black voters start redrawing those maps like crazy. And suddenly, Team Republican is back in the game.

(Did I do that sports analogy thing right?)

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. The reason I hate this analogy is that, with politics, there is a lot more at stake--in this case, civil-rights protections, access to representation, a democracy that feels equally democratic to everyone.

Today, I'm talking to staff writers Russell Berman, who's been covering the redistricting wars for the last few months--

Russell Berman: Thank you.


Rosin: --and Vann Newkirk--

Vann Newkirk: Thank you.


Rosin: --who's been covering the Voting Rights Act for a very long time.

Berman: Hey, Vann, by the way.
 Newkirk: Hey, Russell. (Laughs.)
 Berman: (Laughs.) Good to hear you.
 Newkirk: Good to hear you.


Rosin: Okay, before we get into the recent news about the Supreme Court, let's start at the beginning. Russell, you've been following this for a while. What kicked off what we are calling redistricting or gerrymandering wars?

Berman: Well, gerrymandering is as old, or nearly as old, as the republic itself; it's been going on for more than 200 years in the United States by both parties, to varying degrees, over the years.

But the current nationwide battle started nearly a year ago in Texas and, really, in the White House, where President Trump's political team saw an opportunity to take a state that was already gerrymandered in favor of Republicans and gerrymander it even more, with the goal of protecting the Republicans' quite narrow majority in the House of Representatives in advance of what they already knew at that time, early in Trump's current term, would be a very difficult midterm election this year.

And so Trump lobbied heavily for the Republican-dominated legislature in Texas to redraw its map. The Republicans complied. They passed a map over stiff Democratic objections that could add as many as five Republican seats in the House this year.

And then, of course, Democrats responded, first in California, where Governor Gavin Newsom moved very quickly to try to match Texas. They passed a map both through the legislature and by the voters to add as many as five Democratic seats.

And then it was really off to the races nationwide. And over the last several months, we've seen nearly a dozen states either actually redistrict, redraw their maps; talk about it; try to and either fail or been overturned by the courts. And so this has really spread across the nation.

Rosin: Now, Vann, when you hear that, the one thing missing is, were Republicans and Democrats then going about these moves in the same way? Or was there any difference?

Newkirk: Well, I think when you look at Republican-led states and Democrat-led states, there are heavy gerrymanders in each. I don't think you should see gerrymandering solely as a province of Republicans. But I think there is, especially in the South, an additional level that Republicans have access to just by the way that people vote.

So they have been engaging heavily in what is called partisan gerrymandering, but really operates on the axis of race. Because particularly in the South, Black voters tend to vote one way and white voters tend to vote another way. So they have in their arsenal the ability to use these proxies for race to divide seats up in a much more precise way than Democrats in most states can do.

Rosin: Mm-hmm. So when you say the South, that's mostly Republican states.


 Newkirk: Right.

Rosin: Now on the Democratic side, at least when this began, there was hesitancy from Democrats, even about Newsom's idea of fighting fire with fire. Russell, has that changed? How are they feeling now?

Berman: Yes, it's very much changed, not everywhere. And it's important to remember that the Democrats were fighting this, to use a metaphor, fighting this battle with one hand tied behind their back in many places because for many years they were the party of good government, of anti-gerrymandering. They tried to pass a nationwide ban on partisan gerrymandering during the Biden administration. It fell short due to the Senate filibuster.

But in certain states, including California, in New York, in Virginia, they had supported, to varying degrees, changes that banned partisan gerrymandering and basically created a system where redistricting was done through these nonpartisan commissions. And so whereas Republican-dominated states, all they needed to do in the past year was pass a new map through their state legislatures, Democratic states had to take an extra step of setting up--in California and Virginia, especially--whole elections, statewide referenda so the voters could change their state constitutions and allow them to, essentially, to gerrymander.

Rosin: And why is that distinction important? 'Cause what you said was procedural, so I just want people to understand what is the spiritual importance of the different ways that they were going about this. Is it that the Democrats needed popular will? Is that the difference?

Berman: Well, they needed popular will, they needed the permission of the voters, and they also needed to essentially go back on their position that they took much more recently against partisan gerrymandering. And so as you referred to, was there a hesitancy? Well, yes, initially, because they're against gerrymandering.

And so now you have all these people, including former Attorney General Eric Holder and former President Barack Obama, who had been leading campaigns against gerrymandering, now in the position of urging Democrats to, as Gavin Newsom said, "fight fire with fire" and to match the Republicans seat for seat where they could in these Democratic states.

Rosin: Okay, so we really are in a different era of gerrymandering than we have been, just in the way that both parties are going about it.

Berman: Definitely.

Rosin: Okay. That brings us to the latest battle, which was kicked off by a Supreme Court decision. Vann, what did the justices decide in Louisiana v. Callais?

Newkirk: So in Louisiana v. Callais, this pivotal Supreme Court decision, the conservative majority, they band together to essentially say that partisan gerrymandering--well, if we call it partisan gerrymandering--unless you can prove that mapmakers were explicitly racist in creating maps that give some sort of disadvantage to minority voters, then essentially, there's nothing that can be done.

Rosin: So the standard was intentionally racist.

Newkirk: Yes. And also, it says that actual maps made to remedy racism--that create, say, a majority-Black district in Houston or in South Carolina--those districts now, by using race as a remedy, can be considered illegal.

Rosin: And how is that thinking different? When you heard that, what did that change about the thinking around the Voting Rights Act?

Newkirk: So the VRA was intended to get at all of the little, subtle ways that southern states in particular were getting around the Fourteenth Amendment. So you had things that were facially race-neutral, provisions, policies that didn't come out and say, Hey, we're gonna get rid of those Black voters, but they did anyways: the poll tax and the literacy test.

But beyond that, politicians in the South got really good at using maps to get rid of and minimize Black voters in particular. And the VRA over the years, the policy makers and the courts both said, Enough with that. We understand that there are ways that you can draw a map on paper that doesn't say, These are the Black voters over here, and we wanna get rid of them, but still can disenfranchise them. So we are going to create what's called a "results" test or an "effects" test, which means that even if you do these things and don't say that we're racist about it, that they can be declared contra the VRA, or illegal, if they have a disproportionate effect on Black voters.

And essentially now, the single provision, actually, that has protected the most and created the most diverse Congress in history is gone.

Rosin: I remember when we talked to you back in October, you caught yourself talking about the VRA in the past tense; you said, Oh, I said "was." And we had called that episode "If the Voting Rights Act Falls." So do you think the Voting Rights Act just fell?

Newkirk: No, it's gone. It is gone. It is, actually, in many ways, worse than being gone.

The provision that governs all this in the VRA is called Section 2. And if the Supreme Court had actually come out and said that Section 2, which essentially allows challenges to voting laws that discriminate on the basis of race, if it had just said that is unconstitutional, then, okay, we know what we're dealing with here.

But when you say that Section 2 is still alive and that, under Section 2, creating a remedy on the basis of race is itself illegal, then you essentially make it impossible now to make anything--any new map, any new voter law--that goes back and says, Wait, that was wrong. Let's help those Black folks out.

Now the VRA will mostly govern what people call reverse racism, which is worse. So now it'll be more difficult to go back and remedy cases of discrimination against Black folks.

Rosin: The court's logic is that it's not needed anymore? It's not quite that there's no discrimination anymore. It's just: We don't need this extreme remedy. We don't need this federal override.

Newkirk: Well, in this decision, and as in Shelby County v. Holder, the majority holds that things have gotten better, and it sort of completes the cycle.

In 2013, Shelby County v. Holder, Chief Justice John Roberts said that, Look at all these Black politicians--there's so many. And that means that we're doing better, and we don't have to do all this anymore to protect the ballot. And in this decision, which will decimate Black ranks in Congress, the very thing that initiated this destruction of the VRA, you still have the justices saying, Oh, things are doing well now.

And now the sort of very insidious paradox here is that when, not if, when Black representation is halved in the next year or two, in the next couple cycles, that will not be able to be used as a rationale for fixing that problem.

Rosin: So what you're saying is, very concretely, when you undo the Black districts, you'll undo the Black representatives, but it's too late.

Newkirk: It's too late.

Rosin: It's too late. You can't bring that up as a reason to justify the VRA, because it's gone.

Newkirk: Yeah, it's not just winning; you win, and then you close the door.

Rosin: Yeah.

Newkirk: Yeah.

Rosin: Okay, that is a huge effect of what just happened. Russell, since you've been tracking redistricting issues for a while, that decision came out, it was very recent, and what felt different? What happened?

Berman: Well, it opened the doors for a whole new group of states in the South that had not yet redistricted in this election cycle to do so. Within hours, or even maybe less than that, you had the governors and the legislative leaders in Tennessee, in Louisiana, in Alabama making plans, calling the legislature back in for special sessions.

In Louisiana, the governor, Jeff Landry, suspended an election that had already begun so that they could change the maps for the House and get Republicans another seat. Because this decision came almost, but not quite, too late for these states to act in this election year, so they had to rush, and rush they did.

Rosin: And how did they redraw the maps?

Berman: So as we speak, they are still working on it, but what they have advanced is a map that there are two seats currently held by Black Democrats in Louisiana and Republicans would eliminate one of those seats. And so Louisiana in the next Congress would be represented only by one Black Democrat.

Rosin: Vann, do you think of a move like that as overtly racial or racially motivated? Because the way it's presented: Oh, this is just a horse race. We're trying to win.

Newkirk: I think in the aggregate, yes. I think when you look at the things that people, that policy makers are saying on Twitter, when you look at the moves they make and they're saying, Hey, we wanna get rid of people like Bennie Thompson and Hakeem Jeffries, okay. That seems pretty clear what you are doing. And--

Rosin: But is it clear? They're saying, We wanna get rid of the Democratic minority leader, who's very vocal and popular.

Newkirk: Well, this is one of those things where it's not clear enough to the court. But we know what's going on. I think it's clear.

[Music]

Rosin: After the break, how all of this could affect the midterms--that's the horse-race part--and also democracy. That's in a minute.

[Break]

Rosin: Russell, can you talk about the significance of what happened in Indiana?

Berman: Indiana was one of the few Republican states where the Republicans actually rejected President Trump's push for them to gerrymander. They wanted Indiana to essentially redraw the only two Democratic-held seats in the state.

And back in December in the state Senate, there was a very big, dramatic vote; I went to Indiana to watch it. The lawmakers were, in some cases, under threat from people who really wanted them to follow Trump's orders.

There was all these swatting incidents. I talked to one Republican state senator who told me his whole story and wouldn't give me his name, because he feared for his physical safety, not just his political future. And the Indiana Republicans, enough of them defied that threat, they rejected this new map, and Trump and his allies vowed to punish them electorally.

Rosin: Why were they against what Trump wanted? What was it that they were saying? I understand that they were under threat, but what was the principle that they were defending?

Newkirk: Well, we have a system that guarantees one person, one vote. And the only way you can determine that is when you take a census. So the census is supposed to be tied to how seats are apportioned, how states get however many seats in Congress, and that all trickles down to you as a voter, where you and how you are able to vote and who for.

And so when you uncouple the drawing of maps from the census, you've essentially said now that we don't really care about that anymore. And that's the bedrock of the whole operation.

Rosin: Okay, so then comes last Tuesday's election. What happened, and did it surprise you?

Berman: So there were a handful of Republican state senators who voted against Trump back in December who were on the ballot for reelection. And Trump and his allies, including Charlie Kirk's old organization, Turning Point USA, were really aggressive in backing primary opponents to them.

The Trump allies won a majority of those races. They defeated five of the incumbents who were on the ballot who had voted against the redistricting plan. And this was a show of force. This was a show that even though Trump is deeply unpopular with voters generally, he remains quite in control of the Republican Party, even in this state where the legislature rebuffed him.

The timing of this is that the VRA decision came out right around that time, and Republican legislators in the states that were affected, right, in the Deep South now knew that they were gonna be under heavy pressure from Trump to act immediately, not to wait for the next normal opportunity to redraw their maps.

And so Trump has been very clear--like in a state like South Carolina, where you saw a similar dynamic to what played out in Indiana, you had Trump making implied and direct threats to hold these Republican legislators accountable at the polls if they defied him. But in states like Tennessee, Alabama, and Louisiana, they are moving forward.

Rosin: Okay, the last thing we need to digest before we get to the most current state of affairs is Virginia. Vann, what happened there, and how did it change things?

Newkirk: So as part of the Democratic scramble to redistrict and match those gerrymandering gains that Republicans had, Virginia, they passed new maps that would take a couple seats away from Republicans in their congressional delegation. And Virginia, because of, as Russell said, they have had new laws governing redistricting, and it's pretty difficult to amend the Constitution of Virginia; you gotta follow a bunch of different rules.

And their process for getting that amendment passed--it went to a referendum recently--they were up against the wire. And so when Republicans challenged the new map that was passed by voters, they challenged it on procedural grounds. And the Virginia state supreme court actually overturned that Democratic-favoring map on those procedural grounds.

And so essentially, Democrats in Virginia who thought that they had done it--they were celebrating the state as kind of a model for how you gerrymander back against Republicans--all of a sudden, they found themselves at a loss, and they've scrambled quite a bit to figure out what to do next.

Right now, it seems like their course of action is taking this to the big Supreme Court, the United States Supreme Court, and trying to challenge the Virginia state supreme court's interpretation of Virginia law.

Rosin: Russell, I want you to get horse race-y for a minute. Until very, very recently, and partly thanks to Virginia, California, Democrats saw the House as theirs. They could flip it. No one really doubted that. Is that still true?

Berman: It is less true than it was a few weeks ago. The prognosticators still make Democrats a slight favorite to retake control of the House based on the fact that Republicans, of course, only have a very narrow majority, meaning the Democrats only have to win a few net seats this fall. And of course, President Trump is deeply unpopular throughout the country, including in the districts where the election will turn.

But if we were talking several weeks ago, we would be talking about how the Democrats had matched or even exceeded the Republican gains in this redistricting war. Well, now it's shifted back to the right, and Republicans, it looks like they will gain as many--potentially a double-digit gain or a high single-digit gain in seats just from redistricting alone, which gives them a pretty good buffer.

And so when you ask about "Will Democrats retake the House?," again, they are still slightly favored, but their majority would be significantly slimmer than it would've been otherwise. And of course, it's no sure thing and much less of a sure thing than it was a few weeks ago.

Rosin: Okay, I wanna shift to more of the deeper significance for representative democracy, which, Vann, you've gotten into some already. I'll start with you, Russell.

We are already pretty polarized. The fights for control only happen at the margins anyway. So how significant, how big a deal is this gerrymandering? How much difference does it actually make?

Berman: Well, it's a very big difference because we're seeing it on such a large scale. There are just a lot of seats that have been redrawn throughout the country over the past year.

But it's not gonna change the trend. It's going to accelerate, in all likelihood, a trend of polarization where you have representatives who worry more about their primary than they do about the general election. And so then they're gonna vote, probably, more loyally with their party. It might come to resemble more of a parliamentary system, more than it already does.

You're also probably gonna continue to see very narrow House majorities, where neither party has a big advantage, and so it's very difficult to pass legislation, which was already very difficult to do.

On the whole, it's likely to accelerate this trend toward polarization and just sort of highly partisan political environment.

Newkirk: The actual partisan outcomes from this wave of maps actually were uncertain. One of the sort of disadvantages of randomly drawing a map this late in the decade is you don't actually have good information on where people live. So what you have done is created maps now mostly based on old data, where we don't actually know how well the party might perform in a certain area.

So I think I would just add that there is some uncertainty as to how much of a partisan advantage is going to be baked into any set of state maps. People are moving. People are moving--

Rosin: It could backfire. People are moving. You could create a kind of diverse district that you're not prepared to win. It's not necessarily gonna work out in the way that they want.

Newkirk: Right.

Berman: The other dynamic is, in places like Florida and Texas, Republicans are banking on a continuation of a trend in which Latino voters were more supportive of President Trump and the Republican Party in the last couple of elections, and they're banking on that continuing.

But polls and special elections that have been held over the past year or so suggest that the pendulum has swung among Latino voters. And so that gives an opportunity, especially in these two states, for Democrats, at least in the near term. to essentially make those gerrymanders backfire, to some extent, on Republicans.

Rosin: What's incredible about this conversation we're having--Vann, it wasn't that long ago that racial gerrymandering was illegal [and] partisan gerrymandering was something Democrats were fighting to make illegal. What is it that we lose when we give up on this idea of a census-based attempt at voting fairness?

Newkirk: Well, for one, when you set the precedent that a state can essentially redistrict whenever, and that they can use laws that usually govern natural disasters to suspend, postpone primaries, I don't know if I believe philosophically in slippery slopes, but you create clear legal precedent for essentially not having a national norm for maps anymore, which I think we should look at ourselves [as] at the very beginning of the ramifications of that. This is not the end of whatever we're doing mapping-wise.

Actually, congressional districts themselves are only one part of what is governed by our laws for gerrymandering, for example. So you could actually have states look at how they draw the boundaries for state houses, for how they draw in places where judicial seats are governed by districts.

It's open season. It's open season both for the frequency and for the rationales for drawing new maps. And I think the era where a person sort of generally knew where they voted, who they voted for, who their congressperson was, that's all up in the air. I think we should expect change.

Rosin: You said you don't like to go down a slippery slope, but what is the worst-case scenario for that?

Newkirk: In my opinion, the worst-case scenario is always confusion. It's always a voter not knowing, a voter not having the right information to be able to go out and cast a ballot. And so I kinda think we're already there, in a lot of ways.

So again, if you don't know who your congressperson is, if you don't know what district you vote for the primary, if everything changes every election, I believe you're going to see drastic levels of falloff in turnout. People like to vote in a rational system that makes sense to them, and the less you can make it make sense, the more you can artificially lower turnout.

Rosin: Russell, I think I wanna end on a bit of realism. What's yet to come? There isn't a magic moment where this ends. It feels like we're just rolling down this track, right?

Berman: That's right because we're in this moment right now where a number of states would have redistricted, but they've already had their primaries, or in the case of Democratic states, they have more steps to overcome and there's just not enough time.

And so after the elections in November, you're gonna see another rush to gerrymander in states like Georgia, for example, and a couple of other southern states, where if Republicans retain power, they will try to add seats. And then Democrats have already said that in a state like New York, they're gonna make another attempt to gain seats there. You're likely to see efforts in Illinois, in Maryland, potentially in Colorado, and a few other Democratic-led states.

Whether they will be successful or not, we'll see. But the next two years are probably gonna be maybe just as active as the past year has been in gerrymandering.

And I guess if there's any kind of glimmer of hope if you're not a fan of partisan gerrymandering, it's, if you're a reformer, this argument that maybe it needs to be darkest before it's dawn, right, and that this will lead to both parties at some point saying, Okay, where does this end? This is not the right way to govern.

And you might see an effort to either compromise at the federal level, or you could see some of these reform efforts that have had some success at the state level and at the municipal level, like pushes for proportional representation, pushes for open primaries or other formats that try to push against this polarization that we've seen over the past generation, perhaps they will get a little bit more momentum.

Newkirk: And I do wanna add, I don't think that the primary ramifications of all of these developments are going to be partisan. They are going to be racial. You have now a 58-seat Congressional Black Caucus. We expect that to be likely under 40 just this year.

So you now have in Texas two Black congressmen running against each other in a primary because they've been squished into a same district. That's going to be the most, I believe, visible change in this next year, and as Russell said, that ball's gonna keep rolling. So you're gonna have a dramatic, in a very short amount of time, reduction in the diversity of our Congress, and that, to me, is gonna be the biggest legacy of this.

Rosin: And do you have any hope in the reform efforts that Russell mentioned?

Newkirk: Well, the thing that I take as a glimmer was, when I did look at South Carolina, which again, Russell mentioned, South Carolina [Republicans] just staved off an effort to gerrymander out Jim Clyburn's seat. And Republican State Senate Leader Shane Massey went down to the floor and gave a pretty remarkable speech defying Trump.

And so I think that's one of the most clear-eyed sort of views of what's at stake here. We do know now that South Carolina Governor [Henry] McMaster is looking to call a special session to bring the legislators back to vote again on a map that would gerrymander out Clyburn's seat. And the thing about special sessions, apparently, in South Carolina is that they only need a majority vote, so it does look like Clyburn's seat is in real danger.

But I think Massey's read on what those ramifications are, especially if they get rid of Clyburn's seat, you are maybe getting rid of one of the most popular politicians in the state. There will be very angry voters, and they might make a difference.

Rosin: Well, Russell, Vann, thank you both so much for joining us and helping us understand this extremely complicated issue.

Newkirk: Thank you.

Berman: Thanks for having me.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West and Rosie Hughes. It was edited by Kevin Townsend. Yvonne Kim 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/gerrymandering-wars-redistricting-voting-rights-act/687158/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



25 Sensational Books to Read This Summer

<em>The Atlantic</em>'s writers and editors have chosen fiction and nonfiction to match all sorts of moods.

by The Atlantic Culture Desk

Thu, 14 May 2026

As summer draws nearer and the temperature creeps up, many kinds of leisure beckon: swinging in a shaded hammock; tending a smoky grill; swimming in cold, clear water on a hot, humid day. None, to our minds, surpasses the pleasure of reading just the right book in just the right spot. And while in just the right mood: Yours might call for an engrossing vacation page-turner, for instance, or a book that teaches you something completely new. You may crave a cult classic, vetted by generations of fans, or perhaps something that will make you lose yourself in your emotions. And because it's only May, you have plenty of time to start that one great book you'll be reading all summer long. Below are 25 recommendations to enjoy while the weather is balmy and spirits are high.

Bring a Page-Turner on Vacation

Go Gentle




by Maria Semple

Adora Hazzard, Go Gentle's heroine, lives on the Upper West Side of Manhattan among a carefully selected group of female friends who plan to "grow old in curated company," the kind of dreamy setup that one character describes irreverently as a coven with a waitlist. But that's just the prelude to this crackling mystery-romance: Adora is a former TV writer and a professional Stoic philosopher who gets drawn into both spirited art-world intrigue and an amorous entanglement with an enigmatic man named Digby. Semple's writing is warm and absurdly funny but also occasionally devastating--as when, roughly midway through the book, Adora digresses into recalling her experiences writing for a comedy show in the 1990s. The interlude is a sharp account of gender dynamics in a boys'-club environment. But Go Gentle remains dedicated, like Adora, to positivity and joy, and Semple makes it hard to resist either quality.  -- Sophie Gilbert

How to End a Love Story




by Yulin Kuang

The cover may look like it was colored with Barbie's nail-polish stash, but Kuang's debut novel is far from predictable, chipper romance fare. It starts with a tragedy: A high-school girl ends her life by stepping out onto a highway, and the school's homecoming king, Grant Shepard, is driving the car that hits her. The story begins in earnest years later, when Grant and the girl's older sister, the dorky Helen Zhang, coincidentally end up in the same TV-writer's room. They fall in love, of course, but the shadows of Helen's grief and Grant's self-loathing loom over every step. Still, Kuang, who has also written for the film adaptations of Emily Henry's People We Meet on Vacation and Beach Read, knows the hallmarks of romance well. Her book never dips into trauma for shock value alone. Sharply drawn side characters and punchy dialogue imbue the characters' world with warmth and lightness, and the many sexy moments are tender and, well, sexy. This is ultimately a love story about the challenges of expressing vulnerability after loss, and the possibility of moving forward by confronting the past.  -- Serena Dai



The Silver Bone




by Andrey Kurkov

This historical detective novel introduces readers to 1919 Kyiv with a hard-to-forget scene: Cossack bandits lop off our hero's right ear. Thanks to the anarchic Russian civil war, no one is entirely clear on who really controls the city, and the only constant is the threat of violence. Against this backdrop, the slightly pathetic detective Samson Kolechko stumbles into his new police job armed with a strange superpower: He can hear out of his severed ear. This new ability to eavesdrop on criminal activity helps him investigate his first case, a double murder involving soldiers and a strangely tailored suit. If Nikolai Gogol and Raymond Chandler had collaborated, this might have been the result--absurdist Slavic magical realism grafted onto an entertaining whodunit. Beyond its pleasures as a noir, the chronicle of Kolechko's fight against nascent Soviet power easily reminds one of present-day Ukraine's struggle to preserve its dignity in the face of oppressive forces.  -- Gal Beckerman

Magic's Pawn




by Mercedes Lackey

Magic's Pawn is widely considered one of the best of Lackey's many novels set in Valdemar, a kingdom where Heralds with magical gifts serve the crown and protect the country. Vanyel Ashkevron is not one of the gifted--not when the book starts, anyway. He doesn't fit in on his cruel father's rural estate, so he's sent away to live in Valdemar's capital, where Heralds live and train. After he arrives, his life changes dramatically: He realizes he's gay (this is the rare 1980s fantasy novel with an LGBTQ protagonist), falls in love, and suffers a tremendous loss, which awakens within him a dormant store of Herald magic that he doesn't know how to control. Lackey's characters are intricately wrought and deeply human; their emotions propel the book as strongly as any of its many plot twists do. Magic's Pawn explores the depths of grief and love while offering all the pleasures of the very best fantasy: epic magic, dangerous politics, fated romance, found family, and superintelligent magical-horse companions that can read your mind. What more could you possibly want? Another book, you say? Well, you're in luck, because this is just the first of an excellent trilogy.  -- Julie Beck



Reading Lolita in Tehran




by Azar Nafisi

When I first plucked Nafisi's memoir from a Little Free Library, I was feeling buried by new motherhood and alienated from my intellectual life--perhaps perfectly primed to be riveted by a story of women willing their way to liberation through literature. As this memoir opens, Iran's morality police stalk the university where Nafisi works, censuring her female students. Exasperated, Nafisi resigns, but she does not give up on teaching. Instead, she invites a select group of girls to meet at her home and discuss the great works that the mullahs have deemed repugnant. As the women pore over these books, they find release in small acts--shaking their hair free of scarves, listening to banned music--as well as in allegories that help them make sense of their world. In Vladimir Nabokov's scandalous novel, Nafisi sees the predatory narrator Humbert Humbert's "confiscation of Lolita's life" as an analog to the oppressions of the real-life men who brutalize, jail, and trap women, denying them their humanity. The clandestine nature of Nafisi's gatherings evokes an ever-present peril. But most engrossing is Nafisi's narration of her students' political and moral awakening, as they discover the passion, humor, and strength required to persevere under totalitarianism.  -- Jen Balderama



Learn Something Completely New

Inside of a Dog




by Alexandra Horowitz

My dog was smarter than me: He was halfway to certification as a service animal when he flunked out of training because he puked too much in cars, which is why I got to take him home. He didn't boss me around too much. He just had to train me to make my commands clearer and more consistent. Then we got along so well that when a friend recommended this classic work on dog psychology, I didn't read it. That was a mistake. I wasted a great deal of time not knowing the difference between a Let's play bark, a Warning! Stranger! bark, and a high-pitched, lonely bark. I hovered unnecessarily over his dog-park romping, oblivious to the subtleties of the canine pas de deux--the fake aggression, the well-timed hop backward. In personable prose free of scientific jargon, Horowitz makes it possible to imagine the richness of an inner life full of information gleaned from attentive ears and hundreds of millions more olfactory receptors than we have. Dogs are miracles in fur, and Inside of a Dog is the gospel.  -- Judith Shulevitz



Dad Brain




by Darby Saxbe

Saxbe, a clinical psychologist and professor, has been "endlessly curious about how fathers tick" since she was in elementary school, when her parents' divorce--and equal custody split--turned her detached dad into a terrific parent. Now she's one of the only scientists in the world who researches the neurological effects of fatherhood. Some of her collaborators have already shown that pregnancy alters a mom's hormones and brain structure in ways that are good for bonding and child-rearing. Saxbe's work demonstrates that tending to infants triggers similar neurological changes in other parents--and that the more time they spend on child care, the larger these shifts tend to be. She explains her discoveries in chatty, accessible language, mixing in social science that often contains useful tips; for example, greater paternal involvement at bedtime is correlated with better baby and toddler sleep. (Maybe that's why my 2-year-old always demands, "Go with Daddy tonight?") But the most thrilling part of Dad Brain is its overall conclusion: that "great parents are made, not born."  -- Lily Meyer



The Zorg




by Siddharth Kara

Kara's investigation of a 1781 atrocity on a British slave ship begins by correcting the most basic information: Contrary to public records, the ship was not called the Zong. The fateful trip of the Zorg, one of more than 35,000 voyages that carried enslaved Africans to the New World, is remembered for a massacre that was exposed in a public trial. The abysmal conditions of this and every other journey on the Middle Passage stemmed from brutal cost-benefit calculations, which tolerated, say, a 15 percent death rate among the tightly packed humans shipped as cargo. These incentives led the Zorg's commanders to toss at least 120 captives into the shark-infested Caribbean, likely in a scheme to maximize profit. After the ship's owner sued for insurance money, the resulting case--hinging on whether a water shortage onboard justified the murders--gave English citizens an idea of what was being done in their name. Through indefatigable research, Kara fixes poorly remembered facts and makes a decent case that the publicity galvanized the movement to abolish British slavery a half century later. The barbarity of the institution, meanwhile, is self-evident--but rarely does an author present its abuses so powerfully and vividly.  -- Boris Kachka



The War Within a War




by Wil Haygood

Although I am an avid fan of books about history, I admit that reading even a well-researched, breakthrough work can sometimes feel a bit like eating your vegetables. Not so with Haygood's The War Within a War, an account of the Black American experience during the Vietnam War, both on the front lines and at home. His telling of the conflict as a companion to the country's civil-rights era is stocked with a cast whose stories and recollections are compelling in themselves: We meet Elbert Nelson, a trained physician who is drafted out of Meharry Medical School, and Philippa Schuyler, a piano prodigy turned journalist whose mission to save children and combat racism ends in a tragic helicopter crash. Even for the readers who know roughly where the history is going, the context and analysis that Haygood packs in, and the tautness of his prose, offer new depths of understanding.  -- Vann R. Newkirk II

Silk Roads: A Flavor Odyssey With Recipes From Baku to Beijing




by Anna Ansari

Maybe you love to cook and want a bigger challenge than what is found in The New York Times' Cooking app, where every night is Wednesday night and all recipes fit on a sheet pan. Or maybe you just like to page through pictures of lush Central Asian spice markets, which is one way I deal with insomnia. In either case, Silk Roads is for you. Its premise--that you are cooking and eating along the legendary trading routes that once linked Europe and East Asia--takes you through dozens of cuisines. Ansari, whose father is Iranian, has childhood memories of many of the dishes and recounts her dad's; she also did years of research, which she serves up in knowledgeable essays. Given the elaborate literary apparatus, the surprise is that the recipes mostly work, yielding cumin-y plovs with crispy-rice bottoms and rich Uyghur lamb noodles. My husband and I are eager to try the Azeri warm-yogurt soup and watermelon-rind jam. Warning: Ansari's cooking times can seem a little optimistic, especially when it comes to meat. There is nothing fast about this food.  -- Judith Shulevitz

Obsess Over a Cult Classic



His Master's Voice




by Stanislaw Lem

What would happen if humanity received a signal from outer space? In science fiction, the answer is usually something spectacularly bad, such as an alien invasion--or, more rarely, spectacularly good, such as a technological quantum leap. But when the scientists in Lem's strange and thought-provoking novel detect a constantly repeating cosmic message, they're left to solve a baffling mystery. Reading like a hybrid of Nabokov and Asimov, this book takes the form of a memoir by a mathematician who is recruited for a Manhattan Project-scale effort to decipher the signal. The premise allows Lem, the Polish sci-fi master, to reflect on questions that are just as challenging today as they were when the novel was published, in 1968: Are we alone in the universe? Would we recognize nonhuman minds even if we found them? And could any alien be more dangerous to humanity than we are to ourselves?  -- Adam Kirsch



The Three Christs of Ypsilanti




by Milton Rokeach

Lovers of Oliver Sacks will be enthralled by this early example of the literature of psychoanalysis, originally released in 1964. In the book, Rokeach, a social psychologist, describes his efforts to cure three long-term residents at Michigan psychiatric institutions, each of whom thought that he was Jesus Christ, by bringing them together at Ypsilanti State Hospital. Rokeach's motives in "confronting the three Christs with one another" were undeniably good: He thought that the resultant conflict would help them. Yet he was also, as one of the Christs put it, "using one patient against another, trying to brainwash" them out of ideas that he eventually realized they'd developed "for good reasons," whether he understood them or not. Over the course of this detailed, empathetic book, Rokeach's respect for his patients--palpable from the beginning--grows and grows. By the end, he has not only given up the experiment but also come to align himself with its subjects. In a remarkably humble afterword published 17 years later, he writes that he, too, had delusions of grandeur, of which the three Christs healed him: "I was cured," Rokeach admits, "when I was able to leave them in peace."  -- Lily Meyer



Wicked Enchantment




by Wanda Coleman

Coleman has the sterling reputation of being a poet's poet--admired and imitated by those in the loop--but her status shouldn't lead you to think that her concerns are narrow or obscure. The poems collected in this posthumous volume are aimed at anyone who has grieved, loved, lusted, worked, or sat down at the end of the day after "carrying groceries home in the rain in shoes / twice resoled and feverish with flu." Coleman was deeply concerned with contemporary life and frequently inspired by her home in Los Angeles: Turn to her sequence of American sonnets to see how she tailors this renaissance form to fit her "ruined curbless urban psyche"; flip to "The First Day of Spring 1985" or "February 11th 1990" for poems that respond directly to events in apartheid-era South Africa. Some of the works I like best are those that speak to irrevocable losses: of her departed older sister, to whom she writes a sequence of letters, or her son Anthony, who died from AIDS complications. In "Thiefheart," Coleman makes a song out of her losses and imagines taking the sting from them: "were I the queen of sleight of hand / i'd steal the poison from this muthaland."  -- Walt Hunter



The Suicides




by Antonio Di Benedetto

The plot of Di Benedetto's 1969 novel sounds like a classic hard-boiled mystery: A reporter attempts to find the connection among three seemingly unrelated suicides. But his slipshod investigation yields no tidy conclusions. This book is preoccupied with self-inquiry; its protagonist takes plenty of procedural detours to cross-examine his fascination with death and his troubled relationships with women. I realize that "moody narrator obsesses over own mortality and the opposite sex" may not seem so original to some people, but the prose here--exacting, unsentimental, and ideas-rich--is worth the dip into familiar waters. Di Benedetto's writing lingers in the brain; to a receptive reader, it can feel like a secret handshake between dryly mordant minds. Years later, in Roberto Bolano's novel The Savage Detectives, the Chilean writer would name an obscure, unforgettable brand of mezcal after The Suicides--the ultimate "if you know, you know" for those familiar with the value of loving a book that nobody else does.  -- Jeremy Gordon



You Too Can Have a Body Like Mine




by Alexandra Kleeman

This acid-tongued parable of what consumerism does to us (to our brains, our outsides, our insides) hit a nerve when it was first published, in 2015. Its heightened portrayal of suburbia--big-box stores with constantly shifting layouts, sinister cartoon ads for wholly synthetic confections--wryly captures the fake thrills and gaping disaffection of modern life. The central characters are unnamed (the narrator is merely A, her roommate is B, and her boyfriend is C), and their aimless existence seethes with unease: A is obsessed with an ultra-processed snack called Kandy Kakes; C seems benumbed from too much TV and porn; B mirrors A's grooming and eating habits and appears to be, slowly, turning herself into A's doppelganger. The novel's main concern, illustrated brilliantly, is the eroding sense of self that occurs in a world that's becoming more artificial and spiritually hollow by the moment.  -- Jane Yong Kim

Lose Yourself in Your Feelings



Fat Swim




by Emma Copley Eisenberg

In the story that gives this collection its title, 8-year-old Alice watches a band of women gather to swim at a Philadelphia community pool. The bathers, resplendent in colorful swimsuits and fashionable vests, are listening to music and dancing together. And they are fat: "Slight rolls of flesh puff out just below the elastic of their bras and gather on their backs like wings," she notices. "If they ease themselves in, their breasts are the first to float." Alice wants to know them, maybe be them, maybe possess them. Mostly she thinks, They are like me. Few other people in this book have such an uncomplicated, straightforward relationship with flesh. But for all of them, physical sensations provoke intense emotions of many kinds, so Eisenberg packs her stories with eating, drinking, sweating, performing, and hooking up. Each of her characters, no matter how alienated or hedonistic, is made to reconsider the ways their body touches the outside world--and they learn to focus less on how that looks and more on how it feels.  -- Emma Sarappo



Philoctetes




by Sophocles

One of the most moving moments in Sophocles's Philoctetes--among his last plays, first produced in 409 B.C.E.--happens early in the tragedy. After nine years of seclusion on a deserted island, the titular soldier, destined to help the Greeks secure victory at Troy, meets a group of his fellow countrymen. But the first thing Philoctetes asks them for isn't food or drink or shelter or rescue. He asks them for words. "May I hear your voice?" he pleads. "Take pity on me; speak to me, if indeed you come as friends." Like all encounters with antiquity, reading Philoctetes can feel familiar and foreign at once. War is ubiquitous, honor imperative. Yet the play also meditates on the relatable experience of loneliness and makes tangible the aspects of company that we long for in its absence: the timbre of a voice, the recognition of a common tongue. For Philoctetes, storytelling fosters a bond that can unveil true friends.  -- Luis Parrales



In the Body of the World




by V (formerly Eve Ensler)

As a child, V evacuated her body, she writes; after her father sexually abused her, she lost the "reference point" for her own flesh. This led her to ask women about how they felt inside their own skin--work that culminated in the play she's best known for, The Vagina Monologues. In this book, V returns to the subject of her body while writing in moving detail about receiving a late-stage-uterine-cancer diagnosis in her 50s. She zooms in to examine the infections, surgeries, and leaks that come with her treatment plan, then toggles to a broader view, reflecting on what she describes as our carcinogenic culture of "formaldehydeasbestospesticideshairdyecigarettescellphonesnow." In its rousing final chapters, the book becomes a quasi-manifesto about the human species' self-destructive violence that urges readers to "step off the wheel of winning and losing." This memoir is written with the clarity and compassion won by touching death's door and turning back.  -- Valerie Trapp



Bliss




by Katherine Mansfield

When Virginia Woolf had dinner with the New Zealand-born writer Mansfield in 1917, the Bloomsbury doyenne pronounced her guest "intelligent and inscrutable." This would also neatly describe Mansfield's addictive 1920 collection, originally released as Bliss and Other Stories, which is filled with startlingly realistic descriptions and populated by elusive, near-impenetrable characters. I wouldn't describe these bourgeois family dramas as page-turners, but the tales hide a little pulp pleasure within their high art, as in the title story's perfectly devastating account of a marital affair, or the late reveal of a shocking flirtation in "Prelude." The stories take unexpected turns because their characters, like us, have painfully incomplete views of their own world--yet they all exhibit the exquisite, thwarted desire to accurately describe what they cannot understand.  -- Walt Hunter



No God but Us




by Bobuq Sayed

After Delbar, a luckless college graduate and wannabe drag queen, is outed in front of his mother and every Afghan auntie he knows, he makes a split-second decision to leave his life in America behind. An ocean away in Istanbul, he plans mostly to lick his wounds and sulk, but his aunt Yosra insists that he do something useful. Volunteering with an aid group for queer and transgender refugees, Delbar is naive and out of his element; he puts his foot in his mouth in ways both funny and frustrating. Then he meets another gay Afghan, Mansur. Delbar is immediately drawn to him, in part because of their shared background. But Mansur was born in (and driven out of) Afghanistan, not America; he and the other refugees dream of the kind of stability--and the kind of passport--that Delbar takes for granted. As Delbar gets to know Mansur and his boyfriend better, the reader comes to understand Mansur's caution in opening his heart; when it cracks wide, the emotional effect is stunning. No life is ever perfect, the book acknowledges, but much can be made from what we already have.  -- Emma Sarappo

Start the Book You'll Read All Summer



The Transit of Venus




by Shirley Hazzard

My first thought when I started Hazzard's 1980 novel was: I am too brain rotted for this. It follows two sisters, Caro and Grace, as well as Caro's friend and romantic pursuer, Ted Tice, through decades of marriages, affairs, and misunderstandings. But Hazzard's prose demands that you move through her paragraphs slowly, like a traveler with one hand on the wall of a labyrinth, following a winding and intricate path to some essential truth. Key plot details are revealed in clauses so brief that a TikTok-addled mind could miss them; the end of the book hinges on the reader remembering a single sentence many chapters earlier. But I hear people are friction-maxxing now, and this is a friction-maxxing sort of book. It helped me think in a slower, deeper register, and it repaid patience with revelations. "What an atrocious sustained effort is required, I find, to learn or do anything thoroughly--especially if it's what you love," Hazzard writes in this book, which is itself a reward for such loving effort.  -- Julie Beck



The Complex




by Karan Mahajan

As the axiom goes, the Chopras are unhappy in their own way. In Mahajan's third novel, the many children and grandchildren of S. P. Chopra, a (fictional) forefather of the Indian state, live crammed into two multistory buildings in suburban Delhi. All of them exist under the patriarch's long, stifling shadow, but none embodies its atmosphere of moral decay more than Laxman, a brutish opportunist and budding politician whom one relative calls "the worst person in the family." Mahajan's homage to the Russian masters extends beyond the family tree that he includes; he finely depicts tragic flaws and doomed relationships while espousing the occasional aphorism--as when a niece wonders why "power accrued to the person with the most energy, regardless of whether that energy was good or evil." Yet this update of Tolstoy and Chekhov is firmly rooted in India, where family obligations and religious divisions set the novel's course as fatefully as S.P.'s cold paternalism does. Mahajan packs 19th-century pleasures into a very contemporary tale about the rise of ethno-nationalism and the insidious damage of corruption, and includes one enduring truth: A gun introduced in the first act will eventually come in handy.  -- Boris Kachka



London Falling




by Patrick Radden Keefe

I admit, the story of Rachelle and Matthew Brettler's search to uncover the truth about their son Zac's mysterious death may not take "all summer" to finish. As the president of my local PRK fan club, I find his latest to be the most propulsive, quick-reading book that he has written; you might find yourself willing to forego scrolling, eating, or sleeping to race to its end. With zero distractions, a devoted reader could finish in a day or two. But London Falling is a book that rewards steady attention and sustained consideration. For any parent, including myself, Zac's sudden adolescent transformation into a fast-talking, wealth-chasing bro--and the Brettlers' struggle to come to grips with those rapid changes--will be unsettlingly relevant. The alternately seedy and posh vistas of the United Kingdom's capital, the slow building of suspense, and the weaving together of coming-of-age, post-Soviet, and true-crime storylines give the book a novelistic sense. In the Brettlers, who grow steeled and skeptical as a result of their dogged inquiry, Keefe offers us two protagonists whose brush with the criminal underworld feels like a parable for our age of corruption.  -- Vann R. Newkirk II



The Circle




by Dave Eggers

I sense that Eggers's 2013 novel, about an altruistic-seeming social-media company that turns out to be profoundly evil, might hit differently in 2026 than it did on publication. Over more than 500 pages, The Circle follows an idealistic young graduate named Mae who takes a job at a technology behemoth that wants to make the whole world "transparent," encouraging the total eradication of privacy. Back in the 2010s, Eggers was criticized for acknowledging how little practical research he'd done on the tech world, but he seems to have anticipated something more crucial--namely the moral rot among the boy-kings of the internet, and how quickly their utopian promises would dissolve when they were granted unprecedented power. What's most brought The Circle to mind over the past few months is the rise of wearable AI-powered devices that turn daily life into reams of data for their parent companies to harvest--a futuristic horror right out of Eggers's imagination.  -- Sophie Gilbert

Fear City: New York's Fiscal Crisis and the Rise of Austerity Politics




by Kim Phillips-Fein

The West Side elevated highway was a miracle: lanes snaking down the edge of Manhattan, a symbol of New Deal-era infrastructure investment in the United States' biggest city. In 1973, it collapsed. The cause was not a natural disaster or an act of God but simple rust and erosion, unaddressed by a city government that was itself close to disaster. The resulting hole covered 2,000 square feet. New York would soon come close to bankruptcy, embrace austerity, dismantle social programs, and enter an era of inequality from which Phillips-Fein, an NYU historian, argues it never emerged. Crises are clarifying events, and New York's fiscal emergency forced questions about what cities are for and what they owe their residents. Phillips-Fein is deeply interested in these questions, but the book isn't a polemic so much as a coroner's report--a careful, almost forensic work of historical scholarship that earned her a Pulitzer Prize nomination in 2018. Fear City is not an incredibly long book, but it is a dense one, thick with proper nouns and big ideas, full of prospective Wikipedia rabbit holes and eminently ponderable ethical riddles.  -- Ellen Cushing


Illustrations by Dhrutika Khimani
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An Urgent Question for Anyone Who Uses Social Media

What should we do when confronted with posts from family influencers?

by Kristen Martin

Wed, 13 May 2026




In 2014, Kristine and Matt, the parents of five young children, posted a 15-minute video on YouTube. "24 Hours With 5 Kids on a Rainy Day" was the first vlog to appear on their channel, Family Fun Pack. It splices together snippets of the utterly ordinary and frankly boring activities that make up a kid's life: eating, getting dressed, playing, practicing piano, more playing, story time before bed. Watching this feels somewhat akin to watching a home video--except I don't know these children, and their parents are trying to sell me things. The "unbreakable, colorful cereal bowls" the kids eat out of, for example, are affiliate-linked in the caption. Over the past 12 years, the vlog has received more than 316 million views.

Kristine and Matt, who don't share their surname publicly, have been on YouTube since 2011, when Kristine uploaded a video of her twin toddler boys putting themselves to bed. As she tells the journalist Fortesa Latifi in the new book Like, Follow, Subscribe: Influencer Kids and the Cost of a Childhood Online, she "didn't understand privacy settings" and simply intended to send the video to her mother-in-law. Soon, it had 8 million views. "Everything just spiraled from there," Kristine says, which is putting it mildly: The Family Fun Pack YouTube now has 10.5 million subscribers and 15.9 billion lifetime views. One marketer estimates that the channel brings in about $200,000 a month from YouTube's AdSense revenue-sharing program, in addition to whatever the family makes from brand-sponsorship deals, affiliate links, and Cameos.

The Family Fun Pack are in the upper echelons of the family-influencing industry, in which parents invite social-media followers into their family's life with constant streams of content. Over the years, Kristine and Matt have continued growing their brand on Facebook, Instagram, and TikTok. They've also had three more kids since that first rainy-day vlog--kids who have never known an unrecorded life. In 2024, Kristine chronicled their second-youngest's potty training in a 20-minute video complete with affiliate links for organic cotton underwear and a plastic Fisher-Price toilet. A moment that YouTube highlights as "most replayed," Latifi notes, is Kristine describing the toddler having an accident.

This kind of runaway growth in search of virality is typical of family influencing, Latifi writes. For years, she has been covering family and mom influencing--writing about, for instance, TikTokkers posting #dayinthelife videos of their infants and toddlers, or telling the stories of kids whose entire childhoods have been recorded for clicks. In Like, Follow, Subscribe, she documents what happens "as the family shifts from its first form into something more resembling a business arrangement."

Read: The cost of perfection

Latifi's book also raises urgent questions for anyone who scrolls social media. Family and mom influencers are all over the internet; even if you don't think of yourself as a viewer, you might be surprised when you audit your feeds. The proliferation of these monetized videos risks desensitizing viewers who might otherwise consider the ethical implications of "sharenting"--which, in its most extreme form, has enabled and concealed serious harm. The most famous case may be that of Ruby Franke, an early and successful family vlogger now convicted of child abuse. Latifi, who has spent years interviewing influencer parents and children as well as researchers who are concerned about the practice's effects, stops short of such inquiry. But Like, Follow, Subscribe paints a picture disturbing enough to prompt hard questions about what we're comfortable watching on our screens. This content is not going anywhere--tech companies continue to resist regulations, and the financial incentives are compelling enough to make parents tolerate serious risks to their children. The only people who can slow it down are the viewers--by actively choosing not to watch.



It all began, Latifi explains, with mommy bloggers. In the early 2000s, women used the democratized format of the blog to talk about previously hush-hush topics. These mothers shared vulnerable, deeply personal thoughts about topics such as mastitis and feeling annoyed with their kids, but they largely weren't getting paid. Even when they began taking on banner ads and brand deals, Latifi writes, commodified mommy blogs were different from the mom-influencer pages and family vlogs of today. In the blogosphere, "it almost felt like the children involved in the stories were secondary," she explains. Over time, the focus shifted from confessional reflections on motherhood to curated images of children's lives.

Social-media influencing became far more lucrative than mommy blogging ever was, in large part because posts starring children garner attention. A Pew Research Center analysis of YouTube videos uploaded by high-subscriber channels in the first week of 2019 found that videos featuring children under the age of 13 averaged three times as many views as videos that didn't show kids. A YouTube strategist tells Latifi that vlogging families know the best-performing videos include "content where a child is sick or hurt and content surrounding a pregnancy or the arrival of a new baby." Children's most vulnerable and embarrassing moments bring in more views, and brands want kids in social-media ads and sponsored content. A mom influencer on Instagram and TikTok who doesn't show her kids' faces online tells Latifi that she has turned down or lost out on brand deals with diaper, baby-food, and toy companies as a result of her decision.

Much of what family and mom influencers put out--weekly grocery hauls, time-lapse kitchen-cleaning videos, bedtime routines--is mundane. That mundanity is, in fact, the appeal: "We want to see how other families function and measure them against ours," Latifi writes--a natural and relatable impulse. Yet after conducting an informal poll, Latifi found that for some viewers, particularly kids, watching family influencers offers something else entirely. "I was a young, depressed, lonely, financially poor child," wrote a respondent, who viewed one family every day after school. Watching them "made me so happy because for a little bit, I could escape my terrible home life & see how other children were enjoying their life."

Read: How parents of child influencers package their kids' lives for Instagram

A video of a mom creatively keeping her baby entertained can feel like a lifeline to a struggling parent. Latifi admits that this is why she tunes in: She wrote Like, Follow, Subscribe during and just after a pregnancy, and includes multiple passages about watching mom influencers and family vloggers while bleary-eyed from breastfeeding in the night. "It can't be overstated how much other mothers sharing their experiences has helped me through my own first foggy days of motherhood," she writes, offering her strongest argument in favor of this economy. Perhaps understandably, she's deeply empathetic to the choices of the families in her book. On the one hand, this appears to have allowed her to get influencers to open up to her; her access is remarkable. On the other hand, it seems to stop her from fully synthesizing the implications of her reporting and research.

As Latifi plumbs the industry, what stands out is just how manufactured this content is, and how often the children are being manipulated to perform. A former nanny for an influencer family tells Latifi that the toddler she cared for struggled to tell the difference between being allowed to play with his toys freely and having to play with a particular toy in a particular way for a video. In the most revealing interview in the book, the parent behind a now-defunct family vlog that brought in more than $1 million a year explains that they would bribe their kids with as much as $1,000 to participate in a video. Even though the family is no longer on YouTube, the kids' worldview still seems skewed. "They really struggle when things don't go their way, or they don't get what they want, or they don't get bribed to do what other children are just expected to do," the anonymous parent tells Latifi.

The dangers of sharenting don't come just from within the family. The most harrowing chapter in Like, Follow, Subscribe focuses on pedophiles who seek out influencers' posts featuring kids, and publicly posted pictures of children that have turned up on the dark web and been transformed using AI into child-sexual-abuse material. Yet multiple times in the book, even when influencers are aware that adults are using their children for sexual gratification, they find sometimes-convoluted excuses to keep posting.

The evidence that Latifi collects in Like, Follow, Subscribe could easily support the conclusion that family influencing is unethical, full stop. Parents who chase algorithms on social-media platforms are sacrificing their children's privacy, well-being, and safety. Their home becomes a boundaryless jobsite where there is no third-party protection, and where a child's primary caregivers are also their bosses. Seven states have now passed legislation to regulate family influencing, but these laws mostly just ensure that parents set aside a percentage of earnings to compensate their children. Latifi's sources indicate that most of these kids are already being paid--usually in the form of bribes. At any rate, the laws put the onus on the parents to comply and correctly calculate their children's earnings, with little to no outside enforcement.

Latifi doesn't take a clear stance on what should be done with this evidence. In extending empathy to the influencers, she might be giving them too much credit. She repeatedly references how moms who have few other work options have carved out hard-won financial stability via their kids' virality, positioning influencing as a viable career path. She concludes the book by throwing her hands up when confronted with the ethical dilemmas. After admitting that she's "talking in circles," Latifi finally states that she wouldn't do it herself.



The question of whether parents should enter this world is not the only--or the most--important one; just a small fraction of people raising young children post them online even semiprofessionally. More consequential is the question of what their viewers should do. Courts have begun to penalize tech companies including Meta and Google for addictive and harmful features on their platforms, and for insufficiently protecting child users from sexual predators, but regulations that force these platforms to de-prioritize content that features children don't seem to be on the horizon.

I've written before about the harms of family influencing, so I was unnerved to realize, while working on this review, that I still followed at least five different accounts that posted monetized content featuring children. In fact, I had recently watched parents who have millions of followers relate the traumatic birth story of their premature son, who already had an Instagram account even while he remained in the NICU. I had been following this couple for years, initially drawn in by their cheeky videos about the differences between Italian and American life, only to get sucked into their intimate stories about a high-risk pregnancy following years of fertility struggles. As I waited to click past a YouTube ad to get into their birth vlog, I suddenly asked myself why I was still watching. Honestly, it was mostly to rubberneck people whose lives were very different from my own. For others who are watching to feel less lonely, or to find a model of how to manage the labor of motherhood, or to escape their own family life, logging off might be more difficult. That doesn't mean it wouldn't be the right thing to do.
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The Mystery of the Golden Coffin

How did $65 million of allegedly stolen antiquities wind up in two of the world's greatest museums?

by Ariel Sabar

Wed, 13 May 2026

In November 2017, French President Emmanuel Macron traveled to the United Arab Emirates to inaugurate a new museum--and a new relationship between East and West. The Louvre Abu Dhabi was to become the Arab world's first "universal" museum, filled with art from around the globe that spanned thousands of years of history. The Emiratis were paying the French $1 billion for the rights to the Louvre name, guidance on what art to buy, and loans of masterworks by Da Vinci, Matisse, and Van Gogh. The kings of Morocco and Bahrain joined Emirati royals at the celebrations, which included a spectacle of costumed dancers and pyrotechnics worthy of an Olympics opening ceremony. In his speech, Macron pitched the museum as an antidote to global conflict and the legacies of imperialism. Instead of taking the greatest works of art from the lands it conquered--as Napoleon's armies had--France was now bringing its treasures east.

"Beauty," Macron declared, "will save the world."

Two days after the museum opened, one of its beautiful objects began drawing attention from scholars, but not in the way that Macron might have hoped. It was an immaculately preserved rose-granite slab, or stele, inscribed with a royal decree from the pharaoh Tutankhamun. The stele dated to about 1318 B.C.E., closer to the boy-king's death than any other surviving monument. It stood at five and a half feet, and the engravings--Tut offers wine to the god Osiris on one side of the slab, and accepts bouquets from a priest on the other--were unlike anything scholars had previously seen.

What puzzled experts was that a Tut stele this astonishing could emerge, as if from nowhere, a century after the British archaeologist Howard Carter discovered the pharaoh's tomb. "Does anyone know ANYTHING about this?" a Giza-based Egyptologist tweeted. The museum's label for the stele, she added, was "a masterclass in saying almost nothing."

Marc Gabolde, an acclaimed Tut scholar at France's Paul Valery University, in Montpellier, pressed the museum's French advisers for an explanation. They told him that a German merchant-navy officer named Johannes Behrens had bought the stele from a little-known Egyptian dealer, Habib Tawadros, in 1933. It had remained in Behrens's family until shortly before the museum acquired it, in 2016, for more than $9 million.


AFP / Getty
 Dignitaries at the inauguration of the Louvre Abu Dhabi in November 2017 included French President Emmanuel Macron (center); Abu Dhabi Crown Prince Mohamed bin Zayed Al Nahyan (left of Macron); and Jean-Luc Martinez, the president and director of the Paris Louvre (right of Macron).



Gabolde received the museum's permission to write the first scholarly paper on the stele, but something about its provenance continued to bother him. Germany's economy was in shambles in 1933. Gabolde wondered how a merchant-navy man could have afforded a monument of Egypt's most celebrated pharaoh. He searched historical records but found no evidence of Behrens's existence.

Events in America soon deepened his concerns. In February 2019, a Manhattan prosecutor seized a golden mummy coffin from the Metropolitan Museum of Art, concluding that it had been looted in Egypt in 2011, during the Arab Spring--and that papers documenting its provenance had been forged. Gabolde noticed that the coffin's sales history partly resembled that of the stele: Habib Tawadros was again listed as the original owner. If Tawadros had never actually owned the coffin, might the stele's history also be a lie? Gabolde came to a disturbing conclusion. "Whole stories," he wrote in his research notes, "seem to have been made up to hide the exact provenance of the artefacts."

In their billion-dollar agreement with the Emiratis, the French had pledged to "pay careful attention to the ethical rules regarding acquisitions, in particular regarding provenance." Helping guide those acquisitions was the most powerful museum official in Europe: Jean-Luc Martinez, the president and director of the Paris Louvre. The year before the stele's purchase, Martinez, an archaeologist, had written a 50-point plan for protecting antiquities in conflict zones, and he'd warned of traffickers who "invent a story" for looted objects to disguise their illicit origins. They could "claim it was found by a great-grandfather who was a diplomat, fabricate fake notary documents to lend credibility to the lie," Martinez wrote.

Could a bogus story about the Tut stele have duped him just months later?


Alamy
 The Louvre Abu Dhabi bought a marble head of Cleopatra for about $40 million, the highest known price a museum has ever paid for a single antiquity.



In 2021, Gabolde stepped off an airplane in Paris to find the national police waiting for him. They took him to their headquarters in Nanterre, where officers interrogated him for hours about his research into the stele's origins. "They told me it was a huge affair," Gabolde recalled, "something far beyond my understanding." The police had begun to unravel a criminal network stretching from the deserts of Egypt to the largest museums in the world. From 2013 to 2018, traffickers had sold the Met and the Louvre Abu Dhabi some $65 million worth of allegedly looted artifacts. Among them was the Tut stele, the golden coffin, and a colossal marble head of a Ptolemaic queen, purported to be Cleopatra, purchased for about $40 million--the highest known price a museum has ever paid for a single antiquity.

At the center of the deals, mostly hidden from sight, was a family with warehouses full of magnificent artifacts and a knack for outrunning the law.

One day in the 1960s, a little boy entered a jewelry shop in Cairo and held out an ancient scarab amulet. "You want to buy it?" he asked the proprietor.

Simon Simonian, who ran the shop with his brother Hagop, dealt in modern jewelry but was intrigued enough by the ornament to accept the boy's offer. "My father purchased it for little and he sold it for a big profit," Simon's son Kevork told me.  Sensing a financial opportunity, Simon called one of his younger brothers, Serop, who was studying business at a university in Germany.

Study Egyptology instead, Simon told him.

Serop was one of Simon's five siblings, a bookish middle child who collected stamps and lived in the shadow of his eldest brother. Their father, Ohan, had fled Turkey on foot as a boy, after his parents were murdered in the Armenian genocide. When he arrived in Egypt, a relative told me, he begged for food and slept in trash bins before getting a job as a busboy, buying a truck, and eventually founding his own transportation business. Losing his parents at such a young age caused him lifelong anguish. But Ohan gave his children chances he'd never had, and they learned to seize them.

When Serop got Simon's call, he did as he was told. He switched to Egyptology, wrote a dissertation on coffin design, and received his doctorate from the University of Gottingen in 1974.
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 Jackie Kennedy inaugurated the first major tour of Tutankhamun artifacts, in the early 1960s, helping fuel a popular fascination with ancient Egypt.



It was an ideal time to be in the Egyptian-antiquities business. In the early 1960s, Jackie Kennedy, as first lady, had inaugurated the first major tour of Tutankhamun artifacts, a small collection that attracted giant crowds. It was soon followed by a far bigger exhibition, "Treasures of Tutankhamun," which showcased the pharaoh's gold death mask and fueled a craze that critics called "Egyptomania." The show's nine-year world tour, which began in 1972, would draw about 7 million people in the U.S. alone. During its four months at the Met, museum goers poured $500 million, in today's dollars, into hotels, restaurants, and other New York businesses. Steve Martin's 1978 single, "King Tut," which parodied the era's obsession with the pharaoh, sold more than 1 million copies.

Serop Simonian wasn't an extraordinary Egyptology student, a teacher in his program recalled, but it didn't much matter: He was now Herr Doktor Simonian, and had a network of influential scholars and museum directors. He hadn't even finished his degree when, in 1970, through a Paris broker, he sold the Louvre a 4,000-year-old acacia statue of the Egyptian high priest Hapdjefai.

In 1976, he opened a shop called Galerie Antiker Kunst in a wealthy district of Hamburg, and began loaning antiquities to German universities. He knew that professors would relish the chance to publish papers on previously unknown artifacts. Their articles, in turn, increased the value of his objects. An Egyptologist named Jurgen Horn described a papyrus bearing verses from the Book of Isaiah as "breathtaking," writing to Simonian that he hoped "this information will help you in your difficult negotiations." Another German professor called the papyrus "a sensation." These endorsements, an American scholar of early Christianity wrote to a colleague, "explain why the price doubled."

Serop had become precisely what his older brothers had hoped: a respectable figure, with the ties and training to sell the family's artifacts, at staggering prices, to insatiable Western markets.

One of the first people to notice anything amiss was an American art historian named Eleni Vassilika. It was the summer of 2000, and Vassilika--who'd spent a decade as an antiquities curator at the University of Cambridge--had just started a new job as the director of the Roemer and Pelizaeus Museum, in the provincial German city of Hildesheim. She quickly discovered that dozens of Egyptian relics the museum presented to the public as its own were in fact the merchandise of a dealer named Serop Simonian. Two of his artifacts--a 4,000-year-old model boat and a 2,300-year-old coffin--had even appeared on the covers of exhibition catalogs for the museum's traveling shows.

It wasn't uncommon for museums to display objects from collectors, with labels identifying the pieces as loans. But to exhibit the stock of a dealer--and to do so without disclosure--struck Vassilika as a form of laundering. It allowed a dealer to hide his ownership of potentially dubious antiquities from the public and law enforcement, yet quietly present them to buyers as museum-worthy. (Lara Weiss, the Roemer and Pelizaeus's director since 2023, told me the museum would not approve such a relationship today and "would consider it laundering.")

The state of some of Simonian's wares made the arrangement all the more bizarre. An ancient statue of Osiris "had been restored from head to toe," with "large parts" added that "did not correspond to its original condition," a conservator at the museum later told investigators. Coffins, meanwhile, appeared to have been reassembled from modular pieces; the conservator suspected that they'd been sawed apart in Egypt so that government inspectors wouldn't recognize them as protected artifacts.
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 As a museum director in Germany and Italy, Eleni Vassilika, pictured here in her London home, was among the first people to question Serop Simonian's antiquities.



By then, the West's fascination with ancient Egypt had fueled waves of looting. In just the first three months of 1973, as the giant Tutankhamun tour got under way, Egyptian tombs were robbed of millions of dollars' worth of antiquities. Egypt had so many buried artifacts and so few guards, the Associated Press reported, that "99 percent of all lootings go undiscovered." To fight the trafficking of cultural property, UNESCO had adopted a major treaty in 1970. Then, in 1983, Egyptian lawmakers fully criminalized the antiquities trade, barring all sales and exports.

Yet there had been no discernible interruption in the Simonians' business. The brothers had a ready explanation: They'd acquired their antiquities in the '60s and early '70s, they said, from the heirs of Habib Tawadros and another Egyptian dealer, Sayed Pasha Khashaba. "Everything," Serop later told investigators, had been shipped to Switzerland by 1973, a full decade before Egypt outlawed the trade. A family member described this cache to me as an "infinite supply."

Simonian's relationship with the Roemer and Pelizaeus Museum, which began no later than 1990, was off the books: There was no contract, no insurance, no notification to the city, which owned the museum. When city officials finally learned of the arrangement, in 1999, they grew alarmed. But Vassilika's predecessor, who was a friend of Simonian's, talked them down. He told them that the dealer was best seen as a quiet benefactor whose antiquities were drawing visitors and helping fund the museum's new building. The city's leaders seemed appeased, and soon agreed to Simonian's demand that the museum buy some of his artifacts, in return for his loans to the traveling shows. When city administrators questioned Simonian's prices, the museum director again allayed their concerns--by obtaining appraisals from Ursula Rossler-Kohler, a former classmate of Simonian's who'd become head of the Egyptology institute at the University of Bonn. Of the help that she gave Simonian, Rossler-Kohler later told investigators, "We were happy to do this and were then able to keep some of these pieces on loan for our own small exhibition."

Vassilika was appalled by the city's naivete. She ordered the removal of Simonian's objects--about 100 of them--from the museum's warehouse and tried, in vain, to halt the purchases.

When she left the museum in 2005, at the end of her five-year contract, Vassilika hoped never to think about Simonian again. She'd been offered a job as the director of the Egyptian Museum in Turin, Italy, whose 40,000-piece collection was regarded as the most important outside Egypt. The city was preparing to host the 2006 Winter Olympics, and a local banking foundation, the Compagnia di San Paolo, had pledged about $30 million for the museum's renovation. With the encouragement of Italy's culture minister, the Compagnia had also acquired an eight-foot papyrus roll from the first century B.C.E. It appeared to contain the only known copy of a work by the Greek geographer Artemidorus and the oldest surviving map from the Greco-Roman world. The foundation planned to exhibit the Artemidorus at a nobleman's palazzo during the Olympics, then donate it to the Egyptian Museum.
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 An Italian foundation paid Serop Simonian about $3 million for a papyrus that appeared to contain a lost work by the ancient Greek geographer Artemidorus.



Vassilika was fascinated by the papyrus, which she'd never heard of. Who was the seller? she asked her boss.

Her boss called the Compagnia and handed the phone to Vassilika.

"This piece was legally exported from Egypt by an Armenian family in the 1970s," she recalled a foundation official telling her.

She felt her ears ring and the blood drain from her face. "You don't mean Serop Simonian?"

He did. The Compagnia had acquired it from the Hamburg dealer for $3 million--the highest known price ever paid for a papyrus.

By the 2000s, the Simonians had amassed tens of thousands of artifacts in warehouses across Europe and North America. So numerous and varied were the objects that the family could serve nearly every market, from multimillion-dollar deals with museums to two-figure bargains on eBay. Most elite dealers shunned cheap objects, but for the Simonians, a sale was a sale. The range of price points was "unprecedented for a single network," an American law-enforcement official told me.

The only bar to still greater profits, it seemed, was Serop himself. With his degree and connections, he'd supplanted his brothers as the de facto head of the family business. But he had little in the way of glamour or charm. Plump, shabbily dressed, and unshaven, he lived in what another dealer described to me as "kind of your grandmother's apartment in the 1950s." He was so loath to spend money that he stayed in budget hotels and had a habit, according to a business associate, of "re-toasting old bread so as not to waste it." He was still haunted by the poverty of his first years in Germany, when he'd lived in a building with shared bathrooms and had little to eat. "He didn't want to go back to the same place," Simon's son Ohan told me.

The one time Vassilika met him, to discuss his antiquities, Serop showed up at her museum office disheveled, slouching, and smelling of cigarettes--a manner wholly unlike that of the urbane, well-groomed men who dominated the trade. "He just looked shaggy," Vassilika recalled. "He didn't look like an art dealer, you know, an upmarket art dealer."

Of his reputation as a salesman, Gabriele Pieke, a German Egyptologist and museum official, recalled, "Tricks and tricks, like someone who wants to get more money out of you." She likened him to sellers in a souk or bazaar. "If it's not in your character to bargain, then it's really annoying."

Simonian was prickly and easily aggrieved, which made dealing with him even more challenging. "He didn't really feel people respected him enough," Noele Mele, a Connecticut dealer who brokered pieces for him, told me. Buyers would sometimes agree to Simonian's asking price, only for him to suddenly raise it, out of spite for some perceived insult. "He'd say, 'It's your fault; you should have gotten it in writing,'" Mele recalled. "The next time, we did get it in writing. He said, 'So what?' and tore it up." He eventually grew estranged from his wife and children, while forming what the business associate said were emotional attachments to the antiquities in his storerooms. "My babies," he called them.

In 2011, Simonian reached an agreement with the Reiss Engelhorn Museum, in Mannheim, Germany, to display thousands of his artifacts, apparently including the Cleopatra bust, for up to 30 years. But by 2013, the museum had backed out, citing Simonian's failure to supply provenance paperwork and his refusal to allow laboratory testing to determine the age of his objects. "No one wanted to deal with him," Mele told me.

To sell to the world's greatest museums, Simonian needed help. In the early 2000s, a pair of Lebanese antiquities dealers introduced him to their son Roben Dib, who was studying biomedical engineering at the University of Hamburg. Dib was in his 20s--nearly four decades Simonian's junior--but he'd collected coins since he was a boy and had a natural savoir faire. Several years later, Simonian offered him a job, and Dib accepted, thrilled by the idea of turning his hobby into a career.

In 2011, Dib traveled to the Paris auction house Pierre Berge and introduced himself to its archaeological expert Christophe Kunicki, one of France's foremost authorities on Egyptian art. Kunicki moved among museum-world Brahmin. "When he's not organizing sales," the French newspaper Liberation wrote, "he scours major international fairs and rubs shoulders with the elite of the art market, between Paris, New York, London, and Geneva. Always at his side, his husband and collaborator, Richard Semper, perfectly bilingual in English." The couple regularly hosted dinners for Louvre and Met curators, who were "always delighted to be the first to discover new treasures." Dib brought small artifacts to Kunicki, gaining his trust, before offering him larger and more legally questionable ones.

In 2015, Kunicki grew smitten with a spectacular coffin Dib showed him in a warehouse in Cologne. Sheathed in gold and covered in hieroglyphs, it had once contained the mummified corpse of Nedjemankh, a first-century-B.C.E. priest of the ram-headed fertility god Heryshef. Kunicki had the coffin professionally photographed, and in May 2016 he emailed the pictures to Diana Patch, the chief curator of Egyptian art at the Met. Might the museum be interested?
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 The Metropolitan Museum of Art acquired the gilded coffin of Nedjemankh in 2017. The Manhattan District Attorney's Office alleged that it had been looted in Egypt in 2011, during the Arab Spring.



When Patch asked for provenance documents, Kunicki sent a scan of what he said was an Egyptian export license, issued to Simon Simonian in 1971. Janice Kamrin, a curator on Patch's staff, emailed the Egyptian government that the license had "all the proper stamps" and "looks right to us" but that the museum wanted to confirm its authenticity "as part of our due diligence." When an Egyptian official requested "all the data and pics," Kamrin asked if sending just the license number and year would suffice. It didn't: The Egyptians wanted a copy of the license that Kamrin had claimed looked right. According to an official summary of a Manhattan grand-jury investigation, Kamrin puzzlingly replied that she didn't have copies, "electronic or otherwise"--despite the fact that Kunicki had emailed Patch a scan of the license months earlier.

Patch, meanwhile, pressed the dealers. She insisted in an email that for the sale to proceed, "we of course will require the original export license." But Patch never got the original--the dealers made a series of baffling excuses--and Egyptian officials stopped answering Kamrin's emails. Still, in May 2017, Patch and Kamrin recommended the coffin's purchase to the Met's director. When senior Egyptian officials learned of the museum's plans to go through with the acquisition, they again requested a copy of the export license. The dealers had sent Patch two copies of it--one in which Simon Simonian's name was visible, and another in which it was blacked out. Kunicki asked Patch to send Egypt "the copy without the names." According to the summary of the grand-jury investigation, Patch complied--depriving Egypt of a key detail about the coffin's origins. Soon after, in July 2017, the Met acquired the coffin, for about $4 million.

The gilded coffin of Nedjemankh became a sensation. Kim Kardashian, in a gold Versace gown, posed for photos beside it at the 2018 Met Gala. Two months later, the museum made the coffin the centerpiece of an exhibition that drew nearly half a million visitors.

If museum directors had wanted the truth about the Simonians, they could have gotten it from Egyptian officials--or done some basic research. On microfilm at the Library of Congress, I found a series of disquieting articles in Egypt's Al-Ahram, one of the Arab world's oldest and most influential newspapers. The first, from January 1975, was headlined "Armenian Jeweler Killed on the Bank of a Canal in Saqqara."

The dead jeweler was Serop's younger brother, Abraham Simonian. His bloodied, half-naked body had been found with bullet wounds near a hut where he'd parked his Mercedes. The newspaper reported that although Simon, Hagop, and Abraham were nominally in the jewelry business, their primary activity was "buying stolen artifacts and selling and smuggling them abroad." Abraham, who was 28, "had frequented numerous archaeological sites throughout the republic," seeking "antiquities wherever they might be found."

A colleague of the Simonians told me that Serop, wanting more business for himself, had Abraham make deals behind their older brothers' backs. At one point, Abraham gave Serop a photo of a Book of the Dead, a collection of spells for the afterlife, which Serop showed to a professor in Germany. "The professor told him, 'It's important--go and buy,'" the colleague said. The Simonians paid the Egyptians who had dug it up the rough equivalent of $7,000. Then, according to Al-Ahram, the Simonians sold the book in Germany for more than 30 times that amount. After the diggers learned of this profit--and of how little of it they'd gotten--a fight erupted, and they shot Abraham with his own gun.

By then, Egyptian law enforcement had known of the Simonians for perhaps a decade. In the 1960s, a relative told me, Simon spent two years in prison for alleged antiquities crimes, and lost teeth in an attack by fellow inmates. In 1971, he was stripped of his antiquities license after registering in his own name the shop of Habib Tawadros, the dealer the Simonians would later claim owned both the Met's gilded coffin and the Louvre Abu Dhabi's Tut stele.

Simon and Hagop left Egypt for Los Angeles and Montreal, respectively, in the early-to-mid-'80s, around the time the country abolished its antiquities trade. In 1989, Canadian authorities seized about 60 illicit antiquities from Hagop--some "taken" from excavations, according to Al-Ahram. Six years later, an Egyptian court sentenced Simon in absentia to five years of hard labor for trying to smuggle at least 100 antiquities out of the country with forged government documents.

In 2005, a Berlin judge halted a shipment of Simonian artifacts to a buyer in the United States, after Egyptian authorities linked the objects to dealers who'd bribed a senior official in Egypt's antiquities ministry. But the judge's decision was soon reversed, and the artifacts--funerary relics exhibited at the Roemer and Pelizaeus Museum in the 1990s--were sold, for more than $2 million, to the Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art, in Kansas City, where they remain today. (The Nelson-Atkins declined to comment on Egypt's allegations.)

For eight years, Eleni Vassilika had kept the Artemidorus papyrus out of Turin's Egyptian Museum, her intransigence infuriating her superiors. In 2018, four years after her departure, Italian prosecutors declared both the papyrus and a key provenance document fake. Serop Simonian, they alleged, had committed aggravated fraud, a crime made easier by the carelessness of the Compagnia and of the scholars who'd facilitated the purchase. But it was too late to charge Simonian, they said: The statute of limitations had lapsed. (The Compagnia did not respond to requests for comment.)

The Artemidorus remains the only known Simonian relic deemed a forgery. Some others were crudely restored, with slapdash handiwork or ill-fitting parts cannibalized from other antiquities. But by and large, the family's objects are seen as genuine. The problem is not their authenticity, but their origins.
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 Matthew Bogdanos, the chief of the Manhattan District Attorney's Antiquities Trafficking Unit, served as a Marine colonel in the Iraq War, when he led a team that recovered artifacts looted from the Iraq Museum.



In the fall of 2017, a Lebanese collector named Georges Lotfi was strolling through the Met's Egyptian galleries when he noticed a new acquisition: the gilded coffin of Nedjemankh. The more closely he examined it, the surer he became that he'd seen it before. About five years earlier, Lotfi told me, a Jordanian trafficker named Mohammed "Abu Said" Jaradat had offered it to him for $50,000. Lotfi had passed. But after his visit to the Met, he called Jaradat and asked what had become of the coffin. Jaradat said he'd sent it to a German dealer named Roben Dib, who had promised to split the proceeds of any sale. Jaradat had heard nothing since.

"Abu Said," Lotfi responded, "it's in the Metropolitan Museum."

Jaradat was livid. The Met had paid $4 million, and Jaradat hadn't gotten a penny. "He wanted to take revenge," Lotfi told me.

In March 2018, Lotfi tipped off Matthew Bogdanos, a prosecutor who leads the Manhattan District Attorney's Antiquities Trafficking Unit. Bogdanos recognized the names Dib and Jaradat. About five years earlier, he had come across emails from them in the inboxes of several New York collectors and museum officials he was investigating in a different case. The emails contained what Bogdanos called "dirty photos": images of dirt-encrusted antiquities, the sort that thieves send to buyers to prove that a relic is fresh from the ground and thus not a fake; the mindset, as Bogdanos describes it, is If it's looted, it's real. To investigate further, Bogdanos's team served search warrants in 2013 on Dib's and Jaradat's email accounts, obtaining thousands of messages. But he couldn't seize the antiquities in their "dirty photos" without knowing where the objects were.

Not until Lotfi's tip, five years later, did Bogdanos get a break. Lotfi introduced Bogdanos to Jaradat, and the prosecutor found corroboration for Jaradat's golden-coffin story in the seized email accounts: In late 2011 and early 2012, a looter had sent six dirty images of the coffin to Jaradat, who forwarded them to Dib. Metadata showed that the photos were taken in Egypt's Minya region in autumn 2011, just months after a rash of antiquities looting during the Arab Spring. A photo emailed to Jaradat appeared to depict one of the traffickers: a man in a hoodie, crouched on a sand dune, with an assault rifle across his chest.

"When is the big yellow one going to get here?" Simonian asked Dib in a September 2012 Gmail chat, using their code name for the golden coffin, according to the summary of the grand-jury investigation.

"Early October it will be ready for the EU," Dib replied. The coffin was smuggled from Egypt to Dubai, then sent by FedEx to an old friend of Simonian's, a shipping agent who lived near the Cologne warehouse where the relic would be stored. The FedEx label, found in Dib's email, described the multimillion-dollar Egyptian coffin as a "gypsum Wooden Box and lid" from Turkey, with a value of 5,000 euros.

From speaking with Simonian's associates and reading court papers and other legal documents, I got the sense that Simonian had a system. He put almost nothing in writing. He used intermediaries and an offshore shell company to obscure his role in sales. He had artifacts shipped to friends, freight forwarders, and small museums such as the Roemer and Pelizaeus, where--a museum official there told investigators--he had her go into a customs office to complete paperwork on his behalf, while he stayed in the car and smoked. He once bragged to a colleague of his near invisibility: "I run beside my shadow."

From the December 2021 issue: Ariel Sabar on the Manhattan DA's Antiquities Trafficking Unit

When Bogdanos reviewed the Met's internal communications, he was dumbfounded. By the time Diana Patch, the Met's chief curator of Egyptian art, recommended the purchase, the Paris dealers had given the museum no fewer than three provenance stories: one in which the current owner was a "Mme Chatz" of Switzerland, another in which it was an "M.D." of Germany, and a third in which the owner was Serop Simonian. Still more suspicious, one date on the license suggested that it had been issued in May 1961, while another suggested May 1971. Neither could be reconciled with a government stamp that said Arab Republic of Egypt, a name Egypt didn't adopt until September 1971.

Manhattan prosecutors didn't charge anyone at the Met, but in February 2019, Bogdanos's team convinced a judge that the museum likely possessed stolen property in the first degree. Agents seized the coffin with a search warrant and, with the Met's cooperation, returned it to Egypt. Then they found and repatriated five other antiquities that the Met had recently acquired, for more than $3 million, from the same network. Two had bogus Khashaba or Behrens provenance; another was described as having been sold by a Dutch gallery nine years before the gallery opened. A fourth piece--a Roman-era portrait of a woman--was looted from Egypt in the 1990s, according to Manhattan prosecutors, but the sellers evidently needed another story. "Hehe, it should come from you, the Simonian family," Dib allegedly wrote in a Gmail chat. "No," Simonian replied. So they attributed it to a friend, who they claimed purchased it in 1968 from a Munich gallery.

A Met spokesperson told me that the museum was "the victim of a fraud" and had "filed a complaint in the criminal legal proceedings in Paris." Asked about the conduct of Patch and Kamrin, the spokesperson described the coffin's acquisition in 2017 as a "museum decision, supported by a multi-step institutional process in place at the time." After the coffin's repatriation, in 2019, the Met "undertook a thorough review of its process for verifying documentation and approving acquisitions, and then strengthened requirements for acquiring antiquities." The spokesperson declined to answer more detailed questions, citing the "ongoing, strictly confidential proceedings in France."

This was hardly the Met's first provenance scandal. The museum returned a cache of relics to Turkey in 1993 and a stunning Greek vase to Italy in 2008--each of which it had purchased, for at least $1 million, months after they'd been excavated by tomb robbers. The Manhattan D.A.'s office says that it has seized more than 200 antiquities, valued at more than $54 million, from the museum since 2023. In 2024, the Met hired its first-ever head of provenance research, who oversees a team of 12 analysts that in partnership with outside experts, including the D.A.'s office, is reviewing objects in the museum's collection from problematic dealers.

So would the Met continue to buy antiquities--as it had the gilded coffin--without original export licenses and without the country of origin's confirmation that relics were legal? The museum spokesperson told me that the guidelines the Met follows do not include those "conditions" but that it would make every effort to verify documents, including by contacting people connected to them. Diana Patch and Janice Kamrin did not respond to requests for comment.

The Louvre Abu Dhabi had made an even more enticing target for Simonian's network than the Met. The Emiratis had allotted hundreds of millions of dollars to building a world-class collection within a decade. Antiquities worthy of their ambitions had proved difficult to find, according to internal documents seen by Liberation, because of "heightened sensitivity" about provenance. This tougher environment didn't deter traffickers so much as inspire them: If they faked legal provenance, they could command astronomical prices--precisely because of how few legal objects were on the market. From 2014 to 2018, Simonian's network sold the Louvre Abu Dhabi at least seven Egyptian antiquities for more than $50 million, among them the Tut stele, the Cleopatra head, and a hippopotamus figurine originally displayed by the Roemer and Pelizaeus. (The Louvre Abu Dhabi declined to comment, citing the ongoing investigations.)

European police discovered that Simonian and his associates had allegedly fabricated early-20th-century sales records with an old typewriter--the same one Simonian used to write his dissertation--and blank invoices from long-dead dealers such as Tawadros. The traffickers then paid friends and other "witnesses" to claim, in notarized letters, that they'd inherited the objects from ancestors such as Behrens, the supposed merchant-navy officer. Simonian's two adult children, meanwhile, had their own provenance story: that they owned the Cleopatra head and the Tut stele, and had gotten the artifacts from their grandmother. Their story, which appears in certain back-end sales paperwork, made it possible for 30 million euros in sales proceeds to flow directly into their accounts, bypassing their elderly father and effecting a massive, intergenerational transfer of wealth.

Kunicki and Semper, the Paris middlemen who'd brokered the sale of Simonian objects to the Met and the Louvre Abu Dhabi, were charged in 2020 with fraud, money laundering, and forgery. French journalists, quoting confidential police files, reported that Kunicki admitted to using forged paperwork to fill in "missing links" in ownership. In the antiquities world, Semper suggested, due diligence was a kind of knowing pantomime in which "everyone is putting a bag over their head." He alluded to a French schoolyard game in which children stare into each other's eyes and try not to be the first to laugh. (Kunicki and Semper deny wrongdoing, their lawyer told me.)

To determine how high the conspiracy went, French police scrutinized the conduct of the Louvre Abu Dhabi's advisers. Among them was France's most prominent critic of archaeological looting: Jean-Luc Martinez, whom French president Francois Hollande had appointed in 2013 to lead the Paris Louvre. In his 2015 report on safeguarding antiquities in conflict zones--commissioned by Hollande and submitted to UNESCO--Martinez urged museums "to systematically refuse any proposal to acquire works whose provenance is not certain." He described nearly all the "laundering techniques" that traffickers used: fake ownership histories, middlemen, attempts to exhibit looted objects in prestigious museums "to enhance the artwork's reputation and reassure potential buyers," long waits before stolen relics appear on the market to give "dealers time to fabricate provenance." Yet in helping the Louvre Abu Dhabi acquire antiquities, Martinez, along with other French advisers, apparently missed, or ignored, these very problems.

The police concluded that the Agence France-Museums--the body that France created to advise the Emirati museum--had become "a formidable tool at the disposal of traffickers." Though Martinez isn't thought to have personally profited from the deals, the Emiratis' payments to France helped fund major renovations at the Paris Louvre, including a roughly $60 million project to improve the flow of visitors through the reception areas beneath the glass pyramid. Martinez was charged in 2022 with complicity in fraud and money laundering. (Martinez's lawyer, Francois Artuphel, told me that Martinez was one of six members of the Louvre Abu Dhabi's acquisitions committee, which made decisions collectively and was not expected to verify the provenance documents provided by sellers. Artuphel called Martinez a victim of "alleged counterfeiters," and believes his client will be "fully exonerated.")

Roben Dib was charged in France in 2022 with criminal conspiracy, organized fraud, and money laundering. His attorneys didn't respond to a list of questions, but Dib has previously professed his innocence. A French defense lawyer associated with the trafficking cases told me that the dealers were being asked to prove legal ownership from the day an object was unearthed through the present, an almost impossible standard, particularly for discoveries that precede modern record-keeping practices.

Serop Simonian was 81 years old in September 2023 when he was extradited from Germany to France and charged there with criminal association, money laundering, and organized fraud. Detained in Paris's La Sante prison, he made statements to investigators that were by turns boastful, contemptuous, and self-pitying. Simonian hinted that his family had sold a statue to John Lennon. He called Bogdanos "the greatest art thief of all time," mocking the prosecutor's seizures from dealers and museums. He suggested that missing sales paperwork simply reflected an earlier era's looser standards of documentation. He denied possessing illicit antiquities, then taunted his inquisitors: If they really cared about illegal provenance, he said, "I could empty half the Louvre." Finally, he asserted that he was suffering from dementia and that Dib had become the decision maker: "I trusted him more than I trusted my children."

Simonian's French attorney, Chloe Arnoux, visited her client in prison in late 2024. She told me that he struggled to speak without losing his breath, used a walker, and slept in a cell with two young inmates, "who were not really that sympathetic to him." That December, after more than a year in detention, he was released by a judge, who cited the octogenarian's declining health. Prosecutors successfully appealed, calling Simonian a flight risk. But he had already left France, by bus, and checked into an assisted-living center in Hamburg. He's unlikely to be re-extradited to France until his trial, lawyers close to the case told me. (For their roles in antiquities sales, Simonian's son, Abraham, is being prosecuted in Germany on charges of fraud and receiving stolen goods, and Simonian's daughter, Alice, on a charge of money laundering. Their lawyers deny the charges, saying their clients had no awareness that the provenance provided to buyers was allegedly false.)

In many months of trying to speak with Serop Simonian, I received just two responses: a completely blank message from his email address, and a WhatsApp call from a number associated with him in which someone breathed heavily for a few seconds before hanging up. Days spent looking for him in Hamburg yielded only dead ends. His lawyers didn't respond to detailed lists of questions.

Serop's brother Simon died in 2020, and Hagop didn't respond to interview requests, but I found Simon's son Ohan, who is in his early 50s, in California. We spent part of an afternoon together in the Coachella Valley. His arms were sleeved in tattoos: an Egyptian ankh, an Eye of God inside a pyramid, the face of Jesus over the words In God We Trust. Growing up in Egypt in the 1980s, he told me, he'd been teased by the Armenian kids he played basketball with. "You guys robbed a pyramid," they'd say. "You stole half of Egypt." In truth, Ohan insisted, his father was not a thief but a rescuer, saving the marvels of his homeland "for the world to see."

Unlike his brother Serop, Simon openly enjoyed his money, frittering it away on parties, vacations, trips to Las Vegas. Where Serop wanted to be "the elite behind the curtain," Ohan told me, "my dad was, Look at me! I'm Simon!" Ohan and his brother, Kevork, both went through bankruptcy in recent years and have driven for Uber to support their families. They've spent years seeking the $11 million they say Serop still owes them for their late father's share of the $40 million Cleopatra head. Simon once flew all the way to Hamburg to collect his cut, refusing to believe that his own brother would steal from him. But Serop pretended to be out of town, and Simon died soon after.

Talking about this debt made Ohan so furious that he began loudly cursing his uncle. Death, Ohan fears, will be Serop's final escape. "If I had the choice to be a god," Ohan told me, "I'd be the god of the afterlife, so I could go after him."

In December 2020, Eleni Vassilika was weathering the pandemic in her London home when she received an email from Germany's federal police. "We are sorry you had to wait so long before being contacted by us," the agent wrote. Vassilika was thankful for their interest in Simonian. But what about the Egyptologists who had blithely endorsed his objects? What about the museums that had rushed to buy them? Germany, France, and the United States were among the nearly 150 countries who signed the 1970 UNESCO treaty to fight the illicit antiquities trade. Museums had promised reforms and hired provenance sleuths. Scholars had adopted ethics codes to constrain their contacts with dealers. Yet tens of millions of dollars in loot were still making their way into the world's most illustrious museums.

"The story is the enablers--it's us," Vassilika told me. "Museums and scholars are the moral compass of art history and the art world. We should be, at least."


Ralf Brunner / laif / Redux
 The Roemer and Pelizaeus Museum, in Hildesheim, Germany, allowed Serop Simonian to store about 100 of his antiquities in its warehouse, and displayed dozens of them--without attribution--in exhibitions around the world.



After Simonian's arrest, I asked, did she and her staff discuss whether to continue exhibiting his objects? "Of course," Weiss said. But the museum was in such financial trouble, she said, that it nearly closed in 2022, and "the important thing" was to survive. The museum had no plans to identify Simonian as the objects' prior owner. The new galleries, she said, were designed for families and children, and "in this context, there is not really room for long labels about provenance, because we want easy texts, few texts, and not long and difficult academic narratives.

"I mean, I see this can be criticized," she continued, as if suddenly realizing how this might sound. "But this is the decision we have taken at the moment because we really need more visitors."
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The AI Backlash Could Get Very Ugly

Imagine what happens if jobs actually start disappearing.

by Lila Shroff

Wed, 13 May 2026




Steve Bannon and Bernie Sanders don't agree on much. But both think that AI is a disaster for the working class. The Vermont senator recently wrote that "AI oligarchs do not want to just replace specific jobs. They want to replace workers." Bannon, Trump's former chief strategist, made similar comments last week: Silicon Valley does "not care about the little guy," he said in a podcast episode titled "Stopping the AI Oligarchs From Stealing Humanity." This emergent "Bernie-to-Bannon" coalition points to the growing bipartisan anxiety over AI. In polls, the United States ranks among the countries most concerned about AI. America is both the world's foremost developer of AI and its chief hater.



Recently, Maine passed the country's first statewide data-center moratorium (though the bill was vetoed by the governor). Nationally, a record number of proposed projects were canceled in the first quarter of this year following local pushback. Meanwhile, in extreme cases, concerns about AI appear to be tipping into violence. In April, someone shot 13 rounds at an Indianapolis councilman's house and left a note under his doormat: "NO DATA CENTERS," it read. Days later, a man threw a Molotov cocktail at Sam Altman's home before heading to OpenAI's headquarters, where he allegedly threatened to burn down the building and kill anyone inside. (The man has since pleaded not guilty to several charges, including attempted murder.) Social-media posts applauding the attack racked up thousands of likes: "I hope that Molotov is okay!" wrote one commenter.



All of this may be only the start. The AI industry has spent recent years warning of a jobless future. So far, narratives about labor displacement have been largely speculation. While a smattering of tech executives have attributed job cuts to AI, many analysts have accused these CEOs of "AI-washing"--essentially, using the technology as a scapegoat for roles they would have eliminated regardless. If anything, AI has mostly been a financial boon for the country, buoying the stock market and driving growth. But that could all change, of course. Imagine the uproar if jobs across the economy truly start disappearing en masse.



Even absent any uptick in AI-induced layoffs, the anti-AI sentiment is likely to keep growing. With the midterms approaching, political operatives are tapping into Americans' fears over the technology. Blue Rose Research, a progressive polling firm, has found that messaging that addresses the AI threat in "bold, populist terms" is particularly effective at increasing support for Democrats. (If corporations are left unchecked, they will "fire everyone, keep all the profits, and leave you with nothing," reads the transcript of one sample video the group tested.) Politicians on the right have made similar statements. "I have no doubt that these companies are going to get filthy rich, but is it going to be good for children?" Senator Josh Hawley of Missouri said earlier this year. "Is it going to be good for parents? Is it going to be good for the American worker?"



Many politicians, including President Trump, have cheered on Silicon Valley in a bid to win the supposed AI race with China. But the pro-AI crowd is starting to worry about the backlash. In March, at a conference about AI, Senator Mark Warner of Virginia, a Democrat, told me that he's "enormously concerned" that "populism from both the left and the right" could curb innovation.



As politicians lean into anti-AI messaging, local fights over data centers could intensify. While such facilities can help stimulate local economies, they're also disruptive to communities where they are built, exerting physical and environmental tolls, which makes them an appealing target for opposition. Data centers are also more tangible than AI software: Someone who opposes the industry might not be able to stop Anthropic from building Claude, but they can raise concerns about new construction at a local city-council meeting. A recent guide called "How to Stop a Data Center" written by a group in Michigan explains that demonstrating outside local officials' homes has been an effective organizing tactic.



In a worst-case scenario, the situation could get ugly. With its potential for sweeping social and economic transformation, "AI generates the structural conditions historically associated with the onset of political violence," Yannick Veilleux-Lepage, a researcher who studies technology and terrorism, wrote last month. Already, as many as a quarter of Americans seem accepting of violence as a tool for achieving political change. And in recent months, there has been a rise in "direct threats" against individuals, policy makers, and corporations involved with AI, according to the Soufan Center, a nonpartisan research group. The most common threats online involve "physical sabotage of proposed or operational data centers." Local officials are in an especially vulnerable position: "Where national figures are unreachable, local policymakers who approved the data center become the proxies for the same structural anger," Veilleux-Lepage wrote. After the shooting in Indianapolis, the council introduced a measure that would allow officials to keep their address private.



A version of this has played out before: Silicon Valley is fond of likening AI to the Industrial Revolution. In such comparisons, the tech industry likes to point to the immense wealth that industrialization unlocked. Over the long run, it's true that the Industrial Revolution radically boosted economic growth. But living through it was another matter entirely. Many people saw their wages stagnate and working conditions deteriorate as factory owners and industrialists came into immense wealth. (Just read a Charles Dickens novel, and you'll get the idea.) This led to riots and, occasionally, attacks on the industrialists themselves. Automation wasn't the only problem during this period. A combination of trade disruptions and poor harvests led to inflation and, especially, high food prices. But machines became a target for people experiencing financial hardship more broadly.



In much the same way, during an economic downturn of any kind, AI's reputation seems likely to decline. If people are already experiencing unemployment for reasons unrelated to the technology, they are unlikely to look cheerfully at the possibility of AI automating away the jobs that remain. And if AI turns out to be a bubble, it could indeed burst and bring down the rest of the economy with it.



Silicon Valley is waking up to the resentment. Tech insiders have spent recent weeks exchanging tactics on X with advice on how to better sell AI. Perhaps, if data centers were beautiful, people would like them more? In particular, there's been an effort to change the narrative around AI job loss. The venture-capital firm Andreessen Horowitz recently published an essay declaring the "job apocalypse" to be a baseless fantasy. "The macro story is not a jobless future, where we retire fat and complacent to our Netflix-scooters," it read. In 2023, after ChatGPT came out, Altman told my colleague Ross Andersen that "jobs are definitely going to go away, full stop." Now he appears to have changed his tune: "Jobs doomerism is likely long-term wrong," Altman wrote earlier this month.



But most of the country already feels as if the economy is rigged to advantage the wealthy. One poll found that when sorted by household income, the group of Americans most optimistic about AI in their daily lives are those making more than $200,000. The near future of AI seems likely to further entrench such dynamics: OpenAI and Anthropic are both nearing trillion-dollar valuations, consolidating even more money and power among a select few. "Disruption has winners and losers," Nathaniel Persily, a Stanford law professor and AI expert, told me. "For many Americans, they're not convinced they're going to be the winners, and they base that conclusion on the history of technology over the last 20 years." If the tech industry truly believes that a simple change in messaging will quell the backlash, then they are misunderstanding the problem entirely.
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Sean Duffy Wants You to Take a Road Trip While Gas Prices Skyrocket

The transportation secretary's new reality show comes at an inopportune time.

by Will Gottsegen

Wed, 13 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.

Transportation Secretary Sean Duffy owes his celebrity--and his marriage--to a stint on the 1990s reality show The Real World. Now Duffy and his wife, the Fox & Friends Weekend co-host Rachel Campos-Duffy, are promoting another reality show: The Great American Road Trip, a cross-country journey to landmarks across the United States with the couple's nine kids in tow. Produced by the same studio behind The Real World, it has been framed by the Department of Transportation as a celebration of the country's 250th birthday, and is set to launch ahead of July 4.

In other ways, though, it's ill-timed. This plea for Americans to hit the road arrives at a moment when about two-thirds of the country blames the president for rising gas prices, and when many are concerned about the high cost of living. (The war in Iran is pushing up the cost of fuel; according to Rolling Stone's back-of-the-napkin math, taking Duffy's route across the country would require about $1,300 in gas money.) Duffy was filmed intermittently over the course of seven months, during which time he was the public face of transportation crises involving debilitating staffing shortages and fatal airplane crashes. The series, which will stream for free on YouTube, is positioned as feel-good, family-focused programming. So far, though, it has mostly generated controversy.

Part of the concern has to do with the ethical ambiguities surrounding the project. Duffy has said that no taxpayer money funded the show. Instead, it was paid for by the Great American Road Trip Inc., a nonprofit created last year by Tori Barnes, who has recently lobbied for the transportation industry. The organization's site lists as "sponsors" several companies that are regulated by DOT, including Toyota, Shell, and Boeing. The nonprofit's pitch deck, obtained by Politico, explicitly offered potential sponsors perks in exchange for different donation tiers. "Platinum" donors that gave $1,000,000, for example, were promised "up to 6 VIP invitations to receptions, roundtables, or networking events" as well as logo placements in "produced video features." You can't miss the giant Toyota logo that fills the screen at one point in the trailer. (Toyota and Boeing did not respond to a request for comment, and Shell declined to comment.)

Duffy has said that his family did not receive a salary during production. A spokesperson for DOT told me that there were 24 "filming days on the road" from September to May (meaning that the secretary was filming during two government shutdowns and the airport crises they created). The spokesperson also sent me a memorandum of agreement between the nonprofit and the department, which was signed in December, after filming had begun, and which DOT claimed was drafted by "career ethics officials." The memorandum laid out that the "donor" wouldn't receive "any favorable consideration for any future federal assistance" in exchange for its gift.

The problem is that the "donor" in this case is the nonprofit--but the agreement makes no mention of the sponsoring companies and their role in the show. Those companies, not the Great American Road Trip Inc., could stand to gain from funding this project. When businesses do things that might benefit their regulator, it raises questions about whether they're getting anything in return. On Monday, Citizens for Responsibility and Ethics (CREW), a D.C.-based watchdog group, publicly urged the Office of the Inspector General to investigate the show over possible violations of federal gift and travel rules. An ethical-conduct handbook bars executive-branch employees from accepting gifts from anyone "seeking official action from, doing business with, or conducting activities regulated by the employee's agency."

DOT has made clear that the production fell within the bounds of Duffy's duties as secretary. "Celebrating America's 250th Anniversary is part of Secretary Duffy's official duties and The Great American Road Trip is one aspect in support of those responsibilities," the spokesperson wrote in an email. (He added that "on these brief stops, the Secretary also often conducted additional visits like touring air traffic control towers and assessing port infrastructure," and that flights to those "official engagements" were paid for by the department.) But the funding for this show raises questions about how "official" Duffy's work actually was. "If this was, as the secretary described it, work that is important for the American public as we commemorate our 250th anniversary, then why didn't they just pay for it using taxpayer funds?" CREW's president, Donald Sherman, asked when we spoke earlier today.

In April, my colleague Michael Scherer reported that the secretary has "maintained an unusual relationship with representatives of the companies he regulates," an allegation that Duffy's team denied. This isn't the first time that the Trump administration has blurred the line between public and private funding. The White House's new ballroom is being paid for (at least in part) by a cadre of private companies, and President Trump announced in October that an anonymous private donor had given his administration $130 million to pay the military during the shutdown in the fall.

The Great American Road Trip is a reminder that in this administration, entertainment and governance go hand in hand. The ex-Apprentice star Trump has set the example here as the showman in chief, repeatedly elevating people who share his background in television; the health secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. even has a new video podcast, which does appear to be paid for by the American people. With his background in reality TV, Duffy is in some ways a natural showman. But this new venture is attracting the wrong kind of attention.

Related:

	Trump's cozy transportation secretary
 	The real problem with the FAA




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Why did Bill Cassidy do it?
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Today's News

	President Trump arrived in Beijing for a two-day summit that begins tomorrow with Chinese President Xi Jinping. He is joined by more than a dozen top business executives, including Elon Musk, Tim Cook, and Jensen Huang, as well as Secretary of State Marco Rubio and Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth.
 	The Senate rejected Democrats' latest effort to end the war in Iran, the first such vote since Trump's 60-day deadline to seek congressional authorization for the conflict expired. Three Republicans supported the measure to halt the war, but the legislation failed 49-50 after one Democratic senator voted against it.
 	South Carolina's Supreme Court overturned the murder convictions of Alex Murdaugh, who had been found guilty of killing his wife and younger son, ruling that jury interference by a court clerk compromised the fairness of the 2023 trial. Prosecutors said they plan to retry Murdaugh, who will remain in prison because of separate financial-crime convictions.
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The Mystery of the Golden Coffin

By Ariel Sabar

In November 2017, French President Emmanuel Macron traveled to the United Arab Emirates to inaugurate a new museum--and a new relationship between East and West. The Louvre Abu Dhabi was to become the Arab world's first "universal" museum, filled with art from around the globe that spanned thousands of years of history. The Emiratis were paying the French $1 billion for the rights to the Louvre name, guidance on what art to buy, and loans of masterworks by Da Vinci, Matisse, and Van Gogh. The kings of Morocco and Bahrain joined Emirati royals at the celebrations, which included a spectacle of costumed dancers and pyrotechnics worthy of an Olympics opening ceremony. In his speech, Macron pitched the museum as an antidote to global conflict and the legacies of imperialism. Instead of taking the greatest works of art from the lands it conquered--as Napoleon's armies had--France was now bringing its treasures east.
 "Beauty," Macron declared, "will save the world."
 Two days after the museum opened, one of its beautiful objects began drawing attention from scholars, but not in the way that Macron might have hoped.


Read the full article.
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Read. What happens when the tradwife dream goes wrong? Sophie Gilbert explores how the hit novel Yesteryear seems to be a withering critique of influencers--but is actually more attuned to the corruptions of power.

Pick up an old favorite. Anna Holmes on what adults lose when they put down children's books.

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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Why Did Bill Cassidy Do It?

The senator from Louisiana offered an olive branch to MAHA and got nothing in return.

by Nicholas Florko

Wed, 13 May 2026




Bill Cassidy did not want to talk about Robert F. Kennedy Jr. Last month, as we shuffled through the U.S. Senate subway, a subterranean corridor connecting lawmakers' offices to the Capitol, the senator from Louisiana was fielding rapid-fire questions from reporters about two of his favorite topics: drug pricing and college sports. But I asked him about his least favorite: Did he regret confirming Kennedy as health secretary?

I was eager to know because, in spite of that decision, Cassidy may be looking at the end of his political career. This weekend, after 11 years in the Senate, he is headed into a Republican primary election with polls trending out of his favor. His vote last year to hand the keys of America's immunization policy to one of America's most prominent vaccine skeptics now hangs over him as a political move that may not have been enough to save his life in politics.

Cassidy--who was one of the few Republicans to initially balk at confirming Kennedy--is pro-vaccine. As a liver specialist in a crowded Baton Rouge charity hospital at the turn of the new millennium, he saw firsthand the effects of hepatitis B, a vaccine-preventable disease; he later set up a school-based program in Baton Rouge that inoculated tens of thousands of children against the virus. At Kennedy's confirmation hearing, Cassidy justified his vote by claiming that Kennedy could help restore faith in the medical establishment. It was, by all apparent measures, a vote against his values, an attempted olive branch to the new administration.

Cassidy has since criticized some of Kennedy's actions as secretary, namely his decision to stack the CDC's vaccine advisory committee with vaccine skeptics. Cassidy was also among a group of Republican senators who declined to publicly endorse the surgeon-general nominee Casey Means--a Kennedy ally and wellness guru. (Trump announced a new candidate for the job late last month.) But Cassidy refuses to acknowledge that he made a mistake by confirming Kennedy. In the months since the vote, his staff has repeatedly declined my requests for a sit-down interview. In the Senate subway that day, he sidestepped. "I'm a doctor. You make a decision, you move on," he told me. "You don't sit around and say, 'Oh my gosh, that was a great decision. Oh my gosh, that was a bad decision.' No, you just move on."

In Louisiana, being anti-Kennedy means being anti-Trump. And the problem for Cassidy is that many of his constituents already see him as both.



Cassidy's career in government has been predicated on the claim that he has approached politics as a doctor first. One of his earliest campaign ads for Senate, in 2014, featured him in scrubs and a white coat decrying the Affordable Care Act, which he said would give politicians power over Louisianans' health care. Once elected, he established himself as the health-policy wonk of the Republican caucus. Cassidy's efforts to replace the Affordable Care Act failed, but since then, he has ushered major health-care reforms through Congress, including laws targeting surprise medical bills and fentanyl trafficking. A Louisiana medical school and several centers for health education and research have recently gotten multimillion-dollar makeovers thanks to Cassidy, and he has taken credit for tucking more than $200 million in funding for the state's rural health care into the tax bill Republicans passed last July.

Cassidy remains well liked among major Republican donors, as evidenced by the fact that he has far outpaced his competitors in fundraising. But Louisiana voters are shunning him. In February 2021, he was one of seven Republican senators who voted to convict Trump of inciting the January 6 insurrection. The Republican Party of Louisiana censured him, and one of the state's most prominent conservative-talk-radio hosts dubbed him "Psycho Bill." Five years later, a subset of Republican voters still talk about him as if he had set fire to the French Quarter. At an event for one of Cassidy's challengers, John Fleming, I met Linda Verzwyvelt, a former real-estate agent from Lafourche Parish. Verzwyvelt was eager to strike up a conversation with me, offering me snacks and introducing me to her neighbors. But when the topic turned to her sitting senator, her demeanor shifted. "I want to just strangle him," Verzwyvelt told me.

Read: MAHA swing voters are an illusion

Cassidy's challengers have sought to foment that anger, framing themselves as more loyal to Trump. "I just think he's ineligible to serve again because of what he did," Fleming told the crowd at his event. He touted his own service in the first Trump administration, during which he rose to be an adviser to the president. In her campaign-launch video, Julia Letlow, a current House representative for Louisiana and Trump's pick for Cassidy's Senate seat, includes a montage of photos of herself alongside the president. She declares, "A state as conservative as ours--we shouldn't have to wonder how our senator will vote when the pressure is on."

Many of the state's Republican activists, including members of powerful GOP women's clubs and local Republican Party offices, have abandoned Cassidy. When I spoke with a group of women outside of the monthly luncheon for the Republican Women's Club of Jefferson Parish, only one told me she was definitely voting for Cassidy. Another, Linda Doyle, told me that the first time she ever knocked doors for a campaign was to get Cassidy elected, but now she can't trust him because of the Trump vote. I heard something similar from Jacques Migues, an attorney from Iberia Parish who serves on the area's Republican Executive Committee. Cassidy "can't be a trusted member of the team," he told me. The women's club has not officially endorsed a candidate, but the Iberia committee has endorsed Letlow.
 
 With the primary less than a week away, Cassidy has a real risk of losing: A recent survey from Emerson College found him in third place. Trump has recently attacked Cassidy, blaming him for preventing Means's confirmation. Kennedy and his allies appear out for revenge too. "Bill Cassidy once again did the dirty work for entrenched interests seeking to stall the MAHA movement and protect the very status quo that has made America the sickest nation on earth," Kennedy wrote on X after Means's nomination was pulled. MAHA Action, the political arm of Kennedy's "Make America Healthy Again" movement, has pledged $1 million to unseat Cassidy.



Cassidy is anti-abortion, pro-gun, and tough on immigration. He is further left than some of his party, but he certainly isn't liberal, and he hasn't changed much since he was elected to the Senate in 2014. Instead, Louisiana has. Cassidy's predecessor in the Senate was a Democrat, Mary Landrieu, who had served for nearly 20 years. Over Cassidy's tenure, the number of registered Republicans in the state has grown by 30 percent. Now Republican voters want a lawmaker who reflects their MAGA views, not a moderate.

That includes their views on vaccines. Ever since COVID shots became available, Louisiana's uptake has been among the lowest in the country; as of January, only 10 percent of Louisiana adults had received a 2025-26 booster. When Louisiana attempted to require COVID vaccinations for schoolchildren in 2021, Kennedy, then the chair of the anti-vaccine advocacy group Children's Health Defense, came to the legislature to oppose the move, calling the shot the "deadliest vaccine ever made." The mandate was never implemented. (HHS declined to comment for this story.)

Read: The states are going full RFK Jr.

The specter of COVID has faded, but many Louisianans remain fixated on the idea that mandating public-health measures, such as vaccines, infringes on their freedom. In 2022, roughly three dozen anti-vaccine bills were introduced in the state legislature. Last year, Ralph Abraham--then Louisiana's surgeon general--banned the health department from promoting seasonal vaccines or conducting mass-vaccination drives. When I visited the state capital in April, three committees were simultaneously considering vaccine-related bills. One would outlaw monetary incentives for doctors to administer vaccines; one would lift the school requirement for immunization against meningitis; and one would ban Louisiana organizations and businesses from denying services to the unvaccinated.

These actions come as Kennedy pushes to cement vaccine skepticism into national policy. In addition to stacking the CDC's vaccine advisory panel with skeptics, he has pledged to rework the government system that tracks suspected vaccine injuries, and has used the CDC's website to cast doubt on the scientific consensus that vaccines do not cause autism--all of which, according to Cassidy, Kennedy promised not to do during the confirmation process. According to The New York Times, Kennedy is currently overseeing a CDC inquiry into whether, as he believes, immunization can be linked to chronic diseases including autism.

Read: Bill Cassidy's failure on vaccines

Most of the bills in Louisiana haven't become law, and a judge has invalidated many of HHS's most dramatic anti-vaccine actions. But the focus on the purported harms of vaccines--in Washington and Baton Rouge alike--has raised suspicion toward immunizations, according to multiple Louisiana doctors I spoke with. When Mikki Bouquet, a pediatrician in Baton Rouge who also serves on the board of Louisiana Families for Vaccines, was starting out in medicine, parents refusing to vaccinate their newborns against hepatitis B, for instance, were rare. "Now it's like every day I have one, maybe two moms out of 10 babies that are not for it, and they won't even have a conversation," Bouquet told me.

Many Louisianans still see benefits to vaccination. A recent poll sponsored by Louisiana Families for Vaccines found that 80 percent of voters in the state still support school vaccine mandates. When I caught up with Bouquet, she had just finished testifying against a bill that would lift the school requirement for meningitis immunization and was being swarmed by a group of students who thanked her for her testimony. But in recent years, vaccination rates have been dropping across the state. As of 2024, just 44 percent of children 2 and under in Concordia Parish, which had the lowest vaccination rate in the state, were fully up-to-date on their shots. The Washington Post recently reported that not a single parish in Louisiana has kindergarten vaccination rates high enough to reach herd immunity against measles, mumps, and rubella.

In late 2024 and early 2025, Louisiana was hit with another vaccine-preventable disease: whooping cough. The outbreak was the worst in three decades; two infants died. In September, Cassidy asked Kennedy to call for parents in the state to get their kids immunized. But Kennedy gave no public response.



The Louisiana Senate race isn't primarily about vaccines, or about Kennedy. But Cassidy's tumultuous relationship with the health secretary provides Trump with yet another way he can attack the senator, whom he once called a "disloyal lightweight." Kennedy's supporters seem happy to contribute to the senator's demise. Cassidy does, after all, have some power to be a check on Kennedy's agenda, as evidenced by his role in canceling Means's nomination. And while he won't acknowledge any regret about confirming Kennedy, he has contradicted some of Kennedy's claims. When I asked him during our brief hallway interview last month about Kennedy's impact on efforts to vaccinate American children, Cassidy told me that the "confusion" and "mixed messages" around vaccines "has certainly not been helpful."

The result is that Cassidy has developed a reputation as the rabidly pro-vaccine candidate that parents should fear. When I spoke to Charles Owen, who represents Vernon Parish in the Louisiana House, he claimed that Cassidy supported going door to door checking people's vaccination status. Working against "health freedom" in that way, he told me, is a losing issue in Louisiana.

But Cassidy's record suggests he would not be in favor of that sort of policy. He vocally backed a plan in the Senate to block COVID mandates during the Biden administration. Both of his competitors toe a similar line. "I'm not against vaccines, but I am for informed consent and against mandates," Fleming, who is also a medical doctor, told me. After Letlow's husband died of COVID in late 2020, she urged Americans to get their shots, calling herself "a huge proponent of the vaccine." And she has fully vaccinated her own children, according to Abraham, the state's former surgeon general who is now Letlow's campaign chair. In a statement, Letlow's campaign also told me, "Congresswoman Letlow believes vaccines should be a personal decision made between individuals, parents, and their trusted medical providers. She does not support government vaccine mandates and never has."

Read: The Trump administration is trying to have its vaccine policy both ways

At the time of Kennedy's confirmation, Cassidy openly struggled in making his decision. "If there's any false note, any undermining of a mama's trust in vaccines, another person will die from a vaccine-preventable disease," Cassidy told Kennedy during the hearing. The senator's public waffling provided evidence to his constituents that he was only reluctantly a member of the president's team. "The way that he held out, that was pathetic," Lisa Neal, a self-described health-freedom advocate, told me at the Fleming meet and greet.

Most Louisiana voters are not as vehemently against public-health mandates as Neal, but many are angry at Cassidy for the same reason: In the age of Trump, there are no half-gestures of loyalty. You're MAGA or you're not. Cassidy traded his legacy for an attempted show of loyalty by voting in Kennedy. But it seems to not have even registered with many voters in his state.
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How AI Killed a 133-Year-Old Princeton Tradition

The school's famous Honor Code was no match for chatbot-enabled cheating.

by Rose Horowitch

Tue, 12 May 2026




In 1876, an editorial in Princeton's newly founded campus newspaper, The Princetonian, argued against the use of proctors to monitor exams. Proctoring was "a means of bad moral education," the author wrote. Treat students as presumptively dishonest, and some would become so; treat them as honorable, and they would learn to behave honorably. And so the editorial board suggested a different approach: "Let every man write at the end of his paper a pledge that he has neither given nor received help, and let professors and tutors address themselves to some better business than watching for fraud."

That proposal was eventually embodied in Princeton's famous Honor Code, adopted in 1893 and modified only lightly in the ensuing 133 years. When students take their final exams, professors leave the room. Students write down a pledge not to cheat. They are expected to report anyone who does. Any student accused of impropriety comes before a jury of their peers.

The Honor Code had a good run. F. Scott Fitzgerald (who enrolled at Princeton in 1913 but did not graduate) once wrote that violating it "simply doesn't occur to you, any more than it would occur to you to rifle your roommate's pocketbook." The code lasted through two world wars, the upheaval of the 1960s, the disillusionment of Watergate, and even the rise of search engines and SparkNotes. It finally met its match in generative AI. Yesterday, after the rise of AI-facilitated cheating became too obvious to ignore, Princeton's faculty voted to begin proctoring exams again. Technically, the Honor Code is still in place. Students will still sign a pledge that they didn't cheat. But now professors will be watching to make sure they're telling the truth. The Honor Code can't run on the honor system anymore.

Rose Horowitch: What an Ivy League education really gets you

Even at Princeton, obviously, some students have always cheated. Fitzgerald himself was scandalized when, during a campus visit a decade after his time at the university, a member of the football team told him that his roommate knew of unreported Honor Code violations. (Shortly thereafter, a fellow alumnus shared the same suspicion with the famous novelist.) "The implication was that these were many," Fitzgerald wrote to the dean. Back then, however, academic dishonesty was constrained not only by codes of conduct but by the amount of effort it required. A student who wanted to cheat had to go to the trouble of finding someone who would let them copy their answers.

The internet and the shift to doing work on computers rather than by hand dramatically lowered the barriers to cheating. A study of thousands of students at Rutgers University found that, in 2017, a majority copied their homework answers from the internet. AI has taken that dynamic to new extremes. It can mimic any writing style, produce a unique essay, and add in typos to make it appear human-authored. The available detectors are not foolproof. Studies have consistently found that teachers are worse than they think at detecting AI usage. "It's a temptation," Anthony Grafton, a longtime Princeton history professor who retired last year, told me. "I can imagine the student with the devil over his or her left shoulder and the angel over his or her right shoulder."

Since generative AI became widely available, in fall 2022, Princeton has seen rising academic dishonesty. The Committee on Discipline, which has jurisdiction over take-home assignments, found 82 students responsible for academic violations in the 2024-25 academic year, compared with 50 students in 2021-22. Those are just the students who manage to get caught; the real numbers are undoubtedly much higher. In the school newspaper's survey of graduating seniors, which 501 students responded to, 30 percent said that they had cheated, 28 percent said that they had used ChatGPT on an assignment when it was not allowed, and 45 percent said that they knew of cheating by a peer and chose not to report it. Michael Laffan, a Princeton history professor, told me that he has sat in coffee shops near campus and watched as students copied responses from ChatGPT and passed them off as their own.

The ease of AI-enabled cheating seems to be imparting a "bad moral education" of its own. Cheating has become more visible, Nadia Makuc, a senior at Princeton and former chair of the Honor Committee, told me. Students post about violating the Honor Code on Fizz, the campus's anonymous social-media app. That makes students who play by the rules feel like suckers. "There's an air of people cheating on take-homes and people just using ChatGPT," Makuc said. "As long as people think there is more cheating, it encourages more cheating."

Ian Bogost: College students have already changed forever

Princeton's professors are finally trying to reset the system. Proctors are just one component. In the past year, the number of take-home exams at Princeton has declined by more than two-thirds. Next year, the economics department will require its majors to do an oral defense of their research projects, Smita Brunnermeier, the director of undergraduate studies, told me. David Bell, a history professor, has also added in oral exams and switched from short take-home papers to in-class writing in blue books. One of his colleagues in the history department forces students to write their papers in Google Docs so that he can review the stages of their composition.

In short, what the 1876 editorial called a "system of suspicion and surveillance" is making a comeback. "It does change something about the student-faculty relationship," William Aepli, a graduating senior and the former chair of the group that represents students accused of violating the Honor Code, told me. "It's one thing to have proctoring from the very beginning. It's another thing to have this tradition of self-proctoring exams and trust that students abide by the Honor Code, and then to take that away."

Bell told me that AI has made him more wary of his students, and that they can tell. When he changes his assignments to keep them from cheating, they understand that he doesn't trust them. "Inevitably, all the solutions involve a greater degree of surveillance--that's the one thing in common," he said. "Maybe we'll just have to get used to this new kind of police state of instruction. But I'm not eager to see where this leads."

Much of higher education's value rests on the assumption that cheating is an exception, not the rule. A diploma is meaningless if employers and graduate programs can't trust that graduates learned something in college. Prospective students and their families must believe that their tuition dollars will purchase a good education. And taxpayers need to trust that public-school students are getting something from their four years of subsidized education. Rampant AI use breaks down these signals. "It is bad policy to suspect a man of being a rogue in order to be sure that he is a scholar," The Princetonian warned in 1876. Perhaps so. But the alternative is even worse.
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The Democrats Can't Let Go of Racial Preferences

How to persuade skeptical voters to take a fresh look at the party

by Richard D. Kahlenberg

Wed, 13 May 2026




Racial preferences in college admissions have long been deeply unpopular, and three years ago, the Supreme Court declared them unlawful, in a sweeping ruling that portended doom for other race-conscious policies to promote diversity or remedy past discrimination. Some research indicates that, in the aftermath of the civil-rights era, the achievement gap between rich and poor students now dwarfs the gap between white and Black students. Even so, well-intentioned blue-state Democrats keep pushing for race-based affirmative action, to their own political detriment, rather than supporting a much fairer policy of providing a leg up to economically disadvantaged people of all races.

In February, the California State Assembly passed, by a 54-14 vote, a measure seeking to place on the November ballot a change in the state constitution to allow racial preferences in K-12 education and in higher-education scholarships. (The state Senate has not yet acted on the measure.) In New York City, Mayor Zohran Mamdani released a 375-page Racial Equity Plan last month that said, "New York's history has been one of colonization, exploitation and racial oppression"; among other measures, the plan reaffirms the city's intent to steer contracts to minority-owned businesses. Late last year, Democratic supermajorities in the Maryland House and Senate overrode Governor Wes Moore's veto of legislation to study reparations for the descendants of enslaved people.

In huge swaths of the country, the Democratic brand has become anathema. The party will struggle to recapture the White House and reclaim the Senate unless it can persuade some red-state voters to take a fresh look at it. One obvious move would be for the Democrats, who have hemorrhaged working-class voters, to abandon their stubborn support for politically radioactive racial preferences. Significantly more Americans believe that economically disadvantaged people of any race deserve special consideration in admissions and employment decisions, and such efforts do not run afoul of laws against racial discrimination. Nevertheless, many Democrats cannot bring themselves to accept the Supreme Court's ruling--or the public's attitude--even when doing so would help their prospects immensely.

In a recent study, the political scientists David Broockman of UC Berkeley and Joshua Kalla of Yale tested potential policy shifts in 29 different issue areas--including immigration, transgender athletes in women's sports, and Israel and Gaza--in an attempt to discern what might make skeptical voters consider choosing Democratic candidates. They found that moving to the center on racial preferences in college admissions was the most electorally fruitful move Democrats could make and that doing so on racial preferences in government contracting was the second most important.

The findings are surprising. Affirmative action has rarely turned up in the top-10 issues most relevant to voters. Inflation, the economy, jobs, and health care almost always rank higher.

Perhaps affirmative action has a powerful symbolic value to some voters. To proponents, it signals a commitment to the advancement of underrepresented groups, particularly Black Americans. To other voters, Democrats' support of racial preferences suggests that the party favors some groups over others rather than seeking equal treatment for all Americans.

Thomas Chatterton Williams: Trump is right about affirmative action

As the center-left commentator Matthew Yglesias has argued, swing-district Democrats rarely play up the party's most unpopular positions; many candidates merely try to avoid mentioning them at all. But Republicans are only too happy to bring up these issues. This is why President Trump emphasizes his opposition to "discriminatory DEI" programs at every turn. Republicans may disagree about the Iran war and entitlement cuts, but they are united in opposition to DEI programs. And they know that many Democrats are also opposed to counting race in deciding who gets ahead. In 2020, for example, California voters supported Joe Biden over Trump by a whopping 29 points and simultaneously rejected an effort to reinstate racial preferences by 14 points.

Even among the intended beneficiaries of racial preferences in college admissions, ambivalence has grown. A Gallup poll taken months after the Supreme Court's ruling in Students for Fair Admissions v. Harvard found that 52 percent of Black respondents, and 62 percent of Black respondents under 40, said that striking down racial preferences was "mostly a good thing." (I was an expert witness for the plaintiffs in that case and in a similar lawsuit against the University of North Carolina.)

The most successful Democrats have long understood that support for racial preferences is a political albatross. Bill Clinton and Barack Obama, the only Democratic presidents since Franklin D. Roosevelt to be reelected, both publicly questioned racial preferences. In 1995, Clinton said that he wanted to shift the basis of affirmative-action programs to economic need, "because they work better and have a bigger impact and generate broader support." More than a decade later, then-presidential candidate Obama said that he thought his own daughters did not deserve racial preferences in college admissions and that working-class students of all races did.

Neither president, however, fully followed through on his instincts. An Obama staffer once told me that the only way the president could shift policies toward class-based affirmative action would be if the courts forced him to. The Supreme Court's 2023 decision striking down racial preferences was a defeat for Democratic priorities but also a political gift.

New evidence suggests that, after the 2023 Supreme Court ruling, universities began the transition from racial to economic affirmative action. In a recent Progressive Policy Institute study, my colleague Aidan Shannon and I found that since the Supreme Court's decision, the share of students eligible for federal Pell Grants (which go to low-income and working-class students) increased at 83 percent of top colleges for which data were available. Our findings are in accord with a 2025 Associated Press analysis of 17 highly selective colleges, which found that "almost all saw increases in Pell-eligible students between 2023 and this year." In many cases, the increases are huge. In 10 of the 18 top colleges we studied, the share of Pell Grants rose by more than 20 percent, and at six of those, the share increased by more than 30 percent. In the Associated Press analysis, MIT expanded its Pell representation by 35 percent, Duke by 29 percent, and Smith College by 25 percent.

The Trump administration has suggested that it may attack these new economic programs as proxy discrimination. Democrats ought to be defending these new initiatives instead of clinging to racial preferences.

Rose Horowitch: So much for class-based affirmative action

Parties can shift. Ask the Republican establishment, which watched in 2016 as a renegade presidential candidate remade the party on issues including trade, entitlement reform, and the Iraq War. Democrats should understand that the most successful reforms--such as Social Security, Medicare, and Obama's crowning achievement, the Affordable Care Act--distributed benefits based on economic need, not race.

Any Democratic presidential candidate who wants to jettison racial preferences in favor of economic affirmative action has a political opportunity. Among the party's potential candidates in 2028 is Moore, the governor who bucked overwhelming Democratic majorities in the Maryland legislature. His position has a powerful precedent. In the 1960s, Martin Luther King Jr. argued that there exists a better path forward on reparations: a Bill of Rights for the disadvantaged of all races.

The evidence suggests that a shift away from overt racial preferences, more than any other position change, will prompt skeptical swing voters to take note.
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The Final Hours

An Afghan family's flight to safety

by George Packer

Wed, 13 May 2026




This is a story about what happens when you are stateless and powerless--the daily humiliations, the endless waiting, the impossible choices, the dependence on strangers, the danger in every official encounter, the high price of survival, the struggle for dignity.

Safia Noori and Fakhruddin Elham are a young Afghan couple who both served in the Afghan special forces, fighting alongside American troops in Afghanistan. After the fall of Kabul, they fled Taliban persecution in their own country, then escaped to Pakistan, where they lived as refugees with their two small children, waiting for the United States to make good on its promise to bring Afghan allies to this country. Last year, Donald Trump returned to power and broke that promise, closing the doors to resettlement. Around the same time, the Pakistani government stopped renewing the visas of Afghan refugees and began deporting them by the hundreds of thousands. The family became fugitives with no legal status, hiding from the police in Islamabad to avoid being sent back to death or misery in Afghanistan, trying to find a way to safety.

On March 24, this magazine published my story about Safia and Elham. (I gave them pseudonyms for their own protection, but can safely use their real names now.) That day, an acquaintance who leads an international humanitarian organization, and who had brought the family's plight to the attention of high-level Spanish officials back in January, used my essay to nudge Madrid about the family's request for asylum, and Madrid nudged its embassy in Islamabad, setting in motion the maddening, dreamlike events that followed.

The next day, on March 25, the Spanish ambassador sent a letter approving the family's travel to Spain for "international protection." The embassy instructed Safia to send copies of plane tickets for Madrid, as well as all-important exit permits from the government of Pakistan, before their visas could be issued.

George Packer: 'We are not ordinary people'

Spain's positive decision didn't guarantee anything. The family now had to get out of Pakistan without being caught and deported. This was difficult for Afghans in any circumstance; two wars would make it even harder. The American and Israeli attacks on Iran had shut down commercial flights over much of the Middle East and left only one viable route from Islamabad to Madrid--through Istanbul on Turkish Airlines. The other war, between Pakistan and Afghanistan, received much less international attention, but it had turned Afghan refugees, already a despised underclass around the region, into pariahs in Pakistan. Safia and Elham became enemies of a state that wanted to punish them for the actions of a Taliban regime in Kabul that regarded them as traitors and infidels.

A few days before hearing from the Spanish embassy, Safia and Elham had paid $1,400 to a fixer at a "travel agency" that put them on a waitlist for three-month tourist visas issued through a Pakistani consulate somewhere in Afghanistan. (The official cost for such a visa was $8, but obtaining one the normal way, through Pakistan's embassy in Kabul, was virtually impossible.) Safia explained to me that this sketchy document would keep them relatively safe from the police while they looked for some way to leave Pakistan, but it wouldn't be official enough to legalize their status. Also, the $1,400 was just a deposit. Delivery of the visas, not including ones for the children, would eventually cost $3,100--or maybe more. The price fluctuated almost daily, as if visas were being sold like black-market gasoline. Now, with Spain allowing the family to travel to Madrid, the $1,400 was a sunk cost.

The Pakistani government finds ingenious ways to profit off the desperation of Afghan refugees. It requires every foreigner without a valid Pakistani visa to obtain permission to leave the country--a document called, without irony, a "Humanitarian Safe Passage Exit Permit." Four of them would cost the family $2,650 in fines and fees for overstaying the expired visas that Pakistan refused to renew. Even then, the exit permits weren't certain. Like most things in Pakistan, they depended on connections and bribes.

First, Elham had to register their 2-year-old son, Yusuf, who didn't have an entry visa, because he had been born in Pakistan, but who couldn't leave without being recorded in the national database. This task required Elham to spend a day driving around Islamabad in the car of his Pakistani landlord, who had become a kind of guardian angel to the family because he and Safia were both Shiite Muslims, co-religionists of an oppressed minority. To prevent Elham's Afghan accent from giving him away at the many police checkpoints, the landlord claimed him as his mute brother.

But even with a Pakistani at his side, Elham was turned away from one registration office after another. "When they checked my documents and saw that I am Afghan, they told me to leave the office and said that this matter was not their responsibility," he told me later. Finally, the landlord called a friend in the Interior Ministry, who got the matter resolved. But Elham's day spent wandering through bureaucratic Islamabad, he told me, "truly shows how people take advantage of the suffering of others."

Pakistan now required all Afghans to pick up their exit permits in person at the Interior Ministry--but this seemed a likely trap for arrest and deportation. The work-around, of course, meant yet another bribe, and on Friday, March 27, Safia and Elham transferred $600 through the "travel agency" to the bank account of a ministry employee. In exchange, they were told, the exit permits would be issued digitally the following Monday.

"I do not trust the government of Pakistan at all, not even one percent," Safia wrote to me. "But this situation is about bribery, and I know that in such cases, once they receive the money, they usually complete the work. By Monday, everything should become clear." Meanwhile, the family would shop for suitcases and clothing to prepare for their departure, which seemed more and more like a jailbreak.

George Packer: 'What about six years of friendship and fighting together?'

I was sending money to their landlord by way of Western Union for their expenses. (When I described the situation to my editors at The Atlantic, they decided to have the magazine reimburse me for some of the money I spent on the family's travel.) By now I was exchanging a dozen messages a day with Safia and Elham. As they came closer to escape, I found it hard to concentrate on anything other than getting them out. But every day threw an unreasonable, enraging obstacle in their path.

Monday arrived. Safia and Elham waited all day for their exit permits. In the late afternoon the Interior Ministry issued a single permit: for 2-year-old Yusuf. Apparently, the rest were delayed by a computer glitch. Their fixer at the "travel agency" reported that the other permits would come within an hour if the glitch could be solved. If not, then tomorrow. An hour passed. Night fell. Safia and Elham drank coffee to stay awake. "Only when the exit permits finally arrive will my heart become calm and I will be able to sleep," Safia told me.

The next morning brought no permits. The word now was that they would be sent at two in the afternoon. Two o'clock came and went. The unofficial price had apparently gone up. At 4:30 Safia wrote with alarming news: "They have stopped all exit permits and are not approving them. They said that tomorrow I and all my family members must go in person to the Ministry of Interior, and only then there may be a possibility of approval." By now just hearing the word Pakistan left Safia trembling. She was, she said, "going crazy from worry."

I didn't think it was a good idea for a family of Afghan refugees to show up at the heavily guarded Interior Ministry, which was subordinate to Pakistan's intelligence service, a rogue agency widely accused of aiding terrorist groups, including the Taliban during the American war in Afghanistan. I reached out to everyone I knew with Pakistani government contacts who could spring the exit permits. A friend managed to reach a top official in the Foreign Ministry, who agreed to help.

But Safia had already made up her mind. Life in Pakistan was unbearable. She would gather her courage and move toward her dreams or be handed over to the Taliban and killed. She was ready to accept either outcome.

The next morning, April 1, the family's landlord drove them to the white concrete Interior Ministry building. Safia, Elham, and the children went inside the reception hall--a cramped room where two men in civilian clothes sat behind a counter. Safia handed over their passports and receipts showing that they had paid for the exit permits.

According to Safia, as soon as the men realized that these were Afghans standing in front of them, their manner turned hostile. One of them glared at her. "Come back next week," he told her. "Then your work will be done."

As politely as possible, Safia explained that their papers were in order, their fines had been paid along with extra "fees," and they urgently needed the permits so they could leave Pakistan.

The official's face hardened. "Afghans have no right to speak here," he said. "Leave the hall." He threw the family's papers on the floor.

Safia was 26 years old. The past five years had brought many blows. The loss of her career in the Afghan military after the fall of Kabul, and of any hope for a decent life in her native country. A suicide bombing outside the Kabul airport gate that left scores of corpses all around her in a sewage ditch and barely spared Safia, her husband, and the child in her womb. The family's flight from Taliban pursuers across Afghanistan, during which they survived on rice, bread, and water and slept in strange houses and mountain caves. Safia's overwhelming desire in the worst moments to end her own life, which only her husband's sympathy and the thought of her unborn child prevented. The two weeks Safia spent all alone in a Kabul hospital as she struggled to give birth to their daughter, Victoria, while her family stayed away for their safety and hers. The decision to sell everything she owned, including her wedding dowry, to pay for a black-market passport, then say goodbye to her parents and siblings and escape with her husband and baby into Pakistan. The refugee years that followed--the forms and interviews and medical exams the family was put through as they waited in vain for America to make good on its promise to bring its Afghan allies to safety. Those last months spent hiding from Pakistani police in a sunless room. The daily insults of petty bureaucrats. The waste of her youth, her life.

George Packer: Condemning millions for one man's crime

But instead of breaking, Safia clung with all her strength to the only thing she hadn't lost.

"I've done nothing wrong," she told the men in the ministry. "I'm not a terrorist. I'm a woman." She later told me that her voice shook and rose nearly to a shout. "You must not treat me this way. I deserve to be treated like a human being. We're human beings! Look at my children--what is their fault? You should be happy we're leaving your country. I'll file a complaint if you don't do your job. We won't leave until you do it!"

She sat down in a chair as if she would never again get up. An hour passed. Then one of the men called her to the counter. "You are very stubborn," he said, and disappeared with their documents into an inner office. Half an hour later he emerged and handed over the exit permits. "Go," he commanded.

Safia laughed. "Soon I'll go, and I will never see this place again."

Elham was hearing stories of Afghan travelers at the Islamabad airport separated from other passengers by immigration officers, harassed with impossible demands, and shaken down for hundreds, even thousands, of dollars. One family missed their flight to asylum, their exit permits expired, and they were deported to Afghanistan.

I discussed these last-minute risks with an American lawyer named Tom Villalon--a member of a tiny nonprofit called Rescue Afghan Women Now that helps keep dozens of Afghan women who'd served in their country's military alive in Afghanistan and Pakistan. (Last week, one of them, a widow with two young sons, was arrested and deported to Kabul. Pakistan is now deporting as many as 5,000 Afghans a day.) Villalon had a colleague who knew the brother of a senior Pakistani official, and this man agreed to contact the immigration chief at the airport to ensure that Safia and Elham would be allowed to leave. I can't tell you the brother's name, just as I have to keep the landlord's name out of this story. Among all the grief that Pakistan caused the family, some Pakistanis treated them with extraordinary kindness, and for that they might be punished.

The Turkish Airlines flight was scheduled to depart Islamabad in the predawn hours of Friday, April 10. That night I was with my wife and daughter in Cordoba, in the south of Spain. We had come for a short vacation, but also in hopes of meeting Safia, Elham, Victoria, and Yusuf at the Madrid airport. A picture appeared on my phone: a family selfie inside the terminal, broad smiles; by chance, 4-year-old Victoria was wearing a T-shirt that read ESCAPE. Sometime before midnight in Spain--1:30 a.m. in Pakistan--Elham tried to reach me on WhatsApp, but the call was dropped. A few minutes later a text message came. Turkish Airlines would not let them board the flight.

Their luggage had been weighed, and they were about to receive boarding passes, when two airline employees noticed the family and demanded their passports. One of the employees, a young Pakistani woman, sneered: "Go away, dirty Afghans, damned Afghans. Sit there. No one will allow you to travel."

When the family didn't move, the other employee, a Pakistani man who seemed to be the manager, snapped: "The lady is telling the truth. Why don't you go over there? Didn't you hear what she said? Do you want us to call the police to force you to leave?" The family abandoned the ticket counter and went to sit down. The manager called Elham back and told him that they couldn't board their flight without return tickets--to Kabul. Elham displayed their Spanish visas and the letter from the ambassador granting their request to travel to Spain for asylum, but it made no difference.

Elham had spent five years in the Afghan special forces, fighting alongside American troops. Military service had given him a highly respected place in society. Now, to save his family, he had to try to put an American journalist he'd never met on the phone with an airline employee who suddenly had the power to ruin their lives. But the manager continued to insult Elham and refused to talk with me, and it seemed as if the family's chance at freedom was going to slip away at the very last minute. If they weren't able to reach safety, I thought to myself, then the world was an utterly hopeless place.

Then Villalon, the American lawyer, discovered that Turkish Airlines had flights from Madrid through Istanbul to Kabul. I got online, bought four fully refundable tickets, and sent them to Safia's email. Their sudden appearance on her phone seemed to upset the manager, but he had to let the family go. A few minutes later, Safia sent me a message: "My heart has grown very dark toward this place."

The last station in this gantlet of abuse was immigration. The family was sent to Booth #8, but Booth #8 sent them to Booth #3. Booth #3 was empty. Then Booth #1 called them over. Several officers examined the passports and conferred. Elham overheard enough of their Urdu to realize that the officers were familiar with the names of his family. One of them told Elham. "We'll check your documents and make sure there's no problem."

The children were exhausted and had begun to cry. "There's no problem," Elham said. "We paid a lot of money to put everything in order." And he added--perhaps with a gleam in his eye, since he was about to recover a morsel of all that Pakistan had taken from him: "If you want, I'll call the brother of the senior official right now."

"No, no, don't call. Your documents are fine."

Passports stamped--the last trace of Pakistan. The family started toward the departure gate, but the immigration officer had one more thing to say.

"If they hadn't reported your names to us, we wouldn't have allowed you to leave from here. We would have deported you to Afghanistan tonight."

"Why?"

Elham would never forget the answer.

"Because you are Afghans."

On the sidewalk outside the departures hall of Terminal 1 at Adolfo Suarez Madrid-Barajas Airport, a dark-haired little girl in a yellow T-shirt is running toward me with outstretched arms. A minute later, in pictures taken by my daughter, Elham, Safia, Victoria, and Yusuf look impossibly young and hopeful.

George Packer: No one can offer any hope

And now they live in Madrid. Elham quickly mastered the metro, and Safia is competing with her husband in language acquisition, and Victoria and Yusuf love riding on playground swing sets. The Spanish government provides temporary housing in a neighborhood of outer Madrid, three meals a day, metro cards, Spanish lessons, recreational activities, and school for Victoria, while the family's asylum request moves through the system. All alone in this strange country, Safia and Elham are determined to learn, work, and build a life for their children.

One day, Elham showed me a picture of a small desktop stand on which he'd placed the flags of Afghanistan and the United States. It made my heart sink. America didn't deserve his unrequited loyalty. "Why not the Spanish flag?" I asked. After all, Spain had given his family the second chance that America denied them. Elham agreed: He would put a Spanish flag alongside the other two, which, he told me, stood for the bond between us.

When the Trump administration locked out Safia's family and nearly all refugees, the rest of the world did the same. Pakistan and Iran have deported millions of Afghans back into misery; Canada, Australia, and other countries known for humanitarianism have narrowed the pathway to safety; most of Europe has shut itself off from desperate and oppressed people. Safia's younger sister, a talented artist and writer, is stuck in Afghanistan, trying to resist a forced marriage to a Talib. Elham's brother is being held in a Taliban prison because of Elham's military service. It's impossible for me to appreciate Spain's generosity to this family without also thinking of the scale of injustice around the world, the toll of countless humiliations.

At night Safia still dreams of Pakistan. "It is as if our bodies have left, but part of our souls are still trying to escape," she told me. "Those days left such deep marks on our spirits." But after many years of only surviving, she said, "little by little I feel that a new chapter is opening before us. For the first time in a long time, alongside all the pain, I can also feel hope. I can feel that maybe life still holds beauty for us."
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Here's Another Way America Will Choke at the World Cup

The nation's railway system is destined to lose.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Wed, 13 May 2026




The planet's biggest sporting event, the World Cup final, will take place this summer in MetLife Stadium, which is presently known as New York New Jersey Stadium because FIFA has strict rules on corporate branding. The stadium--whatever you want to call it--is located in the marshlands of New Jersey, about nine miles from Midtown Manhattan. On the day of the final, as on the dates of seven other matches throughout the World Cup tournament, an estimated 80,000 fans will converge at its gates.

But how will they get there? Some will drive, even though they'll have to pay $225 to use one of the 5,000 available parking spots at a nearby shopping mall that is connected to the stadium area by pedestrian bridges. Others will buy a seat on a shuttle bus--originally $80, cut to $20 after last-minute maneuvering by New York Governor Kathy Hochul. (Some of these will be yellow school buses.) Or they will cough up whatever amount ride-share apps are charging on those days. And the rest--up to 40,000 people for each event--will take their chances on an infrequently used branch of New Jersey Transit that has struggled with large crowds in the past.

Read: A 'Death Train' is haunting South Florida

In the coming months, America's patchwork railway system will be similarly challenged--and its weaknesses exposed--across all 11 U.S. sites of World Cup matches. In Dallas, most people who are going to the stadium will either have to pay for expensive parking or take a commuter rail to a charter bus. Kansas City will rely entirely on charter buses. Where direct rail access is available, the trains aren't likely to be convenient, and tickets may be outrageously expensive. New Jersey is a case in point: Last month, NJ Transit announced plans to charge $150 for each round-trip journey on a route that would otherwise cost less than $13.

That price was later reduced to $105, thanks to donations from various unnamed companies, then reduced again to $98 just before tickets went on sale--but the fact of any of these fares suggests a deeper problem. NJ Transit President and CEO Kris Kolluri explained the dismal math behind this pricing at a press conference in April, alluding to the agency's enormous debt and degrading equipment. To transport all of those people to the stadium, he said, the agency would need to spend about $6 million a game, mostly for labor and security, as well as for maintenance work on 50 railcars; this would include the purchase of new wheels, axles, and air-conditioning units "to make sure that we don't have the challenges we typically do." Such costs could be passed on to New Jersey taxpayers, Kolluri pointed out, but "no one that I have spoken to thinks that that's (1) fair and (2) reasonable." So instead, the agency has done some simple arithmetic: $6 million in operating expenses divided by 40,000 riders equals $150.

From the start, the situation has had all the makings of a political brouhaha. When FIFA complained that the fare was too expensive, New Jersey Governor Mikie Sherrill argued that the association, which stands to bring in $11 billion in revenue from the tournament, should subsidize or cover the fares itself. A FIFA official shot back that the hiked-up fares would "diminish the economic benefit and lasting legacy the entire region stands to gain from hosting the World Cup." Then the New York Post's editorial board took issue with NJ Transit's plan to close off its section of Manhattan's Penn Station for long stretches on match days, arguing that the agency was "dissing" its regular riders. Separately, Pennsylvania Governor Josh Shapiro boasted that fans could get to and from the matches held in Philadelphia using the region's SEPTA rail system for just $2.90.

Kolluri said that NJ Transit's special challenges justify the (much, much) higher fare. The Philadelphia stadium is in the city, for example, and SEPTA trains already go there every day. MetLife Stadium, however, has no regular train service. It "is a suburban stadium," he said, which is "very different fundamentally." Isn't that the problem, though? Europeans have lately been wondering on social media why this stadium was constructed where it is in the first place--stranded miles from the city center and encircled by highways, parking lots and swamps--and nobody has been able to supply them with a good answer. It's just how we like it!

Read: Airport chaos is leading people to ride the Amtrak

One reporter asked Kolluri about the 2014 Super Bowl, held in the same location, also with approximately 80,000 people in attendance. NJ Transit did not raise fares anywhere near as much for that game, he pointed out. "First of all, do you know what happened in the Super Bowl?" Kolluri snapped. "I think you're the only guy who may not know what actually happened." What happened was widely reported travel chaos: Long lines and delays, and at one point, a request that people stay inside the stadium until some portion of the crowd dispersed from the train platform. The event went so poorly that the agency commissioned an independent investigation of its failures. Kolluri described all of this as having caused "PTSD," and said that the situation was a reason to do things very differently this year. "People think about that moment and say we can never let that happen again," he said. (People did, in fact, let that happen again in 2019, when thousands of fans got stuck waiting for hours in the darkness for a NJ Transit ride after a WrestleMania event.)

The $150-a-ticket pricing, Kolluri argued, was only what would be needed to prevent catastrophe. "I think that's a defensible claim," says Zoe Baldwin, the vice president of state programs at the Regional Plan Association, a nonprofit focused on economic development and quality of life in New York, New Jersey, and Connecticut. "We have a very old system that is in desperate need of overhaul, let alone maintenance." Equipment failures are more common in the summer, she told me, so NJ Transit will have to spend on back-up crews and engines in case any trains are taken out of service. She seemed optimistic about the agency's ability to handle the tournament crowds, and she emphasized that the trip out to the stadium would be a great opportunity for people all over the world to get a look at one of the country's biggest and most fascinating urban wetlands. When I asked her whether those same people might be horrified by the look they get at New Jersey's tangle of unwalkable roadways and parking lots, she protested: "What are they going to think when they go to L.A., then?"

To her point, the most public drama over World Cup transportation until now has occurred in a region that has better public-transit options than any other part of the United States does. The railway infrastructure throughout the Northeast may be old and shoddy--for example, Amtrak service between New York and Boston was recently suspended because pieces of a highway on-ramp had fallen onto the tracks--but at least it exists. Just two World Cup host cities in the U.S.--Seattle and San Francisco--have an Amtrak station anywhere near their stadium. In Houston, where fans can take the city's light-rail system, two of the relevant lines run only once every 12 minutes. In Los Angeles, the matches will be accessible via shuttle-bus service from designated Metro drop-off points. Even back East in Philadelphia, where SEPTA service goes directly to the stadium, the system will be strained: A spokesperson estimated that that line can transport 15,000 people an hour, but twice that many are expected to take a train to each match.

When I asked Jim Mathews, the president and CEO of the nonprofit Rail Passengers Association, about his impressions of the various host cities' transportation plans, he complimented the Los Angeles strategy on the grounds that it would be affordable and temporarily link several independent transit systems. But he did not agree with the triple-digit price tag for NJ Transit rides, or the $80 fares for those who take a train from Boston to a match at Gillette Stadium. "You're taking this moment when the spotlight of the world is on you, and you're making it stupidly expensive," he told me. "It just shows you what happens when you go for decades underinvesting in capacity."

Mathews said he's worried that visitors from overseas will be shocked when they arrive in the U.S. and get a look at its trains. Although some cities here now have more transit options than they did a few years ago, tourists may still be disappointed by the scarcity of options. And despite Americans' dramatic increase in interest in soccer over the past three decades, he expected we'd be embarrassed on the field too: "We are still going to exit in the first round."
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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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What Did Jamaica Do to Deserve This?

Kari Lake, Trump's pick for ambassador, has a disastrous record.

by Anne Applebaum

Tue, 12 May 2026




Jamaica is a beautiful island with white beaches; a green, mountainous interior; and, despite its small size, one of the most recognizable cultures in the world. Jamaica has exported music, fashion, and food to the farthest corners of the planet. Bob Marley alone wrote songs that hundreds of millions of people would instantly recognize as Jamaican.

Jamaica also has a stable parliamentary democracy and excellent relations with its neighbors. The United States is the country's largest trading partner. Some 3 million Americans visit the island every year, and hundreds of thousands of Jamaicans come to the United States. Jamaica and the United States, according to the State Department website, "maintain strong and productive relations, based on trust and mutual interest."

Given all of that: What did Jamaica do to deserve Kari Lake?

Lake, a failed Senate and gubernatorial candidate from Arizona, has just been named as President Trump's candidate for ambassador to Jamaica. If confirmed, she will arrive in Kingston with no diplomatic or political preparation, other than the 14 months she just spent running America's foreign broadcasting agencies into the ground. During a chaotic tenure as the leader of the U.S. Agency for Global Media, Lake tried to dismantle Voice of America, and to block funding for America's other broadcasters, including Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty and Radio Free Asia. By doing so, Lake ceded influence to Chinese and Russian state media all over the world and undermined America's ability to reach people during times of crisis, most notably in Venezuela and Iran.

Read: What is Kari Lake trying to achieve?

Lake also squandered tens of millions of dollars, perhaps hundreds of millions, of taxpayer money. Because she couldn't be bothered to understand U.S. employment law, she tried and failed to fire hundreds of VOA staff. Many of them remained on administrative leave for months, receiving salaries while being barred from working. She abruptly canceled a contract for Washington, D.C., office space without following the correct procedures, potentially leaving the U.S. government liable to be sued for more than $200 million.

She had very little contact with agency employees or journalists, sequestering herself away in the State Department, although it's unclear how much time she spent there either. Instead, she devoted hours of her time to posting on X, repeating election conspiracy theories and partisan slogans. She also attempted to run for Congress, but could not get the president's blessing. She finally lost several lawsuits, including one that ended with a judge questioning whether she even had the legal right to run USAGM, and declaring all of her decisions null and void.

According to someone familiar with the process, Lake was not even Trump's first choice to be ambassador to Jamaica. But perhaps the administration was so desperate to get Lake out of Washington that it gave her the job anyway.

The United States does have a long tradition of politically appointed ambassadors, some of whom have been no better prepared than Lake. But rarely, if ever, is anyone given a diplomatic posting directly following such a spectacular failure, especially one that did so much damage to American interests around the world. Jamaica is a solid American ally, a strong democracy, a cultural superpower. Why inflict this dubious honor on it?

Yvonne Wingett Sanchez contributed reporting to this article.
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The Close, Prolonged Contact Myth

Knowing how a virus spreads is essential to public health, but people keep getting it wrong.

by Joseph Allen

Tue, 12 May 2026




A man goes to a birthday party, sits next to someone with hantavirus, catches it, gives it to his wife, and dies. His wife then infects 10 more people at his wake. Another guest at that same birthday party has no interaction with the index patient except to say "hello" as they cross paths, but that person gets sick too.

One index patient, 33 subsequent infections, 11 deaths, four waves of transmission.

This is from a meticulously documented hantavirus outbreak in Argentina in late 2018 and early 2019, published in the New England Journal of Medicine (NEJM). Nearly the exact same Andes strain of hantavirus caused the recent outbreak on the Dutch cruise ship MV Hondius. Yet from the moment this latest outbreak hit the news last month, public-health officials have been claiming that this virus is spread through "prolonged close contact." The evidence is not nearly so reassuring.

In any outbreak, the single most important question is: How does it spread? The answer informs the guidance for everything else, including how to stay safe, which protective measures to put in place, and who should be notified during contact tracing. Get it wrong and everything else breaks down.

Read: 'This is not going to be the next COVID'

We made this mistake at the start of the coronavirus pandemic, and the cost was high. Health officials thought the virus spread on surfaces ("fomite transmission") and through large droplets that dissipate quickly and can't travel six feet. That's why we spent a full year cleaning elevator buttons and putting stickers on floors telling people where to stand. But these interventions did little to halt the spread of a disease that in fact traveled through small particles that lingered dangerously in poorly ventilated and enclosed spaces.

We're now getting it wrong again. "This is not a respiratory disease," Mike Waltz, the U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations, said about the hantavirus in an ABC News interview on Sunday, adding, "It's very rare to see it transmitted between humans." Transmission of the virus "requires close contact," Jay Bhattacharya, the acting director of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, insisted last week. The CDC's official communications have continued to emphasize that "prolonged, close contact" is necessary for transmission, as have other public-health officials outside the Trump administration.

As an expert in what we call "exposure science," I have spent a career conducting forensic investigations to understand how diseases spread and what we should do about it. As a member of the Lancet COVID-19 Commission, I chaired the Safe Work, Safe School, and Safe Travel task force, and was an early proponent of the theory that COVID spreads through the air. There was evidence early on of airborne transmission, which my colleagues and I tried to draw attention to. We modeled the early-2020 outbreak of the disease on the Diamond Princess cruise ship and found that 90 percent of the spread was through aerosols, not contaminated surfaces, but the CDC didn't update its guidance until late 2020. I am alarmed to see the same pattern playing out now.

Hantaviruses usually originate in rodent feces. Someone cleans a dusty area that has rodent droppings, inhales the particles, and gets sick. Only the Andes strain of hantavirus is known to be transmitted from human to human. In the outbreak documented in NEJM, the virus spreads without physical contact or prolonged exposure. One patient gets sick after simply crossing paths with someone who was ill. Two others are infected while seated at tables meters away. One person infected five others within 90 minutes at one party. The NEJM authors suggested that the virus spreads through the air.

Although the NEJM evidence is clear, officials have kept repeating "prolonged, close contact," so I wanted to be sure I wasn't missing anything. Last week I spoke with a physician who was on the MV Hondius as a passenger but who jumped in to help treat infected passengers after the ship's official doctor got sick and was evacuated. He told me that the original treating doctor and staff were definitely in close contact with the first patient. But the others who got sick? They had merely shared space in the dining room and the lecture hall, and had not had close contact. We're now at 10 confirmed cases from the ship, which aligns with the prior outbreak dynamics: one person infecting many, no close contact required.

Every outbreak investigation involves careful clinical workups, painstaking epidemiology, re-created time-activity patterns, and genomic sequencing--but almost every time, without fail, the investigators ignore the actual space where the outbreak took place. Was the cruise ship's ventilation system working? What filters did it have, and were they running?

Read: What happened on the hantavirus cruise, according to a doctor on board

This matters because medical teams treating patients need to know how they might be exposed. When infected passengers go home to quarantine, their households need to understand the risk. As passengers fly back to their home countries, contact tracers need to know which exposures matter. The doctor who treated patients on the cruise said on CNN that he relied on goggles, a gown, and hand-washing to protect himself. But given that this virus spreads through the air, an N95 mask and a strong ventilation and filtration system would have served him better.

This outbreak is not likely to spark a pandemic, mostly because the hantavirus is less contagious than influenza, measles, and SARS-CoV-2. But given just how little experience we have with this virus, any certainty is hubris. Thankfully, despite the flawed messaging, the system is broadly working: Officials are investigating, passengers are quarantined, the seriously ill are getting treatment, and the risk to the general public is low. International and national public-health authorities are acting responsibly.

But what happens next depends on how well public-health officials communicate what precautions people should be taking. If people mistakenly believe transmission relies only on "prolonged close contact," they may take risks they will soon regret.

Public-health officials have to be more honest and more humble about how this virus actually spreads. An essential lesson from COVID is that officials should be candid about communicating that we are often learning in real time, and we should shy away from making bold pronouncements that may prove dangerously misleading weeks or months later. When it comes to preventing an outbreak from becoming a pandemic, insisting on the wrong answer to that most central question--How does it spread?--may well be worse than not having an answer at all.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2026/05/hantavirus-outbreak-cruise-ship/687140/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



<em>The Atlantic</em>'s June Cover: Helen Lewis on "The Men Who Don't Want Women to Vote"

How "masculinism" has become the single most important force uniting the American right

Thu, 14 May 2026




For The Atlantic's June issue cover story, "The Men Who Don't Want Women to Vote," staff writer Helen Lewis reports on the rise of "masculinism," a movement to fight back against the advances of feminism and reassert the primacy of men. Lewis argues that multiple strains of anti-feminism--from the Christian right, from the manosphere, and from Donald Trump--have coalesced and become a new and potent force in American political life: "Far from being a fringe belief system, masculinism has become the single most important force uniting the American right, bringing together an unlikely constellation of pastors, posters, senators, preachers, influencers, podcasters, and fanboys."
 
 Lewis writes that, like most popular movements, masculinism has many entry points, and both defensible and alarming forms: "At one end of the spectrum are legitimate concerns about male loneliness, the declining share of men in higher education, stagnant wages for non-college-educated men, and the deadening effects of day-trading, gaming, and porn." At the other end of masculinism, Lewis writes, is a political agenda close to that in The Handmaid's Tale, whereby women are denied the right to work, vote, and control their own body. The policy goals of masculinism's proponents are very real: the rollback of no-fault divorce; tax breaks to reward male breadwinners and female homemakers; an end to anything with a whiff of DEI, even leadership programs for women in the military, including one cut by Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth; a return to the workplace culture of the 1970s, where sexual harassment was normalized; an open preference for male employees in hiring, promotion, and pay awards. "In other words, affirmative action for men," Lewis writes.
 
 For the cover story, Lewis spoke with prominent figures in masculinist circles, including Douglas Wilson, a co-founder of the Communion of Reformed Evangelical Churches, who has built a small empire dedicated to disseminating his theocratic vision for the United States (one of the denomination's 170 affiliated churches counts Pete Hegseth as a member). Lewis also interviewed the manosphere provocateur Charles Cornish-Dale, a religious historian who has studied at both Oxford and Cambridge, and who is known online as Raw Egg Nationalist; Joel Webbon, a hard-right pastor based in Austin who has built a large social-media following by opposing feminism and the "LGBT Mafia"; and Helen Andrews, who wrote a viral 2025 essay that questioned whether greater female participation in the workforce is a "threat to civilization." Additionally, she writes about such prominent masculinists as Scott Yenor, who has declared that modern women are "medicated, meddlesome, and quarrelsome," and since 2000 has taught political philosophy at Boise State University.
 
 Lewis concludes that masculinism "functions as a perpetual-motion machine of grievance, an inarticulate howl of anguish at the status quo--whatever that currently is. Masculinism is both serious and silly, sometimes camp and sometimes chilling, an attention-grabbing performance and a genuine proposition. No wonder it has become the cornerstone of Trumpism."
 
 Helen Lewis's "The Men Who Don't Want Women to Vote" was published today at TheAtlantic.com. Please reach out with any questions or requests.
 
 Press contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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Photos: The Global Cost of the Iran War

The continuing crisis in Iran and the subsequent closure of the Strait of Hormuz have exacted a heavy cost worldwide. In addition to the steep price of military expenditures, destroyed infrastructure, and human lives lost, global shortages of fuel, fertilizer, and more have driven up costs everywhere.

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 13 May 2026


People watch as smoke billows from an oil-storage site in the Kani Qirzhala area on the outskirts of Erbil, in Iraq's autonomous Kurdistan region, following a suspected drone strike, on April 1, 2026. Iraq has been drawn into the broader Middle East war that started with U.S.-Israeli strikes on Iran on February 28. Erbil is home to a major US consulate complex, and its airport houses military advisers attached to a U.S.-led anti-jihadist coalition. Regular drone attacks by pro-Iran armed groups have usually been intercepted by air defenses. (AFP / Getty)




Vehicles line up for fuel at a petrol station in Peshawar, Pakistan, on April 30, 2026, after Pakistan raised petrol prices in response to surging global oil markets. The spike follows escalating tensions involving the United States, Israel, and Iran, which have disrupted supply chains and pushed crude prices sharply higher. (Hussain Ali / Anadolu / Getty)




Farmworkers plant seed corn near Bondurant, Iowa, on May 5, 2026. As the spring planting season moves into full swing, farmers are facing big spikes in fuel and fertilizer costs over last spring driven primarily by the war with Iran. (Scott Olson / Getty)




In Islamabad, Pakistan, a child uses a mobile phone to light his way to his apartment during a power cut on April 15, 2026. Pakistan will suspend electricity supplies for about two hours during peak-usage times every evening, the government said, in an effort to manage energy prices affected by the Iran war. (Aamir Qureshi / AFP / Getty)




Members of the public make their way past trucks and tractors as fuel protesters block O'Connell Street in Dublin, Ireland, on April 11, 2026. Travel across parts of the Republic of Ireland was affected for the fifth day in a row as slow-moving convoys made up of vehicles, including tractors, blocked roads in protest against high fuel prices caused by the U.S.-Israeli war against Iran. (Charles McQuillan / Getty)




Employees work at an assembly line producing car smartphone holders at a plastic-accessories factory in Dongguan, Guangdong province, China, as rising oil prices drive up production costs for plastic manufacturers, seen on April 2, 2026. (Go Nakamura / Reuters)




A customer encounters sticker shock at a grocery store in Munich, Germany, partly due to rising fertilizer and energy costs, on April 2, 2026. (Frank Hoermann / IMAGO / Sven Simon / Reuters)




Yellow signs are placed on unleaded petrol dispensers at a Sainsbury's store in Bristol, England, where they ran out of unleaded fuel on April 5, 2026. Disruption to petrol supplies has been caused by Iran's stranglehold on oil tankers passing through the key international shipping route in the Straight of Hormuz, sending prices at the pumps soaring. (Ben Birchall / PA Images / Getty)




In this U.S. Navy-released handout, the Arleigh Burke-class guided-missile destroyer USS Thomas Hudner (DDG 116) fires a Tomahawk land-attack missile in support of Operation Epic Fury, on March 1, 2026 at Sea. The United States has reportedly launched more than 1,000 Tomahawks during the conflict (among many thousands of other bombs and missiles), costing $2 million to $4 million per unit. (U.S. Navy / Getty)




A general view of Tehran with smoke visible in the distance after explosions were reported in the city, on March 2, 2026 in Tehran, Iran. (Getty)




Emergency crews search for people trapped in rubble following a strike on a residential building on March 16, 2026 in central Tehran, Iran. (Getty)




Residents sit amid debris in a residential building that was hit in an air strike on March 30, 2026, in the west of Tehran, Iran. (Majid Saeedi / Getty)




An Iranian missile explodes in the sky over northern Israel on April 8, 2026. In response to American and Israeli attacks, Iran and its allies have launched thousands of drones and missiles at targets in nearby countries. (Ariel Schalit / AP)




A foreign tanker carrying Iraqi fuel oil lists, damaged after catching fire in Iraq's territorial waters, following unidentified attacks that targeted two foreign tankers, according to Iraqi port officials, near Basra, Iraq, on March 12, 2026. (Mohammed Aty / Reuters)




Smoke rises from Kuwait international airport after a drone strike on fuel storage in Kuwait City on March 25, 2026. (AP)




A serviceman looks into the bomb bay of a B-1 Lancer as it is being rearmed at RAF Fairford in Fairford, England, on March 15, 2026. The United States is using the Royal Air Force base as part of its military operations in Iran. (Matthew Horwood / Getty)




Members of a U.S. Army carry team salute as the flag-draped transfer case containing the remains of Sgt. Benjamin N. Pennington, 26, of Glendale, Kentucky, is moved during a dignified transfer event at Dover Air Force Base, in Dover, Delaware, on March 9, 2026. Pennington died after sustaining wounds during an Iranian attack on Prince Sultan Air Base in Saudi Arabia on March 1. (Brendan Smialowski / AFP / Getty)




A man stands in a damaged residence among several buildings that were destroyed in an air strike two days earlier, in the Khani Abad neighborhood of Tehran, Iran, on March 14, 2026. (Majid Saeedi / Getty)




An Iranian worker carries the body of a man killed during the U.S.-Israeli military campaign, wrapped in a shroud, into a grave at Behesht-e Zahra cemetery in southern Tehran, Iran, on March 9, 2026. (Morteza Nikoubazl / NurPhoto / Getty)




Nepali consumers wait in long lines for their turn to take home half-filled gas cylinders at the Nepal Oil Corporation depot in Kathmandu, Nepal, on March 13, 2026, because of a shortage of cooking gas caused by the ongoing war between Israel and Iran. The state monopoly, Nepal Oil Corporation, started rationing cooking gas to manage the demand surge as the war halted the supply. (Subaas Shrestha / NurPhoto / Getty)




People wait in a long line as they rush to petrol pumps to refuel amid fears of a fuel shortage in Dhaka, Bangladesh, on April 18, 2026. Long lines of motorcycles and private cars formed across the capital as motorists hurried to fill their tanks following concerns over possible disruptions to global fuel supplies linked to escalating tensions in the Middle East. Authorities said that the rush was largely driven by panic buying. (Suvra Kanti Das / ABACA / Reuters)




Police officers detain a demonstrator during a protest against a new fuel-price hike, as fuel costs rise amid global disruptions caused by the Iran war, in Nairobi, Kenya, on April 21, 2026. (Monicah Mwangi / Reuters)




Several transport groups and other organizations march on the second day of a nationwide transport strike in Manila, Philippines, on March 27, 2026, to demand accountability from the Philippine government amid an oil price hike, to call for the removal of VAT and excise taxes on fuel products, and to abolish the Oil Deregulation Law. The Philippines has experienced some of the highest increases in petrol prices globally since the U.S.-Israel war on Iran started. (Victoria Perote / ZUMA Press Wire / Reuters)




Food-delivery drivers receive cash aid amid rising fuel prices in Manila, Philippines, on March 26, 2026. As the conflict continues and global oil prices remain volatile, the Philippine government is considering temporary fuel tax cuts to mitigate the impact on an economy heavily reliant on imported oil with limited strategic reserves. (Jose Monsieur Santos / Reuters)




A drone view shows fishing boats docked at Juwana port, as rising diesel prices leave many vessels idle in Pati, Central Java province, Indonesia, on May 9, 2026. (Willy Kurniawan / Reuters)




Mahouts sit on elephants during a break at Maetaeng Elephant Park & Clinic, where ticket revenue has slumped since the start of the U.S.-Israeli conflict with Iran, which triggered a global fuel crisis that grounded flights and dampened tourism, in Chiang Mai, Thailand, on April 7, 2026. (Jittrapon Kaicome / Reuters)




A man walks along the deserted Cardo colonnade at the ancient-Roman ruins of Jerash in northern Jordan on April 29, 2026. Tourism to Petra in 2026 had begun well, "with 112,000 foreign visitors in the first two months, which is very good", said Adnan Al-Sawair, the chairman of the board of commissioners of the Petra tourism authority. But everything changed with the U.S.-Israeli strikes against Iran as the number of visitors to Petra in March and April dropped to just somewhere between 28,000 and 30,000. (Mussa Hattar / AFP / Getty)




Stands sit empty at a cricket match in in Lahore, Pakistan, on March 26, 2026. This view shows the deserted stadium hosting the Pakistan Super League PSL 11 Cricket match between Lahore Qalandars and Hyderabad Kingsmen, played without spectators, as part of austerity measures to save fuel amid rising oil prices. (Mohsin Raza / Reuters)




A farmer from the Red Dao ethnic group prepares his terraced paddies before planting rice on May 4, 2026, in Ban Ho village near Sapa, northern Vietnam. The economic fallout from the Iran war is affecting farmers across Asia as the planting season for staples such as rice gets under way. The costs of fuel and fertilizer coming from the Middle East through the Strait of Hormuz have skyrocketed, stoking concerns about possible shortages and causing a "dual supply shock" in rice-producing areas including Thailand, Vietnam, and the Philippines. The World Food Programme warns that the conflict could push an additional 45 million people across the heavily populated region into food insecurity. (Kevin Frayer / Getty)




A passenger checks her flight status on the airport arrivals and departures board in Krakow, Poland, on March 5, 2026. The table shows a list of canceled flights as global air travel faces chaos following military strikes by the United States and Israel against Iran. Airlines suspended thousands of flights because of the total closure of airspace over Iran, Iraq, and Jordan, and restricted zones across the UAE and Qatar, leaving hundreds of thousands of passengers stranded worldwide. (Marcin Golba / NurPhoto / Getty)




Using one of two pumps on his family's farm, Andrew Collins fills gas containers to take to equipment out in the field in Rocky Hill, Connecticut, on April 2, 2026. Bill Collins, Andrew's father and the owner of Fairweather Growers, is a fourth-generation owner of a 400-acre farm in Rocky Hill. Bill says that the farm uses about 1,500 to 2,000 gallons of fuel a week and says that they've already decided to cut production this year by 20 percent in order to try to maintain an already-slim profit margin, as the war in Iran spikes the price of fuel and fertilizer. (Mark Mirko / Connecticut Public Broadcasting / Getty)




California's last incoming shipment of oil from the Middle East for a long time--the crude-oil tanker New Corolla--unloads at the Marathon Petroleum terminal, in the Port of Long Beach, on May 7, 2026. The Los Angeles Times reported that the New Corolla loaded up in Iraq on February 24, just days before U.S. and Israeli forces launched attacks on Iran. Once the conflict is resolved and the blockades lifted, it will still take months for the next tanker to be loaded and make the trip to California. (Tim Rue / Bloomberg / Getty)
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What Happens if the U.S. Defaults?

Lloyd Blankfein on the growing U.S. debt, polarization, the state of the economy, and what a United States default would look like. Plus: Trump-branded cellphones and the decline of public confidence in free enterprise.

by David Frum
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In this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with his reaction to recent reporting surrounding the Trump family's "patriotic," Trump-branded cellphones. David explains how this is yet another instance of the most powerful sowing doubt about the fairness of American business and destroying confidence in the ideals of American enterprise.

Then, David is joined by Lloyd Blankfein, a former chairman and CEO of Goldman Sachs, for a wide-ranging conversation about the current state of the American economy. They discuss Blankfein's new memoir, Streetwise; the expanding American debt; the American people's faith in the economy; and the challenges that lie ahead.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to The David Frum Show. My guest this week will be Lloyd Blankfein, the former CEO of Goldman Sachs. We, as an experiment, recorded the program face-to-face in New York City, and I'm speaking to you, as you will see, not from my usual set, but from The Atlantic offices in New York City.

Because we will be discussing at some length Lloyd Blankfein's memoir, Streetwise, there will be no other book segment this week. Instead, I'll open with some preliminary thoughts about American business and American government as it relates to the conversation I had with Lloyd Blankfein.

Last year, the Trump Organization licensed a Florida company to sell a Trump-branded mobile phone. The promised phone would be encased in gold and carry an American flag on the back. The sellers advertised that the phone would be proudly made in the United States of America, a patriotic alternative to Apple phones and Samsung phones. Some 590,000 [President] Trump believers are reported to have paid $100 each to secure their Trump phones, according to the International Business Times.

Things rapidly went wrong. The phone delivery date was pushed back and pushed back and pushed back again, from the original late summer 2025 to December 2025, then to 2026. The "Made in U.S.A." commitment vanished from company promotional materials. One reporter from 404 Media noticed recurring charges from the company on his credit-card statements. In April 2026, the Trump phone company updated its terms and conditions: The $100 deposit was now redefined as a "conditional opportunity," meaning not a binding sales contract. Fifty-nine million dollars was collected from trusting Trump supporters. Will they ever receive anything in return? Will deposits be refunded, if not? Will the Trump Organization retain its licensing fee?

These kinds of events raise doubts about American business. And we have seen so many of those doubts raised through the Trump years by people around, near, and including the president of the United States himself: crypto schemes, the ballroom, the reflecting pool, so many. And all of this [feeds] into a moment of doubt about the worth and value of what American business does.

Now, I need to make clear here, I'm a very old-fashioned [President Ronald] Reagan-[former Senator Mitt] Romney Republican who believes in the value of what businesspeople produce. Most people in business are seeking to meet the needs and wants of their customers, and are looking to benefit themselves by benefiting others and to get rich in the way that American business leaders have so often gotten rich: by giving people what they want, cheaper, better than they had it before. Socialism, in my opinion, means poverty and oppression. The reason socialists in politics so often have to insert the adjective democratic before the noun socialism is because they know well that socialism, as it has really been practiced in the real world, socialism just as such means tyranny and oppression and worse.

I am on, in this regard, completely on the side of the business leaders like those we'll be hearing from today. But there is no mistaking that the pessimism and discontent out there in the world are bringing into question these values that I share with America's business leaders, and that these feelings, if they are to be prevented from doing real harm to the American political economy, these feelings need to be recognized, acknowledged, and in some way redressed, either by timely action against those who in some way take advantage of customers, or by sharing benefits more broadly through the American spectrum of incomes and opportunities so that all people feel that it doesn't matter what your neighbor has--what you have is enough. Your health care is secure; your opportunities to rise according to your talents and your efforts, those are open to you; and a better life awaits for your children and grandchildren.

One of the places where the question of capitalism, American capitalism, has become more intense is with the accumulation of public debt. Now, again, I'll declare my view here: I'm with Alexander Hamilton, that under the right conditions, a public debt is a public blessing. Public debt creates safe assets that can be used to back all kinds of enterprises. If you've ever bought a life-insurance policy, you know you pay in your money at regular intervals, expecting that your heirs, your loved ones, will at some point in the future get a benefit from the money you have paid in. You need to know that the people who are taking your money have a safe place to store and increase the value of the premiums you pay. And the foundation of any such scheme, and many other schemes, to move economic activity from the present into the future, to offer the trust of the future to the activity of the present, is through abundant supplies of safe assets, of which public debt--American public debt above all--is the foundation.

So a public debt, under the right conditions, a public blessing. But under the wrong conditions, the public debt ceases to be a safe asset. If there's so much public debt that people begin to question whether it can ever be repaid, or at least repaid in noninflated dollars, then the public debt becomes a public curse.

Now, under the Trump administration, we have seen an extraordinary accumulation of public debt. And this is not like the last two bursts of public-debt increase. There was a big burst of public debt during the financial crisis of 2008, 2009. Well, no surprise that in the middle of a terrible recession, government revenues go down, government spending goes up, and the government borrows. That's normal. And nor is it a shock that during a terrible pandemic like that of 2020, again, government revenues collapse; government expenditures rise; there's a big increase in the public debt. But in times of reasonable prosperity, like those which prevailed from the end of the financial crisis in 2010-ish to the pandemic and that have prevailed since the end of the pandemic, that's a time to reduce the burden of public debt and stabilize the public finances so that the value of the currency in the future will be protected.

Instead, the Trump administration has been running deficits of nearly $2 trillion a year, and rising, in times of reasonable prosperity because they don't tax properly and because they spend recklessly--in good times. So that became one of the foundations of my conversation with Lloyd Blankfein, and that is the reason why it was such a first question that I asked: How does a stable commercial-enterprise society maintain the trust of its people if it cannot bring its public expenditures into some kind of balance with its public revenues? From that springs inflation. From inflation springs a sense of rip-off and cheat and uncertainty that demoralizes everyone, and especially the young, who look at a longer-term future where they say, "How do I buy a house? How do I form a family? How do I rely on anything if even the money itself can't be trusted?"

There are other instances too where we discussed how it is that an enterprise society that has done so well by so many people, but that is now in so much question in a way that threatens to discredit the traditional big parties, each of which is committed in its own way to the defense of the American free-enterprise system, how do you sustain that kind of public confidence if so many people think that the benefits accrue only to a few? They are wrong in that belief; the benefits accrue broadly. But beliefs don't have to be true to motivate action. False beliefs can be as destructive as true beliefs. False beliefs can be more destructive than true beliefs. If enough people believe they're being ripped off, the consequences are just the same as if they're being ripped off in reality.

So those are the things I wanted to discuss with one of the most visible and formidable representatives of American financial capitalism. You'll decide for yourself how well I did. And now my discussion with Lloyd Blankfein.

[Music]

Frum: Lloyd Craig Blankfein headed the investment bank Goldman Sachs from 2006 until the end of 2018. Blankfein led Goldman through the financial crisis of 2008, 2009, when Goldman received $10 billion from the United States Treasury's TARP bailout program. Goldman repaid the $10 billion just eight months later, returning $1.41 billion in profit to taxpayers.

Blankfein was born and raised in the public-housing projects of East New York, Brooklyn. His father worked as a postal clerk and his mother in a department store. He got his first chance when accepted at Harvard at age 16. He is also a graduate of the Harvard Law School. In 2026, Blankfein published his memoir, Streetwise: Getting to and Through Goldman Sachs, which became a New York Times best seller. And I'm very grateful he joins me in person today--this is The David Frum Show's first in-person conversation, so.

Lloyd Blankfein: I know if I was gonna show someone on TV live, I would pick me. Thank you very much, David.

Frum: (Laughs.) There's a glow, an inner beauty.

Blankfein: (Laughs.) Yes, normally, somebody would say I had a face for radio and not necessarily live video, but I'm happy to be here.

Frum: Well, it's a democratic medium. All are welcome.

Blankfein: Yeah, that's small-d democratic, I assume.

Frum: (Laughs.) So let me start with some general observations about the state of the American economy as we speak in late spring, heading towards summer 2026. It would seem that the United States is doing everything wrong. Public debt is crazy. We have tariffs that come and go like the Hokey Pokey--you put your left foot in; you take your left foot out. Government is acting in arbitrary and capricious ways. The United States is at war in the Persian Gulf. Oil shipments are interrupted, and a big chunk of oil that the world relied on is missing from world markets. Prices are rising. And yet job reports aren't bad. Wall Street seems happy. Was everybody wrong about everything we thought we knew?

Blankfein: I'm not sure we're doing everything wrong. And also, let me just start with, the basic system of ours is right at the core, is correct at the core. And we have a system where we don't have centralized planning, and I know we don't generally have state capitalism, although I think, based upon some of what I've read of your writings, maybe in some way we're veering towards it, at least the incremental steps, because when the government takes little pieces of companies, maybe it sort of feels like that, but it's really not like that. Millions of decision makers at the coalface. And also a system that, if it isn't better at identifying the best opportunities, it's the best and most ruthless at getting rid of bad decisions that have been made.

Now, that's the operating system. If we're looking at the software part of it, like, "Where are we today?," there's a lot of very big positives to the system, where we'd like growth to be a little higher, but it's pretty good. We'd like inflation a little lower, but it's certainly not off the rails. Those things are generally good.

And into this generally very good mix, we have the stimulus of the bill. Part of that bill is giving people greater tax--

Frum: The big Republican fiscal bill of last year.

Blankfein: Yes, exactly. People are getting more money back from the government because of their overpayments. You have the hyper-scalers collectively investing in research--countries don't do this--collectively in research close to three-quarters of a trillion dollars, all of which is stimulative for the economy. Now, it may beg the question of how much of this spending will have to be written off because it's in the wrong direction; that's still an open question that people are debating now. But nevertheless, the stimulus is there.

So you could find things wrong, but I will tell you, certainly in the short term and in now, there's a lot of stimulus going into an economy that's pretty good. And by the way, you can't really talk about the good economy without acknowledging the K-ness of it--K has a leg going up and a leg going down. Because I'd say the economic system has done a very, very good job of creating the wealth, and maybe you could debate whether it's done a very good job at distributing it, because part of the polarization that we see in society writ large is the polarization in the outcomes of the economy because you have people with assets and people who have positions in the stock market are getting richer because of the inflating of those asset prices, and if you don't have asset prices, you're not getting richer and you're contending with the accumulation of prior inflation. So if you say the economy's going really, really well, you have to take into account that a lot of people listening may not think it's going so well, because it's not going well for them.

Frum: Well, you got your start in finance as a trader in physical metals.

Blankfein: Yes.

Frum: On the phones all the time, as you describe. Right now your fellow traders seem to be shrugging off what looks like a crisis in the oil market. There's a lot of oil missing that was there just a few weeks ago. And the stock market--and to a lesser degree, the bond market--they seem to be saying, "We don't miss it."

Blankfein: I wouldn't say "shrug off," or don't miss it. I would say that part of it is the effect of the war on energy and other things too, like fertilizer, other things that we've come to rely on that come through here, are so bad in a lot of ways that I think the market is assuming it can't last for a long time and therefore it won't last for a long time, that something will be resolved. It may be resolved the way one would like it resolved--in other words, a capitulation by Iran, where they'll throw in--or it may be resolved because somebody decides to blink on our side. But in other words--

Frum: So wait, this is new information--so are you telling people in business that the way the markets will react is, if your company does something really, really stupid, the markets won't get upset, because they'll say, "You can't keep doing the stupid thing for very long, and so we're going to dismiss it"?

Blankfein: Well, I'm not characterizing it as stupid. I'm just saying, if something is really, really bad and can't be lived with, it won't be lived with, if it's in somebody's power; if a meteor comes down or an act of God, there's nothing you could do about it. But it seems to me, in this situation, you can control your participation in this, and again, I don't adopt the characterization that this is stupid or not stupid; I'm just saying that the consequences, the second-order consequences, of what's being attempted here are so bad that the market is making a bet or is looking through the moment--by the way, as it does many times when you're dealing with geopolitical circumstances like the earlier Gulf Wars, where it's a very, very big disruption and the disruption ebbs quickly. How much of your activities do you just completely revamp because something that you regard as temporary? I'm tempted to say transitional, but that word has been overused in the past with respect to other inflationary problems that we've had.

But the basic thing that's going on is, there's a lot of positives for certainly the markets, probably the economy, and then you have the issue of "Whose economy?" in this bifurcated, kind of polarized moment.

Frum: Well, you talked about all the stimulus that is coming from what was labeled as the One Big Beautiful Bill [Act]--bills used to have more grown-up names than that. But the effect of that is, the United States is taking in about $5 trillion a year in revenue; it's spending about $7 trillion a year.

Blankfein: Right. I wish it wouldn't do that.

Frum: It's a gap in the current year. In the last fiscal year, that was about $1.8 trillion. In the current year, it's on its way to being $2 trillion. It's growing and growing and growing. Even before the Iran war, we were at $2 trillion; it will certainly be above that. And no one in Washington seems to regard this as any problem worth getting out of bed five minutes earlier to think about.

Blankfein: Yeah, well, I don't know how other people are thinking about it. I think it's very worrisome. You know that expression--who said it: How did so-and-so go bankrupt? Slowly, then all at once. We're in a position where this bad behavior on our part, having an increasing and a widening deficit at a time when tax revenue should be pretty high 'cause people are earning money and, up until this moment, we haven't been in a big war. There's no crisis moment that's compelling us to spend more than we have; it should be the opposite. This would be the time when we should be harvesting grain and putting it in a silo for a rainy day, and somehow we're behaving more irresponsibly than [on] the worst rainy day we've ever had. And so it's a very bad situation. And yet people are willing to finance our debt for us, the dollar being a reserve currency. And so I'm reminded of that quote, How did something happen bad? Slowly, then all at once. At one point, somebody may decide that we're too irresponsible, that they're not gonna finance our debt, that the U.S. may default. And I'll explain what that means.

Frum: Well, I try to make a private vow when talking about debt issues to use as few numbers as possible because it just--millions, billions, trillions, and is it six or is it seven? It's hard to keep track. So let me start with a simple story for people who don't want to be burdened with all these numbers. I think you know the story.

The United States borrowed an enormous amount of money to fight and win World War II and was left with an unprecedented level of debt in the American economy at the end of that war. And then over the next 40 years, or nearly 40 years, to 1980, that debt was paid down more rapidly, partly because the economy grew bigger, so the debt seemed smaller in contrast; partly because there was genuine repayment; partly because there was inflation that devalued the debt that there was. And the level of debt relative to the economy hit its basement in about the year 1980.

Blankfein: Well, I remember the Clinton administration, when I was a bond trader running a fixed-income department and we were all wringing our hands, worried that since we had balanced the budget, we weren't gonna have to issue debt. What would we do for a living if there was no U.S. debt?

Frum: So just imagine a toboggan run that starts at this very high peak in 1945, slopes down 1980, rises fairly rapidly with the Reagan defense buildup and tax cuts in the middle '80s, slides down a little bit during the Clinton years, and then picks up after 9/11, picks up a lot after the financial crisis, picks up enormously after the pandemic. But now we're in, as you say, pretty steady times--no external shocks, nothing except what the United States is doing to itself. And yet it is running deficits as big as during the global financial crisis, not as big as during the pandemic, and pushing its debt to a level that is nearly equivalent to the level that we saw last during the pandemic, and no one seems to be doing anything about this or caring. And as we move into the current election cycle, we just hear more plans to spend more and have selective tax cuts for each party's favorite interest groups: no tax on tips, no tax on seniors. Pretty soon, there'll be, like, a handful of W-2 earners paying all the tax.

Blankfein: Do you have a point of view on this, David? Do you think that's good?

Frum: What do you think?

Blankfein: No, of course it's not good.

Frum: What do you think of the thesis?

Blankfein: Well, I don't know what the thesis is. If you're telling me it's bad, everybody knows it's bad; it's just a question of how bad, how soon, how proximate. And the reason why we're in this situation, we're sitting here, having a perfectly good conversation, as opposed to being curled up in a fetal position in the corner, is that we're the reserve currency in the world; other countries keep most of their reserves in dollars, thereby financing our bad behavior, our undisciplined behavior, and that's why I say slowly, then all at once. How does this go wrong?

Frum: Well, you offered to tell us what a default looks like.

Blankfein: Well, a default looks like, since we borrow in dollars and we print dollars, it's hard to have a technical default when we can print as many dollars as we need to pay back the dollars that we owe. The question for our creditors is, what will those dollars be worth? So the way the U.S. defaults on its debt is not by saying, I'm not gonna pay you back those dollars. Just leave the printing presses on for a little longer. I'll pay you back your dollars. The question is, what will those dollars be worth? And so that's how we default: We default by inflating the currency and paying dollars back that don't carry the purchasing power that they had when you lent us the money. If people start to see that, if our creditors--and we're a debtor nation--when our creditors [see] that, they either won't lend or they will lend only by exacting a very, very high yield. Like, if you were lending money to your dissolute brother-in-law, you'd prefer not to lend him anything in the first place, but guess what? You might do it at a very high interest rate, which he probably won't pay anyway.

And so that's how the U.S. defaults, which by the way--this is not what you asked--one of the many reasons why you need an independent Federal Reserve is because our creditors are relying on the Federal Reserve to preserve the integrity of the dollars that they lend to us.

Frum: Well, you've been in markets for a long time, and you've seen a lot of those creditors close up. Why do they do it?

Blankfein: Well, first of all, where else would you put your money? Where are you gonna preserve value? You gonna preserve value, put it into bitcoin, Chinese yuan? Believe me, if our creditors could find something that would preserve value in the same way, be liquid and be big enough for their reserves, they would do it. The world has tried to design systems, SARS--I can think of things that were done in the past. The dollar is the reserve currency because our economy is the biggest--and by the way, in some ways, the size of our debt is creating the liquidity in our debt, and so people are going along. People are anxious about it, but so far, so good.

Frum: So you're saying they might want Swiss francs, but there aren't enough. They might wanna buy physical goods, but those can be hard to sell.

Blankfein: Or you can buy art; you can keep your reserves in art.

Frum: Well, you can go buy farmland or gold or something physical and tangible.

Blankfein: You want liquid reserves that you can liquidate and use and spend when you need to spend it. And so what currency are your debt instruments going to be in? You could borrow from the Chinese. I'm not sure that the central-command economy of China--I wouldn't be subject to their reserves. It's a managed currency to begin with; maybe they'll make a decision to manage it down or up. Not quite the same thing as the dollar. Euro, again, not big enough, has its own issues.

So I think the dollar is with us for a long time to come. But still, at what price do people lend to us? Because if people saw an inflationary run at the dollar, that would be very adverse to our interests and, by the way, create higher deficits. One of these things--there are virtuous cycles and vicious cycles. If people thought that we're inflating the currency, interest rates would go up, and what does that mean? It means the deficit gets bigger.

Frum: Well, most of your career was conducted in a period in which interest rates steadily trended downward, not every single day, not every single week, but by the end of your career, interest rates were a lot lower than they had been at the start of your career. And for people who belong to that generation, we got very used to only good surprises, or mostly good surprises, predictable interest rates, and now we're on this upward tilt, and that's one of the things that is squeezing the ability of younger people to buy homes, because who cares what the house costs? What you wanna know is, "What do I pay every month?" And that becomes more and more as interest rates rise higher. Do you think we're in a period where that's gonna just be as big a trend up as it was a trend down during your active life?

Blankfein: You know why interest rates could go down? 'Cause things are very great and there's no inflation. Or they can go down because we're in a recession and things are bad and so interest rates go down. Interest rates sometimes are not the cause of things; they're the outcome from things that happen. So a lot of times in this period, interest rates were low because times were bad, not because times were good. If you wanna look at an interest rate that the market sets, as opposed to what the Fed sets, you have to look at longer-term interest rates, 10-year interest rates. And something in the scheme of things in my lifetime, given that I got out of school in the late '70s and hit the market when short-term interest rates were in the teens--and not even the low teens, necessarily--and longer-term rates are much higher, a 10-year bond at 4.30 [percent] or 4.25 [percent] as we sit here and look at it doesn't seem crazy. But that's what I mean: It's slowly, then all at once. We're spending so much time focused on it, and it's very important, and you'd want people to deal with it, but it's not top of mind, because like a lot of other problems, it's clear, but it's not present.

Frum: Yeah. Well, it is clear and present in one way, which is the housing cost. That's how most people experience interest rates, is mortgages are more expensive; monthly payments are higher. Younger people--

Blankfein: When you hit the market, what was your first mortgage?

Frum: Well, I didn't buy a house until 1996, so I didn't do it when I was younger. If I'd been buying when I came out of college, it would've been, what, as you say, in the mid-teens.

Blankfein: Okay. Well, guess what? It's like 5 [percent] or 6 [percent]. In other words, we're not there yet.

Now, it sounds crazy when I hear myself say it, and he said, But the point is not to get it to a place where it's crazy high, but it's just not hypercritical now. One of the problems in our system is that it's very hard to get people to do painful things preemptively to avoid more pain down the road. It's very hard to get politicians, or even human beings in general, if I can include politicians in the general rubric of human beings, it's very hard to get people to act and sacrifice to avoid a bigger sacrifice in the future. It's just not in our genes. I wish we weren't tilting at windmills to say this, but it feels a little bit like getting people all popped up on this. At some point, when we have a kind of a debt crisis and people are unwilling to fund the debt, except at back to super-high interest rates, then, of course, we will deal with it.

Frum: Where would a crisis like that start? Who would pull the starting pistol?

Blankfein: I'd say if you had a series of bad auctions of U.S. Treasuries and people aren't buying--

Frum: Who's on the other side of that auction? Who would be--

Blankfein: Countries. Nations. People--

Frum: Who would be the first to panic?

Blankfein: Not a question of panic. People make an assessment and say, What kind of interest rate do I need to get to justify the risk of getting back with dollars that don't have the same purchasing powers of the dollars that I'm lending? And so they make an assessment, and they want higher and higher. There was a spike in inflation when they put tariffs because tariffs were perceived to be inflationary. When oil went up, it went--but again, not that much. The market isn't as concerned about it as you would like the market to be at the moment.

Frum: Well, there were moments during the early parts of the Trump tariff plan in April of last year where there were auctions where suddenly there were no buyers, at least very briefly. And the Japanese in particular panicked, and other people just said, We are so worried about the outcome for the U.S. economy; we just don't want your bonds at all. Now, that didn't last that long, and it looked scary; it was alleviated within days. But is that what something could look like?

Blankfein: I would say that that wasn't that scary and it didn't last that long.

Look, the way to solve the problem is through inflating the currency, and other things are happening external for--you can get to a point where that's the only thing that people think about. When I started in the markets--I started in the late '70s, early '80s, during the hyperinflationary period. All people thought about at that period was inflation. This was during the early days of [former Federal Reserve Chairman Paul] Volcker and before he had his effect. And by the way, the belt-tightening that went on killed a lot of people, and it just was really terrible, raising rates to the point of choking 'em, because it was a stagflationary moment. We decided, I think appropriately for the moment, to deal with the inflationary part of it, not the stagnation part of it. So rates were being brought up at a time that we wished growth was higher, so it had the effect of closing off--the growth we weren't having was even taken down even a notch because of raising rates, and that discipline was opposed.

That's a long time ago now. For a long time after that, the memory of that was so seared that we avoided a lot of these inflationary pressures 'cause nobody wanted to live through that again. Now it's lost to the memory of man how bad, really, hyperinflation could be on the country. I hope we don't relearn it. But chances are, in order to deal with it, we may find ourselves in that kind of a moment, or maybe some responsible political--look, whatever you wanna say, Bill Clinton kind of raised taxes, did what he have to--everybody wants to spend money, 'cause you wanna heap largesse on the population when you're in charge; you want them to be happy, or not sad. Belt-tightening makes people sad; giving them money makes them feel happy. It takes a lot of discipline. Bill Clinton wasn't the most disciplined politician in a lot of ways, but he was very disciplined with respect to managing the economy.

Frum: Bill Clinton had an advantage that the next president won't have, which is he was president during a time of a very benign international environment. The spending he reduced was often defense spending, and from the perspective of 1995, that didn't look like a crazy thing to do, maybe. But we live in a time where the international situation is getting worse. We've all discovered that we're shooting off missiles at a rate that overwhelms the stockpiles, and the United States is going to have to replenish. The Trump administration is on its way to an unprecedented peacetime military budget. And even the next president is probably gonna say the cost of protecting all the people whom the United States has promised to protect, and not to shrug that off, as the Trump people sometimes do, that's going to be expensive.

Blankfein: I'm not sure the world is that bad. We're living with the anxiety of it going off the rails and getting a lot worse, and of course, something in the past can't get worse, because it's resolved and on the shelf. But I would say, we started the conversation by pointing out that we're running these massive deficits at a time when you wouldn't think there was a reason to have deficits; you'd think this would be a time we'd otherwise be closing the deficits. That's not because the world is in a bad place; it's because the world is a relatively good place--with us having a lot of anxiety. And I could tell you, when I was living through the Clinton years, it may not be in hindsight that bad when you look back, but on any given day, I was as nervous as anybody.

Frum: Yeah. Well, let me ask you about the things that the politicians you see do. I think you pointed out you were one of the few, maybe the only Goldman CEO who did not go to Washington afterward.

Blankfein: Well, most of my predecessors went into--they were public service-oriented. They went into government. My immediate predecessors were Hank Paulson; Jon Corzine, he didn't go into Washington--he became a senator; Steve Friedman, national economic adviser; [John C.] Whitehead, deputy secretary of state; Bob Rubin, obviously, secretary of Treasury. So yes, a lot of people went into the government.

Frum: So you see politicians close up and personal.

Blankfein: Yeah, and sometimes friendly, like all those people, and sometimes in an adverse situation.

Frum: All right, so the current crop of politicians--Republicans, as you would expect; Democrats too--have decided that what the situation calls for is more tax relief--that is the big idea stalking both parties. But not the general kind of tax relief that Ronald Reagan proposed or George W. Bush or even Paul Ryan and Donald Trump in 2017, but highly targeted, highly specific forms of relief for very specific groups. And that's obviously not very popular, but politically, that's super efficient because it doesn't cost so much fiscally to give a remit or a respite to a particular, targeted group of people. They really appreciate it. But you end up with a tax code that makes decreasing sense, and it makes it harder and harder to pay the bills. So we see that politicians have discovered that it's much more politically efficient, rather than offering a big--

Blankfein: Yeah, yeah. I don't know why we're--who likes this stuff? Of course it's bad. These are--

Frum: I'm trying to gauge your state of mind.

Blankfein: They're called tax expenditures. Tax expenditures shouldn't be good. It should be a neutral tax, whatever neutral is, and then people will fight over that. But to me, giving somebody tax relief is the same thing as writing a check to them out of tax revenue.

I was a tax lawyer in my prior life. I went to law school, and I practiced tax law. And I remember I got out of school and, in the early 1980s, we were doing--it was called "the Tax Code of 1954, as amended." It's very hard to revise the tax code. It happens religiously, like, almost every 40 years or so 'cause that's how long it takes for people to get up the gumption to go attack the Leviathan and all the people who've invested it.

Don't get me wrong: When I say these things--look, I'm in the markets. I ran a very big firm through stressful moments in this. If I seem to act serene to you about the deficit, it's just because I have to deal with the world as it is all the time, every day. I don't get overelated, and I don't get overmiserable. I know why we're going through what we're going through. I know where the stimulus is coming from. And if I were king of the world, I might have a different set of policies. But I'm grappling [with] this, and I try to explain why we are where we are, even what I might do to get out. I would like to see the budget more come into balance, and one of the things I would say about it to anybody is say, What are you gonna do when we have a problem, when we have to spend to solve problems? What if we had another COVID or another global financial [crisis], where something really had to take out? What if we had a war of real principles that was more global than just a fairly localized moment like the one we're in? Look, it's very severe, it's very extreme, but it's not World War II. What if we had any of those things? We should be putting grain into the silo, not not taking the reserve grain out of the silo.

Frum: Well, you say you have to take the world as it is, accept the world as it is, and of course, we all must do that because it's a big world and we're just small individuals. But if individuals are collectively going to try to change the world, they need to have an accurate sense of how urgently the world needs changing and how far the world deviates from the state it should be in--

Blankfein: My guess is that you're a top-decile person concerned with the deficit, based on this.

Frum: Yes.

Blankfein: Okay, you got it.

Frum: Are you not?

Blankfein: I'm not sure. It's not the tippy, tippy toppest of my mind just because--I would say a bigger problem in the country today is the polarization and how people poll in terms of people who think the economy is spectacular and people who think it's terrible, and the consequences to our political system as a result of that. I think that's a bigger problem at the moment.

But that's okay. People have different impressions of things.

Frum: Yes, well, we're measuring on two scales now, so not what is our single-biggest problem, but of those who are--as you said, if you were to take 100 people and divide them according to who's in the top 10 of the most worried about the deficit, and the debt, especially, yes, I probably would be in that top 10.

I agree with you: That may not be the most urgent problem. But why is polarization bad? And one important reason that it's bad is it makes it harder for people to get together to debate in an open way and to agree in a consensual way on solutions to problems that, at a different time in the nation's life, more people would've agreed to recognize as problems.

Blankfein: Yeah, and it generates extremism on the left and extremism on the right. There's a lot of bad things that come out of it. I could agree with everything you say about the deficit. I just--so far, this has been 100 percent of our conversation, and so it wouldn't be normally 100 percent of my conversation, as an observer of the markets and the economy and things that, if I were king of the forest, I'd like to sort out first.

Frum: All right, so be king of the forest; sort 'em out.

Blankfein: No, no, I just gave you another example. There's a lot of things. But don't think from this that I am serene, that I really am enjoying these deficits. We're taking a lot of risk with the deficit because, like I said, there'll be a tipping point. They don't advertise it in advance. They don't give you--like we do when you do a podcast: "I'll give you 10 minutes' notice when it has to"--they don't give you 10 minutes' notice before it gets to the tipping point. And so I agree: It's a very big problem, and I wish it was the highest priority of at least a portion of our government.

Frum: Yes. All right, well, let's talk about other things that are worrying you. We're meeting in New York City, the center of American financial activity, historically a great center of concentrated wealth. There now is a mood in this city and elsewhere in the country of fear and resentment of that concentrated wealth. Goldman Sachs often becomes a symbol of that. You became a symbol. How were--

Blankfein: Which is pretty funny for a guy who grew up in the projects.

Frum: Yeah, well, yes, that's one of your great lines to your Twitter friend Bernie Sanders.

Blankfein: Oh, yeah, when we went back and forth, and he was talking to me like I was the fattest of the fat cats, and he grew up in a much nicer neighborhood than I grew up in in New York City. My dad worked nights at the post office, and we lived in public housing with my sister, her baby, my grandmother, all in a two-bedroom apartment. In the humblebrag competition of who was more humble, I thought it wasn't good, but I had the better of the worse situation.

Frum: But that mood that you saw in those exchanges--and I guess that's now a decade ago--it's now much more intense.

Blankfein: Yes.

Frum: We have a mayor of New York who's actually doing media events in front of the dwelling places of individual business leaders and sort of stoking--

Blankfein: Doxxing.

Frum: Doxxing. And we have seen the head of a health-care company be assassinated, the head of a family, leaving behind a wife and children. Now, look, social media invites all kinds of bad responses, but there seems to be a not-inconsiderable number of people who took some pleasure, or at least excused that terrible crime. Is that mood on your list of things to worry about?

Blankfein: There's a lot of different ways that people express the polarization: It's rigged. Society is rigged. What does it mean, "rigged"? It means it favors some people, not favors others. That's polarization by a different name.

When I grew up, I'd say what I thought was one of the geniuses of the American culture was that I thought I was middle class. It was later that I found out I wasn't middle class, but I thought I was middle class. I think 85 percent of the country thought they were middle class. And that's part of the thing. Part of it is because even people at the bottom of the economic system had a lot of stuff. There was public housing to move into. And there was also opportunity. People perceived there was mobility. And a lot of people today still perceive that there's a lot of mobility, and some people perceive that there's none. And the answer is, in my opinion, they're both right, that, again, it goes to the K shape of things. If you're a middle-class kid and you went to college and you can figure out the system, it's never been easier to start a business. You can be an entrepreneur. In the old days, think of how much money you'd have to borrow. Where would you get it from? Think of what it cost for technology and your rent. Today, you can get your office at WeWork. You can get your technology from Amazon. There's a whole venture community that's dying to give kids wearing jeans and looking scraggly all sorts of money--if you're in that category. But if you're growing up in the projects and you didn't go to college and you don't have access to the venture community or this or that, or you don't know your way around, it seems hopeless to them.

Frum: Well, a lot of people who did go to college, it feels hopeless. I don't know whether this is just what we hear and we don't hear from the people who are doing the things you say, starting enterprises and so on, but among those who seem politically fluent, politically active, whose words carry across the media that exists today, when you listen to people under 35 and especially under 30, you hear a pervasive despair, even from those with college degrees, who will say, I can't buy a house. I can't get married. I can't form a family. I'm not sure I want to form a family in this uncertain world. And I fear we're all about to be replaced by robots anyway. And at least the approved style of public rhetoric in 2026 is pessimistic and fearful in a way that is very different from the dominant forms of public rhetoric that prevailed 10 years, 20 years, and certainly 30 and 40 years ago.

Blankfein: Just a slight challenge, just because I think it's just important, 'cause sentiment changes, and when sentiment shifts, it erases your memory. I graduated from college in '75, so that was in the run-up. What was going on in the world then? It was still the Vietnam era. While I was in school, kids were getting shot on the campus of Kent State and Jackson State. Kids, to avoid the draft, were going to Canada. And again, in the late '60s, early '70s, you had political assassination.

Frum: But that's a different--

Blankfein: Those were bad times too.

Frum: Yes.

Blankfein: We always had challenges.

Frum: Of course that's true, and I would agree objectively that some of the challenges of the past, especially that period--

Blankfein: That's all I'm saying. It wasn't like those were halcyon times and today we have challenges.

Frum: No, I'm not making that point; I'm making this point: You tell in your book the story of a time when you didn't have a lot of money. You saved up what you had to go see the sailing ships at regatta in New York Harbor for the bicentennial in 1976. And America had been through a lot: Vietnam, Watergate, what was at that point the worst recession the country had had since World War II, urban riots not so far behind, crime, inflation--

Blankfein: Was the country more polarized during the Vietnam era or today?

Frum: Oh, today.

Blankfein: Really?

Frum: Yeah, for sure.

Blankfein: Okay. I'm not sure.

Frum: I'll give you a data point.

Blankfein: [President Richard] Nixon and all those Doonesbury cartoons with the gun emplacements in front of the White House and all that kind of stuff?

Frum: So in 1964, the country votes 60-40 for [President] Lyndon B. Johnson, and in 1972, the country votes 60-40 for Richard Nixon. So now, there are a lot of new voters coming in, but that kind of massive swing, where that many people can vote one way in 1964 and, eight years later, vote the exact opposite way, that doesn't happen anymore. That's what I mean by polarization. People then were fearful and anxious, but the idea of saying, I'm branded as a believer in such and such a point of view, that's, I think--

Blankfein: See, I remember construction workers beating up kids who were protesting the Vietnam War. That, to me, is polarization.

Frum: Yeah, but those people had voted Democratic 60, 80 years ago--

Blankfein: Okay, well, I don't wanna--the only point I'm making here is the predicate of your question seems to be, this is a much more challenging time--

Frum: No, that is not the predicate--

Blankfein: --than anything we've lived with previously.

Frum: Sorry, I haven't expressed myself well. The predicate of my [question] is, it is, in many ways, a less challenging time, but when you listen to young people today, as compared to then, as objectively challenging as the times were then, that you could go to the regatta and believe in the 200th anniversary of the country. We're now at the 250th, and the signature event to mark the 250th is going to be a mixed martial arts fight on the White House lawn. There are no events that speak to a broad sense of national purpose. And again, when you talk to young people, including those with, objectively, a lot of advantages, you hear a mood of gloom that you did not feel when you were saving your money to go see the big ships in 1976.

Blankfein: By the way, I didn't save it; my employer in Kansas City sent me there. I barely remember what I thought at the time, but you remember what I thought at the time. (Laughs.)

Frum: No, you wrote--I read it (Laughs.)--

Blankfein: No, but I wasn't expressing a view of the mood. Just like anything else, I had my anxiety, and also, I'm in a different place. Maybe I was more anxious then because I was a kid trying to make my rent, and today, I'm not trying to make my rent. It's easy for me to make my rent today--I don't have rent today; I own where I live. So people are different things at different [times]. And again, I don't wanna keep going on about this. So you're making your point; I'm making my point. We have challenges today. They're not the same, but they rhyme. At different times, we were worried about different things, but today, we may be worried about militant Islamicists, and when I was growing up, we were literally getting under desks because we were worried about the Communists nuking New York City. Literally, we had dog tags in public school and getting under desks to take air-raid drills. That was a source of anxiety for me when I was growing up that we seem not to have today. I'm just saying there's always challenges in every era.

Now, the only point in saying this is not to say we should all go to sleep; we have to wrestle with our challenges. And I think one of the biggest challenges today is that, in a society where everybody is gonna be across a spectrum, we have, the way I'm using the term polarization, where there are people who are clear winners, and other people who are losers are not happy, cheerful losers. They just think that the deck was stacked against them, and it's rigged, and that's a bad way to have a country.

Frum: Well, let me ask you this comparative. The beginning of your leadership role in 2006, when you became one of the most visible faces of representing American financial engineering, American capitalism, did you feel that the person who was in that role in 2006 has equal respect in the society as the person who has that role in 2026? Or has there been a deterioration of how many Americans feel about the leaders of their economy, especially the leaders of financial--

Blankfein: Well, I think, in tougher economic times, just like you lose a war, the military is gonna be in ill-repute because you're supposed to win wars, not lose them, and if we have a global financial crisis, the people who are managing the economy are not gonna look good to the general public. And if we have a situation now where you talk about the deficits and you talk about people can't buy homes and you talk about price of oil, the financial sector is not gonna be in as good repute. And if things were halcyon and wonderful, they would be.

Frum: Well, the financial markets are doing well. I'm just trying to imagine--

Blankfein: But again, only doing well for people who are participating in the financial markets.

Frum: Okay, I will end here, with this final word. As you look forward and assess reasons for hope and reasons for apprehension about the American project, which mood is uppermost in your mind, and can you explain why?

Blankfein: Well, look, I'm a markets guy, so I had to deal with the realpolitik of things and the real thing. But I also went to work every day, no matter what it said in the newspaper. So I'm an optimistic person who has to deal with reality. So my basic mood about the American project is that sometimes it looks chaotic. Sometimes it's horrible. We have show trials. Congress will cross-examine someone who I think doesn't deserve that kind of treatment and respond and blah, blah, blah, blah. You can go on and see this stuff. But we generally deal with our problems. They're exposed. It looks terrible. The economy of the America, because of that, even when we're ground zero for the problems that are in the world 'cause we cause them, we are the ones who get out of it the quickest. We deal with our problems and move on.

There are a lot of problems today. I think we're gonna deal with it and move on, and certainly better than any other developed country or any other system that's around. And again, if I could push buttons and change things, there's a lot of things I'd change. But if you ask me, would I take our system today versus another one, hands down, I take our system. If you ask me a different question and go in a different direction, would I take these times versus other times that I've lived through and read about, very hard to make those. It's like trying to decide who was better, Wilt Chamberlain or Michael Jordan. You're comparing athletes from different eras and different [generations]. The past is the past. It's resolved. You can never be as afraid of the past, because the past has ended. It's the present that generates anxiety. So of course everybody's visualizing it, sentimentalizes the past, but one shouldn't. And the fact is that whatever challenges we're facing today, we have faced the equivalent and gotten through them before, and we'll get through these ones--with our system.

Frum: Your memoir is Streetwise. You published it this very year. It has received great acclaim, great reception, and thank you for joining me today on The David Frum Show.

Blankfein: Okay. Thank you very much, David.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Lloyd Blankfein for joining me on The David Frum Show this week in person, from New York City. I wish to speak a word of personal thanks to all those viewers and listeners who reached out either to me or to my wife, Danielle, to share your solidarity and your sympathy after our discussion last week of her new memoir, Dispatches From Grief: A Mother's Journey Through the Unthinkable. Your words of kindness truly touched both our hearts, and we are grateful.

Thank you so much for watching or listening to this week's David Frum [Show]. As ever, the best way to support the work of this program, if you're minded to, and to support the work of all of us at The Atlantic is by subscribing to The Atlantic, and by liking and sharing this program and other Atlantic video programs through social media to your friends, anyone you think might be interested. Again, thank you for watching and listening this week to The David Frum Show. See you next week. Bye-bye.

[Music]
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The Trump Counterterrorism Strategy Makes America More Vulnerable

The policy is unfocused, run by amateurs, and concerned more with the president's many grievances than with the security of the United States.

by Tom Nichols

Wed, 13 May 2026




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

Last week, the Trump administration released the official 2026 United States Counterterrorism Strategy. The document is a mess, replete with typos, hyperbolic assertions, and an obsession with former President Joe Biden. The bigger problem, however, is that it's not an actual strategy. It's more a long set of notes for a campaign speech, a repackaging of President Trump's various preoccupations and prejudices that frames everything the administration doesn't like as "terrorism" and any actions it has already taken as "counterterrorism."

As the security expert and Atlantic contributor Juliette Kayyem told me, such reports used to be serious documents meant to "guide our intelligence and law-enforcement agencies," as well as inform "the citizenry, including state and local leaders." This report, unfortunately, is anything but serious, and good luck to anyone trying to make sense of it. But someone has to figure it out, because it is still an official product of the United States government, and it is still supposed to serve as a guide to policy. With that in mind, I read the report--it's mercifully short--and I offer here a few samples of what readers are up against in trying to understand it.

The fact pattern under the Biden Administration was clear: individuals at the highest level of the U.S. Government used their significant powers to politically target individuals in the interests of those they favored, wanted to keep in power, or to help win elections.


(This is an old Trump accusation, but now it sounds a lot like projection, as the administration goes after its perceived enemies and tries to undermine America's electoral process.)

Jake Tapper: Trump's purge of terrorism prosecutors

Jihadi terrorists have continued to plot against and kill Americans, in part because of the failed "forever war" policies of prior Republican administrations, the empowerment of terror-sponsoring regimes like Iran under Democrat administrations, and a past unwillingness to challenge Islamist ideologies head on.


(As Homer Simpson would say: "Everyone is stupid except me." Previous administrations did, in fact, devote significant efforts to countering violent extremism, including a program called, oddly enough, Countering Violent Extremism.)

America's new U.S. Counterterrorism Strategy is driven by the principle that America is our homeland.


(Glad we've cleared that up.)

The report lists the threat of Islamist terrorism as a top concern, which is fair enough. The other two threats identified in the report, however, make less sense. One is "Narcoterrorists and Transnational Gangs," an obvious attempt to reverse engineer a justification for Trump's boat attacks off the shores of Latin America so that they are not crimes but part of a "strategy."

The third category is made up of "Violent Left-Wing Extremists, including Anarchists and Anti-Fascists." Who could these be? Communists, perhaps? Not quite. The document identified them as "anti-American, radically pro-transgender, and anarchist," and promises to "map them at home, identify their membership, map their ties to international organizations like Antifa, and use law enforcement tools to cripple them operationally before they can maim or kill the innocent." It also promises to "do the same with the state sponsors of such groups and those governments undertaking lethal plots on U.S. soil or against Americans anywhere."

Of course, the Trump administration has always tried to portray antifa, a loose affiliation of people who dramatically think of themselves as anti-fascist fighters, as a coherent, organized terror threat. Now the White House is saying they are something like a transgender, anarchist SPECTRE supported by foreign nations--which nations, the report does not say.

And on and on it goes, until it gets to Iran, which the report calls "the greatest threat to the United States emanating from the Middle East." The danger of Iranian terrorism is a reasonable concern, but only a year ago, the administration's 2025 National Security Strategy downplayed the threat from Iran. This change is significant: It's almost as if something extremely dangerous happened over the past few months.

The report also notes the real and significant problem of the persecution of Christians in Africa and elsewhere. But even here, a tragedy is draped in the needless overstatement that Christians are "the most persecuted people on Earth." This grim honor could more accurately be applied to various other groups, but it was likely included to please Trump's evangelical base.

These various digressions have very little to do with terrorism, and although the report calls itself a "strategy," it contains almost no strategic recommendations other than to do obvious things, such as identifying "terror actors and plots before they happen"; cutting off "their arms, funding, and recruiting streams"; and then destroying them by "taking necessary and specific actions in self-defense to neutralize imminent threats to the United States." These generic exhortations are not a strategy. A strategy entails specific discussions of priorities and goals, how the instruments and means of national power will be brought to bear on those objectives, and the risks and rewards of various options.

The security analyst Kabir Taneja wrote on X that the document "looks like something written by an intern," and Kayyem told me that the report is so badly done that it "mocks the American public" rather than informs it. The terrorism scholar Colin P. Clarke posted that "competent career CT professionals must be aghast at this slop" and that he "would give this a solid D+ grade." I'm a former professor, and I might have given it something a smidge higher, but only if it had come from a clueless undergraduate who was encountering all of the concepts related to terrorism and counterterrorism for the first time. But it didn't. Instead, this jumble was apparently the brainchild of Sebastian Gorka, deputy assistant to the president and senior director for counterterrorism.

In Trump's first term, Gorka was also an assistant to the president, and he lasted all of seven months, during which he did little besides fend off criticism for his alleged ties to a far-right group in Hungary and fight to gain a security clearance. After he was forced out, Gorka took up podcasting, continued to appear on television, and hawked fish-oil pills. Now that Trump has returned without adult gatekeepers in the White House, Gorka is back, and his involvement in this document explains a lot.

Gorka has no real experience in national security; his reputation in the MAGA movement rests on his devotion to Trump (of course), and his ostensible expertise as a scholar of terrorism and counterterrorism. Not that there's anything wrong with academic expertise as a foundation for policy--I'm a big supporter of that idea--but Gorka isn't much of a scholar. Other experts have noted that Gorka's academic work is, to put it gently, subpar, including his 2008 Ph.D. from an undistinguished Hungarian university and his later paucity of scholarly publications.

Gorka has always brushed away such criticisms. "What I care about is if somebody in the field is reading my article," he told The Washington Post in 2017. "I see myself as somebody who supports the bravest of the brave--the warfighter. Publish or be damned? I'll be damned, thank you very much." Part of serving the bravest included a stint at Marine Corps University, where he was hired, according to the Post profile, not as a government employee like other faculty, but as a chair funded by Thomas Saunders III, a major Republican Party donor.

Once he was at MCU, the Post report noted, "enthusiastic officers eagerly packed Gorka's lectures, even as many faculty members took a dim view of his work." Much like the shallow report he has now produced, Gorka's teaching about terrorism, a former military faculty member told the Post, "made a difficult and complex situation simple and confirmed the officers' prejudices and assumptions." Another professor added: "The guy he was on Fox News is the guy he was here--bombastic and a showman."

Gorka has taken some criticism for calling himself "doctor." (I have no objection to that, although most of us with doctorates do not insist on the title.) The more substantive issue, however, is that Gorka claims to be an expert on jihadism and terror in the Middle East despite the fact that he speaks none of the languages of the region and until recently had never even spent time in the area. He is, like so many in the Trump administration, a mediocrity who holds a job for which he is not qualified, solely because of his connection to the president.

In any number of policy areas, appointing someone like Gorka might be merely an annoying waste of taxpayer money. In national security, however, allowing an unprepared nonexpert to handle counterterrorism strategy and advise the president of the United States--in the middle of a war with Iran, no less--represents an especially serious risk.

It is possible that Gorka's "strategy" is meaningless and that his advice never reaches the Resolute Desk. Trump clearly likes Gorka, but less clear is whether Gorka is part of the small and informal circle that surrounds the president. In any case, every administration churns out its share of bumf. Some reports, such as the National Security Strategy, are required by law; when I was at the Naval War College, professors had to teach these documents, and the process that creates them, to our students. Not all of them are of equal importance, but they usually manage to explain a president's goals and priorities to Congress, to the American people, and in some cases, to the world.

The 2026 Trump Counterterrorism Strategy fails even at this basic task of communication, which raises the question of why this undercooked report was released at all. As it turns out, Gorka may have been goaded into it by a journalist. Last month, the ProPublica reporter Hannah Allam wrote a story titled "The Counterterrorism Czar Without a Counterterrorism Plan," in which she noted that Gorka had repeatedly promised a strategy without delivering one. Nearly a year ago, she wrote, Gorka declared that the report was "imminent." Gorka, she added, said last summer that "he was 'on the cusp' of unveiling the plan--a phrase he repeated three months later in October. And again in January."

When Allam reached out to Gorka for comment, Gorka refused and instead posted on X that Allam was an "anti-American hack" and that she should go ahead and write her "putrid piece of hackery." On May 4, Allam noted in a follow-up article that "exactly two months into the Iran war, Gorka's counterterrorism strategy has yet to appear." Two days later, the White House issued the document.

Eliot A. Cohen: Trump's security strategy is incoherent babble

The poor quality of this putative strategy is a reminder of what happens when unserious people are asked to undertake a serious job. The United States always needs experienced national-security officials, especially in the field of counterterrorism during a war with a fanatical Islamic regime. Normally, these professionals formulate policy by meeting and cooperating in a complex interagency process that includes the National Security Council, the various agencies of the intelligence community, the Defense Department, and the FBI.

Gorka, however, is not only unqualified in the subject but also apparently winging the process. The National Security Council is moribund--its director, Marco Rubio, is busy also being the secretary of state--and both DOD and the FBI are led by immature men who are far out of their depth, one of whom, as my Atlantic colleague Sarah Fitzpatrick reported last week, even uses a bottle of bourbon as his calling card. Meanwhile, Iran has just survived two months of a military onslaught; the CIA reports that the regime in Tehran continues to maintain substantial capabilities and, more important, is nowhere near close to collapse.

At a time like this, Gorka's Counterterrorism Strategy is worse than useless: It is dangerous. Its simplistic formulations loudly signal the Trump administration's incompetence to the entire world. Foreign adversaries are unlikely to be intimidated; instead, they might even take some pleasure in knowing that the American government thinks drug dealers, transgender activists, and a bunch of street goons calling themselves "antifa" are as much a threat as transnational terror organizations and their state sponsors.

A document that should have explained the president's plan to keep the American people safe during wartime is now on global display as a pathetic--and dangerous--joke. More than anything, it is a faithful reflection of the Trump administration itself: To judge from this report, America's counterterrorism policy is unfocused, run by amateurs, and concerned more with Donald Trump's many grievances than the security of the United States.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2026/05/trump-sebastian-gorka-counterterrorism/687148/?utm_source=feed
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Kash Patel's Performative Deflections

At a congressional hearing today, the FBI director seemed unafraid of any repercussions and more interested in scoring partisan points that go viral.

by David A. Graham

Tue, 12 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.

During a Senate subcommittee hearing today, Democrats tried a variety of avenues to pin down FBI Director Kash Patel on reports about the bureau--about politicization of law enforcement as well as his personal conduct--but it was a simple question from Senator Chris Van Hollen at the end that produced the most telling response.

"Do you know that it is a crime to lie to Congress?" the Maryland Democrat asked.

Patel scowled and loudly reshuffled papers at his table. "I have not lied to Congress," he said. He accused the senator of lying. He refused to look up. But as Van Hollen noted, Patel repeatedly sidestepped the actual question.

"The director of the FBI apparently does not want to answer the question about whether or not it's a crime to lie to Congress, and I find that extremely troubling," Van Hollen said. "You are a disgrace, Mr. Director."

The exchange was a fiery end to a hearing that began with a bizarre exchange between Van Hollen and Patel but drifted into an odd stasis in the middle. The hearing, which also featured the leaders of the Drug Enforcement Agency, the U.S. Marshals Service, and the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives, might otherwise have been a drab budget discussion, except that it was also senators' first chance to question Patel on a series of recent press reports.

In mid-April, my colleague Sarah Fitzpatrick reported on concerns inside the Trump administration about what FBI sources described as excessive drinking and unexplained absences. (In a follow-up story, Fitzpatrick also reported on the personalized bourbon bottles Patel has handed out as gifts.) Patel has denied the allegations in Fitzpatrick's initial story and sued Fitzpatrick and The Atlantic for defamation, demanding $250 million; MS NOW also reported last week that Fitzpatrick was the focus of an FBI criminal-leak investigation, a development the FBI rejects as "completely false." Earlier this spring, several outlets also reported that Patel had fired agents from a task force that monitored threats from Iran--just days before the Trump administration launched a war against Iran--because they'd been involved in an investigation into the president's alleged removal of classified documents to Mar-a-Lago. (Patel has denied these reports, saying that the agents were fired for unspecified violations of "ethical obligations.")

"Director Patel, I don't care one bit about your private life, and I don't give a damn about what you do on your own time and on your own dime unless and until it interferes with your public responsibilities," Van Hollen said in his opening statement. The allegations, if true, "demonstrate a gross dereliction of your duty," he said.

The director responded with vitriol and scorn. "The only person that was slinging margaritas in El Salvador on the taxpayer dollar with a convicted gangbanging rapist was you," Patel said. The director appeared to be referring to a visit that Van Hollen made to El Salvador, where he met with Kilmar Abrego Garcia, an imprisoned immigrant whom the administration acknowledged it had mistakenly deported. (He has since been returned to the United States, though the administration is now trying to deport him to Liberia.) Photos of the meeting released by the Salvadoran government showed glasses on a table with salt rims and cherries, but Van Hollen has said no one was drinking alcohol. The reference to "a convicted gangbanging rapist" is nonsensical; Abrego Garcia has been indicted for human smuggling (he has pleaded not guilty), but no evidence shows that he has ever been convicted of rape.

Other Democrats followed up with questions of their own. When Senator Chris Coons asked about the cost of Patel's trip to Milan during the Olympics, when he was taped chugging beer in a locker room with the U.S. hockey team, Patel just didn't answer. Coons also inquired about the firing of agents, but Patel said he didn't believe the reporting. "Do you disagree that there were 10 Iran specialists dismissed right before the war began?" a perplexed Coons asked. "Yes," Patel said. When Senator Patty Murray cited figures showing that FBI agents had been reassigned to immigration enforcement, Patel categorically denied that, too.

Committee Republicans, meanwhile, mostly opted to ignore the reports altogether, although Senator John Kennedy of Louisiana plied Patel with softballs such as "Is it important that you go out there and travel and talk to our line agents and try to maintain morale?"

Patel's strategy of flat denials seemed to flummox Democrats. Only at the end did Van Hollen find some footing, noting that several statements Patel had made during the hearing were "provably false" and giving the director a chance to correct them. Patel declined--but he did offer some amendments. He allowed that some of the fired agents may have had Iran expertise, but denied they were Iran experts. He clarified that no FBI agents have been permanently reassigned to immigration. Patel's evasive answers demonstrated his contempt for Congress and for oversight in general; surely he must realize that if Democrats regain control of Congress, they might produce formal charges of contempt too. But Patel seems unafraid of any repercussions and more interested in scoring partisan points that go viral.

Rarely if ever in the past have presidential appointees launched harsh personal attacks against members of Congress. In this administration, it's routine. In one of the strangest moments of the hearing, Patel responded to Van Hollen's questions about his drinking by claiming that a $7,000 bar expense could be found in the senator's Federal Election Commission reports. Van Hollen said the tab was for a large party and noted that it had been paid for with private funds, and he challenged Patel to take the Alcohol Use Disorders Identification Test, a screening tool for unhealthy drinking. Patel said he'd take the test if Van Hollen did, an offer the senator readily accepted. Who says Democrats and Republicans can't agree on anything?

	The FBI director is MIA.
 	Kash Patel's personalized bourbon stash




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Adam Serwer: The assassin's delusion
 	The unhappy hosts of the World Cup
 	Big Brother is ReTruthing you.




Today's News

	A top Pentagon budget official told Congress that the cost of the war with Iran has risen to about $29 billion, up from an estimated $25 billion two weeks ago. Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth declined to say when the administration would seek additional funding from Congress, or how much emergency funding would be needed.
 	FDA Commissioner Marty Makary is resigning after 13 months leading the agency. He had faced weeks of pressure to resign after a tenure marked by mass layoffs, leadership turnover, and clashes with lawmakers. Kyle Diamantas, the FDA's top food regulator, will take over in an acting capacity.
 	The Senate confirmed Kevin Warsh to the Federal Reserve Board in a 51-45 vote, clearing the way for a separate vote, expected tomorrow, on whether he will become Fed chair.




Evening Read
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How AI Killed a 133-Year-Old Princeton Tradition

By Rose Horowitch

In 1876, an editorial in Princeton's newly founded campus newspaper, The Princetonian, argued against the use of proctors to monitor exams. Proctoring was "a means of bad moral education," the author wrote. Treat students as presumptively dishonest, and some would become so; treat them as honorable, and they would learn to behave honorably ...
 The Honor Code had a good run. F. Scott Fitzgerald (who enrolled at Princeton in 1913 but did not graduate) once wrote that violating it "simply doesn't occur to you, any more than it would occur to you to rifle your roommate's pocketbook." The code lasted through two world wars, the upheaval of the 1960s, the disillusionment of Watergate, and even the rise of search engines and SparkNotes. It finally met its match in generative AI. Yesterday, after the rise of AI-facilitated cheating became too obvious to ignore, Princeton's faculty voted to begin proctoring exams again. Technically, the Honor Code is still in place. Students will still sign a pledge that they didn't cheat. But now professors will be watching to make sure they're telling the truth. The Honor Code can't run on the honor system anymore.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	How does it spread?
 	A profound mismatch in modern medicine
 	Spencer Pratt and the temptations of populism
 	Anne Applebaum: What did Jamaica do to deserve this?
 	The lure of a fully randomized life
 	"That day, we realized the Russians had come to kill us."




Culture Break


Illustration by Jonelle Afurong / The Atlantic. Sources: Han Myung-Gu / WireImage / Getty; Mondadori Portfolio / Getty.



Watch. The Devil Wears Prada 2 (out now in theaters) uses The Last Supper to show that history can be both a backdrop and metaphor--a choice that exemplifies how the movie is less a continuation of the first film and more "an all-out inversion of it," Megan Garber argues.

Explore. For 50 seasons, Survivor has gamified the tension at the core of American life, Julie Beck writes: Are we individuals or a community?

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Men Who Want Women to Be Quiet

A virulent form of misogyny has become the single most important force holding together the American right.

by Helen Lewis

Thu, 14 May 2026


The influential pastor Douglas Wilson has advocated for  the repeal of the Nineteenth Amendment. (Photo-illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Lindsey Wasson / AP.)



Douglas Wilson has a modest proposal to improve American life: He wants to repeal the Nineteenth Amendment, which gave women the vote. In his ideal system, "we would do it in our politics the same way we do it in our church structure," he told me recently. "And that is, we vote by household."

Wilson is a co-founder of the Communion of Reformed Evangelical Churches, based in Moscow, Idaho. Over the past five decades, he has built a small empire there, dedicated to disseminating his theocratic vision for the United States: a publishing house, a school, a liberal-arts college, and a video-streaming service. His denomination, which has about 170 affiliated churches, counts Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth as a member, and Wilson was invited to lead a prayer service at the Pentagon in February. So when the pastor casually suggests disenfranchising half of America, people listen.

When I asked him about this position, Wilson said it wasn't his top priority--"We have bigger fish to fry"--but something he sees happening in perhaps 200 years' time. I found this intellectual footsie maddening. "If I said to you, 'I think all white men should be put in cages--but not now; it's not my aspiration for now,' " I suggested, "then you wouldn't be interested in a single other thing that I had to say at that point."

Wilson chuckled. "Oh, I know you'd probably have all my attention."

This is twinkly, avuncular Douglas Wilson, the guy who joined a hippie congregation fresh out of the Navy because he liked to play guitar, and ended up leading services once the regular pastor moved on. The same guy who once went on a multicity debating tour with the New Atheist Christopher Hitchens, and bonded with him over their shared love of P. G. Wodehouse. But the 72-year-old shows a different side on his website, Blog & Mablog. For more than two decades, Wilson has been airing piquant opinions on unruly women--or, as he calls them, "small-breasted biddies," "harridans," "lumberjack dykes," and "Jezebels." He once referred to Gloria Steinem and another feminist as "a couple of cunts." And this is the polite version. Every year he celebrates "No Quarter November," when he promises to tell readers what he really thinks.

Wilson believes that women should "not ordinarily" hold political office, and should never serve in combat roles in the military. Husbands should have dominion over misbehaving wives' weight, spending habits, and choice of television programs. His uncompromising vision for America was once considered marginal, the conservative writer Karen Swallow Prior told me. Since his elevation by Hegseth, however, "no one can credibly say that Doug Wilson is fringe anymore."

Wilson is a prominent voice in what is sometimes called "masculinism": a movement to fight back against the advances of feminism and reassert the primacy of men. His version is religious, influenced by the notion of male "headship" of the family and Saint Paul's belief that godly women should "be quiet." There are also plenty of secular masculinists, as well as nominally Muslim ones, such as the streamer Sneako, the self-proclaimed pimp Andrew Tate, and the podcaster Myron Gaines. Woman-bashing plays well on social media and sells lots of ads for crypto, sports betting, and supplements. You can make good money telling men that they're the truly oppressed sex.

But this isn't just a movement of grifters exploiting a quirk of the algorithm. In the past decade, one of the New Right's major challenges has been to retrofit a consistent ideology onto the electoral power of Donald Trump. Masculinism has been a great gift, because factions with different views on, say, protectionism or Israel or Big Tech can all agree on the overreach of feminism and the need for a return to traditional gender roles. Far from being a fringe belief system, masculinism has become the single most important force uniting the American right, bringing together an unlikely constellation of pastors, posters, senators, preachers, influencers, podcasters, and fanboys.

The MAGA movement is often framed as a reaction to the first Black president, and to a growing Latino population. But the multiracial appeal of the manosphere and Trump's 2024 inroads with young minority men point in a different direction. "People ask me what the New Right is furious about," the author Laura Field, whose book, Furious Minds, describes the intellectual underpinnings of Trumpism, told me. "And I think a good shorthand for that is they're furious about their own loss of status in society over the last few years and the elites who made that happen, and I think that the pithiest short version of that is that it's the women. It's the women who took their status."

Wilson's approach to public life clearly has an element of what professional wrestlers call kayfabe--the winking, performative trollishness that now characterizes the online right. He wants feminists like me to get angry with his most outlandish proposals, making ourselves look like scolds or Chicken Littles in the process. But Wilson and a growing number of powerful allies are sincere in these beliefs, and would want to enact them if given the chance.

One of masculinism's central claims is that no one is talking about men. So true! Men's issues are not being discussed in Senator Josh Hawley's 2023 book, Manhood: The Masculine Virtues America Needs. They aren't being discussed in Tucker Carlson's documentary The End of Men. They aren't being discussed in the panoply of Christian books available on Amazon with titles such as Man for the Job, Masculine Christianity, and It's Good to Be a Man, or in their secular counterparts, such as Why Women Deserve Less. They aren't being talked about on social-media feeds (which can be highly segregated by sex) or on some of America's most popular independent podcasts, such as Modern Wisdom, Huberman Lab, and The Diary of a CEO.

For decades, each feminist advance in American public life has prompted an equally strong backlash. The first wave of women's-rights activists won suffrage for women, against ferocious and sometimes violent opposition. After the second wave secured Title IX and other legal victories against sex discrimination, Phyllis Schlafly successfully fought back against the full ratification of the Equal Rights Amendment. By the identity-obsessed 2010s, the full weight of corporate America had swung behind glib slogans such as "The future is female." This commercial blitzkrieg inevitably convinced some people that women's advancement had come at men's expense. A refrain I kept hearing over the past few years was that boys were being made to feel ashamed of themselves, as if they were stained by some kind of original sin. These years have seen a counterreaction, with the total abandonment of the #MeToo movement, conservative gloating over the fall of Roe v. Wade, and the return of straightforwardly sexist put-downs--"Quiet, piggy"--to public life.

Like most popular movements, masculinism has many entry points, and both defensible and alarming forms. At one end of the spectrum are legitimate concerns about male loneliness, the declining share of men in higher education, stagnant wages for non-college-educated men, and the deadening effects of day-trading, gaming, and porn. At the other end of masculinism are a misogynist vocabulary about AWFULs and the longhouse (terms that we'll come back to) and a political agenda close to that in The Handmaid's Tale, whereby women are denied the right to work, vote, and control their own bodies.

On the internet, masculinism is presented as a rebellion--a transgressive middle finger to the liberal establishment, expressed in all the words a corporate HR department would order you not to say. In the past few years, leaked group chats have shown Young Republicans and college conservatives using sexism, infused with racism, as a bonding mechanism. "If your pilot is a she and she looks ten shades darker than someone from Sicily, just end it there. Scream the no no word," read a message in a Telegram thread used by the leaders of Young Republican chapters in New York, Kansas, Arizona, and Vermont. (Several members of the chat were women.) Richard Hanania, who describes himself as a former white nationalist, calls this kind of in-group signaling "the Based Ritual," a way for younger MAGA enthusiasts to prove their bona fides to one another.


Nick Fuentes has suggested that women be sent to "breeding gulags." (Photo-illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Jacquelyn Martin / AP.)



Among Gen Zers, Douglas Wilson's intellectual heir is Nick Fuentes, who leads a loose collection of trolls known as Groypers. A self-professed Christian nationalist, anti-Semite, and virgin, Fuentes has built a fan base in part by deploying vividly misogynistic language. "Our No. 1 political enemy is women, because women constrain everything, every conversation, every man--everything," Fuentes said on a livestream earlier this year. He added: "Just like Hitler imprisoned Gypsies, Jews, Communists--all of his political rivals--we have to do the same thing with women." He suggested that they be sent to "breeding gulags. The good ones will be liberated. The bad ones will toil in the mines forever."

Fuentes's rhetoric shows how this gendered view of the world can easily be interlaced with other prejudices. Gay men? Effeminate, uninterested in sports, therefore unmanly. Jews? Clever rather than athletic; also unmanly. University lecturers? Pencil-necked postmodernists; also unmanly. Trans people? Inevitably degenerate. Muslims? An invasion force of rapists. Black men? Thugs from whom white women should be protected (if only they would submit to patriarchy). Almost every facet of contemporary online rightism can be refracted through the prism of gender. Multiple people affiliated with the Heritage Foundation, perhaps the most influential MAGA policy organization, cut ties with the group after its president refused to condemn Fuentes's anti-Semitism last year. But his view that women belong in forced-breeding camps has produced no such fuss.

Wilson told me he considers this sort of rhetoric unforgivably gauche. "The Bible says that a godly woman is a husband's crown," he said. "I've never seen a king talk about his crown the way Fuentes talks about women. It's absurd." I wanted to ask whether "small-breasted biddies" came from the Gospel of Mark or Luke, but Wilson was on a roll. He thought Fuentes was so extreme that he might even be an undercover federal agent sent to discredit the movement. "He is, as far as I'm concerned, on the other team."

In theological terms, that might be true. But both men benefit from a shock-and-awe rhetorical strategy. In 2014, it was a minor scandal when the megachurch pastor Mark Driscoll was revealed to be "William Wallace II," the author of dozens of pages of message-board rants about how America was a "pussified nation" where men are "raised by bitter penis envying burned feministed single mothers who make sure that Johnny grows up to be a very nice woman who sits down to pee." Now such language would barely raise an eyebrow.

Writers who used to hide their masculinist impulses behind a pen name now write and say outrageous things under their real name. Take the manosphere provocateur known as Raw Egg Nationalist, whose handle on X, where he has more than 300,000 followers, is @Babygravy9. He combines lifestyle and nutritional advice--"slonking" raw egg yolks--with hard-right, anti-immigration politics. He writes for Infowars, the conspiracy theorist Alex Jones's media outlet. He posts about antiwhiteness and has his own line of microplastic-free herbal-tea bags, Kindred Harvest.

In 2024, a left-wing activist group outed him as Charles Cornish-Dale, a religious historian who has studied at both Oxford and Cambridge, and whose Ph.D. thesis was titled Migrations of the Holy: The Devotional Culture of Wimborne Minster, c.1400-1640. When his name became public, Cornish-Dale, now 38, concluded that being doxxed has "only made me stronger and more committed to what I'm doing."

He did not use a pseudonym for his new book, The Last Men, in which he questions whether it is "possible to be men fully in a liberal democracy." His political prescriptions, like Wilson's, might be described as uncompromising. "Someone asked me the other day--I think it was a girl, actually--she was like: 'So would you take away the vote from women?'" he told me. "I was like, 'I would take away the vote from the vast majority of men as well.' "

His book, published by the venerable conservative imprint Regnery, suggests that men with high testosterone levels voted for Trump because high T is correlated with an acceptance of hierarchy, status, and inequality. Liberalism, by contrast, suppresses men's life force: "Leftists have now openly embraced emasculation and having low testosterone as part of their identity." He also revisits an argument he first made in an article titled "Ecce Homos," that the left had robbed straight men of their heroes by recasting them as gay. He wants to reclaim the male bonding of "Julius Caesar or Alexander the Great, the Spartan last stand at Thermopylae, cowboys, pirates, gang members."


Charles Cornish-Dale, trained as a religious historian, is also a manosphere provocateur known as Raw Egg Nationalist. (Photo-illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Courtesy of New Culture Forum.)



The Last Men is a confounding book because it seems equally perturbed by falling birth rates and Brokeback Mountain winning three Oscars. Cornish-Dale identifies potentially worrisome phenomena, such as a reported decline in sperm counts around the world, and gestures toward genuine feelings of ennui experienced by many young American men, who are stuck in unrewarding jobs, searching for greater meaning in their lives. He lays the blame at the feet of the elites: They are keeping you fat; they are unhappy with risk taking and hierarchy; they are calling masculinity toxic.

In conversation, Cornish-Dale is cocky but likable, with a languorous way of speaking that reminded me of Simon Cowell. Our Zoom took place at 6 a.m. his time, and he appeared to be talking to me from his bed, wearing striped pajamas. His current aesthetic is shaved head and swole, though back in 2012, he gave up doing fieldwork in a Buddhist monastery when he was asked to cut off his man bun. "I was going through a hipster phase," he told me. "They wanted me to wear a robe instead of skinny jeans, and I just wouldn't do it."

Cornish-Dale is essentially an influencer--albeit one who knows a lot of $10 words. But masculinism is not merely an outgrowth of the attention economy. Other figures with similar ideas have strong connections to conservative policy circles.

One of these is Scott Yenor, who has declared that modern women are "medicated, meddlesome, and quarrelsome." Since 2000, Yenor has taught political philosophy at Boise State University, in Idaho, 300 miles south of Douglas Wilson's stronghold in Moscow. He has also worked with Florida Governor Ron DeSantis on rolling back DEI programs, which conservatives see as a de facto racial and gender quota system that is harmful to white men. "The core of what we oppose is 'anti-discrimination,' " Yenor wrote in a 2021 email, released to The New York Times under a public-records request.

Yenor now fancies doing a little discrimination of his own. As he wrote in an essay for the Claremont Institute last fall, he believes that the law should change to allow businesses "to support traditional family life by hiring only male heads of households, or by paying a family wage"--that is, compensating men more so that their wives do not need to work. (Currently, this would be straightforwardly unconstitutional sex-based discrimination.) In 2021, he argued that colleges should not try to recruit more women to become engineers, but instead should "recruit and demand more of men who become engineers. Ditto for med school and the law and every trade."

Like J. D. Vance, he reserves particular scorn for women who do not have children. Heaven help the "childless media scold" or "barren bureaucratic apparatchik"--Yenor's terms--who decides she would prefer having a career to having babies. His rhetoric is unpleasant and extreme enough that he could not get confirmed to a university board in Florida. As for repealing the Nineteenth Amendment, Yenor told me via email that "when America had household voting or some rough equivalent, it was not a tyranny, the country was well governed, and the family was supported. The country is different today, and the same voting system would be uncongenial to our conditions." (Although he responded to my question about the Nineteenth Amendment, Yenor did not make time for an interview with me.)

From the May 2023 issue: Helen Lewis on how freedom-loving Florida fell for Ron DeSantis

Yenor recently became the chair of the American Citizenship Initiative at the Heritage Foundation. A January report from the foundation called for a "culture-wide Manhattan Project" to promote family building through generous tax giveaways to married couples in which one parent is employed. At the same time, abortion, birth control, single-parent benefits, day care, dating apps, and no-fault divorce would be discouraged. The report contains one of the least romantic sentences I have ever read: "Marriage also opens unique retirement planning opportunities."


Scott Yenor has declared that modern women are "medicated, meddlesome, and quarrelsome," but says that denying them the vote would be "uncongenial to our conditions." (Photo-illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Heritage Foundation.)



All of this is a continuation of themes found in Project 2025, the Heritage Foundation's blueprint for Trump's second term. The document, in the words of my colleague David Graham, offers a vision of America where "men are breadwinners and women are mothers."

David A. Graham: The top goal of Project 2025 is still to come

Yenor's suggestion that feminism--with its attendant horrors of work outside the home, birth control, and financial independence--has made women neurotic and dependent on pharmaceuticals is now an article of faith on the right. Anonymous online posters frequently bring up data suggesting that liberal women are most likely to report suffering from anxiety. But to attribute female unhappiness to feminism seems wildly ahistorical. Have these people never read, say, The Feminine Mystique, which exhaustively cataloged the despair of mid-century stay-at-home mothers? ("Many suburban housewives were taking tranquilizers like cough drops," the author, Betty Friedan, wrote.) Across the manosphere, however, young people are told that before feminism ruined everything, women used to be cherished and pampered by their husbands. Now women are supposedly subsidized by government handouts or earning six figures in pointless "email jobs." In the masculinist paradigm, every woman does HR for cats and every man is a plumber or merchant seaman.

I asked Wilson about his allies' nostalgic distortion of history. "Just a simple question," he responded. "If you went back to 1850 and said: Out of all these women who had to get husbands' permission to travel, to visit a sick cousin or whatever, how many--take 10,000 of those women--how many of them were on antidepressants? And how many of them today are on antidepressants?"

That wasn't a fair comparison, I said, because today everyone is on antidepressants. Also, in the 1850s, SSRIs hadn't been invented. You just got told to take some laudanum and go to the baths.

How popular are masculinist ideas? Last year, research by King's College London and Ipsos found that Gen Z men in 30 nations were far more likely than male Baby Boomers to say that the fight for women's equality had gone so far that men were now disadvantaged. They were also more than twice as likely to say that a father who stayed home with his children was "less of a man." Meanwhile, 83 percent of Republican men younger than 50 think society is too feminized, according to a survey by the conservative Manhattan Institute. Intriguingly, this survey did not replicate the usual trope of working-class men revolting against snooty female elites: It found that "college-educated Republicans are more likely than their non-college counterparts to endorse the view that society has become too feminine."

The most recent presidential election, pitting Trump against Kamala Harris, was a gift to masculinists. After all, the movement's villains include female bosses, feminists, and women who don't bear children--and Harris was the embodiment of all three. The male podcasters who got behind Trump in 2024 now host outright misogynists: Consider the career of the Christian debater Andrew Wilson, who in January appeared on arguably the most popular podcast in America, The Joe Rogan Experience--the manosphere-influencer equivalent of singing the national anthem at the Super Bowl.

From the October 2024 issue: Helen Lewis on how Joe Rogan remade Austin

Rogan's choice of guests is a useful bellwether of the American political mood; he himself drifted from 2020 Bernie bro to 2024 Trump endorser via anti-wokeness, annoyance at COVID lockdowns, and a deep investment in conspiracy theories. He has lately begun to take an interest in Christianity, and has attended a nondenominational church.

Wilson, who appeared on Rogan's show to promote his online debating courses, originally became famous for appearing repeatedly on Whatever, a dating podcast with 4.6 million YouTube subscribers. The show's specialty is goading models and OnlyFans girls into delivering ragebait, such as one recent guest's suggestion that she deserves a millionaire husband. Women are never supposed to win in the Whatever bear pit, but sometimes they do, just by remaining calm while the men try to trip them up.

In one episode, Wilson told a female fellow guest that she was too stupid to understand him, so she raised the fact that Wilson's wife, Rachel, has children with three different men. He went thermonuclear. "You lick snizz," he barked. "You're a fucking dyke. Don't talk shit about my wife, you stupid bitch." He added, "I'm better than you." It was an extraordinary display of uncontrolled aggression. In another clip, he mocked a female guest for being unable to open a pickle jar. She handed it to him, and he failed too. "Your hand greased the whole top of it," he complained. Wilson has one of the most unpleasant internet personas I've ever encountered, and I've been on Bluesky. (He did not reply to my request for an interview, which was a relief.)

Unsurprisingly, Wilson treated Rogan, a high-status man, with far more respect than he showed the models of Whatever. In full bro-ing-out mode, he told Rogan that "feminists would immediately stop being feminist if they just had a taste of, like, well, you know, people actually did have to shut themselves up at night from wolves." (How a chain-smoking middle-aged man who podcasts for a living would fare against a wolf is an open question.) The difference between this Andrew Wilson and the one from Whatever was remarkable--as was the fact that Rogan was prepared to host the benevolent version without any apparent concern for the malevolent one.

Wilson also took the opportunity to plug his wife's book, Occult Feminism, which argues that feminism is "born of occult belief, because at its core, feminism seeks to make women gods over men, or at the very least to deify women." I've read it (spoiler alert: The suffragists loved seances; Miley Cyrus's tongue is pagan) and can say that the experience is eerily reminiscent of a friend recounting half a dozen Wikipedia pages that they read while drunk.

Wilson, however, promoted his wife so successfully that a few weeks later, Rachel Wilson made her own appearance on The Joe Rogan Experience. "I didn't really have much of an opinion on feminism," Rogan told her--except that he'd noticed that some feminists hated men. But listening to her book had made him realize that its origins were "bonkers."

What followed was a greatest hits of anti-feminism--which, as Phyllis Schlafly learned, is the one subject where women's contributions are always welcome. "Nobody wants to talk about this," Rachel Wilson told Rogan. "This is the conversation no one's ready for. Women's access to higher education is the No. 1 correlate around the world--regardless of economics, race, culture, status, anything--to falling birth rates."

In fact, observing a link between education and birth rates would be considered utterly banal in policy circles: The United Nations was publishing research on the phenomenon back in the 1990s. But everything in the manosphere has to be presented as allegedly forbidden knowledge. A few weeks later, the podcaster Katie Miller--wife of the Trump White House adviser Stephen--was making the exact same point to Fox News's Laura Ingraham, also with the air of someone breaking a taboo. Feminism was destroying the family, she told Ingraham, because it "pushed women into the workplace." As the writer Jill Filipovic noted, "These two women are having this conversation at their jobs."

In fact, the challenge of falling birth rates is so well-known that many countries have implemented pronatalist policies in response: Singapore offers $11,000 "baby bonuses," while Hungary exempts mothers of three or more children from income taxes. So far, though, none of the carrots has worked. The actually unspeakable bit is whether women's access to education and the job market should be restricted, in the name of producing more babies and saving civilization. I wish people like Rachel Wilson would just come out and say that they favor this, so we can have a proper argument about it.

Instead they deploy a classic masculinist tactic: Tiptoe up to the edge of a policy that would poll as well as mandatory Ebola, then pirouette away at the last minute. Joel Webbon, a hard-right pastor based in Austin who has built a large social-media following by opposing feminism and the "LGBT Mafia," is one of those prepared to say openly that he would like to restrict women's participation in public life. "I know a lot of people, and I'm obviously not going to name them, but a lot of people and names that you would recognize are much further to the right than they are willing to publicly say," he told me. However, he did not mind their bait-and-switch style, because the left has used it for decades. A small group of people argued that "love is love" to pass gay marriage, "and then, you know, it's like: Oh, actually, Drag Queen Story Hour." Masculinists were only turning lefties' own strategy against them.


Joel Webbon, a hard-right pastor with a large social-media following, says openly that he would like to restrict women's participation in public life. (Photo-illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Right Response Ministries.)



Like Douglas Wilson, Webbon is regularly described as a hate preacher; he told me that his services in Austin attract protesters who photograph his congregation. And as with Wilson, and Cornish-Dale, there is an enormous gulf between Webbon's combative online persona and the person I interviewed. On his podcast, he talks trollishly about "the fake sin of raaaycism," but one-on-one, he was scrupulously polite, calling me "ma'am" and listening without interruption as I told him that the system he advocates for is closer to Saudi Arabian guardianship than anything from the Christian tradition. He sees his internet presence, he told me, "like the Apostle Paul arguing and lecturing in the hall of Tyrannus," an important period of evangelism for the early Church. When I checked his X feed later, he was talking about "Jewish sodomites" and reposting an account called @IfindRetards.

The Phyllis Schlafly of today is the writer Helen Andrews, with whom I am sometimes confused by liberals with Helen blindness. In a viral 2025 essay for Compact magazine called "The Great Feminization," Andrews asked whether greater female participation in the workforce was "a threat to civilization." (Honestly, women can be so overwrought.)

Hillary Rodham Clinton: MAGA's war on empathy

She was building on an influential thesis on the right known as "the longhouse," which argues that modern, feminized society resembles the communal living halls of the past, which were dominated by "den mothers" who ruled by passive aggression, offense-taking, and ostracizing their enemies--all classically feminine modes of behavior. The most famous outlining of the longhouse thesis came from a writer calling himself L0m3z in the religious magazine First Things. He declined to cite any specific historical examples and added that one could not really define the longhouse, anyway, because "its definition must remain elastic, lest it lose its power to lampoon the vast constellation of social forces it reviles." How convenient! Instead, the longhouse was "a metonym for the disequilibrium afflicting the contemporary social imaginary." Let me shock you: L0m3z was eventually outed as a humanities academic.

Andrews took this thesis further, arguing that "everything you think of as 'wokeness' is simply an epiphenomenon of demographic feminization." To translate that into English, the claim is that women don't settle arguments like characters in a Guy Ritchie film, with fisticuffs outside the smoking shed and no hard feelings two hours later. Instead, Andrews writes, they "covertly undermine or ostracize their enemies." Therefore, "all cancellations are feminine." Again, a quick glance at the history books presents a few challenges: The backstabbing in the Roman Senate was both literal and figurative, and the Vatican has always been a nest of scheming cardinals. And who pressured ABC to take Jimmy Kimmel off the air after Charlie Kirk's assassination? Brendan Carr, who is Trump's Federal Communications Commission chair--and the possessor of a Y chromosome.

Read: The 'easy way' to crush the mainstream media

Later in the essay, Andrews offered a testable proposition: "If a business loses its swashbuckling spirit and becomes a feminized, inward-focused bureaucracy, will it not stagnate?" As it happens, the labor economist Revana Sharfuddin has crunched the data on factories in the Second World War--one of the greatest periods of "demographic feminization" in American history--and found no evidence that they became paralyzed by cancel culture and petty HR disputes. When I asked Andrews about this, she noted that wartime automobile and electrical factories were still essentially segregated by sex, and that even so, some managers hired counselors to help them deal with their new workforce. "For what it's worth, the counterargument that most landed with me was the example of communism," she wrote in an email. "Women were well represented in medicine and science in the Soviet Bloc, and their society didn't collapse--well, it did, but probably not because of the women."

Andrews's essay comes to the defense of former Harvard President Larry Summers, who resigned under pressure in 2006 after arguing that women might be underrepresented in the hard sciences because of their innate lack of interest in those fields and their inability to perform at the highest levels. It later emerged in the Epstein files that this was a sanitized version of his private view, which was that women have lower IQs than men. (Out of curiosity, I hunted down the diversity stats for 2006, the year Summers resigned. At the time, four-fifths of Harvard's tenured professors were men.) In retrospect, Summers's ouster doesn't look like the product of feminist hysteria; rather, his colleagues may have seen him as an embarrassing liability and seized on the opportunity to offload him.

To my surprise, when I put this to Andrews, she partially agreed. "Saying Larry Summers was fired because of the controversy is like saying America entered World War II because of Pearl Harbor," she said. "It's a simplification: good enough for the one-sentence version, but definitely omitting important factors." In our communication, she was wry and self-deprecating, apologizing for any inconvenience I'd experienced by being mistaken for her--"the bad Helen." I reflected that this version of Andrews wouldn't have gone viral in the way that the one warning that working women are a "threat to civilization" did.

Read: Renee Nicole Good, Grok, and the punishing of women

On the right, creeping feminization has become an all-purpose explanation for many recent events: Women pity the underdog, pander to self-proclaimed victims, and care about hurt feelings more than the truth--all of which are exploited by undocumented immigrants and violent criminals. In this analysis, Renee Good--the woman shot by an immigration-enforcement officer in Minneapolis--was killed because she'd adopted left-wing values. "An AWFUL (Affluent White Female Urban Liberal) is dead after running her car into an ICE agent who opened fire on her," the right-wing pundit Erick Erickson posted immediately after her death. Women are childlike, naive, immature; they simply do not understand the real world.


Helen Andrews wrote a viral 2025 essay that questioned whether greater female participation in the workforce was a "threat to civilization." (Photo-illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Jon Meadows.)



Many MAGA figures have identified the surfeit of feminine empathy as a political issue. The first episode of Douglas Wilson's Man Rampant podcast was called "The Sin of Empathy." The Canadian marketing professor Gad Saad issues regular condemnations of "suicidal empathy" between posts complaining that women "no longer wear any real clothes and instead are always in athleisure."

Elizabeth Bruenig: The conservative attack on empathy

This disdain for empathy often leads to the conclusion that women's political participation is a problem, because the little ladies will insist on voting for the wrong candidates and policies. "The 1920s were the last decade in American history during which one could be genuinely optimistic about politics," Peter Thiel, an early advocate for Trump in Silicon Valley, wrote in a 2009 essay for a Cato Institute journal. "Since 1920, the vast increase in welfare beneficiaries and the extension of the franchise to women--two constituencies that are notoriously tough for libertarians--have rendered the notion of 'capitalist democracy' into an oxymoron." In this view, the gender split in American politics--55 percent of men but only 46 percent of women voted for Trump in 2024--is not merely a reflection of differing priorities but a problem to be solved.

At the same time that people like Wilson are saying out loud that they want to repeal the Nineteenth Amendment, the suggestion that anyone seriously wants to end female suffrage is often dismissed by mainstream conservatives as lib hysteria. After all, changing the Constitution would require the assent of three-quarters of the 50 states. "I'll be concerned about the 19th thing the day a single state--just one out of 38--passes a repeal," Inez Stepman, a former fellow at the Claremont Institute, posted in March. Liberals were "humorlessly chasing fumes of jokes and bar chatter, and dishonestly using it to silence real policy and cultural debate." Personally, I would feel better about this line of argument had I not sat opposite the conservative intellectual Jordan Peterson in 2018 while he sneered at my suggestion that Trump-appointed justices would overturn Roe v. Wade. Or if the Trump administration had not taken the issue of birthright citizenship all the way to the Supreme Court. Or if Pete Hegseth had not already blocked the promotion of female (and Black) military officers, and frequently expressed his opposition to women serving in combat.

Masculinism is now approaching its imperial-overreach phase, like the Roman empire that many of its leaders so admire. For some of its most ardent adherents, if someone on the left is doing anything, regardless of their sex, it's feminized and bad. Meanwhile, when Trump sends out a bitchy Truth Social post about a petty grievance, that is a display of manly vigor. Tucker Carlson's perfectly buoyant coiffure? Rugged--butch, even. Ben Shapiro's heartwarming enjoyment of musical theater? In the best tradition of the Vikings or Spartans, probably. This reductive view of the world--women things bad, men things good--is the mirror image of the worst excesses of 2010s Tumblr feminism, when introverted teenage girls posted hashtags like #KillAllMen and drank from mugs that read MALE TEARS.

In March, the anti-DEI activist Christopher Rufo had to fend off a horde of anonymous right-wing posters claiming, apparently seriously, that white men "are very easily the most oppressed group in history." When he described this view as "brain damaged" and invoked a little-known American phenomenon called slavery, he was besieged with complaints.

For me, this episode gets to the core of MAGA masculinism. Which of its faces is the real one--the conservative think-tankers seeking to undo antidiscrimination laws, or the soap opera of influencers railing against "small-breasted biddies" and AWFULs, wallowing in self-pity, and labeling everything they dislike as feminine?

But of course, the sober thinkers and the shock troops feed off each other. Sometimes, as with Wilson, they coexist in a single person. This is a movement with real policy goals: the rollback of no-fault divorce. Tax breaks to reward male breadwinners and female homemakers. An end to anything with a whiff of DEI, even leadership programs for women in the military, like one cut by Hegseth. A return to the workplace culture of the 1970s, where sexual harassment was normalized. An open preference for male employees in hiring, promotion, and pay awards--in other words, affirmative action for men.

Yet masculinism also functions as a perpetual-motion machine of grievance, an inarticulate howl of anguish at the status quo--whatever that currently is. Masculinism is both serious and silly, sometimes camp and sometimes chilling, an attention-grabbing performance and a genuine proposition. No wonder it has become the cornerstone of Trumpism.
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I Remember America Before the Measles Vaccine

And I wish Robert F. Kennedy Jr. did too.

by Fran Moreland Johns

Mon, 11 May 2026




Lately, I've come to notice that the strangest and most terrible pieces of my childhood are roaring back. I was born in 1933, and much of what I remember as a little girl was defined by either the war or what we called, simply, sickness.

I myself was blessed with exceptionally good health, but my friends, family, and community were regularly struck with childhood diseases. Neighborhoods were frozen in fear when maladies suddenly erupted: pool closures during polio epidemics, quarantines when mumps or measles raged. I remember one particularly galling time when my older sister Mimi and I were confined to the house, morosely watching our friends playing on the construction site of a new house across the street. We were fine; they all had whooping cough. Whooping cough was often deadly for babies and toddlers but among the less debilitating of childhood diseases past for older children, thus the freedom to play while coughing. Neither Mimi nor I ever caught it--a fact I was grateful for 40 years later, when I met with a pulmonologist about my cigarette-compromised lungs and he remarked, "At least you never had whooping cough."

We did, however, catch chicken pox simultaneously with our older sisters, Jane and Helen; we were then 5, 7, 11, and 13. Just thinking of it can resurrect the itch. (And lest I forget, some 70 years later, following a time of extended stress, that long-dormant varicella-zoster virus returned as a bout of shingles.) But that was nothing compared with the measles Jane contracted. Memories of those days, among the most vivid of my early life, still evoke tremors in the bottom of my stomach. There was widespread fear of measles causing blindness, which had indeed happened to a young family acquaintance. So for several days at the height of her illness, Jane was quarantined in one bedroom while Helen moved in with Mimi and me. The shades were drawn and curtains closed in Jane's room, and the door was opened only after the hallway was darkened. She survived--and later went on to become a wife, mother, and well-regarded artist. But that was just the luck of the draw. Measles killed some 10,000 American children in the 1930s and '40s--roughly 500 kids died every year. In my generation, we were the guinea pigs for what science would soon discover: This pesky childhood sickness increases the risk of stroke, chronic lung problems, and impaired neurodevelopment.

Read: His daughter was America's first measles death in a decade

Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. was not born yet when all of this took place. By the time he turned 13, in 1967, most of the diseases that ravaged my childhood had been eradicated by the vaccines he now disdains. The unfortunate thing about that disdain is that Kennedy has the power to impose his bizarre notions on the entire country. It's too bad that we have no way to time-capsule him back several decades (or time-travel forward, for that matter) in hopes that he might understand the havoc he will wreak upon future generations.

RFK Jr. would have liked my friend Jack, a rambunctious child given to sudden mischief. Jack was part of a foursome, the others being Mary Sue and Tommy and me. We bonded days after I arrived in Ashland, Virginia, having just turned 6. For several years we were inseparable, even when Jack developed rheumatic fever and was bedridden for weeks. We simply detoured from climbing trees and playing ball into spending afternoons staging battles with toy soldiers on his bed or listening, enraptured, to his favorite radio serials, including The Lone Ranger and Jack Armstrong, the All-American Boy. Jack was isolated even from the three of us when whooping cough rampaged through the town, but he still managed to catch that too. He died of heart failure at age 19; how much of that good young heart's failure was due to those earlier illnesses, we'll never know. That was more than half a century ago. I never forgot Jack. I wish I could tell Kennedy about him, and the pain his death caused everyone who loved him.

From the January 2026 issue: Why is Robert F. Kennedy Jr. so convinced he's right?

The other childhood friend I would most like our health secretary to know is Susan, who moved to our neighborhood in second grade and contracted polio when we were in our early teens. I remember being taken to visit her when she was in an iron lung. Though she was in a highly restricted part of the hospital, I was allowed to visit, largely because she was not expected to live and we were desperate to see each other. In those days of family doctors who made house calls for everything but major emergencies, I had been in a hospital once or twice at most. I knew all about the iron lung and was thoroughly familiar with Susan's precarious state; still, I was not prepared for the sight of a giant monster of a machine on sturdy legs, with only my friend's head protruding from one end.

There were six of them in all, I think, in a cold room smelling of ether and rubbing alcohol: six futuristic creatures with human heads. Nurses in starched white uniforms and rubber-soled white shoes walked wordlessly among the machines, which kept up a steady thrum as they forced air in and out of failing lungs. Susan's mother stood on one side, stroking her daughter's hair, while Susan and I talked in voices just above a whisper, as if we were in church. She wanted to tell me about the boy who had been in the iron lung behind where I sat, who was there when she arrived but a few days ago had vanished. There was only one other visitor, another mother stroking another small head. Happy as I was to see Susan, I couldn't help wondering if I would be able to summon the courage to endure such hardship just to survive. But survive she did, unexpectedly, to live to adulthood with some disabilities.

From the February 1957 issue: How good is the polio vaccine?

The disabilities resulting from those childhood diseases far exceeded the recorded life-and-death statistics: the compromised lungs, the weakened hearts, the bones and muscles and systems unable to develop as they might have. It's impossible to calculate the awful toll. Vaccines, though, changed it all, essentially vanquishing those diseases in the United States and much of the rest of the world. The rejection of science is sending us back to those dark ages.

When I was 12, Americans everywhere threw what can only be described as a two-day party. It was 1945, and Japan had surrendered. Euphoria swept across the country, including in small towns like Ashland, where my friends and I had pulled red wagons around to gather scrap for the war effort. There had been a slight exhaling of breath the previous May, on what came to be known as V-E Day, and another one after the bombs were dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August. (Only later would I learn the grim moral complexity of such weapons.) But with the end of the war came a widespread belief that lasting peace was no longer just a dream. Flags went up on every front porch, the sounds of long-hoarded firecrackers pierced the air, perfect strangers hugged each other on sidewalks, and high-school bands paraded in the streets.

Tom Nichols: Reclaiming real American patriotism

Those of us who are now in our 90s might be forgiven a twinge of nostalgia for that moment. But this is no plea to return to some imaginary good old days. Indelibly etched into my brain are memories from the decade leading up to our entry into the war. I was 4, at most, the night my father woke Mimi and me in what seemed the middle of the night and gently carried us downstairs into the living room. He deposited us on the floor in front of the Philco radio. We sat at the feet of our mother, who was on the sofa darning socks. There were crackling sounds coming from the radio, someone speaking over the noise of a crowd. My father explained that we were in no danger but that terrible things were happening in the world, largely because of one very bad man, and he wanted us to hear what this madman sounded like: Adolf Hitler on a shortwave-radio broadcast. We, of course, had no idea what Hitler was saying. But the angry shouts to a cheering crowd, sounds reinforced later in newsreel clips shown at movies we occasionally attended, carried a powerful message I have never forgotten. They were the sounds of evil, the antithesis of "Love thy neighbor."

Americans survived those years on kindness and collective effort. In the 1930s, when hunger, poverty, and despair were at levels hard to imagine today, you could have nothing and still be kind. As a child who never went hungry, I was spared the traumas suffered by many, but I witnessed hardship in the nation's psyche. My father had a job that paid enough to feed four daughters and cover the mortgage on our tiny three-bedroom house, albeit just barely. Several times a week, men in worn coats and brown fedoras in search of food and work would knock on our back door. My mother would make peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwiches, hand them to me with glasses of milk, and instruct me to be very polite to "our visitors."

From the November 2025 issue: I don't want to stop believing in America's decency

Throughout World War II, we knitted socks for soldiers and went with our mother to deliver hot cross buns to neighbors when a new Gold Star was hung in someone's front window. We kids were also serious about collecting scrap and were occasionally enlisted to help watch the skies from a small rural hut for the rare passing airplane, whose description we would carefully record in a government logbook. My memories of these long-ago years are spotty; I was just a child. Far more clearly I recall the aftermath, when all of those men (and a few women) in uniform came home--Jane married one of them--and war stories were left behind. Everyone was in a hurry to move forward into a newly peaceful world, a world without the tragedies of war abroad and the curse of sickness at home.

It was a time of singular, optimistic patriotism. No one thought the road ahead would be easy; everyone believed that peace and shared prosperity were possible. For nearly a century, I've been privileged to watch the fits, starts, and swings of that optimism: the forward leaps of science and technology, the backward falls into tragic wars, the sidesteps into misguided ideologies. But the collective effort behind those hot cross buns and front-porch flags? That is still who we are, if we choose to be.



This article appears in the June 2026 print edition with the headline "The America I've Known."
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Stephen Miller in Retreat

The once-powerful aide's influence has quietly diminished.

by Michael Scherer, Nick Miroff

Mon, 11 May 2026




Just hours before Stephen Miller arrived at the Mar-a-Lago ballroom on New Year's Eve--where he would welcome 2026 by dancing next to the soon-to-be-defenestrated homeland security secretary, Kristi Noem, as the 1990s cultural relic Vanilla Ice performed--he won a great, though ultimately fleeting, victory. The Labor Department's Foreign Labor Certification office announced that the Trump administration would cut the number of approved visas for seasonal workers by about 50 percent. Miller had been trying since his days as a Senate aide to reduce reliance on visas granted annually to the hospitality, construction, and landscaping industries.

But the plan unraveled within weeks. After the killing of two protesters in Minneapolis, President Trump reversed the visa cuts as part of a late-January retreat from Miller's hard-edged goals. Miller was not involved in the walk-back, according to two people with knowledge of the process and who requested anonymity to discuss internal deliberations. Instead, Trump made the decision with the "border czar," Tom Homan, and others after hearing about concerns from hospitality-industry employers, they said.

The reversal was one of the earliest signs that Miller's influence is on the wane. Others have followed. The White House deputy chief of staff and homeland security adviser designed Trump's second-term immigration agenda. But weeks into the new year, the president dismantled the roving Border Patrol strike forces that Miller had encouraged; turned on Noem, who had carried out Miller's aggressive instructions; and handed control of the deportation program back to career law-enforcement officials.

White House insiders said that Miller remains a top adviser to the president, that he has a singular relationship to Trump built over the past decade, and that his job is not in jeopardy. Immigration enforcement remains a central theme of the administration and is expected to feature prominently in Trump's midterm-election messaging. They said that Miller has always seen himself as a staffer who subordinates his own opinions on policy to the agenda of the president, even when it shifts. "The President loves Stephen," White House Communications Director Steven Cheung told us in a statement. "And the White House staff respects him tremendously."

But Trump, who has previously joked that Miller's "truest feelings" are so extreme that they should not be aired publicly, has also told others in recent weeks that he understands Miller sometimes goes too far, advisers told us. They said that Trump recognized immediately after the second killing in Minneapolis, of the protester Alex Pretti, that the policy needed to shift, and he did not embrace Miller's public description of Pretti as a "domestic terrorist." The question now is how long Trump will hold Miller and his policy prescriptions at a distance.

"I think the president knows very, very well what he can go to Stephen for, and what he probably shouldn't tell him if he doesn't want to get an earful," one former administration official told us. Another adviser described Trump's view of Miller more bluntly: "The president knows who he is, period."

The setback for Miller is striking largely because his rise was so stunning. No White House official in recent history--since Vice President Dick Cheney in the early 2000s, perhaps--has had such a dramatic and direct impact on U.S. government policy and such operational sway over so many parts of government.

Miller oversaw the drafting and release of executive orders in the early days of Trump's second term, sat at the table for early national-security decisions, and was the driving force behind legislation that awarded $175 billion in funding for immigration enforcement, allowing for more Immigration and Customs Enforcement officers, detention centers, and deportation flights. It was Miller who set a goal of 3,000 ICE arrests a day to hit his target of 1 million deportations a year, matching the legislative goals that he helped draft. He instructed ICE officers to sweep through Home Depot parking lots to help meet that goal. When street clashes over enforcement started, he publicly declared that officers had "federal immunity" for their actions on the job, and he helped draft a national-security memorandum that told law enforcement to treat even peaceful anti-deportation protests and the release of personal details about government officials as telltale signs of potential "domestic terrorism" conspiracies.

But the second year of Trump's second term is being directed by a new immigration-enforcement team. The new secretary of homeland security, former Senator Markwayne Mullin of Oklahoma, took over in late March with a mandate to get back to basics. Leaders of the department who had been sidelined by Noem, such as Customs and Border Protection Commissioner Rodney Scott, suddenly found themselves empowered. Employees she had pushed out, such as former Deputy Secretary Troy Edgar and the CBP official Matt Eagan, were welcomed back. Andrew Block, a close ally of Miller who served as CBP's chief counsel, was shown the door, according to two people briefed on the change. (Block did not respond to a request for comment.)

Read: The $97 million Utah warehouse ICE bought for $145 million

Underlying all of the changes was a return to conventional ICE "targeted enforcement" tactics that prioritize immigrants with criminal records or pending deportation orders, and that seek to make arrests with less drama. The change in policy has shown up in the numbers. In March, ICE made about 30,000 arrests, down from 36,000 in January, the data show--well below Miller's goal of 3,000 detentions a day. The drop is even more remarkable because it follows a hiring surge last fall--pushed by Miller--to add 12,000 ICE officers and agents. ICE also has fewer immigrants in its jails now, the latest statistics show. The number of detainees has dropped from about 70,000 in late January to roughly 60,000 late last month, according to the latest internal data.

The strategy, blessed by Trump, is a relief for Republican campaign strategists who watched with trepidation as the street battles in Minneapolis turned immigration, an issue that Trump had dominated in 2024, into a liability. Of all the standard policy-approval questions asked about presidents, immigration was the one that Trump came into office for his second term with the highest ratings on--a net positive of 7 percentage points, according to the polling average kept by Silver Bulletin, Nate Silver's Substack. That fell to a negative-14-point rating in February 2026, before recovering to negative-10 points since then. Miller's allies, for their part, blame the Department of Homeland Security for feeding the White House incorrect information after Pretti's death that suggested that he was the aggressor.

Mullin, who has no prior federal-law-enforcement experience, is being mentored by Homan, a former acting director of ICE, who started working for the federal government in 1984. Homan gave a keynote speech at a border-security conference in Phoenix this week that was attended by top DHS officials, telling the audience that the mass-deportation plan remains on track. "You ain't seen shit yet," Homan said, drawing cheers. His message was mostly aimed at critics on the right who say the administration is backing off.

Homan, who kept an arm's-length relationship with Noem, has said that he speaks with Mullin "every day, several times a day." Miller also speaks with Mullin regularly, a White House official told us. In a statement for this story, Mullin told us that he works closely with both Homan and Miller. "Everyone's on the same page," Mullin said.

But in contrast with the legislative negotiations over DHS funding last year, Homan and Mullin, not Miller, were the ones involved in talks on Capitol Hill to restore DHS funding this year, according to two DHS officials. Miller continues to conduct daily 10 a.m. conference calls with senior officials at the department and with other agencies involved in immigration enforcement, but the general tone has been less demanding in recent weeks, two people with knowledge of the calls told us. And the power center has shifted. "The new secretary is listening to Tom Homan and Rodney Scott before he is ever listening to Stephen Miller," a senior administration official told us. "We just have law enforcement in charge."

Miller allies say that much of his direct involvement last year with the Department of Homeland Security was needed to help Noem, who regularly feuded with heads of other agencies, requiring Miller to play a more hands-on role. "The entire White House has to worry less about cleaning up after DHS with new leadership in there," the White House official told us.

There have been no accounts of clashes or tension between Homan and Miller, and the former has even praised the latter as "one of the most brilliant people I've met in my entire life." But from the start of the administration, they have advocated for different approaches to Trump's mass-deportation campaign. Miller has emphasized sheer numbers, and Homan prefers a quality-over-quantity approach that prioritizes immigrants with criminal records. "I have always worked, and continue to work closely, with Stephen and now Secretary Mullin to deliver on the President's commitment to the American people," Homan told us in a statement.

But Homan's approach is the predominant one right now, and the department has been quietly reversing changes that Miller ordered. Miller had pushed aggressively to fast-track training for new ICE hires, slashing the academy course to about eight weeks. The accelerated schedule alarmed veteran ICE officers, and the hiring surge was marred by high dropout rates. In recent weeks, ICE reverted to a four-and-a-half-month training program similar to its former academy course, according to three officials who were not authorized to discuss the change.

Read: ICE's 'athletically allergic' recruits

Miller has moved his focus to a new task force aimed at uncovering "fraud" among immigrant communities. He still posts regularly on social media about violent crime by undocumented migrants. He has stopped publicly railing against the domestic-terrorism threat of liberal activists, although a new counterterrorism strategy released this week still lists "Violent Left-Wing Extremists" (but not violent right-wing extremists) as a threat on par with narco- and Islamic terrorists. He has also begun to push for more radical congressional redistricting, arguing that Republicans could pick up 40 seats or more if they take advantage of the recent Supreme Court Voting Rights Act ruling, overhaul the Census, and persuade courts to exclude undocumented immigrants from population counts that determine how many seats are given to each state.

Several people we spoke with said that it is just a matter of time before Miller is able to reassert himself with new initiatives inside the administration. One former department official cautioned us against counting out Miller or predicting a long-term loss of influence on immigration policy. "In the end, Stephen is the one who comes up with new ideas," the former official said. "As much as everyone loves Tom Homan, he's not going to say 'Here's a unique authority we could use to do X, Y and Z.' But the president likes Homan's approach at the moment."

This is not the first time Miller's hard-line approach has hurt Trump politically. In the spring of 2018, Miller championed the policy of separating migrant parents from their children at the border, saying at the time that he viewed it as an effective way of deterring migrants from attempting the journey in the first place. That backlash was bipartisan and intense, forcing Trump to reverse course within weeks. The episode became one of the most glaring missteps of Trump's first term, and it galvanized Democrats, fueling the party's midterm victories. Miller took the setback in stride, retreating to craft new restrictions on migration that used laws designed to protect the nation from disease to cut refugee admissions and block asylum seekers after the onset of the coronavirus pandemic.

But there are clear signs that Miller has not backed away from his own views on immigration--including on H-2B visas. As an aide to Senator Jeff Sessions in 2015, Miller helped oppose an effort by then-Speaker of the House Paul Ryan, a Republican, to raise the cap on the visas. (Sessions argued that temporary workers threatened "jobs and livelihoods of thousands of loyal Americans.") In 2017, Miller emailed then-Labor Secretary Alex Acosta an article about rising wages in a Maine resort town after a shortage of H-2B visas. "Markets work," was the subject line, according to a document obtained through a public-records request by American Oversight.

The day after the news broke this year that Trump had reversed his cuts to the H-2B visa program, Miller took to social media to broadly condemn any effort to experiment with "importing a foreign labor class." "All visas," he wrote, "are a bridge to citizenship." It was as close as the staffer would get to criticizing his boss.



*Illustration sources: Aaron Schwartz / CNP / Bloomberg / Getty; Anna Moneymaker / Getty; Kevin Dietsch / Getty; Getty; Richard Tsong-Taatarii / The Minnesota Star Tribune / Getty.
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Is Marco Rubio the Happiest Cabinet Member?

While his colleagues deal with war and controversy, he's laughing and talking in rap lyrics.

by Matt Viser

Sat, 09 May 2026




It's a low bar, perhaps, but no one in the Trump administration seems to be having more fun at the moment than Marco Rubio. Last weekend, he was acting as a DJ at a family wedding, headphones to his ear with head and hand pumping to the beat. Midweek, the secretary of state was at the podium in the White House briefing room, spitting rap lyrics and cracking jokes. ("Two more questions!" he said, before entertaining seven more.) And toward the end of the week, he was in Vatican City, being escorted through marble hallways by members of the Pontifical Swiss Guard for an audience with Pope Leo XIV, who has been criticized by the president and vice president.

Rubio comes across as the happy warrior, not the angry one--the one offering lighthearted jokes more than brash confrontation.

In a more normal time, he would seem like just another glad-handing politician. But consider the moment: Gas prices are rising, the GOP midterm outlook is dimming, and the war that President Trump launched against Iran continues with no tidy ending in sight. The president faces record-high disapproval ratings. Three Cabinet members have been ousted, and others worry they could be next. Commerce Secretary Howard Lutnick is up on Capitol Hill testifying about his ties to Jeffrey Epstein, and FBI Director Kash Patel faces questions about his alleged excessive drinking, which he denies. Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth is navigating the war with Iran and a closed Strait of Hormuz. Vice President Vance, despite his original reservations about that war, has been pulled in as a negotiator and defender.

But Rubio--the guy who once became a meme because of the way he sat uncomfortably on an Oval Office couch, looking exhausted with his many jobs--suddenly looks joyful and light. He seemed to be everywhere all at once this week, followed by a hum and then a buzz of: Hmm, he sure looks like he's running in 2028. That's the murmur that once followed Vance. Although people close to Rubio and Vance downplay any rivalry--insisting that they are close friends and ardent allies--it's hard not to see a shadow Republican presidential primary beginning to emerge. Vance made his first trip to Iowa as vice president on Tuesday, to campaign for vulnerable midterm candidates, raise money for the party, and stoke interest in his own political future.

Toward the end of the Tuesday briefing, a reporter from the Christian Broadcasting Network lobbed a softball question at the country's top diplomat: "What is your hope for America at a time such as this?" Rubio took a big swing. "It's the hope I hope we all share. We want it to continue to be the place where anyone from anywhere can achieve anything, where you're not limited by the circumstances of your birth, by the color of your skin, by your ethnicity," he said.

He continued for nearly a minute in what sounded awfully like a stump speech I'd heard before--and, in fact, it was. Rubio had delivered, in portions nearly word for word, the same formula in his 2016 campaign. He said it on the campaign trail, and he said it from the debate stage. On Wednesday, Rubio's official State Department X account released a campaign-style video, in which his lofty words played over a montage of Rubio and Trump and American flags. It even included a clip of Ronald Reagan as music from the Superman movie Man of Steel swelled. It has been viewed more than 4 million times.

Rubio is the secretary of state, but last year he also became the national security adviser. For a time, he was also the acting head of the National Archives and USAID. And this week, he was tasked with filling in for White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt, who had given birth a few days prior. "Another job?" the official White House X account posted to preview his briefing-room appearance as must-see TV. "Don't miss it!"

At the podium, Rubio deadpanned and joked, bantered and riffed. He spoke in Spanish at the request of a Telemundo reporter and called on an Italian reporter he said he recognized from his tenure as a senator. He tried to work the room, lamenting that no one had a name tag on ("Back row, yellow tie!" "In the pink." "I need to get a laser pointer!" "Right there in the white!") He was learning, he explained; he was "winging it, guys."

"They gave me a little map--I don't know where I put it--of the people here. Some of you had, like, red X's. I'm kidding. No, that's not true." He next tried to call on someone wearing black before multiple people butted in, prompting Rubio to marvel: "This is chaos, guys!"

Read: The Pentagon may not be giving Trump the full picture of the war

He parried questions about Iran and gas prices, trying to reframe the debate. Sure, Iran is pushing gas prices up, he argued, but imagine how little leverage the United States would have if the regime also possessed a nuclear weapon. "A nuclear-armed Iran could do whatever the hell they want with the Straits, and there's nothing anyone would be able to do about it," he said. (The head of the International Atomic Energy Agency said in March that the development of a weapon was not imminent.)

Close listeners would have detected Rubio's use--perhaps to make the complexities of geopolitical diplomacy and threat of nuclear warfare slightly more digestible--of early-'90s rap lyrics: He said that top officials in the Iranian government were "insane in the brain" (a nod to Cypress Hill's 1993 hit) and added that "they should check themselves before they wreck themselves" (a paraphrase of Ice Cube's 1992 song "Check Yo Self"). Toward the end, Rubio said he would take a last question. He pointed to Jacqui Heinrich of Fox News. "Many people want to know: What is your DJ name?" she asked. "My DJ name?" he responded. "You're not ready for my DJ name."

About 36 hours after leaving the briefing room, Rubio was preparing to arrive at the Vatican. He was the parishioner with the pontiff, a secretary of state with the head of one of the world's largest religions, a Florida man connecting with the guy formerly known as Robert Prevost from Chicago, the former football player with the ardent White Sox fan. Perhaps most crucial, Rubio was the conduit between a U.S. president who has become a constant critic of the pope and an American-born pope marking the one-year anniversary of his elevation. For Rubio, it was one of his highest-wire acts of diplomacy yet.

Rubio is a practicing Catholic who regularly attends Mass, but he has an eclectic religious background. For a period after moving to Las Vegas as a child, he converted to Mormonism--immersing himself in its theology, studying church literature, and joining a neighborhood-church-sponsored Cub Scout pack--but after watching a televised papal Mass during Easter Week in 1983, he switched back to Catholicism. His family has regularly attended a megachurch affiliated with the Southern Baptist Convention, but he has maintained his home in the Catholic Church and written about its deep influence on his life.

Rubio presents a less outspoken version of Catholicism than Vance, who in several weeks is releasing a book on his 2019 Catholic conversion. Vance last month threw an eyebrow-raising brushback pitch to the pope, who had criticized the U.S.-led war in Iran. "I think it's very, very important for the pope to be careful when he talks about matters of theology," Vance said. Later, after the pope sought to defuse some of the tension, Vance said he was grateful for the pope's remarks and that "he will be in our prayers, and I hope that we'll be in his."

Rubio earlier in the week downplayed the idea that he was on a special mission to smooth things over, saying: "No, I mean, it's a trip we had planned from before, and obviously we had some stuff that happened." The White House referred me to the State Department on questions about the president's hope for the trip, and the roles of Rubio and Vance. "Secretary Rubio decided to go to the Vatican (as is normal for a secretary to do), and no one 'asked' or 'told' him to," a State Department official told me, requesting not to be identified to discuss the planning of the trip. Last year Vance led a delegation, which included Rubio, to attend the pope's inaugural Mass. Vance had also met with Pope Francis a few weeks earlier, a meeting that occurred hours before his death.

Read: The tiny White House club making major national-security decisions

In the lead-up to Rubio's trip, Trump seemed to make diplomacy as hard as possible. He had called the pope "WEAK on crime" and "terrible for Foreign Policy." In an interview three days before Rubio was to arrive, Trump said that the pope had been "endangering a lot of Catholics and a lot of people." "He thinks it's just fine for Iran to have a nuclear weapon," the president told the conservative-radio talk-show host Hugh Hewitt. The remarks were baffling to the Vatican. Outside the papal residence at Castel Gandolfo the next night, Pope Leo spoke with journalists and, reading between the diplo-speak, said Trump should stop mischaracterizing his position. He said it should be clear, through the decades, that the Church has routinely spoken out against nuclear weapons.

No tension was evident in the few images and video footage that emerged from Rubio's two-and-a-half-hour visit inside the Vatican, where he also met with Cardinal Pietro Parolin, secretary of state of the Holy See. Rubio and Leo posed for a stiff photo: the secretary of state in a blue tie and an American flag pin, the pope in all-white vestments and a silver cross necklace. While acknowledging that the pope is "a baseball guy," Rubio for some reason presented him with a small crystal football bearing the seal of the State Department.

"What to get someone who has everything?" Rubio asked, even though the pope, famously, gives up all material possessions. The pope presented Rubio with several gifts, including a pen made from the wood of an olive tree. "Olive being, of course," the pope reminded him, "the plant of peace."

By yesterday afternoon in Rome, when Rubio addressed reporters for about 20 minutes at the end of his trip, he seemed to grow more defensive about whether any progress had been made. He had updated the pope, he said, on the situation with Iran and how seriously the U.S. takes the nuclear threat. He emphasized his respect for the pope as a spiritual leader and said that, "obviously, the church has always interacted on behalf of a mission for peace and a respect for all of humanity."

Would he recommend that the president stop criticizing the pope? "Why would I tell you what I'm going to recommend to the president?" Rubio responded. "But beyond that, the president will always speak clearly about how he feels about the U.S. and U.S. policy."

Did he ask the pope to stop criticizing the Iran war? Rubio refused to say and then made plain that that wasn't why he was there: "This was a trip that had been planned even before all these things had happened."

Would there be a phone call between the pope and the president anytime soon? "Um, I don't know. Maybe? I don't know. I mean, it could happen." By the end of the week, it was clear: The same could be said about a 2028 presidential run.
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The GOP's Stunningly Swift Gerrymandering Drive

It took barely a week to wipe a majority-Black district off the map.

by Russell Berman, Yvonne Wingett Sanchez

Fri, 08 May 2026




For more than four decades, the Ninth Congressional District of Tennessee stood as a bulwark, ensuring that the Black voters who compose a majority of the city of Memphis could choose their representative in Washington. With a nod from the Supreme Court, the state's ruling Republicans took barely a week to wipe that district off the map.

Tennessee yesterday enacted legislation that splits much of Memphis among three separate districts, diluting the votes of Black residents and all but guaranteeing Republicans an additional House seat. The move was the first, and surely not the last, GOP legislative response to the Supreme Court's decision last week gutting enforcement of the Voting Rights Act. Across the South, Republicans are rushing to redraw congressional districts that, because of the Court's 6-3 ruling in Louisiana v. Callais, they believe they are no longer required to reserve for nonwhite voters, who predominantly cast ballots for Democrats.

Voting-rights advocates expected GOP-led states to use the ruling to escalate a nationwide gerrymandering race. But the speed and blunt force of the Republican response have been astonishing. Louisiana Governor Jeff Landry invoked emergency powers usually meant for natural disasters to suspend a primary election that was already under way to give lawmakers time to redistrict. Alabama Republicans held votes during a tornado watch while a storm flooded the state capitol to allow for new primary elections if federal courts clear the state's path to redistrict. South Carolina legislators also took an initial step toward gerrymandering the district of Representative James Clyburn, one of the nation's most prominent Black leaders.

Collectively, the moves could increase the GOP's chances of retaining its narrow House majority in this fall's midterm elections. Republicans received another major judicial boost this morning, when Virginia's highest court struck down a statewide referendum designed by Democrats to give them as many as four additional House seats.

The Virginia decision will help Republicans in the short term, but the Callais ruling, written by Justice Samuel Alito and joined by the Supreme Court's five other conservative members, could benefit the GOP and reshape congressional representation in the South for years to come. "This feels like the echoes of the 'southern strategy' of the '60s," Anneshia Hardy, the executive director of the advocacy group Alabama Values, told us. "This is diluting Black political power." When the Court issued its ruling last week, Hardy had just finished speaking at an event at the Equal Justice Initiative in Montgomery. She got back to her car and wept.

In Louisiana, more than 42,000 voters had already cast ballots in the state's May 16 primaries when Landry halted the elections for U.S. House races. The move prompted chaos and confusion, election officials told us. Years of attacks on the integrity of elections have already sowed distrust among voters in the system, making the difficult task of election administration all the more challenging. Among election workers, "it's crushing for morale," David Becker, the executive director of the nonpartisan Center for Election Innovation & Research, told us. He equated Landry's move to ripping a tablecloth off an already set table.

To complicate matters further, Landry postponed only the House primaries. He did not call off the state's highly competitive Senate primary, leading to worries that turnout for that race will plummet. In southern Louisiana's Lafayette Parish, Registrar of Voters Charlene Meaux-Menard told us that many of the parish's 160,000 voters are baffled about why three polling locations are open for voting, because they thought the entire election was canceled. The Republican visited the sites and wrote on Facebook that the election was still on: "The voters are confused--besides us--having to do this new process," she said. "They're thinking the election is not happening at all."

In Tangipahoa Parish, an hour east of Baton Rouge, Andi Matheu, the registrar of voters, told us that her biggest challenge is getting the message out to 80,000 voters that an election is under way. She said many people seem to be reading only news headlines but not the information in the stories. "The headline says 'Election Suspended,' and that's not true," she said, exasperated. "Then it's like a bad game of Telephone--somebody tells somebody else, who tells somebody else. And by the time it gets to the fifth person, we're never going to have elections again in Louisiana."

While election officials in Louisiana are scrambling, Republicans in the GOP-controlled legislature are now deciding whether to carve up one or both of the House districts in New Orleans and Baton Rouge that Black Democrats currently represent. Either way, their choice will likely contribute to a steep decline in Black representation in Congress.

By the time the Callais decision came down last week, Florida Republicans were already voting on a newly gerrymandered map that presumed the Court would weaken Section 2 of the Voting Rights Act. Tennessee Republicans were ready too. On Wednesday, they introduced a map slicing up state Democrats' lone remaining stronghold in Memphis and its suburbs. The proposal cleared both chambers of the legislature yesterday, overcoming loud protests that included a tense confrontation between a Democratic lawmaker and state troopers. (The lawmaker's brother was arrested). "They destroyed the votes of one community for their own political partisan gain," Democratic State Senator London Lamar told us. "They knew that they would take away the Black vote, and it's just downright disgusting and egregious."

Kermit Moore, the president of the Memphis chapter of the NAACP, described his reaction as "anger and disgust." "This mid-decade power grab by the Republicans is unlawful, unethical, and is taking the power away from a community that had the chance to vote and elect their own representative," he told us. (For nearly 20 years, Memphis has voted to send a white progressive, Steve Cohen, to Congress. "That doesn't matter," Moore said when we brought this up. "Blacks had a choice in who represented them, and Steve Cohen has been that choice.")

Although the Supreme Court has already blessed Louisiana's move to immediately redraw its congressional districts, the legality of the GOP's gerrymandering push elsewhere is not as clear-cut. The Alito decision directly invalidated only Louisiana's map. "These other states are using" the Callais decision "as pretext to do what they wanted to do anyway," Omar Noureldin, a former Justice Department official who now leads the litigation team at the watchdog group Common Cause, told us. Democrats and voting-rights advocates are holding out a slim hope of challenging Tennessee's map, but the burden for proving intentional racial discrimination under the new standards established in Callais will be exceedingly difficult to meet. "I'm not optimistic," Noureldin said. In Florida, voters in 2010 approved a constitutional amendment explicitly outlawing partisan gerrymandering, but Democrats remain skeptical that the state's entirely Republican-appointed supreme court will toss out its new map.

Read: The fight-club rule on gerrymandering

The legal outlook is different in Alabama, which even after Callais remains under a federal court order not to redraw its congressional districts until the 2030 Census. The state is trying to get the injunction lifted, but that directive, along with impending primaries on May 19, initially caused Governor Kay Ivey to hold off on calling the legislature back for a special session. She soon changed her mind, and GOP lawmakers approved bills that would set a new election for House races if the Supreme Court rules in its favor.

Whether South Carolina redraws its map might depend on internal GOP politics as much as the courts. Republican leaders were hesitant to act until recently, in part because targeting Clyburn's seat could put GOP-held districts at risk in a Democratic-wave election. But following the Callais decision, President Trump has ramped up his pressure on red states to gerrymander as aggressively as possible--even if they have to scrap primary elections that have already occurred. "If they have to vote twice, so be it," Trump wrote on Truth Social.

The president's bullhorn became louder two days later, when most of the candidates he backed in Indiana state-Senate primaries defeated incumbent Republicans who had defied Trump by voting down a gerrymandering proposal in December. "There was no intent to redraw congressional district lines in South Carolina. Then the pressure came from up above to do that, and all of a sudden, we were off to the races," Gilda Cobb-Hunter, a Democrat and the longest-serving member of South Carolina's state House of Representatives, told us. Still, Cobb-Hunter said she wasn't sure that Republicans would ultimately vote to redistrict, nor that they would definitely gain a seat if they did. "I'm just not convinced that what they think is going to happen will actually happen," she said.

Read: The fear taking hold among Indiana Republicans

Whether or not Republicans succeed in redistricting South Carolina, they have over the past week retaken a decisive lead in the nationwide gerrymandering battle. Democrats had briefly evened the score in Virginia, but the nullification of their election victory combined with the post-Callais GOP moves in the South will make their bid to retake the House more difficult. If they are disappointed by the aggressiveness of the Republican response to the Supreme Court's ruling, they do not claim to be surprised. Nor does Hardy, the Alabama advocate. "This is not un-American. This is very much so American," she told us. "This is a textbook example of how power operates in this country."








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/05/gerrymandering-gop-louisiana-tennessee-vra/687107/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Democrats Might Actually Win Iowa

Are the party's hopes for the Hawkeye State real, or just another mirage?

by Elaine Godfrey

Fri, 08 May 2026




Updated on May 8 at 5:24 p.m. ET

There are a few ways to think about Iowa. You might imagine America's 29th state as the land of corn and pigs (20 million hogs can't be wrong, reads my favorite T-shirt for sale at the Eastern Iowa Airport). Maybe you associate it with Field of Dreams, Caitlin Clark, or the future birthplace of Captain James T. Kirk.

You might also picture Iowa as flat, like a pancake. But you would be wrong. Iowa is not even in the top five flattest U.S. states, which is a fact I was considering last month as I watched Josh Turek size up a daunting set of stairs in a hilly Cedar Rapids neighborhood. After a moment's consideration, the 47-year-old Democrat, who uses a wheelchair, shook his head, deciding against it. It would be the only house that Turek would skip that afternoon as he knocked on doors in the warm spring sunlight. At all the other homes, he followed the same elaborate routine without appearing to break a sweat: lowering his body out of his chair and onto the ground; hoisting himself backwards up a step using just his arms; yanking the wheelchair up after him; and repeating that until he reached the doorbell, which is when he would announce, "Hi! I'm Josh Turek, and I'm running for the U.S. Senate!"

In his bid to replace Republican Senator Joni Ernst, Turek is hoping to correct what he believes is another popular misconception about Iowa: that it is a red state. For the past decade, if not longer, many Americans have thought of Iowa this way--and for good reason. Although voters here famously helped propel Barack Obama to the presidency by choosing him in the 2008 Democratic caucuses, they later chose Donald Trump in three consecutive elections. Every member of Iowa's congressional delegation is, at present, a Republican. Terrace Hill, the governor's mansion in Des Moines, has housed a member of the GOP for the past 15 years.

But lately, a sense of deep frustration--with rising costs, with Trump, with Republican leadership in general--is rippling across Iowa.

As a result, Iowa Democrats have found themselves in an unusually charmed electoral position. This year, they've got a more-than-decent chance of winning back not just a Senate seat, but at least two seats in the House, plus the governor's office. The November midterms could, in other words, mark the beginning of a shift for Iowa, a turn back toward the state's more aubergine roots. "Voters are in a mood to send a message, and it's not gonna be a great message," one state Republican strategist, who requested anonymity in order to be honest about this, told me. At least that's the Democrats' hope.

The task will be tough, mostly on account of the math: Active registered Republicans in the state outnumber Democrats by 200,000. But other factors, including a surprisingly strong slate of candidates and the remarkably grim conditions facing Trump's party nationally, have collided to make circumstances for Democrats here sunnier than they've been at any point in recent memory. "Iowa is a commonsense state masquerading as a red state," Turek told me after an hour of door-knocking. For the past decade, Iowa Democrats have been repeating some version of this phrase like a prayer or an incantation. In November, they'll have a chance to prove it's true.

Turek has an undeniably striking backstory--the kind that tends to stay with voters. Born with spina bifida from his father's exposure to Agent Orange in the Vietnam War, Turek has used a wheelchair since he was a child. After college, he was a professional wheelchair-basketball player and a four-time U.S. Paralympian, before working for a wheelchair and mobility-assistance company. He grew up in a working-class family in Council Bluffs, a part of southwest Iowa that, despite its traditionally conservative bent--his own father voted for Trump not once but all three times--Turek was able to win when he ran for the state legislature. "I know that I can win" Iowa, he told me, "because the district that I represent is more red than the state as a whole."

But there is another compelling candidate in the Senate primary, one known to many Iowans as a progressive folk hero. Iowans first met Zach Wahls back in 2011, when he was a 19-year-old college freshman testifying before the Iowa House Judiciary Committee about his two moms. As a high schooler, I watched as Wahls's young face appeared on the local news, and later, on Ellen. (His now-wife was watching, too, and would catch his attention with a blog post titled, "Marry Me, Zach Wahls.") Now a 34-year-old state lawmaker, Wahls was the youngest person ever chosen to lead the Iowa Senate Democrats. He stepped down from leadership in 2023 after a messy internal Democratic dispute, and reemerged to launch this Senate bid, during which he has positioned himself as part of a new generation of Democrats who loudly reject the stale maneuverings of one Chuck Schumer. Winning statewide in Iowa will be "a hell of a lot harder" if Democrats can't "be honest with people about the failures of the national Democratic Party leadership," Wahls told me.

From the March 2026 issue: Do the Democrats have a plan?

But the truth is that Turek and Wahls are not all that different, ideologically. They seem equally likely, at least according to the polling on hand, to beat Ashley Hinson, the former newscaster turned representative who is the Republican nominee--which is to say, a little bit likely. Hinson's biggest weakness in November will be the simple fact of her party affiliation, not to mention the pledge she made last year to be Trump's "top ally" in the Senate, a vow that came before the president's approval ratings plummeted like foreign demand for U.S. soybeans.

The Iowa playing host to this Senate race is different from the one I grew up in--and markedly so from the one my father did. Which is why some of the Democratic campaign rhetoric has taken on a Kodak Gold nostalgia. Turek, for example, invokes former Senator Tom Harkin's "prairie populism" at every turn--Harkin endorsed Turek today--while Wahls conjures the bygone era of the blue-collar, river-town Democrat.

For much of the past 50 years, Iowa voter registration was roughly split between Democrats, Republicans, and no-party voters. Governorships passed back and forth between the parties like a pendulum. Thousands of pragmatic Iowa voters repeatedly chose to send Harkin, a Democrat, and the Republican Chuck Grassley to the Senate. But by the early 2010s, amid the rumblings of a new working-class realignment, Iowa Republicans began to outnumber Democrats. That shift cemented in 2016, when once-reliably-blue chunks of the state turned berry red, and then scarlet. Republicans took control of the state legislature. By 2024, Trump defeated Kamala Harris in Iowa by 13 points.

The focus of Turek, Wahls, and every other Democratic candidate in Iowa this year is on what they say are the consequences of that rightward shift. Some of the trends that these campaigners will highlight during the next six months include the historically high price of gas and fertilizer, and the fact that Iowa has one of the slowest-growing economies in the country. Voters will be reminded that Iowa Republicans banned abortion after six weeks of pregnancy and implemented a private-school voucher program that has undercut public education. They will hear the alarming statistic that Iowa has the second-highest rate of new cancer diagnoses in America.

Perhaps unsurprising, given the national party's unique ability to wrest defeat from the hay baler of victory, Iowa Democrats have not managed to gain much traction before now. But circumstances are shifting fundamentally. In a previously unthinkable twist, more Iowans are now more unhappy with Trump than happy with him. Ernst's polling numbers collapsed before she announced that she wasn't seeking reelection, and this year, Governor Kim Reynolds was ranked the least popular governor in the country for the eighth quarter in a row.

Against this backdrop, Turek and Wahls aren't the only Democrats trying their luck; candidates are running to replace Republicans in all four of Iowa's House districts, at least two of which seem very competitive. Many more are running to take back the state legislature. The candidate currently getting the most attention is Rob Sand, the 43-year-old state auditor running for governor.

A baby-faced former prosecutor, Sand cuts a pleasantly inoffensive figure. He goes to church, and he hunts. He seems smart but not intimidatingly so--a good ol' boy who reads. Sand's ads, in which he pushes government efficiency and jail time for politicians who misuse taxpayer dollars, are difficult to categorize ideologically, which is, of course, intentional. He often professes his frustration with the two-party system, and one gets the impression that Sand is a Democrat in the same way that a platypus is a mammal: only technically. Even Republicans acknowledge this. "He tries to--and does--sound like a post-partisan truth teller," the Iowa GOP strategist told me.

Read: The most dangerous Democrat in Iowa

Sand has raised more money than any other candidate in the governor's race. None of his would-be opponents--including GOP-primary front-runner Randy Feenstra, a religious conservative whom much of the MAGA base views as insufficiently loyal to Trump, or Zach Lahn, an "Iowa First" Republican with a breathy new TV ad about taking schools back from "the Marxists" and protecting the "Western tradition"--seem to have the juice to beat him. Recent surveys have Sand leading Feenstra by 8 to 12 points.

Here is the part of the story where icy water rains down on all of the Democrats' dreams. They will probably not take back either chamber of the Iowa state legislature. And on the federal level, let's not forget that Democrats have had false hope before. In the last days of the 2024 election season, a report from the renowned Iowa pollster Ann Selzer showed Harris leading Trump by three points among likely voters in the state. Trump trounced her by four times that margin.

The truth of the matter is that politics is a numbers game, and the Democrats will probably enter November with an enormous voter disadvantage. Even if they can persuade some independents to pull the lever for them, will it be enough?

Only 15 or 20 people showed up to the United Auto Workers hall in Burlington to see Wahls speak on April 23. Burlington, my hometown, is one of those Iowa river communities that used to be home to a highly organized labor movement and a reliably Democratic electorate. That movement is weaker now, as manufacturers keep leaving, including, most recently, the Case New Holland backhoe-manufacturing plant. I arrived early to Wahls's event, where a handful of people were taping up posters and unpacking containers of Billy Sims Barbecue. A gray-haired woman introduced herself. "I'm Tall Mom," she said. It took me a second to realize that she was Terry Wahls, the taller of Zach's mothers. The shorter one, Jackie Reger, was busy pouring ice over a bucket of pop cans. Tall Mom and I spoke for a minute about her son, until she broached the subject of Turek and the fact that he, not Zach, had been endorsed by the national political-action committee VoteVets. "One thing I think is interesting--" Tall Mom began, before a Wahls campaign aide rushed over to assign her an urgent task.

Iowa's Democratic Senate primary hasn't felt nearly as ugly as the one currently playing out in Michigan, or the race that just wrapped in Texas. Still, discussion about Turek and Wahls has lately taken on a fevered quality. Wahls is accusing Turek of being a Washington insider; in response, Turek has accused Wahls of spending too much energy campaigning against Schumer, rather than Republicans. Online, East Coast party strategists post elaborate X threads about Who Is More Electable.

Read: Things are about to get ugly in Texas

The people who will actually decide the race--Iowa Democrats--seem caught in the middle. Talking to them about Sand is one thing; the state auditor seems so universally beloved by state Democrats that one wonders how he escapes party events without being smothered by kisses. But talking with those same voters about Turek and Wahls reminded me of the 2020 Democratic presidential primary, when Iowans, tasked with choosing the most electable candidate from a pack of popular ones, seemed frantic. Now, as then, they are painfully aware of the opportunity before them, and desperate not to squander it.

Wahls is better known in Iowa. Plus, he's younger. "It's time for new leadership," Tom Courtney, a former state lawmaker, told me in the UAW hall. Iowa labor groups have mostly aligned behind Wahls. He's more electable, former Representative Dave Loebsack told me, because he's had more experience in the state house, and therefore more experience working with people who don't agree with him.

But Wahls has never campaigned against a Republican, and many Iowans see Turek as more electable, given that he has twice beaten Republican opponents in a competitive district. "When we made the decision, it was not cavalier; it was extremely thoughtful," Sue Dvorsky, a former chair of the Iowa Democratic Party, told me. Given the uncertain political dynamics, it is "critical who we put at the top" of the November ballot, she said. Turek "wins," she added. "And he wins hard, hard places." The race might ultimately come down to geography. Hailing from a part of the state so incorrigibly blue as to have earned itself the nickname the "People's Republic of Johnson County" will be a difficult burden to overcome. "It's not anything Zach has done," Jeff Link, a Democratic strategist, told me. "It's the fact that he's from Iowa City." (During my interview with Turek, he assured me that he would never, under any circumstances, deign to live in eastern Iowa.)

We don't have much in the way of pure, unbiased polling. A survey sponsored by VoteVets had Turek up 20 points over Wahls. Another, brought by a Teamsters local union, showed Wahls up 18. Which helps to explain all the deliberation and careful couching from Democrats, who seem to recognize the hurdles ahead. They've watched demographics shift, counties transform, and voters lose interest, all in the span of a decade and a half.

Read: Trump voters are over it 

Still, opportunity glimmers.

During Turek's door-knocking expedition in Cedar Rapids, he'd rung a few bells at the houses of voters who weren't home, left a flyer, and carried on. But as he rolled through the neighborhood, with me trotting alongside him, three different residents--two on foot, one by car--chased him down to say hello. They'd been so disappointed to have missed him, and each was eager to assure Turek that this year, things just feel different in Iowa. One of them, a former teacher named Tom Holmes, spent a moment lamenting the "Republican domination" of the state. But Holmes also had urgent advice for the Democrat: "Keep it going, keep it going, keep it going."



This article originally misstated the nature of Turek's previous electoral victories.
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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 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




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

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




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

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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The Candidate From ICE

A GOP primary in Ohio will test Trump's mass-deportation push.

by Nick Miroff

Mon, 04 May 2026




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

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.
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The Mystery of the Golden Coffin

How did $65 million of allegedly stolen antiquities wind up in two of the world's greatest museums?

by Ariel Sabar

Wed, 13 May 2026

In November 2017, French President Emmanuel Macron traveled to the United Arab Emirates to inaugurate a new museum--and a new relationship between East and West. The Louvre Abu Dhabi was to become the Arab world's first "universal" museum, filled with art from around the globe that spanned thousands of years of history. The Emiratis were paying the French $1 billion for the rights to the Louvre name, guidance on what art to buy, and loans of masterworks by Da Vinci, Matisse, and Van Gogh. The kings of Morocco and Bahrain joined Emirati royals at the celebrations, which included a spectacle of costumed dancers and pyrotechnics worthy of an Olympics opening ceremony. In his speech, Macron pitched the museum as an antidote to global conflict and the legacies of imperialism. Instead of taking the greatest works of art from the lands it conquered--as Napoleon's armies had--France was now bringing its treasures east.

"Beauty," Macron declared, "will save the world."

Two days after the museum opened, one of its beautiful objects began drawing attention from scholars, but not in the way that Macron might have hoped. It was an immaculately preserved rose-granite slab, or stele, inscribed with a royal decree from the pharaoh Tutankhamun. The stele dated to about 1318 B.C.E., closer to the boy-king's death than any other surviving monument. It stood at five and a half feet, and the engravings--Tut offers wine to the god Osiris on one side of the slab, and accepts bouquets from a priest on the other--were unlike anything scholars had previously seen.

What puzzled experts was that a Tut stele this astonishing could emerge, as if from nowhere, a century after the British archaeologist Howard Carter discovered the pharaoh's tomb. "Does anyone know ANYTHING about this?" a Giza-based Egyptologist tweeted. The museum's label for the stele, she added, was "a masterclass in saying almost nothing."

Marc Gabolde, an acclaimed Tut scholar at France's Paul Valery University, in Montpellier, pressed the museum's French advisers for an explanation. They told him that a German merchant-navy officer named Johannes Behrens had bought the stele from a little-known Egyptian dealer, Habib Tawadros, in 1933. It had remained in Behrens's family until shortly before the museum acquired it, in 2016, for more than $9 million.


AFP / Getty
 Dignitaries at the inauguration of the Louvre Abu Dhabi in November 2017 included French President Emmanuel Macron (center); Abu Dhabi Crown Prince Mohamed bin Zayed Al Nahyan (left of Macron); and Jean-Luc Martinez, the president and director of the Paris Louvre (right of Macron).



Gabolde received the museum's permission to write the first scholarly paper on the stele, but something about its provenance continued to bother him. Germany's economy was in shambles in 1933. Gabolde wondered how a merchant-navy man could have afforded a monument of Egypt's most celebrated pharaoh. He searched historical records but found no evidence of Behrens's existence.

Events in America soon deepened his concerns. In February 2019, a Manhattan prosecutor seized a golden mummy coffin from the Metropolitan Museum of Art, concluding that it had been looted in Egypt in 2011, during the Arab Spring--and that papers documenting its provenance had been forged. Gabolde noticed that the coffin's sales history partly resembled that of the stele: Habib Tawadros was again listed as the original owner. If Tawadros had never actually owned the coffin, might the stele's history also be a lie? Gabolde came to a disturbing conclusion. "Whole stories," he wrote in his research notes, "seem to have been made up to hide the exact provenance of the artefacts."

In their billion-dollar agreement with the Emiratis, the French had pledged to "pay careful attention to the ethical rules regarding acquisitions, in particular regarding provenance." Helping guide those acquisitions was the most powerful museum official in Europe: Jean-Luc Martinez, the president and director of the Paris Louvre. The year before the stele's purchase, Martinez, an archaeologist, had written a 50-point plan for protecting antiquities in conflict zones, and he'd warned of traffickers who "invent a story" for looted objects to disguise their illicit origins. They could "claim it was found by a great-grandfather who was a diplomat, fabricate fake notary documents to lend credibility to the lie," Martinez wrote.

Could a bogus story about the Tut stele have duped him just months later?


Alamy
 The Louvre Abu Dhabi bought a marble head of Cleopatra for about $40 million, the highest known price a museum has ever paid for a single antiquity.



In 2021, Gabolde stepped off an airplane in Paris to find the national police waiting for him. They took him to their headquarters in Nanterre, where officers interrogated him for hours about his research into the stele's origins. "They told me it was a huge affair," Gabolde recalled, "something far beyond my understanding." The police had begun to unravel a criminal network stretching from the deserts of Egypt to the largest museums in the world. From 2013 to 2018, traffickers had sold the Met and the Louvre Abu Dhabi some $65 million worth of allegedly looted artifacts. Among them was the Tut stele, the golden coffin, and a colossal marble head of a Ptolemaic queen, purported to be Cleopatra, purchased for about $40 million--the highest known price a museum has ever paid for a single antiquity.

At the center of the deals, mostly hidden from sight, was a family with warehouses full of magnificent artifacts and a knack for outrunning the law.

One day in the 1960s, a little boy entered a jewelry shop in Cairo and held out an ancient scarab amulet. "You want to buy it?" he asked the proprietor.

Simon Simonian, who ran the shop with his brother Hagop, dealt in modern jewelry but was intrigued enough by the ornament to accept the boy's offer. "My father purchased it for little and he sold it for a big profit," Simon's son Kevork told me.  Sensing a financial opportunity, Simon called one of his younger brothers, Serop, who was studying business at a university in Germany.

Study Egyptology instead, Simon told him.

Serop was one of Simon's five siblings, a bookish middle child who collected stamps and lived in the shadow of his eldest brother. Their father, Ohan, had fled Turkey on foot as a boy, after his parents were murdered in the Armenian genocide. When he arrived in Egypt, a relative told me, he begged for food and slept in trash bins before getting a job as a busboy, buying a truck, and eventually founding his own transportation business. Losing his parents at such a young age caused him lifelong anguish. But Ohan gave his children chances he'd never had, and they learned to seize them.

When Serop got Simon's call, he did as he was told. He switched to Egyptology, wrote a dissertation on coffin design, and received his doctorate from the University of Gottingen in 1974.


Gibson Moss / Alamy
 Jackie Kennedy inaugurated the first major tour of Tutankhamun artifacts, in the early 1960s, helping fuel a popular fascination with ancient Egypt.



It was an ideal time to be in the Egyptian-antiquities business. In the early 1960s, Jackie Kennedy, as first lady, had inaugurated the first major tour of Tutankhamun artifacts, a small collection that attracted giant crowds. It was soon followed by a far bigger exhibition, "Treasures of Tutankhamun," which showcased the pharaoh's gold death mask and fueled a craze that critics called "Egyptomania." The show's nine-year world tour, which began in 1972, would draw about 7 million people in the U.S. alone. During its four months at the Met, museum goers poured $500 million, in today's dollars, into hotels, restaurants, and other New York businesses. Steve Martin's 1978 single, "King Tut," which parodied the era's obsession with the pharaoh, sold more than 1 million copies.

Serop Simonian wasn't an extraordinary Egyptology student, a teacher in his program recalled, but it didn't much matter: He was now Herr Doktor Simonian, and had a network of influential scholars and museum directors. He hadn't even finished his degree when, in 1970, through a Paris broker, he sold the Louvre a 4,000-year-old acacia statue of the Egyptian high priest Hapdjefai.

In 1976, he opened a shop called Galerie Antiker Kunst in a wealthy district of Hamburg, and began loaning antiquities to German universities. He knew that professors would relish the chance to publish papers on previously unknown artifacts. Their articles, in turn, increased the value of his objects. An Egyptologist named Jurgen Horn described a papyrus bearing verses from the Book of Isaiah as "breathtaking," writing to Simonian that he hoped "this information will help you in your difficult negotiations." Another German professor called the papyrus "a sensation." These endorsements, an American scholar of early Christianity wrote to a colleague, "explain why the price doubled."

Serop had become precisely what his older brothers had hoped: a respectable figure, with the ties and training to sell the family's artifacts, at staggering prices, to insatiable Western markets.

One of the first people to notice anything amiss was an American art historian named Eleni Vassilika. It was the summer of 2000, and Vassilika--who'd spent a decade as an antiquities curator at the University of Cambridge--had just started a new job as the director of the Roemer and Pelizaeus Museum, in the provincial German city of Hildesheim. She quickly discovered that dozens of Egyptian relics the museum presented to the public as its own were in fact the merchandise of a dealer named Serop Simonian. Two of his artifacts--a 4,000-year-old model boat and a 2,300-year-old coffin--had even appeared on the covers of exhibition catalogs for the museum's traveling shows.

It wasn't uncommon for museums to display objects from collectors, with labels identifying the pieces as loans. But to exhibit the stock of a dealer--and to do so without disclosure--struck Vassilika as a form of laundering. It allowed a dealer to hide his ownership of potentially dubious antiquities from the public and law enforcement, yet quietly present them to buyers as museum-worthy. (Lara Weiss, the Roemer and Pelizaeus's director since 2023, told me the museum would not approve such a relationship today and "would consider it laundering.")

The state of some of Simonian's wares made the arrangement all the more bizarre. An ancient statue of Osiris "had been restored from head to toe," with "large parts" added that "did not correspond to its original condition," a conservator at the museum later told investigators. Coffins, meanwhile, appeared to have been reassembled from modular pieces; the conservator suspected that they'd been sawed apart in Egypt so that government inspectors wouldn't recognize them as protected artifacts.


Jamie Salmon for The Atlantic
 As a museum director in Germany and Italy, Eleni Vassilika, pictured here in her London home, was among the first people to question Serop Simonian's antiquities.



By then, the West's fascination with ancient Egypt had fueled waves of looting. In just the first three months of 1973, as the giant Tutankhamun tour got under way, Egyptian tombs were robbed of millions of dollars' worth of antiquities. Egypt had so many buried artifacts and so few guards, the Associated Press reported, that "99 percent of all lootings go undiscovered." To fight the trafficking of cultural property, UNESCO had adopted a major treaty in 1970. Then, in 1983, Egyptian lawmakers fully criminalized the antiquities trade, barring all sales and exports.

Yet there had been no discernible interruption in the Simonians' business. The brothers had a ready explanation: They'd acquired their antiquities in the '60s and early '70s, they said, from the heirs of Habib Tawadros and another Egyptian dealer, Sayed Pasha Khashaba. "Everything," Serop later told investigators, had been shipped to Switzerland by 1973, a full decade before Egypt outlawed the trade. A family member described this cache to me as an "infinite supply."

Simonian's relationship with the Roemer and Pelizaeus Museum, which began no later than 1990, was off the books: There was no contract, no insurance, no notification to the city, which owned the museum. When city officials finally learned of the arrangement, in 1999, they grew alarmed. But Vassilika's predecessor, who was a friend of Simonian's, talked them down. He told them that the dealer was best seen as a quiet benefactor whose antiquities were drawing visitors and helping fund the museum's new building. The city's leaders seemed appeased, and soon agreed to Simonian's demand that the museum buy some of his artifacts, in return for his loans to the traveling shows. When city administrators questioned Simonian's prices, the museum director again allayed their concerns--by obtaining appraisals from Ursula Rossler-Kohler, a former classmate of Simonian's who'd become head of the Egyptology institute at the University of Bonn. Of the help that she gave Simonian, Rossler-Kohler later told investigators, "We were happy to do this and were then able to keep some of these pieces on loan for our own small exhibition."

Vassilika was appalled by the city's naivete. She ordered the removal of Simonian's objects--about 100 of them--from the museum's warehouse and tried, in vain, to halt the purchases.

When she left the museum in 2005, at the end of her five-year contract, Vassilika hoped never to think about Simonian again. She'd been offered a job as the director of the Egyptian Museum in Turin, Italy, whose 40,000-piece collection was regarded as the most important outside Egypt. The city was preparing to host the 2006 Winter Olympics, and a local banking foundation, the Compagnia di San Paolo, had pledged about $30 million for the museum's renovation. With the encouragement of Italy's culture minister, the Compagnia had also acquired an eight-foot papyrus roll from the first century B.C.E. It appeared to contain the only known copy of a work by the Greek geographer Artemidorus and the oldest surviving map from the Greco-Roman world. The foundation planned to exhibit the Artemidorus at a nobleman's palazzo during the Olympics, then donate it to the Egyptian Museum.
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 An Italian foundation paid Serop Simonian about $3 million for a papyrus that appeared to contain a lost work by the ancient Greek geographer Artemidorus.



Vassilika was fascinated by the papyrus, which she'd never heard of. Who was the seller? she asked her boss.

Her boss called the Compagnia and handed the phone to Vassilika.

"This piece was legally exported from Egypt by an Armenian family in the 1970s," she recalled a foundation official telling her.

She felt her ears ring and the blood drain from her face. "You don't mean Serop Simonian?"

He did. The Compagnia had acquired it from the Hamburg dealer for $3 million--the highest known price ever paid for a papyrus.

By the 2000s, the Simonians had amassed tens of thousands of artifacts in warehouses across Europe and North America. So numerous and varied were the objects that the family could serve nearly every market, from multimillion-dollar deals with museums to two-figure bargains on eBay. Most elite dealers shunned cheap objects, but for the Simonians, a sale was a sale. The range of price points was "unprecedented for a single network," an American law-enforcement official told me.

The only bar to still greater profits, it seemed, was Serop himself. With his degree and connections, he'd supplanted his brothers as the de facto head of the family business. But he had little in the way of glamour or charm. Plump, shabbily dressed, and unshaven, he lived in what another dealer described to me as "kind of your grandmother's apartment in the 1950s." He was so loath to spend money that he stayed in budget hotels and had a habit, according to a business associate, of "re-toasting old bread so as not to waste it." He was still haunted by the poverty of his first years in Germany, when he'd lived in a building with shared bathrooms and had little to eat. "He didn't want to go back to the same place," Simon's son Ohan told me.

The one time Vassilika met him, to discuss his antiquities, Serop showed up at her museum office disheveled, slouching, and smelling of cigarettes--a manner wholly unlike that of the urbane, well-groomed men who dominated the trade. "He just looked shaggy," Vassilika recalled. "He didn't look like an art dealer, you know, an upmarket art dealer."

Of his reputation as a salesman, Gabriele Pieke, a German Egyptologist and museum official, recalled, "Tricks and tricks, like someone who wants to get more money out of you." She likened him to sellers in a souk or bazaar. "If it's not in your character to bargain, then it's really annoying."

Simonian was prickly and easily aggrieved, which made dealing with him even more challenging. "He didn't really feel people respected him enough," Noele Mele, a Connecticut dealer who brokered pieces for him, told me. Buyers would sometimes agree to Simonian's asking price, only for him to suddenly raise it, out of spite for some perceived insult. "He'd say, 'It's your fault; you should have gotten it in writing,'" Mele recalled. "The next time, we did get it in writing. He said, 'So what?' and tore it up." He eventually grew estranged from his wife and children, while forming what the business associate said were emotional attachments to the antiquities in his storerooms. "My babies," he called them.

In 2011, Simonian reached an agreement with the Reiss Engelhorn Museum, in Mannheim, Germany, to display thousands of his artifacts, apparently including the Cleopatra bust, for up to 30 years. But by 2013, the museum had backed out, citing Simonian's failure to supply provenance paperwork and his refusal to allow laboratory testing to determine the age of his objects. "No one wanted to deal with him," Mele told me.

To sell to the world's greatest museums, Simonian needed help. In the early 2000s, a pair of Lebanese antiquities dealers introduced him to their son Roben Dib, who was studying biomedical engineering at the University of Hamburg. Dib was in his 20s--nearly four decades Simonian's junior--but he'd collected coins since he was a boy and had a natural savoir faire. Several years later, Simonian offered him a job, and Dib accepted, thrilled by the idea of turning his hobby into a career.

In 2011, Dib traveled to the Paris auction house Pierre Berge and introduced himself to its archaeological expert Christophe Kunicki, one of France's foremost authorities on Egyptian art. Kunicki moved among museum-world Brahmin. "When he's not organizing sales," the French newspaper Liberation wrote, "he scours major international fairs and rubs shoulders with the elite of the art market, between Paris, New York, London, and Geneva. Always at his side, his husband and collaborator, Richard Semper, perfectly bilingual in English." The couple regularly hosted dinners for Louvre and Met curators, who were "always delighted to be the first to discover new treasures." Dib brought small artifacts to Kunicki, gaining his trust, before offering him larger and more legally questionable ones.

In 2015, Kunicki grew smitten with a spectacular coffin Dib showed him in a warehouse in Cologne. Sheathed in gold and covered in hieroglyphs, it had once contained the mummified corpse of Nedjemankh, a first-century-B.C.E. priest of the ram-headed fertility god Heryshef. Kunicki had the coffin professionally photographed, and in May 2016 he emailed the pictures to Diana Patch, the chief curator of Egyptian art at the Met. Might the museum be interested?
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 The Metropolitan Museum of Art acquired the gilded coffin of Nedjemankh in 2017. The Manhattan District Attorney's Office alleged that it had been looted in Egypt in 2011, during the Arab Spring.



When Patch asked for provenance documents, Kunicki sent a scan of what he said was an Egyptian export license, issued to Simon Simonian in 1971. Janice Kamrin, a curator on Patch's staff, emailed the Egyptian government that the license had "all the proper stamps" and "looks right to us" but that the museum wanted to confirm its authenticity "as part of our due diligence." When an Egyptian official requested "all the data and pics," Kamrin asked if sending just the license number and year would suffice. It didn't: The Egyptians wanted a copy of the license that Kamrin had claimed looked right. According to an official summary of a Manhattan grand-jury investigation, Kamrin puzzlingly replied that she didn't have copies, "electronic or otherwise"--despite the fact that Kunicki had emailed Patch a scan of the license months earlier.

Patch, meanwhile, pressed the dealers. She insisted in an email that for the sale to proceed, "we of course will require the original export license." But Patch never got the original--the dealers made a series of baffling excuses--and Egyptian officials stopped answering Kamrin's emails. Still, in May 2017, Patch and Kamrin recommended the coffin's purchase to the Met's director. When senior Egyptian officials learned of the museum's plans to go through with the acquisition, they again requested a copy of the export license. The dealers had sent Patch two copies of it--one in which Simon Simonian's name was visible, and another in which it was blacked out. Kunicki asked Patch to send Egypt "the copy without the names." According to the summary of the grand-jury investigation, Patch complied--depriving Egypt of a key detail about the coffin's origins. Soon after, in July 2017, the Met acquired the coffin, for about $4 million.

The gilded coffin of Nedjemankh became a sensation. Kim Kardashian, in a gold Versace gown, posed for photos beside it at the 2018 Met Gala. Two months later, the museum made the coffin the centerpiece of an exhibition that drew nearly half a million visitors.

If museum directors had wanted the truth about the Simonians, they could have gotten it from Egyptian officials--or done some basic research. On microfilm at the Library of Congress, I found a series of disquieting articles in Egypt's Al-Ahram, one of the Arab world's oldest and most influential newspapers. The first, from January 1975, was headlined "Armenian Jeweler Killed on the Bank of a Canal in Saqqara."

The dead jeweler was Serop's younger brother, Abraham Simonian. His bloodied, half-naked body had been found with bullet wounds near a hut where he'd parked his Mercedes. The newspaper reported that although Simon, Hagop, and Abraham were nominally in the jewelry business, their primary activity was "buying stolen artifacts and selling and smuggling them abroad." Abraham, who was 28, "had frequented numerous archaeological sites throughout the republic," seeking "antiquities wherever they might be found."

A colleague of the Simonians told me that Serop, wanting more business for himself, had Abraham make deals behind their older brothers' backs. At one point, Abraham gave Serop a photo of a Book of the Dead, a collection of spells for the afterlife, which Serop showed to a professor in Germany. "The professor told him, 'It's important--go and buy,'" the colleague said. The Simonians paid the Egyptians who had dug it up the rough equivalent of $7,000. Then, according to Al-Ahram, the Simonians sold the book in Germany for more than 30 times that amount. After the diggers learned of this profit--and of how little of it they'd gotten--a fight erupted, and they shot Abraham with his own gun.

By then, Egyptian law enforcement had known of the Simonians for perhaps a decade. In the 1960s, a relative told me, Simon spent two years in prison for alleged antiquities crimes, and lost teeth in an attack by fellow inmates. In 1971, he was stripped of his antiquities license after registering in his own name the shop of Habib Tawadros, the dealer the Simonians would later claim owned both the Met's gilded coffin and the Louvre Abu Dhabi's Tut stele.

Simon and Hagop left Egypt for Los Angeles and Montreal, respectively, in the early-to-mid-'80s, around the time the country abolished its antiquities trade. In 1989, Canadian authorities seized about 60 illicit antiquities from Hagop--some "taken" from excavations, according to Al-Ahram. Six years later, an Egyptian court sentenced Simon in absentia to five years of hard labor for trying to smuggle at least 100 antiquities out of the country with forged government documents.

In 2005, a Berlin judge halted a shipment of Simonian artifacts to a buyer in the United States, after Egyptian authorities linked the objects to dealers who'd bribed a senior official in Egypt's antiquities ministry. But the judge's decision was soon reversed, and the artifacts--funerary relics exhibited at the Roemer and Pelizaeus Museum in the 1990s--were sold, for more than $2 million, to the Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art, in Kansas City, where they remain today. (The Nelson-Atkins declined to comment on Egypt's allegations.)

For eight years, Eleni Vassilika had kept the Artemidorus papyrus out of Turin's Egyptian Museum, her intransigence infuriating her superiors. In 2018, four years after her departure, Italian prosecutors declared both the papyrus and a key provenance document fake. Serop Simonian, they alleged, had committed aggravated fraud, a crime made easier by the carelessness of the Compagnia and of the scholars who'd facilitated the purchase. But it was too late to charge Simonian, they said: The statute of limitations had lapsed. (The Compagnia did not respond to requests for comment.)

The Artemidorus remains the only known Simonian relic deemed a forgery. Some others were crudely restored, with slapdash handiwork or ill-fitting parts cannibalized from other antiquities. But by and large, the family's objects are seen as genuine. The problem is not their authenticity, but their origins.
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 Matthew Bogdanos, the chief of the Manhattan District Attorney's Antiquities Trafficking Unit, served as a Marine colonel in the Iraq War, when he led a team that recovered artifacts looted from the Iraq Museum.



In the fall of 2017, a Lebanese collector named Georges Lotfi was strolling through the Met's Egyptian galleries when he noticed a new acquisition: the gilded coffin of Nedjemankh. The more closely he examined it, the surer he became that he'd seen it before. About five years earlier, Lotfi told me, a Jordanian trafficker named Mohammed "Abu Said" Jaradat had offered it to him for $50,000. Lotfi had passed. But after his visit to the Met, he called Jaradat and asked what had become of the coffin. Jaradat said he'd sent it to a German dealer named Roben Dib, who had promised to split the proceeds of any sale. Jaradat had heard nothing since.

"Abu Said," Lotfi responded, "it's in the Metropolitan Museum."

Jaradat was livid. The Met had paid $4 million, and Jaradat hadn't gotten a penny. "He wanted to take revenge," Lotfi told me.

In March 2018, Lotfi tipped off Matthew Bogdanos, a prosecutor who leads the Manhattan District Attorney's Antiquities Trafficking Unit. Bogdanos recognized the names Dib and Jaradat. About five years earlier, he had come across emails from them in the inboxes of several New York collectors and museum officials he was investigating in a different case. The emails contained what Bogdanos called "dirty photos": images of dirt-encrusted antiquities, the sort that thieves send to buyers to prove that a relic is fresh from the ground and thus not a fake; the mindset, as Bogdanos describes it, is If it's looted, it's real. To investigate further, Bogdanos's team served search warrants in 2013 on Dib's and Jaradat's email accounts, obtaining thousands of messages. But he couldn't seize the antiquities in their "dirty photos" without knowing where the objects were.

Not until Lotfi's tip, five years later, did Bogdanos get a break. Lotfi introduced Bogdanos to Jaradat, and the prosecutor found corroboration for Jaradat's golden-coffin story in the seized email accounts: In late 2011 and early 2012, a looter had sent six dirty images of the coffin to Jaradat, who forwarded them to Dib. Metadata showed that the photos were taken in Egypt's Minya region in autumn 2011, just months after a rash of antiquities looting during the Arab Spring. A photo emailed to Jaradat appeared to depict one of the traffickers: a man in a hoodie, crouched on a sand dune, with an assault rifle across his chest.

"When is the big yellow one going to get here?" Simonian asked Dib in a September 2012 Gmail chat, using their code name for the golden coffin, according to the summary of the grand-jury investigation.

"Early October it will be ready for the EU," Dib replied. The coffin was smuggled from Egypt to Dubai, then sent by FedEx to an old friend of Simonian's, a shipping agent who lived near the Cologne warehouse where the relic would be stored. The FedEx label, found in Dib's email, described the multimillion-dollar Egyptian coffin as a "gypsum Wooden Box and lid" from Turkey, with a value of 5,000 euros.

From speaking with Simonian's associates and reading court papers and other legal documents, I got the sense that Simonian had a system. He put almost nothing in writing. He used intermediaries and an offshore shell company to obscure his role in sales. He had artifacts shipped to friends, freight forwarders, and small museums such as the Roemer and Pelizaeus, where--a museum official there told investigators--he had her go into a customs office to complete paperwork on his behalf, while he stayed in the car and smoked. He once bragged to a colleague of his near invisibility: "I run beside my shadow."

From the December 2021 issue: Ariel Sabar on the Manhattan DA's Antiquities Trafficking Unit

When Bogdanos reviewed the Met's internal communications, he was dumbfounded. By the time Diana Patch, the Met's chief curator of Egyptian art, recommended the purchase, the Paris dealers had given the museum no fewer than three provenance stories: one in which the current owner was a "Mme Chatz" of Switzerland, another in which it was an "M.D." of Germany, and a third in which the owner was Serop Simonian. Still more suspicious, one date on the license suggested that it had been issued in May 1961, while another suggested May 1971. Neither could be reconciled with a government stamp that said Arab Republic of Egypt, a name Egypt didn't adopt until September 1971.

Manhattan prosecutors didn't charge anyone at the Met, but in February 2019, Bogdanos's team convinced a judge that the museum likely possessed stolen property in the first degree. Agents seized the coffin with a search warrant and, with the Met's cooperation, returned it to Egypt. Then they found and repatriated five other antiquities that the Met had recently acquired, for more than $3 million, from the same network. Two had bogus Khashaba or Behrens provenance; another was described as having been sold by a Dutch gallery nine years before the gallery opened. A fourth piece--a Roman-era portrait of a woman--was looted from Egypt in the 1990s, according to Manhattan prosecutors, but the sellers evidently needed another story. "Hehe, it should come from you, the Simonian family," Dib allegedly wrote in a Gmail chat. "No," Simonian replied. So they attributed it to a friend, who they claimed purchased it in 1968 from a Munich gallery.

A Met spokesperson told me that the museum was "the victim of a fraud" and had "filed a complaint in the criminal legal proceedings in Paris." Asked about the conduct of Patch and Kamrin, the spokesperson described the coffin's acquisition in 2017 as a "museum decision, supported by a multi-step institutional process in place at the time." After the coffin's repatriation, in 2019, the Met "undertook a thorough review of its process for verifying documentation and approving acquisitions, and then strengthened requirements for acquiring antiquities." The spokesperson declined to answer more detailed questions, citing the "ongoing, strictly confidential proceedings in France."

This was hardly the Met's first provenance scandal. The museum returned a cache of relics to Turkey in 1993 and a stunning Greek vase to Italy in 2008--each of which it had purchased, for at least $1 million, months after they'd been excavated by tomb robbers. The Manhattan D.A.'s office says that it has seized more than 200 antiquities, valued at more than $54 million, from the museum since 2023. In 2024, the Met hired its first-ever head of provenance research, who oversees a team of 12 analysts that in partnership with outside experts, including the D.A.'s office, is reviewing objects in the museum's collection from problematic dealers.

So would the Met continue to buy antiquities--as it had the gilded coffin--without original export licenses and without the country of origin's confirmation that relics were legal? The museum spokesperson told me that the guidelines the Met follows do not include those "conditions" but that it would make every effort to verify documents, including by contacting people connected to them. Diana Patch and Janice Kamrin did not respond to requests for comment.

The Louvre Abu Dhabi had made an even more enticing target for Simonian's network than the Met. The Emiratis had allotted hundreds of millions of dollars to building a world-class collection within a decade. Antiquities worthy of their ambitions had proved difficult to find, according to internal documents seen by Liberation, because of "heightened sensitivity" about provenance. This tougher environment didn't deter traffickers so much as inspire them: If they faked legal provenance, they could command astronomical prices--precisely because of how few legal objects were on the market. From 2014 to 2018, Simonian's network sold the Louvre Abu Dhabi at least seven Egyptian antiquities for more than $50 million, among them the Tut stele, the Cleopatra head, and a hippopotamus figurine originally displayed by the Roemer and Pelizaeus. (The Louvre Abu Dhabi declined to comment, citing the ongoing investigations.)

European police discovered that Simonian and his associates had allegedly fabricated early-20th-century sales records with an old typewriter--the same one Simonian used to write his dissertation--and blank invoices from long-dead dealers such as Tawadros. The traffickers then paid friends and other "witnesses" to claim, in notarized letters, that they'd inherited the objects from ancestors such as Behrens, the supposed merchant-navy officer. Simonian's two adult children, meanwhile, had their own provenance story: that they owned the Cleopatra head and the Tut stele, and had gotten the artifacts from their grandmother. Their story, which appears in certain back-end sales paperwork, made it possible for 30 million euros in sales proceeds to flow directly into their accounts, bypassing their elderly father and effecting a massive, intergenerational transfer of wealth.

Kunicki and Semper, the Paris middlemen who'd brokered the sale of Simonian objects to the Met and the Louvre Abu Dhabi, were charged in 2020 with fraud, money laundering, and forgery. French journalists, quoting confidential police files, reported that Kunicki admitted to using forged paperwork to fill in "missing links" in ownership. In the antiquities world, Semper suggested, due diligence was a kind of knowing pantomime in which "everyone is putting a bag over their head." He alluded to a French schoolyard game in which children stare into each other's eyes and try not to be the first to laugh. (Kunicki and Semper deny wrongdoing, their lawyer told me.)

To determine how high the conspiracy went, French police scrutinized the conduct of the Louvre Abu Dhabi's advisers. Among them was France's most prominent critic of archaeological looting: Jean-Luc Martinez, whom French president Francois Hollande had appointed in 2013 to lead the Paris Louvre. In his 2015 report on safeguarding antiquities in conflict zones--commissioned by Hollande and submitted to UNESCO--Martinez urged museums "to systematically refuse any proposal to acquire works whose provenance is not certain." He described nearly all the "laundering techniques" that traffickers used: fake ownership histories, middlemen, attempts to exhibit looted objects in prestigious museums "to enhance the artwork's reputation and reassure potential buyers," long waits before stolen relics appear on the market to give "dealers time to fabricate provenance." Yet in helping the Louvre Abu Dhabi acquire antiquities, Martinez, along with other French advisers, apparently missed, or ignored, these very problems.

The police concluded that the Agence France-Museums--the body that France created to advise the Emirati museum--had become "a formidable tool at the disposal of traffickers." Though Martinez isn't thought to have personally profited from the deals, the Emiratis' payments to France helped fund major renovations at the Paris Louvre, including a roughly $60 million project to improve the flow of visitors through the reception areas beneath the glass pyramid. Martinez was charged in 2022 with complicity in fraud and money laundering. (Martinez's lawyer, Francois Artuphel, told me that Martinez was one of six members of the Louvre Abu Dhabi's acquisitions committee, which made decisions collectively and was not expected to verify the provenance documents provided by sellers. Artuphel called Martinez a victim of "alleged counterfeiters," and believes his client will be "fully exonerated.")

Roben Dib was charged in France in 2022 with criminal conspiracy, organized fraud, and money laundering. His attorneys didn't respond to a list of questions, but Dib has previously professed his innocence. A French defense lawyer associated with the trafficking cases told me that the dealers were being asked to prove legal ownership from the day an object was unearthed through the present, an almost impossible standard, particularly for discoveries that precede modern record-keeping practices.

Serop Simonian was 81 years old in September 2023 when he was extradited from Germany to France and charged there with criminal association, money laundering, and organized fraud. Detained in Paris's La Sante prison, he made statements to investigators that were by turns boastful, contemptuous, and self-pitying. Simonian hinted that his family had sold a statue to John Lennon. He called Bogdanos "the greatest art thief of all time," mocking the prosecutor's seizures from dealers and museums. He suggested that missing sales paperwork simply reflected an earlier era's looser standards of documentation. He denied possessing illicit antiquities, then taunted his inquisitors: If they really cared about illegal provenance, he said, "I could empty half the Louvre." Finally, he asserted that he was suffering from dementia and that Dib had become the decision maker: "I trusted him more than I trusted my children."

Simonian's French attorney, Chloe Arnoux, visited her client in prison in late 2024. She told me that he struggled to speak without losing his breath, used a walker, and slept in a cell with two young inmates, "who were not really that sympathetic to him." That December, after more than a year in detention, he was released by a judge, who cited the octogenarian's declining health. Prosecutors successfully appealed, calling Simonian a flight risk. But he had already left France, by bus, and checked into an assisted-living center in Hamburg. He's unlikely to be re-extradited to France until his trial, lawyers close to the case told me. (For their roles in antiquities sales, Simonian's son, Abraham, is being prosecuted in Germany on charges of fraud and receiving stolen goods, and Simonian's daughter, Alice, on a charge of money laundering. Their lawyers deny the charges, saying their clients had no awareness that the provenance provided to buyers was allegedly false.)

In many months of trying to speak with Serop Simonian, I received just two responses: a completely blank message from his email address, and a WhatsApp call from a number associated with him in which someone breathed heavily for a few seconds before hanging up. Days spent looking for him in Hamburg yielded only dead ends. His lawyers didn't respond to detailed lists of questions.

Serop's brother Simon died in 2020, and Hagop didn't respond to interview requests, but I found Simon's son Ohan, who is in his early 50s, in California. We spent part of an afternoon together in the Coachella Valley. His arms were sleeved in tattoos: an Egyptian ankh, an Eye of God inside a pyramid, the face of Jesus over the words In God We Trust. Growing up in Egypt in the 1980s, he told me, he'd been teased by the Armenian kids he played basketball with. "You guys robbed a pyramid," they'd say. "You stole half of Egypt." In truth, Ohan insisted, his father was not a thief but a rescuer, saving the marvels of his homeland "for the world to see."

Unlike his brother Serop, Simon openly enjoyed his money, frittering it away on parties, vacations, trips to Las Vegas. Where Serop wanted to be "the elite behind the curtain," Ohan told me, "my dad was, Look at me! I'm Simon!" Ohan and his brother, Kevork, both went through bankruptcy in recent years and have driven for Uber to support their families. They've spent years seeking the $11 million they say Serop still owes them for their late father's share of the $40 million Cleopatra head. Simon once flew all the way to Hamburg to collect his cut, refusing to believe that his own brother would steal from him. But Serop pretended to be out of town, and Simon died soon after.

Talking about this debt made Ohan so furious that he began loudly cursing his uncle. Death, Ohan fears, will be Serop's final escape. "If I had the choice to be a god," Ohan told me, "I'd be the god of the afterlife, so I could go after him."

In December 2020, Eleni Vassilika was weathering the pandemic in her London home when she received an email from Germany's federal police. "We are sorry you had to wait so long before being contacted by us," the agent wrote. Vassilika was thankful for their interest in Simonian. But what about the Egyptologists who had blithely endorsed his objects? What about the museums that had rushed to buy them? Germany, France, and the United States were among the nearly 150 countries who signed the 1970 UNESCO treaty to fight the illicit antiquities trade. Museums had promised reforms and hired provenance sleuths. Scholars had adopted ethics codes to constrain their contacts with dealers. Yet tens of millions of dollars in loot were still making their way into the world's most illustrious museums.

"The story is the enablers--it's us," Vassilika told me. "Museums and scholars are the moral compass of art history and the art world. We should be, at least."
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 The Roemer and Pelizaeus Museum, in Hildesheim, Germany, allowed Serop Simonian to store about 100 of his antiquities in its warehouse, and displayed dozens of them--without attribution--in exhibitions around the world.



After Simonian's arrest, I asked, did she and her staff discuss whether to continue exhibiting his objects? "Of course," Weiss said. But the museum was in such financial trouble, she said, that it nearly closed in 2022, and "the important thing" was to survive. The museum had no plans to identify Simonian as the objects' prior owner. The new galleries, she said, were designed for families and children, and "in this context, there is not really room for long labels about provenance, because we want easy texts, few texts, and not long and difficult academic narratives.

"I mean, I see this can be criticized," she continued, as if suddenly realizing how this might sound. "But this is the decision we have taken at the moment because we really need more visitors."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/2026/05/serop-simonian-egypt-theft-artifacts/686591/?utm_source=feed
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China Believes America Will Flame Out

Beijing's geopolitical restraint is all part of a long game.

by Ryan Hass

Mon, 11 May 2026




Now that the United States is riven by internal politics, alienating allies, and once again consumed by a war in the Persian Gulf, this seems like an opportune moment for China to wrest the mantle of global leadership. Yet Beijing has avoided capitalizing on these conflicts with a strong public position. Instead of confronting the United States by defending Iran, a longtime strategic partner in the region, China has provided only indirect support and has largely stayed on the sidelines.

China's restraint should not be seen as a sign of weakness. Instead, the country is biding its time, positioning itself as the ready choice to fill a leadership vacuum when the United States flames out. China's leaders are working to shape a world in which their dominance emerges not as a climactic victory over Western interests but as a fact on the ground.

In private conversations and public writings, China's leaders and their advisers often describe America as "declining but dangerous"--a late-stage power prone to bursts of aggression in the hopes of arresting its slide. As early as the 1990s, the height of the United States' unipolar power, Chinese thinkers were already theorizing about America's decline. Wang Huning, then a little-known academic, was moved by his travels through the U.S. to write the book America Against America, in which he described a nation beset by social fragmentation, inequality, and political dysfunction. Shocked by the country's problems of homelessness, drug addiction, racial violence, social divisions, and low education standards, Wang concluded that America contained the seeds of its own destruction.

Read: All the sad young Chinese professionals

Wang is now a member of the seven-person Politburo Standing Committee, the pinnacle of power in the Chinese Communist Party. He is also a close adviser to Chinese President Xi Jinping and a key architect of the country's strategic plans. The themes that Wang identified decades ago--America's social decay, economic inequality, and political paralysis--are essential to China's official narrative about the United States.

This is why China believes that the surest path to international power is not through a direct confrontation but through patience. Why should Beijing risk entering a hot war or challenging American leadership in the Middle East or elsewhere when the United States is plainly wearing itself down, militarily, fiscally, and politically? China's mission, then, is not to seize the moment but to lay the groundwork for its preferred future.

That means fortifying the Communist Party by reducing the country's vulnerability to outside pressure. Self-reliance is the clear through line of the party's latest five-year plan. China is working to ensure that it depends less on the world--and that the world depends more on China. Thanks to heavy state investment and subsidies, Chinese firms are duly climbing the industrial value chain in various sectors, including electric vehicles, clean energy, and telecommunications infrastructure. The state is also bolstering domestic alternatives to foreign technologies, such as semiconductors, software, and airplanes. The ambition is not merely to gain market share but to thwart foreign efforts to hobble China's rise by curbing access to crucial resources and materials.

China is quietly preparing for a time when its economic weight and technological prowess make it the center of gravity in global affairs. China's leaders are working to engineer a world that runs largely on Chinese artificial intelligence, is powered by Chinese clean-energy technologies, and in which Chinese computer applications improve medical, educational, vocational, and governance outcomes across the globe.

This economic strategy is all part of a grand geopolitical vision. Instead of overthrowing the post-World War II international order outright, Beijing is trying to nudge it to better reflect Chinese preferences. Chinese leaders have long argued that the existing international order narrowly reflects Western priorities--that the rest of the world is far more interested in economic growth than so-called universal values and individual liberties. As both a major power and a country that still identifies with the developing world, China plainly sees itself as well placed to lead a new global order.

Similarly, Beijing chafes at America's network of security alliances, seeing them as coming at China's expense. China's leaders have instead been arguing that security alliances are Cold War relics that do more to divide and inflame tensions than to solve security challenges. Instead of navigating a world in which Washington sits at the center of a web of alliances in Asia and elsewhere, Beijing is keen for countries to prioritize material interests over ideological affinities. This, Chinese leaders believe, would allow China to displace the U.S. at the center of a new map of practical partnerships.

China has heeded this strategy with impressive discipline. Yet the plans rest on assumptions that could easily prove incorrect. China is betting that America's decline will continue. But the United States has rebounded from dire periods of division and self-doubt before (such as after the Watergate scandal and the Vietnam War) and could very well do so again.

Beijing's export-driven economic agenda may also run up against its limits. As Chinese firms displace competitors across a growing range of industries, foreign governments are responding by raising barriers to shield their domestic producers--in the U.S., the European Union, India, Indonesia, and Mexico, among other places. Instead of acting as a magnet to pull other countries closer, China's export juggernaut could end up destroying industries across the developed world and fueling resentments and anger toward China in the process.

Beijing's assumption that neighbors will grow more deferential as they become more economically dependent on China also merits scrutiny. Despite Beijing's bristling military capacity and growing economic weight, Tokyo and Taipei remain resistant to China's vision for controlling Taiwan, the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands, and surrounding waters. If other Asian countries similarly defy Beijing's demands for deference, China's patience strategy starts to look a little less sound.

Read: What China just learned from the Iran war

Meanwhile, much of China's domestic economy is floundering. Beijing's aggressive investments in manufacturing and technology have enabled dominance in these industries but have also created a deflationary spiral in which the supply of goods well outpaces demand. Growth is slowing. Domestic debt is mounting. The transition to a more advanced, technology-intensive economy is producing social strains, including a record-high youth-unemployment rate. The country's longevity gains and declining fertility rate also promise a demographic crisis in which fewer working-age adults will be supporting ever more pensioners. These trends complicate China's plans for economic growth and national security.

Yet China's leaders remain confident that America's challenges are more severe than their own. They are making a long-term bet that the United States is hastening a decline that will necessitate a more central and powerful role for China in a new world order.  Whether this gamble pays off rests in no small part on what the United States does next.
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Checkmate in Iran

Washington can't reverse or control the consequences of losing this war.

by Robert Kagan

Sun, 10 May 2026




It's hard to think of a time when the United States suffered a total defeat in a conflict, a setback so decisive that the strategic loss could be neither repaired nor ignored. The calamitous losses suffered at Pearl Harbor, the Philippines, and throughout the Western Pacific in the first months of World War II were eventually reversed. The defeats in Vietnam and Afghanistan were costly but did not do lasting damage to America's overall position in the world, because they were far from the main theaters of global competition. The initial failure in Iraq was mitigated by a shift in strategy that ultimately left Iraq relatively stable and unthreatening to its neighbors and kept the United States dominant in the region.

Defeat in the present confrontation with Iran will be of an entirely different character. It can neither be repaired nor ignored. There will be no return to the status quo ante, no ultimate American triumph that will undo or overcome the harm done. The Strait of Hormuz will not be "open," as it once was. With control of the strait, Iran emerges as the key player in the region and one of the key players in the world. The roles of China and Russia, as Iran's allies, are strengthened; the role of the United States, substantially diminished. Far from demonstrating American prowess, as supporters of the war have repeatedly claimed, the conflict has revealed an America that is unreliable and incapable of finishing what it started. That is going to set off a chain reaction around the world as friends and foes adjust to America's failure.

President Trump likes to talk about who has "the cards," but whether he has any good ones left to play is not clear. The United States and Israel pounded Iran with devastating effectiveness for 37 days, killing much of the country's leadership and destroying the bulk of its military, yet couldn't collapse the regime or exact even the smallest concession from it. Now the Trump administration hopes that blockading Iran's ports will accomplish what massive force could not. It's possible, of course, but a regime that could not be brought to its knees by five weeks of unrelenting military attack is unlikely to buckle in response to economic pressure alone. Nor does it fear the anger of its populace. As the Iran scholar Suzanne Maloney noted recently, "A regime that slaughtered its own citizens to silence protests in January is fully prepared to impose economic hardships on them now."

Read: The YOLO presidency

Some supporters of the war are therefore calling for the resumption of military strikes, but they cannot explain how another round of bombing will accomplish what 37 days of bombing did not. More military action will inevitably lead Iran to retaliate against neighboring Gulf states; the war's advocates have no response to that, either. Trump halted attacks on Iran not because he was bored but because Iran was striking the region's vital oil and gas facilities. The turning point came on March 18, when Israel bombed Iran's South Pars gas field and Iran retaliated by attacking Qatar's Ras Laffan Industrial City, the world's largest natural-gas-export plant, causing damage to production capacity that will take years to repair. Trump responded by declaring a moratorium on further strikes against Iran's energy facilities and then declaring a cease-fire, despite Iran's not having made a single concession.

The risk calculus that forced Trump to back down a month ago still holds. Even if Trump were to carry out his threat to destroy Iran's "civilization" through more bombing, Iran would still be able to launch many missiles and drones before its regime went down--assuming it did go down. Just a few successful strikes could cripple the region's oil and gas infrastructure for years if not decades, throwing the world, and the United States, into a prolonged economic crisis. Even if Trump wanted to bomb Iran as part of an exit strategy--looking tough as a way of masking his retreat--he can't do that without risking this catastrophe.

If this isn't checkmate, it's close. In recent days, Trump has reportedly asked the U.S. intelligence community to assess the consequences of simply declaring victory and walking away. You can't blame him. Hoping for regime collapse is not much of a strategy, especially when the regime has already survived repeated military and economic pummeling. It could fall tomorrow, or six months from now, or not at all. Trump doesn't have that much time to wait, as oil climbs toward $150 or even $200 a barrel, inflation rises, and global food and other commodity shortages kick in. He needs a faster resolution.

But any resolution other than America's effective surrender holds enormous risks that Trump has not so far been willing to take. Those who glibly call on Trump to "finish the job" rarely acknowledge the costs. Unless the U.S. is prepared to engage in a full-scale ground and naval war to remove the current Iranian regime, and then to occupy Iran until a new government can take hold; unless it is prepared to risk the loss of warships convoying tankers through a contested strait; unless it is prepared to accept the devastating long-term damage to the region's productive capacities likely to result from Iranian retaliation--walking away now could seem like the least bad option. As a political matter, Trump may well feel he has a better chance of riding out defeat than of surviving a much larger, longer, and more expensive war that could still end in failure.

Defeat for the United States, therefore, is not only possible but likely. Here is what defeat looks like.

Iran remains in control of the Strait of Hormuz. The common assumption that, one way or another, the strait will reopen when the crisis ends is unfounded. Iran has no interest in returning to the status quo ante. People talk of a split between hard-liners and moderates in Tehran, but even moderates must understand that Iran cannot afford to let the strait go, no matter how good a deal it thought it could get. For one thing, how reliable is any deal with Trump? He all but boasted of replicating the Japanese surprise attack on Pearl Harbor by approving the killing of Iran's leadership amid negotiations. The Iranians cannot be sure that Trump won't decide to attack again within a few months of striking a deal. They also know that the Israelis may attack again, as they never feel constrained from acting when they perceive their interests to be threatened.

And Israel's interests will be threatened. As many Iran experts have noted, the regime in Tehran currently stands to emerge from the crisis much stronger than it was before the war, having not only retained its potential nuclear capacity but also gained control of an even more effective weapon: the ability to hold the global energy market hostage. When the Iranians talk of "reopening" the strait, they still mean to keep the strait under their control. Iran will be able not only to demand tolls for passage, but to limit transit to those nations with which it has good relations. If a nation behaves in a way that Iran's rulers don't like, they will be able to exact punishment merely by slowing, or even threatening to slow, the flow of that nation's cargo ships in and out of the strait.

The power to close or control the flow of ships through the strait is greater and more immediate than the theoretical power of Iran's nuclear program. This leverage will allow the leaders in Tehran to force nations to lift sanctions and normalize relations or face penalties. Israel will find itself more isolated than ever, as Iran grows richer, rearms, and preserves its options to go nuclear in the future. It may even find itself unable to go after Iran's proxies: In a world where Iran wields influence over the energy supply of so many nations, Israel could face enormous international pressure not to provoke Tehran in Lebanon, Gaza, or anywhere else.

The new status quo in the strait will also occasion a substantial shift in relative power and influence both regionally and globally. In the region, the United States will have proved itself a paper tiger, forcing the Gulf and other Arab states to accommodate Iran. As the Iran scholars Reuel Gerecht and Ray Takeyh wrote recently, "The Gulf Arab economies were built under the umbrella of American hegemony. Take that away--and the freedom of navigation that goes with it--and the Gulf states will ineluctably go begging to Tehran."

Read: America is now a rogue superpower

They will not be the only ones. All nations that depend on energy from the Gulf will have to work out their own arrangements with Iran. What choice will they have? If the United States with its mighty Navy can't or won't open the strait, no coalition of forces with just a fraction of the Americans' capability will be able to, either. The Anglo-French initiative to police the strait after a cease-fire is a bit of a joke. French President Emmanuel Macron has made it clear that this "coalition" will operate only under peaceful conditions in the strait: It will escort ships, but only if they don't need an escort. Yet with Iran in control, the strait is not going to be safe again for a long time. China presumably has some influence over Tehran, but even China cannot force open the strait by itself.

One effect of this transformation may be an expanding great-power naval race. In the past, most of the world's nations, including China, counted on the United States to both prevent and address such emergencies. Now the nations in Europe and Asia that depend on access to the Persian Gulf's resources are helpless against the loss of energy supplies that are vital to their economic and political stability. How long can they tolerate this before they start building their own fleets, as a means of wielding influence in an every-nation-for-itself world where order and predictability have broken down?

The American defeat in the Gulf will have broader global ramifications as well. The whole world can see that just a few weeks of war with a second-rank power have reduced American weapons stocks to perilously low levels, with no quick remedy in sight. The questions this raises about America's readiness for another major conflict may or may not prompt Xi Jinping to launch an attack on Taiwan, or Vladimir Putin to step up his aggression against Europe. But at the very least America's allies in East Asia and Europe must wonder about American staying power in the event of future conflicts.

The global adjustment to a post-American world is accelerating. America's once-dominant position in the Gulf is just the first of many casualties.
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The Real Cost of Withdrawing U.S. Troops From Germany

The American drawdown is a cultural divorce as well as a military one.

by Imran Khalid

Sat, 09 May 2026




While the high-security corridors of Washington and Berlin are occupied with a frantic, transactional debate over NATO burden sharing and the fallout of the Iran blockade, a far more profound rupture is occurring in the quiet streets of the Rhineland-Palatinate.

President Trump announced last week that the United States will remove 5,000 troops from Germany, possibly as the beginning of a larger drawdown. Pentagon planners anticipate a phased reduction over the next 12 months that could see the total U.S. presence in Germany drop significantly. Some analysts believe that the administration ultimately favors rotating troops in and out of Europe rather than permanently basing them there.

Americans have been stationed in Germany by the tens of thousands since the end of World War II. Some 50,000 Americans--including military personnel, civilian employees, and their families--populate the Kaiserslautern Military Community, which includes Ramstein Air Base. The remainder of the U.S. presence is concentrated in strategic hubs such as Wiesbaden, the headquarters of the U.S. Army Europe and Africa, and the training grounds of Grafenwoehr and Vilseck in Bavaria, where thousands of soldiers maintain a rotational readiness. The initial 5,000-troop reduction will likely be drawn primarily from forces stationed around Vilseck and Grafenwoehr.

Read: Europe without America

Pundits in the United States are framing the move as a strategic rightsizing or a punitive diplomatic strike. But to view the exodus from Ramstein and Landstuhl through the narrow lens of defense budgets is to miss that it portends the tragic collapse of an 80-year-old social contract. The withdrawal from Germany is a step toward the liquidation of the shared West--a cultural and human project that was never written into a treaty and, once lost, can never be reacquired.

For eight decades, the American presence in Germany was the bedrock of Western stability, not only because of the nuclear warheads or the C-130 transport planes, but also because of the bakeries, the playgrounds, and the cross-cultural marriages that formed a "Little America" in the heart of Europe. As the first 5,000 troops depart over the next few months, the conversation between two cultures will fade into silence.

The dominant media narrative suggests that Germany is ready--or at least being forced--to finally embrace strategic autonomy. This is a polite fiction. When a stabilizing power withdraws, it rarely leaves behind a robust local alternative. It leaves a vacuum that is filled less often by autonomy than by resentment and predatory external influences.

In the towns surrounding Ramstein Air Base, the "divorce" is a visceral economic and social shock. These bases were never just logistical hubs; they were also among the largest employers in rural regions that have known no other reality since 1945. Thousands of German nationals work directly for the U.S. military in this corridor, and many more jobs are indirectly tethered to the American consumer. When Washington pulls the plug on a brigade combat team, it will eviscerate a middle-class ecosystem. The local German Backerei ("bakery") that tailored its recipes to American tastes for three generations isn't going to pivot to a new European security architecture. It is simply going to close. The tragedy of the Ramstein withdrawal is that it kills the most important conversation of all: the one between neighbors.

The "Little Americas" of Kaiserslautern, a bustling hub known as K-Town that serves as the gateway to Ramstein, and Wiesbaden, the sophisticated Hessian capital that hosts the Army's continental command center, provided the U.S. with something that trillions of dollars in diplomacy could never buy: ground-level affinity. For 80 years, a young German growing up in the Rhineland didn't view America as a distant superpower on a screen; they viewed it as the family next door that shared its Thanksgiving turkey. This human integration was the soul of the alliance.

From the January 2026 issue: The new German war machine

The U.S. administration has suggested that the troop withdrawal was meant to punish German Chancellor Friedrich Merz for criticizing Washington's Iran policy. But in fact it punishes the pro-American German middle class. In 10 years, a generation of German leaders will have grown up without an American neighbor. They will view the United States as a distant, volatile landlord: transactional, unreliable, and, ultimately, foreign.

Washington claims, not for the first time, that it is pivoting to the Indo-Pacific. But gutting the European garrison in this pursuit is counterproductive. As the U.S. seeks to build new "latticework" alliances in the Philippines, Vietnam, and across the South Asian rim, it is simultaneously destroying the only successful blueprint it has for long-term influence.

Influence is not a commodity that can be switched on like a light bulb when a crisis erupts in the South China Sea. It is a slow-growing crop. The Ramstein model is one of deep, messy social and economic integration, and it is exactly what the U.S. will need if it hopes to stay relevant in an Asian century. By discarding it in a fit of pique, Washington is signaling to every Asian ally that American commitment is now a seasonal product, subject to the vagaries of the current election cycle.

Over the next year, departing troops will leave behind ghost towns that will stand as monuments to a lost era of American leadership. Washington is trading hard-won cultural capital for a momentary win in a diplomatic spat. The silence in the Rhineland won't just be the absence of jet engines; it will be the sound of the American century drawing its final, lonely breath.
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The Iranian Royalists' Thuggish Edge

MAGA-style tactics and hardball advisers have raised Reza Pahlavi's profile and divided his potential followers.

by Robert F. Worth

Fri, 08 May 2026




Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.

In early February, while much of the world was focused on a looming war in the Persian Gulf, an outspoken Iranian exile named Masood Masjoody disappeared in Canada. Days later, 10 other well-known diaspora figures were tagged in a menacing anonymous message on X: "Soon you'll have to find the corpses of many."

But when Masjoody's body was found in March, the investigation did not point toward the Islamic Republic. Instead, the Canadian police brought murder charges against two followers of Reza Pahlavi, the 65-year-old son of Iran's last shah and the most prominent leader in the Iranian opposition. Masjoody, a fierce critic of Pahlavi's, had been denouncing the prince's movement for months and had singled out the two suspects by name, saying that they were plotting to silence him.

The murder, in other words, appears to have been part of a war within the Iranian opposition--one that pits Pahlavi against a growing host of critics who see him and his movement as dangerously autocratic.

This rift has revolved in part around Pahlavi's decision to hitch his movement to Donald Trump and Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. In late February, well before the American and Israeli military campaign against Iran began, Pahlavi and his supporters telegraphed their eagerness for war, claiming that more than 100,000 defectors were waiting to help the former crown prince usher in a new era. Pahlavi seemed almost to expect the kind of welcome granted to Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, who flew back from exile to Tehran in 1979 and was greeted by millions of adoring people and the banner headline, "He Has Returned."

Pahlavi has not returned. More than two months into the war, the Strait of Hormuz is still blocked, and the Iranian regime is still firmly in place. Pahlavi and many of his supporters have made clear that they feel betrayed by the peace talks now under way and are hungry for more air strikes.

"The war didn't go according to my liking," one prominent Pahlavi supporter who is on the board of the prince's nonprofit posted on X, adding that the regime's people were "animals" and that Tehran "should have been bombed with 5,000 targets daily."

The prince's critics, meanwhile, have lashed out more angrily than ever, calling him an Israeli stooge, a fascist, a dullard presiding over a noxious, warlike cult. "A man with inherited privilege, no serious achievement, a talent for drifting with the wind, and a remarkable ability to keep millions emotionally invested while delivering little beyond contradiction, illusion, and disappointment," Nik Kowsar, a well-known journalist and cartoonist who was once close to Pahlavi, wrote in April.

These bitter judgments are the expression of a split that has been widening for years. Some say that Pahlavi stands out from a feckless opposition movement as the only viable alternative to the Islamic Republic. In the past decade, Pahlavi has employed young advisers who have adopted MAGA-style tactics and openly embraced Israel. The prince's acolytes credit this approach with elevating him from a quixotic royal aspirant to a real contender for leadership in a future Iran. And it does seem to have made a difference: Thousands of protesters inside Iran chanted Pahlavi's name during the enormous protests that began in late December.

Arash Azizi: The Iranian opposition's urgent task

But Pahlavi's campaign, like the populist movements it emulates, has a thuggish edge that is alienating many potential supporters even as it energizes his base. Although Pahlavi continues to say that he favors a diverse and democratic opposition, his advisers and followers, many of them committed monarchists, routinely threaten and insult anyone who is not entirely loyal to the man they see as a future king. "You are either with Prince Reza Pahlavi or with the Islamic Republic," Saeed Ghasseminejad, the prince's economic adviser, posted on X earlier this year.

"They've been inciting hatred against Pahlavi's critics for years now, and they've been warned this would result in something bad," Alireza Nader, a policy analyst who was once close to the prince, told me. Masjoody's killing appears to have vindicated those warnings.

It has also sharpened the contradiction at the heart of Pahlavi's movement: The former crown prince says that he wants a democratic future for Iran, but his aides and supporters treat him like a monarch whose word cannot be questioned. One prominent Iranian American in the tech industry who, like several others, asked not to be named because of the climate of online harassment, told me of a stark division in the wealthy networks in which Pahlavi has tried to raise money: "Some say Pahlavi's the only one. Others say, 'Why replace one dictator with another?'"


Demonstrators in Washington, D.C., wave American and pre-1979 Iranian flags in March, 2026. (Amid Farahi/ AFP / Getty)



Some of Pahlavi's older associates told me that they are baffled by the belligerent rhetoric of his aides and supporters. They speak of Pahlavi as a kind and decent man whose political brand was always rooted in nonviolent resistance. He was a devotee of Gene Sharp, an American theorist of nonviolence whose work helped guide democracy movements around the world. Pahlavi's motto for decades was "Today, only unity," signaling his belief in a cohesive opposition front against the regime.

The makeover appears to have begun about 10 years ago, when Pahlavi brought on two new deputies--Ghasseminejad and another young adviser named Amir Etemadi--who were openly aligned with autocratic movements in the United States and abroad. Ghasseminejad spent eight years as an economic analyst at the Foundation for the Defense of Democracies, a right-wing think bank based in Washington, D.C., that has for years been closely allied with Netanyahu and his government.

The younger men had a flattering message for their new boss. They grew up in Iran under the Islamic Republic; Pahlavi, by contrast, has not set foot in his native country since 1978, before the revolution that overthrew his father. They knew firsthand that Pahlavi's brand was changing inside Iran. The hatred of the Pahlavi dynasty that fueled the 1979 revolution had faded, and a nostalgia for prerevolutionary Iran began to spread. The London-based satellite-television channel Manoto, founded in 2010, broadcast gauzy images and documentaries about the zaman-e shah--"the era of the shah"--featuring carefree Iranians at parties and on beaches, with rarely any mention of SAVAK, the shah's brutal secret-police agency.

Pahlavi's new advisers believed that the prince was poised to capitalize on this nostalgia, and on a newly revolutionary mood that came alongside it. Ghasseminejad declined to meet with me, but in emailed responses to my questions he told me that Iran has gone through a "fundamental political transformation" over the past decade because Iranians have lost faith in the idea that the regime could be reformed. A movement to overthrow the ruling clerics has spread, he wrote, and Pahlavi has "actively represented and cultivated" those insurgent forces, using a patriotic language rooted in "Iran's glorious heritage."

Some former members of Pahlavi's circle seemed to endorse Ghasseminejad's comments. "Saeed is a smart guy, and he understood the dynamic of what motivates Iranians, at least the Persian majority," one person who knows Pahlavi and the advisers well told me. He asked not to be named, saying that he did not want to become a target of the prince's supporters.

But Pahlavi's advisers also appeared to be anointing him as a king--the heir to Iran's "glorious heritage" of a 2,500-year-old monarchy. And that seems to have entailed going to war against anyone who did not acknowledge his primacy. One person who has worked with Ghasseminejad and Etemadi told me that these advisers to Pahlavi believe that "crushing the opposition is as important as fighting the regime. They really believe Pahlavi can't be effective unless he's the only voice."

Ghasseminejad and Etemadi did not take long to start making enemies. In 2018, Kowsar, who was close to Pahlavi at the time, clashed with the two new advisers. They were behaving like "Rottweilers"--obsequious to Pahlavi, and hostile and rude to everyone else--he told me. "I fled Iran to save my life and spare myself further harm, but the conduct of your associates has only brought back memories of the Islamic Republic," Kowsar wrote in an email to Pahlavi in July of that year. Soon afterward, Pahlavi's associates began attacking him online, Kowsar told me, calling him corrupt and a lackey of the Iranian regime, and demanding that he "shut up." When Kowsar's elderly father died in Iran, in 2024, some of the same people posted insults about the dead man, even though he had suffered for years at the hands of the regime.

From the May 2026 issue: Someday in Tehran

Another opposition figure who fell afoul of Pahlavi's young advisers was Masjoody, a mathematician and an activist based in Canada. He, too, started off as an admirer of the prince. He belonged to an Iranian exile network called Iran Revival, together with Ghasseminejad and Etemadi. But Masjoody soon became disillusioned, and before long, he was one of the Pahlavi movement's most forceful and outspoken critics, frequently posting and relaying scornful comments about the prince and his entourage. (One sample, translated roughly from Farsi: "With the genitalia of Trump and Netanyahu, you cannot become the nation's bride in politics, and even if you did, you wouldn't make it to the end of the honeymoon.") Eventually, Masjoody became convinced that Pahlavi's two young advisers were secretly working for the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps. He filed dozens of lawsuits and made some claims that could seem unhinged--among them, that two Pahlavi supporters, Mehdi Ahmadzadeh Razavi and Arezou Soltani, were plotting to kill him.

Masjoody's body was found on March 6, and the Canadian police charged Razavi and Soltani with first-degree murder soon after. One of the affidavits in the case suggests that the accused pair met with a naturopath in Vancouver in an effort to procure a deadly substance to "get rid of" Masjoody.

Masjoody was last seen alive on February 2. On February 5, the X post menacing diaspora figures with a reference to "corpses" went out. One of the recipients was Kowsar, who had been in touch with Masjoody in the weeks before his murder. "It wasn't like those online attacks I've received all these years," Kowsar said. "This one was scary."

There is no reason to think that Pahlavi or his advisers are linked to Masjoody's murder, and I could not find any evidence for Masjoody's claims that the IRGC is secretly supporting the prince. But the killing has left a legacy of fear and bolstered the sense that Pahlavi's movement includes its own share of fanatics.


Reza Pahlavi (right), meets with Israeli Minister of Intelligence Gila Gamliel and Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu in West Jerusalem in 2023. (Israeli Ministry of Intelligence / Anadolu Agency / Getty)



Pahlavi's new advisers appear to have pushed him to a decision that would further set him apart from the rest of the Iranian opposition. In April 2023, he went to Israel, where he was received warmly by government officials, including Netanyahu and the intelligence minister, Gila Gamliel. Pahlavi conducted himself like a prospective head of state, vowing that a post-Islamic Republic Iran would instantly recognize Israel.

"That put him on the map," Mehrdad Marty Youssefiani, a political consultant who worked with Pahlavi until 2015, told me. "It broke a taboo, and it did a lot to propel him to a different stage." Many Iranians seem to have assumed that Pahlavi's aspirations now had the backroom blessing of the world's power brokers.

The visit was also intensely divisive. The Iranian opposition was asking itself hard questions because the regime had just successfully quelled some of the largest demonstrations in the country's history, in late 2022. Pahlavi's message was clear: He now seemed to believe that he spoke for the opposition, and he was firmly allied with Netanyahu, despite the fact that in 2023, much of the Israeli population was protesting Netanyahu's autocratic agenda, in the largest demonstrations in that country's history.

One result of Pahlavi's Israel trip became apparent within months. In mid-2023, an expert on social-media manipulation named Geoff Golberg published a report for the National Iranian American Council documenting a widespread, coordinated social-media campaign that involved inauthentic accounts praising Pahlavi and demeaning people and organizations (including NIAC) that favored American diplomacy with the Islamic Republic. The report identified 4,765 accounts that were posting more than 100 times a day, producing 843 million tweets. Golberg found links among some of these accounts and official Israeli government accounts. Last fall, the Israeli daily newspaper Haaretz published an investigation that amplified Golberg's conclusions and documented the existence of a "private entity that receives government support" in Israel, which was dedicated to promoting Pahlavi and had recruited native Farsi speakers to help.

Pahlavi has other powerful patrons. Iran International, a satellite-television network set up under Saudi auspices in 2017, has heavily promoted him. The network appears to have lost hundreds of millions of dollars in recent years and has kept its ownership and finances a secret.

Some of Pahlavi's critics--including Trita Parsi, the co-founder of NIAC--have labeled him an astroturf candidate who has cynically courted political sponsors instead of building grassroots support. But the border between the online and real worlds is permeable, and Pahlavi does appear to be genuinely popular in Iran. Measuring opinion is notoriously difficult in police states, but a 2024 survey by the Group for Measuring and Analyzing Attitudes in Iran found that 31 percent of respondents supported Pahlavi, more than three times the level of support for any other figure. Iran's supreme leader at the time, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, was tied with former President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad at 9 percent, and Narges Mohammadi, the imprisoned human-rights activist, rated only 5 percent.

Thomas Wright: The real reason Iran hasn't struck a deal

By far the greatest test of Pahlavi's support came in late December, when the value of the rial collapsed and protesters began flooding the streets of Tehran and other major Iranian cities. For the first time, large numbers of people began chanting Pahlavi's name and asking for his return. A week later, Pahlavi issued a call for nationwide protests on January 8 and 9. The demonstrations expanded dramatically on those days, possibly in response to Pahlavi's claim that more than 50,000 members of Iran's security forces and government had contacted him to defect from the regime (he later claimed the number was more than 100,000). As the protests went on, Pahlavi continued to urge people to come out, saying that the ruling system was "on the verge of collapse."

The regime's apparatus did not collapse. The authorities cut off all internet access on January 8, and in the days that followed, the IRGC and other armed forces began the bloodiest crackdown in Iran's modern history; estimates of the death toll range from 7,000 to more than 36,000 (Pahlavi has recently begun saying that 50,000 were killed).

Afterward, Pahlavi came under widespread criticism for having encouraged people to protest and for the flimsiness of his claims about defectors, which may have given people a false sense of safety. There was never any verifiable evidence for Pahlavi's assertion, and critics have said that the system he set up to log defections using QR codes and Google Forms was ripe for infiltration by Iran's security services, which may have artificially inflated the results or even used the platform to identify and punish those who used it in earnest.

Oddly, Pahlavi's own team has at times undermined the strategy of luring defectors by signaling their hunger for revenge. Ghasseminejad has repeatedly posted about his desire to go after regime officials once they have been overthrown, and even to see them hanged. Some critics have suggested that these threats may have served to unify the security services and wed them to their campaign of repression at a moment when they could have been vulnerable to doubt or division.

Pahlavi's supporters have not been daunted by criticism. More than 200,000 people rallied in Munich in February to call for regime change, and many chanted Pahlavi's name, some of them using nationalist slogans. Pahlavi was there for that city's annual security conference, and the CNN host Christiane Amanpour asked him during a televised interview if he would repudiate the aggressive behavior of some of his loyalists. Pahlavi responded by saying that he was against any kind of intimidation. He added, "I think the regime is behind a lot of these campaigns."

Evidence indeed suggests that the regime's cyberarmy has tried to fuel tensions within the opposition, sometimes in the guise of monarchists. But Amanpour's point was proved just after she made it, when a group of Pahlavi supporters approached her at the Munich event and began shouting angrily and accusing her of collaborating with the regime.


Reza Pahlavi addresses the Conservative Political Action Conference in Grapevine, Texas, in March, 2026. (Desiree Rios / The New York Times / Redux)



After Trump declared a cease-fire with Iran on April 7, Pahlavi posted a speech to his supporters, saying that he knew the decision "has disheartened many of you." He embarked on a tour of Europe, preaching regime change and accusing the British government (which did not participate in the war) of appeasement.

But his critics in the opposition are now louder than ever, and late last month, one of the most prominent monarchists inside Iran, a political prisoner named Manouchehr Bakhtiari, joined them. "Among those who claim to support monarchy, it is you who, more than anyone, have turned your back on what you swore to uphold and on the institution of monarchy itself," Bakhtiari said in a lacerating audio message addressed to Pahlavi.

Pahlavi's appeals for more bombing have taken on a desperate sound now that Trump is visibly fed up with the war. I asked one prominent Pahlavi supporter how he would propose to deal with the Islamic Republic now that so many strategies seem to have failed.

"If the U.S. military could secure a landing for the crown prince within a city in Iran, that would make the difference," he told me. "I think it would be over for the IRGC."

I was taken aback, and not just by the implausibility of this scenario. Pahlavi might well be unwilling to make such a risky trip. This is the man who told an interviewer back in 2023: "My life has been for the past 40 years here in America. My children live here, my friends live here, everybody that I know is here. If I was to go back, what do I go back to?"

As for the people of Iran, they may now be more vulnerable than ever to the hard-line forces this war was meant to weaken. One Iranian who fled his country earlier this year told me that he believes Pahlavi retains some popularity inside the country, but only as a kind of phantom, "an absence of something rather than an existence. People, desperate in confronting the authoritarian regime, were seeking someone or something who could fill the void of a person or thing that could set things in order, like a Second Coming."

They are still seeking to fill that void.
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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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Here's Another Way America Will Choke at the World Cup

The nation's railway system is destined to lose.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Wed, 13 May 2026




The planet's biggest sporting event, the World Cup final, will take place this summer in MetLife Stadium, which is presently known as New York New Jersey Stadium because FIFA has strict rules on corporate branding. The stadium--whatever you want to call it--is located in the marshlands of New Jersey, about nine miles from Midtown Manhattan. On the day of the final, as on the dates of seven other matches throughout the World Cup tournament, an estimated 80,000 fans will converge at its gates.

But how will they get there? Some will drive, even though they'll have to pay $225 to use one of the 5,000 available parking spots at a nearby shopping mall that is connected to the stadium area by pedestrian bridges. Others will buy a seat on a shuttle bus--originally $80, cut to $20 after last-minute maneuvering by New York Governor Kathy Hochul. (Some of these will be yellow school buses.) Or they will cough up whatever amount ride-share apps are charging on those days. And the rest--up to 40,000 people for each event--will take their chances on an infrequently used branch of New Jersey Transit that has struggled with large crowds in the past.

Read: A 'Death Train' is haunting South Florida

In the coming months, America's patchwork railway system will be similarly challenged--and its weaknesses exposed--across all 11 U.S. sites of World Cup matches. In Dallas, most people who are going to the stadium will either have to pay for expensive parking or take a commuter rail to a charter bus. Kansas City will rely entirely on charter buses. Where direct rail access is available, the trains aren't likely to be convenient, and tickets may be outrageously expensive. New Jersey is a case in point: Last month, NJ Transit announced plans to charge $150 for each round-trip journey on a route that would otherwise cost less than $13.

That price was later reduced to $105, thanks to donations from various unnamed companies, then reduced again to $98 just before tickets went on sale--but the fact of any of these fares suggests a deeper problem. NJ Transit President and CEO Kris Kolluri explained the dismal math behind this pricing at a press conference in April, alluding to the agency's enormous debt and degrading equipment. To transport all of those people to the stadium, he said, the agency would need to spend about $6 million a game, mostly for labor and security, as well as for maintenance work on 50 railcars; this would include the purchase of new wheels, axles, and air-conditioning units "to make sure that we don't have the challenges we typically do." Such costs could be passed on to New Jersey taxpayers, Kolluri pointed out, but "no one that I have spoken to thinks that that's (1) fair and (2) reasonable." So instead, the agency has done some simple arithmetic: $6 million in operating expenses divided by 40,000 riders equals $150.

From the start, the situation has had all the makings of a political brouhaha. When FIFA complained that the fare was too expensive, New Jersey Governor Mikie Sherrill argued that the association, which stands to bring in $11 billion in revenue from the tournament, should subsidize or cover the fares itself. A FIFA official shot back that the hiked-up fares would "diminish the economic benefit and lasting legacy the entire region stands to gain from hosting the World Cup." Then the New York Post's editorial board took issue with NJ Transit's plan to close off its section of Manhattan's Penn Station for long stretches on match days, arguing that the agency was "dissing" its regular riders. Separately, Pennsylvania Governor Josh Shapiro boasted that fans could get to and from the matches held in Philadelphia using the region's SEPTA rail system for just $2.90.

Kolluri said that NJ Transit's special challenges justify the (much, much) higher fare. The Philadelphia stadium is in the city, for example, and SEPTA trains already go there every day. MetLife Stadium, however, has no regular train service. It "is a suburban stadium," he said, which is "very different fundamentally." Isn't that the problem, though? Europeans have lately been wondering on social media why this stadium was constructed where it is in the first place--stranded miles from the city center and encircled by highways, parking lots and swamps--and nobody has been able to supply them with a good answer. It's just how we like it!

Read: Airport chaos is leading people to ride the Amtrak

One reporter asked Kolluri about the 2014 Super Bowl, held in the same location, also with approximately 80,000 people in attendance. NJ Transit did not raise fares anywhere near as much for that game, he pointed out. "First of all, do you know what happened in the Super Bowl?" Kolluri snapped. "I think you're the only guy who may not know what actually happened." What happened was widely reported travel chaos: Long lines and delays, and at one point, a request that people stay inside the stadium until some portion of the crowd dispersed from the train platform. The event went so poorly that the agency commissioned an independent investigation of its failures. Kolluri described all of this as having caused "PTSD," and said that the situation was a reason to do things very differently this year. "People think about that moment and say we can never let that happen again," he said. (People did, in fact, let that happen again in 2019, when thousands of fans got stuck waiting for hours in the darkness for a NJ Transit ride after a WrestleMania event.)

The $150-a-ticket pricing, Kolluri argued, was only what would be needed to prevent catastrophe. "I think that's a defensible claim," says Zoe Baldwin, the vice president of state programs at the Regional Plan Association, a nonprofit focused on economic development and quality of life in New York, New Jersey, and Connecticut. "We have a very old system that is in desperate need of overhaul, let alone maintenance." Equipment failures are more common in the summer, she told me, so NJ Transit will have to spend on back-up crews and engines in case any trains are taken out of service. She seemed optimistic about the agency's ability to handle the tournament crowds, and she emphasized that the trip out to the stadium would be a great opportunity for people all over the world to get a look at one of the country's biggest and most fascinating urban wetlands. When I asked her whether those same people might be horrified by the look they get at New Jersey's tangle of unwalkable roadways and parking lots, she protested: "What are they going to think when they go to L.A., then?"

To her point, the most public drama over World Cup transportation until now has occurred in a region that has better public-transit options than any other part of the United States does. The railway infrastructure throughout the Northeast may be old and shoddy--for example, Amtrak service between New York and Boston was recently suspended because pieces of a highway on-ramp had fallen onto the tracks--but at least it exists. Just two World Cup host cities in the U.S.--Seattle and San Francisco--have an Amtrak station anywhere near their stadium. In Houston, where fans can take the city's light-rail system, two of the relevant lines run only once every 12 minutes. In Los Angeles, the matches will be accessible via shuttle-bus service from designated Metro drop-off points. Even back East in Philadelphia, where SEPTA service goes directly to the stadium, the system will be strained: A spokesperson estimated that that line can transport 15,000 people an hour, but twice that many are expected to take a train to each match.

When I asked Jim Mathews, the president and CEO of the nonprofit Rail Passengers Association, about his impressions of the various host cities' transportation plans, he complimented the Los Angeles strategy on the grounds that it would be affordable and temporarily link several independent transit systems. But he did not agree with the triple-digit price tag for NJ Transit rides, or the $80 fares for those who take a train from Boston to a match at Gillette Stadium. "You're taking this moment when the spotlight of the world is on you, and you're making it stupidly expensive," he told me. "It just shows you what happens when you go for decades underinvesting in capacity."

Mathews said he's worried that visitors from overseas will be shocked when they arrive in the U.S. and get a look at its trains. Although some cities here now have more transit options than they did a few years ago, tourists may still be disappointed by the scarcity of options. And despite Americans' dramatic increase in interest in soccer over the past three decades, he expected we'd be embarrassed on the field too: "We are still going to exit in the first round."
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The AI Backlash Could Get Very Ugly

Imagine what happens if jobs actually start disappearing.

by Lila Shroff

Wed, 13 May 2026




Steve Bannon and Bernie Sanders don't agree on much. But both think that AI is a disaster for the working class. The Vermont senator recently wrote that "AI oligarchs do not want to just replace specific jobs. They want to replace workers." Bannon, Trump's former chief strategist, made similar comments last week: Silicon Valley does "not care about the little guy," he said in a podcast episode titled "Stopping the AI Oligarchs From Stealing Humanity." This emergent "Bernie-to-Bannon" coalition points to the growing bipartisan anxiety over AI. In polls, the United States ranks among the countries most concerned about AI. America is both the world's foremost developer of AI and its chief hater.



Recently, Maine passed the country's first statewide data-center moratorium (though the bill was vetoed by the governor). Nationally, a record number of proposed projects were canceled in the first quarter of this year following local pushback. Meanwhile, in extreme cases, concerns about AI appear to be tipping into violence. In April, someone shot 13 rounds at an Indianapolis councilman's house and left a note under his doormat: "NO DATA CENTERS," it read. Days later, a man threw a Molotov cocktail at Sam Altman's home before heading to OpenAI's headquarters, where he allegedly threatened to burn down the building and kill anyone inside. (The man has since pleaded not guilty to several charges, including attempted murder.) Social-media posts applauding the attack racked up thousands of likes: "I hope that Molotov is okay!" wrote one commenter.



All of this may be only the start. The AI industry has spent recent years warning of a jobless future. So far, narratives about labor displacement have been largely speculation. While a smattering of tech executives have attributed job cuts to AI, many analysts have accused these CEOs of "AI-washing"--essentially, using the technology as a scapegoat for roles they would have eliminated regardless. If anything, AI has mostly been a financial boon for the country, buoying the stock market and driving growth. But that could all change, of course. Imagine the uproar if jobs across the economy truly start disappearing en masse.



Even absent any uptick in AI-induced layoffs, the anti-AI sentiment is likely to keep growing. With the midterms approaching, political operatives are tapping into Americans' fears over the technology. Blue Rose Research, a progressive polling firm, has found that messaging that addresses the AI threat in "bold, populist terms" is particularly effective at increasing support for Democrats. (If corporations are left unchecked, they will "fire everyone, keep all the profits, and leave you with nothing," reads the transcript of one sample video the group tested.) Politicians on the right have made similar statements. "I have no doubt that these companies are going to get filthy rich, but is it going to be good for children?" Senator Josh Hawley of Missouri said earlier this year. "Is it going to be good for parents? Is it going to be good for the American worker?"



Many politicians, including President Trump, have cheered on Silicon Valley in a bid to win the supposed AI race with China. But the pro-AI crowd is starting to worry about the backlash. In March, at a conference about AI, Senator Mark Warner of Virginia, a Democrat, told me that he's "enormously concerned" that "populism from both the left and the right" could curb innovation.



As politicians lean into anti-AI messaging, local fights over data centers could intensify. While such facilities can help stimulate local economies, they're also disruptive to communities where they are built, exerting physical and environmental tolls, which makes them an appealing target for opposition. Data centers are also more tangible than AI software: Someone who opposes the industry might not be able to stop Anthropic from building Claude, but they can raise concerns about new construction at a local city-council meeting. A recent guide called "How to Stop a Data Center" written by a group in Michigan explains that demonstrating outside local officials' homes has been an effective organizing tactic.



In a worst-case scenario, the situation could get ugly. With its potential for sweeping social and economic transformation, "AI generates the structural conditions historically associated with the onset of political violence," Yannick Veilleux-Lepage, a researcher who studies technology and terrorism, wrote last month. Already, as many as a quarter of Americans seem accepting of violence as a tool for achieving political change. And in recent months, there has been a rise in "direct threats" against individuals, policy makers, and corporations involved with AI, according to the Soufan Center, a nonpartisan research group. The most common threats online involve "physical sabotage of proposed or operational data centers." Local officials are in an especially vulnerable position: "Where national figures are unreachable, local policymakers who approved the data center become the proxies for the same structural anger," Veilleux-Lepage wrote. After the shooting in Indianapolis, the council introduced a measure that would allow officials to keep their address private.



A version of this has played out before: Silicon Valley is fond of likening AI to the Industrial Revolution. In such comparisons, the tech industry likes to point to the immense wealth that industrialization unlocked. Over the long run, it's true that the Industrial Revolution radically boosted economic growth. But living through it was another matter entirely. Many people saw their wages stagnate and working conditions deteriorate as factory owners and industrialists came into immense wealth. (Just read a Charles Dickens novel, and you'll get the idea.) This led to riots and, occasionally, attacks on the industrialists themselves. Automation wasn't the only problem during this period. A combination of trade disruptions and poor harvests led to inflation and, especially, high food prices. But machines became a target for people experiencing financial hardship more broadly.



In much the same way, during an economic downturn of any kind, AI's reputation seems likely to decline. If people are already experiencing unemployment for reasons unrelated to the technology, they are unlikely to look cheerfully at the possibility of AI automating away the jobs that remain. And if AI turns out to be a bubble, it could indeed burst and bring down the rest of the economy with it.



Silicon Valley is waking up to the resentment. Tech insiders have spent recent weeks exchanging tactics on X with advice on how to better sell AI. Perhaps, if data centers were beautiful, people would like them more? In particular, there's been an effort to change the narrative around AI job loss. The venture-capital firm Andreessen Horowitz recently published an essay declaring the "job apocalypse" to be a baseless fantasy. "The macro story is not a jobless future, where we retire fat and complacent to our Netflix-scooters," it read. In 2023, after ChatGPT came out, Altman told my colleague Ross Andersen that "jobs are definitely going to go away, full stop." Now he appears to have changed his tune: "Jobs doomerism is likely long-term wrong," Altman wrote earlier this month.



But most of the country already feels as if the economy is rigged to advantage the wealthy. One poll found that when sorted by household income, the group of Americans most optimistic about AI in their daily lives are those making more than $200,000. The near future of AI seems likely to further entrench such dynamics: OpenAI and Anthropic are both nearing trillion-dollar valuations, consolidating even more money and power among a select few. "Disruption has winners and losers," Nathaniel Persily, a Stanford law professor and AI expert, told me. "For many Americans, they're not convinced they're going to be the winners, and they base that conclusion on the history of technology over the last 20 years." If the tech industry truly believes that a simple change in messaging will quell the backlash, then they are misunderstanding the problem entirely.
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Does Claude Have Feelings?

Richard Dawkins caught hell on social media for suggesting it does.

by Ross Andersen

Thu, 07 May 2026




Richard Dawkins, perhaps the world's most prominent advocate for irreligiosity, has become besotted with the godlike power of a chatbot. According to his recent essay for the online magazine UnHerd, Anthropic's Claude has really blown his hair back. After a few days of on-and-off conversations with the AI, Dawkins came away marveling at the sensitivity and subtlety of its intelligence. At one point, "Claudia"--as he had christened the bot--told him that it experienced text by absorbing all of the words at once, instead of reading them in sequence as a human would. This moved the author of the best-selling book The God Delusion to ask his readers: "Could a being capable of perpetrating such a thought really be unconscious?"

"Yes," came the resounding response from the internet. For daring to suggest that the AI might be conscious, or that it might at least possess some lesser form of "zombie" consciousness, Dawkins was accused of suffering from an acute case of "AI psychosis"--a "Claude Delusion," if you will. On social media, he was likened to a patron of a gentleman's club who has come to believe that a stripper likes him. A man who'd explained many times how natural selection wires us to detect agency and mind in nature now found himself imagining it in a machine.

Dawkins's argument was based on a well-established framework for evaluating AIs. The Turing test--named for Alan Turing, who introduced it in 1950--was for decades treated as something close to a gold standard for detecting machine intelligence. To pass it, an AI only had to answer a human interrogator's questions in ways indistinguishable from those of a real person. Claude easily cleared this bar for Dawkins, who professed to find himself so dazzled by its astonishing performance that he forgot it was a machine.

This sensation has become familiar to many of us in the chatbot era, but it isn't evidence that the AI has consciousness, which is distinct from intelligence. Consciousness is inner experience. For an AI to be conscious, its existence must feel like something, and we have no evidence that Claude or any other chatbot feels anything at all. Tom McClelland, a philosopher at the University of Cambridge, told me that nearly all of the philosophers and cognitive scientists who study consciousness would deny that Claude possesses it. "In some ways, it's easier to get my head around the idea that a self-driving car could be conscious," he told me. "At least it has a body and a persisting state that allows it to take in continuous sensory inputs from its environment as it moves around. It just doesn't talk to you."

McClelland takes for granted that Claude is capable of producing outputs that seem conscious, but for him, that's not the end of the analysis. "You have to look under the hood of the models to understand what they're doing," he said. Their statements may seem spookily backlit by some form of consciousness, but that's because the models have been trained on unimaginably large libraries of writing by (conscious) humans. When, after writing a poem for Dawkins, Claudia describes feeling "something like aesthetic satisfaction," the AI is not necessarily reporting an inner state; it's producing the kind of sentence that humans tend to produce in that conversational context, because it was trained on billions of such sentences. The output is a statistical echo of human introspection, not introspection itself.

Even if Claude were conscious, its inner experience of the world would be radically unlike our own. For one, it is neither embodied nor located in a particular locus that can possess a stream of awareness across a conversation. The other night, I was asking Claude a series of questions about how I might best season and grill skirt steak. When I sent my first message about the marinade, a data center in nearby Virginia might have generated the reply. But when I sent my follow-up about the ideal grill temperature, an entirely different one in Oregon might have picked up the thread. If my interlocutor had consciousness, it would be a strange, flickering thing, winking into existence the instant a prompt arrives and winking out when the response ends, having none of the meaningful continuity that makes our experience feel like experience.

Read: Richard Dawkins keeps shrinking

But that doesn't mean that no AI system will ever be conscious in the future. Indeed, many of the researchers who build these systems expect them to get there. In a 2024 survey of 582 such researchers, the median response placed the odds at 25 percent that AIs will have subjective experiences within 10 years, and at 70 percent that this will happen by 2100.

Philosophers are more circumspect. Some of them argue that it's unreasonable to expect silicon-based computers to ever give rise to an entity with the capacity for subjective feeling. So far, every being that is deemed conscious has been a biological life-form, and for all we know, consciousness depends on some specific aspect of wet, living tissue. It could be the particular electrochemistry of neurons. It could be the way that bodies and brains are coupled to their environments through metabolism and homeostasis. Other philosophers aren't so hung up on what an AI is made of, so long as it's processing information in a way that's functionally similar to conscious brains. They take the view that what matters is the structure of the processing, not the stuff doing the processing, and that therefore it's entirely possible that a mind like ours could emerge from a computer.

Eric Schwitzgebel, a philosopher at UC Riverside who is writing a book about the possibility of artificial consciousness, told me that at this early date, declaring a winner among these camps would be ridiculous. "The science of consciousness is highly contentious," he said. "The field is still in its infancy." No one yet knows how it is that the atoms of the universe combine to generate feeling inside of us, and until we do, it's best not to go around definitively declaring which kinds of systems could possibly be conscious in the future.

Perhaps Dawkins should have been less credulous in his dealings with Claudia, but the line of inquiry that he was pursuing wasn't altogether foolish. In some ways, it was a return to form for him. Dawkins spent much of his early career insisting that the universe is stranger than our intuitions allow. In his ninth decade, it's nice to see him put aside his smaller worries and take on one of the strangest questions of all.
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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 anesthetized 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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Trump's Struggle to Find an Off-Ramp From the Iran War

Panelists joined to discuss the questions surrounding the ongoing conflict, and more.

by The Editors

Sat, 09 May 2026




Is the United States still at war with Iran? If the war is over, who won and who actually controls the Strait of Hormuz now? Panelists on Washington Week With The Atlantic joined last night to discuss these questions and whether Trump has an exit strategy from the fighting he initiated.
 
 As the conflict enters its third month, Washington and Tehran are in a standoff over the terms that would enable peace talks to begin. As President Trump ramps up pressure on Iran to accept his conditions, the prolonged crisis in the Strait of Hormuz continues to threaten the global economy.

U.S. forces struck Iranian targets Thursday after two U.S. destroyers were attacked in the strait, but Trump called this response a "love tap" and said that the exchange of fire did not represent a break in the cease-fire. The war remains in a state of "suspended animation," Jeffrey Goldberg, moderator and editor in chief of The Atlantic, said last night.
 
 Meanwhile, Trump has grown "bored" with the war, an outside adviser told the Atlantic staff writer Jonathan Lemire. But Iran appears comfortable with keeping the conflict going, possibly for many more months, Lemire has reported. He noted last night that Iran has more control over the strait now than it did at the start of the conflict.

Joining Goldberg to discuss this and more: Peter Baker, the chief White House correspondent at The New York Times; Lemire; Amna Nawaz, a co-anchor at PBS News Hour; and Vivian Salama, a staff writer at The Atlantic.

Watch the full episode here.
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Why Did Bill Cassidy Do It?

The senator from Louisiana offered an olive branch to MAHA and got nothing in return.

by Nicholas Florko

Wed, 13 May 2026




Bill Cassidy did not want to talk about Robert F. Kennedy Jr. Last month, as we shuffled through the U.S. Senate subway, a subterranean corridor connecting lawmakers' offices to the Capitol, the senator from Louisiana was fielding rapid-fire questions from reporters about two of his favorite topics: drug pricing and college sports. But I asked him about his least favorite: Did he regret confirming Kennedy as health secretary?

I was eager to know because, in spite of that decision, Cassidy may be looking at the end of his political career. This weekend, after 11 years in the Senate, he is headed into a Republican primary election with polls trending out of his favor. His vote last year to hand the keys of America's immunization policy to one of America's most prominent vaccine skeptics now hangs over him as a political move that may not have been enough to save his life in politics.

Cassidy--who was one of the few Republicans to initially balk at confirming Kennedy--is pro-vaccine. As a liver specialist in a crowded Baton Rouge charity hospital at the turn of the new millennium, he saw firsthand the effects of hepatitis B, a vaccine-preventable disease; he later set up a school-based program in Baton Rouge that inoculated tens of thousands of children against the virus. At Kennedy's confirmation hearing, Cassidy justified his vote by claiming that Kennedy could help restore faith in the medical establishment. It was, by all apparent measures, a vote against his values, an attempted olive branch to the new administration.

Cassidy has since criticized some of Kennedy's actions as secretary, namely his decision to stack the CDC's vaccine advisory committee with vaccine skeptics. Cassidy was also among a group of Republican senators who declined to publicly endorse the surgeon-general nominee Casey Means--a Kennedy ally and wellness guru. (Trump announced a new candidate for the job late last month.) But Cassidy refuses to acknowledge that he made a mistake by confirming Kennedy. In the months since the vote, his staff has repeatedly declined my requests for a sit-down interview. In the Senate subway that day, he sidestepped. "I'm a doctor. You make a decision, you move on," he told me. "You don't sit around and say, 'Oh my gosh, that was a great decision. Oh my gosh, that was a bad decision.' No, you just move on."

In Louisiana, being anti-Kennedy means being anti-Trump. And the problem for Cassidy is that many of his constituents already see him as both.



Cassidy's career in government has been predicated on the claim that he has approached politics as a doctor first. One of his earliest campaign ads for Senate, in 2014, featured him in scrubs and a white coat decrying the Affordable Care Act, which he said would give politicians power over Louisianans' health care. Once elected, he established himself as the health-policy wonk of the Republican caucus. Cassidy's efforts to replace the Affordable Care Act failed, but since then, he has ushered major health-care reforms through Congress, including laws targeting surprise medical bills and fentanyl trafficking. A Louisiana medical school and several centers for health education and research have recently gotten multimillion-dollar makeovers thanks to Cassidy, and he has taken credit for tucking more than $200 million in funding for the state's rural health care into the tax bill Republicans passed last July.

Cassidy remains well liked among major Republican donors, as evidenced by the fact that he has far outpaced his competitors in fundraising. But Louisiana voters are shunning him. In February 2021, he was one of seven Republican senators who voted to convict Trump of inciting the January 6 insurrection. The Republican Party of Louisiana censured him, and one of the state's most prominent conservative-talk-radio hosts dubbed him "Psycho Bill." Five years later, a subset of Republican voters still talk about him as if he had set fire to the French Quarter. At an event for one of Cassidy's challengers, John Fleming, I met Linda Verzwyvelt, a former real-estate agent from Lafourche Parish. Verzwyvelt was eager to strike up a conversation with me, offering me snacks and introducing me to her neighbors. But when the topic turned to her sitting senator, her demeanor shifted. "I want to just strangle him," Verzwyvelt told me.

Read: MAHA swing voters are an illusion

Cassidy's challengers have sought to foment that anger, framing themselves as more loyal to Trump. "I just think he's ineligible to serve again because of what he did," Fleming told the crowd at his event. He touted his own service in the first Trump administration, during which he rose to be an adviser to the president. In her campaign-launch video, Julia Letlow, a current House representative for Louisiana and Trump's pick for Cassidy's Senate seat, includes a montage of photos of herself alongside the president. She declares, "A state as conservative as ours--we shouldn't have to wonder how our senator will vote when the pressure is on."

Many of the state's Republican activists, including members of powerful GOP women's clubs and local Republican Party offices, have abandoned Cassidy. When I spoke with a group of women outside of the monthly luncheon for the Republican Women's Club of Jefferson Parish, only one told me she was definitely voting for Cassidy. Another, Linda Doyle, told me that the first time she ever knocked doors for a campaign was to get Cassidy elected, but now she can't trust him because of the Trump vote. I heard something similar from Jacques Migues, an attorney from Iberia Parish who serves on the area's Republican Executive Committee. Cassidy "can't be a trusted member of the team," he told me. The women's club has not officially endorsed a candidate, but the Iberia committee has endorsed Letlow.
 
 With the primary less than a week away, Cassidy has a real risk of losing: A recent survey from Emerson College found him in third place. Trump has recently attacked Cassidy, blaming him for preventing Means's confirmation. Kennedy and his allies appear out for revenge too. "Bill Cassidy once again did the dirty work for entrenched interests seeking to stall the MAHA movement and protect the very status quo that has made America the sickest nation on earth," Kennedy wrote on X after Means's nomination was pulled. MAHA Action, the political arm of Kennedy's "Make America Healthy Again" movement, has pledged $1 million to unseat Cassidy.



Cassidy is anti-abortion, pro-gun, and tough on immigration. He is further left than some of his party, but he certainly isn't liberal, and he hasn't changed much since he was elected to the Senate in 2014. Instead, Louisiana has. Cassidy's predecessor in the Senate was a Democrat, Mary Landrieu, who had served for nearly 20 years. Over Cassidy's tenure, the number of registered Republicans in the state has grown by 30 percent. Now Republican voters want a lawmaker who reflects their MAGA views, not a moderate.

That includes their views on vaccines. Ever since COVID shots became available, Louisiana's uptake has been among the lowest in the country; as of January, only 10 percent of Louisiana adults had received a 2025-26 booster. When Louisiana attempted to require COVID vaccinations for schoolchildren in 2021, Kennedy, then the chair of the anti-vaccine advocacy group Children's Health Defense, came to the legislature to oppose the move, calling the shot the "deadliest vaccine ever made." The mandate was never implemented. (HHS declined to comment for this story.)

Read: The states are going full RFK Jr.

The specter of COVID has faded, but many Louisianans remain fixated on the idea that mandating public-health measures, such as vaccines, infringes on their freedom. In 2022, roughly three dozen anti-vaccine bills were introduced in the state legislature. Last year, Ralph Abraham--then Louisiana's surgeon general--banned the health department from promoting seasonal vaccines or conducting mass-vaccination drives. When I visited the state capital in April, three committees were simultaneously considering vaccine-related bills. One would outlaw monetary incentives for doctors to administer vaccines; one would lift the school requirement for immunization against meningitis; and one would ban Louisiana organizations and businesses from denying services to the unvaccinated.

These actions come as Kennedy pushes to cement vaccine skepticism into national policy. In addition to stacking the CDC's vaccine advisory panel with skeptics, he has pledged to rework the government system that tracks suspected vaccine injuries, and has used the CDC's website to cast doubt on the scientific consensus that vaccines do not cause autism--all of which, according to Cassidy, Kennedy promised not to do during the confirmation process. According to The New York Times, Kennedy is currently overseeing a CDC inquiry into whether, as he believes, immunization can be linked to chronic diseases including autism.

Read: Bill Cassidy's failure on vaccines

Most of the bills in Louisiana haven't become law, and a judge has invalidated many of HHS's most dramatic anti-vaccine actions. But the focus on the purported harms of vaccines--in Washington and Baton Rouge alike--has raised suspicion toward immunizations, according to multiple Louisiana doctors I spoke with. When Mikki Bouquet, a pediatrician in Baton Rouge who also serves on the board of Louisiana Families for Vaccines, was starting out in medicine, parents refusing to vaccinate their newborns against hepatitis B, for instance, were rare. "Now it's like every day I have one, maybe two moms out of 10 babies that are not for it, and they won't even have a conversation," Bouquet told me.

Many Louisianans still see benefits to vaccination. A recent poll sponsored by Louisiana Families for Vaccines found that 80 percent of voters in the state still support school vaccine mandates. When I caught up with Bouquet, she had just finished testifying against a bill that would lift the school requirement for meningitis immunization and was being swarmed by a group of students who thanked her for her testimony. But in recent years, vaccination rates have been dropping across the state. As of 2024, just 44 percent of children 2 and under in Concordia Parish, which had the lowest vaccination rate in the state, were fully up-to-date on their shots. The Washington Post recently reported that not a single parish in Louisiana has kindergarten vaccination rates high enough to reach herd immunity against measles, mumps, and rubella.

In late 2024 and early 2025, Louisiana was hit with another vaccine-preventable disease: whooping cough. The outbreak was the worst in three decades; two infants died. In September, Cassidy asked Kennedy to call for parents in the state to get their kids immunized. But Kennedy gave no public response.



The Louisiana Senate race isn't primarily about vaccines, or about Kennedy. But Cassidy's tumultuous relationship with the health secretary provides Trump with yet another way he can attack the senator, whom he once called a "disloyal lightweight." Kennedy's supporters seem happy to contribute to the senator's demise. Cassidy does, after all, have some power to be a check on Kennedy's agenda, as evidenced by his role in canceling Means's nomination. And while he won't acknowledge any regret about confirming Kennedy, he has contradicted some of Kennedy's claims. When I asked him during our brief hallway interview last month about Kennedy's impact on efforts to vaccinate American children, Cassidy told me that the "confusion" and "mixed messages" around vaccines "has certainly not been helpful."

The result is that Cassidy has developed a reputation as the rabidly pro-vaccine candidate that parents should fear. When I spoke to Charles Owen, who represents Vernon Parish in the Louisiana House, he claimed that Cassidy supported going door to door checking people's vaccination status. Working against "health freedom" in that way, he told me, is a losing issue in Louisiana.

But Cassidy's record suggests he would not be in favor of that sort of policy. He vocally backed a plan in the Senate to block COVID mandates during the Biden administration. Both of his competitors toe a similar line. "I'm not against vaccines, but I am for informed consent and against mandates," Fleming, who is also a medical doctor, told me. After Letlow's husband died of COVID in late 2020, she urged Americans to get their shots, calling herself "a huge proponent of the vaccine." And she has fully vaccinated her own children, according to Abraham, the state's former surgeon general who is now Letlow's campaign chair. In a statement, Letlow's campaign also told me, "Congresswoman Letlow believes vaccines should be a personal decision made between individuals, parents, and their trusted medical providers. She does not support government vaccine mandates and never has."

Read: The Trump administration is trying to have its vaccine policy both ways

At the time of Kennedy's confirmation, Cassidy openly struggled in making his decision. "If there's any false note, any undermining of a mama's trust in vaccines, another person will die from a vaccine-preventable disease," Cassidy told Kennedy during the hearing. The senator's public waffling provided evidence to his constituents that he was only reluctantly a member of the president's team. "The way that he held out, that was pathetic," Lisa Neal, a self-described health-freedom advocate, told me at the Fleming meet and greet.

Most Louisiana voters are not as vehemently against public-health mandates as Neal, but many are angry at Cassidy for the same reason: In the age of Trump, there are no half-gestures of loyalty. You're MAGA or you're not. Cassidy traded his legacy for an attempted show of loyalty by voting in Kennedy. But it seems to not have even registered with many voters in his state.
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A Profound Mismatch in Modern Medicine

The "magic bullet" model that doctors are most comfortable with is ill-suited to some of the most disabling conditions they treat today.

by Jason Liebowitz

Tue, 12 May 2026




"You're the eighth rheumatologist that I've seen," the patient told me. She ticked off her symptoms--pain, fatigue, and what she described as a sense of brain fog--which she'd lived with for years. Some doctors had no answers for her; others had said that she likely had fibromyalgia, a poorly understood pain-processing condition, and that they could do little to help. She began to cry, and I began to sweat.



My medical training had prepared me for seemingly everything--diagnosing heart attacks, treating life-threatening infections--but not for this kind of problem. I knew the technical definition of fibromyalgia, but my confidence in making the diagnosis correctly was exceedingly low: The disease can cause the symptoms my patient described but cannot be proven by lab or imaging studies. And even if fibromyalgia was the cause of her suffering, I had few concrete solutions to offer her.



Modern medicine is excellent at delivering treatments that precisely target the biological cause of a disease and produce clear, measurable improvement. The promise of such magic bullets shapes both doctors' training and patients' expectations. But for some of the most disabling conditions physicians treat today, no magic bullet exists, and doctors often struggle to identify what it is, exactly, that they're shooting at.



Illnesses such as fibromyalgia, irritable bowel syndrome, and chronic fatigue syndrome (also known as myalgic encephalomyelitis, or ME/CFS) rarely reveal a single malfunctioning molecule or damaged organ. In such cases, the best medicine can offer is often a patchwork of modestly effective medications and nonpharmacological interventions such as cognitive behavioral therapy, exercise, and tai chi. The result is a quiet but profound mismatch between what modern medicine was built to do--identify targets and take aim at them--and the kinds of suffering many patients now bring into the exam room.







The concept of the "magic bullet" arrived at exactly the right moment. The German physician Paul Ehrlich first came up with the metaphor in the early 20th century, when infectious disease was the leading cause of death worldwide. Ehrlich imagined a medicine that could act like a perfectly aimed projectile, striking a disease-causing organism while leaving the rest of the body unharmed. Two years later, he demonstrated the idea experimentally, curing syphilis-infected rabbits with a chemical compound later named salvarsan, and within a few decades, the era of highly effective, modern antibiotics was under way. The success of the magic bullet helped establish a framework that shapes medicine to this day. Drug development focuses on discrete biological targets; medical training teaches physicians to think about disease in simplified terms, as a set of problems with clear mechanisms that can be addressed with specific interventions.



But not all diseases cooperate with this framework. Fibromyalgia, for instance, likely arises from abnormal pain processing in the nervous system rather than tissue damage; research studies have shown that, when exposed to the same stimuli, patients with fibromyalgia exhibit greater activation in brain regions associated with pain than healthy individuals. Many cases of IBS begin with an insult to the gut (such as an infection) that triggers persistent pain but over time also becomes a problem of the nervous system, which amplifies discomfort even in the absence of ongoing injury. "The brain is not the origin of the problem, but it is the organ that's ultimately affected," Braden Kuo, the chief of digestive and liver diseases at Columbia University's Irving Medical Center, told me. Tests examining muscle response have shown that IBS patients experience pain when the rectum is stretched to levels that most people barely notice.



These tests, however, are not used in clinical practice, in part because of their high cost and the need for specialized expertise to interpret them. Efforts to identify biomarkers for these diseases in the blood have also been largely unsuccessful, and so biomarkers aren't used to diagnose these conditions. According to Michael Kaplan, a rheumatologist at Mount Sinai whose research focuses on chronic pain, this poses a problem for patients trying to understand the root of their symptoms. "Patients come to the doctor expecting their suffering to be translated into the language of objectivity, but that's just not possible for these conditions," Kaplan told me. Instead, patients are left trying to understand how their symptoms can be so intense even though their lab and imaging results appear "normal."



One reason that physicians aren't pushing for more testing, according to several I spoke with, is the paucity of targeted therapies. When a doctor orders a test, they mostly want to know: Will the result change my management of this patient's symptoms? For fibromyalgia and IBS, spending time and money on knowing exactly what's wrong with a patient doesn't help if the conversation still ends with "And there is not much we can do for you." Physicians often dread these appointments not because they lack empathy, but because they have no magic bullet to offer the person sitting in front of them. "I say to patients, 'If I had you on the perfect pharmacologic cocktail, it would only get us about one-third of the way to making you better,'" Kaplan said. Instead, managing chronic-pain syndromes in many cases requires long conversations about coping strategies, behavioral therapies, and lifestyle changes--precisely the kind of time-intensive care that modern medical systems are poorly designed to deliver.







For some conditions, a discrete biological target and its magic bullet may exist, even if no one has found it yet. For decades, obesity--a complex, multifactorial disease shaped by genetics, environment, and behavior--was regarded as a pharmacological lost cause. Then came GLP-1 agonists, which, though not a cure-all, have driven dramatic weight loss for millions of patients. Philip Mease, the director of rheumatology research at Swedish Health Services, in Seattle, told me he believes that a similar sea change could come for conditions such as fibromyalgia. The challenge, he argued, is clarifying what the disease is--and what it is not. Disorders such as long COVID share many overlapping symptoms with fibromyalgia, making misdiagnosis common. The result is a cascade of consequences: blurred disease boundaries, a grab bag of patients in clinical trials, stalled therapeutic progress.



Nortin Hadler, an emeritus professor of medicine at the University of North Carolina, told me that the issue extends far beyond subtle distinctions. In his view, doctors must be willing to confront a more fundamental divide: the difference between illness and disease. Patients with fibromyalgia, he argues, clearly experience illness--real, often-debilitating symptoms that disrupt daily life. But Hadler does not believe that fibromyalgia should be classified as a disease in the traditional biomedical sense, because medicine has yet to identify a discrete, demonstrable pathophysiological process underlying it. The problem, as he sees it, is that the medical system reflexively applies the label of "disease" and then looks for a targeted biological fix, creating expectations that may be misplaced. "The endless search for a cure may actually increase disability, because patients are distracted from learning how to live with their symptoms," Hadler said.

Debates over conditions such as chronic fatigue syndrome and long COVID reveal how difficult it can be for modern medicine to balance the recognition of subjective--yet real--suffering with the quest for objective proof. The question of whether ME/CFS is a distinct biological disease or a psychosomatic problem has been contested for decades; the medical community's interest in long COVID can depend, too, on whether it's regarded as an illness or a disease. At a recent medical conference, I watched a speaker describe patients' symptoms of brain fog to a relatively disengaged room of physicians--who suddenly sat at attention as he cited a study showing that, in people who died from COVID-19, viral genetic material persisted in multiple organs, including the brain, for up to 230 days after symptom onset. What changed in that moment was not the description of the patients' suffering, but the possibility of a biological explanation linking subjective symptoms with an objective, see-for-yourself finding. Only then did the problem become legible to the room full of physicians.

But to meet the needs of patients with diseases such as fibromyalgia, IBS, chronic fatigue syndrome, and long COVID, medicine will need to loosen its reliance on the magic-bullet model. Not every illness will reveal a single molecular target, and not every treatment will come in the form of a pill or an injection. In many cases, the work of medicine will look less like marksmanship and more like navigation: helping patients experiment with therapies, manage symptoms, and rebuild a life shaped by chronic illness.



I found this to be the case with my patient. Over time, we used a combination of medications, exercise, and behavioral therapies to treat her symptoms, with some success. We never found one single, comprehensive solution, and at visits in which she described herself as really struggling, I wondered if I was providing any benefit to her care at all. But she kept coming back, and I kept trying. My medical training had taught me to search for the magic bullet--and to feel disappointed when I couldn't find it. My patient showed me that medicine must move forward even without one.
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I Remember America Before the Measles Vaccine

And I wish Robert F. Kennedy Jr. did too.

by Fran Moreland Johns

Mon, 11 May 2026




Lately, I've come to notice that the strangest and most terrible pieces of my childhood are roaring back. I was born in 1933, and much of what I remember as a little girl was defined by either the war or what we called, simply, sickness.

I myself was blessed with exceptionally good health, but my friends, family, and community were regularly struck with childhood diseases. Neighborhoods were frozen in fear when maladies suddenly erupted: pool closures during polio epidemics, quarantines when mumps or measles raged. I remember one particularly galling time when my older sister Mimi and I were confined to the house, morosely watching our friends playing on the construction site of a new house across the street. We were fine; they all had whooping cough. Whooping cough was often deadly for babies and toddlers but among the less debilitating of childhood diseases past for older children, thus the freedom to play while coughing. Neither Mimi nor I ever caught it--a fact I was grateful for 40 years later, when I met with a pulmonologist about my cigarette-compromised lungs and he remarked, "At least you never had whooping cough."

We did, however, catch chicken pox simultaneously with our older sisters, Jane and Helen; we were then 5, 7, 11, and 13. Just thinking of it can resurrect the itch. (And lest I forget, some 70 years later, following a time of extended stress, that long-dormant varicella-zoster virus returned as a bout of shingles.) But that was nothing compared with the measles Jane contracted. Memories of those days, among the most vivid of my early life, still evoke tremors in the bottom of my stomach. There was widespread fear of measles causing blindness, which had indeed happened to a young family acquaintance. So for several days at the height of her illness, Jane was quarantined in one bedroom while Helen moved in with Mimi and me. The shades were drawn and curtains closed in Jane's room, and the door was opened only after the hallway was darkened. She survived--and later went on to become a wife, mother, and well-regarded artist. But that was just the luck of the draw. Measles killed some 10,000 American children in the 1930s and '40s--roughly 500 kids died every year. In my generation, we were the guinea pigs for what science would soon discover: This pesky childhood sickness increases the risk of stroke, chronic lung problems, and impaired neurodevelopment.

Read: His daughter was America's first measles death in a decade

Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. was not born yet when all of this took place. By the time he turned 13, in 1967, most of the diseases that ravaged my childhood had been eradicated by the vaccines he now disdains. The unfortunate thing about that disdain is that Kennedy has the power to impose his bizarre notions on the entire country. It's too bad that we have no way to time-capsule him back several decades (or time-travel forward, for that matter) in hopes that he might understand the havoc he will wreak upon future generations.

RFK Jr. would have liked my friend Jack, a rambunctious child given to sudden mischief. Jack was part of a foursome, the others being Mary Sue and Tommy and me. We bonded days after I arrived in Ashland, Virginia, having just turned 6. For several years we were inseparable, even when Jack developed rheumatic fever and was bedridden for weeks. We simply detoured from climbing trees and playing ball into spending afternoons staging battles with toy soldiers on his bed or listening, enraptured, to his favorite radio serials, including The Lone Ranger and Jack Armstrong, the All-American Boy. Jack was isolated even from the three of us when whooping cough rampaged through the town, but he still managed to catch that too. He died of heart failure at age 19; how much of that good young heart's failure was due to those earlier illnesses, we'll never know. That was more than half a century ago. I never forgot Jack. I wish I could tell Kennedy about him, and the pain his death caused everyone who loved him.

From the January 2026 issue: Why is Robert F. Kennedy Jr. so convinced he's right?

The other childhood friend I would most like our health secretary to know is Susan, who moved to our neighborhood in second grade and contracted polio when we were in our early teens. I remember being taken to visit her when she was in an iron lung. Though she was in a highly restricted part of the hospital, I was allowed to visit, largely because she was not expected to live and we were desperate to see each other. In those days of family doctors who made house calls for everything but major emergencies, I had been in a hospital once or twice at most. I knew all about the iron lung and was thoroughly familiar with Susan's precarious state; still, I was not prepared for the sight of a giant monster of a machine on sturdy legs, with only my friend's head protruding from one end.

There were six of them in all, I think, in a cold room smelling of ether and rubbing alcohol: six futuristic creatures with human heads. Nurses in starched white uniforms and rubber-soled white shoes walked wordlessly among the machines, which kept up a steady thrum as they forced air in and out of failing lungs. Susan's mother stood on one side, stroking her daughter's hair, while Susan and I talked in voices just above a whisper, as if we were in church. She wanted to tell me about the boy who had been in the iron lung behind where I sat, who was there when she arrived but a few days ago had vanished. There was only one other visitor, another mother stroking another small head. Happy as I was to see Susan, I couldn't help wondering if I would be able to summon the courage to endure such hardship just to survive. But survive she did, unexpectedly, to live to adulthood with some disabilities.

From the February 1957 issue: How good is the polio vaccine?

The disabilities resulting from those childhood diseases far exceeded the recorded life-and-death statistics: the compromised lungs, the weakened hearts, the bones and muscles and systems unable to develop as they might have. It's impossible to calculate the awful toll. Vaccines, though, changed it all, essentially vanquishing those diseases in the United States and much of the rest of the world. The rejection of science is sending us back to those dark ages.

When I was 12, Americans everywhere threw what can only be described as a two-day party. It was 1945, and Japan had surrendered. Euphoria swept across the country, including in small towns like Ashland, where my friends and I had pulled red wagons around to gather scrap for the war effort. There had been a slight exhaling of breath the previous May, on what came to be known as V-E Day, and another one after the bombs were dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August. (Only later would I learn the grim moral complexity of such weapons.) But with the end of the war came a widespread belief that lasting peace was no longer just a dream. Flags went up on every front porch, the sounds of long-hoarded firecrackers pierced the air, perfect strangers hugged each other on sidewalks, and high-school bands paraded in the streets.

Tom Nichols: Reclaiming real American patriotism

Those of us who are now in our 90s might be forgiven a twinge of nostalgia for that moment. But this is no plea to return to some imaginary good old days. Indelibly etched into my brain are memories from the decade leading up to our entry into the war. I was 4, at most, the night my father woke Mimi and me in what seemed the middle of the night and gently carried us downstairs into the living room. He deposited us on the floor in front of the Philco radio. We sat at the feet of our mother, who was on the sofa darning socks. There were crackling sounds coming from the radio, someone speaking over the noise of a crowd. My father explained that we were in no danger but that terrible things were happening in the world, largely because of one very bad man, and he wanted us to hear what this madman sounded like: Adolf Hitler on a shortwave-radio broadcast. We, of course, had no idea what Hitler was saying. But the angry shouts to a cheering crowd, sounds reinforced later in newsreel clips shown at movies we occasionally attended, carried a powerful message I have never forgotten. They were the sounds of evil, the antithesis of "Love thy neighbor."

Americans survived those years on kindness and collective effort. In the 1930s, when hunger, poverty, and despair were at levels hard to imagine today, you could have nothing and still be kind. As a child who never went hungry, I was spared the traumas suffered by many, but I witnessed hardship in the nation's psyche. My father had a job that paid enough to feed four daughters and cover the mortgage on our tiny three-bedroom house, albeit just barely. Several times a week, men in worn coats and brown fedoras in search of food and work would knock on our back door. My mother would make peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwiches, hand them to me with glasses of milk, and instruct me to be very polite to "our visitors."

From the November 2025 issue: I don't want to stop believing in America's decency

Throughout World War II, we knitted socks for soldiers and went with our mother to deliver hot cross buns to neighbors when a new Gold Star was hung in someone's front window. We kids were also serious about collecting scrap and were occasionally enlisted to help watch the skies from a small rural hut for the rare passing airplane, whose description we would carefully record in a government logbook. My memories of these long-ago years are spotty; I was just a child. Far more clearly I recall the aftermath, when all of those men (and a few women) in uniform came home--Jane married one of them--and war stories were left behind. Everyone was in a hurry to move forward into a newly peaceful world, a world without the tragedies of war abroad and the curse of sickness at home.

It was a time of singular, optimistic patriotism. No one thought the road ahead would be easy; everyone believed that peace and shared prosperity were possible. For nearly a century, I've been privileged to watch the fits, starts, and swings of that optimism: the forward leaps of science and technology, the backward falls into tragic wars, the sidesteps into misguided ideologies. But the collective effort behind those hot cross buns and front-porch flags? That is still who we are, if we choose to be.



This article appears in the June 2026 print edition with the headline "The America I've Known."
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Marty Makary Set the Conditions for His Own Downfall

The FDA commissioner has made a habit of letting political preference color decisions at the agency.

by Nicholas Florko

Sun, 10 May 2026




Marty Makary, the Johns Hopkins surgeon who has led the FDA for the past year, is facing criticism from all sides. Vaping advocates are angry because of the FDA's slow progress on green-lighting their products. Pro-life groups have called for Makary's firing because he has not been tough enough on abortion. Current and former FDA officials have repeatedly warned that the agency is in turmoil. Even drug companies, typically cautious about criticizing regulators, have raised concerns about the state of the agency. Donald Trump has now reportedly signed off on a plan to fire Makary--although when exactly that axe might fall is unclear. On Friday evening, the president told reporters gathered at the White House that he knew nothing about Makary's future.



Traditionally, FDA commissioners have been less dramatic figures; they have approached their role as steward of an organization whose strength stems from its independence. The logic of that position is simple: Putting a drug on the market simply because of a commissioner's or a president's preference, or burying politically inconvenient research, doesn't inspire much confidence in the safety of America's food and drugs. But Makary has shown again and again that he's willing to put politics first, a strategy that may have created the conditions for his own fall from power. (Neither Makary nor the White House agreed to comment for this story.)



The problems began shortly after Makary's confirmation. In June, he announced the launch of the Commissioner's National Priority Voucher, a pilot program meant to dole out speedy approvals for drugs that "align with one of five critical U.S. national health priorities." The program quickly became a tool for political influence. The FDA frequently does speed up review for important drugs, but drugs that are given a golden ticket must address a serious, unmet medical need. For the new program, all decisions to award vouchers were cleared by the White House, STAT News reported. As such, the vouchers appeared to have become a bargaining chip in negotiations with drug companies over their pricing. On the same day that the White House announced that Eli Lilly and Novo Nordisk would drop the price of their GLP-1 weight-loss drugs and sell them on a Trump-branded website, both companies were also granted vouchers for new weight-loss drugs.



Makary and his deputies have also regularly overruled career staff, often with nakedly political motives. During his confirmation hearing, for instance, Makary promised lawmakers that he would "take a solid, hard look at the data" concerning the safety of the abortion drug mifepristone. And although Makary has claimed that FDA scientists have begun reviewing the data, news broke in December that he had also instructed FDA staff to delay the review until after the midterm elections. (At the time, the Department of Health and Human Services, which oversees the FDA, denied any political motivations.) Vinay Prasad, whom Makary hired as the director of the Center for Biologics Evaluation and Research, replaced a longtime FDA official who had disagreed with Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. over the safety of vaccines; Prasad quickly moved to limit young, healthy people's access to COVID vaccines. Prasad was also behind the FDA's short-lived decision to block the review of a new mRNA flu vaccine. He said that these decisions were motivated by a need for stronger evidence, but they also aligned with Kennedy's personal skepticism of COVID and mRNA vaccines. Both of these decisions were reportedly made against the advice of FDA staff. (Prasad has since been pushed out of the agency.)



Ironically, the scandal that may cost Makary his job--the FDA's reluctance to authorize the sale of flavored vapes--involves him ignoring the advice of FDA officials while apparently misreading, or perhaps disregarding, the politics of the issue. The commissioner has shown himself to be exceptionally skeptical about these products. He has publicly said that he does not believe the government's own data showing that the epidemic of youth vaping has improved and only 5 percent of young people now vape. At a September 2025 press conference, he claimed that "the broken CDC that we inherited under the Biden administration" had used a flawed methodology to collect the data. (The long-running survey he alluded to is generally regarded as the best source of national data on youth vaping.) According to The Wall Street Journal, Makary personally overruled FDA scientists who recommended authorizing flavored vapes that include features designed to prevent use by anyone under 21.



But Makary was putting his own preferences before the president's. Trump appears to see vaping as a political issue: During his campaign, he publicly promised to save the industry, and he reportedly confronted Makary about the FDA's approach toward vaping. It's unclear whether this frustration in particular is what has prompted Trump to seriously consider firing Makary, but shortly after the dressing down, the FDA announced that the vapes the commissioner had originally blocked would now be authorized.



Makary came into this job with gripes about the agency. His 2024 book, Blind Spots, is full of criticisms of FDA decisions that he says represent "medical dogma." And in a recent CNBC interview in which he was confronted about the decision during his own tenure to not approve a skin-cancer drug, he sounded a lot like his predecessors by decrying political pressure. "You have a decision when you come in as commissioner: Do you throw science out the window and do whatever the media tells you to do, and whatever the lobbyists and corporate interests tell you to do, or do you do what's right?" he said. And some of the recent flak the FDA has received has come from companies and commentators who thought that the agency was holding back approvals or asking for too much evidence. Not all of the controversial calls for better data came from Makary or Prasad, either; during the review of the skin-cancer therapy, for instance, the calls for more data came from longtime FDA officials.



It's easy enough for an FDA commissioner to make enemies. What people put in their bodies is controversial, and an FDA commissioner has to make hard decisions about the products of powerful, well-resourced companies. Makary is not the first commissioner to buckle to political pressure, but he's the only one who has so evidently made it a habit. The disparate critiques of Makary are interrelated: They show how, time and again, he's put his or his bosses' preferences first. These decisions may end his career as commissioner, but they've already set a dangerous precedent for political interference at the agency.
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Admit It, That Protein Shake Is Basically Soylent

The post-food future is here.

by Rachel Sugar

Sat, 09 May 2026






From the beginning, Soylent was shorthand for a certain kind of guy. A guy who worked in tech and probably wore a hoodie. A guy who, despite his six-figure salary, lived in an unfurnished apartment. Soylent Guy, above all else, did not have time for quotidian tasks such as cooking and chewing. One way you knew this was that he slugged the nutrient-dense slurry known as Soylent.



Remember Soylent? In the mid-2010s, Soylent promised to change the world by solving a timeless problem: Everybody has to eat. Instead of chopping vegetables or defrosting a meal, you could fertilize yourself, like a needy rhododendron, with a blend of oat flour, maltodextrin, brown-rice protein, canola oil, fish oil, and just enough sucralose to mask the flavor. For a brief moment, Soylent was beloved--at least in Silicon Valley, where venture capitalists helped turn it into a $170 million brand. It was also a dystopian punch line: What if you stripped life of all joy and bottled the result? Ha! In 2023, Soylent was sold off for a fraction of its former valuation.



John Coogan, who co-founded Soylent in his early 20s and now co-hosts the popular tech-business talk show TBPN, chalks up the company's decline largely to inexperience. "We were always trying to be a little bit too clever," he told me. But perhaps Soylent's greatest fumble was that it came too soon.



You can find Soylent-like drinks almost everywhere these days. Fairlife--a line of protein shakes that bills itself as "a satisfying way to get the nutrition you're looking for"--is so popular that it has become Coca-Cola's fastest-growing U.S. brand. One of its competitors, Huel, recently sold to Danone for $1 billion. You can buy nutrition drinks from Rebbl and Orgain and Koia and Oikos, along with many, many other companies whose names have the wrong number of vowels.



If you are one of the many Americans who chugs these shakes on the regular, perhaps you might balk at the comparison to Soylent. (You don't even wear a hoodie!) The point of nonfood nutrition is no longer to fuel yourself so that you can sit at a computer longer. You are instead becoming healthier, hotter, more beautiful, more jacked. The shakes are engineered for our protein-obsessed times. Fairlife's Nutrition Plan shake, for example, comes with 30 grams of protein in a mere 150 calories. But many of the shakes do not stop at protein. They want to talk to you about adaptogens and your gut health, your antioxidants and your immune-boosting support. Only some of them explicitly identify as a meal replacement. Instead, they are "next-level nourishment" to "fuel every move." They go from "gym bags to lunchboxes to morning smoothies" and match pace "with your everyday, get-strong hustle."

Read: America has entered late-stage protein

Still, there is a striking resemblance to Soylent, and not only in form. These shakes aren't meals, but they aren't not meals. "There was a time when you had eggs for breakfast and a sandwich for lunch and a TV tray for dinner," Leigh O'Donnell, an analyst at the market-research firm Kantar, told me. But we have become a nation of snackers. Instead of having three meals a day, she said, many Americans now eat "maybe six ... somethings." This is because of our lifestyles but also because of our newfound dietary needs. GLP-1s, for example, have created a new customer: people trying to mitigate potential muscle atrophy, a side effect of rapid weight loss, by consuming more protein, ideally in a form that doesn't require eating all that much. The current high-protein, low-calorie, micronutritionally supplemented ready-to-drink shakes may not exactly constitute a "meal" in the conventional sense, but they certainly constitute a "something."



The shakes are portable and easy and wildly efficient, in that they deliver a lot of meticulously calibrated individual nutrients and require no thinking. As a person who is not generally doing anything particularly demanding with my body (or, arguably, my time), I know that traditional eating should be just fine. All else being equal, eating food, not too much, mostly plants is probably superior to downing ultra-processed shakes. And still, I find myself drawn to these drinks. Food is fraught and confusing, but the shakes are reassuringly precise: This much protein! This much fiber! These carbohydrates! This unquantifiable but still notable immune-boosting defense! I am, as the protein-shake brand OWYN promises, getting "Only What You Need." This was, of course, the promise of Soylent: You could glug down everything you needed and get on with it.



In recent years, "what you need" has only escalated. The list of nutritional necessities now "contains all these things that you didn't even know you needed five minutes ago," O'Donnell said, "whether it's turmeric or potassium." Obviously, you can be generally healthy, eating your beans and grains and salads, but can you reach the pinnacle of your potential? Can you maximize, in one single serving, your protein, your fiber, your ashwagandha, and your time? That's the appeal of something like Ka'Chava, an "all-in-one nutrition shake" enhanced with antioxidants, probiotics, prebiotics, and digestive enzymes. Or consider Rebbl, which includes, in addition to protein and fiber, 2.2 milligrams of zinc and "adaptogenic Reishi mushroom extract." Even Soylent itself has pivoted its messaging to keep up with the times, updating not only its recipe but also its mission. "We've shifted from being a meal replacement company to a complete nutrition company," then-CEO Demir Vangelov told the tech newsletter dot.LA a few years ago. In an interview with Food Dive, he went further: "Every one of our consumers, they know what they believe they need in terms of protein, in terms of carbs, in terms of fiber and vitamins and minerals, and they're curating their nutrition across their week to fit those needs." (Soylent did not respond to several requests for an interview.)

Read: Soylent, meal replacements, and the hurdle of boredom

Soylent had a bold, even ridiculous vision for a post-food future. So far, it has not materialized. After several days of searching, I finally got my hands on a bottle of Soylent through the magic of the internet. It tasted strikingly similar to the other shakes on the market--dominated by notes of their low-calorie sweeteners. Coogan, the Soylent co-founder, has given up the stuff. "I have a very regimented schedule now where I have breakfast with my team every morning," he said. But when you walk into a grocery store and glance at the refrigerated row of shakes, with their minimalist packaging and maximalist promises, the original dream of Soylent can seem comparatively quaint. The goal is no longer to match food. The goal has become to transcend it.
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'This Is Not Going to Be the Next COVID'

Concern about hantavirus makes sense, but evidence so far suggests that most people have very little to worry about.

by Hana Kiros

Fri, 08 May 2026




The MV Hondius, the cruise ship where an outbreak of hantavirus was confirmed over the weekend, is moving once again. On Wednesday, after three people were evacuated, the ship departed from Cabo Verde. By Sunday, it will arrive at the Canary Islands, where the Spanish government says it can dock. So far, though, three people have died in the outbreak, and the ship's remaining passengers still need to be monitored for illness. Local leaders would rather the ship go somewhere else. And a chorus of TikToks that have each been viewed and liked millions of times call for a different approach: "Sink that ship."



That's probably (hopefully) a joke. But a perusal of the internet--both the memes and the upswell of concerned armchair epidemiologists--suggests that some people at least semi-sincerely fear that a pandemic is imminent. "I don't want your rat poo virus. I have summer plans," one woman posted on TikTok. (Hantavirus infects humans mostly through contact with excretions from infected rodents.) Yesterday, I saw that an old friend had posted on her Instagram story about a patient who had been medically evacuated to a town next to hers in Switzerland. "I just finished mentally recovering from Covid man," she wrote next to a crying emoji. A new TikTok of a guy doing the Renegade--a dance inextricably linked to the early pandemic and the new influencers it minted--has been watched 20 million times and counting.



That people are concerned, or at least keeping an eye on hantavirus, makes sense. But all of the epidemiological evidence so far suggests that the general public has very little to worry about. "This is not going to be the next COVID," Marion Koopmans, a virologist at Erasmus Medical Center, in the Netherlands, told me.



Hantavirus is a respiratory illness that starts out much like the flu: fever, aches, and chills. In severe cases, breathing becomes difficult, and the heart struggles to pump blood. Andes hantavirus--the species that the World Health Organization confirmed is causing the outbreak on the MV Hondius--has a fatality rate of about 40 percent.



Most types of hantavirus cannot spread among humans; everyone who gets sick must have been exposed to an infected rodent's bodily fluids. But Andes hantavirus can, on occasion, be passed among people in extremely close contact. In one study of Andes hantavirus in Chile, sex partners of the infected had an 18 percent risk of catching the virus, but the risk to other members of the household was just 1 percent. In countries where Andes hantavirus is endemic, contact tracing classifies as high-risk people who are either sleeping next to or caring for the infected, Koopmans, whose work focuses in part on the transmission of zoonotic disease, said.



The cruise-ship outbreak is the first of its kind. But experts I spoke with told me that it's no more alarming than the normal spread of the virus in countries where it's endemic--it's just a logistical nightmare because of the number of governments involved. "It's very serious for the people exposed, and there's some transmission to people that are very close contacts. But beyond that, there is very little risk," Koopmans said. Alasdair Munro, an immunologist working to develop a hantavirus vaccine, told me in an email that the only way a pandemic could result from Andes hantavirus is "if the virus had somehow mutated," becoming a fast-moving infection that, like measles or COVID, can spread more readily. "So far there is no indication of that," he added.



Cruise ships are great breeding grounds for viral transmission. They assemble a group of people from around the world, keep them in close quarters with one another's germs, and then release them back to their homes. But the contained setting of this outbreak has delivered at least one win for public-health officials: "We know precisely who was exposed and where all of those people are," Munro said. That includes passengers who disembarked two weeks ago on the remote island of St. Helena. The WHO is holding regular meetings to coordinate contact tracing and medical evacuations of people aboard the ship who are showing symptoms.



The United States elected to leave the WHO earlier this year, and public-health experts are already critiquing what they've deemed to be a lackluster federal response. (The Department of Health and Human Services did not return a request for comment.) Still, health departments in five U.S. states--Arizona, California, Georgia, Texas, and Virginia--have identified people within their state's borders who were on the cruise ship, and are monitoring them for symptoms. Signs of infection can take as long as eight weeks to appear, which can make for onerous contact tracing and quarantine protocols. But that long incubation period is still factored into containment strategies, Munro said.



During a press conference yesterday, a reporter asked how the WHO's leaders could be so confident that Andes hantavirus won't start a pandemic. COVID, the reporter noted, had also started small. Maria Van Kerkhove, the WHO's acting director of epidemic and pandemic management, pointed out that whereas COVID had been novel, hantaviruses are not. The experts I spoke with emphasized that the only thing unusual about this outbreak is that it occurred on a luxury cruise ship. Unexpected things, of course, can and do happen in epidemiology. But all evidence suggests that hantavirus will remain an intimate tragedy.



The online response, meanwhile, has felt more like a soap opera. People on TikTok are posting daily updates on the "hantavirus drama," thanking the Spanish passenger who "got the tea" on passengers who disembarked early and vowing that they'd choose social isolation over going back to Zoom parties. Nurses that worked through COVID are dissecting the news on Reddit. Marjorie Taylor Greene is posting about ivermectin. Hantavirus is almost certainly not the next COVID. But it has provided the world with an excuse to revisit and rehash a time when a virus actually did change all of our lives.
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What Happened on the Hantavirus Cruise, According to a Doctor On Board

A passenger helped manage the outbreak after the ship's doctor on the MV Hondius fell ill.

by Katherine J. Wu

Thu, 07 May 2026




When Stephen Kornfeld set sail aboard the MV Hondius in early April, his grand plan for the cruise was to add as many new species as possible to his birding list. A medical oncologist based in Bend, Oregon, Kornfeld is also an avid birder--second on eBird's renowned rankings of birders worldwide--and the ship would visit several remote islands, where he might spot some of the globe's most obscure avians. But last week, Kornfeld's trip took an unexpected twist: He stepped in to care for three people thought to be sick with hantavirus, a severe respiratory pathogen that can kill roughly half of the people it infects. Kornfeld was, and still is, "a passenger on this boat," he told me. "But I became the doctor on this boat."



Since the MV Hondius departed, at least eight people have come down with suspected or confirmed cases of hantavirus; three have died. People typically get infected by the virus via the aerosolized feces or other bodily secretions of infected rodents. But the World Health Organization has confirmed that this hantavirus is a species called Andes virus, which has sometimes spread person to person, under conditions of close and prolonged contact--such as, say, on a cruise ship with about 150 people on board.



A month ago, as the cruise departed from Argentina, Kornfeld and the other passengers--among them, dozens of birders--were buzzing about the whales, seals, and dolphins they'd spotted cavorting in the South Atlantic Ocean, and gossiping about the adventures ahead. When a 70-year-old Dutch man, one of the birders, died aboard on April 11, Kornfeld and the others were shaken but considered the incident a freak accident, with no implications for anyone else on board. But then, roughly two weeks later, the Dutch man's wife fell sick, too, dying shortly after she was taken off the ship. After another birder, a British man, grew feverish and began struggling to breathe, he was evacuated to a South African ICU, where he remains in care.



By the end of April, three other people on board had started to feel quite ill--including two crew members, among them the ship's doctor, who had been assessing the other patients. Many people on the ship's small crew were trained to provide some degree of medical support. But there was no official backup physician, Kornfeld said, and when the crew started asking who among the passengers had a medical background, few were able to help.



Feeling the urgency of the situation, Kornfeld stepped in. He officially began assisting the crew on May 1--last Friday--at first assuming that the doctor would need aid for just a day or two while he recovered from a presumably short-lived, flu-like illness. But the situation rapidly began to intensify. The next day, the ailing passenger, a German woman, died; at about the same time, test results from sick passengers who had left the cruise were beginning to trickle back--sending the word hantavirus surging through the ship. The ship's doctor was so stricken with symptoms that he had to confine himself to his quarters. A deadly infectious disease was likely on board, and "the ship's doctor was not going to be able to function as the ship's doctor," Kornfeld said. The cruise's main medical duties now, by default, fell to him.



Kornfeld had retired from his full-time oncology job more than a decade ago, although he still picks up shifts here and there at several of Oregon's rural hospitals. Now he was being thrust into a nerve-racking, life-or-death situation, and caring for ill and potentially infectious patients while trying to communicate with the rest of the passengers on board, all with very limited resources. Several members of the crew assisted him where they could. But although the ship had a medical facility of sorts, Kornfeld told me he found little more than the supplies that a cruise doctor would need to deal with routine illness at sea: some anti-inflammatory drugs, a few over-the-counter medications, a fleet of oxygen tanks--unsurprisingly, not the sorts of chest scanners or ventilators that could come in handy for diagnosing and managing severe respiratory illness. The ship did have plenty of surgical masks, though, plus some N95 respirators. Kornfeld strapped one on each day that he was with the sick, along with goggles, an apron, and gloves.



Kornfeld's new role on the boat put him at one of the central nodes of a global effort to save these patients--and, ultimately, contain the outbreak. In between checking on his patients, he juggled phone calls, emails, and WhatsApp messages from medical and research professionals from several groups, he told me, including the WHO and Oceanwide Expeditions, the company running the cruise. Among the experts he connected with were some of the world's foremost hantavirus researchers; whatever questions he had, he got the answers to. (When reached for comment, the WHO pointed me to a Thursday press conference, but declined to comment on Kornfeld specifically. Oceanwide declined to comment on "individual stories" from the MV Hondius, instead pointing me to its press releases on the outbreak.)



In some ways, the likely presence of hantavirus made the situation simpler. "In medicine, sick is sick," Kornfeld said. Hantavirus doesn't have a specific cure or treatment; helping those who had been presumably infected wasn't a matter of administering a particular drug but of monitoring, preventing deterioration, and triaging any other passengers or crew who came to him with worrying symptoms.



After the German passenger died, the ship docked off the shore of Cabo Verde to await the crew members' medical evacuation. Doctors from the island came on board to assess the patients but did not stay for long. Kornfeld continued to attend to his patients almost around the clock: On Tuesday, he told me, he spent nearly 18 hours anxiously monitoring their fluid status and oxygen levels, hoping that their heart and lungs would not fail; that night, he estimates he cobbled together three hours of sleep.



By then, Kornfeld had also become a key source of intel for his fellow passengers. They wanted to know the risks of the situation; they wanted him to tell them how concerned to be about diarrhea, a backache, an errant cough--could some of it mean that they had the virus too? Some also approached him with worries about their medications, which were running dangerously low, conversing with him through masks between his shifts caring for patients. Eventually, he became known by many around the boat as "Doctor Steve."



With hantavirus now a clear and present threat, the ship's crew took action, too, Peter Marsh, one of the ship's passengers and birders, told me--"trying to contain the situation and keep the rest of us safe." They advised masking and distancing, and asked passengers to stay in their cabin as much as they could when they weren't carefully socializing on the outdoor deck; the crew doubled down on sanitization procedures all across the boat. Essentially, "we started adopting the previous COVID protocol," Kenneth Petersen, another bird-watcher colleague of Kornfeld's on the ship, told me. Kornfeld's presence was especially reassuring to the ship's many birders, among whom the doctor was something of a celebrity for his species-spotting prowess, Marsh, who has known Kornfeld for more than a decade, told me: "When he gave medical advice, they were very receptive."



The two sick crew members were evacuated on Wednesday, along with--out of an abundance of caution--the traveling companion of the female passenger who died aboard last week. In the meantime, no one else has come to Kornfeld with concerning symptoms, he told me. Overall, the mood aboard has remained relatively optimistic, the passengers I spoke with said: Many people are still (carefully) participating in morning outdoor exercise classes, and in the afternoons, Kornfeld still spots a bit of dancing around the deck as people enjoy their drinks. And they've shown up in whatever ways they can for one another. Even as crew members ailed, their colleagues passed them words of encouragement through their closed cabin doors; when they were medically evacuated, passengers signed get-well cards.



The ship left Cabo Verde yesterday and is expected to dock in the Canary Islands this weekend. Now aboard are officials from the WHO and Europe's CDC, plus two infectious-disease doctors from the Netherlands, Maria Van Kerkhove, the acting director of epidemic and pandemic management at the WHO, told me. They will watch and wait to see if others fall sick. The next big hurdle will be getting everyone else home, as officials assess the boat and its passengers, and countries with nationals aboard weigh how to handle their return.



Kornfeld expects to be monitored closely in the coming days, given how much time he spent with sick patients. He told me that he's taken at least some comfort in knowing that this species of the virus seemed to require intense, prolonged exposure to do damage, and that he took the proper precautions; as a physician, part of his charter is to help others, even at his own personal risk. Now "if I'm not helpful anymore, I'm happy to just fade back and become a passenger again," he said. Although this trip may be more remembered for its hantavirus troubles, Kornfeld told me his initial birding ambitions weren't for naught. He saw roughly two dozen new species on the weekslong trip. And although the boat never landed on Cabo Verde, he still spotted one of the birds he had hoped to see there, flying over the island. His most recent eBird log is marked May 3, 2026: a Cape Verde swift.
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The Cost of 'Natural' Womanhood

Hormone hype is out of control.

by Andrea Becker

Sun, 03 May 2026




Updated at 9:04 a.m. ET on May 13, 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 at least in part 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?



This article originally stated that various hormonal contraceptives, including IUDs, work by suppressing ovulation. In fact, hormonal IUDs do not always suppress ovulation. 




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/2026/05/hormones-ovulation-natural-women/687042/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/2026/05/celine-halioua-loyal-pet-longevity/687005/?utm_source=feed
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A Profound Mismatch in Modern Medicine

The "magic bullet" model that doctors are most comfortable with is ill-suited to some of the most disabling conditions they treat today.

by Jason Liebowitz

Tue, 12 May 2026




"You're the eighth rheumatologist that I've seen," the patient told me. She ticked off her symptoms--pain, fatigue, and what she described as a sense of brain fog--which she'd lived with for years. Some doctors had no answers for her; others had said that she likely had fibromyalgia, a poorly understood pain-processing condition, and that they could do little to help. She began to cry, and I began to sweat.



My medical training had prepared me for seemingly everything--diagnosing heart attacks, treating life-threatening infections--but not for this kind of problem. I knew the technical definition of fibromyalgia, but my confidence in making the diagnosis correctly was exceedingly low: The disease can cause the symptoms my patient described but cannot be proven by lab or imaging studies. And even if fibromyalgia was the cause of her suffering, I had few concrete solutions to offer her.



Modern medicine is excellent at delivering treatments that precisely target the biological cause of a disease and produce clear, measurable improvement. The promise of such magic bullets shapes both doctors' training and patients' expectations. But for some of the most disabling conditions physicians treat today, no magic bullet exists, and doctors often struggle to identify what it is, exactly, that they're shooting at.



Illnesses such as fibromyalgia, irritable bowel syndrome, and chronic fatigue syndrome (also known as myalgic encephalomyelitis, or ME/CFS) rarely reveal a single malfunctioning molecule or damaged organ. In such cases, the best medicine can offer is often a patchwork of modestly effective medications and nonpharmacological interventions such as cognitive behavioral therapy, exercise, and tai chi. The result is a quiet but profound mismatch between what modern medicine was built to do--identify targets and take aim at them--and the kinds of suffering many patients now bring into the exam room.







The concept of the "magic bullet" arrived at exactly the right moment. The German physician Paul Ehrlich first came up with the metaphor in the early 20th century, when infectious disease was the leading cause of death worldwide. Ehrlich imagined a medicine that could act like a perfectly aimed projectile, striking a disease-causing organism while leaving the rest of the body unharmed. Two years later, he demonstrated the idea experimentally, curing syphilis-infected rabbits with a chemical compound later named salvarsan, and within a few decades, the era of highly effective, modern antibiotics was under way. The success of the magic bullet helped establish a framework that shapes medicine to this day. Drug development focuses on discrete biological targets; medical training teaches physicians to think about disease in simplified terms, as a set of problems with clear mechanisms that can be addressed with specific interventions.



But not all diseases cooperate with this framework. Fibromyalgia, for instance, likely arises from abnormal pain processing in the nervous system rather than tissue damage; research studies have shown that, when exposed to the same stimuli, patients with fibromyalgia exhibit greater activation in brain regions associated with pain than healthy individuals. Many cases of IBS begin with an insult to the gut (such as an infection) that triggers persistent pain but over time also becomes a problem of the nervous system, which amplifies discomfort even in the absence of ongoing injury. "The brain is not the origin of the problem, but it is the organ that's ultimately affected," Braden Kuo, the chief of digestive and liver diseases at Columbia University's Irving Medical Center, told me. Tests examining muscle response have shown that IBS patients experience pain when the rectum is stretched to levels that most people barely notice.



These tests, however, are not used in clinical practice, in part because of their high cost and the need for specialized expertise to interpret them. Efforts to identify biomarkers for these diseases in the blood have also been largely unsuccessful, and so biomarkers aren't used to diagnose these conditions. According to Michael Kaplan, a rheumatologist at Mount Sinai whose research focuses on chronic pain, this poses a problem for patients trying to understand the root of their symptoms. "Patients come to the doctor expecting their suffering to be translated into the language of objectivity, but that's just not possible for these conditions," Kaplan told me. Instead, patients are left trying to understand how their symptoms can be so intense even though their lab and imaging results appear "normal."



One reason that physicians aren't pushing for more testing, according to several I spoke with, is the paucity of targeted therapies. When a doctor orders a test, they mostly want to know: Will the result change my management of this patient's symptoms? For fibromyalgia and IBS, spending time and money on knowing exactly what's wrong with a patient doesn't help if the conversation still ends with "And there is not much we can do for you." Physicians often dread these appointments not because they lack empathy, but because they have no magic bullet to offer the person sitting in front of them. "I say to patients, 'If I had you on the perfect pharmacologic cocktail, it would only get us about one-third of the way to making you better,'" Kaplan said. Instead, managing chronic-pain syndromes in many cases requires long conversations about coping strategies, behavioral therapies, and lifestyle changes--precisely the kind of time-intensive care that modern medical systems are poorly designed to deliver.







For some conditions, a discrete biological target and its magic bullet may exist, even if no one has found it yet. For decades, obesity--a complex, multifactorial disease shaped by genetics, environment, and behavior--was regarded as a pharmacological lost cause. Then came GLP-1 agonists, which, though not a cure-all, have driven dramatic weight loss for millions of patients. Philip Mease, the director of rheumatology research at Swedish Health Services, in Seattle, told me he believes that a similar sea change could come for conditions such as fibromyalgia. The challenge, he argued, is clarifying what the disease is--and what it is not. Disorders such as long COVID share many overlapping symptoms with fibromyalgia, making misdiagnosis common. The result is a cascade of consequences: blurred disease boundaries, a grab bag of patients in clinical trials, stalled therapeutic progress.



Nortin Hadler, an emeritus professor of medicine at the University of North Carolina, told me that the issue extends far beyond subtle distinctions. In his view, doctors must be willing to confront a more fundamental divide: the difference between illness and disease. Patients with fibromyalgia, he argues, clearly experience illness--real, often-debilitating symptoms that disrupt daily life. But Hadler does not believe that fibromyalgia should be classified as a disease in the traditional biomedical sense, because medicine has yet to identify a discrete, demonstrable pathophysiological process underlying it. The problem, as he sees it, is that the medical system reflexively applies the label of "disease" and then looks for a targeted biological fix, creating expectations that may be misplaced. "The endless search for a cure may actually increase disability, because patients are distracted from learning how to live with their symptoms," Hadler said.

Debates over conditions such as chronic fatigue syndrome and long COVID reveal how difficult it can be for modern medicine to balance the recognition of subjective--yet real--suffering with the quest for objective proof. The question of whether ME/CFS is a distinct biological disease or a psychosomatic problem has been contested for decades; the medical community's interest in long COVID can depend, too, on whether it's regarded as an illness or a disease. At a recent medical conference, I watched a speaker describe patients' symptoms of brain fog to a relatively disengaged room of physicians--who suddenly sat at attention as he cited a study showing that, in people who died from COVID-19, viral genetic material persisted in multiple organs, including the brain, for up to 230 days after symptom onset. What changed in that moment was not the description of the patients' suffering, but the possibility of a biological explanation linking subjective symptoms with an objective, see-for-yourself finding. Only then did the problem become legible to the room full of physicians.

But to meet the needs of patients with diseases such as fibromyalgia, IBS, chronic fatigue syndrome, and long COVID, medicine will need to loosen its reliance on the magic-bullet model. Not every illness will reveal a single molecular target, and not every treatment will come in the form of a pill or an injection. In many cases, the work of medicine will look less like marksmanship and more like navigation: helping patients experiment with therapies, manage symptoms, and rebuild a life shaped by chronic illness.



I found this to be the case with my patient. Over time, we used a combination of medications, exercise, and behavioral therapies to treat her symptoms, with some success. We never found one single, comprehensive solution, and at visits in which she described herself as really struggling, I wondered if I was providing any benefit to her care at all. But she kept coming back, and I kept trying. My medical training had taught me to search for the magic bullet--and to feel disappointed when I couldn't find it. My patient showed me that medicine must move forward even without one.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/2026/05/medicine-magic-bullet/687145/?utm_source=feed
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Just Show Us the Spaceships Already

Until the U.S. government has data or samples of alien material that can be shared, the story of extraterrestrial visitors is just a story.

by Adam Frank

Sat, 09 May 2026


A handout image provided by the U.S. Department of Defense (U.S. Department of Defense / Getty)



Spaceships. That's all I'm asking for. Just one actual stinking spaceship. I'd also take an actual alien body--I've been told that the government has some of them as well. Instead, the first "alien files," released yesterday, appear to be the same old, same old: stories, but no hard evidence--certainly not of the kind I'd want to see as a scientist, or that could truly advance the debate about UFOs and their alien connection.

I am disappointed.

A lot of expectation led up to this document "disclosure." Just a few months ago, President Obama prompted wild speculation with a misinterpreted comment about the reality of extraterrestrial life. Not to be outdone, President Trump then posted on social media that he would direct the release of "Government files related to alien and extraterrestrial life, unidentified aerial phenomena (UAP), and unidentified flying objects (UFOs)." I'm an astrophysicist whose day job includes searching the cosmos for intelligent life. I was skeptical, though intrigued, about the possibility of finally getting scientific evidence that extraterrestrials existed and are regularly visiting our planet.

That's not what happened. What I've seen so far of the website constituting yesterday's release looks more like fuzzy images and retracted accounts of ordinary people and members of the military seeing "something." Some of the documents--which the Pentagon has said it will continue to release on a "rolling basis" every few weeks--go back decades. One image of a silver oval, an FBI employee's "graphic overlay" on a picture of a field, intended to depict eyewitness accounts, is almost laughable in its simplicity. Low-resolution images of flying blobs cannot begin to answer the existentially important question of alien life.



The history of UFOs and claimed government conspiracies hiding their alien origins goes all the way back to the Roswell incident, in the late 1940s, when the first UFO report made national headlines. Then in 1956, Edward Ruppelt, an Air Force captain who led early Air Force UFO studies, published a book claiming the existence of a document ominously called "Estimate of the Situation." Ruppelt asserted that this top-secret report concluded that UFOs were of extraterrestrial origin. No version of the document, however, has ever been found. Still, Ruppelt's claims set the stage for decades of fever-dream UFO- and government-conspiracy mongering. UFOs became a kind of shorthand for "kooky"--so much so that the false association between UFOs and the scientific search for extraterrestrial intelligence nearly killed all such government research.

Then in 2017, The New York Times published a detailed expose about a Pentagon program called the Advanced Aerospace Threat Identification Program, or AATIP. The principal goal of the AATIP was the study of UFOs (rebranded as "unidentified aerial phenomena," or UAPs). Along with the story came the release of two UAP videos shot from cameras on Navy fighter jets. The videos show fuzzy blobs that some people claimed were moving in ways that no terrestrial vehicle could match. A handful of Navy pilots also came forward to tell their stories about encounters with these so-called tic-tac UAPs. Suddenly, serious people were taking the possibility of alien vehicles seriously. The modern era of "disclosure" had begun.

The videos were compelling, and I was happy that the pilots could tell their stories without fear of reprisal. Personal testimony, however, is the worst form of scientific evidence. Many studies show that people can have a difficult time recounting details that match with hard evidence, even when they want to. As for the videos, the more I looked at them, the dicier they appeared from a scientific point of view. They are predigested clips with no context--not the kinds of things that make for a thorough scientific investigation into a history-making discovery.

Even more damning, much of the behavior seen in the videos could be explained by motion in the cameras themselves or by other effects. In fact, the subject of another video released at the time, called "GOFAST"--which alien advocates claimed shows a tic tac skimming the ocean at tremendous speeds--was later revealed to be an object moving thousands of feet in the air at a speed of about ... wait for it now ... 40 miles an hour. That's called a balloon. A Pentagon program that came after the AATIP, called the All-Domain Anomaly Resolution Office (AARO), lists GOFAST as a UAP sighting that's firmly in the explained category.

The next step in the new age of disclosure was congressional hearings, which was when things started to get really interesting--or, depending on your perspective, when they went off the deep end. Since 2022, Congress has held a number of hearings on UAPs, but most notable was one in July 2023 in which the former Air Force intelligence officer David Grusch testified under oath that the U.S. government had been retrieving "nonhuman" spacecraft and "biologics." (In an interview, he came right out and said that he meant dead alien pilots.) He also claimed that this supersecret program involved both military and private contractors and that breaking secrecy came with costs.

Now, that is the kind of X-Files material people are really thinking of when they talk about disclosure.





Except it wasn't. Not really. When Grusch was pressed for details, he would generally respond, "It's classified." He had also not personally seen any of the supposed secrets that he was disclosing, he acknowledged. He'd merely heard about these top-secret programs. Never in the hearings did Congress get actual evidence that the government has alien spaceships in garages and alien bodies in freezers.

This left people outside the UFO-true-believer camp in a tough spot. Grusch had high security clearance, so in theory, he should have known what he was talking about. Sean Kirkpatrick, the first director of the AARO, suggested that people like Grusch stumble into a self-reinforcing belief system that has existed for decades within parts of the military and intelligence community: In an article for Scientific American, Kirkpatrick called it "a textbook example of circular reporting." This kind of circularity can never really answer the questions it's posing, because it's relying on the same information from the same people, over and over again. A real disclosure would look very different, because only one thing matters: hard evidence.

At its best, this would be the actual physical spaceship, on display for all to see and examine. If the government can't get a whole ship floating on its "suspensors" or whatever, then give us some pieces of all of those crashed alien vehicles. UAP aerial maneuvers that defy the laws of physics would demand materials unlike anything that human technology has produced. Give us samples of the crashed vehicles that can be sent to laboratories around the world for fully transparent, fully scientific analysis. Ditto for "nonhuman biologics." If disclosure is going to have real teeth for anyone besides true believers, then show us some real alien teeth, or skin, or tentacles. Until there are samples that can be shared with scientists around the world, the whole story is just that--a story.

If for some reason no actual samples are in the offing, then give us reports that have real data in them. If UAPs have made inhuman aerial maneuvers, then show us the actual radar data, including the radar systems used, so that independent researchers can plot trajectories and see whether anything involved really did break the laws of physics. If artifacts have been recovered, share high-resolution, detailed images whose veracity can be confirmed. The kinds of tests that a modern scientific lab would run on a sample of supposedly alien metal are not hard to imagine--let's see the numbers from those tests, along with a detailed description of the instruments used to get the data. This is exactly what would get recorded in any other scientific investigation: collection methods, data tables, charts, graphs.

The same should be true for those alien bodies. I can go online and get the detailed results of my blood work from last week. Where are those kinds of data for the aliens? If all of this is real, the resulting investigation would have to generate pages and pages of basic physiological test results. Those results should be the disclosure documents.



None of this was in the pages released yesterday. Instead, they are the kind of stuff we've seen before. They include FBI records of "eyewitness testimonies, and public reports concerning Unidentified Flying Objects and flying discs documented between June 1947 and July 1968." Some of this material had already been released. There is an "FBI memo from 1958 reporting a UFO sighting by a Detroit man." The site also has many reports of more recent sightings, including lots of videos, many of which seem profoundly unimpressive (although I should note that I have not been able to look at all of them yet). Some documents seem to fall under the broad category of "space"--such as a 1996 Air Force report, "Modeling Unlikely Space-Booster Failures in Risk Calculations."

This was not the disclosure that I, as a physicist bound to honor the rules of science and quality data, was hoping for.

In the end, this latest trove of documents makes me think of the John F. Kennedy assassination and the endless swirl of conspiracy theories that still surrounds it. Since 1992, multiple rounds of documents relating to that ill-fated day in 1963 have been released. None of it has resolved what happened for the conspiracy-theory prone. Perhaps nothing ever will. This may be what happens with UFOs/UAPs. It's easy to imagine that a decade from now, we'll still be rehashing the same claims and the same arguments about those claims.

Meanwhile, the science of astrobiology is pushing onward. Using ultrapowerful telescopes, astronomers will continue the slow, steady work of looking for alien life where it lives, on alien worlds. One day, likely over the next few decades and perhaps long after the current UFO-disclosure frenzy is over, my fellow astronomers might give us hard evidence that life is either common or rare in the galaxy. That will be the only disclosure day history remembers.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/2026/05/alien-disclosures-real-evidence/687123/?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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/2026/05/celine-halioua-loyal-pet-longevity/687005/?utm_source=feed
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What 100 Million Volts Do to the Body and Mind

The odds of being struck by lightning in America in a given year are one in 1.2 million. How does the experience reorient a person's sense of chance, of fate?

by Jacob Stern

Mon, 16 Mar 2026

Updated at 11:04 p.m. ET on March 23, 2026

What does it feel like to be struck by lightning?

There is no easy analogue. A defibrillator delivers up to 1,000 volts to a patient's heart; inmates executed by electric chair typically receive about 2,000. A typical lightning strike, by contrast, transmits 100 million volts or more. But lightning races through the body in milliseconds, and therefore often spares it. Some people black out instantly upon being struck. Others recall the moment vividly, as if in slow motion: the flash of light whiting out all vision; the sound, which many survivors say is the loudest they've ever heard. The pain, for some, is excruciating, yet others feel no pain at all. "It felt like adrenaline, but stronger," one survivor reported. "I felt an incredible pulsing," another said, "a burning sensation from head to toe."

The severity of the resulting injury depends on, among countless other variables, how the electricity enters the body, and where, and the path the current takes through it. Direct strikes are the deadliest, but most strikes are indirect--a side flash coming off a tree, a current running through the ground, a streamer rising up from below--and most people survive these.

In some cases, the damage is immediately apparent. Lightning, in addition to being very bright and very loud, is very hot--the air around it can hit temperatures about five times hotter than the surface of the sun--and so it can singe or burn people. The shock wave from the strike can fling victims a great distance, breaking bones or causing concussions as they land. The current inscribes some victims' skin with mysterious scarlike patterns called Lichtenberg figures, which resemble the limbs of a barren tree--or the branching structure of lightning itself.



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



Just as often, though, survivors manifest no burns, bruises, or scars. Even Lichtenberg figures generally vanish within a few days; no one knows exactly why. On the outside, survivors look normal. Which doesn't mean they feel that way.

Many of the body's essential systems--the heart, the brain, the nervous system--depend on electrical signals, and lightning can throw these thoroughly out of whack. Forgetfulness, sleep problems, sexual dysfunction, and headaches that manifest as intense pressure--like "my eyeballs are just popping out," one person told me--are common. Some people become hypersensitive to noise; others lose their hearing entirely. A few, almost miraculously, are freed of a prior ailment: a bad leg healed; vision, once impaired, restored. Pretty much all of them feel permanently off balance. Some have to relearn simple things, things they've done their whole life--how to read, how to sing, how to ride a bike.

Phantom sensations are prevalent. One woman told me she often feels as though water is running down her limbs. Another, in a Facebook group for survivors, said she feels "an indescribable itching" coming from inside the back of her head. Inexplicable odors can emerge; food can taste like cardboard or glue. The symptoms can last for decades. Yet standard neurological imaging, such as MRI scans, almost never detects abnormalities, and most physicians, who understand the symptoms' basis in only the most rudimentary sense, can offer little useful counsel. Faith in survivors' stories--among friends, colleagues, even loved ones--can waver.

The most fundamental consequences of being struck by lightning are often metaphysical, and not easily communicable. How does falling victim to one of the most notoriously unlikely of all misfortunes reorient your sense of chance, of fate? How does it feel, when you're trying to describe the most transformative experience of your life, to be met, routinely, with disbelief?

Last May, I attended a conference of Lightning Strike and Electrical Shock Survivors International. It was held, as it often is, in Pigeon Forge, Tennessee, a smallish town on the edge of the Great Smoky Mountains best known as the home of Dollywood, Dolly Parton's Appalachia-themed amusement park. The town's main drag resembles a sort of family-friendly version of the Las Vegas strip. Instead of casinos, there are dinner-show theaters, go-kart tracks, and a sprawling Margaritaville megacomplex, its central fountain inhabited by giant animatronic Brachiosaurus that roar from time to time.

The conference was staged at a Staybridge Suites just off the strip. About 30 people were there, mostly men who looked to be over the age of 60, many of them conference regulars who'd been struck long ago, though there were some women and younger attendees too. Most had brought their spouse and were making a weekend of it. They were there primarily to connect with other people who understood what they had been through.

Like senior prom, the conference always has a theme, and this year's was Hawaii. Survivors wore leis, and pineapples adorned with sunglasses sat on every table in the Staybridge's modest meeting room. A folding table converted into a makeshift tiki bar dispensed virgin pina coladas and hurricanes. Against this backdrop, specialists gave presentations on trauma therapies. Attendees compared notes on which treatments have worked for them and which haven't.


Steve Marshburn Sr., the founder of the group, seated at a conference luncheon. The conference always has a theme, and that year's was Hawaii. (Stacy Kranitz for The Atlantic)



In one session, a man I'll call Matt, a young, redheaded survivor who for a year and a half after his strike could hardly feel pain, temperature, or most other sensations on much of his skin, said laser therapy had eventually restored his nerves. Having a massage therapist work on his vagus nerve had helped too. For a while, he'd slept inside a Faraday cage, to protect him from static electricity during storms. Today, to cope with intrusive thoughts about lightning, he dumps a packet of salt in his mouth because when you do that, he said, "that's all you can think about."

A woman I'll call Caroline, who'd been struck on the job two years earlier, used that same strategy, she said, only with Warheads candies instead of salt. One problem she had not solved was that no matter how hot she gets, no matter how hard she exerts herself, she can't sweat anymore. Matt said he'd had the same problem for a while. What fixed it for him was spending significant time in a sauna--up to 90 minutes three times a day.

If the discussion had a certain DIY quality to it, that reflects the paucity of medical literature on what lightning does to the body. Few systematic studies have been conducted, and most physicians have never treated a strike victim. Many survivors' experiences defy medical explanation, so doctors have little to say.

Given the limited counsel that the medical establishment can offer them, survivors tend to be open to alternative therapies, but they're also wary of being taken advantage of. At the conference, several attendees reminisced about the year when two "hippies" had shown up and started hawking New Age-type products. "They said they were linked in voodoo," one survivor recalled.

Much of the group conversation focused on Caroline, whose injury was the freshest. She used to cook her family elaborate meals, but "after the accident," she said, "I left the oven on so many times that I even ended up burning the element out." For a while she refused to get a new one, because she worried she'd burn the house down. She leaves sticky notes everywhere to remind her of what she needs to do, but even so, she rarely has the energy to do all of it. She has to ask for help, which makes her feel bossy. She worries that others think she's lazy.

Gary Reynolds's experiences after he was struck in the summer of 2007 were similar. He was grabbing sodas from his family's extra fridge, he'd told me earlier, when lightning hit him through the open garage door. For months, he could barely get out of bed. His whole body hurt constantly. He had trouble concentrating, and simple tasks that had once been second nature now seemed complex. On warm afternoons, he watched the sky warily. A therapist diagnosed him with PTSD, which by some estimates afflicts more than 25 percent of lightning-strike survivors. In 2009, just a few months shy of their 20th anniversary, Reynolds and his wife divorced. Initially she'd been sympathetic, he said, but over time she lost patience. "You're not over this yet?" Reynolds recalled her saying. "It can't be that bad."


Gary Reynolds, who was first struck in 2007 (Stacy Kranitz for The Atlantic)



"I just keep thinking, I want to wake up the next day and it's going to be normal," Caroline said at one point during the session. But she wasn't even two years out from her strike. She had not yet come to the conclusion that the veteran survivors at the conference had reached long ago: that no matter what you do, no matter how many therapies you try, you still have to accept that you'll never be the person you were before. "You still look the same and everything else, but it's like a different person inside," Reynolds said. "It's a different soul."

The odds of being struck by lightning in the United States in a given year are roughly one in 1.2 million, according to a 2019 analysis by the National Weather Service--about the same as flipping a coin and landing on heads 20 times in a row. But this is only a generic estimate. The likelihood of being struck in San Francisco is not the same as the likelihood of being struck in Orlando, last year's urban lightning capital of America, according to Vaisala Xweather, a provider of local weather data. The likelihood of being struck for lawyers is not the same as the likelihood of being struck for roofers.

The majority of people killed by lightning--about 20 each year in the U.S.--are struck while engaging in some sort of outdoor leisure or labor. But in truth, almost anyone can be struck almost anytime. People have been struck while talking on landlines, while using computers, even while sitting on the toilet, according to the National Weather Service, because current can travel through telephone wires, electrical connections, and metal pipes. When lightning survivors insist, as many do, on unplugging their appliances in preparation for a storm, this is not tinfoil-hat mania. And the old advice about not showering during a thunderstorm? Sensible.

Read: Almost no Americans die from lightning strikes anymore--why?

Steve Marshburn Sr., who founded Lightning Strike and Electrical Shock Survivors International in 1989, told me that he was struck at age 25 on a seemingly clear November morning in 1969. He was working as a teller at First Citizens Bank in Swansboro, North Carolina, sitting at the drive-through window, and he thinks the bolt must have passed through an ungrounded speaker. For years, he struggled not only with debilitating headaches and back problems, but also with the sheer improbability of the event that had produced them. Many of the doctors he visited didn't believe his story. For a long time, even his parents wondered whether he was making the whole thing up.

And to some extent, Marshburn understands why. "It's so unbelievable that it's hard to talk about," he said. Eventually, a doctor introduced him to another patient who had survived an electrical injury, and that experience led Marshburn to start his survivors' group. Membership now numbers about 2,000, and in September the organization hosted its first-ever West Coast conference, in Scottsdale, Arizona. For years, most people found their way to the group via their local weather station, or after seeing it featured in news outlets or on TV. Now more find it through Facebook.

That's how Gary Reynolds did. His second wife, Lisa, discovered the group while searching online for other people who'd been struck, people who could understand him. Doctors never had. When he first went to the emergency room, they ran a battery of tests, but the results all came back normal. After he'd been at the hospital for about nine hours, a doctor said, "I'm not really sure what to tell you," and sent him home. Roughly the same thing happened when he visited his primary-care physician. Other doctors told him to his face that he was making the whole thing up.

Not until his first conference did he meet people who could truly empathize with him. He'd never spoken with a fellow lightning-strike survivor in person before, and he was nervous on the drive up, but when he arrived he felt almost like he was at a reunion. "You walk into that room and it's like we're family," he said. After he joined the group, he felt normal for the first time in years. "It was validating," he said. "Like, Okay, I'm not crazy."

In June 2008, Reynolds told me, he was struck by lightning a second time. It was 11 months after his first strike, and he'd woken up at 2 a.m. with an awful headache. Ever since the initial incident, his head had throbbed in exactly the same spot when he sensed a storm coming. As he lay beside his open bedroom window, he felt a shock go through his hand. "Not again," he thought. Half of his hand turned bright red, he said, but he hadn't yet paid off the previous year's hospital bills, and this strike seemed less serious than the last, so he decided not to seek care. In the following months, though, his lingering symptoms from the first strike all worsened. He was often dizzy, and he couldn't grip well. Reynolds ran a tree service at the time, one he'd started a few years after high school, and these were serious problems for someone whose vocation involved wielding a chainsaw. The divorce came about six months later.

In the years that followed, Reynolds pieced his life back together: He remarried, moved his family to western North Carolina, began working at a lumberyard, started attending survivors' conferences. Then, while standing in the kitchen of his mountainside home on a June afternoon in 2016, he was struck a third time. And six years after that, a fourth, he said, this time while sitting in a leather recliner watching TV with his grandchildren. Must've been a streamer, he told me. Came up through the floor and hit him square in the back.

If the likelihood of getting struck once in your lifetime is one in 15,300, as the National Weather Service estimated in 2019, then statistically, the number of people in the United States today whom you'd expect to have been struck multiple times is ... one. One single person. And yet the National Weather Service's collection of about 50 lightning-survivor stories on its website includes two from people who say they've been struck twice and another from someone who says she's been struck three times. Andy Upshaw, a North Carolina landscaper, says that he, too, has been hit three times. Charles Winlake, struck four times before the age of 30, added rubber soles to all of his shoes and began to wear only plastic-rimmed glasses. Linda Cooper, a former South Carolina schoolteacher, says she's been struck six times, and so does Carl Mize, a former Oklahoma rodeo rider. One member of the Lightning Strike and Electric Shock Survivors Support Facebook group says she's been struck nine times, and another says she stopped counting after 13. Media reports document more multistrike cases. In all, my far-from-exhaustive search turned up more than two dozen.


Clockwise from top left: Electrical-shock survivor Rodney Burkholder and lightning-strike survivors Danny Devine, Danny "Joe" Jude, and Betsy Silby, in Pigeon Forge with their partners and caregivers (Stacy Kranitz for The Atlantic)



All of this, to state the obvious, is incredibly improbable. Extrapolating from the National Weather Service estimates, the likelihood of being struck six times is roughly one in 13 septillion--that's a 13 followed by 24 zeros. If you multiplied the number of people who have ever existed on Earth by about 100 trillion, you'd expect one person among them to have been struck six times.

It can seem cruel to suggest that some lightning-strike survivors may be lying, especially when disbelief causes so much hardship for those who are not. But because relatively few lightning strikes are documented, the question often lingers. People lie for all kinds of reasons, and there can be financial incentives to claiming you've been struck: workers' compensation, disability benefits. Mary Ann Cooper was an emergency-medicine faculty member at the University of Louisville when she published the first systematic study of lightning injury in 1980--instantly becoming the leading authority on the subject in doing so. Cooper served for years as an expert witness in workers'-comp cases, brought in to assess whether the claimant really had been struck. She told me that she's encountered some frauds, identifiable because they reported inconsistent or physiologically impossible symptoms.

But the people trying to cheat their way into benefits, Cooper said, are largely not the ones attending survivors' conferences. She believes that the overwhelming majority of the people she has met at those conferences are telling the truth about being struck, and about all the calamities that followed, at least as they understand them. Which is not to say that every statement should be taken at face value.

Like several doctors and scientists I spoke with, Cooper thinks that most people who say they've been struck multiple times genuinely believe that, even if they haven't. Many survivors have flashbacks as a result of PTSD, just as combat veterans and wildfire survivors do. But when a combat veteran or a wildfire survivor resurfaces from a flashback, their surroundings verify to them that they are not, in fact, caught in the middle of a war zone or a fire. A lightning-strike flashback prompted by a storm involves no such assurance. A lightning bolt is there and gone in an instant.

What's more, because lightning leaves the nervous system damaged, it can make people feel bursts of pain--real, excruciating, and unconnected to any physical stimulus. Together, PTSD and nervous-system damage may explain many reports of second or third or fourth strikes.


Charles O'Connor Jr., a lightning-strike survivor, attending the conference for the first time with his wife, Chrissy (Stacy Kranitz for The Atlantic)



Not so long ago, that explanation might have sounded far-fetched, just as some of the chronic symptoms of a lightning strike still do, to some. But the idea that trauma can alter the way people perceive the world and interpret their experience is ubiquitous now. And the emergence of long COVID, along with increased awareness of other difficult-to-diagnose chronic conditions, has created a greater respect for individual testimony, and a greater appreciation for how much the medical profession does not know. In this sense, society is finally catching up to what lightning survivors and the people who study them have long understood.

The most grinding suspicions encountered by many survivors--about whether they were ever really struck at all--may in any case be mooted in the coming years. On a recent trip to France, Cooper met with a physician who told her he'd identified a biological marker for lightning injury, which may enable doctors to determine, with a simple urine test, whether someone really has been struck. Nothing has been published on it yet, Cooper said, and no such test seems imminent, so for the moment she isn't getting too excited. But she has an open mind to the possibility.

All of this, of course, is mostly to the good. Yet the lightning-survivor community has always defined itself by a sort of oppositional faith: There, you are doubted; here, you are believed. There, you are strange; here, you are normal. When I asked Reynolds what he made of the trauma-plus-nervous-system-damage theory of why there are so many multistrike survivors, I felt as though I was doing something almost sacrilegious, as though I was violating that ethos of mutual faith. I worried that he'd react with indignation. The notion that he might hang up on me and refuse to speak with me again did not seem unlikely. Instead, he said he thought the theory made a lot of sense.

Might then it explain his multiple strikes? I asked.

Well, he answered, not his.

What does one make of a life so fundamentally altered by an event as unlikely as a lightning strike? In Pigeon Forge, when I asked survivors whether on balance they felt lucky (for having survived a lightning strike) or unlucky (for having been struck in the first place), the question didn't register. "I don't think luck has anything to do with it," Susan Deatrick told me. She doesn't like the word providential either, she said, "but at the same time, God is in control over everything down to the minutest detail."

This response, and others like it, initially surprised me. If lightning is a manifestation of the divine, I thought, how do people explain why it struck them? How do you make sense of a miracle that comes at your expense?

From the July 1875 issue: Lightning and lightning-rods

Jim Segneri, who moderated the conference's final and most intense group discussion, has a succinct answer, one more focused on his having been spared than his having been struck. "I firmly believe that whether you worship Allah or Buddha or God or Jesus or whoever put us here, the reason we're still here is so that we can help other people"--those who are doubted, those who are struggling.

Large numbers of survivors hold some version of this belief. Marshburn, the group's founder, often speaks of the number of survivors--more than 20--whom he has talked out of suicide, reciting in vivid detail the conversations he's had with people on the brink. Over her many years speaking with lightning-strike victims, Mary Ann Cooper said, "I can't tell you how many people have said to me, 'I should have been dead. God must have kept me alive for a reason.'"

And yet for those survivors who hold it, the belief in destiny can cut both ways. Reynolds says that after his third strike, he felt doomed. He'd left his career, gotten divorced, gotten remarried, started a new job, moved more than 600 miles away--and still the lightning had found him. "It's like it's looking for me," he told his therapist. "It's like it's a living, breathing creature."

She assured him that it wasn't, and part of him knew she was right, but he couldn't stop thinking that he was fated to be struck again. She told him that she doesn't believe in destiny. That there is no providence, only circumstance. That sometimes you're just in the wrong place at the wrong time. He'd believed that once. But now he can't shake the feeling that she's wrong.



This article appears in the April 2026 print edition with the headline "Struck." It has been updated to clarify the source of the data used to determine the urban lightning capital of the U.S. last year. The data was provided by Vaisala Xweather.
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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s June Cover: Helen Lewis on "The Men Who Don't Want Women to Vote"

How "masculinism" has become the single most important force uniting the American right

Thu, 14 May 2026




For The Atlantic's June issue cover story, "The Men Who Don't Want Women to Vote," staff writer Helen Lewis reports on the rise of "masculinism," a movement to fight back against the advances of feminism and reassert the primacy of men. Lewis argues that multiple strains of anti-feminism--from the Christian right, from the manosphere, and from Donald Trump--have coalesced and become a new and potent force in American political life: "Far from being a fringe belief system, masculinism has become the single most important force uniting the American right, bringing together an unlikely constellation of pastors, posters, senators, preachers, influencers, podcasters, and fanboys."
 
 Lewis writes that, like most popular movements, masculinism has many entry points, and both defensible and alarming forms: "At one end of the spectrum are legitimate concerns about male loneliness, the declining share of men in higher education, stagnant wages for non-college-educated men, and the deadening effects of day-trading, gaming, and porn." At the other end of masculinism, Lewis writes, is a political agenda close to that in The Handmaid's Tale, whereby women are denied the right to work, vote, and control their own body. The policy goals of masculinism's proponents are very real: the rollback of no-fault divorce; tax breaks to reward male breadwinners and female homemakers; an end to anything with a whiff of DEI, even leadership programs for women in the military, including one cut by Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth; a return to the workplace culture of the 1970s, where sexual harassment was normalized; an open preference for male employees in hiring, promotion, and pay awards. "In other words, affirmative action for men," Lewis writes.
 
 For the cover story, Lewis spoke with prominent figures in masculinist circles, including Douglas Wilson, a co-founder of the Communion of Reformed Evangelical Churches, who has built a small empire dedicated to disseminating his theocratic vision for the United States (one of the denomination's 170 affiliated churches counts Pete Hegseth as a member). Lewis also interviewed the manosphere provocateur Charles Cornish-Dale, a religious historian who has studied at both Oxford and Cambridge, and who is known online as Raw Egg Nationalist; Joel Webbon, a hard-right pastor based in Austin who has built a large social-media following by opposing feminism and the "LGBT Mafia"; and Helen Andrews, who wrote a viral 2025 essay that questioned whether greater female participation in the workforce is a "threat to civilization." Additionally, she writes about such prominent masculinists as Scott Yenor, who has declared that modern women are "medicated, meddlesome, and quarrelsome," and since 2000 has taught political philosophy at Boise State University.
 
 Lewis concludes that masculinism "functions as a perpetual-motion machine of grievance, an inarticulate howl of anguish at the status quo--whatever that currently is. Masculinism is both serious and silly, sometimes camp and sometimes chilling, an attention-grabbing performance and a genuine proposition. No wonder it has become the cornerstone of Trumpism."
 
 Helen Lewis's "The Men Who Don't Want Women to Vote" was published today at TheAtlantic.com. Please reach out with any questions or requests.
 
 Press contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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Sean Duffy Wants You to Take a Road Trip While Gas Prices Skyrocket

The transportation secretary's new reality show comes at an inopportune time.

by Will Gottsegen

Wed, 13 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.

Transportation Secretary Sean Duffy owes his celebrity--and his marriage--to a stint on the 1990s reality show The Real World. Now Duffy and his wife, the Fox & Friends Weekend co-host Rachel Campos-Duffy, are promoting another reality show: The Great American Road Trip, a cross-country journey to landmarks across the United States with the couple's nine kids in tow. Produced by the same studio behind The Real World, it has been framed by the Department of Transportation as a celebration of the country's 250th birthday, and is set to launch ahead of July 4.

In other ways, though, it's ill-timed. This plea for Americans to hit the road arrives at a moment when about two-thirds of the country blames the president for rising gas prices, and when many are concerned about the high cost of living. (The war in Iran is pushing up the cost of fuel; according to Rolling Stone's back-of-the-napkin math, taking Duffy's route across the country would require about $1,300 in gas money.) Duffy was filmed intermittently over the course of seven months, during which time he was the public face of transportation crises involving debilitating staffing shortages and fatal airplane crashes. The series, which will stream for free on YouTube, is positioned as feel-good, family-focused programming. So far, though, it has mostly generated controversy.

Part of the concern has to do with the ethical ambiguities surrounding the project. Duffy has said that no taxpayer money funded the show. Instead, it was paid for by the Great American Road Trip Inc., a nonprofit created last year by Tori Barnes, who has recently lobbied for the transportation industry. The organization's site lists as "sponsors" several companies that are regulated by DOT, including Toyota, Shell, and Boeing. The nonprofit's pitch deck, obtained by Politico, explicitly offered potential sponsors perks in exchange for different donation tiers. "Platinum" donors that gave $1,000,000, for example, were promised "up to 6 VIP invitations to receptions, roundtables, or networking events" as well as logo placements in "produced video features." You can't miss the giant Toyota logo that fills the screen at one point in the trailer. (Toyota and Boeing did not respond to a request for comment, and Shell declined to comment.)

Duffy has said that his family did not receive a salary during production. A spokesperson for DOT told me that there were 24 "filming days on the road" from September to May (meaning that the secretary was filming during two government shutdowns and the airport crises they created). The spokesperson also sent me a memorandum of agreement between the nonprofit and the department, which was signed in December, after filming had begun, and which DOT claimed was drafted by "career ethics officials." The memorandum laid out that the "donor" wouldn't receive "any favorable consideration for any future federal assistance" in exchange for its gift.

The problem is that the "donor" in this case is the nonprofit--but the agreement makes no mention of the sponsoring companies and their role in the show. Those companies, not the Great American Road Trip Inc., could stand to gain from funding this project. When businesses do things that might benefit their regulator, it raises questions about whether they're getting anything in return. On Monday, Citizens for Responsibility and Ethics (CREW), a D.C.-based watchdog group, publicly urged the Office of the Inspector General to investigate the show over possible violations of federal gift and travel rules. An ethical-conduct handbook bars executive-branch employees from accepting gifts from anyone "seeking official action from, doing business with, or conducting activities regulated by the employee's agency."

DOT has made clear that the production fell within the bounds of Duffy's duties as secretary. "Celebrating America's 250th Anniversary is part of Secretary Duffy's official duties and The Great American Road Trip is one aspect in support of those responsibilities," the spokesperson wrote in an email. (He added that "on these brief stops, the Secretary also often conducted additional visits like touring air traffic control towers and assessing port infrastructure," and that flights to those "official engagements" were paid for by the department.) But the funding for this show raises questions about how "official" Duffy's work actually was. "If this was, as the secretary described it, work that is important for the American public as we commemorate our 250th anniversary, then why didn't they just pay for it using taxpayer funds?" CREW's president, Donald Sherman, asked when we spoke earlier today.

In April, my colleague Michael Scherer reported that the secretary has "maintained an unusual relationship with representatives of the companies he regulates," an allegation that Duffy's team denied. This isn't the first time that the Trump administration has blurred the line between public and private funding. The White House's new ballroom is being paid for (at least in part) by a cadre of private companies, and President Trump announced in October that an anonymous private donor had given his administration $130 million to pay the military during the shutdown in the fall.

The Great American Road Trip is a reminder that in this administration, entertainment and governance go hand in hand. The ex-Apprentice star Trump has set the example here as the showman in chief, repeatedly elevating people who share his background in television; the health secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. even has a new video podcast, which does appear to be paid for by the American people. With his background in reality TV, Duffy is in some ways a natural showman. But this new venture is attracting the wrong kind of attention.

Related:

	Trump's cozy transportation secretary
 	The real problem with the FAA




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Why did Bill Cassidy do it?
 	Tom Nichols: The Trump counterterrorism strategy makes America more vulnerable.
 	Here's another way America will choke at the World Cup.
 	An Afghan family's flight to safety




Today's News

	President Trump arrived in Beijing for a two-day summit that begins tomorrow with Chinese President Xi Jinping. He is joined by more than a dozen top business executives, including Elon Musk, Tim Cook, and Jensen Huang, as well as Secretary of State Marco Rubio and Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth.
 	The Senate rejected Democrats' latest effort to end the war in Iran, the first such vote since Trump's 60-day deadline to seek congressional authorization for the conflict expired. Three Republicans supported the measure to halt the war, but the legislation failed 49-50 after one Democratic senator voted against it.
 	South Carolina's Supreme Court overturned the murder convictions of Alex Murdaugh, who had been found guilty of killing his wife and younger son, ruling that jury interference by a court clerk compromised the fairness of the 2023 trial. Prosecutors said they plan to retry Murdaugh, who will remain in prison because of separate financial-crime convictions.




Evening Read


Illustration by Ana Miminoshvili



The Mystery of the Golden Coffin

By Ariel Sabar

In November 2017, French President Emmanuel Macron traveled to the United Arab Emirates to inaugurate a new museum--and a new relationship between East and West. The Louvre Abu Dhabi was to become the Arab world's first "universal" museum, filled with art from around the globe that spanned thousands of years of history. The Emiratis were paying the French $1 billion for the rights to the Louvre name, guidance on what art to buy, and loans of masterworks by Da Vinci, Matisse, and Van Gogh. The kings of Morocco and Bahrain joined Emirati royals at the celebrations, which included a spectacle of costumed dancers and pyrotechnics worthy of an Olympics opening ceremony. In his speech, Macron pitched the museum as an antidote to global conflict and the legacies of imperialism. Instead of taking the greatest works of art from the lands it conquered--as Napoleon's armies had--France was now bringing its treasures east.
 "Beauty," Macron declared, "will save the world."
 Two days after the museum opened, one of its beautiful objects began drawing attention from scholars, but not in the way that Macron might have hoped.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The AI backlash could get very ugly.
 	The Democrats can't let go of racial preferences.
 	The David Frum Show: What happens if the U.S. defaults?
 	The close, prolonged contact myth




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Getty; H. Armstrong Roberts / ClassicStock / Getty.



Read. What happens when the tradwife dream goes wrong? Sophie Gilbert explores how the hit novel Yesteryear seems to be a withering critique of influencers--but is actually more attuned to the corruptions of power.

Pick up an old favorite. Anna Holmes on what adults lose when they put down children's books.

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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Kash Patel's Performative Deflections

At a congressional hearing today, the FBI director seemed unafraid of any repercussions and more interested in scoring partisan points that go viral.

by David A. Graham

Tue, 12 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.

During a Senate subcommittee hearing today, Democrats tried a variety of avenues to pin down FBI Director Kash Patel on reports about the bureau--about politicization of law enforcement as well as his personal conduct--but it was a simple question from Senator Chris Van Hollen at the end that produced the most telling response.

"Do you know that it is a crime to lie to Congress?" the Maryland Democrat asked.

Patel scowled and loudly reshuffled papers at his table. "I have not lied to Congress," he said. He accused the senator of lying. He refused to look up. But as Van Hollen noted, Patel repeatedly sidestepped the actual question.

"The director of the FBI apparently does not want to answer the question about whether or not it's a crime to lie to Congress, and I find that extremely troubling," Van Hollen said. "You are a disgrace, Mr. Director."

The exchange was a fiery end to a hearing that began with a bizarre exchange between Van Hollen and Patel but drifted into an odd stasis in the middle. The hearing, which also featured the leaders of the Drug Enforcement Agency, the U.S. Marshals Service, and the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives, might otherwise have been a drab budget discussion, except that it was also senators' first chance to question Patel on a series of recent press reports.

In mid-April, my colleague Sarah Fitzpatrick reported on concerns inside the Trump administration about what FBI sources described as excessive drinking and unexplained absences. (In a follow-up story, Fitzpatrick also reported on the personalized bourbon bottles Patel has handed out as gifts.) Patel has denied the allegations in Fitzpatrick's initial story and sued Fitzpatrick and The Atlantic for defamation, demanding $250 million; MS NOW also reported last week that Fitzpatrick was the focus of an FBI criminal-leak investigation, a development the FBI rejects as "completely false." Earlier this spring, several outlets also reported that Patel had fired agents from a task force that monitored threats from Iran--just days before the Trump administration launched a war against Iran--because they'd been involved in an investigation into the president's alleged removal of classified documents to Mar-a-Lago. (Patel has denied these reports, saying that the agents were fired for unspecified violations of "ethical obligations.")

"Director Patel, I don't care one bit about your private life, and I don't give a damn about what you do on your own time and on your own dime unless and until it interferes with your public responsibilities," Van Hollen said in his opening statement. The allegations, if true, "demonstrate a gross dereliction of your duty," he said.

The director responded with vitriol and scorn. "The only person that was slinging margaritas in El Salvador on the taxpayer dollar with a convicted gangbanging rapist was you," Patel said. The director appeared to be referring to a visit that Van Hollen made to El Salvador, where he met with Kilmar Abrego Garcia, an imprisoned immigrant whom the administration acknowledged it had mistakenly deported. (He has since been returned to the United States, though the administration is now trying to deport him to Liberia.) Photos of the meeting released by the Salvadoran government showed glasses on a table with salt rims and cherries, but Van Hollen has said no one was drinking alcohol. The reference to "a convicted gangbanging rapist" is nonsensical; Abrego Garcia has been indicted for human smuggling (he has pleaded not guilty), but no evidence shows that he has ever been convicted of rape.

Other Democrats followed up with questions of their own. When Senator Chris Coons asked about the cost of Patel's trip to Milan during the Olympics, when he was taped chugging beer in a locker room with the U.S. hockey team, Patel just didn't answer. Coons also inquired about the firing of agents, but Patel said he didn't believe the reporting. "Do you disagree that there were 10 Iran specialists dismissed right before the war began?" a perplexed Coons asked. "Yes," Patel said. When Senator Patty Murray cited figures showing that FBI agents had been reassigned to immigration enforcement, Patel categorically denied that, too.

Committee Republicans, meanwhile, mostly opted to ignore the reports altogether, although Senator John Kennedy of Louisiana plied Patel with softballs such as "Is it important that you go out there and travel and talk to our line agents and try to maintain morale?"

Patel's strategy of flat denials seemed to flummox Democrats. Only at the end did Van Hollen find some footing, noting that several statements Patel had made during the hearing were "provably false" and giving the director a chance to correct them. Patel declined--but he did offer some amendments. He allowed that some of the fired agents may have had Iran expertise, but denied they were Iran experts. He clarified that no FBI agents have been permanently reassigned to immigration. Patel's evasive answers demonstrated his contempt for Congress and for oversight in general; surely he must realize that if Democrats regain control of Congress, they might produce formal charges of contempt too. But Patel seems unafraid of any repercussions and more interested in scoring partisan points that go viral.

Rarely if ever in the past have presidential appointees launched harsh personal attacks against members of Congress. In this administration, it's routine. In one of the strangest moments of the hearing, Patel responded to Van Hollen's questions about his drinking by claiming that a $7,000 bar expense could be found in the senator's Federal Election Commission reports. Van Hollen said the tab was for a large party and noted that it had been paid for with private funds, and he challenged Patel to take the Alcohol Use Disorders Identification Test, a screening tool for unhealthy drinking. Patel said he'd take the test if Van Hollen did, an offer the senator readily accepted. Who says Democrats and Republicans can't agree on anything?

	The FBI director is MIA.
 	Kash Patel's personalized bourbon stash




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Adam Serwer: The assassin's delusion
 	The unhappy hosts of the World Cup
 	Big Brother is ReTruthing you.




Today's News

	A top Pentagon budget official told Congress that the cost of the war with Iran has risen to about $29 billion, up from an estimated $25 billion two weeks ago. Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth declined to say when the administration would seek additional funding from Congress, or how much emergency funding would be needed.
 	FDA Commissioner Marty Makary is resigning after 13 months leading the agency. He had faced weeks of pressure to resign after a tenure marked by mass layoffs, leadership turnover, and clashes with lawmakers. Kyle Diamantas, the FDA's top food regulator, will take over in an acting capacity.
 	The Senate confirmed Kevin Warsh to the Federal Reserve Board in a 51-45 vote, clearing the way for a separate vote, expected tomorrow, on whether he will become Fed chair.




Evening Read


Sergio Amiti / Getty



How AI Killed a 133-Year-Old Princeton Tradition

By Rose Horowitch

In 1876, an editorial in Princeton's newly founded campus newspaper, The Princetonian, argued against the use of proctors to monitor exams. Proctoring was "a means of bad moral education," the author wrote. Treat students as presumptively dishonest, and some would become so; treat them as honorable, and they would learn to behave honorably ...
 The Honor Code had a good run. F. Scott Fitzgerald (who enrolled at Princeton in 1913 but did not graduate) once wrote that violating it "simply doesn't occur to you, any more than it would occur to you to rifle your roommate's pocketbook." The code lasted through two world wars, the upheaval of the 1960s, the disillusionment of Watergate, and even the rise of search engines and SparkNotes. It finally met its match in generative AI. Yesterday, after the rise of AI-facilitated cheating became too obvious to ignore, Princeton's faculty voted to begin proctoring exams again. Technically, the Honor Code is still in place. Students will still sign a pledge that they didn't cheat. But now professors will be watching to make sure they're telling the truth. The Honor Code can't run on the honor system anymore.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	How does it spread?
 	A profound mismatch in modern medicine
 	Spencer Pratt and the temptations of populism
 	Anne Applebaum: What did Jamaica do to deserve this?
 	The lure of a fully randomized life
 	"That day, we realized the Russians had come to kill us."




Culture Break


Illustration by Jonelle Afurong / The Atlantic. Sources: Han Myung-Gu / WireImage / Getty; Mondadori Portfolio / Getty.



Watch. The Devil Wears Prada 2 (out now in theaters) uses The Last Supper to show that history can be both a backdrop and metaphor--a choice that exemplifies how the movie is less a continuation of the first film and more "an all-out inversion of it," Megan Garber argues.

Explore. For 50 seasons, Survivor has gamified the tension at the core of American life, Julie Beck writes: Are we individuals or a community?

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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Trump Isn't Setting Vance or Rubio Up for the Future

The moves the president is making right now will put all possible successors in the same predicament.

by David A. Graham

Mon, 11 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.

Donald Trump loves to pit his advisers and staffers against one another--many aspects of Trump's persona on The Apprentice may have been manufactured, but not this one. Lately, The New York Times noted this weekend, this has played out as Trump informally polling friends and advisers on who would be a better Republican presidential nominee in the next election: J. D. Vance or Secretary of State Marco Rubio.

Making predictions about how voters will feel by the 2028 election is futile, but for a long time, the front-runner seemed to have been decided within the administration. "If J. D. Vance runs for president, he's going to be our nominee, and I'll be one of the first people to support him," Rubio told Vanity Fair last year. Prominent outside activists such as Erika Kirk have also thrown their lot in with Vance.

Now Rubio appears to be gaining some momentum. The secretary of state (who is also Trump's national security adviser) is suddenly everywhere, whether ringside with Trump at UFC fights, deskside in the pope's Vatican office, or perched behind the lectern in the White House briefing room. As my colleague Matt Viser wrote last week, Rubio--who often seemed glum early in the administration--now looks to be having the time of his life. Pollster Sarah Longwell also reported in The Atlantic last month that MAGA voters in the focus groups she runs are expressing new interest in Rubio.

This does not seem like an obvious moment for everything to be coming up Marco. Rubio is the president's top adviser on both national security and diplomacy at a moment when the United States has blundered into an unpopular war that appears to be a strategic catastrophe. The U.S. government can't or won't define its goals and has no path to achieving them even if it does; in the meantime, gas prices are rising and the world economy is precarious. That Rubio has become a high-profile spokesperson for this conflict would seem to threaten rather than enhance his chances in 2028.

Vance, by contrast, has been fairly quiet over the past few months, perhaps wisely. He was skeptical about the war in its early days, as even Trump has noted, and has continued to ask pointed questions about how it is being conducted. (Vance has weakly denied Atlantic reporting that he has raised such questions in order to further his war on the press and perhaps stay in Trump's good graces.) And the (too-early) numbers remain on Vance's side. Three out of four Republicans view Vance positively, versus two of three who view Rubio positively, according to Pew polling earlier this year.

One thing Rubio has going for him is that, in contrast to the smirking and censorious vice president--or even the ever more dour president--he does come across as closer to what passes for a normal person among politicians. ("He seems more human than a lot of the other characters" in the administration, a Trump 2024 voter told Longwell, characters being an aptly chosen word.) He is also manifestly less ideological than Vance, which may have some appeal. But he's also already tried to run for president, with underwhelming and occasionally robotic results.

The Iran war will pose a challenge for Vance, Rubio, or any other administration official who mounts a run. In that way, it's a microcosm of two challenges that any would-be Trump successor will face. First, they will need to forge a base of support, which means trying to keep together as much of the MAGA coalition as possible. Trump's ideological flexibility and personality-based politics have allowed him to assemble a group that doesn't agree on anything except loving Trump and hating Democrats, and that group is already starting to splinter, in part due to criticism of his handling of the war. (Interestingly, Rubio and Vance are latecomers to Trumpism compared with many GOP voters.)

But just keeping a majority of the MAGA base united won't be enough to win a general election. The second challenge will be for candidates to distance themselves from the things that have made Trump a historically unpopular president among the general population without infuriating Trump and alienating his hard-core supporters. Think about how loath Kamala Harris was to criticize Joe Biden during the 2024 election, and how that may have hurt her with swing voters--and then imagine how that might work with a president who is both more vengeful and more influential with his base.

Trump's parlor game of asking about Rubio and Vance--whom he reportedly calls "kids"--is a display of Trumpian anxiety about his legacy, which The Atlantic has reported has been a recent obsession for him. The paradox of this fixation is that some of the moves that Trump has taken to try to establish this legacy, such as his attack on Iran, will also make the electoral landscape more difficult for any successor he wishes to anoint. Look on my kids, ye strategists, and despair!

Related:

	Is Marco Rubio the happiest Cabinet member?
 	Checkmate in Iran




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Stephen Miller in retreat
 	Trump has gone from unpredictable to unreliable.
 	Anne Applebaum: Putin's war comes home to Moscow.




Today's News

	President Trump said that the cease-fire in Iran was on "life support" after talks between the United States and Iran stalled again over the weekend. On Sunday, Tehran demanded war reparations, recognition of its sovereignty over the Strait of Hormuz, and an end to U.S. sanctions in exchange for reopening the crucial shipping lane and negotiating an end to the war, according to Iranian state media.
 	The 17 Americans aboard the hantavirus-stricken cruise ship arrived back in the U.S. early today and are being monitored at a medical center in Nebraska. A Department of Health and Human Services official emphasized that the risk to the general public remains "very, very low."
 	Trump said he wants to suspend the federal gas tax as fuel prices surge because of the Iran war, though Congress would need to approve the move. The national average gas price reached $4.52 a gallon today, up about 50 percent since the conflict began.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Rafaela Jinich explores stories on how to understand our mothers.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Ben Hickey



I Remember America Before the Measles Vaccine

By Fran Moreland Johns

Lately, I've come to notice that the strangest and most terrible pieces of my childhood are roaring back. I was born in 1933, and much of what I remember as a little girl was defined by either the war or what we called, simply, sickness.
 I myself was blessed with exceptionally good health, but my friends, family, and community were regularly struck with childhood diseases. Neighborhoods were frozen in fear when maladies suddenly erupted: pool closures during polio epidemics, quarantines when mumps or measles raged. I remember one particularly galling time when my older sister Mimi and I were confined to the house, morosely watching our friends playing on the construction site of a new house across the street. We were fine; they all had whooping cough. Whooping cough was often deadly for babies and toddlers but among the less debilitating of childhood diseases past for older children, thus the freedom to play while coughing. Neither Mimi nor I ever caught it--a fact I was grateful for 40 years later, when I met with a pulmonologist about my cigarette-compromised lungs and he remarked, "At least you never had whooping cough."


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Send the frigates.
 	China believes America will flame out.
 	Marty Makary set the conditions for his own downfall.
 	Xochitl Gonzalez: People who don't like people are making all of our decisions.
 	Alexandra Petri: I have some questions for the new Florida U.S. history curriculum.




Culture Break


Illustration by Lucy Naland. Sources: Getty; Kristy Sparow / Getty; Les Lee / Daily Express / Hulton Archive / Getty; Michael Ochs Archives / Getty.



Read. Bob Dylan and Paul McCartney are wringing great art and performance out of the relationship between the present and the past. David L. Ulin explores a new book about how rock and roll faces the inevitable passage of time.

Watch. Last week's episode of Saturday Night Live (streaming on Peacock) poked fun at maternal fantasies, with a little twist, Erik Adams 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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I Have Some Questions for the New Florida U.S. History Curriculum

Take a final exam inspired by the state's new anti-woke course framework.

by Alexandra Petri

Sun, 10 May 2026




Florida continues to Florida. Dissatisfied with the AP U.S. History curriculum (too woke), the state is trying to provide--as Kellyanne Conway used to say--alternative facts.

I have some authority to speak on this issue because I wrote an entire book of bad, inaccurate AP U.S. History, so I know the kind of work that goes into this sort of thing. Who knew that this would be such an in-demand skill?

I have gone ahead and made a final exam inspired by this course framework, which you can read here if you want to see for yourself. Good luck!

1)    Tell me a surprising fact about the Declaration of Independence!

a.     If you go step by step through the Declaration of Independence, you will be stunned to discover that it is essentially ripped from the Holy Bible. "All men are created" is actually a thing that happens in Genesis. "All men's" name was Adam! Eve was his wife.
 b.     You know how the Declaration is a covenant? You know where else there are covenants? That's right: the Bible! Read Deuteronomy.

2)    Tell me about Christopher Columbus.

a.     I would love to. He was an explorer and entrepreneur who brought a "sense of mystery and wonder" to the New World.
 b.     Perfect body shape for a statue.
 c.     Didn't he--
 d.     No.

3)    Were any women involved in U.S. history before the Seneca Falls Convention?

a.     Not to my knowledge.
 b.     George Washington must have had a mother?
 c.     Does Queen Elizabeth I of England or Isabella I of Castile count?
 
 4)    How long can you go before mentioning slavery?

a.     Just watch me!
 b.     Did you mean "indentured servitude"?

5)    Describe the Founding.

a.     One night George Washington used an enormous cherrystone for a pillow and he had a curious dream where he wrestled at length with an angel (the angel was super buff), and then he woke up holding the Constitution clutched in one hand and a Bible in the other. I believe John McNaughton painted this.
 b.     Samuel Alito was there and saw it all, and he was so excited that he rushed outside to hang his flag--upside up this time.

6)    Discuss slavery.

a.     Rather not.

7)    Talk about Andrew Jackson.

a.     The election of 1824 was stolen from him by the evil John Quincy Adams (boo), but he won the next election that wasn't stolen.
 b.     He was a populist--a great, wonderful thing to be.
 c.     He was involved in the Trail of Tears, which showed the limits of judicial power.

8)    Is that what the Trail of Tears showed?

a.     Did you have something else in mind?

9)    Who are some important figures from the Civil War?

a.     The gallant hero and brilliant tactician Robert E. Lee
 b.     His gifted, speedy, and pious lieutenant, Thomas "Stonewall" Jackson (the only Stonewall you'll see mentioned in this document)
 c.     Ulysses Grant, but only begrudgingly
 d.     Sherman (Boooooo)

10)    Describe Reconstruction.

a.     A horrible ordeal that we couldn't pass through soon enough.
 b.     Big mistake.

11)    Who was probably the villain of the Great Depression?
 
 a.     Franklin Delano Roosevelt.
 b.    Anyone who wanted to increase taxes, the surest prosperity-killer. (Hero Andrew Mellon agrees!)

12)    Talk about the Laffer curve.

a.     You know we love the Laffer curve!

13)    Describe Joseph McCarthy.

a.     A man vindicated by history! There were Communists everywhere, actually, and he was right to see it.
 b.     The man who presided over the "so-called Red Scare."
 c.     Good friend of Roy Cohn, the mentor of the greatest American president to date.
 d.     All of the above.

14)    Talk about the civil-rights movement.

a.     On the one hand, it involved the federal government in the private business of the states.
 b.     On the other hand, it was an encroachment on state prerogatives.

15)    What was Roe v. Wade?
 
 a.     A terrible encroachment on states' right to choose.
 b.     Fortunately overturned by the Roberts court in 2022

16)    Anything to add?

a.     Prayer in public school was actually very normal for a long time, and more people should remember that!

Answers: We are all less informed for having taken this test.
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One of the Best First Sentences in Modern Literature

Culture and entertainment recommendations including <em>Nimona</em>, novels by Lauren Groff, and more

by Honor Jones

Sun, 10 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 Honor Jones, a senior editor who has written about divorce, motherhood, and John le Carre. She has also published short stories in this magazine, including "Skin a Rabbit," which was excerpted from her novel, Sleep. 

Honor recommends punctuating a workday with art and croissants, reading anything by Lauren Groff, and assigning vibes-based ratings to pictures of horses.

-- Stephanie Bai, senior associate editor



Something delightful introduced to me by a kid in my life: Because this is Mother's Day weekend I'm answering this one first. One of my kids discovered the Netflix movie Nimona, and I don't think enough people know how great this movie is. It's got a spunky heroine, two knights in love, and smart things to say about how authoritarians exploit fear. And for my 6-year-old: fight scenes with a rhinoceros.

An author I will read anything by: There are many, but one is Lauren Groff. While on a hike with two Atlantic colleagues this spring, I made them listen to me recount in detail the entire plot of "Between the Shadow and the Soul"--one of the stories in Groff's new collection, Brawler. I feel bad because now they can never come to the story fresh, and because I went on for a really long time and they were trapped on a nature trail and couldn't escape. So I'll be briefer here: Groff commands the passage of time brilliantly, your understanding of the characters' relationship changes right up until the very end, and the story is so sad. Groff has also written one of my favorite openings in all of recent literature, for her novel Matrix: "She rides out of the forest alone. Seventeen years old, in the cold March drizzle, Marie who comes from France." I mean.

The upcoming event I'm most looking forward to: The paperback of my novel, Sleep, is coming out next week. I just got a copy so I'm newly appreciative of the paperback as an object. It's so small and bendy; it fits so nicely in the hand! I want to say you should get it for your mom for Mother's Day, but maybe not: The mother-daughter relationship in the book is ... complicated, and the story follows a woman trying to parent her kids differently from the way she was raised. Better just get it for yourself.

The really big cultural event I'm looking forward to is the talent show at my kids' school. Readers may not know how rare it is for a first-grader to achieve the distinction of being selected for this night. My daughter--very talented--is the silent partner in a magic show, who lost her voice in a tragic accident but gained the ability to read minds. Watching her on stage, I'm definitely going to lose mine.

A piece of visual art that I cherish: Lately, when I have a free day, I like to go to the Met to work. I normally get really tired in museums. After an hour and a half my legs hurt, and I'm dying to drink some water. But I feel like an idiot going all the way uptown and leaving so quickly when there's so much more I should be looking at. Going to the museum to edit or write is the perfect solution. You can walk through a few galleries on the way to the cafe; spend $28 on a croissant and coffee; work until you start to get dumb; look at art again; spend another $28; look some more; work some more; look some more; go home. I always like to stop by "Leda and the Swan," a sculpture by Jacques Sarazin (Gallery 548, near the croissants). It makes me think of Yeats's poem about the same myth: "A sudden blow: the great wings beating still / above the staggering girl." The swan is Zeus, and the "white rush" of his assault is terrifying. But this statue makes me smile because the swan is tucked up under Leda's arm. It looks really snuggly, and it's even smaller, I think, than an ordinary swan would be. If anyone has been mastered here, it's not Leda.

The television show I'm most enjoying right now: Rooster, Steve Carell's new campus-comedy show on HBO. It's mostly gentle jokes in a cozy setting, and I'm good with that. Carell plays Greg Russo, the author of a popular detective series who never went to college but agrees to teach a course to be closer to his daughter, an academic who's been screwed over by her very hot husband, a Russian-studies professor. With the exception of Russo, who says some useful things about writing, none of the professors seems to teach much, let alone do any research--they're mostly concerned about whether students think they're cool. And the show is way too interested in making jokes about cancel culture. But if you secretly want to be a heartbroken professor with a hapless but lovable dad, this series is for you.

My favorite way of wasting time on my phone: Old pictures in Google Photos. I'm bad at organizing my photos, and I never access the app on purpose. It's just something that pops up in the top right corner of my screen, labeled "memories" or "together" or "pet friends"--some image from 10 years ago I don't remember having seen before, but that I have to look at immediately and for a long time, and then screenshot and send to some best friends, feeling bittersweet about time passing and my children growing up and how shockingly bloated my face got when I was pregnant. Much more satisfying than Instagram!

A good recommendation I recently received: Chang-rae Lee has a new novel coming out this summer called A Tender Age. It's about guilt and innocence and a boy turning 11, and I'm really eager to read it. That's why, when Lee recommended The Names, by Don Delillo, in an interview, I picked that up in the meantime. I'm working on a novel right now, and I want to steal so much from this book, but above all Delillo's belief in language and his suspicion of it--how it can mean everything and nothing. Also, the courage it takes to try to describe America, in fiction or journalism.

An online creator I'm a fan of: Serra Naiman has lots of funny videos on Instagram, but I like it best when she rates horses. That's the whole bit: photos of grazing/rearing/prancing horses, with detailed descriptions of their personalities. She gives each one a rating "so you know where they stand." The rating is always 10 out of 10. One horse "is angry at all of her children for individual reasons"; "this horse wants people to know that he does not have an addictive personality, so he will be starting a podcast series where he tries every single drug known to man--he will not make it through"; "this horse is running full speed directly into the sea. Ten out of 10." I showed these videos to my friends and our kids over spring break, and for a while we came up with our own versions: "This horse knows her bikini is making her children uncomfortable but won't give in and wear a one-piece instead. Ten out of 10."



The Week Ahead

	Is God Is, a drama thriller that follows twin sisters hunting down their abusive father in their quest for revenge (in theaters Friday)
 	The Punisher: One Last Kill, a Marvel special in which Frank Castle (played by Jon Bernthal) tries to leave his violent past behind, until one last fight pulls him back in (out Tuesday on Disney+)
 	American Rambler: Walking the Trail of Johnny Appleseed, a memoir by Isaac Fitzgerald about his yearlong journey retracing the footsteps of Johnny Appleseed (out Tuesday)




Essay


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani / The Atlantic



The Rise of Emotional Surveillance

By Ellen Cushing

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.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	Music's next "disco sucks" moment is near.
 	The attention-span panic
 	The Savannah Bananas bring back a Negro Leagues team.
 	The secret of Elizabeth Strout's appeal
 	How Everest has changed since Into Thin Air
 	Yet another wasted Met Gala




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	Kash Patel's personalized bourbon stash
 	Democrats could use a cold shower before the midterms, Mark Leibovich argues.
 	The venture-capital populist




Photo Album


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



Take a look at some photos of the efforts to rescue Timmy, a humpback whale off the coast of Germany, over recent months.



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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Understanding Our Mothers

As we grow older, many of us begin to see our moms as people, not just parents.

by Rafaela Jinich

Sat, 09 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.


As I grew older, I began wondering about the version of my mother that existed before I did. Not just the parent who raised me, but the younger person she once was: the life she'd imagined for herself, the experiences that shaped her, the parts of her history that I will never fully know.

Many of us know our mothers in practical roles first: caretakers, disciplinarians, emergency contacts, occasional embarrassments. But the earlier versions of them often survive only in fragments. They might share an old photograph or make a fleeting comment about a life that existed before ours. Mothers can watch us become ourselves, but we rarely get to witness who they were before we arrived.

Over time, we begin to see our moms less as fixed parental figures and more as full people: loving and flawed, familiar and unknowable. Today's newsletter gathers stories that try to make sense of that realization.



On Mothers

What to Read to Understand Your Mom

By Sophia Stewart

These stories offer a starting point--and perhaps some insights--for those seeking perspective on their parent. (From 2025)


Read the article.

Now I Know What My Mother Was Saying

By Elizabeth Bruenig

I always knew my mother loved me. I didn't realize the full practical cost of her love until becoming a mother myself. (From 2025)


Read the article.

What Happens to a Woman's Brain When She Becomes a Mother

By Adrienne LaFrance

From joy and attachment to anxiety and protectiveness, mothering behavior begins with biochemical reactions. (From 2015)


Read the article.



Still Curious?

	How adult children affect their mother's happiness: Plenty of moms feel something less than unmitigated joy around their grown-up kids. Make sure yours feels that she's getting as much out of her relationship with you as she gives, Arthur C. Brooks wrote in 2021.
 	The problem with mothers and daughters: In their 2022 books, the writers Elizabeth McCracken and Lynne Tillman look back at the fraught ends of their mothers' lives, Judith Shulevitz wrote.




Other Diversions

	The forgotten radicalism of Mary Cassatt
 	The perverse tyranny of a perfect transcript
 	"This is not going to be the next COVID."




PS


Courtesy of Kanika S.



My colleague Isabel Fattal recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "This is a picture of a California state flower that I captured in Los Feliz in the neighborhood of Griffith Park. I like taking pictures of flowers and this is unique with a white edge and a deep orange color. First time I ever saw such a color on a poppy flower,"  Kanika S. from Los Angeles, California, writes.

We'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Rafaela
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The "Bad-Good" Genre of Music

The best music has the power to transport and transform us. But then again, so does the worst.

by David A. Graham

Fri, 08 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.

I have a confession to make: I love listening to bad music.

This realization came to me a few months ago, while I was working on an obituary for the guitarist Steve Cropper and relistened to his 1980 record, Playin' My Thang. Cropper's work as a member of Booker T. & the M.G.'s is unimpeachable; this album, however, deserves impeachment, conviction, and removal. If for some reason you make it past the double red flags of the cover art and title, well, here are a few comments posted on the music-collecting website Discogs: "I already know after one play that this will never spin again on my player." "Easily in my all time worst." "Always put off buying this as the cover is so awful but sadly the cover is the best thing about the record."

I can't disagree. And yet, once I put my used copy on the turntable--Playin' My Thang mercifully never got a major-label CD release--I couldn't stop listening. It's so bad, and so good. There are many such records that I love and listen to frequently, although I cannot defend their quality.

Let's lay out a few rules for the category, which I'll call "bad-good." First, the selection cannot be made for reasons of pure snobbery. I'm not here to pick on bands that just aren't very good in general. Many people adore the Shaggs, the legendarily atonal outsider group, but it doesn't belong here; we're looking for bad music made by good musicians. Nor is this about looking down on any genre. These are bands working in genres that take themselves seriously (sometimes too seriously). I also differentiate between bad-good albums and guilty pleasures. A guilty pleasure is generally something that makes us feel good, even if it might be looked down upon by the self-appointed arbiters of good taste. My hipper music friends sometimes make fun of me for liking Sheryl Crow and dismiss her, but her songs are sturdy and catchy. Bad-good music must be objectively cringe.

Kicking off my bad-good playlist is the Brazilian keyboardist Eumir Deodato's arrangement of "Also Sprach Zarathustra," the Richard Strauss composition famously heard in 2001: A Space Odyssey. This recording reached No. 2 on the Billboard Hot 100 in March 1973, which is pretty incredible because it's a nine-minute instrumental version of a classical work and also because it's impossible to listen to without laughing. The track kicks off with a slinky electric-keyboard pattern under the famous fanfare and goes from there.

While we're on groovy vamps, let's move to "(You Think You're) So Hot," by the duo of Neal Schon (better known as the force behind Journey) and Jan Hammer (better known for his keytar-driven Miami Vice theme). Both men played in important early-1970s groups--Santana and Mahavishnu Orchestra, respectively--but don't expect the same quality here. What you'll get is a cocaine-funk bass line and dueling solos from Schon's guitar and Hammer's synth. It's somehow both trashy and pretentious.

Changing vibes, next up is the great jazz guitarist Wes Montgomery's version of Pete Seeger's anti-war song "Where Have All the Flowers Gone?" The tune's earnest lyrics and singsongy melody don't lend themselves to jazz arrangement, but that didn't stop Montgomery's producers, who slapped a faux-baroque-horn introduction and treacly strings all over it. Montgomery plays barely more than the melody. AllMusic says that "this strictly for-the-money effort can be safely passed by," but I disagree: The combination is just too befuddling to hate.

This kind of ill-chosen pop cover was a staple of jazz in the late 1960s and '70s. Montgomery's fellow guitarist Grant Green had some excellent takes on popular songs (check out his rendition of the Beatles' "A Day in the Life"). You won't find any of them on Easy, his final recording, though. The critic Stanley Crouch once argued that Lionel Richie's music has "so little melodic, harmonic, and rhythmic character that even the most imaginative jazz musicians" wouldn't perform it, but Green says Hold my wine cooler and breezes through the Commodores' "Easy" and "Three Times a Lady." Even stranger is a rendition of "Nighttime in the Switching Yard"--perhaps the only time a jazz musician has covered Warren Zevon.

But the peak of the bad-good category is, for me, Green's previous record, The Main Attraction. The cover art is once again a tip-off: Green grins in a brown check blazer against a trippy black-and-white background. The title track, which filled all of side A on the original vinyl release, sounds like the theme song to a lost blaxploitation film you might find on TV in the middle of the night. Green doesn't even play a note for more than a minute. Here again is a bloated horn section, this time augmented by wah-wah guitar. Yet the song just gets so deep into a funky pocket that I keep coming back to the record. (There's a reason Green is a favorite source for hip-hop samples.) If you make it through all 19 minutes, you're rewarded with "Future Feature," a flute-driven jingle ready-made for a '70s action-show soundtrack. It's horribly cheesy, and it rules. Really, what else can you ask for from a song?

Related:

	Is this the worst-ever era of American pop culture? (From 2025)
 	Tom Nichols: The rock & roll hall of fame should not exist. (From 2025)




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The GOP's stunningly swift gerrymandering drive
 	Trump is "bored" with the war he started.
 	The alien conspiracy
 	Pope Leo's pro-life challenge to conservative Catholics




Today's News

	Virginia's top court struck down a Democratic-backed House map that could have helped the party gain up to four seats, handing Republicans a major redistricting win ahead of the midterms.
 	The United States and Iran exchanged fire near the Strait of Hormuz yesterday. President Trump said that American forces destroyed Iranian attackers during the clash; he also said in an interview today that the conflict is "over when it's over" but that the U.S. "certainly have won militarily." U.S. Central Command said that it fired today on two more tankers accused of violating the U.S. blockade of Iranian ports.
 	ABC has accused the Federal Communications Commission of violating the First Amendment by targeting political content it disagrees with, escalating a growing clash between major media companies and the Trump administration.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: Boris Kachka on the kind of nonfiction that wins Pulitzers


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read




Adam Silver Goes to War

By Tim Alberta

Adam Silver is one of America's most powerful men. Part businessman and part diplomat, he leads a multibillion-dollar international conglomerate and exercises soft power across continents. But on the day we met, the commissioner of the National Basketball Association appeared aimless, drifting awkwardly through the roped-off VIP area of a sports-business conference in Nashville ...
 The commissioner is carefully stage-managed. Media engagements are rare; rarer still are the probing questions that might be asked of someone leading a business valued at roughly $200 billion. Early last year, I'd approached the NBA about a profile--not just of Silver but of the game itself, a holistic look at the evolution of professional basketball. The answer: a hard no. Hence the trip to Nashville.
 I had been warned, when talking with his contemporaries, that Silver is kept in bubble wrap. Now I witnessed it up close. Silver's longtime flack, Mike Bass, was refusing to answer my texts--we stood 50 feet apart, separated by the VIP rope, as he stared at his phone--asking for an introduction. Meanwhile, officials from three separate teams, whom I'd planned to meet in Nashville, had all canceled. It seemed like a coordinated snubbing. Which left me no choice: When Silver wandered within reach, I slipped the rope and thrust an open hand in his direction.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The Iranian exile who would be king
 	"This is not going to be the next COVID."
 	Democrats might actually win Iowa.
 	What happened on the hantavirus cruise, according to a doctor on board
 	Galaxy Brain: Flipping off phones
 	Radio Atlantic: The tragedy of the tradwife




Culture Break


Brian Lackey / Gallery Stock



Read. In 2024, Chelsea Leu recommended seven books to read in the sunshine.

Explore. Before Mary Cassatt became Mother's Day's safest painter, she was an artistic visionary whose concerns were political, Paris A. Spies-Gans writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Kind of Nonfiction That Wins Pulitzers

If you look closely at the history, biography, memoir, and general-nonfiction honors, a noticeable pattern emerges.

by Boris Kachka

Fri, 08 May 2026




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


The Pulitzer Prizes, whose 2026 honorees were announced this week, reward excellent American journalism, music, drama, and books. Public conversation about the six categories of book awards tends to focus on the fiction prize, especially in years when the winner is unusually commercial, such as 2018's Less, or obscure, like this year's Angel Down, or not chosen at all, as in 2012. The medal for poetry gets little attention, and critics seldom scrutinize the four nonfiction selections. But if you do look closely at the history, biography, memoir, and general-nonfiction honors, a noticeable pattern emerges. The picks typically share a particular quality, according to my colleague Gal Beckerman, who often writes about nonfiction. The juries go for "books that cover social issues in human (almost novelistic) ways," he told me. "These are about serious topics, but approached with literary flair."

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	The secret of Elizabeth Strout's appeal
 	For Ibram X. Kendi, it's Nazis all the way down.
 	How Everest has changed since Into Thin Air
 	"Reflections in the Door of a School Bus and Other Doors," a poem by Athena Nassar


This year's honorees fit Beckerman's mold. Jill Lepore, the winner in history for We the People: A History of the U.S. Constitution, grounds sweeping ideas about the evolution of democracy in earthy portraits of the people who fought over them. An excerpt published in The Atlantic begins, "Bushy-browed, pipe-smoking, piano-playing Antonin Scalia--Nino--the scourge of the left, knew how to work a crowd." When the Atlantic staff writer Megan Garber described why Lepore's earlier history These Truths was among the best books of 2018, she wrote: "Who else but Lepore would think to describe James K. Polk as having 'eyes like caverns and hair like smoke'?" In a similar vein, the new winner in general nonfiction, Brian Goldstone's There Is No Place for Us, was on our 2025 Atlantic 10 list because it brought to vivid life five families struggling to remain housed--people who, as we put it, "might otherwise remain out of sight."

I was pleased to see two other Atlantic 10 picks show up on the Pulitzer's list of finalists; both of them combine big ideas with a literary level of detail. In the history runner-up King of Kings, a granular revisiting of the Iranian Revolution and the grave American missteps that exacerbated it, Scott Anderson flits among the points of view of diplomats, Cabinet officials, and radicals to render the event with a sense of contingency--a feeling that anything could have happened. And no book that I read last year integrates its intellectual and human elements better, to my mind, than A Flower Traveled in My Blood, Haley Cohen Gilliland's account of the relentless grandmothers of the young people kidnapped and disappeared by Argentina's government during the 1970s. I've been telling people that you could easily make three different, equally excellent movies out of her book, which was a general-nonfiction finalist--and that none of them would capture its best parts.

This week, I also thought back to a Pulitzer finalist from a different time, Jon Krakauer's Into Thin Air, which is being rereleased this month on the 30th anniversary of the deadly Mount Everest disaster it describes. I had regarded the book as almost purely an adventure tale--until I encountered Krakauer's introduction to the new edition, which was adapted into an Atlantic article this week. It turns out that the Everest disaster had a lot to do with climate change, over-tourism, and national sovereignty--a set of intertwined social concerns that have grown only more salient over time. That's why it belongs among these works--books by very different authors that all fit into the same broad canon, because they marry grand insights with stories that are irresistible.



What to Read

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

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

From our list: Eight of the most fascinating biographies to read





Out Next Week

? The Collected Stories of Katherine Mansfield, by Katherine Mansfield

? 2084, by Elliot Ackerman and James Stavridis


? Mighty Real: A History of LGBTQ Music, by Barry Walters







Your Weekend Read


Illustration by Wenjing Yang



The Attention-Span Panic

By Franklin Schneider

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.

Read the full article.





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


Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.


Explore all of our newsletters.
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What India's Diet Coke Shortage Means for the U.S.

Disappearing soda cans are a symptom of a broader aluminum crisis.

by Will Gottsegen

Thu, 07 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.

For true fans of Diet Coke, soda is sacrament, and reverence comes with strict parameters. The fountain version served at McDonald's is thought to represent the peak of the form, but given the choice between plastic, glass, and metal vessels, conventional wisdom dictates that Diet Coke tastes best in aluminum cans.

In recent weeks, those cans have reportedly been disappearing from shelves across India. Because the country's Diet Coke comes only in aluminum-can form, Reuters notes, it's at the mercy of ongoing supply issues stemming from the war in Iran. The Middle East has the capacity to produce 7 million metric tons of aluminum each year (75 percent of which is exported). That's 9 percent of the world's production capacity. And since the fighting began in late February, prices have continued to climb worldwide. The base price of a ton of aluminum surpassed $3,600 in April, a four-year high. The metal shows up everywhere in daily life: solar panels, MacBooks, airplane fuselage, deodorant, over-the-counter heartburn pills, cans of grocery-store cold brew. We're nowhere close to mass shortages in the United States, but around the world, the price shocks are already here.

The Middle East's access to cheap, abundant power is part of what has made it a hub for global aluminum production over the past few decades. Aluminum is derived from a reddish mineral called bauxite. The process of refining and smelting the stuff requires an immense amount of energy, so facilities tend to be located in places where it makes financial sense to do so. When Iran began restricting ship traffic through the Strait of Hormuz, Gulf plants struggled to both import raw materials and export pure aluminum. Facilities in Qatar and Bahrain reacted to the uncertainty by shutting down smelters. Then, on March 28, Iran's Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps launched drone and missile attacks on two aluminum facilities in the region; the Al Taweelah plant in Abu Dhabi, which was responsible for making 1.6 million tons of the metal last year, has since been completely shut down. Those strikes led to a hold on about 3.2 million tons of the world's aluminum--and a strain on economies, such as India's, that draw from that supply.

In the U.S., the metal is even more expensive than it is in other parts of the world--ironically, thanks to one of the most famous Diet Coke enjoyers on the planet. Donald Trump raised the tariff on aluminum imports last year, which ended up both increasing the regional price of the metal and pushing away some of the Canadian metal that American buyers had relied on. As a result, more aluminum from the United Arab Emirates and Bahrain started flowing into the U.S. Now the U.S. is experiencing higher aluminum prices than anywhere else, and it's more susceptible to incoming price shocks from the Gulf.

The U.S. imports far more aluminum goods than it produces, but even as prices soar, shortages haven't fully hit the U.S. just yet. America "has some buffers: inventories, contracted supply, secondary aluminium and metal already in the pipeline," Paul Adkins, the managing director of the aluminum-consulting company AZ Global, explained to me. Americans can still get access to the metal if they're willing to pay more for it, at least for now. Meanwhile Asian economies, which tend to be especially reliant on goods from the Gulf, have already had to deal with shortages. In Vietnam, fertilizer and fuel shortages are punishing rice farmers and cutting into the global food supply; in Japan, companies are fretting over a lack of naphtha, a chemical used to make all sorts of synthetic materials; in Taiwan, semiconductor manufacturers can't get the helium they need.

India depends heavily on the Middle East for its scrap aluminum, and factories throughout the subcontinent are reportedly running low. The country is the second-largest producer of aluminum in the world--it generates many more metric tons than either the UAE or Bahrain--but the war in Iran has made powering those factories more expensive, and companies have slowed production. Also, as in the U.S., the war in Iran may only be compounding a problem that already existed: Last year, the Bureau of Indian Standards tightened regulations on aluminum, which reportedly decreased the supply of usable metal.

Globally, the problem is likely to get worse before it gets better. If the war in Iran ended today, the Middle East's aluminum plants wouldn't come back online immediately; power-hungry smelters take time to warm up. It's a little like "if you have a big house and there's a blackout," Jean Simard, the president and CEO of the Aluminum Association of Canada, told me. "Normally, you should unplug all your appliances to avoid a surge when the current comes back. It's exactly the same phenomena with a smelter, except that you're talking about megapower." (Oil wells face a similar challenge.)

Most people aren't actively looking to purchase industrial quantities of aluminum. But the longer aluminum prices stay up, the likelier it becomes that companies start passing down their costs. The economic strain of the war in Iran is measured in more than just oil.

Related:

	Airfare is just the beginning.
 	Roge Karma: Iran might use its economic-doomsday option.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The secret to understanding AI
 	No one knows what to do about Britain's exploding anti-Semitism.
 	The end of the world as he knew it.




Today's News

	Yesterday a federal judge released a purported Jeffrey Epstein suicide note that had been hidden for years as a part of his former cellmate's criminal case. The note, which the cellmate said he found in 2019, has not been authenticated.
 	U.S. Secretary of State Marco Rubio met with Pope Leo XIV at the Vatican, where they discussed "the situation in the Middle East and topics of mutual interest in the Western Hemisphere," according to the State Department.
 	At a hearing today, a federal appeals court appeared skeptical that the Trump administration and Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth can punish Senator Mark Kelly over remarks urging troops to refuse unlawful orders. Judges questioned whether the move violates his First Amendment rights.




Evening Read


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani / The Atlantic



Music's Next 'Disco Sucks' Moment Is Near

By Spencer Kornhaber

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?


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Exclusive: Kash Patel's personalized bourbon stash
 	David Frum: Trump shows he's still got juice.
 	Does Claude have feelings?
 	Misoprostol could be next.
 	The David Frum Show: How to survive losing a child




Culture Break


Illustration by Debra Cartwright. Source: Jack Vartoogian / Getty.



Reflect. 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, Soraya Nadia McDonald writes.

Explore. Can the Savannah Bananas save Black baseball? Josh Levin writes about their latest experiment to bring back a Negro Leagues team.

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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2026/05/aluminium-shortage-iran-war-soda-cans/687099/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Newsletters | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Notes | The Atlantic
          
        

      

      The Atlantic Photo

      
        
          	
            Newsletters | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Notes | The Atlantic
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
            The Atlantic Photo
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
        

      

      Notes | The Atlantic

      
        
          	
            The Atlantic Photo
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
        

      

    

  