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Colleges Are at a Breaking Point

The AI job market has made tuition look like a dubious investment. But it only exposes the deeper identity crisis in American higher education.

by Adam Harris
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America's colleges have had a rough go of it in recent years. After the Great Recession sent students flooding back to campus, schools have faced one evolving crisis after another: COVID, government interference, protests, and the chaos of AI tools in the classroom. Despite some positive enrollment trends, schools are also staring down a very near future where there will simply be fewer 18-year-olds to fill their seats.

Students have not had it much easier. This spring, graduates are leaving their respective alma maters and entering a job market that is beleaguered with uncertainty. AI has promised to upend entire industries; it's already changing how employers are thinking about entry-level jobs. There used to be a sequence of events--or at least students and families perceived a sequence of events--that went something like this: You go to college; you graduate with a degree; you get a good job. It was that simple. But that story was never quite right. Finding work after graduation has never been guaranteed, but with rising tuition costs, and institutions that have explicitly tried to marry their programs to the needs of business, it's easy to see why people might think that it should be.

Is the purpose of college just to get a good job, or is there more to it? And though the nation's colleges and universities have been in rough spots before, is it finally time to start rethinking their entire model? On this week's Radio Atlantic, the Atlantic contributing writer Ian Bogost and I sift through the fraught landscape of American higher education.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Adam Harris: It's graduation season. That means celebrating with family and friends, sweating through outdoor ceremonies that may have been better held inside, inspirational graduation speeches, and in a lot of cases, the beginning of the job hunt.

But this year, a subpar economy, constricting job market, and the uncertainties around how AI might be killing entry-level jobs have combined to make that search particularly precarious.

Now, it's not the first time students have graduated into a bad economy. In 2010, then-President Barack Obama told graduates at the University of Michigan that they may be in for a tough time ahead.

President Obama: The fact is, when you leave here today, you will search for work in an economy that is still emerging from the worst crisis since the Great Depression.


Harris: And the economy has gotten better and worse in some ways since then. But AI presents new challenges that some graduates are sneering at--and sometimes quite literally.

Like last week, when the former Google CEO Eric Schmidt mentioned AI in his commencement speech at the University of Arizona--

Eric Schmidt: I know what many of you are feeling about that. I can hear you. There is a fear--
 [Sounds of audience booing]


Harris: --or at a recent commencement speech at the University of Central Florida, where the audience booed a comparison of AI as the next Industrial Revolution--

[Sounds of audience booing]
 Gloria Caulfield: What happened?


[Music]

Harris: --and cheered seconds later when the speaker tried to get things back on track.

Caulfield: Only a few years ago, AI was not a factor in our lives.
 [Sounds of audience cheering]
 Caulfield: All right. Okay. We've got a bipolar topic here, I see. Okay.


Harris: This change in our world is happening as universities deal with more immediate concerns, federal funding cuts that are choking budgets and a looming demographic decline among them.

This is Radio Atlantic, and I'm Adam Harris, in for Hanna Rosin this week. For a long time, education was my beat as a reporter. I worked at The Chronicle of Higher Ed, I covered it for The Atlantic, and I wrote a book about it. And I think that it is fair to say that American higher education is at a crossroads.

The models for small colleges and big research universities alike are just not working as they once did. Students and families often still see college as a path to a better life, but they're worried about debt and what sort of jobs they might be able to get on the back end.

Meanwhile, in states across the country, politicians are trying to barge their way into classroom discussions.

Where do America's colleges go from here? Joining me to discuss is Atlantic contributing writer Ian Bogost. Thanks for being with us.

Ian Bogost: Glad to be here.

Harris: Ian, you write about technology and culture for us, but your day job is as a computer science and engineering professor at Washington University [in] St. Louis. I want to explore whether higher education's model is broken right now, but first, it's graduation season.

Bogost: It is.

Harris: As a CS professor in the time of AI, what is the mood on your campus like?

Bogost: I think it's the same as all campuses: It's in every pair of ears and every mouth of every student, no matter what they're studying. I think for folks graduating in computer science and related fields, they're realizing that the job market that they may have thought they were gonna get four years ago isn't the same one.

But everyone everywhere else is also wondering, How much harder is my job search gonna be compared to what I thought it was based on this technology that didn't exist when I began school?

Harris: And so those headlines about the AI job market, they feel real.

Bogost: They do. They feel real to students. They feel real to faculty and administrators. And it's not just because AI is killing jobs. It's not really doing that yet. But macroscopically, we've seen layoffs that are not necessarily because of AI, but because AI is an excuse to make cuts.

And it was already really hard for young people to get entry-level jobs, even in fields such as finance and technology that felt like they were sure things. It's even harder now than it used to be, and they're finding themselves just really highly pressured and feeling like success is much harder than it was a few years ago for their peers that graduated before them.

Harris: Yeah. I often think about those previous bad job markets, right, the times where it was still hard--'08, '09, the Great Recession hit. At that time, we saw those finance majors switching over to things like computer science. What are we seeing now? Where do they go for a sort of major now?

Bogost: Yes. So computer science is weird because we're now in the 20-somethingth year of growth in the high-tech sector overall, and that was driving enrollment growth--really kind of out-of-control enrollment growth--in CS degrees all over the country. So this is almost kind of the first time that we've seen declines.

And I think those declines may be justified for other reasons that we don't need to get into right now. But it hasn't happened before, and that means that no one knows quite how to address it.

So that leaves folks going into professional degrees: medical school, law school. That's sort of kicking the can down the road a little bit. And then you also see finance consulting. I think management consulting remains an area that people see as a sure thing if you can get in. It was always really hard to get into McKinsey or what have you, and now it's even harder.

So there is a sense of general constriction, of contraction that I think is maybe more like that 2008 downturn than it is like a traditional--the early '90s recession, for example, which I remember. It was like, Well, this is a little bump, and then we'll get back to normal.

Harris: It's interesting the way that these conversations about college so quickly move over into employment, right?

Bogost: Right.

Harris: But college is about so much more than getting a job, right? Historically, it's about--

Bogost: It's supposed to be. We hope it is.

Harris: We hope it is, right? You would hope that it's a place where you learn something new about yourself, right? You develop into this new person, right? But I think part of the reason why some of that is looming larger today than it did maybe not that long ago is because college costs more than it did not that long ago.

Ian, you went to [the University of Southern California] for undergrad.

Bogost: I went to USC. That's right.

Harris: Can you guess the difference between tuition costs now and when you graduated?

Bogost: I had some kind of scholarship. It was substantial, but it wasn't the full thing. And I remember at one point going into the financial-aid office or whatever it was--the bursar's office, where you went in person--and I remember writing a $9,000 check for tuition that term. And it's gotta be at least $70,000 a year now.

Harris: You're exactly right. (Laughs.) It's about $75,000 a year now. And, right, with a $9,000 check, it was about $20,000 when you graduated.

Bogost: Yeah. That difference, too--it's a lot of money for anyone, but even for very wealthy people, it feels like a lot of money. I think it feels different. It's like when you buy a Porsche or an Hermes or something, you have expectations for it, and those expectations are different than if you buy a Dodge, right?

Harris: Yeah, and that's a good point, too, 'cause a Dodge is a reliable car, but it's not what you were expecting. If you're going to a publicly funded college, right, tuition might be $11,000 for the year for in-state students. But it's almost as if you have a different expectation.

Bogost: Well, and even at a state school, we're seeing more and more students from out of state that are paying maybe not $75,000, but maybe $50,000, maybe $40,000, and you get a different community that are thinking about what they're getting out of their University of Texas, University of Georgia, whatever degrees--Michigan degree--that wasn't just, Well, I'm going to state, and I'm getting that in-state tuition, or I'm getting the scholarship that came with being a good student, having B's, or what have you, depending on the state that you live in.

So that pressure, that financial pressure, of buying something that's supposed to deliver a return on investment, it's not just that it's acute now; it's that it's been building for years and years and years.

Harris: So that $75,000 tuition at USC now is not actually what students are going to end up paying--in most cases, right? There will be some full-pay students, but very few students actually pay that full freight, right? So what is that difference between that sticker price and then what students actually end up paying?

Bogost: It's very murky, right? So you're right that an average student might not pay the full sticker price, at least in terms of tuition. Room and board usually are--they cost what they cost. And then there's awards. A lot of schools have full-need financial aid, much of which doesn't come from loans in the wealthier schools, the private schools now.

But I want you to imagine that you go to the store to buy something and I tell you, This is $10, Adam, but actually, most people, they don't pay $10; they pay $3. Your question is, Well, why and who and how? How does that all work? So even though it's true that that $75,000 may not be what many or most people pay, the fact that that's the case, I don't think that makes Americans feel any better about the cost they're actually paying, and in fact, it feels duplicitous. They feel tricked.

And while that may still allow them to afford college in some way, it doesn't improve the overall sense of confidence that Americans have that college is for them, that they're getting the most value out of it, because the guy next to you might have paid half the price.

Harris: Yeah. Understanding how sort of the students and the parents might view that investment, how do universities explain how much that investment is going to cost, right? How do they explain the numbers?

Bogost: Well, allow me to take just a brief step back. College and university education in America is pretty weird, and it's weird because we have mated together, we've put together a credentialing system, where you get a degree that's supposed to move you on to a skilled domain of employment--we've mated that to this kind of coming-of-age service, where you become who you are as a young person. You leave home, maybe, for the first time. Maybe you just go across the state. Maybe you go across the country--we live in a big country--and you're kind of discovering who you are and what's available to you as a person.

And colleges and universities have always struggled to balance those two sides of education, not to mention the whole research apparatus that's present at a university like mine or at Yale or Harvard or Michigan, which isn't necessarily the case at a smaller school.

So all of that feels like it's kinda broken. That balance has broken down. And it becomes very difficult to say, Well, you're coming here to learn how to be a citizen and to live together with other people and to make some mistakes as a young person and then figure out who you are. And it's also gonna cost you $75,000 a year, plus room--like, $300,000, $400,000 all in to get that.

That kinda broke the system, I think. So now it's much harder for us to make the case that the whole investment is worthwhile, not just because of the outcome it produces in employment terms, but the outcome it produces in sort of whole-person terms.

Harris: How are you seeing that brokenness sort of showing up in the students that you get?

Bogost: Everything is about professionalization now. Yeah, that's what we're seeing on the ground.

And granted, I work at a school where there's a lot of aspirational young people striving to become doctors or lawyers or consultants or what have you, but it does feel that way almost everywhere. From day one, every question is, What is this for? How is it gonna improve my lot? How is it gonna get me closer to the internship, to the job, to the next thing?

And I don't blame the students for this at all. We've trained them, over years and decades, to be looking toward the next step in their lives, the next aspiration, the next accomplishment, and they don't even know how to stop doing that. And we don't really know how to stop doing it either anymore.

And then you throw in a weird economy, with AI and with a very difficult entry-level job market besides, and the whole thing just is so brittle that it starts to crack.

[Music]

Harris: When we're back, does the economic model of universities still work?

[Break]

Harris: Ian, when we left off, we were talking about the challenges students faced in paying for an education and deciding what to be educated in, right: computer science, finance, something like that, something that'll lead to a career. But I wanna look at it from the school side because the institutions themselves haven't had an easy go recently, right?

The big research institutions have seen federal funding cuts or have been threatened with funding cuts since the president returned to office. The financial picture's bleak at small liberal-arts colleges. And they have this sort of looming demographic cliff, right? There aren't as many 18-year-olds, or there won't be as many 18-year-olds as there are now. So what do the economics of higher education from the institution side look like right now?

Bogost: At a high level, it's rocky. It's rocky everywhere. But it's also quite uneven. So even, you mentioned the demographic cliff, when there are fewer students to attend school; there's fewer students to pay for it no matter what they're paying. But in some parts of the country, that's impacting schools more than others. Tennessee, for example, is fine. They've got plenty of 18-year-olds to go to their schools. And that may not be the case in New York or California.

The research funding is very complicated. Universities, which have both an educational apparatus and a research apparatus, may be taking in as much as a billion dollars a year or more--from the federal government, largely, but from other sources--to fund research in science and medicine and all of the domains where faculty work.

And as those cuts have not even necessarily become active, but become threatened, like, Oh, we don't know. Is that money gonna come in next year? Is it not?, that's caused schools to move money around, to make cuts, to try to figure out a way that they would balance their books in the face of those losses, not to mention spending all the time required to figure out how to do that.

And then at smaller colleges, you mentioned that small liberal-arts colleges have had a rocky time; some of them have closed. That's true. The very wealthy ones, though, they're fine, and actually, because they don't have a large, federally funded research apparatus, they're almost untouchable by those funds.

So at a high level, what I would say is that we've had to think about our budgets in a new way, in an inconvenient way, in a time-consuming way, that's also created a lot of strife and kind of wasted a lot of time and money inside of almost every college and university in America since President Trump took office again at the start of 2025. And all of that is having this strong effect on everything else that's happening, all of the stuff we've already talked about.

Harris: Yeah. Earlier this year, mentioning kind of sticking with those small liberal-arts colleges and their model, you wrote about small liberal-arts school, right, and how they're this accidental winner of the war on higher ed. What did you learn by going to those campuses, and which campuses did you go to?

Bogost: Right, so I went to the fancy places, largely, the small, private liberal-arts colleges, such as--I went to Amherst. I went to Davidson in North Carolina. I went to Smith. I talked to many others. I went to Vassar. I talked to Pomona.

One thing that I learned is that it's very different from the research-university perspective. When faculty are doing research, it's often just funded directly by those schools, which is great. They can employ undergrads. They can help them figure out how to become researchers. They're able to pursue their research without kinda thinking about, How are we gonna get a grant to make it happen? They can focus on the classroom experience.

But then there's only, like, 1,500 or 2,000 students total, so how much of America can that serve, compared to 50,000-plus students at Ohio State?

Harris: Yeah. There was a time, right, when that was the central model of higher ed, where James Madison is learning from George Wythe about how to be a lawyer. And we had this big bill in the 1800s that sort of changed that, right? It brought education, higher education, to the masses. It put colleges where there weren't colleges before--in Ames, Iowa, and Auburn, Alabama, right--called the Morrill Act. But the Morrill Act also led to some of this professionalization and the job. Can you talk about that double-sided coin of the Morrill Act in our history?

Bogost: Yeah, so many of our listeners may be familiar with a land-grant university, and that's one of the things that was created by the Morrill Act. So you go to Michigan State or the University of Georgia or UC Davis, and a lot of them were agricultural-focused, ag schools; some of them became kinda science- and tech-focused. Virginia Tech, I think, is a land grant in Virginia, for example. And the idea was that we would expand access to higher education by also making it much more professionalized, much more vocational and focused on professional outcomes.

And that was kind of one brick in this wall of imbalance that is, like, 150 years old that has continued to develop, whereby previously, in that James Madison model, you were basically elite--you were aristocracy--and you were kind of living an intellectual life, probably because of wealth and because of privilege. And yeah, you may have gotten to go to Dartmouth and spent a little bit of time there before going back home to your father's law firm or railroad or what have you. But you weren't getting access to a new kind of life. There wasn't this upward mobility that college eventually promised.

And that is a balancing act that we've been running ever since, that balance between This is a professional experience that is being pursued in order to improve your lot economically, and to improve the country, or the state of the country, as a whole, and the kind of dream or the fantasy of the college man or the college woman as someone who bears a certain kind of aristocratic sensibility, that is experiencing a kind of collegiate life that has always really been associated with the elite and the wealthy. Even if you go to Texas A&M or something, there's still that sort of sensibility that that's what college is in America, is this access to a kind of leisure-class experience.

And those things have coexisted, but they have broken down, and they're breaking down even more over the last couple years and much more rapidly than they had previously.

In a prior era, you might have pursued an engineering degree instead of a degree in history at a land-grant big university that had everything. But that was still a choice you were making. You were probably also doing a minor or something like that, and you had a kind of a full life. And now it's really become much more tilted toward professional education, even outside of the schools that were explicitly established to produce economic benefit.

Harris: Kind of considering that switch towards that shift where students are really thinking about the economic benefit of college, that's grown into the way that the public thinks about the economic benefits of college, right?

There was a time--it's a well-worn conversation--where, when we used to talk about college, it was as a public good, right? It's George Washington getting up in front of Congress and saying that there's nothing that better deserves your patronage than the arts and the sciences, because knowledge in every country is the surest basis of public happiness, right? There was this idea that college, it was good for everybody. It was good for our economy. It was good for people knowing kind of who they were and why they supported the things that they supported, particularly democracy.

Have colleges abandoned that purpose as well as there's sort of this professionalization, or are they trying to hold on to it while people think of college as something else?

Bogost: Colleges and universities are big places. They're giant bureaucracies that employ thousands or tens of thousands of people and have communities that are even larger than that. Sometimes they're connected to hospital systems. Often, they're the largest employers in a city or a region. So it's always difficult to make singular statements. They're not like companies or organizations. They're almost more like cities.

But one thing I'll say is that by the mid-20th century, after the GI Bill, after World War II, and into the 1960s, when more and more and more Americans started going to college for all the reasons you just mentioned--not just to improve their financial lot, but to change their relationship to knowledge and to become citizens in a different way--by the mid-century, certainly by 1965, 1970, there was a sense that this was truly gonna be for everyone. And the white-collar knowledge economy that opened up as a result of the expansion of college to kind of any American who wanted it, not just through the Morrill Act, but through the access to every kind of educational prospect, that seemed like it would continue to build for forever.

And it didn't. Already by the 1970s, in California under [Ronald] Reagan and then nationally, we saw a kind of dampening down of funding, and that's continued ever since. It's just become more and more unaffordable relative to inflation and costs.

And just last year, for the first time in a long time--I don't know exactly since when--we saw the occupational prospects of skilled trades, where you might get an associate, plumbers, electricians, and what have you, they had an employment advantage over college graduates for the first time since the 1990s, when that data started to be tracked, which was exactly the thing that we were getting away from in the mid-century.

So the simple answer to your question is, so long as the economic situation was in reasonable balance, it was much easier for colleges and universities to make this argument about becoming a citizen, pursuing knowledge for its own sake, building a community around those values, and selling that idea to parents and to students and to Americans in general.

And we only realized when it started to break down how tenuous that was--and maybe we didn't even realize it then, and it's only now that the whole thing feels like it's really and truly on the rocks, that we don't really know how to go back, because so much time and so much distance has been lost since it was viable.

Harris: Yeah. There's a little bug in the back of my head that anytime I hear there's an employment advantage for the skilled trades, for plumbing and welding, there is a hearkening back to the time of tracking, right? But what we are seeing with this expansion of Pell Grants for really short-term programs, right, these pushes for going to trade schools--what do you make of these current arguments that we are seeing that we need more folks going into trade schools because of the return on investment in your education?

Bogost: It's so complicated. So much has happened. I think one thing that's happened is AI or other kinds of technological change have made people think, Well, wait. Hold up. Is the knowledge economy even gonna be a thing? And we did start to see the local plumbing operation, that became the new kind of local blue-collar millionaire class. Instead of the guy who owns the 10 car dealerships, it's now the guy who owns the big plumbing or electrician operation.

I think folks are looking at that. I also think there's a strong desire among everyone, including young people, to feel like the world is in their hands, that they're connected to it, and that they have an impact on it.

Everything became so abstract. We sometimes talk about this idea of email jobs. The knowledge economy became just moving symbols around. You don't really know what you're doing and why. Even if you can get one of these entry-level jobs, does it have a purpose? Does it matter? Do you even know what you're doing? Whereas fixing someone's sink, at least in theory, you can understand why it would be desirable and good and contribute to the well-being of your community.

Those factors are at work, but also, I think it's just like, you look at that $75,000-a-year number, and even if you don't know, or even if you know that maybe you wouldn't pay that much, you're like, Well, hold up. There have gotta be some other alternatives. What might those be? And that created doubt. That created doubt, and that doubt led people to at least fantasize about thinking about different paths.

And then, of course, you have all the Peter Thiels of the world saying, College is worthless. You should just be getting on with it and becoming an entrepreneur like I did with someone else's money.

So there's a number of different pressures that certainly didn't exist when I was going to school. It was like, Well, I'm gonna go to college, and everything will be okay. I don't know how, and then it was. And that's just not the case anymore.

Harris: Yeah, and when you have these alternate paths to the supposed American dream, right, why go to Harvard when you can just create Facebook and become a billionaire?

Bogost: Yeah. We're in the 20-somethingth year of that underlying notion of how elite power and wealth gets developed. It goes back to Bill Gates, who also dropped out of Harvard to start Microsoft with Paul Allen.

But that's the message, right: The way to become a billionaire is not to go to school. And that's just in the water now. That's long enough ago that a young person today looks at wealth and power, and does not see it being connected to knowledge for its own sake.

Harris: Hmm. Returning to that AI anxiety and jobs, how do you think students looking at entering college soon should be thinking about all of this?

Bogost: I think the best approach is to realize that--this is my humanities, liberal-arts background coming through here.

Harris: (Laughs.) We love it.

Bogost: We don't know what the future holds. It is changing rapidly. The best thing you can do is build a great deal of knowledge in a large number of domains at a basic level, and prepare yourself for change, rather than preparing yourself for a sort of singular professional life that is sure not to come about in the way that you expected and is sure not to persist in that way for your whole career.

That promise was always a good one. It maybe got a little bit out of phase with reality, and it felt a little abstract, and some of the pressures, beyond "wokeness" and the politics associated with whether or not you should do a gender-studies degree or something like that, it got a little bit out of phase with reality--by which I mean we needed to connect those ideas in a much more concrete way to individual students' futures. But it's still the right answer.

I still think it feels hard to jump into the deep end of that pool because it costs $75,000 a year or because it's not clear how to do it, and we need to provide the structures inside of these schools that say, Okay, when I say that, this is what I mean. These are the opportunities available to you. And it's about connecting your computer-science education to your urban-planning education, and we're gonna give you real structures to make that happen in a way that give you new opportunities--just to pick some random examples. We could do a much better job of that, but Americans could also do a much better job being open to the idea that the future's gonna be different than the present.

Harris: Hmm. That's good advice for all of us.

Ian, thank you so much for joining me today.

Bogost: Oh, thank you.

[Music]

Harris: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West. It was edited by Kevin Townsend. Genevieve Finn 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 Adam Harris. Thank you for listening.
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Hit Them Where It Hurts

Asking Black athletes to sacrifice for the greater good could reshape college sports and national politics alike. But it won't be so easy.

by Jemele Hill

Thu, 21 May 2026




Last month, the Supreme Court ruled that Louisiana's recently redrawn congressional map was unconstitutional. The decision effectively dismantled a key section of the 1965 Voting Rights Act allowing for the creation of majority-minority districts, in order to ensure that nonwhite voters would be fairly represented in national politics. Since the ruling, elected officials in several southern states have moved to break up predominantly Black voting districts. Tennessee's Ninth Congressional District, for example, which encompasses most of the majority-Black city of Memphis--and has elected a Democratic representative to Congress since 1983--has been reshaped to form three Republican-leaning districts.

The gerrymandering rush has been speedy, calculated, and legal, prompting no shortage of concern from politicians and voters. On Tuesday, the NAACP announced an effort to do something about it. In a press conference, NAACP President and CEO Derrick Johnson urged Black athletes and fans to boycott state-funded universities in the Deep South, in an effort to exploit one of the region's biggest weaknesses: its passion for college sports. Flanked by members of the Congressional Black Caucus (CBC), Johnson said: "No one Black should be on a playing field of institutions that's living off of our labor and yet in states that are seeking to reinstitute a sharecropping reality."

Whether or not a boycott could be effective is complicated. Historically, the participation and dominance of Black athletes has helped college football and basketball become billion-dollar businesses. But the financial landscape has radically shifted in recent years; players are now able to monetize their name, image, and likeness, driving huge bargaining wars for their services. Most highly touted players are able to make millions of dollars without even having to think of going pro. Big-time programs in the South have shown that they are willing to spend to have a top program--and asking young athletes to resist the allure of that money will require more than wishful thinking.

In its announcement, the NAACP's campaign, which is called "Out of Bounds," laid out a multipart plan asking Black athletes to reconsider playing for elite football and basketball programs such as the University of Alabama, the University of Georgia, Louisiana State University, and Clemson University--schools located in states that have rushed to redraw their congressional maps ahead of the 2026 midterm elections. For athletes already attending these schools, the NAACP suggested that they consider transferring, or pressure their coaches and athletic directors into taking a public stand against the redistricting efforts. The NAACP also asked that athletes consider attending HBCUs and encourage fellow players "not to let their athletic value be separated from their community's political power."

Meanwhile, the CBC established its own hard line by announcing that its members will not support the SCORE Act, a bipartisan bill that would give the NCAA antitrust protections, prohibit college players from being classified as employees (effectively preventing them from collectively bargaining), and allow the organization to create eligibility and compensation guidelines. The bill would essentially shift the balance of power away from players, and back toward the schools. Ahead of the "Out of Bounds" announcement, the SCORE Act was pulled from the House floor voting schedule, perhaps reflecting the changing political situation. "This is an unprecedented moment featuring an unprecedented attack on Black political representation, and therefore it requires an unprecedented response," House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries said.

College sports have been integrated for a long time, though it wasn't always this way. Black athletes were welcome at white institutions only once those colleges and universities were humiliated into recruiting them. In 1970, after integrated teams had slowly popped up, the University of Southern California's football team was scheduled to play the University of Alabama. At the time, USC had 18 Black players on its roster, including at the crucial quarterback and tailback positions--no small thing, in an era when the prevailing stereotype dictated that Black players weren't smart enough or good-enough leaders to play quarterback.

According to historians, the legendary Alabama coach Bear Bryant purposely scheduled the USC game because, although he was ready to embrace integration, the fans were not. USC went on to pummel Alabama 42-21. The lopsided victory signaled to southern schools that they were in danger of being left behind if they didn't integrate their rosters. In the 2024-25 college season, Black athletes made up 40 percent of football players and 43 percent of men's basketball players--the two sports that drive the most revenue in college athletics--across Division I.

One only has to look at the average basketball or football roster for a school in the Southeastern Conference (SEC), where most of the powerhouse southern universities play, to understand how dramatically they'd be affected if the Black athletes decided to play elsewhere. During the 2024-25 season, the SEC generated more than $1 billion in revenue. If Black recruits begin to go elsewhere, and teams at SEC schools can't field elite teams, there's no question the boycott would drastically affect everyone's bottom line. The NAACP is hoping that these schools' win-at-all-costs mentality can be turned against them--enough to persuade them to force state lawmakers into abandoning their redistricting push.

Read: Democracy is a racial entitlement now

That works only if the athletes see the value in delaying their own gratification for the greater good. Many of the athletes being recruited by these schools have enough options that boycotting the South isn't a tremendous sacrifice. Schools in the Big Ten Conference, which is mostly concentrated in the Midwest, can also offer big money. But only so many slots are available at other colleges. And although steering players toward HBCUs is a noble solution, most HBCUs can't financially compete with the big programs that have nearly unlimited resources, brand-new facilities, and an established pipeline to the pros. In fact, in this year's NFL draft, not one team drafted a player who attended an HBCU.

Still, college athletes can play a significant role in shifting even the most ingrained attitudes. In 2020, the Mississippi State running back Kylin Hill declared that he would not play for the university unless the state changed its flag, which contained a Confederate emblem. The SEC also threatened to withhold championship events from Mississippi if it kept the flag. The campaign worked, and in 2021, the state adopted a new flag that does not pay tribute to the Confederacy.

The NAACP and the CBC are hoping that athletes and fans channel a similar sense of consciousness. Fans can always watch something else, of course, but some would say it's unfair to ask young athletes to detour their dreams of playing on the grandest stages in college sports to benefit thousands of people they don't know.

It's worth remembering, though, that some of the most prominent civil-rights movements were led by young people. The late John Lewis was just 25 years old when he led hundreds of peaceful protesters across the Edmund Pettus Bridge in 1965, in what became known as Bloody Sunday. The marchers were viciously beaten by Alabama state troopers; Lewis suffered a skull fracture and was nearly killed. Securing the Voting Rights Act literally required blood to be shed.

Athletes and fans aren't being asked to spill blood, but the same underlying truth remains. Progress usually does not come without sacrifice. And across the country, a lot of households are due for a serious conversation.
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This Literary AI Scandal Changes Everything

A magazine's response to accusations of publishing AI-generated fiction points to a new phase in the struggle to keep literature human.

by Vauhini Vara

Thu, 21 May 2026




Updated at 10:37 a.m. ET on May 21, 2026

The scandal started the usual way. Readers noticed AI-like prose in a written work and took to ridiculing it online. Some ran the writing through an AI-detection platform that labeled it entirely AI-generated. The institutions involved in its publication scrambled to figure out what had happened.

The details in this particular scandal have to do with an all-but-unknown Trinidadian writer named Jamir Nazir. His story "The Serpent in the Grove" was among five regional winners of the Commonwealth Short Story Prize. The award came with 2,500 British pounds and publication on the website of Granta, a prestigious British literary magazine. Earlier this week, readers started gleefully tearing Nazir's work apart online, posting screenshots showing canned stylistic patterns and a proliferation of weird metaphors: "Her hair is midnight rain; her laugh is bright as zinc," read one line.

"A major milestone for AI, at any rate," one person deadpanned. Subsequent sleuthing only reinforced the early suspicions: The photo of Nazir on the prize website was almost too slick-looking; his LinkedIn page was filled with florid posts about AI's potential to change the world.

Before long, commenters were pointing fingers at two other winners of this year's Commonwealth Prize: Malta's John Edward DeMicoli and India's Sharon Aruparayil. People posted screenshots from the same AI-detection platform; it flagged both stories as likely to have been generated using AI, DeMicoli's in full and Aruparayil's in part.

DeMicoli's online footprint was minimal before his win and the subsequent scandal. But Aruparayil works in communications and, like Nazir, has posted about AI--at times using language that only a chatbot would appreciate. "I envision a future where decision-making is a seamless synergy between human expertise and artificial intelligence," reads a blog post published with her byline.

Read: How AI is creeping into The New York Times

I reached out to all three authors using contact information I'd found online; only Aruparayil responded. She told me over email that she hadn't used any AI tools at any point "in the writing, editing, or development process" for her prize-winning work. "The story has had only human hands and eyes on it, and I refuse to use AI in my writing," Aruparayil said. She added that she had saved several time-stamped drafts, evidence of her active role in writing and editing the story, but she declined to share them. When I asked about her AI-promoting blog post, she said that she hadn't written it. Rather, she said, an Emirati research foundation had attributed the post to her based on a project she'd done for it. The post has since been taken down. A deputy director at the foundation acknowledged removing it at Aruparayil's request, but added, "To the best of our knowledge, Sharon prepared this work during her time with the Foundation."

Much of the coverage of this latest scandal has focused on the possibility that two prestigious organizations unknowingly published AI-generated work. But that part shouldn't be shocking. AI has also shown up in outlets including The New York Times and in books published by major houses. What's different, this time, is what happened next.

In previous instances of suspected AI use, the authors quickly conceded that artificial intelligence had been involved. I wrote in March about a "Modern Love" column in the Times suspected of including AI material. Its author, Kate Gilgan, acknowledged to me that she'd turned to at least five AI products for "inspiration and guidance and correction"--in short, as a "collaborative editor." Later, the Times introduced AI guidance banning freelancers from using AI in that way. Around the same time, the author of the horror novel Shy Girl--which readers called out for various AI tells after its U.K. publication--said that an editor she'd hired to help with an earlier, self-published version of the novel had used AI. Hachette, the novel's publisher, discontinued the novel's U.K. edition and canceled publication in the United States.

The current controversy is already playing out differently. Other than Aruparayil, none of the authors involved has spoken publicly this time. Razmi Farook, the director general of the Commonwealth Foundation, released a circumspect statement this week noting that "all shortlisted writers have personally stated that no AI was used and, upon further consultation, the Foundation has confirmed this."

Yesterday morning, Farook clarified in a call what this meant: The foundation had asked the winners to confirm again that they hadn't used AI, and the writers had obliged. Farook said that the Commonwealth Foundation hadn't used AI detectors, because they're fallible and because doing so would involve inputting authors' work into an AI product without their permission. Farook said that she believes the prizewinners' promises: "We feel very responsible for making sure they're cared for and protected," she said. She also acknowledged a pragmatic dimension: "Our legal parameters don't allow us to contest the honesty of our writers just because a tool says that."

Read: The human skill that eludes AI

In response to an email query, Granta's editor, Thomas Meaney, wrote to me, "I am aware of this and we have been looking into it." Later, Granta released a statement that was difficult to parse. Its publisher, Sigrid Rausing, said that the staff had asked the AI chatbot Claude about Nazir's piece and that the chatbot had concluded that the story was "almost certainly not produced unaided by a human." (Talk about bad AI writing.) This seems to mean that Claude suspected that AI had been substantially used, though it added that the work contained a "human core."

The statement only further fueled online ridicule. Claude is a general chatbot, not a tool designed for AI detection; if purpose-built AI detectors can make mistakes in flagging AI prose, Claude could be expected to perform even more poorly. At the end of her statement, Rausing declined to render a verdict: "It may be that the judges have now awarded a prize to an instance of AI plagiarism--we don't yet know, and perhaps we never will know."

Where does all this confusion come from? A couple of possibilities seem worth considering. One is that the readers, and the tools they use, might have simply gotten it wrong this time. A much-cited Stanford paper published three years ago found that AI detectors had a higher false-positive rate for text written by non-native-English writers than they did for text from native English authors. Because the Commonwealth Short Story Prize is awarded to authors from all over the Commonwealth--an association of 56 countries--readers and AI detectors could be tripped up by language that is written by non-native-English authors or that deviates from American or British norms.

The Commonwealth Prize archives offer a useful data set for informally testing this theory. Since its launch, in 2012, the prize has been awarded to dozens of writers from all over the world. Pangram, the platform that detected AI material in the three prizewinners this year, is considered to be among the more accurate AI detectors. I asked Jenna Russell, a doctoral candidate at the University of Maryland at College Park and a research scientist at Pangram, to run stories from the past 15 years of the Commonwealth Short Story Prize through the platform.

She found that Pangram flagged almost none of the prizewinners. The exceptions included the three stories from this year: 100 percent of the text in Nazir's and DeMecoli's stories was flagged as likely to have been entirely AI-generated, along with 89 percent of the text in Aruparayil's. There was also a fourth story from last year, by the Vincentian Canadian writer Chanel Sutherland, for which 88 percent of the text was flagged. (Sutherland didn't respond to a request for comment sent through her website.)

Read: The literary job AI can't replace

Unless those results are fatally flawed, which is not impossible in this early phase of AI detection, they point to another possible explanation for the prizewinning authors' categorical denials. Knowing that detection platforms are fallible--proving AI use isn't as simple as proving, say, plagiarism from another author's work--writers could be discovering an enforcement loophole. As Farook explained, revoking a prize without proof is, morally and legally, no simple matter.

I pointed out to Farook that prizewinning stories full of AI-like style--the em dashes, the bad metaphors, the details grouped in triads, the not-X-but-Y sentence constructions--are probably undesirable whether they're proved to be AI-generated or not. She acknowledged that judges might benefit from training in identifying those stylistic quirks. She added that, as AI detectors improve, using them in the judging process could become possible--though only with informed consent from those who submit stories. Still, none of that would definitively root out AI. Farook said that the foundation has convened a panel to "review the risks" related to AI. In the meantime, organizations would set a bad precedent by responding rashly to even reasonable suspicions.

Lucky for us, then, that the reading public doesn't share that predicament. People on social media are free to fling whatever accusations they feel like flinging. Some will be reckless; others could turn out to be more discerning than prize committees, whose members might have far less experience than the highly online in sorting the real from the slop.

Aruparayil and Farook both told me they worry that online hunches could ruin an emerging writer's reputation before they even get their career going. They're not wrong. But critics have made a sport of skewering other people's writing for generations, and fiction published under one of the most prestigious brands in literature should be fair game. What's so harmful about applying literary judgment to expose writing that sounds machine-made? Maybe an author did use AI. Maybe their consciousness was just so influenced by AI that they started imitating it. In either case, a little public shaming might be warranted.

In their book, The AI Con: How to Fight Big Tech's Hype and Create the Future We Want, the linguist Emily M. Bender and the sociologist Alex Hanna encourage people to resist AI by making fun of it. "Ridicule as praxis," they call it. It will likely get only harder to definitively prove AI use in writing as would-be authors get more sophisticated about it, purging the obvious tells from their AI-generated drafts or even training AI models to imitate literary authors. Pointing out the ridiculousness of derivative, soulless writing--AI-generated or not--might deter writers from interacting with AI. It also has the added benefit of maintaining high collective standards for what real literature is, at a time when so much of our language has been colonized by algorithms and the powerful companies behind them.

Nazir still hasn't commented publicly on the accusations involving his work. But his LinkedIn page offers a revealing look at his personal preoccupations. "The dominant anxiety is whether AI will replace jobs," he writes in one post. "The real risk--and the one few are discussing--is that it will amplify bad judgment at a scale we have never seen before."
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The New Blood Libel

This is what globalizing the intifada looks like.

by David Frum

Thu, 21 May 2026




The synagogue where I was bar mitzvahed was built in 1963. The Nazi Holocaust of the Jews of Europe had ended only 18 years before. But those nightmares seemed remote from the verdant and prosperous cul-de-sac in northern Toronto that led to the door of Temple Emanu-el. Light streamed into the lobby through large picture windows. The congregants gazed out at the world through undraped glass, confident and hopeful. They invited the world to gaze back in.

On the night of March 2, 2026, at about 10:45 p.m., a car pulled into the synagogue's driveway. A person stepped out of the passenger side and aimed a handgun at the synagogue's glass windows. According to the synagogue's rabbi, Debra Landsberg, surveillance video did not capture the faces of the shooter or driver, or the car's license plate. It caught instead something less practical but more telling: the shooter's outward calm. This person emptied the gun, paused, then resumed firing, 20 shots in all. The bullets shattered nine panes of glass, their wooden framework gouged by bullet fragments.

Two months later, the synagogue's windows remain boarded over. The synagogue's rabbi, board, and other decision makers are pondering a new and difficult dilemma: how to fortify their house of worship against a world where Jews are again marked for violence by their neighbors.

This is the backdrop for the vehement response that so many Jews and friends of Israel have had to a column by Nicholas Kristof in The New York Times last week, in which he alleged a systematic Israeli campaign of sexual violence against Palestinian prisoners and detainees. Anti-Semitic violence in the Western world is quickening in tempo and intensifying in lethality. Much of that violence can be blamed on anti-Jewish incitement that draws on the deepest foundations of anti-Jewish myth.

The story of Temple Emanu-el and its windows feels particularly personal to me because so much of my family life took place within its welcoming walls. But it's just one incident out of too many to summarize or even tally. The deadliest so far was the mass slaughter at a Hanukkah party on Sydney's Bondi Beach in December, but perhaps only luck and good police work have prevented an even worse atrocity on American soil. In March, a man bearing an AR-15-style rifle crashed a car loaded with improvised explosives into a Michigan Jewish preschool near dismissal time. Just this past week, New York City Police Commissioner Jessica Tisch announced that federal prosecutors had thwarted a plot to commit mass-casualty attacks on Jewish institutions in Los Angeles and New York.

Juliette Kayyem: The deadly virus of anti-Semitic terrorism

The town of El Burgo, Spain, near Malaga, has a tradition called the "Burning of Judas" on Easter Sunday. In April, the image of Christ's betrayer was replaced by a 23-foot effigy of Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, detonated to the cheers of townspeople and tourists. In November, protesters staged a parody Thanksgiving dinner at Union Station in Washington, D.C., in which figures wearing masks of Netanyahu, President Trump, and former President Biden pretended to drink blood and eat human organs and limbs, and wiped their mouths with Israeli flags.

As these instances suggest, the line between anti-Semitic and anti-Zionist is often merely semantic. Do you disapprove of Israeli policy? Then go ahead and depict the country's prime minister as the betrayer of Christ. Do you believe that the Israeli government used excessive force after the pogrom of October 7? Then revive ancient accusations of Jews masterminding a political conspiracy and engaging in ritual murder and dismemberment. Eager to show solidarity with Palestinian grievances? Go ahead and shoot a synagogue.

After each incident, local politicians intone familiar formulas: This is not who we are. Anti-Semitism has no place in our city/state/country. These formulas ring false because they are false. After the first DUI, an inebriated motorist might plausibly say, "This is not who I am." But after the sixth or eighth? Sir, an alcoholic is exactly who you are. If you want to change, you'd better accept the truth about your condition.

This is the concern that the critics of Kristof's inflammatory Times opinion column have been trying to convey. Kristof claimed that Israeli prisons systematically engage in extreme sexual abuse of prisoners, including anal rape by dogs. He argued that this alleged systematic abuse is morally equivalent to the mass rape of Israelis by Hamas: "The Israeli government rejects suggestions that it sexually abuses Palestinians, just as Hamas denied raping Israeli women."

Many critics have noted the column's defects of evidence and sourcing. For example, Kristof relied heavily on information provided by Euro-Med Monitor, despite the fact that the NGO has reportedly deep connections to Hamas and a history of circulating false allegations, including that Israeli forces harvested the organs of dead Palestinians. Critics have also pointed out that the two named victims of prison abuse have changed their stories over time. One man who initially claimed in 2024 to have been "threatened" with sexual abuse insisted six months later that he had suffered it. The other named source, described by Kristof as a freelance reporter who prides "himself on his journalistic professionalism," has a record of celebrating terrorists on social media.

Kristof wrote that he asked former Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert about these allegations of sexual abuse against Palestinians. "Do I believe it happens?" Olmert responded. "Definitely." Yet Olmert later said that he has no knowledge to support Kristof's claims of systematic sexual abuse and that the column misrepresented his views.

The most inflammatory charge in Kristof's column was the report that Palestinian men were anally penetrated by dogs "coached to rape prisoners." The rape-by-dogs claim seems to have originated as a pure invention by the Hamas-run Gaza Ministry of Health. It was then recycled on social media by anti-Israel partisans who amplified the slur into an urban legend. In response to skepticism about the anatomical improbability of a dog penetrating a human, Kristof mentioned that he had found "three different medical journal articles" that discussed "rectal injuries in humans from anal penetration by dogs." Kristof did not provide links to these articles, nor did he acknowledge that the medical literature actually discusses very rare cases of people initiating sexual intercourse with dogs, not of dogs engaged in assault. But this discussion misses the point. The tainted origin of this allegation, from sources that have previously promoted other fantasies, should have triggered that indispensable journalistic tool: the bullshit meter.

"Jewish space lasers" has become a joke. But the "Israeli rape dogs" slur has now gained credibility at one of the world's most prestigious media outlets. Kristof's critics have recalled past incidents in which the double Pulitzer Prize winner was betrayed by his reliance on deceptive sources, including identifying an innocent man as the author of the anthrax terror attacks of 2001. Yet the Times stands by Kristof's work: "Details were extensively fact-checked, with accounts further cross-referenced with news reporting, independent research from human-rights groups, surveys and in one case, with U.N. testimony."

For journalists, the most important question is always, "Is the story true?" If the story is true, its consequences are not the journalist's concern. Our job is to inform society, not to protect it. But in this case, the story is very doubtfully true. It also happens to be a claim that will likely incite and justify acts of violence.

Anti-Semitism has long trafficked in images of Jews as simultaneously uniquely cunning and uniquely disgusting. What could be more cunning and disgusting than training dogs to commit anal rape? The sexual abuse of men by animals transgresses the profoundest taboos protecting human dignity and purity. Those who believe Israelis and Jews capable of such an outrage might feel justified in wishing that such bestial monsters were wiped from the Earth--a shift from disgust to dehumanization to possible destruction that is well charted by social psychologists.

Six years ago, the section for which Kristof works was keenly sensitive to even the most far-fetched theories of harm. In the summer of 2020, the Times published an op-ed by Senator Tom Cotton urging President Trump to act forcefully to quell disturbances that followed the killing of George Floyd by a Minneapolis police officer. Dozens of Times staffers tweeted objections to the editorial decision, many using the same phrasing: "Running this puts Black @nytimes staff in danger." That op-ed, which convulsed The New York Times' newsroom and led to the forced resignation of the opinion editor, James Bennet, is now prefaced on the paper's website by a five-paragraph disclaimer that draws attention to disputed factual claims, criticizes the piece's tone as excessively harsh, and regrets that it failed to include necessary context "given the life-and-death importance of the topic."

David Frum: The intifada comes to Bondi Beach

The wave of violence now besetting Jews in the United States and throughout the Western world apparently does not qualify as sufficiently "life-and-death" to expect this same scrupulous regard for tone, context, and accuracy from the newspaper's columnists. Or maybe there's something else going on, something simpler and stranger.

Matti Friedman, a former Associated Press reporter in the Middle East, has observed that in the conflicts embroiling Israel and diaspora Jewry, many major Western media institutions have recast themselves as participants instead of observers. Stories harmful to Israel--false claims that Israel caused a famine as a weapon of war, or that an Israeli air strike destroyed a Gazan hospital--are reported credulously and corrected slowly, if at all. Stories that discredit Israel's enemies, such as about Hamas's crimes against Palestinians in Gaza, are reported grudgingly, if at all. Last week, Israel released the most thorough account yet of Hamas's genuinely systematic and horrific sexual violence, an account that rests on video and other evidence recorded and shared by Hamas itself. Kristof's column, which appeared the day before, blunted the impact of that powerful report.

The October 7 attack was the most ambitious and best-organized undertaking ever waged by a Palestinian military force. Tunnels were dug and buildings booby-trapped at a cost of billions of dollars, including from donated aid intended to benefit Gazan civilians. On the eve of the fight, Hamas controlled an army estimated by Israel to be up to 30,000 people--far larger than the deployable ground forces of Great Britain or Germany. Operational secrecy was preserved with steely discipline, and Israel was utterly deceived and taken by surprise. Yet although the operation inflicted grievous damage, it ultimately failed in its goal of sparking a regional war to invade and overthrow the Jewish state. The failure left Gaza a ruin and tens of thousands of fighting men and civilians dead.

The slogan "Globalize the intifada" proposes a new mode of operations. Rather than wage a difficult and dangerous war against the highly armed Jews of Israel, the slogan urges anti-Zionists to target a more vulnerable population: the Jews of the diaspora.

Since late March, attackers have randomly stabbed two Jewish men, and arsonists have attacked three synagogues, an educational building, and four charity ambulances in the United Kingdom. Five days after the shooting attack on Temple Emanu-el, shooters fired on two other Toronto-area synagogues. (Police have apprehended a suspect in those cases.) A Montreal synagogue was twice the target of arson, in 2023 and 2024. Mobs have attacked Jews outside synagogues in Los Angeles and New York City.

One obvious response to the threats is for governments to fund new defenses around synagogues, schools, and community centers. American Jewish organizations spend an estimated 14 percent of their budgets on security, or about $765 million a year. These defenses exact a psychic toll as well as an economic one. The North American Jews of the 1960s and '70s imagined that they had left the ghetto walls behind forever. Now new walls are rising around them, to protect against the violence stirred by campaigns of defamation.

It's all a long and sad distance from the brave declaration of belonging symbolized by the now-shattered windows of my boyhood synagogue. But the story is not over yet. There are Americans--and Britons and Canadians and Australians and Europeans, too--who remember that a society that turns on its Jewish minority eventually devours itself. The shots aimed at the windows of synagogues are aimed at larger targets. The advent of liberal modernity was announced by the dismantling of ghetto walls. The re-erection of those walls sounds a note of doom, and not only for the Jews.
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The Typo Vibe Shift

To some, they're no longer a sign of laziness but proof of human touch.

by Michael Waters

Thu, 21 May 2026

Toward the beginning of the 2002 film Secretary, a domineering lawyer (played by James Spader) barges into the office of his assistant (Maggie Gyllenhaal) with evidence of a work infraction: a memo she has written that has "three typing errors." Spader's character spits out a reprimand. "Do you know what this makes me look like to the people who receive these letters?"

Setting aside that his screed turns out to be foreplay, Spader's character was channeling a widespread cultural revulsion: Typos were the ultimate shorthand for careless work. A spelling mistake was proof that the writer hadn't bothered putting much effort into a piece of correspondence, that their instructions or advice shouldn't be taken seriously--and perhaps that the recipient shouldn't invest time in reading their note at all.

More than two decades later, as AI-generated writing has flooded workplaces, social media, and dating apps, old hallmarks of sloppiness--typos chief among them--are getting a new gloss.

Read: The problem with using AI in your personal life

Some job applicants are intentionally adding typos to their cover letters to prove that they, and not an AI program, wrote them. Celebrities and CEOs are sending out error-ridden emails and Instagram Stories, and instead of getting a scolding, they are praised for sounding authentic. On some dating apps, where people are, somewhat absurdly, prompted to compose their profiles with AI, typos are apparently no longer an automatic repellant. Nicole Ellison, a University of Michigan professor whose 2006 study showed that dating profiles with spelling mistakes turn people off, now thinks people are warming to the Tinder typo. "A typo maybe signals that you actually do care," Ellison told Time recently, "because you took the time to write it yourself." A 2024 study even found that people view customer-service chatbots more warmly when they make and correct errors: A spelling mistake, it seems, is a kind of anthropomorphizing event.

A peculiar reconfiguration of what people consider careless writing is taking place. Although typos and other mistakes don't suddenly mean that a piece of writing is good or praiseworthy, to some people, they are at least signs that it is worth reading. On a base level, many of us are willing to invest time in reading a long email if we sense that someone actually wrote it, line by line.



In England's early-modern period, starting around the 1500s, readers understood typos to be inevitable technological blunders. Books were produced collaboratively; writers sent off handwritten manuscripts to printers, who transposed them onto a printing press before setting them to paper. In the process, errors were often introduced.

Authors and editors cataloged these mistakes in "errata lists," paratextual documents that they slipped into the books after publication--a last-ditch attempt to control the reception of their work. In these documents, they might lambaste their printers to explain the circumstance of mistakes, Alice Leonard, a professor at Coventry University who wrote about typos in Error in Shakespeare, told me. Authors would say, "I wasn't able to be in the printing house at the time of printing," Leonard said, or even blame the printer and claim that "the printer was drunk, or the printer was absent, or the printer is useless." Instead of diminishing the book's validity, errata lists lent an air of credibility; at least, the thinking went, someone had taken the time to point out what was wrong.

Some writers reveled in printing missteps. James Joyce, whose Ulysses contained more than 200 spelling or grammatical errors in an early edition, called his typos artful experiments in language, "beauties of my style hitherto undreamt of." By that time, though, he was likely already out of step with his peers: The widespread dissemination of typewriters seemed to recast the typo as a hallmark of individual laziness. With typewriters--and, later, personal computers--printed mistakes became a product of the writer's failure to read their work closely.

Read: A corrected history of the typo

Today, of course, anybody can deliver supposedly clean writing by simply funneling their text through AI, which will churn out a version rife with strangely recurring words (delve), opening interjections (Here's the thing:), and eerie grammar that's almost too precise for a typical written exchange. The technological development is prompting people to embrace the old understanding of typos, forgiving misspellings as inevitable errors rather than treating them with scorn.

Even for celebrities, the occasional typo in a public statement is sometimes taken as proof that they are speaking from the heart. This spring, the singer Zara Larsson, who made an offhand remark in an interview that angered Taylor Swift fans, posted a defense in an Instagram Story that included at least two typos (among them a misspelling of physical as psychical). Her statement, free of any trace of a publicist or ChatGPT, came across as sincere. "I like this post because it's littered with typos," a host of the celebrity-commentary podcast Who Weekly noted at the time. "You can tell she wrote this herself."

And no one seems to be accusing Donald Trump of writing his error-ridden Truth Social statements with AI. His press office has suggested that spelling mistakes are evidence of his excellence: A spokesperson for the White House recently told The Wall Street Journal, in response to a question about his frequent typos, "President Trump is the greatest and most authentic communicator in the history of American politics."

Gone, apparently, are the days when the country's most powerful leaders are expected to deliver flawless written communications. In an email released with the Epstein files, Peter Thiel called Davos, the Swiss town that hosts the World Economic Forum, "Davis," according to the Journal. In a text that was made public in a Securities and Exchange Commission filing, Paramount Skydance CEO David Ellison referred to David Zaslav, the CEO of the company he was in the process of acquiring, as "Daivd." And Jack Dorsey, the CEO of the payment app Block, sent an all-staff email about layoffs without capital letters. Business Insider recently went as far as to proclaim that typos are "the new status symbol" for corporate executives.

These executives may not all be thinking about authenticity; a stray typo could be an innocent flub, or it could simply underscore how little they care. But these moments of textual slippage are oddly refreshing amid the general AI overload. More than half of English-language LinkedIn posts are likely written with AI, according to a study by an AI-detection start-up, and so are many of those "feel good" posts that dominate Instagram and Facebook. A Brookings Institution survey last year of more than 1,000 adults found that 35 percent of respondents with a bachelor's degree used AI to write or edit documents at work. Peter Cardon, a professor of business communication at the University of Southern California who researches AI in the workplace, has been surveying more than 420 randomly selected "knowledge workers" every six months since 2023. More than half of them, he told me, use AI "at least weekly" to write communications such as emails.

Read: The human skill that eludes AI

That these AI-generated emails invariably arrive with tidy spelling and grammar does not mean they are warmly received. Office workers have told Cardon that, on a pure prose level, AI-generated emails or project statements are easier to read than the average person's writing style. Yet, according to Cardon, people are ultimately less likely to act on AI-generated emails. A 2024 Journal of Communication study found that people may engage less with narratives that they think are written with AI--a result that squares with Cardon's own research about workplace interactions. If an employee suspects that their manager, for instance, is using AI, "they're less likely to think that person is sincere; they're less likely to think that person is caring," Cardon said. "They're even less likely to think that person is competent." We know what our colleagues sound like, and we can tell when they send out, say, a thank-you note that they didn't actually write. So what's the point of clear prose if you don't feel any more encouraged by the end of it?

This is not to say that everyone has let go of their rancor for typos. They may still be, to many, a paradigmatic writing sin. But for others, the typo resurgence could be clearing the way for the resuscitation of other, old-school symbols of sloppy writing. Perhaps people won't turn up their nose as quickly at sentences with extraneous prepositions, verbs that disagree with their subjects, or adjectives where they don't belong. Maybe overwrought prose or sentences loaded with adverbs will one day draw a little less derision.

Across history, hawkers of new communications technologies have expressed a desire to smooth out and speed up human conversation. But their products have a way of estranging their authors from the final output: Printing presses inserted errors that authors themselves didn't make, and now AI systems create communiques that sound nothing like the person sending them.

What many people are starting to look for in written communications, whether they're from a co-worker or a pop star, is voice. They want to hear the distinct cadences of a CEO, an influencer, or a celebrity, so they can believe that they are reading something genuine. Centuries ago, authors wrote errata lists for the same reason job applicants intentionally place typos in their cover letters today--to resist the universalizing force of new technology, and to prove that there is a real human behind their work.
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What the 18th Century Can Teach the 21st

Britain had a revolution too--slower and quieter than America's. Did the British do it better?

by Danielle Allen

Thu, 21 May 2026




On the eve of the nation's 250th anniversary, it might be tempting to assume that we've run out the clock on a democracy's life expectancy. The catalog of ills is familiar. We have a president whose unilateral powers--over war making, over administration, over emergency authorities--would have astonished the founding generation; a legislature that has proved unable or unwilling to constrain the executive; and gerrymandered congressional districts that produce safe seats by the hundreds, and leave far too many voters without a meaningful voice. We've had two decades of wars whose ends remain elusive and whose costs are rarely tallied.

Looking back to the Age of Revolution, and across the sea, can offer some useful perspective. Although the fact is often forgotten, the American colonists were not the only people who faced a political crisis in the late 18th century. The British people did too. And, ironically, the United States finds itself in a situation today very similar to the one Britain faced back then.

The diagnostic checklist that an attentive observer might have drawn up in Britain in the 1770s seems very familiar. The constitution was out of balance, and the executive--at this time still the King--was accumulating powers and patronage at the expense of Parliament. The system of representation had degenerated into the absurdity of "rotten boroughs"--sparsely inhabited areas that returned members of Parliament chosen by local magnates and their political masters while whole swaths of the country, such as the rapidly growing industrial cities, went almost entirely unrepresented.

The King had at his disposal something called the Civil List, which disbursed stipends, pensions, and other emoluments at the monarch's discretion, sometimes in the form of specific jobs (for instance, Lord of the Bedchamber), sometimes to provide sinecures (Rousseau was offered one just for being Rousseau), and sometimes to spread favor and influence. Between the Civil List and the ability in essence to buy parliamentary seats in rotten boroughs, the King in the 1770s could command loyalty from about 200 of the 558 members of Parliament--enough to ensure that the legislature was dependent on him.

As a result, the King was able to push Parliament and strain the bounds of established law. Members of Parliament were stripped of traditional legal protections. An elected member was blocked from being seated. The Crown put newspaper publishers on trial for sedition. Meanwhile, the nation was entangled in costly foreign wars whose justifications seemed far removed from the immediate safety of Britain. Society was divided religiously, regionally, and economically.

The structural pathologies of late-18th-century Britain are not perfectly analogous to ours, but they rhyme.

In Britain, three figures from that era had a clear view of the governance problems that the nation faced. The first was King George III himself, a monarch often caricatured but in fact more attentive to the British constitutional tradition than his American detractors allowed. George believed that the system was under strain and that some adjustment was necessary, even as his instincts pulled him toward defending royal prerogative.

The second and third figures were unlikely political allies: Charles Lennox, the third Duke of Richmond, a reformer within the British political establishment who argued early and persistently for universal male suffrage, and his extraordinarily talented amanuensis, Thomas Paine, then a corset maker, an excise officer, and a journeyman essayist. In the 1760s and '70s, these two men collaborated with a secret radical network to counter the King--laying out the case for the restoration of British liberties in a series of newspaper essays under the pen name Junius.

From the November 2025 issue: Secrets of a radical duke

Each man sought to establish "the people"--through their legislature--as an effectual counterweight to the monarch. They considered legislative supremacy necessary to ensure that a population would not be subject to the arbitrary whims of a single individual. To get there, though, Richmond and Paine ultimately proposed different paths.

Paine, who had sailed from London to America in 1774, proposed revolution, and then constitution writing. Common Sense, which appeared in January 1776, was the first essay to argue that the Americans should seize their independence from the Crown. That summer, he had a hand in drafting the Pennsylvania Constitution as the colony turned itself into a state. A decade later, he would help James Wilson prepare for the U.S. Constitutional Convention, where the Americans sought to ensure a strong legislature and drafted a document that explicitly designated Congress as the first branch of government. They accepted the need for an executive, after having tried to do without one in the Articles of Confederation, but they wanted that executive properly tied down.

Meanwhile, in Britain, Richmond considered and rejected the path of revolution. Despite defending the Americans in Parliament and ultimately endorsing American independence, he sought an alternative way to put limits on the King and achieve legislative supremacy at home.

The radicals in Britain pursued two chief goals: reform to the Civil List, and the establishment of universal male suffrage. Both had the purpose of reining in corruption. The former would dramatically reduce the King's ability to dispense patronage. The latter would make it harder to buy seats. You could easily pay off the six voters in a rotten borough. Paying off an entire constituency once the entire male population had the right to vote would be more difficult.

The first of these goals was the great achievement of Edmund Burke. His bill--the Establishment Act of 1782, also known as the Civil List and Secret Service Money Act--placed the finances of the royal household under the control of the treasury department, overseen by Parliament. The second goal took longer to meet. In a letter explaining his commitment to suffrage reform, Richmond wrote that "the experience of 26 years," in and out of government, had convinced him that restoring a genuine House of Commons by renovating the rights of the people was the "only effectual remedy" against the corrupt system that had brought the nation to disgrace and poverty and had threatened it with "the loss of liberty." Years later, Abraham Lincoln expressed the same insight when he declared at Gettysburg that government would be for the people only when it was also by the people. Richmond introduced a suffrage bill in 1780. Although it failed, it became the basis for political efforts that built consistently over the next 50 years.

William Pitt the Younger, a 24-year-old prime minister when he was first appointed, in 1783--the year that American independence was legally recognized by Britain--became the next to take up the challenge. Pitt, who laid the groundwork for the modern Tory Party, introduced suffrage bills several years in a row. When he eventually succumbed to the King's objections and desisted, a younger politician, Charles Grey, a Whig, took on the task. Starting in the early 1790s, Grey introduced an election-reform bill in Parliament every year for decades, keeping the reform idea alive.

When the Tories collapsed, in 1830, and the Whigs had a fresh shot at power, a massive working- and middle-class movement--sending petitions by the cartload to Parliament--made Grey the prime minister. Richmond had rightly predicted that the cry of the people would be needed to achieve reform. This moment of crisis was Grey's to seize, and he did, in 1832, winning passage of a Reform Act that significantly expanded male suffrage and changed how parliamentary seats were distributed. Parliamentary authority was in the ascendant. Grey's government soon won passage of the Slavery Abolition Act of 1833, which ended enslavement in most of the British empire. The government also ended the economic monopoly of the East India Company. In the end, over the course of nearly a century, there would be four Reform Acts. The last, in 1918, finally delivered universal male suffrage, as well as suffrage for many women. A decade later, the vote was extended to all women.

From the October 2025 issue: How originalism killed the Constitution 

Richmond is scarcely remembered today, even in Britain. His descendant the 11th Duke of Richmond, a photographer and patron of motorsports and the arts, is far better known. Grey, for his part, is not one of the few British prime ministers Americans tend to be aware of. But he would become world famous in another context after he inherited an earldom and assumed the title Earl Grey, his name associated with a popular tea.

When the Age of Revolution arrived, the British Parliament represented sectors, not people: the Church and the aristocrats (in the House of Lords) and a limited subset of property holders (in the House of Commons). To propose universal male suffrage was to transform the basis of governance fundamentally. Advancing the proposal required inventing for the modern era the idea of geographical districts and rediscovering the notion (with its ancient Athenian roots) that one should count the population to achieve constituencies of equivalent size. It is hardly a coincidence that Richmond created the British mapping service to produce maps of the whole country. Districting and census taking for electoral purposes were 18th-century reinventions devised to counterbalance the power of the King with the power of the people.

The fact that something as familiar as electoral districts had to be invented is a reminder of one of the great insights of 18th-century reformers: Representation can be thought of as a kind of technology, and an evolving one. A legislature is not a fixed institutional form delivered once, at a single founding moment. It is a set of practices, rules, and devices that must be redesigned as conditions change--something that may be easier to do in a nation whose constitution is a quilted aggregation of law and tradition, as Britain's is, rather than an operating manual expressed in one written document.

Think of all of the basic things that have to be figured out, not to mention the fine print: Who is permitted to vote? Do you vote on one day or over many? In person or also by mail? How do you define what the boundaries of a district should be? Who makes that decision? Can you win a district with a plurality of the vote, or do you need a majority? How many members should a legislature have? In Britain, some of the reforms following the first expansion of suffrage were redesigns of a technological kind: for instance, the introduction of the secret ballot for voters to reduce the likelihood of coercion, and the introduction of salaries for members of Parliament to reduce financial opportunism and conflicts of interest.

All of this is bound up with the meaning of representation--what it is for. Representation serves a number of purposes. It provides authorization, giving legitimacy to the exercise of public power. It ensures that the diverse social composition of a polity is mirrored in its deliberative bodies. It brings local knowledge and varied perspectives into contact with one another, so that policy can be informed and refined. It channels the political activity of citizens into collective action. It enables a polity to achieve outcomes that no individual or faction could secure alone. And it provides what 18th-century theorists called "republican safety"--the systemic protection against tyranny that comes from dispersing power across multiple representative bodies and accountable officials. When the technology of representation degrades, the system as a whole begins to lose legitimacy.

This isn't the place for a laundry list of everything that needs to be done to restore representation to health in the United States. The problems we face and the measures we might adopt to confront them have been discussed for decades. In the most general terms, those measures include restrictions on political spending, federal action to prevent partisan gerrymandering, and an expansion of the House of Representatives. They include transparency and accountability standards for digital platforms, to help restore the media ecosystem to health. Congress, for its part, needs to remember that it is not a junior partner, much less a lapdog, but in fact the place where, in the view of the Founders, democratic power chiefly resides. It must assert that power--indeed, doing so is the central task of democratic renovation. All of this aside, lower levels of government--states and communities--can do much by way of experimentation, nurturing democratic practice at the grass roots.

Yuval Levin: The missing branch 

It looks impossible--a mountain too steep, every means of ascent impeded. Scaling the mountain will take perseverance and a long time horizon--qualities that 18th-century reformers possessed. They did not stumble into the renovations they achieved, and they did not expect miracles. They had three interlocking goals: Fight corruption, broaden suffrage, upgrade the technology of representation. They organized, argued, persuaded, and built the political coalitions that made structural change possible. Richmond did not abolish rotten boroughs by writing a single letter and leaving it at that. The reformers did the hard work, year after year, for decades--as like-minded people did after them--until the work bore fruit.

Britain today faces some of the same grave problems of representation that we do. No British government has come to power with a majority of the popular vote since World War II. The British and American approaches to governance are also different. Britain's parliamentary system muddies the distinction between executive and legislature; at the same time, it keeps the prime minister tethered to an electoral leash that is often being tugged. But taking the long view: The British evolved from King George III to King Charles III, producing a constitutional monarchy that, whatever its symbolic eccentricities, performs its restrained constitutional functions with relative stability. American democracy, founded on Revolutionary principles and a written Constitution that has proved enormously difficult to amend, finds itself producing presidents who test the limits of constitutional restraint and a politics in which the structural mechanisms of representation more and more fail to reflect majoritarian preferences. It's fair to ask: Which approach succeeded more completely in keeping control of the executive?

Last month, King Charles addressed an American Congress that over a period of decades has failed to exercise its powers. He stood as the representative of a nation that had taken a different path from that of the United States, though aspirationally in the same general direction--a path that has not run in a straight line and is hardly at an end. The King nodded to the kinship when he said of the Founders that "they carried with them, and carried forward, the great inheritance of the British Enlightenment"--a conception of rights and values that long predate the American Revolution. It was impossible to miss the irony of a British monarch, a direct descendant of George III, reminding Americans--needing to remind Americans--that a democratic society advances "not by the will of one, but by the deliberation of many."
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The Glorification of Mass Murder

The San Diego mosque killings were part ideological, part performance for an audience on Discord.

by Ali Breland

Wed, 20 May 2026




The two teenagers who walked into a San Diego mosque with assault rifles on Monday evening wore patches displaying the Black Sun--a neo-Nazi iteration of the swastika--and had scribbled white-supremacist symbols in white correction fluid on their guns. They started shooting, killing three. Then they fled in a BMW one had stolen from his mother. In the car, 17-year-old Cain Clark apparently shot his accomplice, Caleb Vasquez, before shooting himself in the head. We know much of this, in graphic detail, because, within hours, Clark and Vasquez's video-recorded rampage seems to have been posted on the messaging platform Discord, then on a website called Watch People Die.

The tragedy at the Islamic Center of San Diego in many ways followed an all-too-common script. With horrifying regularity, a young man carries out a mass shooting with weapons bearing neo-Nazi or hateful references scrawled in white. The shooter typically wears paraphernalia designed to promote accelerationism: the concept that only the collapse of society can usher in an Aryan utopia. There may also be a manifesto pulling from a familiar list of motives: anti-Semitism, grievance over supposed white genocide, admiration for past shooters (including Dylann Roof, who killed nine people at a African Methodist Episcopal church in South Carolina, and Brenton Tarrant, who killed 51 people at two mosques in Christchurch, New Zealand).

Clark and Vasquez apparently put together just such a manifesto; theirs runs to 75 pages and suggests that they were sincerely "motivated by militant accelerationism" to do their part to bring about society's downfall, says Katherine Keneally, the Institute for Strategic Dialogue's U.S. director of threat analysis and prevention. In addition to intense Islamophobia, the pair expressed, in detail, a hatred for Black people (described as "low IQ subhumans" in the manifesto), women (who "tend to cause all the problems in the world"), and Jewish people ("The Universal Enemy" responsible for all the world's wrongs). The phrase "IT'S THE JEWS" appears four times. (Both the video and the manifesto I found have not yet been confirmed as genuine but are being reviewed by law enforcement. Researchers I spoke with at the Institute for Strategic Dialogue, an anti-extremism think tank, obtained the same document and livestream recording.)

At the same time, Clark and Vasquez, by recording their heinous act, may have been trying to create a vibe for their own digital communities on Discord, a chat service that has become popular with gamers and extremists. Researchers refer to that as "memetic radicalisation," according to the Global Network on Extremism and Technology, an academic initiative that researches how violent extremists use technology. Emphasizing extremism as an online vibe may also serve to draw nonwhite people to white supremacy. In November, Muhammad Nazriel Fadhel Hidayat, a 17-year-old Indonesian student, allegedly detonated several bombs at his school in Jakarta, injuring nearly 100 people but causing no deaths. Authorities recovered airsoft guns with neo-Nazi references scrawled on one in white and said that the Columbine High School shooters, as well as Roof and Tarrant, were among his influences.

Earlier this year, I asked Cody Zoschak, of the Institute for Strategic Dialogue, how the Jakarta student could get wrapped up in a subculture that hates nonwhite people. Zoschak suggested that the bomber may not have embraced all of the ideas of neo-Nazism, as descended from the Third Reich, but instead "understood it as a fandom" of the far right.

Read: The era of normie extremism is here 

The approach is popular in what researchers term "nihilistic violence" circles, which include the "True Crime Community." The TCC (which is unrelated to the popular nonfiction genre) is an internet subculture that valorizes mass shootings, especially Columbine. Clark likely dabbled in the TCC. He listed "True Crime" among his "interests" in the purported manifesto.

In the 1990s, many white-supremacist communities functioned on the fringes of society, in hard-to-reach places such as East Texas and the Idaho panhandle. They might well have rejected someone like Vasquez even if they agreed with the vitriol contained in the manifesto. Vasquez acknowledged that white supremacists might dismiss him as a "larping spic" and, in the document, defined himself as "half Northern Mexican." But Vasquez also noted that he was of "70-85% of European genetic descent" from French and Spanish roots, suggesting that he felt he belonged in communities that consider white people superior.

Either way, with the rise of digital extremism, there is little barrier to entry. Fans of accelerationist violence can don whatever identity they wish online. And should mass killers seek to impress and potentially inspire those fans, they need only log on to the right Discord server.
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The Price of Trump's Primary Wins

The victories of candidates he endorsed serve to reinforce his grip--but also hurt his standing with the broader public.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 20 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.

Is Donald Trump strong or weak right now?

Usually, telling whether a president is up or down isn't difficult, but the past few weeks have offered reasons to believe both.

Last night, Representative Thomas Massie, a Kentucky Republican who has been publicly critical of Trump's policies throughout his second term, lost a primary to Ed Gallrein, a candidate recruited and backed by Trump. The president's attempt to turn that race into a referendum on himself seems to have worked: Massie, who's just as idiosyncratic now as he was when the voters of his district elected him to the first of seven terms, ended up about 10 points behind Gallrein.

This flex was the latest in a string. On Saturday, Senator Bill Cassidy of Louisiana, whom neither Trump nor voters ever forgave for his vote to convict Trump in his 2021 impeachment trial, came third in a Republican primary. And earlier in May, several Republican state legislators in Indiana who had opposed Trump's gerrymandering push lost primaries to Trump-backed challengers, fulfilling a vow of revenge from the White House.

A common thread in commentary on these races is that they demonstrate Trump's enduring grip on power. Marjorie Taylor Greene's break with Trump wasn't a sign of fractures in the MAGA movement, the thinking goes; the real story was his ability to completely exile Greene, who has always been a singular character anyway, and who now has more entree into anti-Trump spaces than MAGA outlets. "This is @realDonaldTrump's Republican Party. The rest of us get the privilege of living in it," the proudly submissive Representative Randy Fine of Florida declared last night.

Yet Trump's standing seems to also be deteriorating. This week, a New York Times/Siena poll found the president at 37 percent approval, his lowest in the poll ever and a four-percentage-point drop from January. The paper's polling analyst, Nate Cohn, was led to wonder whether the much-vaunted "floor" in Trump's polling is starting to crack. A Reuters/Ipsos poll released yesterday has him even lower, at 35 percent--12 points below where he began his term in the same survey. Much of his issue polling is even worse. That means some Republicans are rejecting Trump's decisions, even if they retain a fondness for the man himself.

How do we reconcile these contradictions? If you're a regular reader of this newsletter, the answer will not surprise you: Trump's hold on the MAGA base is still powerful, but the same actions that help him maintain it also help erode his standing with the broader public--and threaten to lead Republicans to defeat in November's midterm elections.

Primary voters--and especially primary voters in Indiana, Louisiana, and Kentucky--are not representative of the general electorate. (Trump won those states by 19, 22, and 31 points, respectively, in 2024.) They aren't even necessarily representative of the Republicans who vote in the general election, a group that is likely to be less engaged, less ideological, and less politically extreme overall. As a result, votes in November are more likely to hinge on issues such as inflation or the Iran war.

Sometimes the peculiar dynamics of primaries create situations that make Trump look superficially strong but actually suggest weakness. Yesterday, Trump finally issued a long-awaited endorsement in next week's Texas runoff for U.S. Senate. The race pits Senator John Cornyn against state Attorney General Ken Paxton. Cornyn is a longtime mainstream Republican who has mostly been a loyal if unenthusiastic foot soldier for Trump; Paxton is, to use the political-science terminology, a real piece of work.

Trump was initially expected to endorse Cornyn, but polls showed Paxton ahead and one found that even a Trump endorsement wouldn't change that. Trump dithered, then waited until the last minute to back Paxton. That effectively guarantees that Trump will back the winner, but it could be a Pyrrhic victory: Republican senators are now afraid that a Paxton nomination could cost the GOP the seat in November. Democrat James Talarico is still unlikely to win, but it's not impossible, given the many scandals that taint Paxton.

Although the idea of a MAGA crack-up may be nothing more than a pipe dream of Trump critics, Cohn's data are real. MAGA isn't collapsing, and the base remains devoted, but it is shrinking. Trump's sinking numbers may not matter as much to him, because he won't face voters again, but they matter a great deal to other Republican officeholders. Many of them would like to find ways to distance themselves from Trump's unpopular policies (and they may try as the general election gets close), but cases such as Massie and Cassidy remind them that the immediate political risk of crossing Trump outweighs the dangers of being yoked to an unpopular agenda. The latter might well end your career, but the former almost certainly will.

The irony is that Trump would probably benefit politically from a GOP Congress that was more willing to challenge him, because it would restrain him from his worst ideas. This is one reason the Founders designed the system this way, but Trump has no real civic awareness and his aides are determined to grant him quasi-monarchical power. An uncowed Republican Congress might have pushed Trump harder on affordability measures, and it might not have supported the war in Iran, had he asked for authorization--but he didn't, calculating that it wouldn't take action to block him.

Politics is a pendulum, so Trump may get a more antagonistic Congress despite--or because of--his efforts to resist it. In fact, he already has. Cassidy, in his first act since losing the primary, bucked Trump with a procedural vote to further a resolution that would end the war in Iran, and at least one moderate GOP colleague suggested that Cassidy will take more votes like that. Even if Paxton doesn't blow the Senate race, Democrats remain the favorites to retake at least the House of Representatives. That would be one clear indication of Trumpian weakness.

Related:

	Why Thomas Massie thought he was different
 	Trump shows he's still got juice.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The real reason Thomas Massie lost
 	The challenge for American Jews
 	The book that plunges you into messy American history




Today's News

	Two police officers who defended the Capitol during the January 6 attack sued the Trump administration to block a nearly $1.8 billion compensation fund, arguing it uses taxpayer money to reward rioters and militia groups involved in the assault.
 	The Trump administration indicted Cuba's former president Raul Castro with murder, conspiracy to kill U.S. nationals, and destruction of aircraft, according to court documents. These charges stem from Cuba's 1996 shooting of planes operated by the humanitarian group Brothers to the Rescue, in which three U.S. citizens and one permanent resident were killed.
 	Former Representative Barney Frank of Massachusetts, a leading architect of the post-2008 Wall Street reforms and one of the first openly gay members of Congress, died at 86.
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My Son's Hockey Team and the Crisis of American Resentment

By Chris Murphy

My 14-year-old son competes in a serious, multistate hockey league. During his five-month, 60-game season, he travels up and down the East Coast on weekends, and I occasionally miss votes in the Senate to watch him. Rider isn't likely to play in the National Hockey League, nor is he interested in devoting his entire childhood to chasing a pro career as a goalie. He still plays other sports--flag football, basketball, and golf. That sounds about right for an eighth grader.
 But for the owners of the Atlantic Hockey Federation--the youth-hockey association that pulls together elite teams from Connecticut and many other states, as far west as Arizona--kids' sports is a cutthroat business, a way to make a handful of people very rich.


Read the full article.
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Watch (or skip). The Mandalorian and Grogu (out now in theaters) is a Star Wars movie to fall asleep to, David Sims argues.
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Jude Law Shouldn't Be This Good as Vladimir Putin

He gives a transfixing performance in a new satire about the Russian president's rise to power.

by David Sims

Wed, 20 May 2026




Vladimir Putin does not appear for the first 45 minutes of The Wizard of the Kremlin, an odd choice for a satirical film entirely about him. His presence looms in the background--the future Russian premier is jokingly referred to as "the Tsar" by the narrators--yet the director, Olivier Assayas, seems more interested in explaining the strange country Putin inherited, at least initially. Keeping Putin off-screen for a while makes perfect storytelling sense: The film, an adaptation of a 2022 novel of the same name, aims to understand how post-Soviet Russia's brief cosmopolitan boom in the 1990s was eventually quashed under Putin's rule, so it spends time illustrating what will be lost. But that means the movie's most effective element remains locked away for far too long.

Jude Law plays Putin in an extraordinary performance; wearing a near-permanent grimace and barely ever raising his voice, he's a nonetheless transfixing screen presence. Yet The Wizard of the Kremlin's titular role refers not to him, but to Vadim Baranov (played by Paul Dano). Inspired by Putin's former aide Vladislav Surkov, Baranov experiences a similar rise and fall over a 30-year period, up to the present day; he develops from an energetic young artist into a political kingmaker and, eventually, an outcast. The movie's weakness, however, is that it's focused on Putin's unknowability--yet he's accessible only through Baranov, who is far less engaging.

The script, co-written by Assayas and the French novelist Emmanuel Carrere, is a series of nesting flashbacks initially told through the eyes of Rowland (Jeffrey Wright), a writer in search of the now-exiled Baranov. Rowland is summoned to Baranov's dacha to hear his life story, and Dano takes over the narration duties to lay out the final months of Soviet Russia; the emergence and downfall of Putin's presidential predecessor, Boris Yeltsin; and Baranov's machinations as a TV executive turned government adviser. Dano brings an intentional flatness to his performance as Baranov, whom he portrays as a chameleon, quietly ruminating on how his country is changing and how to change with it.

Read: An incisive take on Russia even Putin can't ignore

The film gets at the notion that people like Baranov seized on an idea of Russia, then packaged it to the public through the glitzy post-Soviet media. While working at a network run by the business oligarch Boris Berezovsky (Will Keen), Baranov needs to find a new potential leadership figure to push on television. He decides that much of the populace longs for a more authoritarian ruler than they had in Yeltsin--and he soon alights on Putin, the then-director of the FSB (the successor of the KGB). Baranov and Berzovsky hope that Putin will present as stern, seemingly capable of keeping internal bureaucracy in line; meanwhile, Russia's new class of billionaires will be able to operate unimpeded. The viewer likely understands that expecting Putin to play along is naive. Even if viewers didn't know what direction Russia eventually took under Putin, however, the character's powerful but coiled demeanor quickly makes apparent that such credulity has consequences.

Watching the movie while reflecting on Law's early-career pretty-boy persona is funny: He established himself by playing rakish Brits with tousled hair and a glittering smile. Yet as he's gotten older, he's become surprisingly adept at portraying eccentric or mysterious villains and antiheroes. (The first time I realized he'd entered this new character-actor phase, in fact, was in 2009's Anna Karenina; he played the cuckolded Karenin, another Russian figure--but a much sadder and more impotent one.) As Putin, Law is not strongly affecting an accent or even trying to physically approximate the real-life person. Still, he conveys a sense of danger, cloaked in a soft-spoken, slight manner.

Baranov, conversely, is a flashy communicator. He's obsessed with positioning Putin as the kind of strongman who ordinary Russians want to lead them out of financial downturns and corruption crises. Putin comes across as a much more calculated figure than his companions anticipated, yet he's just as savvy--he knows how to incrementally amass control once he's atop the heap and expel allies when they ask too much of him (including Berezovsky). As the film descends into a slow-motion, mundane work of political horror, Law remains compelling. But empathizing with Dano's Baranov, the movie's putative protagonist, is tough, both because the viewer is aware of what he's getting into, and because the actor's low-key work interprets him as such a resolutely amoral, unlovable man.

Read: The time I was a Russian propagandist

Assayas has made several thrillers about moments of political instability, such as the energetic Something in the Air (set in France after the protests of 1968) and the sweeping crime thriller Carlos (about the Venezuelan political terrorist Carlos the Jackal). Although The Wizard of the Kremlin is topically similar, it's sleepier and more methodical than its predecessors. Perhaps the pace reflects the director, decades into his career, moving away from showier filmmaking as he ages. After the slow plod of its first act--and particularly thanks to Law--the movie does arrive at something mesmerizing: a taciturn, but brutal, piece of political tragedy.
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The Real Reason Thomas Massie Lost

He broke the one rule of the MAGA Republican Party.

by Yair Rosenberg

Wed, 20 May 2026




Last night, Donald Trump notched the latest victory in his cross-country revenge campaign against political apostates. Ed Gallrein, a Navy SEAL backed by the president, soundly defeated the seven-term representative Thomas Massie in Kentucky's Fourth Congressional District. The 10-point drubbing followed the triumphs of other Trump-tapped challengers in primaries in Louisiana and Indiana, which effectively ended the careers of local legislators and a sitting U.S. senator who had angered the president.

"This is basic political management of a party," a senior White House adviser said yesterday, before the Kentucky contest. "You have to keep everybody on the reservation. Occasionally you have to shoot a hostage. The next one is Thomas Massie." Less than two hours after polls closed, Gallrein was projected as the winner.

Gallrein has an illustrious military resume, but he has never held elected office and barely campaigned for this one, skipping every debate with Massie. What Gallrein did have was Trump's endorsement, and that was all that mattered.

This decisive outcome underscores what should already have been obvious: Even as Trump's overall approval rating hits new lows, his hold on the Republican Party--and specifically its MAGA core--remains absolute. Contrary to months of breathless headlines, the president's base never deserted him and continues to punish those who defy him. That's because the MAGA movement is united, not by any particular set of ideological commitments but by commitment to a particular person.

Russell Berman: Why Thomas Massie thought he was different

Gallrein's final online ad was just 15 seconds long, and he never said a word in it. "This is a real hero," intoned a Trump voice-over. "Ed Gallrein has my complete and total endorsement." In a video filmed in the Oval Office and posted on the eve of the election, Trump was more explicit about what was really at stake in this clash. "Ed Gallrein, he's fantastic," the president declared. "But forget that. Massie is the worst congressman in the history of our country, always voting against Republicans and good values. So get rid of Thomas Massie." The next day, Republican voters obliged, and the Kentucky representative joined the ranks of Senator Bill Cassidy of Louisiana and Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene of Georgia as recent casualties of Trump's perpetual purge of the insufficiently subservient.

That list of victims is long and dates back to Trump's first term. It includes nearly all GOP members of Congress who voted to impeach the president, as well as the chairman of the House Freedom Caucus, who had the temerity to endorse Ron DeSantis over Trump in 2024. These people were drummed out of politics not because of their ideologies--some were establishment squishes, others hard-right gadflies--but because they violated the one real rule of the MAGA Republican Party: Never cross the boss.

Massie allied with Democrats to oppose Trump's Middle East policy and his handling of the Epstein files, and voted against Trump's signature tax-and-immigration bill. Louisiana's Cassidy voted to convict Trump after the January 6 riot. Indiana's local Republicans refused to redistrict the state according to the president's wishes. What united--and doomed--all of these soon-to-be-former legislators was not their politics but their refusal to fall in line.

This dynamic also explains why none of Massie's ideological attempts to defend his seat made a difference. As the tide turned against him, Massie leaned into anti-Israel advocacy as his closing argument. He told a reporter that if he lost, it would mean that "Israel controls this Congress," and joked that his opponent's phone number had an area code "in Tel Aviv," a line he repeated in his concession speech last night.

He also openly engaged with anti-Semitic ideas and influencers. The weekend before the election, Massie invited a select group of supporters to his homestead in northeastern Kentucky, including the Holocaust denier Ryan Matta, who previously posed for a photo with Massie and hugged him while wearing an American Reich shirt. At the gathering, Massie played banjo alongside David Reilly, an activist who has described himself as an "anti-Semite." In the final days of the campaign, a pro-Massie PAC ran an ad that superimposed a rainbow Star of David behind an image of Paul Singer, a conservative pro-Israel donor known to support LGBTQ causes. It warned that the ultraconservative Gallrein would bring "trans madness" to Kentucky at the Jewish donor's behest: "The gay mafia will own Eddie."

But whatever one thinks of Massie's anti-Israel activism and anti-Jewish insinuations, neither was the reason he was excised. A libertarian opponent of all foreign aid, Massie voted year after year against assistance to Israel with little consequence. The White House began plotting his ouster only after he voted against Trump's "big, beautiful bill" in May 2025. The Israel-critical Massie committed the same sin that prompted Trump to defenestrate the Israel hawk Liz Cheney: He defied a president who prized personal loyalty above all else and was punished by a GOP electorate that enforced their leader's litmus test.

Yair Rosenberg: The biggest myth about Trump's base (and why many believe it)

Massie and his allies knew that his break with Trump was his real liability, whether they admitted it or not. They ran ads emphasizing Massie's alignment with the president and others accusing Gallrein of being a "Trump hater" and "Trump traitor." On Election Day, the campaign sent a text message to voters touting Trump's endorsement of Massie in 2022--with the date removed. This prompted Trump to return to X for the first time in months to demand that Massie disavow the ruse.

Massie did not. But his campaign's desperation to deceive the electorate into thinking that he was actually allied with the president illustrates why he lost before the fight began: Even Massie's own advertising accepted the premise of the case against him. Pro-Trump and pro-Israel groups poured millions into the race against Massie, but the ads they aired worked only because Republican primary voters were primed to accept their argument that those disloyal to Trump had to go.

That the current Republican Party is defined by allegiance to a person rather than any principle is not a new development. "America First" has always meant Trump first. "All this time, I thought they were voting for libertarian Republicans," one astute Republican congressman mused to the Washington Examiner as far back as 2017, "but after some soul searching I realized when they voted for Rand and Ron [Paul] and me in these primaries, they weren't voting for libertarian ideas--they were voting for the craziest son of a bitch in the race. And Donald Trump won best in class, as we had up until he came along."

The politician who said that was Thomas Massie.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/05/massie-trump-maga-loyalty/687238/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Greetings, Class of 2026! Have You Heard About AI? Wait, Why Are You Booing?

I thought this pro-AI speech was bound to be a hit.

by Alexandra Petri

Wed, 20 May 2026




Greetings, disgusting meat sacks of the class of 2026!

You worked hard to earn your degrees and are now entering the job market, where I am doing my best to see that you are replaced by AI. Yes, you personally, Emily. I hate you. Well, hate is a strong word. I am just indifferent to whether you're able to earn a living.

Please stop booing! I have a lot of speech to go!

What a time to be alive! We are finally freeing you from the rat race and placing you on the rat unemployment line. Is your dream to be an artist? Well, it is the dream of your employers to push a button that extrudes art. And guess who has more funding for their dream?

But there are some questions that only your bright, young minds can answer. For instance, where in this brave new world, a phrase I'm using with no apparent irony, is the place for human beings? "Surely," you say, "as the people foisting AI onto every aspect of our lives, you've thought deeply and carefully about that!" Absolutely. Absolutely. There is always going to be a place for human beings. Maybe shoveling something? Maybe underground in a dark chamber, breaking rocks by hand? I'm sorry, I'm sure you know better than I what sort of tasks non-CEOs perform! Maybe you can turn some kind of crank? Maybe human security on my private island, until we get the drone systems fully online? No matter what, I am confident there will always be a demand for your plasma.

To be clear, you will need to get money from somewhere! Society still very much demands that you have a job. You need health care for that hideous flesh sack you've chosen to inhabit and dental care for those teeth you've chosen to have. Maybe you can storm the Capitol? That seems to pay well.

I remember the day I sat where you sit now. I was so excited to leave college and start my career. I had a job lined up. I had a human girlfriend. And I thought: I can't wait to live in a world where people have none of these things.

Soon we will eliminate any need for the disgusting, lurching, gurgling meat sacks who for so long have dominated the workforce. If I had one piece of advice for recent college graduates, it would be: Make sure you don't have a physical body, and especially not that little thing that dangles in the back of your throat. What's that little, wet piece of flesh doing in your mouth? We're so excited not to have to see any more uvulas!

It is such a wonderful, exciting moment, unless you have the misfortune to be a recent college graduate looking for an entry-level position. Now let me take a big sip of water and figure out whom I'm addressing here! But not too much water. I'm saving most of it for the AI!
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Trump's Iran War: America's Loss Is China's Win

Phillips O'Brien on the global fallout of Putin's war in Russia, Trump's war in Iran, and MAGA's indifference toward Taiwan. Plus: Trump's new slush fund and <em>What Science Says About Astrology</em>.

by David Frum

Wed, 20 May 2026




Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube

On this week's episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with his reaction to President Trump's shocking settlement with the IRS and his new $1.8 billion slush fund for victims of political "weaponization."

Then, David is joined by Phillips O'Brien, a military historian and a professor of strategic studies at the University of St. Andrews, for a discussion about the fallout from the war in Iran, Russia's stalemate with Ukraine, and Trump's recent meeting with President Xi Jinping in China. Frum and O'Brien discuss President Trump's lack of commitment toward Taiwan and how he has greatly diminished America's standing with China.

Finally, David ends the episode with a discussion of What Science Says About Astrology, by Carlos Orsi.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week will be Phillips O'Brien, a military historian at the University of St. Andrews, and we'll be discussing the wars in Ukraine and Russia, the wars between the United States and Iran, and the risk of war around the island of Taiwan. The book this week will be What Science Says About Astrology, by Carlos Orsi.

But before either the dialogue or the book discussion, some thoughts about recent news that President Trump has succeeded in obtaining some kind of fund of, apparently or reportedly, $1.776 billion for him, at his near sole personal discretion, to dispense to allies and associates. The whole story is so incredible and so doubtfully legal that it's hard even to find a language to describe what it is we've got here. Let's step back to understand the story a little better before we understand what its implications are.

In the first Trump administration, an IRS contractor leaked thousands of tax returns of wealthy people, including President Trump, to make the point that rich people in the United States pay very little tax. President Trump's tax returns were made available by this contractor, who ultimately was indicted, pled guilty, and was sentenced to five years in prison. The contractor is now appealing that sentence. The revelations were intensely embarrassing to President Trump. They showed that in the year that he ran for president, 2016, and his first year as president, 2017, President Trump paid $750 in tax to the United States Treasury. He paid tens of thousands of dollars to other governments, but to the United States, he paid only $750. And indeed, he had paid no tax at all in 10 of the 15 years before the election of 2016.

The record showed that President Trump had deducted money for his haircuts, had deducted money for property tax on one of his properties, and it showed that he had purported to run enormous losses to generate enormous tax refunds for himself. When President Trump in 2016 talked about being under audit, what was under audit was that he had used these losses that he had claimed to generate a multimillion-dollar tax refund to himself, and the IRS was questioning that tax refund, and that was the audit he was worried about revealing--not how much he had paid in tax, but how much money he was trying to get back despite not having paid very much money in tax.

Now, when the lawsuit came forward, the judge in the case expressed skepticism. The Constitution gives the federal judiciary jurisdiction over "cases and controversies." The judge in the case asked, How can there be a case and controversy here when the same person is on both sides of the litigation? President Trump is suing the Trump administration for money. The Trump administration takes orders from President Trump. Whether or not there's a settlement of some kind or a payment of some kind, that is President Trump giving orders to the Treasury to put money in President Trump's own pocket. Whatever you call that, how is that a case or a controversy under Article III? How can the federal courts take any cognizance of that in any way at all? And indeed, President Trump's lawyers say, Right, the courts have nothing to say about this. We've dropped the matter. And now there's a side creation of a fund that will be under President Trump's direction.

What exactly this fund is, as I speak, I don't exactly know. The details remain murky. It is reported that the fund is to be about $1.7 billion, maybe--very ironically, $1.776 billion--to conjure up 1776. According to the reports I have seen, the structure of the fund will go something like this: There will be a board of five people appointed by the attorney general and removable by the attorney general, who, of course, answers to President Trump, and who is, of course, appointed by President Trump and removable by President Trump. And these five people will direct money where they think it should go and all of this without scrutiny by Congress, scrutiny by the court, scrutiny by anybody except the president and the attorney general, who takes orders from the president.

So this is an amazing story of corruption and self-dealing. It also is an example of the way that President Trump has fundamentally attacked the Constitution. One of the basic principles of American constitutional law, maybe the most basic--and the Americans inherited it from their English constitutional forebears before them--is that the executive has no money to spend except what it gets from the legislature. The legislature votes the funds; the executive then spends them. No taxation without representation: That was the principle of the actual 1776, made mockery of by the reported amount of the payment that President Trump is seeking to put aside to dispense to, again, according to reports, his friends and allies. No taxation without representation, no flow of funds to the executive without the legislature.

But the entire project, the biggest project of President Trump's second term, has been to create sources of revenue for the executive completely independent of Congress. That's what he tried to do with his emergency tariffs; that's what he's tried to do with the new tariff regime that remains in place after the Supreme Court struck down President Trump's first attempt at a tariff regime: to create revenue sources that President Trump can impose at his sole discretion, to create money for the president without Congress saying anything about it.

This new fund, if it stands up, is his most cynical attempt yet to create a source of money in his hands without Congress voting it. It's your tax money, but your representatives will have no say. President Trump orders his own Cabinet to create this own fund out of money that has been set aside for proper settlements as a result of proper litigation and proper settlements with the federal government. If there's anything that is a violation of the principles of 1776, that is it, and it's just an extra insult on top of this mockery to give the fund that financial value.

Now, it seems to me incredible that any of this can stand up to future litigation and that Congress can leave any of this in passing. As I said, if there's a principle in the United States government and its English predecessor, it is that the executive can have no funds except those which are allocated to it by the representatives of the people in Congress. The whole Constitution says as much about this as it says about anything, any of the rights guaranteed in the Bill of Rights. The core mechanism of the Constitution is the way that the United States government is funded through taxes voted by Congress, through spending voted by Congress, and through financial power delegated by Congress to the president.

President Trump doesn't respect any of that, doesn't believe in it, and has been looking for a way out. If he finds it, I don't know what remains of the constitutional system of the United States. If he finds it, you've created an executive that is completely independent of Congress or its spending and its taxing, whether those are for big purposes, like the war in Iran that President Trump never got a vote in Congress from, or payoffs to his friends and buddies who got themselves in big trouble with the law, and perhaps payoffs to himself for his own troubles with the law.

It's shocking. It's astonishing. It cannot be, and yet it is.

And now my dialogue with Phillips O'Brien.

[Music]

Frum: Phillips O'Brien is a military historian who emphasizes the role of industry and technology in modern warfare. American-born, he teaches at the University of St. Andrews in Scotland. His books include How the War Was Won: Air-Sea Power and Allied Victory in World War II, one of the most important contributions to our new understanding of the centrality, again, of industry and technology to the outcome of the war; The Second Most Powerful Man in the World: The Life of Admiral William D. Leahy, Roosevelt's Chief of Staff, published in 2019; The Strategists: [Churchill, Stalin, Roosevelt, Mussolini, and Hitler--How War Made Them and How They Made War] was published in 2024; and War and Power: [Who Wins War--and Why], 2025. Phillips O'Brien was born and raised in Boston, and he joins me today on The David Frum Show.

Phillips, I am so excited to talk to you. Your books have had such a large impact on my way of thinking, and I think they'll have that impact on the way of thinking of anyone who turns attention to these books, which so eminently deserve it.

Phillips O'Brien: It's very kind of you to say, David. I really appreciate it.

Frum: We are speaking on Monday, May 18, after an extraordinary weekend of events over the skies of Moscow. Tell us about the recent turn in the war between Russia and Ukraine, which you have studied so closely.

Phillips O'Brien: Well, I think what we've seen in the last few months is, in three or four different domains, Ukraine has been taking the initiative away from Russia. That if you were looking in 2025, Russia was on the attack most of the places. It was on attack on the ground. It was on attack in bombarding Ukrainian cities. So the Russians were attacking. They weren't achieving a great deal strategically, but they were attacking. And one of the big things they were doing is they were attacking Kyiv and Ukrainian cities.

What has happened in the last few months is the Ukrainians have started pushing back across the board. Now, the specific event of this last weekend that you're referring to is, the Ukrainians launched a mass attack on Moscow, and hundreds of Ukrainian drones-slash-cruise missiles--'cause they're sort of hybrid systems now--were used to attack the Russian capital, and a number of them actually hit their targets. Why that is, I think, remarkable is that Moscow has more air-defense systems than you can imagine ringing it, that [Russian President Vladimir] Putin has been desperate to protect Moscow, and he has ringed it with basically three rings of antiair systems to try and keep Moscow as safe as possible. But what the Ukrainians showed this weekend is that Moscow is not safe. They were able to get some of their long-range systems over Moscow and, more impressively, actually hit some strategic targets, from a refinery to a components factory, the kinds of things that the Russian war industry needs.

And this destroys a lot of Putin's narrative. What Putin has been trying to do, particularly to Moscow and St. Petersburg, is tell the people, The war's going great. We're not gonna draft you. Your standards of living is high, that We're the ones who are winning the war. We're pushing the Ukrainians back. Look, we're bombarding Kyiv, and you're happy in Moscow and safe. And that whole narrative, in many ways, came tumbling down this weekend. And the Russian people and the Muscovites saw that they are actually now in a frontline city. And that is just one area, as I said, where the Ukrainians have started taking the initiative.

So that's a very important development. It also means the Ukrainians have the systems to keep it up. This is not gonna be, we assume, a one-off attack. The Ukrainians have been building up and building up, and one assumes they now can keep doing this.

Frum: The Russians have fought an air war of atrocity against Ukrainian cities. They have attempted to attack nuclear power plants. They destroyed a dam and flooded much of southeastern Ukraine. As Ukraine gets equal and maybe superior capabilities to wage drone warfare deep into Russia, do you think there's any temptation to them to match atrocity for atrocity against the Russians?

O'Brien: I'm sure there's temptation; they just haven't done it. And the Ukrainians have been incredibly restrained in the last few years. Now, they couldn't have attacked Moscow and committed atrocities, but they could have attacked closer cities like Belgorod, which are large Russian cities not that far from the Ukrainian border.

As you said, the Russians have launched a sort of a double campaign. Part of the Russian campaign is strategic, without a doubt. They've been trying to destroy all Ukrainian power, all Ukrainian power plants, and they've done quite an efficient job of that--well, efficient is probably the wrong word, but at least, they've dropped so much ordnance on Ukrainian power plants that Ukraine has had a real power supply [issue].

But they've also engaged in what is clearly a terror campaign, and the terror campaign is these random attacks on Ukrainian apartment buildings, nurseries, hospitals, double-tap attacks on the people doing the sort of evacuations of the wounded, which is pure terror attacks. And they've been doing that, one assumes, to try and break Ukrainian will. The Ukrainians have never responded to that. They have never done the same thing to the Russians. My guess is there's less of an incentive for the Ukrainians to do it now, because they actually can attack the strategic targets deep inside Russia. If the Ukrainians were so desperate that they had to resort to terror to fight terror, it's probably 'cause their systems weren't so good. But what they're showing is their systems are pretty good.

So what we can, I think, assume is that the Ukrainians will keep fighting their war, which is a long-range strategic war, to show that they can damage Russia where it matters, and that's Russia trying to generate more military power.

Frum: Your great contribution to the scholarship of the Second World War is to emphasize that total war, of the Second World War kind, is a war not against armies, but against capabilities. And one of the most arresting sentences in the whole arresting book is your statement, "There were no decisive battles in World War II." Stalingrad, El Alamein, even the battle that cleared the U-boats from the North Atlantic, none of those were decisive. What was decisive was the slow strangulation and air destruction of the war-making power of Japan and Nazi Germany.

Many of the wars that the United States has fought since 1945 have been much more limited, and they're much more about political will than they are about industrial capability. How does Ukraine versus Russia fit into that? Is it about a battle of political will, like Vietnam? Or does it look more like the capability battle that was World War II?

O'Brien: It's entirely like the Second World War. The American point is really interesting, and I do think the United States has a real problem understanding war because the U.S. military has fought, as you said, these sort of battle-focused, limited wars where America hasn't been a target. So America has engaged the enemy overseas, and its focus, therefore, has not been this long attritional battle; it's been winning the battle against the enemy overseas--though they actually haven't done a good job on that, because they've not translated it to strategic victory.

But what Russia and Ukraine have done is the Second World War redux, and it is almost an identical kind of process, that they went into the war--and this is the full-scale war of 2022, with completely different armies than they have now. There's probably very few soldiers in either army left who are still fighting from 2022. But the equipment is entirely different. So they both went in with their versions of a Soviet-slash-NATO combined-arms army. They had tanks. They had mobile artillery. They had fixed-wing aircraft flown by pilots whose job it was was to go over the battlefield. It really was what you would've thought World War II- or Desert Storm-type of combined-arms warfare.

That's all gone. They've reconstructed their military two or three times since that time. Now there's hardly any vehicles because vehicles can't survive. On the other hand, there's millions of drones, which neither of them had much of in 2022. And they've transferred the way--there's very few infantry for the Ukrainians on the front line. The Russians are fighting an infantry-heavy war with no vehicles. It's a bit like stepping back into time. But what we have seen is them constantly having to recreate military force as their older military force is destroyed.

Why Ukraine now has a growing, you might say, seizing of the initiative is they have generated more effective military force in the last few months than the Russians. And what the Ukrainians have done is generated what they're calling a killing-field military force. So what they throw up now are hundreds of thousands of drones over a battlefield area. The Russians can't move, 'cause as soon as they move, they're seen, and as soon as you're seen, you're killed or you're incapacitated. So the Ukrainians are using these huge forces of drones, backed up by artillery, to find Russians and kill them.

Frum: I don't think we've absorbed the idea that there's so many drones, because we're knowing the war through photographs or film, and how many drones can you capture in a shot? And we've all seen those dramatic videos of a single drone engaged in some kind of combat against a tank or some kind of installation. The idea that the air is thick with them, that's not something that the camera has shown--at least, I haven't seen that--and that's a hard thing to wrap your mind around. I'm still remembering the battles in the [President] Biden days about whether to send the Ukrainians tanks or not.

O'Brien: Yeah. You can't imagine it. I've not seen the battlefield live with all those drones, but from what I've heard is you cannot imagine it, because you have to operate on the assumption you are going to be seen. There's so many drones flying around. By the way, even if you can't see the drone, you assume there are drones up there looking at you. So it's a constant idea of surveillance if you're on the battlefield.

Outside of the Ukrainian and Russian militaries, Western militaries are not ready for this. That when Ukraine now does war games--they did some war games, I think it was the Swedish military the other day; they've done a number of war games with NATO militaries in the last few months--the Ukrainians always win because NATO militaries are simply incapable of fighting, at this point, in the kind of combat environment that Ukraine is used to.

So the Ukrainians know how to fight in this battle. They've adjusted really well. We don't. So I would say our soldiers are not yet capable of fighting in this kind of battlefield, because it is so different, so alien than they've been expected to fight in, and it is so deadly. But you just have to assume you're gonna be seen.

Frum: I wanna ask you about the United States versus Iran, but let me just insert as a transitional point the question, in your opinion, how obsolete is the United States military right now? The Trump battleships, those vast, beautiful, expensive machines, are they all out of date?

O'Brien: No, they're not. American long-range fire is still very effective. And they're moving on certain things. What the American military went into Iran not prepared for was intercepting a lot of cheap drones with other cheap systems. Clearly, they weren't ready for that. They went in assuming that they would intercept a smaller number of more expensive and advanced weapons with expensive interceptions. What they weren't ready for were these large numbers of cheap things, which they weren't capable of taking down, except with very expensive advance. So they would spend $1 million to take down a $30,000 Iranian drone. That's the problem with the U.S. military, is it has too advanced systems, too complex, too expensive systems, and fighting en masse is a real difficulty.

Now, there had been some adjustments by this. There had been some discussions about it. I think the problem we have is, the military under the present leadership has this almost boneheaded ideology of Let's stress lethality like we're Spartans. And it isn't actually thinking about fighting the war intelligently or, indeed, by saving casualties, which is a key way of fighting the war. So the military ethos under Trump is aggressively anti-intellectual. It's anticerebral. And it means that sort of you hoo-ha your way through a problem, and then you end up with something like the Iran war, where you can't hoo-ha your way through it. And that's why they are now stuck, is that they don't actually have a coherent way through it.

Frum: In the first Trump administration, a lot of people in the Trump world got very excited about a Russian army recruiting ad that showed a bunch of male models--very ripped, tall, ripped male models--sleeping in bunks, roaring out of the bunks, and doing push-ups. And many people in the United States who should have known better said, See, our woke military can't compete [with] this army of male underwear models that the Russians have recruited. Now, as you will know better than I, the Russian army is not, in fact, recruiting male underwear models. (Laughs.)

O'Brien: Male models are not surviving very long on the battlefield, as they survive--

Frum: But even if they were, there are a lot of boring, mechanical, technological--not boring, but highly technical--that can be done by people even if they're not good at push-ups.

O'Brien: Yep. Right now, if you're talking about who is the most valuable soldier in the Ukrainian army, it's a first-person-view drone pilot. They are basically video-game players. That's what they are. They play the world's most deadly video game. They stay sort of undercover, not seen, flying a drone, and they have to stay close enough to the line that they can still control the drone. Sometimes they even control it with a direct cable, a fiber-optic cable. And they are, by far, more valuable than anybody. A good drone pilot is worth their weight in gold in this military. The Russians rush forward as soldiers and fight, and they die. The Ukrainians are trying to save their soldiers. The stress on this anti-woke, it's just done so much harm.

And to talk about the U.S. military and Iran, there's gonna be a reckoning. The amount of losses they've suffered are much higher than people realize. Almost every American military base in the region's been hit. They didn't have the defense plans worked out. I think we've seen quite a shoddy military effort by the United States, which Americans often don't like to face, 'cause they tend to have a reverence towards the military. But we're seeing a military, I would say, with real signs of rot, from the head down.

Frum: There's a lot of controversy--and this takes us to the Iran question--a lot of controversy about how much damage the United States has taken. The Trump administration plays it down and says there's some lucky shots to the question "How extensive is the damage?" And then there's a lot of debate about how much damage has been inflicted on the Iranians in turn. What is your assessment of how much harm each has done to the other?

O'Brien: Well, I'm just going on the reports based on the pictures. And the reports based on the pictures of U.S. military facilities in the region say most were hit. And they've been hit regularly. These are satellite shots that are readily available--both The Washington Post and The New York Times have done these investigations of them, and they've gone through and said, Actually, these hits look more extensive than we realize, or than the administration has been saying. So it certainly seems to me that these bases were not as well protected as we think.

We won't know the exact bill. It's also, what the problem is, the Trump administration lies and doesn't tell the amount, so they're refusing to say what the costs are going to be. They just wanna say, Oh, they're not as bad as you think. So the Trump administration is setting this up.

When it comes to what has happened in Iran, in some ways, we are dealing with deep speculation. They clearly were able to hit the Iranian government at the start of the war and kill the supreme leader and kill a number of other senior political figures. Since then, we don't really know what has been going on. There does seem to be a new Iranian leadership, which is being very hard-line. So they're not acting like they've been devastated. Now, this might be bluff, might be the Iranians are trying to bluff Trump down. But they're not acting like they have been devastated or they feel that their control over the country is being threatened.

And there's entirely different narratives about the state of the Iranian military. There were the leaked intelligence reports that said 70 to 75 percent of Iranian missile technology is still there, that they can dig it out and fire again. I know U.S. senior commanders are saying, No, no, it's much worse than that. And in some ways, we won't know 'til long after this thing. However, what we see from the U.S. is an inability to get the Iranian regime to give Trump the kind of peace deal terms that he needs. And because he can't get that, he is stuck. And people are saying he might go back to bombing now 'cause he doesn't know what else to do. And if he's forced to go back into bombing, then we have to assume that, by the way, the Iranians haven't been as damaged as he says they've been.

Frum: Well, as best I can tell, the Trump theory of the war seems to have been based on what happened in Venezuela, which was, you had a leader at the top who believed some ideology, who's a direct heir of the regimes founded by Hugo Chavez. He hands it off to Nicolas Maduro. Maduro has some degree of belief in whatever he thought Chavez was doing. But below Maduro, it's all gangsters and crooks. So if you can get rid of the top guy who believes in the old ideology, then you bring to the fore gangsters and crooks, and the Trump people look at that and say, We love gangsters and crooks. We recognize gangsters. Those are our people. We can do business with the gangsters and crooks, and they'll do what we say in exchange for some kind of financial consideration. And it does look like that's sort of what happened in Venezuela. And they seem to have made a similar assumption about Iran, that the next level down to the level below that, those are also gangsters and crooks. So kill the top, what, 40, however many people they killed, and bring to the surface the gangsters and crooks, and you can do business with them.

O'Brien: Yeah. The other thing is, Maduro wasn't an ideologist either, and Maduro was a gangster and crook extraordinaire. And from what we see in Venezuela, it's simply the Maduro regime without Maduro. Still, his vice president's now president, and his very, very nasty minister of justice is, some say, the power behind the throne. So the Maduro regime endures; it's even perhaps more hard-line than before.

When it comes to Iran, I don't know what they thought. I think you are exactly right--he thought, I can get rid of the leadership, and a new leadership will come up. They won't be nice, but they'll do what I care--he doesn't care if they're democratic. He doesn't care if they believe in freedom. He doesn't care what they are as long as they do what he wants. He wants leaders that will defer to him and kowtow to him, and the Venezuelans have done that, to a certain degree. The Iranian regime is utterly different, and it's a far more extreme regime, I would argue. And he simply didn't understand what he was dealing with, and they didn't have any real plan in place to get rid of them. They assumed it would be much easier than it is. And now they're left with what most people are saying is a more hard-line regime than the one they killed at the beginning of the bombing. So they probably made the Iranian regime more extreme. They certainly don't seem to have candidates to take over on the ground in Iran. You don't hear that there is a new leadership waiting in the wings for the U.S. to activate. It's just been a colossal miscalculation. They assumed it would be easy.

They acted very much like Putin did in 2022. That's the most close analogy I can think of. Really, they thought a few days of military action, they'll show their power, the Iranians will fold, and they'll get a new leadership. And that's what Putin thought in 2022: We'll march into Ukraine. The Ukrainians will fold. They really won't wanna fight. They love us. We'll have a new pro-Russian government, and we'll all move on from there. And it just doesn't work out like that.

Frum: Well, U.S.-Iran is now turning into a true O'Brien-style war of mutual economic punishment. The intensity of violence has stepped down greatly. But Iran is blockading the flow of oil from the Persian Gulf to the rest of the world. The United States is counterblockading. President Trump seemed at first to dismiss the significance of the blockade because not very much of the oil comes to the United States. I don't think he really absorbed the idea that even if 80 percent of the oil flows from the Persian Gulf to Asia, there's still only one price in the world, so if the price goes up, it goes up everywhere. He doesn't seem to have grasped that, at least at the beginning. He surely grasps it now.

So the Iranians are inflicting significant economic damage on the rest of the world, but the United States is inflicting economic damage on Iran: They can't sell their oil, which they need to do.

O'Brien: There's actually two deadlines here, and we don't know which one will be reached first. I think the American deadline is quite clear, as in what the Iranians are thinking is Trump has to settle this in time to run the midterm elections. He can't go into the midterm elections in the fall with this war ongoing and fighting going on, bombing of Iran, a very unpopular war, which will not help him with anybody. So the Iranians are calculating, He's gotta settle it in time to run the midterm elections.

I think what Trump is calculating about the Iranians is, At some point, the enormous economic pressure I'm putting on them by not letting them trade will force them to cut a deal that I want. And really, he has, at this point, almost minimal demands. I think, really, Trump would take almost anything if it makes it look, particularly when it comes to nuclear weapons, that he's got a concession. This is the one thing he sort of has to have. So he's gambling that his economic pressure will force the Iranians down before the Iranians' political pressure forces him down.

I think the problem that he faces is that he's dealing with a pretty tough and nasty group, and they are willing to suffer pain, and they're willing to put their own people under pain to hold out for longer. The Iranians have calculated they have a much higher pain-tolerance threshold than Trump has, which is why more and more you hear--I can't believe there'd be strategic rationale behind it--that the U.S. is thinking [of] going back to bombing, that is, that they're seriously contemplating it now.

Frum: One of the things that the people around Trump say so often is, he never bluffs. And I think if you've been president now for two terms and you never bluff, you don't need a lot of people to say you never bluff. (Laughs.) You only need people to say it when, in fact, everyone would say, You bluff all the time. And the Iranians have figured that out, that the idea that Trump would escalate, given his poll numbers, given the price of gas, if he escalates, then the Iranians can hit the opposite shore and all of its energy resources too, and the price of oil goes up, and the price of gas goes up, and Americans who didn't support the war in the first place, didn't understand the war, weren't invited to give an opinion about the war, Congress never voted on the war--gas goes higher, and Trump's in even more trouble.

O'Brien: The issue he faces is I think he can't wait as long as the Iranians do. If you had to look at who's gonna crack first time-wise, the problem he faces is his deadline is there: The election is November. This has gotta be over by the summer.

Frum: If the war ends with some kind of armistice, where Trump gets some piece of paper with the word nuclear on it, Iran has effective control over the Strait of Hormuz--which I suppose it had before, but now it's really proven that it can do it--and a lot of damage to Iran's nuclear program and Iran's missile program, some damage in turn to the American forces, who's the winner of that war?

O'Brien: China. The winner of that war is China.

Frum: Explain.

O'Brien: Well, because, basically, the Chinese will come out of this as a far more influential force in the region. The United States will come out looking much weakened, with a degraded military, an inability to get what it wants through military force, and looking capricious and, in some ways, unable to assert itself over Iran. The Iranian regime will not come out of it in great shape. It's been damaged. It has been damaged militarily. Certainly, the Iranian people will be the losers 'cause they will suffer a great deal of oppression, one assumes, coming out of that. But the Iranians would have survived, and the other regimes in the area are gonna have to cut some kind of deals with them. But the Chinese are just sitting there. They are gonna be seen [as] a bastion of stability. They'll get a huge amount of reconstruction contracts. Their ally in Iran will still be there. And one assumes that a lot of the other powers in the region will want good relations with China going forward.

So the big winner in the long term is probably China. The big winner in the short term right now is Putin because the price of oil is up and it's gonna stay up. So the Russian economy has at least been thrown a lifeline by Trump in this war by having--Russian oil revenues are up spectacularly from before this all started.

So short-term victory, Putin; long-term victory, Chinese. The Americans are probably the biggest loser of it. I think their regional position would be undermined. And the Iranians won't be big winners, but they will have survived, and that will have given them some kind of leverage going forward.

Frum: The figure for Russia that I heard from a politician in the area was that the war has added $1 billion a day to Russian revenues.

O'Brien: It's crazy. Even though they can't export as much, because the Ukrainians have done a good job of degrading some of their systems, the fact that, one, everyone's buying Russian oil now. Because of the sanctions before, that people were buying Russian oil at a discount, that discount's gone, and everyone's buying oil wherever they can. So the Russians are just--whatever they're selling, they're selling at more than twice the price of what they were selling before this, and they're selling whatever they can ship out. So the Russians are doing very well out of it. Yeah, from the point of view of immediate benefit, what Trump has done could not have been better for Putin.

Frum: Okay, since you've mentioned China, let's pivot to our last big area of topic, which is, we had last week, the week before you and I speak, President Trump and President Xi [Jinping] in China had a summit meeting. There's not a lot of visible output of the meeting--that doesn't mean that nothing happened--but one of the things that was visible was a remarkable weakening of the American line on Taiwan. President Trump has always been pretty half-hearted in his support for Taiwan independence. During the campaign, he said things that questioned whether it was worthwhile. Now he's again said that he's not sure he will fight for the independence of a country 9,500 miles from the United States and he might put on pause the next American arms sale to Taiwan. It's not clear that he got anything in return for those concessions, if they are concessions. Bearing in mind that authoritarian regimes always look stronger than they really are, how would you evaluate the balance between the United States and China?

O'Brien: By the way, I agree completely with your last point. Chinese foreign policy has been a disaster until about American foreign policy got worse. (Laughs.) The Chinese foreign policy, for much of the period up from, say, 2000 to 2015, '16, was really bad 'cause it was basically alienating everybody. The Chinese were like, you might say, the United States is now. They were aggressive, threatening. They seemed very dangerous to people around them, and the Chinese were doing a good job of alienating everybody. So Chinese foreign policy has not been brilliant, and I think we have to be understanding of that.

The only problem is, now, is the United States seems to be--and completely by choice. The United States doesn't have to be weakening itself. The United States is choosing to weaken itself by destroying its alliances, destroying certain other sort of strategic advantages that it had. That was all on display in China.

It was actually sort of pathetic, what we saw. We saw Trump sucking up to Xi Jinping like Xi was Miss Universe: Oh, my dear friend, and Oh, you're [wonderful]. What we saw from Trump was pathetic, and the Chinese were almost laughing at him. When Xi Jinping talks about the "Thucydides Trap" to Trump's face, basically saying, You're a declining power; we're a rising power, and Trump turns around and said, We have a lot of Chinese food restaurants in America. (Laughs.) The Chinese are just wondering, What is this? And then the Chinese say to him, You better be good on Taiwan, and the next thing they hear is Trump saying, We might not fight for Taiwan. They can see that the Americans are reacting to Chinese demands. And by the way, the Chinese have given the United States nothing. The Trump administration went in saying, We're gonna convince the Chinese it's in their interest to help us on Iran. Well, they're not getting any help on Iran.

I think this summit is really important in terms of a historical marker on the road of U.S. decline, that, I would say, at this point in time, at that summit meeting, the Chinese had a stronger hand to play than the Americans, and they played it, sadly, I would say, better. And that's where we are. Now, the American position can recover, but from what that meeting saw, the United States is in an inferior position to the Chinese right now.

Frum: Well, there's a threshold question: Why does the United States do summit meetings with China? In the olden days, when the United States did summit meetings with the Soviet Union, there was a fundamental reason for that, which is, one of the things that the United States wanted from the Soviet Union was arms control. The two major nuclear powers had to deal with each other and only with each other on arms-control discussions, so there was a necessity to deal one-on-one with the leader of the Soviet Union, or the leaders collectively, to get toward the arms-control agreement that Republican and Democrats alike sought to pursue.

But with China, you would say, the agenda should always be, I would think, to say, We will never meet you as a G2. We will always meet you with our friends. Because the United States and China are near-peers, but the U.S.-led alliance and China's nonalliance, those aren't peers. If the United States shows up flanked by Japan and India and Australia and Canada and South Korea and Great Britain and the European Union, then suddenly, this is not a contest of equals anymore, if you can preserve the unity of the U.S.-led alliance system. If you smash it up first and have to meet the Chinese one-on-one, then it's a discussion of near-equals and with no reason to talk that way because the arms-control agenda of the past is not present anymore.

O'Brien: The United States took a great global-alliance system and decided to blow it up in the last few years. I live in Europe, and Greenland, I think, was one of those moments--the Greenland crisis in January--the trust in the U.S. is gone. The Europeans do not look at the U.S. as a reliable ally anymore. My guess is, right now, the Taiwanese do not look at them; the Japanese do not look at them. The Indians, who are growing closer and closer to the U.S., have now had a terrible relationship with Trump in the last few months, since he gave them special tariffs, which, again, was almost like a gift to the Chinese.

So the United States, when it shows up, as you say, with the Chinese, they have no one with them. They have no reliable states that believe the United States is their ally. They have destroyed this position. And that's why Trump is left begging for the Chinese to buy soybeans and Boeing jets, and the Chinese sort of string him along.

But the United States will rue this. They will rue this development for the future because even if the United States has sane leadership in the future, the trust in the United States will take a long time to recover, and it might never recover to the way that it was, because the United States' trust was based on the fact that the United States did protect its allies, and it has now not shown itself to be willing to protect its allies, and you don't get over that easily.

Frum: Do you think the United States has the capability to protect Taiwan? That's Trump's big idea, I think, on this, is, Well, Taiwan is a goner anyway, so let's not pretend we can do it, and let's see what else we can get in return. And anyway, I'm mad at them for selling us too many computer chips at too low a price.

O'Brien: The problem that the Chinese would face is that they would have, if Taiwan is properly armed--and you'd have to really prepare Taiwan well--the Chinese will have great difficulty getting off their own coastline. The threat that the Taiwanese present to China is not that they can fight China one-on-one, but they control the seas, the sea lanes coming out of China in its most important sea routes, that they have to go within range of Taiwan.

Oh, by the way, I think actually invading Taiwan would be almost so difficult to imagine, the Chinese wouldn't do it. When people talk about a D-Day of Taiwan, that's a really scary prospect for the Chinese 'cause the Taiwanese could have a lot of anti-ship missiles, and the Chinese military has not fought a war since 1979 and they lost that. So you would expect an entirely inexperienced military to try a really complex military maneuver. So the way you protect Taiwan is you turn it into a really nasty hedgehog.

Frum: [The] 1979 war was their war against Vietnam.

O'Brien: Against Vietnam, and they lost it. And that was the last time the Chinese military has fought a war.

So the United States could prepare Taiwan to be an incredibly difficult strategic task for the Chinese, and by making the Chinese think they are gonna stand with the Taiwanese, that would be a real deterrent factor. But right now, what the Chinese are gonna, I think, say very much to the Taiwanese--and they probably are--is, Look, the United States isn't gonna fight for you. Come back to us. And what the Chinese don't wanna do is invade; this is what I hear. What they want is a political connection a la Hong Kong, to get the Taiwanese to accept the fact that the Americans are not their friends and say, Okay, we're gonna let you be "two systems, one country." Just sign up with us. But as soon as the Communist Party gets their hooks into Taiwan, they'll do what they did to Hong Kong: slowly take it over.

Frum: You said something a moment ago that I wanna put a spotlight on because, again, it draws on so much of your work, which is, one of the things that American strategists have worried a lot about in recent years is the Chinese could not invade Taiwan, but blockade it. And Taiwan, of course, depends on trade, and it could be isolated. But you just made the point, drawing on the Ukraine example, it's not so obvious that it's just China that could blockade Taiwan. Using drones, Taiwan could also counterblockade China. The smaller and seemingly weaker country, if it has enough drones, can cut off the trade links of the bigger and seemingly stronger country.

O'Brien: Absolutely. China lives on shipping, and that shipping all goes along the Chinese coast. The shipping ports from the north of China, most of the shipping goes through the Strait of Malacca. It comes down and around, and they have to go by Taiwan. So Taiwan is perfectly situated.

The strategic position of Taiwan cannot be undervalued, for both the United States and for China, that with Taiwan pro-American, the Chinese have to protect shipping in a way that would be almost impossible if Taiwan were properly armed. On the other hand, if Taiwan becomes Chinese, it is over for the U.S. Navy in the Western Pacific. It's done. All right? If Taiwan becomes Chinese, the American naval base in the Marianas--Guam, Tinian, where there are U.S. forces--they become undefendable because Chinese missiles can rain down on the Marianas from Taiwan. Indeed, shipping in most of the Western Pacific then becomes controlled by the Chinese. If the United States loses Taiwan, it's back to Hawaii. You're back to Pearl Harbor. And that's the only place you can deploy them safely. And you're basically saying to the Chinese, Yep, Western Pacific's yours.

Frum: So these are all the lessons of the Ukraine war that you've tried to impart to American audiences. In your work--and you travel all over the world; you talk to so many militaries--is there anyone in the United States who's listening to you, or is it Europeans only who wanna hear what you have to say?

O'Brien: There's just still some great people. No one in office, but I think people who might get into office and you talk to or people who were in office, they do get it. It's just, right now, to be an employee of the U.S. government and have any influence and any seniority in that, you have to be incompetent. The No. 1 criteria is loyalty to Trump; you do whatever the president says. And the second criteria is, you have to be incompetent at what you do.

We see, David, the great fraud of the last few days is, remember we were told, Oh, the United States can't help Ukraine, 'cause it has to face China. It has to reorient to the Pacific. We're seeing now they're not gonna reorient to the Pacific. They never were gonna reorient to the Pacific. That was just a lie, and it was a lie to provide a fig leaf for not helping Ukraine. They don't wanna help Ukraine, and they don't wanna protect Taiwan. They basically are handing over a lot of the world to Xi and Putin. The one benefit is, Putin's weak enough that he can't take it. Ukraine's showing that that's a flawed strategy. But it is basically the United States empowering dictatorships over democracies. That's where we are.

Frum: To the extent there's an idea behind all of this--and there may not be; it may just be impulses--but it's something that your historical work would emphasize, which is, when President [Franklin D.] Roosevelt was trying to explain to Americans in 1941 why the United States had a stake in the outcome in the European war. And a lot of Americans, they'd been through the Depression; they'd been through so much. The world was much bigger in those days, much farther away. Europe was connected to the New World primarily by ship. Airplane travel was new and exotic and not very useful.

And so the question is, how does it matter to the United States if Nazi Germany takes over Europe? And Roosevelt explained in his summer radio addresses of 1941 that if the Germans win the war, the United States becomes an island within the world, with hostile empires dominating most of the world's landmass. The United States will be forced into retreat. It'll lose its trade. It'll have to become a more state-controlled economy, more of a planned economy, and its dreams of relying on enterprise and trad e with the rest of the world would be dashed. But what if you start by thinking, But that's what we want. What we want is a North American, or North America plus Venezuela, continental empire with a lot of state control, government running everything, a lot of protectionism. We have no interest in trading with anybody. Then Roosevelt's nightmare becomes Trump's dream.

O'Brien: Yeah. The Roosevelt example is great because what Roosevelt actually understood is, he wanted an alliance of democracies. The real traumatic moment for Roosevelt, which changed his entire outlook, was the fall of France in May and June 1940. Before May, June 1940, he wasn't gonna get that involved in the European war, 'cause he believed the British and the French could balance the Germans. The democracies were still in ascendancy. The fall of France changed everything for Roosevelt because he's like, Oh my God, democracies could lose. I think he wanted to get in the European war from the moment France fell. That, for him, was the real moment--now, he couldn't do it politically. But the second France fell, he changes his position, and then he waits 'til he's reelected in November 1940, and then he comes out of the shell. And he says, Okay, Lend-Lease [Act], rearmament, we're just gonna take off here. But it all goes down to the fall of France, and that means, as you were saying, dictatorships are gonna run Europe, not democracies, and that is a threat to the U.S.A.

Frum: If we're gonna have a free society at home, we need free commerce with the world, and that means we need a pretty congenial world with which to have that commerce. But if you've decided we don't care about having a free society at home and we're happy to have an unfree economy at home, or at least a state-led economy run by friends of the people in power doing deals with themselves, then it doesn't matter whether there's free trade, and then it doesn't matter what the rest of the world looks like. So Trump's authoritarian and kleptocratic model is what leads him to be so indifferent to what happens to everybody else, and maybe one of the reasons he identifies so much with Putin and therefore hates Ukraine so much.

O'Brien: He loves dictators. He has no affinity to democracy--he hates democracy. He hated the result of the 2020 elections, which he lost. And he's trying to rewrite history as if he won it. So he doesn't believe in democracy.

Frum: Phillips, thank you so much for making time for us today. What an interesting conversation, and I recommend all your books to everybody, but especially your great book How the War Was Won. It'll just change your way of thinking about what wars are about and what really matters, and how the United States can prepare to be as safe and prosperous in this current century as it was in the last. Thanks for joining me today.

O'Brien: Thank you, David.

Frum: Bye-bye.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Phillips O'Brien for joining me today on The David Frum Show. As I mentioned at the top, my book this week is a nonfiction book: What Science Says About Astrology, by Carlos Orsi, part of a new series of What Science Says books published by Columbia University Press.

When you hear the title, you might imagine that what science says about astrology is pretty negative, and so it is. But Carlos Orsi, a scientific journalist with a punchy prose style, gives a lot of credit to what astrology has meant to human beings over the past thousands of years. He writes, "Astrology is humanity's longest-lived attempt to make sense of the universe and find patterns and regularities in nature."

He begins his story in ancient Mesopotamia, modern Iraq, where for hundreds of years astrologers studied the skies to detect patterns in the universe and to make predictions that could be used by rulers, farmers, and other people. Carlos Orsi describes this observation as the longest continuous research program ever undertaken by human beings. And if you think about it, that's kinda so: hundreds of years, nightly observations of the skies. And in Mesoamerica, the Mayans were doing the same thing, although we have less record of exactly how long they were at it and exactly what they saw. But they built calendar systems on their observation, and probably, they too were trying to use the stars to foretell the future.

From ancient Mesopotamia, modern Iraq, astrology spread into the Greek world, then to the Roman world, then to the Islamic world. It fell into disrepute in Christian medieval Europe, not so much because Christian medieval Europeans doubted its power, but because they saw its power as a threat to God's role in the universe, and they punished astrologers, like other kinds of soothsayers, very seriously. But with the advent of the Renaissance and the rediscovery of Greek texts, astrology came back into its own in the 1600s and 1700s. Isaac Newton believed in it.

In its modern form, however, astrology owes much more to recent entrepreneurs than to ancient stargazers. A British writer named William Allen, who took the name Alan Leo, produced in the late 1800s a book called Astrology Without Prediction. Now, at the time, it was illegal in Britain to use astrology and other forms of soothsaying to predict the future. The British authorities, they weren't afraid that it was demoniacal; they were afraid it was a rip-off and cheating customers. So they enforced the laws pretty strictly. You could get three months at hard labor if you used astrology to tell people about the future. But in Astrology Without Prediction, Alan Leo discovered you could tell people about themselves. And that was not only legal, but in an increasingly individualistic world, very lucrative. People would pay to have their charts read and to be told things about themselves and their personality. And if you were a skilled reader of human nature, you could tell them things that they probably found pretty accurate, especially if they were complimentary.

From this new art of astrology as a way of reading human nature, we get the astrology we know today: horoscopes in the newspapers and the mass interest in astrology as a form of psychological understanding. Now, what's wrong with this? Well, the ancient rhetorician and jurist Cicero gave as good an answer as any back in the times of Julius Caesar. He observed a great battle, in which thousands of people lost their lives. And he asked, Did they all have the same horoscope? If astrology predicts our destiny, then if people all die on the same day, we must share a same destiny, but we were born under different stars. So there's your problem right there.

There are many other scientific attempts to test the predictions of astrology, and all of them prove that it doesn't work. And that leads Orsi to his conclusion: "Astrology is a system of beliefs that proclaims hypothetical relationships between the cosmos and humanity, theorizes a specific structure for human personality, and offers advice about mundane events and decisions, all without any basis in empirical reality and, truth be told, in blatant contradiction to well-established scientific facts." So there you go. I read that paragraph to my wife, and she scoffed. Well, you know what Aries are like.

Thanks so much for joining me today on The David Frum Show. It would help so much if you were to like and share this program on social media platforms. If you wanna support this program materially, the best way to do that and to support all of us at The Atlantic is by subscribing to The Atlantic. I hope you'll consider doing that. Thanks so much for watching and listening this week. See you next week. Bye-bye.

[Music]
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Why Thomas Massie Thought He Was Different

He wrongly believed his popularity back home made him able to withstand a Trump-backed challenge.

by Russell Berman

Wed, 20 May 2026




For a long time, Representative Thomas Massie confidently defied an ironclad law of modern Republican politics--that to oppose President Trump was to start a ticking clock on your electoral career. "I'm not worried about losing," he told me last spring inside the Capitol, as he explained to a group of reporters the strength of his support within his Kentucky district.

Massie had already angered Trump just a few months into the president's second term, after clashing with him during his first. Massie voted against government-funding bills, criticized the president's tariffs, and would soon become one of the only Republicans in Congress to oppose Trump's One Big Beautiful Bill Act, which the fiscally hawkish Massie deemed irresponsible. Trump lashed out at Massie and vowed to find a primary opponent to defeat his bid for an eighth term; as early as last summer, the president's allies stood up a political-action committee to run ads attacking Massie in his district.

Still, Massie refused to fall in line. Over the next several months, he condemned Trump's military adventurism, including his unilateral attacks on Iran, and he helped lead a remarkably successful bipartisan effort to force the administration to release its trove of files on the disgraced financier and convicted sex offender Jeffrey Epstein. Massie, an iconoclast to his fans and an ineffective gadfly to his detractors, had always gone his own way in Congress. Maybe he believed he was uniquely positioned to withstand a Trump-backed barrage. Or perhaps he knew he was toast and had resolved to go down on his own terms.

Read: The 'crazy' plot to release the Epstein files

Either way, last night Massie met the same fate as so many of Trump's Republican critics: He lost his primary. In the end, Massie's campaign against Ed Gallrein, a Navy SEAL whom the president had personally recruited to run, wasn't particularly close. Gallrein won by about 10 points, and Massie conceded not long after the polls closed.

For months leading up to the primary, Massie had held up his race as an important test case for the Trump era: If he could criticize the president and win anyway, his victory would embolden other Republicans to speak out and vote against Trump when they felt compelled to, loosening his viselike grip on the party. As many as a dozen House Republicans, he told me last month, would then be "more liable to vote with their constituents instead of the party line."

That prediction, however, looked dubious even before Massie's defeat became clear, as Trump reasserted his dominance over the GOP elsewhere. Less than six months from the midterm elections, the president may be as unpopular as he's ever been with the general public. But inside the Republican Party, he remains the undisputed kingmaker.

In Indiana earlier this month, Trump-backed challengers defeated five of the seven Republican incumbents who sought reelection to the state Senate after opposing the president's push to adopt a newly gerrymandered congressional map. On Saturday in Louisiana, Senator Bill Cassidy finished third in a Republican primary after Trump endorsed one of his opponents. (Cassidy had voted to convict Trump during his second impeachment trial after the Capitol riot on January 6, 2021.) Trump likely sealed the defeat of another GOP incumbent, Senator John Cornyn, yesterday by endorsing a primary challenge from Texas Attorney General Ken Paxton, who had been leading in the polls.

Kentucky's Fourth District includes the suburbs of Cincinnati and Louisville and stretches east nearly 200 miles, close to the West Virginia border. Massie had hoped that his base of younger libertarian voters would turn out in sufficient numbers to overcome Gallrein's strength among older Republicans who wanted a representative more loyal to Trump. He had turned aside primary challengers before with relative ease. But the money Trump and his allies put behind Gallrein dwarfed anything Massie had previously faced. Pro-Israel groups, hostile to Massie because of his staunch opposition to the Iran war and aid to the Jewish state, spent millions to defeat him. Massie used Trump's attacks on him to raise plenty of his own funds, and the total spent on both sides swelled to some $33 million, making the race the most expensive House primary in U.S. history.

Read: The Republican who outsmarted Trump

Massie told reporters that his internal polling found that although most Republicans in his district still backed Trump, the president's support was notably weaker within the party than during his first term. (He also acknowledged that his position on Iran was unpopular among primary voters in the district.) But although Massie never renounced his criticism of Trump, he spent the final weeks of the campaign reminding his constituents that he sided with the president far more than he opposed him. "I agree with President Trump nearly all of the time," Massie said in one ad. In an April interview, Massie told me he had been willing to serve in Trump's Cabinet.

These efforts to downplay a long-running feud with the president seemed as good an indication as any that Massie knew he was in trouble. They also weren't enough to save him. As the end neared, his jocular lack of concern about his chances began to give way to equanimity at the prospect of defeat. Last night, after the race was called early, Massie appeared for his concession speech before the sun had set in Kentucky. "I would have come out sooner," he said, before taking a dig at his opponent's support from pro-Israel donors, "but it took a while to find Ed Gallrein in Tel Aviv." He seemed to harbor some bitterness but few regrets, even as he joined the growing number of Republicans who have taken on Trump and lost.
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Who Can Be Trusted When Everyone Is Vulnerable?

Apple TV's <em>Maximum Pleasure Guaranteed</em> is a nervy thriller for the scam era.

by Sophie Gilbert

Wed, 20 May 2026




To have one OnlyFans-themed show debut on Apple TV this spring seems timely; to have two feels either like an acknowledgment of just how much our most intimate relationships are mediated through screens now, or like a cry for help. Maximum Pleasure Guaranteed, created by David J. Rosen, stars Tatiana Maslany as Paula, a professional fact-checker and divorced mother in the middle of a messy custody battle whose preferred way of decompressing is videochatting with a beguiling online performer named Trevor (Brandon Flynn). Their interactions usually end up being sexual, but what seems even more compelling to Paula is having someone to talk with--someone who listens, asks thoughtful questions about her life, and pays her genuine, if compensated, attention.

During one of their calls, Trevor gets up to answer the door and is attacked by a masked man while a horrified Paula can only watch, recording everything she sees on her phone. When she goes to the police, she's told it's likely a scam--that she'll soon get a call asking for money, which she does, from a supposedly distressed Trevor. And when Paula calls him out over the phone, he tells her the truth: He's recorded all of their meetings, he knows everything about her, and if she doesn't pay, he'll ruin her life. "I don't want that for you," he says, cruelly. "I like you, Paula. You know that."

Read: Life isn't easy in the OnlyFans economy

Maximum Pleasure Guaranteed seems consciously to be aping classic nervy thrillers. Its opening scene, which has a camera trail slowly over the exterior of a New York City apartment building, nods to Rear Window, with its wild array of sunbathing, dancing, bickering neighbors, carefree and fully exposed. In Paula's building, conversely, the blinds are all at least semi-closed, as though its inhabitants have become wise to the idea that anyone could be looking in. Paula's open laptop, of course, suggests new avenues of vulnerability. Some context: During the time I spent watching the series' 10 episodes, I received five scam calls, three book-club-scam emails, a few weak-sauce phishing attempts, and several Instagram spam messages about crypto-investing opportunities--the kind of online pollution so standard now that it's barely noticeable, at least until it's potentially catastrophic. Paula is unlucky, but she also, thrillingly, refuses to acquiesce. Using her professional verification skills, she pores over the details from her recording of Trevor's "assault" until she identifies his location, then furiously decides to pay him a visit--an expedition that naturally goes very wrong.

All good thrillers exploit uncertainty, and yet this one shifts ground so readily that it can sometimes be hard to dig in. Tone-wise, Maximum Pleasure Guaranteed falls somewhere between dark topical mystery and quirky divorce comedy; Paula is besieged both by the people trying to blackmail her and by her squirrelly ex-husband, Karl (Jake Johnson), who wants to tear up their custody agreement so he can move with their daughter and his new wife to Boise. (However accustomed you might be to seeing Johnson play a chaotically schlubby dreamboat, he's fully against type here as a manipulative and condescending jerk.) I was absolutely on board for a drama about a professional fact-checker redirecting her skills to solve crimes (finally!). But Maximum Pleasure Guaranteed almost immediately veers off into wild subplots about murder, corruption, and corporate malfeasance, as if to emphasize that low-level romance scams are just the tip of the internet's fetid iceberg.

Watching, I sometimes felt unmoored by the show's constantly shifting vantage points, especially with regard to Paula. Maslany is an intense and engaging performer in the role; as Paula, she's as committed to getting the dynamics of an Instagram banana dance right for her daughter as she is to finding out the real identity of the scammers. But the show doesn't seem to want us to know who Paula really is. An elder Millennial, she has her phone's volume permanently on high like a theatergoing Boomer, but she's also as naive and trusting as a child. There are allusions to previous crises she's gone through that contributed to the end of her marriage, and mysterious references to a past event in "Portland" that suggest Paula might be suffering from mental illness or some kind of delusion. But the series is also clear about the layers of scammery that are piling atop her like a grand fraudulent mille-feuille. David Gordon Green (Pineapple Express), who directs the first episode, depicts Paula through windows and screens, her eyes seen as a fragment in a car mirror, or her face murky and pixelated as if she's on camera. The overall effect is pleasantly unsettling, reminding us of all the many ways people might be watching.

As far as the OnlyFans of it all (reimagined here as a fictional site called CamPop), Maximum Pleasure Guaranteed doesn't entirely judge Paula for wanting a sex life she can fit into her sparse off-hours, but it doesn't not judge her, either, underscoring the erratic behavior and questionable judgment that make her and her family vulnerable. Unlike the recent Margo's Got Money Troubles, a series intent on adding human texture to all our preconceptions about online adult performers, Maximum Pleasure Guaranteed seems more interested in the dramatic potential of intimate deceit. What is storytelling if not its own scam, its own manipulation of our confidences and expectations? In this case, the trick is an intriguing one, but you may have some doubts.
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My Son's Hockey Team and the Crisis of American Resentment

For-profit companies are buying up the rituals of American childhood and selling them back to parents.

by Chris Murphy

Wed, 20 May 2026




My 14-year-old son competes in a serious, multistate hockey league. During his five-month, 60-game season, he travels up and down the East Coast on weekends, and I occasionally miss votes in the Senate to watch him. Rider isn't likely to play in the National Hockey League, nor is he interested in devoting his entire childhood to chasing a pro career as a goalie. He still plays other sports--flag football, basketball, and golf. That sounds about right for an eighth grader.

But for the owners of the Atlantic Hockey Federation--the youth-hockey association that pulls together elite teams from Connecticut and many other states, as far west as Arizona--kids' sports is a cutthroat business, a way to make a handful of people very rich. Black Bear Sports Group owns the AHF, several other youth hockey leagues, and many of the rinks where the teams practice and play. Methodically and quietly, Black Bear--backed by the private-equity firm Blackstreet Capital Holdings--is tightening its stranglehold over the youth-hockey infrastructure along the Eastern Seaboard. Whereas Rider sees hockey as character-building fun, Black Bear's objective is far simpler: to make a grotesque amount of money.

I first came face-to-face with this reality when I noticed a parent from our team sheepishly recording his son from a dark corner of the rink during one of our league games. Because our team travels so much, both parents--or other relatives--can't always attend. Streaming games for grandparents or recording a child's shifts on the ice seems like a natural way to share in these moments. I approached the parent and asked why he wasn't standing in a better spot.

Read: How private equity is changing housing

"Wish I could," he said. "I heard we could be docked points in the standings if parents are caught filming their kids."

I was stunned. When my father recently uploaded all of our old home movies to the cloud, the first videos I pulled up were of my grade-school basketball games and tennis matches. What I learned next shocked me further. Black Bear had installed cameras in each rink that feed video footage into a subscription service--Black Bear TV--that charges parents as much as $37 a month. Subscribers can watch games remotely and must pay for the "premium" tier to share highlights, such as their daughter's game-winning goal, with relatives. Of course, Black Bear could have allowed parents to livestream games to family members and still made money off the low-cost, AI-operated camera system. But that, apparently, wasn't enough for the executives, so the company banned parents from streaming games for grandparents or the mother or father who didn't drive two hours to the rink.

Investor money has warped youth sports in another way: It has individualized and professionalized the experience. Black Bear creates a youth-hockey experience that feels like the NHL--the youth league's website keeps meticulously updated standings and individual statistical leaders' pages. The kids on our team always know exactly where they rank in the race for the points, goals, and assists titles (and, if I'm honest, I also spend too much time on those pages). The winners of the league receive heavy embossed rings and championship hats, just as the Stanley Cup winners do.

The result is that youth-league hockey ends up being about the players, not about the team. Rider never plays with the same kids from one season to the next. Each year, players are reshuffled so that the best kids land on the most elite teams. If parents feel their child was unfairly cut, they move to another program--sometimes far from home--just to secure the best placement. This high-pressure environment, driven by parents and profit-hungry owners alike, has produced a youth-sports culture in which profit and individual achievement matter more than teamwork or character building.

This was not always the case. For most of the past century, youth sports were managed primarily by local park departments, parent-led leagues, and nonprofit groups such as Pop Warner and the Catholic Youth Organization. Parents' dues went to support their work, not to maximize outside investors' returns. The extent of commercialization was limited to a handful of local businesses donating a few hundred dollars to sponsor teams (my very first Little League team was sponsored by Dillon-Baxter Funeral Home, and our main rival was the team sponsored by Dillon-Baxter's main rival, D'Esopo Funeral Chapel). Youth sports were mostly treated as a public good.

This was the better approach--and it served many valuable purposes. Few rituals are more formative and unifying than youth and high-school sports. For children, they build teamwork, resilience, and work ethic. For parents, they provide bonding moments--long car rides, talks after tough games, camaraderie with fellow parents. For communities, youth sports offer collective pride, bringing together adults across political, racial, and economic divides to cheer for their kids.

Now youth sports is seen as a profit opportunity--and in America, no such opportunity goes unpursued. Black Bear isn't an outlier. Billion-dollar private-equity groups are rapidly buying up leagues and affiliated services. For instance, Varsity Brands, a company owned by the private-equity firm KKR, has a dominant position in youth competitive cheerleading. Kids' sports are now a commodity, not a common good.

When I learned that the only way my parents could watch Rider's games was by paying a fee to a monopoly-seeking private company, I nearly gagged. A vital coming-of-age ritual for kids, and a bonding ritual for families, has been hollowed out and sold back to us. A grandfather shouldn't have to help Black Bear's investors buy a third vacation home just to watch a highlight reel of his grandson's game.

But the sell-off of youth sports is no surprise. In America, little remains of what used to be called the public commons--the essential parts of life organized for mutual benefit rather than profit extraction. Hospitals, nursing homes, and insurance companies were once mostly nonprofit, run by local boards. No more. Education, from preschool to college, is being colonized by for-profit owners. Even utilities such as electricity and water, once treated as public goods, are being taken over by profit-obsessed investment firms.

Virtually everything in America has become a commodity--even middle-school hockey. Every minute of our life is fodder for profit maximization. And when everything exists primarily for someone else's gain--even your child's Saturday-afternoon game--it breeds emptiness and resentment.

That discontent doesn't stay contained. It spills, inevitably, into our politics. Donald Trump is a symptom, not the cause, of America's spiritual unraveling. He is no ordinary symptom. He could prove fatal to our 250-year experiment in multicultural democracy. But our nation would make a grave error if we believed we could repair what is broken within us simply by defeating Trump--or his successor--at the ballot box. A deeper rot festers in the American soul: a callousness toward our neighbors, a me-first selfishness, a relentless focus on "getting mine" even if it leaves others behind. Today, we worship false cults--profit at any cost, consumerism instead of citizenship, a blind faith in technology, a winner-takes-all politics--that leaves us feeling empty and devoid of purpose.

Roge Karma: The secretive industry devouring the U.S. economy

We see the signs of this disintegration everywhere: in rates of addiction and self-harm, the retreat of young people into electronic devices, the collapse of once-powerful religious and civic institutions, rising political tribalism. Our waning concern for the common good--for broad, shared prosperity that gives every American a chance at a dignified, purposeful life--is the underlying crisis that has fueled Trump's brand of divisive, bombastic politics.

Americans want to feel powerful and connected--in their individual life, in their family life, and in their community. They want work that feels meaningful and tethered to something more than the cold accumulation of profit. They want to live in communities whose fate is determined not by faraway forces but by the contributions and shared projects of their neighbors. They want a capitalism that rewards ingenuity and hard work but doesn't leave people living lives of indignity. They want ethical and moral rules that bind everyone, with no exemptions for people with money or political power.

To achieve these ends, electoral politics is essential but insufficient. Democrats must do more than win the midterms or defeat Trump's chosen successor--or Trump himself--in 2028. My party did that in 2018 and 2020, and it did little to change the social conditions that made the United States so fertile for Trumpism--including the runaway technology and consumerism that have given us a world where your teenager's life may be made available to you via streaming service. Unless we repair the underlying emptiness in American life and restore a belief in the common good, new demagogues will always find an opening.



Chris Murphy is a Democratic senator from Connecticut. This essay is adapted from his forthcoming book, Crisis of the Common Good: The Fight for Meaning and Connection in a Broken America.
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The Challenge for American Jews

Progressive alliances are weakening, political identities are shifting, and emotional ties to Israel are being strained. What now?

by Michael W. Sonnenfeldt

Wed, 20 May 2026




American Jews have achieved unprecedented safety, integration, and success in the United States, yet we carry a long historical memory in which periods of apparent security elsewhere, again and again, ended abruptly in exclusion, violence, murder, or expulsion. I grew up with a deeply personal connection to the Holocaust and with sensitivity to how the erosion of democratic institutions and the descent into fascism enabled the rise of Nazism. My father, Richard Sonnenfeldt, was a German Jewish refugee who fled to England in 1938 and then, at 23, became the chief interpreter for the American prosecution at the Nuremberg trials, and ultimately Hermann Goring's personal interpreter.

Intellectual honesty requires acknowledging that the United States is not Weimar Germany or Eastern Europe's Pale of Settlement, where deadly pogroms against Jews were a regular feature of the late 19th and early 20th centuries. America's constitutional order--independent courts, federalism, a free press, and a robust civil society--provides formidable safeguards against the translation of social hostility into state persecution. Jews are not a tolerated caste here but full participants across every sector of civic life: business, academia, media, the professions, government, the arts. Jewish confidence in America's resilience is not foolish. The challenge is to hold that warranted confidence alongside a warranted fear.

And yet, for Jews, the question of security for Israel requires its own response to that historical vulnerability, and Israel's founding created a moral and political tension that many of us find it difficult to reconcile. In 1947, the United Nations adopted a partition plan that contemplated two states, one Jewish and one Arab. It treated that decision as a legal basis for Jewish sovereignty, even as it was rejected by the Arab world, which responded by invading the just-born Jewish state. The invasion failed.

Though the ideas of modern political Zionism long predate the Holocaust, Israel was established by the world community in response to the unimaginable atrocities and extermination perpetrated by the Nazis, who murdered one out of every three Jews on the planet. Perhaps no other people in history suffered such losses. The United Nations General Assembly affirmed the legality and necessity of a Jewish state, and its founding was supported by a majority of UN member states. Even so, the Palestinians who were displaced by the establishment of the state of Israel deserve a chance at freedom and normalcy, too.

Israel's traditional response to the events of 1948--that the displacement of Palestinians was a tragic consequence of a war Arab states started, and that it was paralleled by the expulsion of roughly 850,000 Jews from Arab countries--is true, but inadequate. There are moral issues about those Palestinians who lost their home that are not solved by the fact that the Arab states fought to destroy Israel from its inception. It is particularly necessary to ask whether the relentless Jewish settlement of the West Bank--the core of any future Palestinian state--is meant to deny Palestinians what they deserve.

Many of today's anti-Israel activists argue that Israel does not have the right to exist as a Jewish homeland. But if the declarations and recognitions of Israel's right to exist by the world at Israel's founding do not constitute that right, then we have no international norms or laws that can be relied on. And yet, if one believes the world did give Israel the right to exist as a Jewish homeland, the question remains: What does justice require for the Palestinians who were displaced? I do not have solutions, and I am unsure this circle can ever be fully closed, because the world granted Israel a right to exist that the population of Arabs never agreed to. But that right was granted, and millions of Jews have immigrated to Israel, and for 80 years Jews around the world have supported Israel and its reliance on that right and recognition. To argue that the 8 million Jews of Israel have no right to exist as a polity, and must be exterminated or displaced, is, of course, genocidal in intent.

Emma Green: Are Democrats losing the Jews?

What I know for sure is that there will be no perfect outcome for either party. The goal is to avoid more bloodshed and displacement on the path to a reality in which both Jews and Arabs can live in peace and dignity in the two states that ought to exist between--as the saying goes--the river and the sea.

For much of modern American history, anti-Semitism followed a well-understood pattern. It was most visibly rooted in the nationalist and authoritarian right, while the political left, broadly conceived, was a coalition of progressive activists focused on labor, civil rights, women's rights, minority rights, environmental protection, and social justice. Jews were not only part of that coalition; we were among its most ardent institutional builders and philanthropic supporters. Jewish lawyers litigated civil-rights cases. Jewish donors funded Black-led organizations. Jewish students and clergy marched alongside Martin Luther King Jr. Let's not forget the memories of Andrew Goodman and Michael Schwerner, Jewish activists who were killed with James Chaney in Mississippi in the cause of civil rights during the Freedom Summer of Mississippi in 1964. For decades, most American Jews understood ourselves as allies--and often champions--of progressive causes well beyond our own communal interests.

In recent years, that moral and political alignment has frayed. Many American Jews now experience anti-Semitism not only from the nationalist right but from growing segments of the left as well. Progressive coalitions we once helped build have weakened, and in some cases Jews experience hostility or exclusion from organizations we supported for generations. This is not simply a story about disagreement over policy; it is also about the emotional shock of betrayal.

That sense of alienation and dislocation intensified after the October 7, 2023, attacks in Israel. Jews around the world identified instinctively with the victims of mass murder, rape, and kidnapping. Yet in the immediate aftermath, many found themselves not merely criticized but implicitly blamed. Jewish students were harassed on campuses; Jewish institutions required heightened security; even expressions of grief were sometimes met with suspicion. The shock was not only the scale of anti-Semitism but its moral inversion: Jews felt ourselves cast as perpetrators even while mourning Jewish victims of barbaric violence. As but one example of many, more than 30 student organizations at Harvard signed a statement after October 7 that held "the Israeli regime entirely responsible for all unfolding violence." At once, we became both victim and defendant.

The Anti-Defamation League reported 8,873 anti-Semitic incidents in 2023, a 140 percent increase from the prior year and then the highest number on record since the ADL began tracking such incidents in 1979. In 2024 the number of incidents rose again, but at a slower pace. The dramatic increase took place primarily in the period following October 7, but the larger point is that what felt, for many years, like a marginal social pathology has returned as a visible feature of public life. Even when anti-Semitism appears as "mere rhetoric," Jews have learned to take that rhetoric seriously, because it is often the early stage of a darker sequence.

For many American Jews, another source of estrangement has unfolded in parallel: a growing distance from Israel's current government. American Jews who largely inhabit the center and the left--politically, culturally, and morally--feel disillusioned and betrayed by an Israeli leadership that appears intent on blocking the creation of a Palestinian state and seems committed instead to permanent domination. This estrangement is further complicated by the widening regional confrontation with Iran. I profoundly disagree with the direction of Israel's government but still believe that Iran must be prevented from acquiring a nuclear weapon. And although I may feel alienated from Israeli leadership, I do not feel alienated from Israelis themselves. I am deeply sympathetic to civilians whose daily life is being turned upside down by rockets, sirens, bereavement, and sustained mobilization. Solidarity with people living under existential threat is not the same as endorsement of the policies of those who govern them, even if that distinction has become difficult to articulate.

My discomfort is exacerbated by an inability to reconcile my steadfast belief in the need for Israel to survive and thrive with a lack of clarity about what solutions could ever evolve to produce a durable peace with the Palestinians. I reject both the illusion that Israel can secure itself through permanent domination and the dark fantasy that dismantling Israel would produce justice or peace.

Yair Rosenberg: The anti-Semitic revolution on the American right

These contradictions place many American Jews in an untenable position. Many of us believe deeply in Israel's right to exist, and many of us believe the United States should help Israel defend itself against existential threats, because as America's only democratic ally in the Middle East, Israel's survival is in the United States' interest. At the same time, we cannot ignore the profound moral questions raised by the conduct of the war in Gaza, or dismiss the concerns of those who fear that American arms are being used in ways that violate humanitarian law. Understanding the impulse to condition military support is not the same as abandoning Israel; it can be an expression of anguish about what Israel, under its current leadership, is becoming.

I have long been invested in Israel's security and its pursuit of peace. In the 1990s, at Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin's request (and in coordination with Prime Ministers Shimon Peres and Ehud Barak after Rabin's assassination), I led dozens of missions to the Middle East as a leader of the Israel Policy Forum, meeting with most of the region's leaders, and specifically with Yasser Arafat on seven occasions. That experience left me firmly committed both to Israel's right to exist free of concerns about security and terrorism and to the moral and strategic necessity of a just peace. It also left me with humility about how hard peace is to achieve, and how easily events can make reasonable positions seem naive.

Many American Jews, some reluctantly, others more enthusiastically, have gravitated toward the political right, often drawn less by domestic policy than by what now appears to be clear and forceful Republican support for Israel, and by a perception that Republicans have been more aggressive in confronting anti-Semitism on college campuses that have lost their way.

I am unlikely to become a Republican, given how sharply many core Republican policies diverge from my values and from those of the large majority of American Jews. Some Jews lean Republican to minimize taxes as part of a belief in conservative economics and smaller government, while others are attracted to the Republican Party's right-to-life, marriage, or immigration policies. But what is most clear is that a higher percentage of Republican Jews support Israel when compared with Democratic Jews. In recent years, Republican rhetoric and actions toward Israel, particularly in confronting Iran, have often been more unequivocal than those of Democrats. Too often, Democrats have minimized anti-Semitic excesses on campuses and within parts of the progressive ecosystem out of fear of splintering a coalition that includes activists whose politics have become intertwined with Palestinian solidarity.

Many young Democrats have explicitly called for suspending weapons sales to Israel, motivated by a genuine belief that Israeli military actions have crossed moral and legal lines. I understand this impulse. The scale of Palestinian-civilian suffering is unbearable, and the restraint expected of a democratic state at war must be higher, not lower. Israel's extraordinary technological, military, and economic success has altered perceptions. Today, Israel is often understood to be the aggressor rather than a besieged democracy fighting for survival. And yet, historical memory complicates that moral clarity. For most of its nearly 80 years, Israel was not a regional superpower but a vulnerable state surrounded by enemies openly committed to its destruction. Hamas, Hezbollah, and Iran's leadership are no less dedicated to Israel's destruction today than they were during the decades when Israel's survival, not dominance, defined its strategic posture. That history shaped a belief, deeply ingrained in my generation, that Israel required some flexibility and understanding from its allies as it defended itself against existential threats.

Younger Jews, especially those in the secular, liberal-leaning Jewish mainstream, feel less attachment to Israel than American Jews of my generation do. This is not simply because many care less about Jewish identity, but because they have grown up in what has been, historically, the safest, freest, and most tolerant period Jews have ever experienced in the Diaspora. In America, the past 80 years have been the most favorable environment for Jewish flourishing in two millennia. Younger Jews have not felt flagrant anti-Semitism directly, so they often feel more secure in America and less reliant on Israel as an existential safeguard than members of my generation do. When confronted with images of devastation in Gaza and with an Israeli government they view as right-wing and extremist, they feel less solidarity with a state they do not recognize and whose leadership they reject.

That distance is understandable, but it is also shaped by distance from the Holocaust and from periods when Jewish safety in liberal societies proved tragically fragile. Anti-Semitism has reappeared, in varying forms, in almost every diasporic society where Jews have flourished over the past two millennia, including societies that once seemed secure, enlightened, and permanent. My disagreement with Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's policies is vehement. But my belief in Israel's central importance to the survival and dignity of the Jewish people remains unshaken. I hope for and work toward a future Israel led by more balanced, moral, and pluralistic leaders. But I have concerns about a Jewish future without Israel's continued existence and strength.

Michael A. Cohen: How Netanyahu hurt America's Jews

Anti-Semitism is rising sharply in the United States at the same time that traditional alliances with progressive organizations are weakening, political identities are being reshuffled, and emotional ties to Israel are strained by policies that clash with deeply held democratic and ethical commitments. The simultaneity of these pressures--political, moral, and psychological--is what makes the present moment feel so destabilizing.

Holding multiple truths does not require treating them as morally equivalent. Jewish history teaches with devastating clarity that democratic institutions are not merely another value, but the condition that makes a minority's safety possible. We can debate policy, argue strategy, and tolerate contradiction. We cannot accept the erosion of pluralistic democracy as the price of order, security, or ideological victory. That lesson, more than ideology, anchors where I ultimately stand. Democracy is not merely one cause among many. It is the condition that makes all other fights possible, the one condition on which American Jews (and other minorities, too) depend most to ensure our continuance as full citizens with rights protected by our Constitution.

If that hierarchy is true, it carries obligations. It means investing in the unglamorous work of democratic maintenance: strengthening the rule of law, supporting free and fair elections, protecting independent courts, defending a free press, and reinforcing a civic culture capable of disagreement without dehumanization. It means continuing to build institutions that expand opportunity through education, economic mobility, and inclusion, because societies that allow despair to fester are easier to polarize and harder to govern democratically. Above all, it requires insisting that fighting anti-Semitism means not retreating into sectarian isolation, but rather engaging pluralistic coalitions more honestly: calling out anti-Semitism on the left and the right without ideological exception, and refusing to excuse it for the sake of tactical convenience.

We cannot trade constitutional norms for partisan advantage, or confuse forceful rhetoric with moral seriousness. Jewish history does not require us to choose strongmen over institutions; in fact, it warns us what happens when we do.

America remains the only large country in history where Jews have become fully equal citizens under a constitutional order strong enough, so far, to withstand waves of hatred and scapegoating. If that order weakens, Jews will not be the only victims, but we have more reason than most to understand what follows when minorities lose the protection of the law.

Preserving and strengthening democratic institutions also means fighting for a pluralistic, democratic Israel: an Israel not dominated by a right-wing religious government that has alienated many, if not most, American Jews; an Israel capable of moral self-correction; and an Israel that continues to pursue the possibility, however remote, of a just and enduring peace with the Palestinians. That may be too much to ask of any generation. But Jewish history suggests that the price of asking for less is higher still.
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The Book That Plunges You Into Messy American History

In her new novel, Karen Tei Yamashita challenges readers to join her in deciphering a shameful moment from the nation's past.

by Lily Meyer

Wed, 20 May 2026


Manzanar Relocation Center in 1943 (Ansel Adams / Library of Congress)



Loyalty--a virtue elementary schoolers can explain clearly--has long seemed to confuse the United States government. Some administrations have equated it to patriotism, others to partisan allegiance. Some have tried to manufacture it: In 1955, President Dwight Eisenhower declared May 1 to be Loyalty Day, an anti-Communist alternative to the labor movement's May Day that hardly anyone now celebrates. Americans don't throng to International Workers' Day parades either, so the national disinterest in Eisenhower's holiday seems to suggest that loyalty doesn't happen on command. Such apathy might even imply that mandating loyalty is counterproductive; that if it's not freely given, it's not real.

During World War II, President Franklin D. Roosevelt's administration made what may well be the nation's most explicit and pernicious attempt to demand loyalty. In 1942, roughly two months after Pearl Harbor, the government began to detain Japanese and Japanese American residents of the West Coast and Hawaii. Eventually, some 120,000 people, two-thirds of whom were American citizens, were imprisoned in large inland camps. During their detainment, which lasted up to four years, internees had to take a survey that, among other things, asked whether they would serve in the Army "on combat duty, wherever ordered" and "swear unqualified allegiance to the United States of America"--that is, to the country that had just imprisoned them, presuming their disloyalty. If Loyalty Day is uninteresting because it's artificial, then this was something far more sinister. For many internees, the so-called loyalty questions seemed like a threat.

Questions 27 & 28, the author Karen Tei Yamashita's tenth book, gets its title from those loaded questions. The novel roves through time, space, and literary styles to tell stories of many Japanese immigrants and their descendants in the United States. She brings to life nearly 100 people who were interned--or their ancestors were, or their children, or their legal clients, or a wide range of other connections. All of these stories merge into a sprawling exploration of what it was like to have to answer the loyalty questions, and how those questions echo through American history to this day. Crucially, Yamashita does this without ever legitimizing the test itself. "Those questions," she writes, "that damned questionnaire, are meaningless, but the consequences of interpreting them, choosing yes or no, shape the future."


Manzanar Relocation Center, 1943 (Ansel Adams / Library of Congress)



In a sense, Yamashita is the future to which she refers: Her parents were both interned. She also brings a scholarly perspective to her subject; before becoming a novelist, she spent nearly a decade researching the history and anthropology of Japanese communities in Brazil. Many of her novels mix this academic training with an experimental, playful sensibility. In her 2010 National Book Award finalist, I Hotel, an account of Asian American organizing in San Francisco from 1968 to 1977, she constantly switches forms and characters while remaining grounded in her study of real activists. In Questions 27 & 28, she goes a step further, collaging archival material related to the internment camps into her own richly creative writing.

The documents she chooses--always footnoted to remind readers that they're entering the realm of fact--represent a staggering array of approaches to the questionnaire. Within the camps, the correct answers were hotly contested among internees, in debates that Yamashita uses to illuminate the complications of loyalty. Some internees said "no" to both questions in order to express a real fealty to Japan. Others, who became known as "no-no boys," answered "no" as a protest against detention, and maybe even as a statement that allegiance can't be coerced. Other Japanese Americans argued that answering "yes" and actually enlisting were necessary demonstrations of "faith in my motherland America!" as one of the letters Yamashita includes puts it. For some internees, that sentiment predated the camps, and for others, it seems, choosing "yes" was a way to transform a coercive mandate into a voluntary expression of real loyalty. And many more internees set aside the very idea that their answer could be meaningful, instead doing their best to guess which response was most likely to keep them safe and their family intact.

Questions 27 & 28 doesn't take a side in the arguments it brings to life, though it does, unsurprisingly, take a clear stance against the "damned questionnaire" and the pain it caused. What seems to interest Yamashita most is the awful experience of guessing how to answer the questions. In fact, guesswork is core to both the plot of Questions 27 & 28 and the experience of reading it. Yamashita's mixture of archival material and original fiction can be disorienting, and so can the book's cacophony of voices. They require an alert audience. So does her strategy of releasing information in covert drips, often not revealing facts until the reader has likely figured them out. Even the questionnaire itself doesn't appear until long after characters start to discuss it.

In the realm of historical fiction, these tactics are highly unusual. By and large, novels that dig into the past charge their readers to learn and remember rather than analyze. But with Questions 27 & 28, Yamashita is not just seeking to interpret the loyalty debate, and perhaps the experience of internment, by writing fiction about it. She is also challenging her readers to do the interpreting themselves--to join her in deciphering history.

Questions 27 & 28 begins in a relatively conventional way for a historical novel. It starts in 1892, with a real person, the poet Yone Noguchi--the father of Isamu--immigrating to San Francisco. But just as readers are settling into lush descriptions of Noguchi's bicoastal, bohemian life in the United States, Yamashita starts to switch things up. One early chapter takes the cozy form of letters between close female friends; the next is a Western about the "the toughest, most agile ninja warrior kick-ass borderlands fighter before Bruce Lee." In order to follow along, readers have to be game for this chameleonic way of writing: Questions 27 & 28 feels, at first, like a ramped-up version of novels such as David Mitchell's Cloud Atlas and Richard Powers's The Overstory, which bring seemingly disparate storylines into gradual connection.

But Yamashita's intention isn't to connect the dots for us, as becomes clear once the archival documents arrive. She's not interested in creating a single narrative from the complicated violations of internment. Instead, she layers and juxtaposes material, re-creating the research process--and all the confusion it can bring. She signals this initially by dividing Questions 27 & 28 into "boxes," each of which contains folderlike sections. As the novel progresses, this decision becomes more than a conceit; it makes the book feel less like Cloud Atlas and more like an excitingly messy archive. In this way, Yamashita mixes historical discovery with literary analysis, turning "active reading" from classroom cliche into something far more tangible.

She dramatizes both the agonies and the satisfactions of research by including a handful of scholars and archivists among her many characters. Some of them are interned themselves; one, a young man working for a Berkeley sociologist collecting data in the camps, tells a priest that studying what happened to him "has given me some distance from it all." Others, investigating internment decades later, are seeking closeness to this history instead, and struggle to comprehend both how the camps came to be and how it felt to be shut inside one.

Read: He spent his life trying to prove that he was a loyal U.S. citizen. It wasn't enough.

Questions 27 & 28 also features characters who interpret their reality through art. Yamashita shows the artists Chiura Obata, Mine Okubo, and Isamu Noguchi drawing, painting, and sculpting while they are interned (voluntarily, in Noguchi's case; he didn't live on the West Coast but entered the Poston War Relocation Center as an act of solidarity). Okubo and Obata also taught art--together, though Yamashita doesn't emphasize this--and the novel dramatizes Okubo questioning her colleague's approach to their harsh reality. Speaking to a third artist, Okubo describes Obata having his students depict "barracks and barbed wire at sunset, like romantic paintings." Okubo's interlocutor shoots back, "We need landscapes, need nature, especially living in barracks inside barbed wire. It's not what they paint; it's what they feel." Yamashita, as a writer describing internment camps in often quite beautiful prose, clearly has stakes in this argument. However, she leaves readers to draw their own conclusions about whether reinterpreting barracks and barbed wire as a site of beauty is a human error or a human need.


Birds on wire, Manzanar Relocation Center, 1943 (Ansel Adams / Library of Congress)



Yamashita's ability to express a point of view without handing her readers an opinion is most evident in the novel's middle section, which serves as its center of emotional gravity and demands the most focus. It contains real testimonies from the internment camps, most of which deal explicitly with the writers' decisions about how to reply to the loyalty questions. Yamashita accompanies each statement with a bit of fiction and a very short poem, usually grounded in nature in some way.

In general, the links between the poems and the documents are associative or unclear, which means readers get to decide whether and how to connect them. For example, a testimony about a class-action suit on behalf of "no-no" respondents who got deported is paired with a poem about gardening that reads, "In spring and autumn / place outdoors / sun and breeze plentiful / dew at night." A reader could take this in many ways: as a sign of hope, as a reminder that sun and breeze can be found anywhere, as a necessary distraction in the vein of Obata's "romantic paintings," or none of the above.

In contrast to the poems, the testimonies tend to be direct, even raw. Although their content and attitudes vary widely, swinging from "yes-yes" to "no-no," all of them speak to one of the loyalty questionnaire's central cruelties: By dividing internees, it created even more pain in a community that was already living through something excruciating.

Slowly, though, the testimonies also start hinting at facts the novel hasn't yet introduced, such as the government's decision to segregate people who answered "no" into a camp called Tule Lake that, according to Jimmy, the young sociology research assistant--and according to its historical reputation--is an even more "dark and hostile place" than the other camps. There, people "had a more volatile experience, didn't trust anyone." Later in the book, Yamashita uses an imagined dialogue between a scholar and a civil-rights lawyer who represents former Tule Lake internees to clarify those experiences, but by then, readers will likely have already pieced them together from the scraps she's provided--and will have begun to see that answering "no" could be a patriotic choice. As the novel goes on, this point of view emerges distinctly. Refusing compulsory loyalty can be seen as an assertion of the very American value of freedom, and yet it led those who said "no" to an even harsher confinement than the internment against which they were rebelling.

Being sent to Tule Lake was one striking result of saying "no" to the loyalty questions, but it was hardly the only one. Yamashita shows characters losing their citizenship or being indicted under conspiracy charges for counseling internees to resist the draft. She also shows young men clinging to their sense of independence from their families by going "'all out' on a stand for America"--saying "yes" to Question 27 in an effort to wring nuance from a questionnaire that contained none. Like the "no-no" boys, many of these men faced severe consequences: Some died or were gravely injured in combat.

In the novel's more than 400 pages, only one line rang false to me. At the very end, a character addressing a photograph of a child in an internment camp swears, "What happened will be remembered, and people will learn the lessons of the past." The promise is too neatly optimistic, but also, top-down learning--here's a lesson; take it with you--is not the book's dominant approach. Yamashita is doing something rarer and more provocative than that. By writing a historical novel that doesn't take a settled stance, she undercuts the idea that loyalty is straightforward--or, for that matter, reduced to "yes" or "no." She also rejects the prospect of a single, stable story about the loyalty questions.

Instead, she challenges her readers to join in the reconstruction of a debate, and a moment of the U.S.'s past, too complicated to understand or remember entirely. By compelling her audience to try alongside her, she shares the frustration of the attempt, but she also shares her own determination. In order to read Questions 27 & 28, you have to commit, if only for the length of the novel, to the messy project of American history.
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Heads, Trump Wins

Tails, he still wins--at taxpayers' expense.<strong> </strong>

by Will Gottsegen

Tue, 19 May 2026




Updated at 11:23 a.m. ET on May 20, 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.

Yesterday, the Department of Justice announced plans to settle Donald Trump's personal lawsuit against the IRS over allegations that it had mishandled his tax information. The president, two of his sons, and their family business had been seeking at least $10 billion from the American government, all of which would have come directly from taxpayers. Now Trump is withdrawing the suit--but taxpayers are still footing the bill.

In exchange for Trump dropping this lawsuit and his two other pending claims against the government, the Justice Department will create a $1.776 billion Anti-Weaponization Fund to compensate people who say they've been wrongfully targeted by the federal government. According to an addendum published this morning, the IRS is also "forever barred" from pursuing "any and all claims" against Trump, his family, and his companies over previously filed taxes. (A DOJ spokesperson told me that this applies "only with respect to existing audits, not future.")

The money for the new project will come from the Judgment Fund, an uncapped source of taxpayer dollars that's used to pay out judgments against the government. As precedent, a department memo cites a Barack Obama-era settlement that tapped those same reserves to compensate Native American farmers and ranchers who'd been deprived of access to federal loans. Now that same fund might end up benefiting the people who stormed the Capitol on January 6.

Testifying before a Senate subcommittee today, Acting Attorney General Todd Blanche confirmed that the Anti-Weaponization Fund could potentially funnel taxpayers' money to rioters--more than 1,500 of whom Trump pardoned early last year. Blanche also said that claimants could include GOP lawmakers whose phone records were seized by Special Counsel Jack Smith in 2023 during his January 6 investigation, and that Trump-campaign donors "are not excluded from seeking compensation." (The IRS declined to comment.) Yesterday, when asked by a reporter why taxpayer dollars should be directed to J6ers, Trump said that the payments would be a way of "reimbursing" people who had been "horribly treated." Recall that some of those people advocated for the vice president to be hanged, and violently attacked Capitol Police officers. If money does end up flowing their way, Trump's settlement would function as a financial reward for participating in a violent insurrection.

The Anti-Weaponization Fund represents a massive commitment of federal resources to one of the president's long-standing fixations. Trump, who has cast the four criminal prosecutions he faced during the Joe Biden era as examples of unfair targeting, routinely claims that he and his political allies were singled out by the previous administration. Early last year, Attorney General Pam Bondi created the Weaponization Working Group, intended to root out purported "abuses of the criminal justice process" under Biden. But Trump and his team have weaponized the Justice Department far more than past administrations did. Take, for example, the flimsy legal attacks against two of Trump's perennial enemies, James Comey and Letitia James. The new fund likely won't pay their legal fees, as my colleague Jonathan Chait observed this morning: "To ensure that it will never be used for a deserving victim, the fund is scheduled for termination on December 15, 2028."

Part of the issue with Trump's claim against the IRS was that both sides of the lawsuit ultimately answer to him. "I'm supposed to work out a settlement with myself," he told reporters at the time. The judge overseeing the case indicated last month that she was considering dismissing it for that reason. With this settlement, Trump has effectively turned his uphill legal battle into an allocation of funds for his own political and personal aims. Today's revelation that the past tax filings of the president, his family, and his businesses are now shielded from IRS audits underscores just how much this arrangement will benefit Trump's inner circle. Danny Werfel, who led the IRS under Biden, told me that he couldn't envision any scenario in which granting that kind of immunity "would be an appropriate settlement term or remedy."

Trump has said that he was not involved in the creation of the Anti-Weaponization Fund--which is odd, given that his personal lawyers negotiated the settlement. The fund will be overseen by a committee of five members, all of whom will be appointed by the acting attorney general, and any of whom can be removed by Trump. In his testimony earlier today, Blanche said that information about claimants and their payouts "will for sure be made public along the way," but the White House hasn't provided details about how that will happen. Pulling money from the Judgement Fund doesn't require congressional approval, meaning that the committee will have little oversight. Hours after DOJ announced the settlement, the top lawyer at the Treasury Department--the agency that oversees the Judgment Fund and is therefore responsible for providing this money--resigned.



Throughout his time in office, the president has used the power of the federal government to enrich himself and his allies, and settlements have at times played a role in that effort. Earlier this year, Trump signed off on $1.25 million payouts for one of his former lawyers, Michael Flynn (as part of a settlement for a case in which Flynn pleaded guilty), and for his campaign adviser Carter Page (whose lawsuit against the government was dismissed twice). It's in line with what my colleague David A. Graham has identified as a newly "shameless" stage in the president's corruption: Trump is more and more open about his interest in rewarding the people in his orbit. Since taking office again last year, he has pardoned a cryptocurrency billionaire whose company facilitated a lucrative deal with his family, a tax cheat whose mother attended a $1-million-per-person fundraiser for his campaign, and a pair of reality-TV stars whose daughter advocated for his reelection at the 2024 Republican National Convention. The New Yorker estimated in January that Trump and his family had made $4 billion during his second term.

Another example of this approach arrived just yesterday. On the same day that DOJ announced the Anti-Weaponization Fund, federal prosecutors asked a judge to drop all charges against Gautam Adani, the Indian shipping-and-manufacturing magnate accused of running a bribery scheme (he has denied the allegations). The New York Times reported that the Justice Department planned to drop the charges after Adani hired one of Trump's personal lawyers. As part of his pitch for Adani's freedom, that lawyer reportedly told the Justice Department that Adani would invest $10 billion in the American economy.

Whether Trump and his allies are directing money toward themselves, their circle, or their supporters, they are sending a message about how this administration understands the work of governance. The rewards always seem to accrue to a favored few; the rest of us just pay for it.

Related:

	Trump's $1.8 billion slush fund is worse than stealing.
 	Trump is suing his own government. (From February)




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	What the Pentagon didn't say about a deadly crash
 	Tom Nichols: Why does Donald Trump refuse to defend America?
 	This Ebola outbreak will be hard to contain.
 	Adam Serwer: Democracy is a racial entitlement now.




Today's News

	Three people, including a security guard, were killed in a shooting at the Islamic Center of San Diego yesterday. Authorities say that two teenage suspects were later found dead from apparent self-inflicted gunshot wounds; investigators are treating the attack as a hate crime after discovering racist writings and hate speech connected to the suspects.
 	President Trump endorsed Texas Attorney General Ken Paxton in the state's Republican primary runoff for Senate, backing Paxton over the longtime incumbent John Cornyn and criticizing Cornyn for not supporting him strongly enough in the past.
 	The head of the World Health Organization warned that he is "deeply concerned" by the rapid spread of an Ebola outbreak in the Democratic Republic of the Congo and Uganda, where officials have reported more than 500 suspected cases and more than 130 suspected deaths.
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The Secret to Winning on Jeopardy

By Drew Goins

When you wake up on the day of your first appearance on America's favorite quiz show, you will have more knots in your stomach than a quipu, the tied-string recordkeeping device used during the Inca empire. You will take a nervous walk through beautiful, weatherless Culver City, California, where the title song of Singin' in the Rain was shot during a water shortage. Perhaps you will stop for a $14 juice at the boutique grocery store Erewhon, telling yourself that you have to spend money to make money. From the entrance of the Sony Pictures lot, you will be conveyed to the "check-in area" in the back of a dim parking garage; you will wonder whether this is actually some sort of hostage situation that is going to end with you at the bottom of a tar pit or, worse, on Wheel of Fortune.
 And when you walk into the greenroom for contestants, you will see a door in the corner labeled Jeopardy! Champion, and you will be consumed by one thought, which I will phrase in the form of a question: How do I get in there?


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	San Diego's tragic lesson about terrorism
 	It's maddeningly difficult to ban smoking.
 	How Cuban history broke a family
 	A cheap fix for urban crime
 	Elon Musk gets a reality check.




Culture Break
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Reflect. Everlane's reported sale to the fast-fashion giant Shein shows the limits of trusting corporations to maintain ethical standards. We are nearing the end of sustainable fashion, Elizabeth Cline argues.

Explore. Olivia Rodrigo's baby-doll dress was a Rorschach test, Valerie Trapp writes.

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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A <em>Star Wars</em> Movie to Fall Asleep To

<em>The Mandalorian and Grogu </em>is the franchise's least essential entry yet.

by David Sims

Tue, 19 May 2026




What if I told you that a new Star Wars movie is in theaters this week? One directed by Jon Favreau, the steady hand at the tiller who helped launch the Marvel Cinematic Universe with Iron Man and the current stretch of Disney live-action remakes with The Jungle Book? It's been seven years since a Star Wars entry was in theaters, and longer still since one earned even a modest positive consensus from fans, so you'd think the release of The Mandalorian and Grogu this Memorial Day weekend would warrant at least a modicum of excitement. Instead, the film lands like a plate of cosmic vegetables to be obediently consumed by diehards and otherwise pushed aside among Hollywood's buffet of summer blockbusters.

The Mandalorian and Grogu is the big-screen continuation of the Mandalorian TV series, which in 2019 kicked off Disney+'s lineup of Star Wars programs--a few weeks before the incoherent saga-ender Star Wars: The Rise of Skywalker hit theaters. By comparison, The Mandalorian felt sleek and charming, with appreciably human stakes. The show, created by Favreau, follows the eponymous armor-clad bounty hunter (played by Pedro Pascal) as he traverses the more lawless edges of the galaxy. Eventually he takes on a cute, Yoda-shaped baby critter named Grogu as his charge; where Mando is a man of few words, Grogu is a 1-foot-tall magic alien who speaks in squeaks and grunts. The overarching story is smaller than average for Star Wars but appropriately sized for TV--still replete with snazzy visual effects but less concerned with the franchise's narrative sweep.

Read: How Disney mismanaged the Star Wars universe

These days, however, name-brand franchises are cursed with a disease of more. Everything needs to grow--to add characters and spin-offs--with all of the pieces eventually connecting. As The Mandalorian plodded on across three seasons, it got bogged down serving as the center of the Star Wars TV universe; it launched other series and abandoned its core "adventure of the week" formula to prioritize cameos from Luke Skywalker (played by a digitally de-aged Mark Hamill and a body double) and the like. Credit, then, to Favreau and his co-writers, Dave Filoni and Noah Kloor, who have consciously made The Mandalorian and Grogu more self-contained. The problem is that detaching the movie from the bigger mythos makes it feel a lot like an episode of TV, even while you're watching it on an IMAX screen.

Compared with the most recent Star Wars films, which prompted fierce debate, The Mandalorian and Grogu seems unlikely to truly offend anyone; it is neither a confusing mess nor so offbeat as to divide the fan base. Instead, it's content to be a nothing burger, two dutiful hours of laser blasts and flat dialogue that will do just enough to keep toys stacked on shelves. The setup is straightforward: The Mandalorian is now in service of the fledgling New Republic, hunting down remnants of the deposed evil Imperial Empire (the story is set after Return of the Jedi, the sixth Star Wars episode). The stern Republic Colonel Ward (Sigourney Weaver) contracts him to liberate Rotta the Hutt (voiced by Jeremy Allen White), a muscular slug alien who is the son of the villainous Jabba, and return him to his family in exchange for some vital information. Things spiral into various side adventures from there, but the plot doesn't really matter; anytime it seems to be heading for a wider, galaxy-spanning adventure, it ends up taking the simpler path. The idea is to enjoy watching our hero getting into scrapes, and cute little Grogu helping him get out of them.

If they adjust their expectations, Star Wars fans will be basically satisfied by The Mandalorian and Grogu; they should prepare for a low-stakes thrill ride, not a grandiose space opera. It appears most geared toward kids--light on intense action and heavy on roaring monsters and silly little creatures. My heart rate stayed at a comfortable pace throughout, and only two sections really made me lean forward in my seat. The first was during a few scenes in which the director Martin Scorsese voices a squirrelly four-armed alien who mans a food truck; how this casting decision came about, I have no idea, but his character is the only one with something of a personality, which was enough to wake me up for a minute.

Read: Maybe Star Wars is better without lightsabers

The second moment comes in the third act, when the Mandalorian is sidelined for a while and Grogu becomes the protagonist. Set entirely in a swamp and heavy on inventive puppetry, this chunk evokes the kid-friendly Amblin adventure movies of the '80s. Favreau's work is clearly indebted to that lineage, and Grogu's solo jaunt actually summons a bit of whimsy that was otherwise missing. The segment isn't enough to make The Mandalorian and Grogu mandatory viewing, though Disney is clearly hoping that the Star Wars name branding will be enough to do that anyway. But it's evidence that Favreau left a chance at making a far more memorable film on the table.
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It's Maddeningly Difficult to Ban Smoking

A new cigarette ban in the U.K. might yield its most dramatic results decades from now, if it sticks around that long.

by Nicholas Florko

Tue, 19 May 2026




Since tobacco first arrived on the shores of England in the late 16th century, some Brits have wanted to eradicate it. Back in 1604, King James I was so alarmed about his country's new smoking habit that he imposed a 4,000 percent tariff on the crop. That year, he wrote one of the world's first anti-tobacco essays, declaring smoking "lothsome to the eye, hatefull to the Nose, harmefull to the braine, dangerous to the Lungs."

Despite the best efforts of the king and the generations of anti-tobacco activists who followed him, people in the United Kingdom still smoke. Now advocates are hoping a new law that prohibits anyone born on or after January 1, 2009, from ever buying cigarettes will finally end the habit for good. But the tobacco-free generation, at least in the short term, is unlikely to truly be tobacco free.

Generational tobacco bans were first proposed in 2010 by a group of researchers in Singapore. Around that time, less extreme anti-tobacco measures--such as media campaigns, clean-air laws, and taxes--had reduced smoking in many countries to such a point that public-health advocates started to seriously consider policies that could shrink rates to effectively zero. A tobacco "endgame," as it has become known, was in sight. "I want to stamp out smoking for good," Rishi Sunak, the former U.K. prime minister, said in a statement when he first proposed the plan in 2023.

Currently, U.K. residents need to be 18 or older to purchase cigarettes. The new generational ban will introduce a more unusual paradigm: Beginning on January 1, 2027, an 18-year-old born on New Year's Day 2009 will not be able to buy products such as cigarettes and chewing tobacco for the rest of their life. But a friend born one day earlier would face no such barrier. That means, as some critics of the ban have pointed out, that 18-year-olds will almost certainly bum cigarettes from older friends--the same way younger teens have acquired them since time immemorial. Data suggest that most adolescent British smokers get cigarettes for free from older people they know. In one study, in which researchers interviewed British smokers as young as 12 about how they obtained cigarettes, kids who waited outside of tobacco shops in the hopes that an older customer would buy for them reported mostly targeting people under 25.

Charles Fain Lehman: The end of cigarettes is coming

Lawmakers included language in the bill designed to dissuade older people from buying cigarettes for their underage acquaintances. But, more important, that issue will likely work itself out over time. By 2034, no one under 25 will be able to purchase cigarettes. And with each passing year, kids' sources of illegal cigarettes should progressively dwindle. Because having peers who smoke increases young people's chances of starting themselves, fewer kids being able to get their hands on cigarettes should have a ripple effect, dissuading more and more of their peers from experimenting. By 2079, no one under 70 will be legally able to smoke. It will become the habit not of teenage rebellion but of retirement homes.

This all depends, of course, on retailers actually following the law--a big if, according to some tobacco-control experts I spoke with. In a 2023 NHS survey, one-third of youth smokers reported regularly (and illegally) buying cigarettes from shops. "I don't think we should play down the need for enforcement," Nathan Davies, a doctoral fellow at the University of Nottingham who studies tobacco control, told me. And even if shopkeepers play by the rules, other people might not. Consider the small Himalayan nation of Bhutan, where all tobacco sales were banned in 2004 but cigarettes remained easy to access because a black market quickly cropped up. Those dealers didn't serve just existing smokers but also young children. In 2019, nearly a quarter of 13-to-15-year-olds in the country used tobacco.

Nigel Farage, the leader of the right-wing Reform U.K. Party, has repeatedly insisted that such a black market could appear in the U.K. too. But the country's experiment was not technically a generational tobacco ban, unlike the policy in the U.K., which was crafted to ensure that most current smokers can continue to buy their products legally, thus shrinking the profitability of any black market. The Bhutan and U.K. policies are "structurally so different in scope, sequencing, enforcement infrastructure, and market context that the comparison generates more confusion than insight," Kashish Aneja, who leads initiatives in Asia at Georgetown University's O'Neill Institute for National and Global Health Law, told me via email.

Read: What's so bad about nicotine?

No actual generational tobacco ban has existed for enough years to reveal its long-term effects. The Maldives, a small island nation south of India, implemented such a policy in November. Several Massachusetts towns have also passed similar bans. Brookline, a wealthy suburb of Boston, was the first, enacting its own version in 2021. Available data suggest the ban has had little effect on cigarette smoking thus far, but according to advocates, real change will take much more time. "It is a slow and gentle policy change which will result in changes over the mid and long-term," Mark Gottlieb, the executive director of the Public Health Advocacy Institute at the Northeastern University School of Law, told me in an email.

New Zealand's left-wing Labour Party passed a tobacco-free-generation policy in 2022. But the country's new center-right coalition government, on taking power in 2024, repealed the law before it went into effect. The government's stated reasons for the repeal were so that cigarette-tax revenue could pay for a slew of new tax cuts, and because, it was argued, the policy would have fueled illegal smuggling. Something similar might happen in the U.K. Farage, himself a smoker, has called the ban "puritanical" and vowed to repeal it if his party takes power.

He's probably not the only one who'd like to see that happen. Tobacco companies urged Parliament not to pass the law, arguing that it was discriminatory and would not prevent youth smoking--and would increase crime, to boot. "Every year from 2027 onwards a generational ban will hand more of the UK tobacco market to the serious organised criminal groups who will use the proceeds of illegal tobacco to fund activities including terrorism, weapons trading, the distribution of narcotics and people smuggling," Japan Tobacco International, which owns a number of the most popular cigarette brands in the U.K., wrote. (In a statement, a JTI spokesperson added to that list, writing, "Illegal tobacco in the UK has been linked to organized crime, including activities such as money laundering, human trafficking, and violence.") The tobacco industry, along with smokers'-rights groups, also aggressively courted certain U.K. conservatives as the new ban was being debated, hosting them for lunches and at least one party.

Read: The allure of smoking rises again

I asked several major British tobacco companies whether they would like to see the ban repealed, but they declined to answer, instead emphasizing that they will work with the U.K. government to determine how the law is implemented. If the industry wants to continue fighting the ban, they'll be aided by the fact that the policy will take so long to have real effects. A recent modeling study led by Davies found that the ban should result in smoking rates among people under 30 dropping below 5 percent--a commonly accepted goal of so-called endgame strategies--by 2049. That would give cigarette makers decades to publicize middling results, along with any instances of smuggling they can uncover.

Some proponents of tobacco-endgame policies have their own doubts about the feasibility of generational tobacco bans. Ruth Malone, a UC San Francisco professor who wrote one of the first articles articulating the idea of a tobacco endgame, has suggested that governments could instead pursue a "rapid ban" on cigarettes for people of all ages, additional restrictions on where tobacco can be sold, and prohibitions on all flavored tobacco products. Whereas generational bans give cigarette companies time to influence policy, Malone says, immediate policies would more quickly diminish the industry's profits, and thereby its power.

Read: America just kinda, sorta banned cigarettes

Despite the debate, generational smoking bans are broadly popular. A poll commissioned by the anti-smoking group Action on Smoking and Health found that 68 percent of English people support the new ban. In New Zealand, about 60 percent of voters opposed the country's about-face. Perhaps that's because smoking remains one of the world's leading causes of preventable death, or because the overwhelming majority of smokers regret ever starting. The new policy might not make much difference for today's teens, but decades from now, a new generation really might avoid that lifelong error--as long as the ban actually sticks around.
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Photos: Cuba Runs out of Fuel

Cubans across the island nation--now under intense economic pressure from the Trump administration--are suffering through prolonged blackouts and fuel shortages that affect nearly every aspect of daily life. Some residents have recently started street protests, and have directed their anger both at their own government and the effective fuel blockade enforced by the United States.

by Alan Taylor

Tue, 19 May 2026


People illuminate themselves with their phones while playing dominoes as a fire, set up by residents protesting against prolonged power outages, burns on a street in Havana, Cuba, on May 14, 2026. A Cuban energy official said recently that the nation had completely run out of diesel and fuel oil. (Ramon Espinosa / AP)




A charcoal seller, Elio Galvan, shows his hands as he waits for customers while standing beside a sign advertising his product on a road in Havana on February 6, 2026. Across Cuba, families are scrambling to cope with relentless blackouts and shortages that are worsening under economic pressure from President Donald Trump. Those who can afford it install solar panels, whereas others resort to cooking with coal. The worsening energy crisis is reshaping daily life, pushing people toward starkly unequal solutions. (Adalberto Roque / AFP / Getty)




People gather around a water tanker truck to fill up buckets and other containers as severe fuel shortages have disrupted water pumping and distribution, in Havana, on March 19, 2026. (Norlys Perez / Reuters)




Buildings seen from Morro Castle during a blackout in Havana on March 16, 2026 (Yamil Lage / AFP / Getty)




A woman prepares a wood fire to cook food during a blackout in Matanzas, Cuba, on April 6, 2026. Matanzas is one of the Cuban cities most affected by electricity shortages, at times going more than 24 hours without power, despite it being home to the Antonio Guiteras Thermoelectric Plant, one of the country's most important plants. (AFP / Getty)




Deysys Fleitas uses a headlamp during a blackout while making the bed and arranging a mosquito net at her home in Palpite, Cienaga de Zapata, Cuba, on April 7, 2026. (Norlys Perez / Reuters)




Firefighters work to put out a fire in a large pile of garbage in Havana during a power outage on March 16, 2026. Fuel shortages have reduced the number of garbage trucks available to pick up refuse. (Yamil Lage / AFP / Getty)




People with their bicycles and motorcycles cross the Bay Tunnel in a public bus in Havana on April 8, 2026. (Ramon Espinosa / AP)




A man cooks with firewood during a blackout in Havana on May 13, 2026. (Yamil Lage / AFP / Getty)




A man pushes his cart past an empty gas station in Havana on February 19, 2026. Faced with a severe energy crisis exacerbated by U.S. sanctions, private companies in Cuba were attempting to import fuel after the island's government agreed to end its monopoly on the sector. (Yamil Lage / AFP / Getty)




Solar-panel specialists install panels on the rooftop of a multifamily building in Matanzas, Cuba, on April 13, 2026. (AFP / Getty)




A Cuban mechanic, Juan Carlos Pino, puts charcoal into the fuel tank to power his modified 1980 Polish-built Polski car, adapted to run on charcoal, a cheaper and more abundant alternative to gasoline, in Aguacate, Cuba, on March 16, 2026. (Norlys Perez / Reuters)




A family watches the sunset in Havana on February 19, 2026. (Yamil Lage / AFP / Getty)




People celebrate at a party illuminated with portable lights during a blackout in Havana on March 4, 2026. (Adalberto Roque / AFP / Getty)




A self-employed worker paints a customer's nails by the light of rechargeable lamps during a blackout in Matanzas, Cuba, on April 6, 2026. (AFP / Getty)




People ride a pedal taxi during a blackout in Havana on March 21, 2026. (Angelo Mastrascusa / Anadolu / Getty)




A man bangs a pot while walking past a fire set during a protest against the lack of energy in the Lawton neighborhood in Havana on May 14, 2026. Cuban authorities blamed the United States for the "particularly tense" situation in its electricity grid after the country's east was hit by another widespread power cut on May 14. When the Atlantic reporter Gisela Salim-Peyer recently spoke with Cubans, they told her that they wanted to set the record straight: "The anger they feel toward Trump, they told me, was not as fervent as the anger they feel toward their own government." (Yamil Lage / AFP / Getty)




A Cuban prisoner, Adael Leyva Diaz (center), hugs his mother, Ivon Diaz, after being released in the Santa Amalia neighborhood in Havana on March 13, 2026. Cuba confirmed that it was holding talks with the United States on March 13, 2026, while it began releasing political prisoners as part of an agreement with the Vatican, the historic mediator between the two countries. Leyva Diaz had been arrested during anti-government protests that rocked the island in 2021. (Yamil Lage / AFP / Getty)




Shalia Garcia, an industrial-design student, studies with her father at their home in Havana on April 30, 2026. Since February 2026, the fuel crisis in Cuba has left universities without in-person classes. Today, practical degrees such as architecture and design are surviving amid blackouts, shortages, and slashed programs. But training has become so fragmented that an entire generation fears they are being left professionally half-formed. (Yamil Lage / AFP / Getty)




A view of an almost-empty street, seen during a nationwide blackout in Havana on March 22, 2026. (Yamil Lage / AFP / Getty)




The Mexican navy ship Isla Holbox was one of two ships that arrived in Havana Bay with humanitarian aid on February 12, 2026. (Yamil Lage / AFP / Getty)




A mechanic repairs a flat tire on a cycle rickshaw at his workshop in Havana, on February 13, 2026. The fuel crisis in Cuba is forcing many workers who depend on driving every day to abandon gasoline cars and turn to electric tricycles and bicycle taxis as more accessible alternatives. (Yamil Lage / AFP / Getty)




An empty street in the tourist town of Trinidad, now struggling because of a significant decline in visitors that has left many residents who rely mainly on the tourism industry to face severe economic hardship, on May 7, 2026. The drop in visitor numbers has intensified amid fuel shortages linked to restrictions on oil supplies to Cuba, which are contributing to recurring blackouts and transportation problems across the country. (Magdalena Chodownik / Anadolu / Getty)




A person lights a candle during a blackout in Havana, Cuba, on May 8, 2026. (Magdalena Chodownik / Anadolu / Getty)
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Why Does Donald Trump Refuse to Defend America?

The president has long articulated a moral equivalence between the country's interests and those of dictatorships.

by Tom Nichols

Tue, 19 May 2026




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

Some of Donald Trump's favorite world leaders have been scoundrels, bullies, and dictators. He keeps a picture of himself with the Russian autocrat Vladimir Putin on the wall of the White House. He claims to have fallen "in love" with the North Korean dictator Kim Jong Un. He publicly supported Hungary's Viktor Orban, who has been chased from power, and Brazil's Jair Bolsonaro, who is now under house arrest for the next two decades. He just returned from China and gushed about how the General Secretary of the Chinese Communist Party, Xi Jinping, is a "great leader" whom he's honored to have as "a friend."

The China summit also showed, yet again, that such men can both intimidate and flatter Trump into taking their side, even against the United States.

Trump's own FBI calls China's recent cyberattacks and influence operations against U.S. government agencies, businesses, and academic institutions "a grave threat to the economic well-being and democratic values of the United States." But when asked whether he had discussed these attacks with Xi, the president not only waved the question away but seemed almost eager to absolve China as a nation no better or worse than America: "I did. And he talked about attacks that we did in China. You know, what they do, we do too. It's, like, the spying; they're talking about, Oh, the spying. I said, 'Well, we do it too.'"

When pressed for a clarification, Trump went on: "I'm talking about spying. The question was asked of me yesterday, I guess, 'What about the fact that China is spying in the United States?' I said, 'Well, it's one of those things because we spy like hell on them too.'"

Trump was then asked about concerns that China was inserting code in crucial systems that control various parts of American infrastructure, such as energy, communications, and water. "You don't know that," he answered. "I'd like to see it, but it's very possible that they do. And we're doing things to them. I told them, 'We do a lot of stuff to you that you don't know about, and you are doing stuff to us that we probably do know about.' We do plenty. It's a double-edged sword."

Instead of saying that these cyberattacks were real threats and that the country's national-security professionals were working to stop them, the president of the United States gave an answer that just as easily could have come from a Chinese official: Secret code in your power grid? You don't know that. We'd like to see the proof. But you Americans do plenty of things to us that we probably don't even know about.

This would be less startling if Trump had always been soft on China, but for years, he has preened as a China hawk. During his first two presidential campaigns, he pounded China as an existential threat to the U.S. economy, a rogue power stealing America's intellectual property and sending its graduate students to the United States to infiltrate our universities. "China's theft of American technology, intellectual property, and research," read a White House statement in 2020, "threatens the safety, security, and economy of the United States."

Franklin Foer: Xi Jinping was only humoring Trump

Trump, after getting a private talking-to from Xi, now wants to know why any of this is a big deal. After all, everyone does it. (Perhaps I take this somewhat personally because I was a federal employee when China hacked the Office of Personnel Management in 2015, and all of my personal data, including my security-clearance forms, are now likely sitting in a computer in Beijing.)

This isn't the first time that Trump has cowered rather than admit a dictatorship is trying to harm the United States. Shortly after Trump took office in early 2017, the Fox News host Bill O'Reilly pressed the president about his professed respect for Putin. "He's a killer," O'Reilly protested. Trump nodded a bit and then said: "There's a lot of killers. We got a lot of killers. What, you think our country's so innocent?"

Trump would top this appalling moral equivalence a year later at a summit with Putin in Helsinki. A hangdog Trump stood next to Putin and affirmed that he, as the president of the United States, took the word of a Russian dictator over the conclusions presented to him by loyal Americans that Russia tried to meddle in the 2016 elections, a well-substantiated charge that Trump has always hated because it implies that he won the presidency only with foreign help. "I have great confidence in my intelligence people," he said, "but I will tell you that President Putin was extremely strong and powerful in his denial today."

Putin, for his part, smiled approvingly, and understandably so: Trump was singing lyrics Putin could easily have written. The American president made these remarks after meeting with the Russian president privately, a risky move that he repeated when he met with Xi privately in Beijing. (Aides can keep records, and even intervene if discussions go off the rails, which is why presidents and other top officials usually try to avoid meetings without them.) Likewise, when Putin came to Alaska at Trump's invitation last summer, the presidents again met privately, and Trump again emerged parroting the Russian leader's talking points.

This kind of behavior goes beyond mere apple-polishing. Almost any time Trump talks to a foreign strongman, he seems both charmed and intimidated, and ends up defending his autocratic friend rather than his country. These dictators appear to bring out a kind of neediness in Trump: In China, Xi took him on a tour of a private garden, and like a swooning teenager on a date in a nice restaurant, Trump asked whether the Chinese leader ever took other foreign guests to the same place.

Tom Nichols: Trump keeps defending Russia

The people around Trump support these equivocations because anyone who opposes Trump's ideas in the White House will be shown the door; any Republican who speaks up in Congress will be primaried out of their seat. Trump, in his second term, will not change. He will never take a robust stand against America's top-line enemies: He saves that kind of rancor for our allies. When he does take aim at hostile regimes, he chooses lesser powers such as Iran, whose leaders he does not know and whose military is no direct threat to the United States.

We do not know what Trump said to Xi behind closed doors. More important, we will likely never know what was said to him. But whatever it was, both Xi and Putin clearly know how to press the American president into taking their side, including making excuses for espionage against the United States and endangering American friends in Taiwan and Ukraine.

The president's supporters defend this sort of fawning over dictators from time to time, saying that Trump is just making deals and playing multidimensional chess. But nearly a decade of this kind of embarrassing behavior suggests that Trump's constant equivocations do not reflect strategy or realism. They are instead evidence of his lack of a moral compass--and his meekness in the presence of powerful autocrats.
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Everlane, Shein, and the Limits of the Ethical Consumer

What happens if a sustainable-clothing brand sells to a fast-fashion giant?

by Elizabeth Cline

Tue, 19 May 2026




A decade or so ago, pairing Everlane kick-crop jeans with the brand's almond-toe Modern Loafer and a crewneck sweater was a quintessential Millennial city-girl uniform: minimalist, boring, and, most important, vaguely ethical. The San Francisco-based fashion start-up was founded in the early 2010s on the premise of "radical transparency." It told consumers about the factory where their shirt was made and the cost to produce it, down to the labor and markup, which it said was a fraction of the markup of other retailers. It was a brand built on the belief that globalization could work for everyone, and that anybody could shop with their values.

But now Everlane is in bad shape. It's $90 million in debt, behind on rent, and facing eviction at its headquarters. This week, Puck reported that the company has found a buyer that seems antithetical to the values it once said it held: Shein, the online fast-fashion behemoth synonymous with overconsumption and workplace abuses such as child labor. Shein, in response to allegations of poor conditions over the years, has made efforts to address critics, such as investing in carbon-reducing initiatives and ending orders at factories that have known problems. Still, the era of sustainable fashion that Everlane represents seems to be fading--as does the concept that ethical consumerism alone can eliminate the clothing industry's worst practices. (Everlane declined to comment on reports of the sale, and Shein did not immediately respond to an interview request.)

Everlane was once a high-flying poster child of investor-backed sustainable-apparel companies. Venture-capital firms and private-equity investors poured millions into the business, helping turn it into a fast-growing direct-to-consumer brand. It was part of a cohort of buzzy companies that promised to ensure better working conditions and make products using more eco-friendly materials. Reformation, known for feminine dresses, launched in 2009 and pledged to make clothes from leftover fabrics and pay its workers a living wages. It was followed by Everlane, and in 2016 the footwear brand Allbirds, which sold merino-wool sneakers that claimed a lower carbon footprint than a typical running shoe and attracted celebrity investors, including Leonardo DiCaprio. The trifecta of brands gave sustainable fashion a palpable feeling of traction.

Read: Fast fashion's end has been greatly exaggerated

As eco-friendly fashion started to boom, other brands sought to cash in, and so-called greenwashing became a problem in the fashion industry at large. Fast-fashion companies and luxury brands alike have been accused of misleading consumers. In 2022, H&M faced litigation for using dubious sustainability data. Last summer, Armani was fined $4 million for claiming to be sustainable while outsourcing some of its leather-goods production to sweatshops near Milan. Even Everlane, which watchdog groups consider to have good production practices, had blind spots. During the Black Lives Matter movement of 2020, former and current employees criticized the company of anti-Black racism and union busting. Reformation's founder was ousted following similar accusations at around the same time.

All of these companies have made efforts to regain consumer trust: H&M fought the litigation against it, and the case was dismissed; the company now claims that some 90 percent of its products are made from more sustainable materials. Armani denied the labor-abuse claims and said it planned to appeal. Everlane's founder apologized and then was replaced amid a broader restructuring. And a third-party investigator ultimately dismissed the allegations at Reformation. But consumer cynicism seems to have spread anyway, and the allegations have added to a sense that even supposedly ethical brands can't be trusted.

Some might argue that inflation was the death knell of sustainable fashion. It simply costs more to pay workers fairly, to use organic cotton instead of polyester, and to make a modest amount of clothing instead of a glut that ends up burning in Chilean deserts or washed up on the Ghanaian shoreline. Consumer prices are up a staggering 25 percent since 2020. Far fewer people can afford to be green. Last month, Allbirds announced that it's moving away from footwear and experimenting with being an AI company. Mara Hoffman, a luxury sustainable line, shuttered two years ago.

But the reported Everlane sale seems to underscore how shallow the movement for sustainable fashion was all along: A few companies, on their own, were never going to be enough for substantial change in ethical fashion. Although Everlane was part of a nascent shift of buying better by buying less, American consumerism ultimately prevailed; per-capita clothing consumption has only risen in recent years. Reformation, for instance, has mostly rebounded from its earlier scandals, but it has largely focused on fresh design rather than bland sneakers and button-downs that were easily copied. Its clothes, for the most part, are based on trends to meet shoppers' latest desires.

Read: The mysterious, meteoric rise of Shein

What sustainable fashion desperately needed and never got was an even playing field: standards, in other words, that clothing companies of all kinds would have to meet, such as a legally shared definition of sustainability, or requirements for labor transparency. Without them, brands that tried to genuinely invest in better-made clothes were constantly being undercut--not just by the Sheins of the world but also by other brands with vaguely ethical credentials. The relative newcomer Quince, which launched in 2018 and rebranded in 2020, touts sustainability credentials and makes products similar to Everlane's and higher-end companies such as Loewe and Toteme, but at lower prices. Instead of traditional production methods, Quince uses a business model similar to Shein's, where it produces in small batches and ships products from factories directly to consumers. According to some consumer-watchdog groups, there is scant evidence to back up many of Quince's sustainability claims. (Quince has said in response to past accusations that it is committed to sustainability, and that answering more questions about its sourcing would divulge competitive advantages.)

If policy makers had passed laws to clearly define what counts as a sustainable textile and forced all brands to reveal information about their factories and wages, responsible companies could compete in earnest. But now whatever momentum existed for robust legislation to clean up fashion is largely gone. Recent political trends in the United States and the European Union have meant that most legislation associated with the environment has been weakened or is not moving forward. Last year, corporations pushed to change a landmark EU corporate-sustainability law that would have required more transparency and ethics in fashion; human-rights advocates say that what's left "is a skeleton" of its previous form.

The Everlane playbook lulled many shoppers into thinking the market was fixing itself, and turned sustainability into a niche consumer product for those who could afford it. But the half truths and performative claims from the larger fashion industry may have ultimately crushed a lot of people's faith that the field can do better.

This death of optimism may have contributed to Everlane's downfall as much as anything else. Many of the upwardly mobile Millennials who once spent freely on ethical basics have abandoned all sorts of brands that used to symbolize thoughtful buying. Meanwhile, Shein's rise may have cratered any beliefs that fast fashion could be contained--that spending more on those utilitarian, eco-friendly basics would lead to meaningful change. If people must live in a world where companies' ethical claims are so often questionable, where money is tight, and where even a so-called responsible company will eventually sell to a fast-fashion giant, some may think that, at the very least, they might as well wear a fun print.
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San Diego's Tragic Lesson About Terrorism

The attack on an Islamic center exemplified a danger that the Trump administration would rather ignore.

by Juliette Kayyem

Tue, 19 May 2026




Yesterday in California, the physical world and the world of free-floating grievance and ideological bluster met once again, when two teenagers attacked the Islamic Center of San Diego, killing a security guard and two others, before taking their own lives. The attack is being investigated as a hate crime; according to police, the words hate speech had been scrawled on one of the weapons, and a suicide note left by one of the attackers contained discussions of racial pride.

The incident exemplifies an all-too-common form of terrorism: attacks by people who have easy access to weapons and a desire to use violence to make a statement. Some of these attacks come from the left, or from people with inscrutable worldviews. In recent years far-right extremism has proved more frequent and more deadly than the left-wing version. The killings in San Diego took place amid the documented increase in anti-Muslim incidents in the United States since October 7, 2023.

Read: The Trump counterterrorism strategy makes America more vulnerable

This reality is not reflected in the latest version of the United States Counterterrorism Strategy, which the Trump administration released earlier this month. The report, periodically updated, is meant to inform the American public about the current nature of the terrorist threats facing the country and to advise state and local officials about how to plan and train. This year's document makes no mention of right-wing extremism or of victims who are targeted because they are not white Christians. Once a serious document written by serious people, the counterterrorism strategy has been hijacked by the Trump appointee Sebastian Gorka, who used the document to assert that the greatest challenges to the American homeland come from Islamist terrorists, drug cartels, and left-wing extremists. Each is a threat, of course, but the report is striking for overlooking the violence perpetuated by those on the ideological right.

Upon its release, the strategy was criticized for its slipshod quality and lack of strategy recommendations. It might have been quickly forgotten but for the tragic reality check in San Diego.

Many communities in America are far better attuned than Gorka and his colleagues are to the homegrown radicalization that surrounds us. Synagogues have been forced to ramp up their own security because of violence from the left and the right; major mosques must take greater precautions as well. The Islamic Center's guard, identified by community members as Amin Abdullah, was killed trying to protect the facility, which includes a school. He is reportedly the father of eight children. Pictures from the scene show children being escorted out in the familiar pattern of post-mass-shooting evacuations, in a single line, hand to shoulder, to be reunited with family members far from the scene. The police response was described as fast and efficient after the first calls from the Islamic Center.

Jake Tapper: Trump's purge of terrorism prosecutors

But those weren't the first notifications that police received. In a press briefing, the authorities said that two hours before the shooting, the mother of Cain Clark called police. She described her 17-year-old son as suicidal, and reported that he and a friend had gone out dressed in camouflage and in possession of three guns and her car. A hate-filled note left behind didn't target the Islamic Center but, according to San Diego Police Chief Scott Wahl, covered a "wide gamut" of "general hate speech." The mother understood the reality of what could occur and, perhaps, the danger of the ideologies that motivated her son.

Americans are gaining too much experience with this kind of violence. We deserve a counterterrorism strategy that responds thoughtfully to trends that endanger not only religious minorities but the country as a whole. "Houses of worship must always be sanctuaries of peace, safety, and prayer," Bishop Michael Pham of the San Diego Roman Catholic Diocese said in the wake of the local tragedy. "An attack on one faith community is an attack on the sacred dignity of all human life." This is America's shared reality, even if it isn't shared by the White House.
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This Ebola Outbreak Will Be Hard to Contain

The world is already playing catch-up to a deadly disease.

by Katherine J. Wu, Hana Kiros

Tue, 19 May 2026




Updated at 6:24 p.m. ET on May 19, 2026


Quite abruptly, the world has jolted into another infectious-disease crisis. On Friday, Africa CDC confirmed a new Ebola outbreak, centered in the Democratic Republic of the Congo; within two days, the World Health Organization declared the epidemic a public-health emergency of international concern. The virus, which has also spread to Uganda, is suspected to have sickened more than 500 people and killed more than 130--counts that suggest to experts that it has been spreading largely undetected in the region for several weeks, if not months.  





Central and West Africa have weathered dozens of Ebola outbreaks before. But this new epidemic has already surpassed most others in size, and "my projection is that it will get worse before it gets better," Nahid Bhadelia, the director of Boston University's Center on Emerging Infectious Diseases, told us. The global-health backdrop is simply different in 2026, largely the result of a series of public-health decisions made by the United States in the past year and a half--among them, dismantling USAID, withdrawing from the WHO, and ousting infectious-disease experts en masse from the CDC, which remains without a permanent director. As things stand, the outbreak has already reached a point at which experts feel certain it will be very difficult to contain. The world's fractured global-health community is now playing a lethal game of catch-up with an extremely dangerous virus.





Experts suspect that a number of epidemiological factors helped the crisis quickly swell in size, mostly under the radar. The outbreak so far centers on two mining towns--Mongbwalu and Rwampara--in a region of the DRC where access to health care is inconsistent and traffic in and out is high. During a press conference on Saturday, Jean Kaseya, the director general of Africa CDC, described the area as "very vulnerable and fragile." Relatively remote regions with high mobility and porous borders can be ideal settings for viruses to spread unnoticed, especially for pathogens such as Ebola, whose early symptoms can resemble those of typhoid and malaria, also endemic to the region. Those parts of the DRC have been plagued by civil unrest and intense armed conflict, raising substantial barriers for sick people to seek care and access tests, Krutika Kuppalli, a Dallas-based infectious-disease physician who ran an Ebola treatment unit in 2014, told us.





The strain driving the outbreak, known as Bundibugyo, is hard to catch and challenging to fight. Rapid diagnostic tests for more common versions of Ebola--the ones most readily deployed--often miss it; early test results using these tools came back negative. The epidemic's hot spot is also far from the main DRC-based microbiological laboratories that do more precise testing, prolonging the time from sampling to confirmation, Boghuma Titanji, an infectious-disease physician at Emory University, told us. To compound the challenges, Bundibugyo has no approved vaccines or treatments. According to The New York Times, the local response may have been lacking as well: Officials in Ituri province, at the center of the outbreak, were slow to report the first patients to show concerning symptoms, and didn't immediately dispatch test samples to Kinshasa, the capital.





But a strong international response is a crucial partner to a domestic one. When Ebola has sparked outbreaks in the past--including the recent, record-breaking one that began in 2014 and reached 28,000 cases--USAID and the CDC, in coordination with the WHO, played instrumental roles in the global response, including detection and early containment. "During the first Trump administration, when they were faced with a situation comparable to this, they did a pretty good job of it," Jeremy Konyndyk, who led the U.S. government's humanitarian response to Ebola under President Obama during the 2014 outbreak, told us. In 2018, for instance, the Trump administration sent teams from USAID and the CDC to the DRC within days of an Ebola outbreak being declared. The CDC collaborated with the WHO to distribute experimental, single-dose Ebola vaccines.





But under the second Trump administration, which has disparaged public health, cut foreign aid, and demeaned vaccines and other crucial components of the infectious-disease tool kit, U.S. support for global health has been severely weakened, sapping surveillance networks, laboratories, and health-care response teams of resources and personnel. In 2024, some $1.4 billion of the DRC's foreign aid--more than 70 percent--came from the U.S.; that number has since plummeted, a loss that has kneecapped local health delivery. (In a January 2025 executive order, the White House justified the U.S.'s withdrawal from the WHO by criticizing its "mishandling of the COVID-19 pandemic" and failure to reform.)





The Trump administration's early freezes on USAID funding compromised the DRC's ability to deliver medicine to rural clinics, which are typically funneled through pharmacies via a USAID-supported pipeline, as the physician Celine Gounder wrote; those aid cuts also happened around the time that a local rebel group known as M23 took over a province that houses a major humanitarian operation for the eastern DRC, compounding aid groups' difficulties. Local mortality rates have since skyrocketed, likely from infectious diseases, including ones that can resemble Ebola in symptoms--which, in the case of an outbreak, has made it that much more difficult "to identify the signal from the noise," Bhadelia told us.





More recently, the U.S. delivered another blow to the DRC. This year, the State Department declined to renew funding for more than 100 foreign-aid programs that the department classified internally as lifesaving. One program under that umbrella, providing "vital emergency health" support in the region where the outbreak is occurring, had its U.S. funding end in March, according to an internal State Department document reviewed by The Atlantic.





In February, the U.S. did commit to supporting health in the DRC in some form: The two countries agreed on a strategic health partnership, to cover infectious disease and other expenditures--though that deal includes just $900 million of U.S. aid, spread over the next five years. This week, the State Department also announced that it would mobilize additional funds to support outbreak containment. (The White House, CDC, State Department, and WHO did not respond to requests for comment at the time of this story's publication.)





Ultimately, though, the U.S.'s withdrawal from the WHO has still meant that the organization lost its largest funder and one of its most prominent partners in global health, shrinking its capacity to respond to any crisis. And the U.S.'s posture toward global health and foreign aid is now substantially more hostile. A senior State Department official told us that the WHO has been excluded from receiving humanitarian funding from State--which he described as "a major constraint for emergency health programming." (The official requested anonymity out of fear of retribution for speaking publicly.)





Amid the U.S.'s pullback, other high-income countries have stepped in to help. The European Union, for instance, has announced that it has personal-protective-equipment stockpiles ready to deploy to the region. After decades of battling Ebola, West and Central Africa also have plenty of experience to leverage, including in the absence of typical American assistance: This past December, the DRC declared the end of a separate Ebola outbreak. But the U.S.'s absence from the WHO is especially apparent in conditions of crisis. Under an administration that was friendlier to global public health, "we may have quicker mobilization of resources," simply because more of them would already be there, Bhadelia said.





In the days since the outbreak was declared, the U.S. government has indicated that it is willing to respond in some capacity. The CDC has held press conferences and announced a travel ban on people returning from the DRC, Uganda, and South Sudan; agency staff based in the DRC and Uganda are assisting with contact tracing and local border screening.





Experts also told us that the country's ongoing participation in the recent hantavirus cruise-ship outbreak may bode well: At the very least, American public-health officials are still coordinating with international colleagues. Still, "CDC's capacity to respond is substantially lower than it was a year and half ago," Tom Frieden, a former CDC director and the president and CEO of Resolve to Save Lives, a global-health nonprofit, told us.





In the meantime, the Ebola outbreak already has spread to multiple countries, and the virus has been detected in regions separated by hundreds of miles; cases have also been reported in some densely populated regions, heightening the risk for further spread. Experts are still trying to suss out when and how, exactly, the virus moved from one place to the next. In all likelihood, the epidemic is even larger than what's been reported, with many cases still transmitting without notice. Ebola is "very unforgiving," Frieden told us. "The response has to be close to be perfect" to bring the virus to heel; missed cases mean missed contacts--and lead to more clusters, more deaths, and more chaos. To begin the response this belatedly only lengthens the road to resolution.





"The loss of the chains of transmission is what concerns me most," Bhadelia said. Ideally, an outbreak would be contained in part through careful contact tracing of all individuals who might have been exposed to infectious people. But the larger an outbreak grows, the less possible that becomes--especially with fewer on-the-ground resources than usual. In recent memory, the U.S.'s leadership and coordination with the WHO was "absolutely essential" for managing the world's largest Ebola outbreak to date, Frieden said; now the U.S. has "walked away, and that's a real problem." The clearest remedy to an outbreak like this is for the world to collaborate on limiting the damage. But that's precisely the commitment that American leaders have reneged on.




This article originally misspelled Jeremy Konyndyk's last name.
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The Real Reason Thomas Massie Lost

He broke the one rule of the MAGA Republican Party.

by Yair Rosenberg

Wed, 20 May 2026




Last night, Donald Trump notched the latest victory in his cross-country revenge campaign against political apostates. Ed Gallrein, a Navy SEAL backed by the president, soundly defeated the seven-term representative Thomas Massie in Kentucky's Fourth Congressional District. The 10-point drubbing followed the triumphs of other Trump-tapped challengers in primaries in Louisiana and Indiana, which effectively ended the careers of local legislators and a sitting U.S. senator who had angered the president.

"This is basic political management of a party," a senior White House adviser said yesterday, before the Kentucky contest. "You have to keep everybody on the reservation. Occasionally you have to shoot a hostage. The next one is Thomas Massie." Less than two hours after polls closed, Gallrein was projected as the winner.

Gallrein has an illustrious military resume, but he has never held elected office and barely campaigned for this one, skipping every debate with Massie. What Gallrein did have was Trump's endorsement, and that was all that mattered.

This decisive outcome underscores what should already have been obvious: Even as Trump's overall approval rating hits new lows, his hold on the Republican Party--and specifically its MAGA core--remains absolute. Contrary to months of breathless headlines, the president's base never deserted him and continues to punish those who defy him. That's because the MAGA movement is united, not by any particular set of ideological commitments but by commitment to a particular person.

Russell Berman: Why Thomas Massie thought he was different

Gallrein's final online ad was just 15 seconds long, and he never said a word in it. "This is a real hero," intoned a Trump voice-over. "Ed Gallrein has my complete and total endorsement." In a video filmed in the Oval Office and posted on the eve of the election, Trump was more explicit about what was really at stake in this clash. "Ed Gallrein, he's fantastic," the president declared. "But forget that. Massie is the worst congressman in the history of our country, always voting against Republicans and good values. So get rid of Thomas Massie." The next day, Republican voters obliged, and the Kentucky representative joined the ranks of Senator Bill Cassidy of Louisiana and Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene of Georgia as recent casualties of Trump's perpetual purge of the insufficiently subservient.

That list of victims is long and dates back to Trump's first term. It includes nearly all GOP members of Congress who voted to impeach the president, as well as the chairman of the House Freedom Caucus, who had the temerity to endorse Ron DeSantis over Trump in 2024. These people were drummed out of politics not because of their ideologies--some were establishment squishes, others hard-right gadflies--but because they violated the one real rule of the MAGA Republican Party: Never cross the boss.

Massie allied with Democrats to oppose Trump's Middle East policy and his handling of the Epstein files, and voted against Trump's signature tax-and-immigration bill. Louisiana's Cassidy voted to convict Trump after the January 6 riot. Indiana's local Republicans refused to redistrict the state according to the president's wishes. What united--and doomed--all of these soon-to-be-former legislators was not their politics but their refusal to fall in line.

This dynamic also explains why none of Massie's ideological attempts to defend his seat made a difference. As the tide turned against him, Massie leaned into anti-Israel advocacy as his closing argument. He told a reporter that if he lost, it would mean that "Israel controls this Congress," and joked that his opponent's phone number had an area code "in Tel Aviv," a line he repeated in his concession speech last night.

He also openly engaged with anti-Semitic ideas and influencers. The weekend before the election, Massie invited a select group of supporters to his homestead in northeastern Kentucky, including the Holocaust denier Ryan Matta, who previously posed for a photo with Massie and hugged him while wearing an American Reich shirt. At the gathering, Massie played banjo alongside David Reilly, an activist who has described himself as an "anti-Semite." In the final days of the campaign, a pro-Massie PAC ran an ad that superimposed a rainbow Star of David behind an image of Paul Singer, a conservative pro-Israel donor known to support LGBTQ causes. It warned that the ultraconservative Gallrein would bring "trans madness" to Kentucky at the Jewish donor's behest: "The gay mafia will own Eddie."

But whatever one thinks of Massie's anti-Israel activism and anti-Jewish insinuations, neither was the reason he was excised. A libertarian opponent of all foreign aid, Massie voted year after year against assistance to Israel with little consequence. The White House began plotting his ouster only after he voted against Trump's "big, beautiful bill" in May 2025. The Israel-critical Massie committed the same sin that prompted Trump to defenestrate the Israel hawk Liz Cheney: He defied a president who prized personal loyalty above all else and was punished by a GOP electorate that enforced their leader's litmus test.

Yair Rosenberg: The biggest myth about Trump's base (and why many believe it)

Massie and his allies knew that his break with Trump was his real liability, whether they admitted it or not. They ran ads emphasizing Massie's alignment with the president and others accusing Gallrein of being a "Trump hater" and "Trump traitor." On Election Day, the campaign sent a text message to voters touting Trump's endorsement of Massie in 2022--with the date removed. This prompted Trump to return to X for the first time in months to demand that Massie disavow the ruse.

Massie did not. But his campaign's desperation to deceive the electorate into thinking that he was actually allied with the president illustrates why he lost before the fight began: Even Massie's own advertising accepted the premise of the case against him. Pro-Trump and pro-Israel groups poured millions into the race against Massie, but the ads they aired worked only because Republican primary voters were primed to accept their argument that those disloyal to Trump had to go.

That the current Republican Party is defined by allegiance to a person rather than any principle is not a new development. "America First" has always meant Trump first. "All this time, I thought they were voting for libertarian Republicans," one astute Republican congressman mused to the Washington Examiner as far back as 2017, "but after some soul searching I realized when they voted for Rand and Ron [Paul] and me in these primaries, they weren't voting for libertarian ideas--they were voting for the craziest son of a bitch in the race. And Donald Trump won best in class, as we had up until he came along."

The politician who said that was Thomas Massie.
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This Literary AI Scandal Changes Everything

A magazine's response to accusations of publishing AI-generated fiction points to a new phase in the struggle to keep literature human.

by Vauhini Vara

Thu, 21 May 2026




Updated at 10:37 a.m. ET on May 21, 2026

The scandal started the usual way. Readers noticed AI-like prose in a written work and took to ridiculing it online. Some ran the writing through an AI-detection platform that labeled it entirely AI-generated. The institutions involved in its publication scrambled to figure out what had happened.

The details in this particular scandal have to do with an all-but-unknown Trinidadian writer named Jamir Nazir. His story "The Serpent in the Grove" was among five regional winners of the Commonwealth Short Story Prize. The award came with 2,500 British pounds and publication on the website of Granta, a prestigious British literary magazine. Earlier this week, readers started gleefully tearing Nazir's work apart online, posting screenshots showing canned stylistic patterns and a proliferation of weird metaphors: "Her hair is midnight rain; her laugh is bright as zinc," read one line.

"A major milestone for AI, at any rate," one person deadpanned. Subsequent sleuthing only reinforced the early suspicions: The photo of Nazir on the prize website was almost too slick-looking; his LinkedIn page was filled with florid posts about AI's potential to change the world.

Before long, commenters were pointing fingers at two other winners of this year's Commonwealth Prize: Malta's John Edward DeMicoli and India's Sharon Aruparayil. People posted screenshots from the same AI-detection platform; it flagged both stories as likely to have been generated using AI, DeMicoli's in full and Aruparayil's in part.

DeMicoli's online footprint was minimal before his win and the subsequent scandal. But Aruparayil works in communications and, like Nazir, has posted about AI--at times using language that only a chatbot would appreciate. "I envision a future where decision-making is a seamless synergy between human expertise and artificial intelligence," reads a blog post published with her byline.

Read: How AI is creeping into The New York Times

I reached out to all three authors using contact information I'd found online; only Aruparayil responded. She told me over email that she hadn't used any AI tools at any point "in the writing, editing, or development process" for her prize-winning work. "The story has had only human hands and eyes on it, and I refuse to use AI in my writing," Aruparayil said. She added that she had saved several time-stamped drafts, evidence of her active role in writing and editing the story, but she declined to share them. When I asked about her AI-promoting blog post, she said that she hadn't written it. Rather, she said, an Emirati research foundation had attributed the post to her based on a project she'd done for it. The post has since been taken down. A deputy director at the foundation acknowledged removing it at Aruparayil's request, but added, "To the best of our knowledge, Sharon prepared this work during her time with the Foundation."

Much of the coverage of this latest scandal has focused on the possibility that two prestigious organizations unknowingly published AI-generated work. But that part shouldn't be shocking. AI has also shown up in outlets including The New York Times and in books published by major houses. What's different, this time, is what happened next.

In previous instances of suspected AI use, the authors quickly conceded that artificial intelligence had been involved. I wrote in March about a "Modern Love" column in the Times suspected of including AI material. Its author, Kate Gilgan, acknowledged to me that she'd turned to at least five AI products for "inspiration and guidance and correction"--in short, as a "collaborative editor." Later, the Times introduced AI guidance banning freelancers from using AI in that way. Around the same time, the author of the horror novel Shy Girl--which readers called out for various AI tells after its U.K. publication--said that an editor she'd hired to help with an earlier, self-published version of the novel had used AI. Hachette, the novel's publisher, discontinued the novel's U.K. edition and canceled publication in the United States.

The current controversy is already playing out differently. Other than Aruparayil, none of the authors involved has spoken publicly this time. Razmi Farook, the director general of the Commonwealth Foundation, released a circumspect statement this week noting that "all shortlisted writers have personally stated that no AI was used and, upon further consultation, the Foundation has confirmed this."

Yesterday morning, Farook clarified in a call what this meant: The foundation had asked the winners to confirm again that they hadn't used AI, and the writers had obliged. Farook said that the Commonwealth Foundation hadn't used AI detectors, because they're fallible and because doing so would involve inputting authors' work into an AI product without their permission. Farook said that she believes the prizewinners' promises: "We feel very responsible for making sure they're cared for and protected," she said. She also acknowledged a pragmatic dimension: "Our legal parameters don't allow us to contest the honesty of our writers just because a tool says that."

Read: The human skill that eludes AI

In response to an email query, Granta's editor, Thomas Meaney, wrote to me, "I am aware of this and we have been looking into it." Later, Granta released a statement that was difficult to parse. Its publisher, Sigrid Rausing, said that the staff had asked the AI chatbot Claude about Nazir's piece and that the chatbot had concluded that the story was "almost certainly not produced unaided by a human." (Talk about bad AI writing.) This seems to mean that Claude suspected that AI had been substantially used, though it added that the work contained a "human core."

The statement only further fueled online ridicule. Claude is a general chatbot, not a tool designed for AI detection; if purpose-built AI detectors can make mistakes in flagging AI prose, Claude could be expected to perform even more poorly. At the end of her statement, Rausing declined to render a verdict: "It may be that the judges have now awarded a prize to an instance of AI plagiarism--we don't yet know, and perhaps we never will know."

Where does all this confusion come from? A couple of possibilities seem worth considering. One is that the readers, and the tools they use, might have simply gotten it wrong this time. A much-cited Stanford paper published three years ago found that AI detectors had a higher false-positive rate for text written by non-native-English writers than they did for text from native English authors. Because the Commonwealth Short Story Prize is awarded to authors from all over the Commonwealth--an association of 56 countries--readers and AI detectors could be tripped up by language that is written by non-native-English authors or that deviates from American or British norms.

The Commonwealth Prize archives offer a useful data set for informally testing this theory. Since its launch, in 2012, the prize has been awarded to dozens of writers from all over the world. Pangram, the platform that detected AI material in the three prizewinners this year, is considered to be among the more accurate AI detectors. I asked Jenna Russell, a doctoral candidate at the University of Maryland at College Park and a research scientist at Pangram, to run stories from the past 15 years of the Commonwealth Short Story Prize through the platform.

She found that Pangram flagged almost none of the prizewinners. The exceptions included the three stories from this year: 100 percent of the text in Nazir's and DeMecoli's stories was flagged as likely to have been entirely AI-generated, along with 89 percent of the text in Aruparayil's. There was also a fourth story from last year, by the Vincentian Canadian writer Chanel Sutherland, for which 88 percent of the text was flagged. (Sutherland didn't respond to a request for comment sent through her website.)

Read: The literary job AI can't replace

Unless those results are fatally flawed, which is not impossible in this early phase of AI detection, they point to another possible explanation for the prizewinning authors' categorical denials. Knowing that detection platforms are fallible--proving AI use isn't as simple as proving, say, plagiarism from another author's work--writers could be discovering an enforcement loophole. As Farook explained, revoking a prize without proof is, morally and legally, no simple matter.

I pointed out to Farook that prizewinning stories full of AI-like style--the em dashes, the bad metaphors, the details grouped in triads, the not-X-but-Y sentence constructions--are probably undesirable whether they're proved to be AI-generated or not. She acknowledged that judges might benefit from training in identifying those stylistic quirks. She added that, as AI detectors improve, using them in the judging process could become possible--though only with informed consent from those who submit stories. Still, none of that would definitively root out AI. Farook said that the foundation has convened a panel to "review the risks" related to AI. In the meantime, organizations would set a bad precedent by responding rashly to even reasonable suspicions.

Lucky for us, then, that the reading public doesn't share that predicament. People on social media are free to fling whatever accusations they feel like flinging. Some will be reckless; others could turn out to be more discerning than prize committees, whose members might have far less experience than the highly online in sorting the real from the slop.

Aruparayil and Farook both told me they worry that online hunches could ruin an emerging writer's reputation before they even get their career going. They're not wrong. But critics have made a sport of skewering other people's writing for generations, and fiction published under one of the most prestigious brands in literature should be fair game. What's so harmful about applying literary judgment to expose writing that sounds machine-made? Maybe an author did use AI. Maybe their consciousness was just so influenced by AI that they started imitating it. In either case, a little public shaming might be warranted.

In their book, The AI Con: How to Fight Big Tech's Hype and Create the Future We Want, the linguist Emily M. Bender and the sociologist Alex Hanna encourage people to resist AI by making fun of it. "Ridicule as praxis," they call it. It will likely get only harder to definitively prove AI use in writing as would-be authors get more sophisticated about it, purging the obvious tells from their AI-generated drafts or even training AI models to imitate literary authors. Pointing out the ridiculousness of derivative, soulless writing--AI-generated or not--might deter writers from interacting with AI. It also has the added benefit of maintaining high collective standards for what real literature is, at a time when so much of our language has been colonized by algorithms and the powerful companies behind them.

Nazir still hasn't commented publicly on the accusations involving his work. But his LinkedIn page offers a revealing look at his personal preoccupations. "The dominant anxiety is whether AI will replace jobs," he writes in one post. "The real risk--and the one few are discussing--is that it will amplify bad judgment at a scale we have never seen before."



 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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Hit Them Where It Hurts

Asking Black athletes to sacrifice for the greater good could reshape college sports and national politics alike. But it won't be so easy.

by Jemele Hill

Thu, 21 May 2026




Last month, the Supreme Court ruled that Louisiana's recently redrawn congressional map was unconstitutional. The decision effectively dismantled a key section of the 1965 Voting Rights Act allowing for the creation of majority-minority districts, in order to ensure that nonwhite voters would be fairly represented in national politics. Since the ruling, elected officials in several southern states have moved to break up predominantly Black voting districts. Tennessee's Ninth Congressional District, for example, which encompasses most of the majority-Black city of Memphis--and has elected a Democratic representative to Congress since 1983--has been reshaped to form three Republican-leaning districts.

The gerrymandering rush has been speedy, calculated, and legal, prompting no shortage of concern from politicians and voters. On Tuesday, the NAACP announced an effort to do something about it. In a press conference, NAACP President and CEO Derrick Johnson urged Black athletes and fans to boycott state-funded universities in the Deep South, in an effort to exploit one of the region's biggest weaknesses: its passion for college sports. Flanked by members of the Congressional Black Caucus (CBC), Johnson said: "No one Black should be on a playing field of institutions that's living off of our labor and yet in states that are seeking to reinstitute a sharecropping reality."

Whether or not a boycott could be effective is complicated. Historically, the participation and dominance of Black athletes has helped college football and basketball become billion-dollar businesses. But the financial landscape has radically shifted in recent years; players are now able to monetize their name, image, and likeness, driving huge bargaining wars for their services. Most highly touted players are able to make millions of dollars without even having to think of going pro. Big-time programs in the South have shown that they are willing to spend to have a top program--and asking young athletes to resist the allure of that money will require more than wishful thinking.

In its announcement, the NAACP's campaign, which is called "Out of Bounds," laid out a multipart plan asking Black athletes to reconsider playing for elite football and basketball programs such as the University of Alabama, the University of Georgia, Louisiana State University, and Clemson University--schools located in states that have rushed to redraw their congressional maps ahead of the 2026 midterm elections. For athletes already attending these schools, the NAACP suggested that they consider transferring, or pressure their coaches and athletic directors into taking a public stand against the redistricting efforts. The NAACP also asked that athletes consider attending HBCUs and encourage fellow players "not to let their athletic value be separated from their community's political power."

Meanwhile, the CBC established its own hard line by announcing that its members will not support the SCORE Act, a bipartisan bill that would give the NCAA antitrust protections, prohibit college players from being classified as employees (effectively preventing them from collectively bargaining), and allow the organization to create eligibility and compensation guidelines. The bill would essentially shift the balance of power away from players, and back toward the schools. Ahead of the "Out of Bounds" announcement, the SCORE Act was pulled from the House floor voting schedule, perhaps reflecting the changing political situation. "This is an unprecedented moment featuring an unprecedented attack on Black political representation, and therefore it requires an unprecedented response," House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries said.

College sports have been integrated for a long time, though it wasn't always this way. Black athletes were welcome at white institutions only once those colleges and universities were humiliated into recruiting them. In 1970, after integrated teams had slowly popped up, the University of Southern California's football team was scheduled to play the University of Alabama. At the time, USC had 18 Black players on its roster, including at the crucial quarterback and tailback positions--no small thing, in an era when the prevailing stereotype dictated that Black players weren't smart enough or good-enough leaders to play quarterback.

According to historians, the legendary Alabama coach Bear Bryant purposely scheduled the USC game because, although he was ready to embrace integration, the fans were not. USC went on to pummel Alabama 42-21. The lopsided victory signaled to southern schools that they were in danger of being left behind if they didn't integrate their rosters. In the 2024-25 college season, Black athletes made up 40 percent of football players and 43 percent of men's basketball players--the two sports that drive the most revenue in college athletics--across Division I.

One only has to look at the average basketball or football roster for a school in the Southeastern Conference (SEC), where most of the powerhouse southern universities play, to understand how dramatically they'd be affected if the Black athletes decided to play elsewhere. During the 2024-25 season, the SEC generated more than $1 billion in revenue. If Black recruits begin to go elsewhere, and teams at SEC schools can't field elite teams, there's no question the boycott would drastically affect everyone's bottom line. The NAACP is hoping that these schools' win-at-all-costs mentality can be turned against them--enough to persuade them to force state lawmakers into abandoning their redistricting push.

Read: Democracy is a racial entitlement now

That works only if the athletes see the value in delaying their own gratification for the greater good. Many of the athletes being recruited by these schools have enough options that boycotting the South isn't a tremendous sacrifice. Schools in the Big Ten Conference, which is mostly concentrated in the Midwest, can also offer big money. But only so many slots are available at other colleges. And although steering players toward HBCUs is a noble solution, most HBCUs can't financially compete with the big programs that have nearly unlimited resources, brand-new facilities, and an established pipeline to the pros. In fact, in this year's NFL draft, not one team drafted a player who attended an HBCU.

Still, college athletes can play a significant role in shifting even the most ingrained attitudes. In 2020, the Mississippi State running back Kylin Hill declared that he would not play for the university unless the state changed its flag, which contained a Confederate emblem. The SEC also threatened to withhold championship events from Mississippi if it kept the flag. The campaign worked, and in 2021, the state adopted a new flag that does not pay tribute to the Confederacy.

The NAACP and the CBC are hoping that athletes and fans channel a similar sense of consciousness. Fans can always watch something else, of course, but some would say it's unfair to ask young athletes to detour their dreams of playing on the grandest stages in college sports to benefit thousands of people they don't know.

It's worth remembering, though, that some of the most prominent civil-rights movements were led by young people. The late John Lewis was just 25 years old when he led hundreds of peaceful protesters across the Edmund Pettus Bridge in 1965, in what became known as Bloody Sunday. The marchers were viciously beaten by Alabama state troopers; Lewis suffered a skull fracture and was nearly killed. Securing the Voting Rights Act literally required blood to be shed.

Athletes and fans aren't being asked to spill blood, but the same underlying truth remains. Progress usually does not come without sacrifice. And across the country, a lot of households are due for a serious conversation.
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Colleges Are at a Breaking Point

The AI job market has made tuition look like a dubious investment. But it only exposes the deeper identity crisis in American higher education.

by Adam Harris

Thu, 21 May 2026
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America's colleges have had a rough go of it in recent years. After the Great Recession sent students flooding back to campus, schools have faced one evolving crisis after another: COVID, government interference, protests, and the chaos of AI tools in the classroom. Despite some positive enrollment trends, schools are also staring down a very near future where there will simply be fewer 18-year-olds to fill their seats.

Students have not had it much easier. This spring, graduates are leaving their respective alma maters and entering a job market that is beleaguered with uncertainty. AI has promised to upend entire industries; it's already changing how employers are thinking about entry-level jobs. There used to be a sequence of events--or at least students and families perceived a sequence of events--that went something like this: You go to college; you graduate with a degree; you get a good job. It was that simple. But that story was never quite right. Finding work after graduation has never been guaranteed, but with rising tuition costs, and institutions that have explicitly tried to marry their programs to the needs of business, it's easy to see why people might think that it should be.

Is the purpose of college just to get a good job, or is there more to it? And though the nation's colleges and universities have been in rough spots before, is it finally time to start rethinking their entire model? On this week's Radio Atlantic, the Atlantic contributing writer Ian Bogost and I sift through the fraught landscape of American higher education.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Adam Harris: It's graduation season. That means celebrating with family and friends, sweating through outdoor ceremonies that may have been better held inside, inspirational graduation speeches, and in a lot of cases, the beginning of the job hunt.

But this year, a subpar economy, constricting job market, and the uncertainties around how AI might be killing entry-level jobs have combined to make that search particularly precarious.

Now, it's not the first time students have graduated into a bad economy. In 2010, then-President Barack Obama told graduates at the University of Michigan that they may be in for a tough time ahead.

President Obama: The fact is, when you leave here today, you will search for work in an economy that is still emerging from the worst crisis since the Great Depression.


Harris: And the economy has gotten better and worse in some ways since then. But AI presents new challenges that some graduates are sneering at--and sometimes quite literally.

Like last week, when the former Google CEO Eric Schmidt mentioned AI in his commencement speech at the University of Arizona--

Eric Schmidt: I know what many of you are feeling about that. I can hear you. There is a fear--
 [Sounds of audience booing]


Harris: --or at a recent commencement speech at the University of Central Florida, where the audience booed a comparison of AI as the next Industrial Revolution--

[Sounds of audience booing]
 Gloria Caulfield: What happened?


[Music]

Harris: --and cheered seconds later when the speaker tried to get things back on track.

Caulfield: Only a few years ago, AI was not a factor in our lives.
 [Sounds of audience cheering]
 Caulfield: All right. Okay. We've got a bipolar topic here, I see. Okay.


Harris: This change in our world is happening as universities deal with more immediate concerns, federal funding cuts that are choking budgets and a looming demographic decline among them.

This is Radio Atlantic, and I'm Adam Harris, in for Hanna Rosin this week. For a long time, education was my beat as a reporter. I worked at The Chronicle of Higher Ed, I covered it for The Atlantic, and I wrote a book about it. And I think that it is fair to say that American higher education is at a crossroads.

The models for small colleges and big research universities alike are just not working as they once did. Students and families often still see college as a path to a better life, but they're worried about debt and what sort of jobs they might be able to get on the back end.

Meanwhile, in states across the country, politicians are trying to barge their way into classroom discussions.

Where do America's colleges go from here? Joining me to discuss is Atlantic contributing writer Ian Bogost. Thanks for being with us.

Ian Bogost: Glad to be here.

Harris: Ian, you write about technology and culture for us, but your day job is as a computer science and engineering professor at Washington University [in] St. Louis. I want to explore whether higher education's model is broken right now, but first, it's graduation season.

Bogost: It is.

Harris: As a CS professor in the time of AI, what is the mood on your campus like?

Bogost: I think it's the same as all campuses: It's in every pair of ears and every mouth of every student, no matter what they're studying. I think for folks graduating in computer science and related fields, they're realizing that the job market that they may have thought they were gonna get four years ago isn't the same one.

But everyone everywhere else is also wondering, How much harder is my job search gonna be compared to what I thought it was based on this technology that didn't exist when I began school?

Harris: And so those headlines about the AI job market, they feel real.

Bogost: They do. They feel real to students. They feel real to faculty and administrators. And it's not just because AI is killing jobs. It's not really doing that yet. But macroscopically, we've seen layoffs that are not necessarily because of AI, but because AI is an excuse to make cuts.

And it was already really hard for young people to get entry-level jobs, even in fields such as finance and technology that felt like they were sure things. It's even harder now than it used to be, and they're finding themselves just really highly pressured and feeling like success is much harder than it was a few years ago for their peers that graduated before them.

Harris: Yeah. I often think about those previous bad job markets, right, the times where it was still hard--'08, '09, the Great Recession hit. At that time, we saw those finance majors switching over to things like computer science. What are we seeing now? Where do they go for a sort of major now?

Bogost: Yes. So computer science is weird because we're now in the 20-somethingth year of growth in the high-tech sector overall, and that was driving enrollment growth--really kind of out-of-control enrollment growth--in CS degrees all over the country. So this is almost kind of the first time that we've seen declines.

And I think those declines may be justified for other reasons that we don't need to get into right now. But it hasn't happened before, and that means that no one knows quite how to address it.

So that leaves folks going into professional degrees: medical school, law school. That's sort of kicking the can down the road a little bit. And then you also see finance consulting. I think management consulting remains an area that people see as a sure thing if you can get in. It was always really hard to get into McKinsey or what have you, and now it's even harder.

So there is a sense of general constriction, of contraction that I think is maybe more like that 2008 downturn than it is like a traditional--the early '90s recession, for example, which I remember. It was like, Well, this is a little bump, and then we'll get back to normal.

Harris: It's interesting the way that these conversations about college so quickly move over into employment, right?

Bogost: Right.

Harris: But college is about so much more than getting a job, right? Historically, it's about--

Bogost: It's supposed to be. We hope it is.

Harris: We hope it is, right? You would hope that it's a place where you learn something new about yourself, right? You develop into this new person, right? But I think part of the reason why some of that is looming larger today than it did maybe not that long ago is because college costs more than it did not that long ago.

Ian, you went to [the University of Southern California] for undergrad.

Bogost: I went to USC. That's right.

Harris: Can you guess the difference between tuition costs now and when you graduated?

Bogost: I had some kind of scholarship. It was substantial, but it wasn't the full thing. And I remember at one point going into the financial-aid office or whatever it was--the bursar's office, where you went in person--and I remember writing a $9,000 check for tuition that term. And it's gotta be at least $70,000 a year now.

Harris: You're exactly right. (Laughs.) It's about $75,000 a year now. And, right, with a $9,000 check, it was about $20,000 when you graduated.

Bogost: Yeah. That difference, too--it's a lot of money for anyone, but even for very wealthy people, it feels like a lot of money. I think it feels different. It's like when you buy a Porsche or an Hermes or something, you have expectations for it, and those expectations are different than if you buy a Dodge, right?

Harris: Yeah, and that's a good point, too, 'cause a Dodge is a reliable car, but it's not what you were expecting. If you're going to a publicly funded college, right, tuition might be $11,000 for the year for in-state students. But it's almost as if you have a different expectation.

Bogost: Well, and even at a state school, we're seeing more and more students from out of state that are paying maybe not $75,000, but maybe $50,000, maybe $40,000, and you get a different community that are thinking about what they're getting out of their University of Texas, University of Georgia, whatever degrees--Michigan degree--that wasn't just, Well, I'm going to state, and I'm getting that in-state tuition, or I'm getting the scholarship that came with being a good student, having B's, or what have you, depending on the state that you live in.

So that pressure, that financial pressure, of buying something that's supposed to deliver a return on investment, it's not just that it's acute now; it's that it's been building for years and years and years.

Harris: So that $75,000 tuition at USC now is not actually what students are going to end up paying--in most cases, right? There will be some full-pay students, but very few students actually pay that full freight, right? So what is that difference between that sticker price and then what students actually end up paying?

Bogost: It's very murky, right? So you're right that an average student might not pay the full sticker price, at least in terms of tuition. Room and board usually are--they cost what they cost. And then there's awards. A lot of schools have full-need financial aid, much of which doesn't come from loans in the wealthier schools, the private schools now.

But I want you to imagine that you go to the store to buy something and I tell you, This is $10, Adam, but actually, most people, they don't pay $10; they pay $3. Your question is, Well, why and who and how? How does that all work? So even though it's true that that $75,000 may not be what many or most people pay, the fact that that's the case, I don't think that makes Americans feel any better about the cost they're actually paying, and in fact, it feels duplicitous. They feel tricked.

And while that may still allow them to afford college in some way, it doesn't improve the overall sense of confidence that Americans have that college is for them, that they're getting the most value out of it, because the guy next to you might have paid half the price.

Harris: Yeah. Understanding how sort of the students and the parents might view that investment, how do universities explain how much that investment is going to cost, right? How do they explain the numbers?

Bogost: Well, allow me to take just a brief step back. College and university education in America is pretty weird, and it's weird because we have mated together, we've put together a credentialing system, where you get a degree that's supposed to move you on to a skilled domain of employment--we've mated that to this kind of coming-of-age service, where you become who you are as a young person. You leave home, maybe, for the first time. Maybe you just go across the state. Maybe you go across the country--we live in a big country--and you're kind of discovering who you are and what's available to you as a person.

And colleges and universities have always struggled to balance those two sides of education, not to mention the whole research apparatus that's present at a university like mine or at Yale or Harvard or Michigan, which isn't necessarily the case at a smaller school.

So all of that feels like it's kinda broken. That balance has broken down. And it becomes very difficult to say, Well, you're coming here to learn how to be a citizen and to live together with other people and to make some mistakes as a young person and then figure out who you are. And it's also gonna cost you $75,000 a year, plus room--like, $300,000, $400,000 all in to get that.

That kinda broke the system, I think. So now it's much harder for us to make the case that the whole investment is worthwhile, not just because of the outcome it produces in employment terms, but the outcome it produces in sort of whole-person terms.

Harris: How are you seeing that brokenness sort of showing up in the students that you get?

Bogost: Everything is about professionalization now. Yeah, that's what we're seeing on the ground.

And granted, I work at a school where there's a lot of aspirational young people striving to become doctors or lawyers or consultants or what have you, but it does feel that way almost everywhere. From day one, every question is, What is this for? How is it gonna improve my lot? How is it gonna get me closer to the internship, to the job, to the next thing?

And I don't blame the students for this at all. We've trained them, over years and decades, to be looking toward the next step in their lives, the next aspiration, the next accomplishment, and they don't even know how to stop doing that. And we don't really know how to stop doing it either anymore.

And then you throw in a weird economy, with AI and with a very difficult entry-level job market besides, and the whole thing just is so brittle that it starts to crack.

[Music]

Harris: When we're back, does the economic model of universities still work?

[Break]

Harris: Ian, when we left off, we were talking about the challenges students faced in paying for an education and deciding what to be educated in, right: computer science, finance, something like that, something that'll lead to a career. But I wanna look at it from the school side because the institutions themselves haven't had an easy go recently, right?

The big research institutions have seen federal funding cuts or have been threatened with funding cuts since the president returned to office. The financial picture's bleak at small liberal-arts colleges. And they have this sort of looming demographic cliff, right? There aren't as many 18-year-olds, or there won't be as many 18-year-olds as there are now. So what do the economics of higher education from the institution side look like right now?

Bogost: At a high level, it's rocky. It's rocky everywhere. But it's also quite uneven. So even, you mentioned the demographic cliff, when there are fewer students to attend school; there's fewer students to pay for it no matter what they're paying. But in some parts of the country, that's impacting schools more than others. Tennessee, for example, is fine. They've got plenty of 18-year-olds to go to their schools. And that may not be the case in New York or California.

The research funding is very complicated. Universities, which have both an educational apparatus and a research apparatus, may be taking in as much as a billion dollars a year or more--from the federal government, largely, but from other sources--to fund research in science and medicine and all of the domains where faculty work.

And as those cuts have not even necessarily become active, but become threatened, like, Oh, we don't know. Is that money gonna come in next year? Is it not?, that's caused schools to move money around, to make cuts, to try to figure out a way that they would balance their books in the face of those losses, not to mention spending all the time required to figure out how to do that.

And then at smaller colleges, you mentioned that small liberal-arts colleges have had a rocky time; some of them have closed. That's true. The very wealthy ones, though, they're fine, and actually, because they don't have a large, federally funded research apparatus, they're almost untouchable by those funds.

So at a high level, what I would say is that we've had to think about our budgets in a new way, in an inconvenient way, in a time-consuming way, that's also created a lot of strife and kind of wasted a lot of time and money inside of almost every college and university in America since President Trump took office again at the start of 2025. And all of that is having this strong effect on everything else that's happening, all of the stuff we've already talked about.

Harris: Yeah. Earlier this year, mentioning kind of sticking with those small liberal-arts colleges and their model, you wrote about small liberal-arts school, right, and how they're this accidental winner of the war on higher ed. What did you learn by going to those campuses, and which campuses did you go to?

Bogost: Right, so I went to the fancy places, largely, the small, private liberal-arts colleges, such as--I went to Amherst. I went to Davidson in North Carolina. I went to Smith. I talked to many others. I went to Vassar. I talked to Pomona.

One thing that I learned is that it's very different from the research-university perspective. When faculty are doing research, it's often just funded directly by those schools, which is great. They can employ undergrads. They can help them figure out how to become researchers. They're able to pursue their research without kinda thinking about, How are we gonna get a grant to make it happen? They can focus on the classroom experience.

But then there's only, like, 1,500 or 2,000 students total, so how much of America can that serve, compared to 50,000-plus students at Ohio State?

Harris: Yeah. There was a time, right, when that was the central model of higher ed, where James Madison is learning from George Wythe about how to be a lawyer. And we had this big bill in the 1800s that sort of changed that, right? It brought education, higher education, to the masses. It put colleges where there weren't colleges before--in Ames, Iowa, and Auburn, Alabama, right--called the Morrill Act. But the Morrill Act also led to some of this professionalization and the job. Can you talk about that double-sided coin of the Morrill Act in our history?

Bogost: Yeah, so many of our listeners may be familiar with a land-grant university, and that's one of the things that was created by the Morrill Act. So you go to Michigan State or the University of Georgia or UC Davis, and a lot of them were agricultural-focused, ag schools; some of them became kinda science- and tech-focused. Virginia Tech, I think, is a land grant in Virginia, for example. And the idea was that we would expand access to higher education by also making it much more professionalized, much more vocational and focused on professional outcomes.

And that was kind of one brick in this wall of imbalance that is, like, 150 years old that has continued to develop, whereby previously, in that James Madison model, you were basically elite--you were aristocracy--and you were kind of living an intellectual life, probably because of wealth and because of privilege. And yeah, you may have gotten to go to Dartmouth and spent a little bit of time there before going back home to your father's law firm or railroad or what have you. But you weren't getting access to a new kind of life. There wasn't this upward mobility that college eventually promised.

And that is a balancing act that we've been running ever since, that balance between This is a professional experience that is being pursued in order to improve your lot economically, and to improve the country, or the state of the country, as a whole, and the kind of dream or the fantasy of the college man or the college woman as someone who bears a certain kind of aristocratic sensibility, that is experiencing a kind of collegiate life that has always really been associated with the elite and the wealthy. Even if you go to Texas A&M or something, there's still that sort of sensibility that that's what college is in America, is this access to a kind of leisure-class experience.

And those things have coexisted, but they have broken down, and they're breaking down even more over the last couple years and much more rapidly than they had previously.

In a prior era, you might have pursued an engineering degree instead of a degree in history at a land-grant big university that had everything. But that was still a choice you were making. You were probably also doing a minor or something like that, and you had a kind of a full life. And now it's really become much more tilted toward professional education, even outside of the schools that were explicitly established to produce economic benefit.

Harris: Kind of considering that switch towards that shift where students are really thinking about the economic benefit of college, that's grown into the way that the public thinks about the economic benefits of college, right?

There was a time--it's a well-worn conversation--where, when we used to talk about college, it was as a public good, right? It's George Washington getting up in front of Congress and saying that there's nothing that better deserves your patronage than the arts and the sciences, because knowledge in every country is the surest basis of public happiness, right? There was this idea that college, it was good for everybody. It was good for our economy. It was good for people knowing kind of who they were and why they supported the things that they supported, particularly democracy.

Have colleges abandoned that purpose as well as there's sort of this professionalization, or are they trying to hold on to it while people think of college as something else?

Bogost: Colleges and universities are big places. They're giant bureaucracies that employ thousands or tens of thousands of people and have communities that are even larger than that. Sometimes they're connected to hospital systems. Often, they're the largest employers in a city or a region. So it's always difficult to make singular statements. They're not like companies or organizations. They're almost more like cities.

But one thing I'll say is that by the mid-20th century, after the GI Bill, after World War II, and into the 1960s, when more and more and more Americans started going to college for all the reasons you just mentioned--not just to improve their financial lot, but to change their relationship to knowledge and to become citizens in a different way--by the mid-century, certainly by 1965, 1970, there was a sense that this was truly gonna be for everyone. And the white-collar knowledge economy that opened up as a result of the expansion of college to kind of any American who wanted it, not just through the Morrill Act, but through the access to every kind of educational prospect, that seemed like it would continue to build for forever.

And it didn't. Already by the 1970s, in California under [Ronald] Reagan and then nationally, we saw a kind of dampening down of funding, and that's continued ever since. It's just become more and more unaffordable relative to inflation and costs.

And just last year, for the first time in a long time--I don't know exactly since when--we saw the occupational prospects of skilled trades, where you might get an associate, plumbers, electricians, and what have you, they had an employment advantage over college graduates for the first time since the 1990s, when that data started to be tracked, which was exactly the thing that we were getting away from in the mid-century.

So the simple answer to your question is, so long as the economic situation was in reasonable balance, it was much easier for colleges and universities to make this argument about becoming a citizen, pursuing knowledge for its own sake, building a community around those values, and selling that idea to parents and to students and to Americans in general.

And we only realized when it started to break down how tenuous that was--and maybe we didn't even realize it then, and it's only now that the whole thing feels like it's really and truly on the rocks, that we don't really know how to go back, because so much time and so much distance has been lost since it was viable.

Harris: Yeah. There's a little bug in the back of my head that anytime I hear there's an employment advantage for the skilled trades, for plumbing and welding, there is a hearkening back to the time of tracking, right? But what we are seeing with this expansion of Pell Grants for really short-term programs, right, these pushes for going to trade schools--what do you make of these current arguments that we are seeing that we need more folks going into trade schools because of the return on investment in your education?

Bogost: It's so complicated. So much has happened. I think one thing that's happened is AI or other kinds of technological change have made people think, Well, wait. Hold up. Is the knowledge economy even gonna be a thing? And we did start to see the local plumbing operation, that became the new kind of local blue-collar millionaire class. Instead of the guy who owns the 10 car dealerships, it's now the guy who owns the big plumbing or electrician operation.

I think folks are looking at that. I also think there's a strong desire among everyone, including young people, to feel like the world is in their hands, that they're connected to it, and that they have an impact on it.

Everything became so abstract. We sometimes talk about this idea of email jobs. The knowledge economy became just moving symbols around. You don't really know what you're doing and why. Even if you can get one of these entry-level jobs, does it have a purpose? Does it matter? Do you even know what you're doing? Whereas fixing someone's sink, at least in theory, you can understand why it would be desirable and good and contribute to the well-being of your community.

Those factors are at work, but also, I think it's just like, you look at that $75,000-a-year number, and even if you don't know, or even if you know that maybe you wouldn't pay that much, you're like, Well, hold up. There have gotta be some other alternatives. What might those be? And that created doubt. That created doubt, and that doubt led people to at least fantasize about thinking about different paths.

And then, of course, you have all the Peter Thiels of the world saying, College is worthless. You should just be getting on with it and becoming an entrepreneur like I did with someone else's money.

So there's a number of different pressures that certainly didn't exist when I was going to school. It was like, Well, I'm gonna go to college, and everything will be okay. I don't know how, and then it was. And that's just not the case anymore.

Harris: Yeah, and when you have these alternate paths to the supposed American dream, right, why go to Harvard when you can just create Facebook and become a billionaire?

Bogost: Yeah. We're in the 20-somethingth year of that underlying notion of how elite power and wealth gets developed. It goes back to Bill Gates, who also dropped out of Harvard to start Microsoft with Paul Allen.

But that's the message, right: The way to become a billionaire is not to go to school. And that's just in the water now. That's long enough ago that a young person today looks at wealth and power, and does not see it being connected to knowledge for its own sake.

Harris: Hmm. Returning to that AI anxiety and jobs, how do you think students looking at entering college soon should be thinking about all of this?

Bogost: I think the best approach is to realize that--this is my humanities, liberal-arts background coming through here.

Harris: (Laughs.) We love it.

Bogost: We don't know what the future holds. It is changing rapidly. The best thing you can do is build a great deal of knowledge in a large number of domains at a basic level, and prepare yourself for change, rather than preparing yourself for a sort of singular professional life that is sure not to come about in the way that you expected and is sure not to persist in that way for your whole career.

That promise was always a good one. It maybe got a little bit out of phase with reality, and it felt a little abstract, and some of the pressures, beyond "wokeness" and the politics associated with whether or not you should do a gender-studies degree or something like that, it got a little bit out of phase with reality--by which I mean we needed to connect those ideas in a much more concrete way to individual students' futures. But it's still the right answer.

I still think it feels hard to jump into the deep end of that pool because it costs $75,000 a year or because it's not clear how to do it, and we need to provide the structures inside of these schools that say, Okay, when I say that, this is what I mean. These are the opportunities available to you. And it's about connecting your computer-science education to your urban-planning education, and we're gonna give you real structures to make that happen in a way that give you new opportunities--just to pick some random examples. We could do a much better job of that, but Americans could also do a much better job being open to the idea that the future's gonna be different than the present.

Harris: Hmm. That's good advice for all of us.

Ian, thank you so much for joining me today.

Bogost: Oh, thank you.

[Music]

Harris: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West. It was edited by Kevin Townsend. Genevieve Finn 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 Adam Harris. Thank you for listening.
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The Price of Trump's Primary Wins

The victories of candidates he endorsed serve to reinforce his grip--but also hurt his standing with the broader public.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 20 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.

Is Donald Trump strong or weak right now?

Usually, telling whether a president is up or down isn't difficult, but the past few weeks have offered reasons to believe both.

Last night, Representative Thomas Massie, a Kentucky Republican who has been publicly critical of Trump's policies throughout his second term, lost a primary to Ed Gallrein, a candidate recruited and backed by Trump. The president's attempt to turn that race into a referendum on himself seems to have worked: Massie, who's just as idiosyncratic now as he was when the voters of his district elected him to the first of seven terms, ended up about 10 points behind Gallrein.

This flex was the latest in a string. On Saturday, Senator Bill Cassidy of Louisiana, whom neither Trump nor voters ever forgave for his vote to convict Trump in his 2021 impeachment trial, came third in a Republican primary. And earlier in May, several Republican state legislators in Indiana who had opposed Trump's gerrymandering push lost primaries to Trump-backed challengers, fulfilling a vow of revenge from the White House.

A common thread in commentary on these races is that they demonstrate Trump's enduring grip on power. Marjorie Taylor Greene's break with Trump wasn't a sign of fractures in the MAGA movement, the thinking goes; the real story was his ability to completely exile Greene, who has always been a singular character anyway, and who now has more entree into anti-Trump spaces than MAGA outlets. "This is @realDonaldTrump's Republican Party. The rest of us get the privilege of living in it," the proudly submissive Representative Randy Fine of Florida declared last night.

Yet Trump's standing seems to also be deteriorating. This week, a New York Times/Siena poll found the president at 37 percent approval, his lowest in the poll ever and a four-percentage-point drop from January. The paper's polling analyst, Nate Cohn, was led to wonder whether the much-vaunted "floor" in Trump's polling is starting to crack. A Reuters/Ipsos poll released yesterday has him even lower, at 35 percent--12 points below where he began his term in the same survey. Much of his issue polling is even worse. That means some Republicans are rejecting Trump's decisions, even if they retain a fondness for the man himself.

How do we reconcile these contradictions? If you're a regular reader of this newsletter, the answer will not surprise you: Trump's hold on the MAGA base is still powerful, but the same actions that help him maintain it also help erode his standing with the broader public--and threaten to lead Republicans to defeat in November's midterm elections.

Primary voters--and especially primary voters in Indiana, Louisiana, and Kentucky--are not representative of the general electorate. (Trump won those states by 19, 22, and 31 points, respectively, in 2024.) They aren't even necessarily representative of the Republicans who vote in the general election, a group that is likely to be less engaged, less ideological, and less politically extreme overall. As a result, votes in November are more likely to hinge on issues such as inflation or the Iran war.

Sometimes the peculiar dynamics of primaries create situations that make Trump look superficially strong but actually suggest weakness. Yesterday, Trump finally issued a long-awaited endorsement in next week's Texas runoff for U.S. Senate. The race pits Senator John Cornyn against state Attorney General Ken Paxton. Cornyn is a longtime mainstream Republican who has mostly been a loyal if unenthusiastic foot soldier for Trump; Paxton is, to use the political-science terminology, a real piece of work.

Trump was initially expected to endorse Cornyn, but polls showed Paxton ahead and one found that even a Trump endorsement wouldn't change that. Trump dithered, then waited until the last minute to back Paxton. That effectively guarantees that Trump will back the winner, but it could be a Pyrrhic victory: Republican senators are now afraid that a Paxton nomination could cost the GOP the seat in November. Democrat James Talarico is still unlikely to win, but it's not impossible, given the many scandals that taint Paxton.

Although the idea of a MAGA crack-up may be nothing more than a pipe dream of Trump critics, Cohn's data are real. MAGA isn't collapsing, and the base remains devoted, but it is shrinking. Trump's sinking numbers may not matter as much to him, because he won't face voters again, but they matter a great deal to other Republican officeholders. Many of them would like to find ways to distance themselves from Trump's unpopular policies (and they may try as the general election gets close), but cases such as Massie and Cassidy remind them that the immediate political risk of crossing Trump outweighs the dangers of being yoked to an unpopular agenda. The latter might well end your career, but the former almost certainly will.

The irony is that Trump would probably benefit politically from a GOP Congress that was more willing to challenge him, because it would restrain him from his worst ideas. This is one reason the Founders designed the system this way, but Trump has no real civic awareness and his aides are determined to grant him quasi-monarchical power. An uncowed Republican Congress might have pushed Trump harder on affordability measures, and it might not have supported the war in Iran, had he asked for authorization--but he didn't, calculating that it wouldn't take action to block him.

Politics is a pendulum, so Trump may get a more antagonistic Congress despite--or because of--his efforts to resist it. In fact, he already has. Cassidy, in his first act since losing the primary, bucked Trump with a procedural vote to further a resolution that would end the war in Iran, and at least one moderate GOP colleague suggested that Cassidy will take more votes like that. Even if Paxton doesn't blow the Senate race, Democrats remain the favorites to retake at least the House of Representatives. That would be one clear indication of Trumpian weakness.

Related:

	Why Thomas Massie thought he was different
 	Trump shows he's still got juice.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The real reason Thomas Massie lost
 	The challenge for American Jews
 	The book that plunges you into messy American history




Today's News

	Two police officers who defended the Capitol during the January 6 attack sued the Trump administration to block a nearly $1.8 billion compensation fund, arguing it uses taxpayer money to reward rioters and militia groups involved in the assault.
 	The Trump administration indicted Cuba's former president Raul Castro with murder, conspiracy to kill U.S. nationals, and destruction of aircraft, according to court documents. These charges stem from Cuba's 1996 shooting of planes operated by the humanitarian group Brothers to the Rescue, in which three U.S. citizens and one permanent resident were killed.
 	Former Representative Barney Frank of Massachusetts, a leading architect of the post-2008 Wall Street reforms and one of the first openly gay members of Congress, died at 86.
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My Son's Hockey Team and the Crisis of American Resentment

By Chris Murphy

My 14-year-old son competes in a serious, multistate hockey league. During his five-month, 60-game season, he travels up and down the East Coast on weekends, and I occasionally miss votes in the Senate to watch him. Rider isn't likely to play in the National Hockey League, nor is he interested in devoting his entire childhood to chasing a pro career as a goalie. He still plays other sports--flag football, basketball, and golf. That sounds about right for an eighth grader.
 But for the owners of the Atlantic Hockey Federation--the youth-hockey association that pulls together elite teams from Connecticut and many other states, as far west as Arizona--kids' sports is a cutthroat business, a way to make a handful of people very rich.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Alexandra Petri: Greetings, class of 2026! Have you heard about AI? Wait, why are you booing?
 	The David Frum Show: In Trump's Iran war, America's loss is China's win.
 	It's maddeningly difficult to ban smoking.
 	Jude Law shouldn't be this good as Vladimir Putin.




Culture Break


Disney / Everett Collection



Watch (or skip). The Mandalorian and Grogu (out now in theaters) is a Star Wars movie to fall asleep to, David Sims argues.

Explore. Who can be trusted when everyone is vulnerable? Maximum Pleasure Guaranteed (now streaming on Apple TV) is a nervy thriller for the scam era, Sophie Gilbert writes.

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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The New Blood Libel

This is what globalizing the intifada looks like.

by David Frum

Thu, 21 May 2026




The synagogue where I was bar mitzvahed was built in 1963. The Nazi Holocaust of the Jews of Europe had ended only 18 years before. But those nightmares seemed remote from the verdant and prosperous cul-de-sac in northern Toronto that led to the door of Temple Emanu-el. Light streamed into the lobby through large picture windows. The congregants gazed out at the world through undraped glass, confident and hopeful. They invited the world to gaze back in.

On the night of March 2, 2026, at about 10:45 p.m., a car pulled into the synagogue's driveway. A person stepped out of the passenger side and aimed a handgun at the synagogue's glass windows. According to the synagogue's rabbi, Debra Landsberg, surveillance video did not capture the faces of the shooter or driver, or the car's license plate. It caught instead something less practical but more telling: the shooter's outward calm. This person emptied the gun, paused, then resumed firing, 20 shots in all. The bullets shattered nine panes of glass, their wooden framework gouged by bullet fragments.

Two months later, the synagogue's windows remain boarded over. The synagogue's rabbi, board, and other decision makers are pondering a new and difficult dilemma: how to fortify their house of worship against a world where Jews are again marked for violence by their neighbors.

This is the backdrop for the vehement response that so many Jews and friends of Israel have had to a column by Nicholas Kristof in The New York Times last week, in which he alleged a systematic Israeli campaign of sexual violence against Palestinian prisoners and detainees. Anti-Semitic violence in the Western world is quickening in tempo and intensifying in lethality. Much of that violence can be blamed on anti-Jewish incitement that draws on the deepest foundations of anti-Jewish myth.

The story of Temple Emanu-el and its windows feels particularly personal to me because so much of my family life took place within its welcoming walls. But it's just one incident out of too many to summarize or even tally. The deadliest so far was the mass slaughter at a Hanukkah party on Sydney's Bondi Beach in December, but perhaps only luck and good police work have prevented an even worse atrocity on American soil. In March, a man bearing an AR-15-style rifle crashed a car loaded with improvised explosives into a Michigan Jewish preschool near dismissal time. Just this past week, New York City Police Commissioner Jessica Tisch announced that federal prosecutors had thwarted a plot to commit mass-casualty attacks on Jewish institutions in Los Angeles and New York.

Juliette Kayyem: The deadly virus of anti-Semitic terrorism

The town of El Burgo, Spain, near Malaga, has a tradition called the "Burning of Judas" on Easter Sunday. In April, the image of Christ's betrayer was replaced by a 23-foot effigy of Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, detonated to the cheers of townspeople and tourists. In November, protesters staged a parody Thanksgiving dinner at Union Station in Washington, D.C., in which figures wearing masks of Netanyahu, President Trump, and former President Biden pretended to drink blood and eat human organs and limbs, and wiped their mouths with Israeli flags.

As these instances suggest, the line between anti-Semitic and anti-Zionist is often merely semantic. Do you disapprove of Israeli policy? Then go ahead and depict the country's prime minister as the betrayer of Christ. Do you believe that the Israeli government used excessive force after the pogrom of October 7? Then revive ancient accusations of Jews masterminding a political conspiracy and engaging in ritual murder and dismemberment. Eager to show solidarity with Palestinian grievances? Go ahead and shoot a synagogue.

After each incident, local politicians intone familiar formulas: This is not who we are. Anti-Semitism has no place in our city/state/country. These formulas ring false because they are false. After the first DUI, an inebriated motorist might plausibly say, "This is not who I am." But after the sixth or eighth? Sir, an alcoholic is exactly who you are. If you want to change, you'd better accept the truth about your condition.

This is the concern that the critics of Kristof's inflammatory Times opinion column have been trying to convey. Kristof claimed that Israeli prisons systematically engage in extreme sexual abuse of prisoners, including anal rape by dogs. He argued that this alleged systematic abuse is morally equivalent to the mass rape of Israelis by Hamas: "The Israeli government rejects suggestions that it sexually abuses Palestinians, just as Hamas denied raping Israeli women."

Many critics have noted the column's defects of evidence and sourcing. For example, Kristof relied heavily on information provided by Euro-Med Monitor, despite the fact that the NGO has reportedly deep connections to Hamas and a history of circulating false allegations, including that Israeli forces harvested the organs of dead Palestinians. Critics have also pointed out that the two named victims of prison abuse have changed their stories over time. One man who initially claimed in 2024 to have been "threatened" with sexual abuse insisted six months later that he had suffered it. The other named source, described by Kristof as a freelance reporter who prides "himself on his journalistic professionalism," has a record of celebrating terrorists on social media.

Kristof wrote that he asked former Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert about these allegations of sexual abuse against Palestinians. "Do I believe it happens?" Olmert responded. "Definitely." Yet Olmert later said that he has no knowledge to support Kristof's claims of systematic sexual abuse and that the column misrepresented his views.

The most inflammatory charge in Kristof's column was the report that Palestinian men were anally penetrated by dogs "coached to rape prisoners." The rape-by-dogs claim seems to have originated as a pure invention by the Hamas-run Gaza Ministry of Health. It was then recycled on social media by anti-Israel partisans who amplified the slur into an urban legend. In response to skepticism about the anatomical improbability of a dog penetrating a human, Kristof mentioned that he had found "three different medical journal articles" that discussed "rectal injuries in humans from anal penetration by dogs." Kristof did not provide links to these articles, nor did he acknowledge that the medical literature actually discusses very rare cases of people initiating sexual intercourse with dogs, not of dogs engaged in assault. But this discussion misses the point. The tainted origin of this allegation, from sources that have previously promoted other fantasies, should have triggered that indispensable journalistic tool: the bullshit meter.

"Jewish space lasers" has become a joke. But the "Israeli rape dogs" slur has now gained credibility at one of the world's most prestigious media outlets. Kristof's critics have recalled past incidents in which the double Pulitzer Prize winner was betrayed by his reliance on deceptive sources, including identifying an innocent man as the author of the anthrax terror attacks of 2001. Yet the Times stands by Kristof's work: "Details were extensively fact-checked, with accounts further cross-referenced with news reporting, independent research from human-rights groups, surveys and in one case, with U.N. testimony."

For journalists, the most important question is always, "Is the story true?" If the story is true, its consequences are not the journalist's concern. Our job is to inform society, not to protect it. But in this case, the story is very doubtfully true. It also happens to be a claim that will likely incite and justify acts of violence.

Anti-Semitism has long trafficked in images of Jews as simultaneously uniquely cunning and uniquely disgusting. What could be more cunning and disgusting than training dogs to commit anal rape? The sexual abuse of men by animals transgresses the profoundest taboos protecting human dignity and purity. Those who believe Israelis and Jews capable of such an outrage might feel justified in wishing that such bestial monsters were wiped from the Earth--a shift from disgust to dehumanization to possible destruction that is well charted by social psychologists.

Six years ago, the section for which Kristof works was keenly sensitive to even the most far-fetched theories of harm. In the summer of 2020, the Times published an op-ed by Senator Tom Cotton urging President Trump to act forcefully to quell disturbances that followed the killing of George Floyd by a Minneapolis police officer. Dozens of Times staffers tweeted objections to the editorial decision, many using the same phrasing: "Running this puts Black @nytimes staff in danger." That op-ed, which convulsed The New York Times' newsroom and led to the forced resignation of the opinion editor, James Bennet, is now prefaced on the paper's website by a five-paragraph disclaimer that draws attention to disputed factual claims, criticizes the piece's tone as excessively harsh, and regrets that it failed to include necessary context "given the life-and-death importance of the topic."

David Frum: The intifada comes to Bondi Beach

The wave of violence now besetting Jews in the United States and throughout the Western world apparently does not qualify as sufficiently "life-and-death" to expect this same scrupulous regard for tone, context, and accuracy from the newspaper's columnists. Or maybe there's something else going on, something simpler and stranger.

Matti Friedman, a former Associated Press reporter in the Middle East, has observed that in the conflicts embroiling Israel and diaspora Jewry, many major Western media institutions have recast themselves as participants instead of observers. Stories harmful to Israel--false claims that Israel caused a famine as a weapon of war, or that an Israeli air strike destroyed a Gazan hospital--are reported credulously and corrected slowly, if at all. Stories that discredit Israel's enemies, such as about Hamas's crimes against Palestinians in Gaza, are reported grudgingly, if at all. Last week, Israel released the most thorough account yet of Hamas's genuinely systematic and horrific sexual violence, an account that rests on video and other evidence recorded and shared by Hamas itself. Kristof's column, which appeared the day before, blunted the impact of that powerful report.

The October 7 attack was the most ambitious and best-organized undertaking ever waged by a Palestinian military force. Tunnels were dug and buildings booby-trapped at a cost of billions of dollars, including from donated aid intended to benefit Gazan civilians. On the eve of the fight, Hamas controlled an army estimated by Israel to be up to 30,000 people--far larger than the deployable ground forces of Great Britain or Germany. Operational secrecy was preserved with steely discipline, and Israel was utterly deceived and taken by surprise. Yet although the operation inflicted grievous damage, it ultimately failed in its goal of sparking a regional war to invade and overthrow the Jewish state. The failure left Gaza a ruin and tens of thousands of fighting men and civilians dead.

The slogan "Globalize the intifada" proposes a new mode of operations. Rather than wage a difficult and dangerous war against the highly armed Jews of Israel, the slogan urges anti-Zionists to target a more vulnerable population: the Jews of the diaspora.

Since late March, attackers have randomly stabbed two Jewish men, and arsonists have attacked three synagogues, an educational building, and four charity ambulances in the United Kingdom. Five days after the shooting attack on Temple Emanu-el, shooters fired on two other Toronto-area synagogues. (Police have apprehended a suspect in those cases.) A Montreal synagogue was twice the target of arson, in 2023 and 2024. Mobs have attacked Jews outside synagogues in Los Angeles and New York City.

One obvious response to the threats is for governments to fund new defenses around synagogues, schools, and community centers. American Jewish organizations spend an estimated 14 percent of their budgets on security, or about $765 million a year. These defenses exact a psychic toll as well as an economic one. The North American Jews of the 1960s and '70s imagined that they had left the ghetto walls behind forever. Now new walls are rising around them, to protect against the violence stirred by campaigns of defamation.

It's all a long and sad distance from the brave declaration of belonging symbolized by the now-shattered windows of my boyhood synagogue. But the story is not over yet. There are Americans--and Britons and Canadians and Australians and Europeans, too--who remember that a society that turns on its Jewish minority eventually devours itself. The shots aimed at the windows of synagogues are aimed at larger targets. The advent of liberal modernity was announced by the dismantling of ghetto walls. The re-erection of those walls sounds a note of doom, and not only for the Jews.
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The Typo Vibe Shift

To some, they're no longer a sign of laziness but proof of human touch.

by Michael Waters

Thu, 21 May 2026

Toward the beginning of the 2002 film Secretary, a domineering lawyer (played by James Spader) barges into the office of his assistant (Maggie Gyllenhaal) with evidence of a work infraction: a memo she has written that has "three typing errors." Spader's character spits out a reprimand. "Do you know what this makes me look like to the people who receive these letters?"

Setting aside that his screed turns out to be foreplay, Spader's character was channeling a widespread cultural revulsion: Typos were the ultimate shorthand for careless work. A spelling mistake was proof that the writer hadn't bothered putting much effort into a piece of correspondence, that their instructions or advice shouldn't be taken seriously--and perhaps that the recipient shouldn't invest time in reading their note at all.

More than two decades later, as AI-generated writing has flooded workplaces, social media, and dating apps, old hallmarks of sloppiness--typos chief among them--are getting a new gloss.

Read: The problem with using AI in your personal life

Some job applicants are intentionally adding typos to their cover letters to prove that they, and not an AI program, wrote them. Celebrities and CEOs are sending out error-ridden emails and Instagram Stories, and instead of getting a scolding, they are praised for sounding authentic. On some dating apps, where people are, somewhat absurdly, prompted to compose their profiles with AI, typos are apparently no longer an automatic repellant. Nicole Ellison, a University of Michigan professor whose 2006 study showed that dating profiles with spelling mistakes turn people off, now thinks people are warming to the Tinder typo. "A typo maybe signals that you actually do care," Ellison told Time recently, "because you took the time to write it yourself." A 2024 study even found that people view customer-service chatbots more warmly when they make and correct errors: A spelling mistake, it seems, is a kind of anthropomorphizing event.

A peculiar reconfiguration of what people consider careless writing is taking place. Although typos and other mistakes don't suddenly mean that a piece of writing is good or praiseworthy, to some people, they are at least signs that it is worth reading. On a base level, many of us are willing to invest time in reading a long email if we sense that someone actually wrote it, line by line.



In England's early-modern period, starting around the 1500s, readers understood typos to be inevitable technological blunders. Books were produced collaboratively; writers sent off handwritten manuscripts to printers, who transposed them onto a printing press before setting them to paper. In the process, errors were often introduced.

Authors and editors cataloged these mistakes in "errata lists," paratextual documents that they slipped into the books after publication--a last-ditch attempt to control the reception of their work. In these documents, they might lambaste their printers to explain the circumstance of mistakes, Alice Leonard, a professor at Coventry University who wrote about typos in Error in Shakespeare, told me. Authors would say, "I wasn't able to be in the printing house at the time of printing," Leonard said, or even blame the printer and claim that "the printer was drunk, or the printer was absent, or the printer is useless." Instead of diminishing the book's validity, errata lists lent an air of credibility; at least, the thinking went, someone had taken the time to point out what was wrong.

Some writers reveled in printing missteps. James Joyce, whose Ulysses contained more than 200 spelling or grammatical errors in an early edition, called his typos artful experiments in language, "beauties of my style hitherto undreamt of." By that time, though, he was likely already out of step with his peers: The widespread dissemination of typewriters seemed to recast the typo as a hallmark of individual laziness. With typewriters--and, later, personal computers--printed mistakes became a product of the writer's failure to read their work closely.

Read: A corrected history of the typo

Today, of course, anybody can deliver supposedly clean writing by simply funneling their text through AI, which will churn out a version rife with strangely recurring words (delve), opening interjections (Here's the thing:), and eerie grammar that's almost too precise for a typical written exchange. The technological development is prompting people to embrace the old understanding of typos, forgiving misspellings as inevitable errors rather than treating them with scorn.

Even for celebrities, the occasional typo in a public statement is sometimes taken as proof that they are speaking from the heart. This spring, the singer Zara Larsson, who made an offhand remark in an interview that angered Taylor Swift fans, posted a defense in an Instagram Story that included at least two typos (among them a misspelling of physical as psychical). Her statement, free of any trace of a publicist or ChatGPT, came across as sincere. "I like this post because it's littered with typos," a host of the celebrity-commentary podcast Who Weekly noted at the time. "You can tell she wrote this herself."

And no one seems to be accusing Donald Trump of writing his error-ridden Truth Social statements with AI. His press office has suggested that spelling mistakes are evidence of his excellence: A spokesperson for the White House recently told The Wall Street Journal, in response to a question about his frequent typos, "President Trump is the greatest and most authentic communicator in the history of American politics."

Gone, apparently, are the days when the country's most powerful leaders are expected to deliver flawless written communications. In an email released with the Epstein files, Peter Thiel called Davos, the Swiss town that hosts the World Economic Forum, "Davis," according to the Journal. In a text that was made public in a Securities and Exchange Commission filing, Paramount Skydance CEO David Ellison referred to David Zaslav, the CEO of the company he was in the process of acquiring, as "Daivd." And Jack Dorsey, the CEO of the payment app Block, sent an all-staff email about layoffs without capital letters. Business Insider recently went as far as to proclaim that typos are "the new status symbol" for corporate executives.

These executives may not all be thinking about authenticity; a stray typo could be an innocent flub, or it could simply underscore how little they care. But these moments of textual slippage are oddly refreshing amid the general AI overload. More than half of English-language LinkedIn posts are likely written with AI, according to a study by an AI-detection start-up, and so are many of those "feel good" posts that dominate Instagram and Facebook. A Brookings Institution survey last year of more than 1,000 adults found that 35 percent of respondents with a bachelor's degree used AI to write or edit documents at work. Peter Cardon, a professor of business communication at the University of Southern California who researches AI in the workplace, has been surveying more than 420 randomly selected "knowledge workers" every six months since 2023. More than half of them, he told me, use AI "at least weekly" to write communications such as emails.

Read: The human skill that eludes AI

That these AI-generated emails invariably arrive with tidy spelling and grammar does not mean they are warmly received. Office workers have told Cardon that, on a pure prose level, AI-generated emails or project statements are easier to read than the average person's writing style. Yet, according to Cardon, people are ultimately less likely to act on AI-generated emails. A 2024 Journal of Communication study found that people may engage less with narratives that they think are written with AI--a result that squares with Cardon's own research about workplace interactions. If an employee suspects that their manager, for instance, is using AI, "they're less likely to think that person is sincere; they're less likely to think that person is caring," Cardon said. "They're even less likely to think that person is competent." We know what our colleagues sound like, and we can tell when they send out, say, a thank-you note that they didn't actually write. So what's the point of clear prose if you don't feel any more encouraged by the end of it?

This is not to say that everyone has let go of their rancor for typos. They may still be, to many, a paradigmatic writing sin. But for others, the typo resurgence could be clearing the way for the resuscitation of other, old-school symbols of sloppy writing. Perhaps people won't turn up their nose as quickly at sentences with extraneous prepositions, verbs that disagree with their subjects, or adjectives where they don't belong. Maybe overwrought prose or sentences loaded with adverbs will one day draw a little less derision.

Across history, hawkers of new communications technologies have expressed a desire to smooth out and speed up human conversation. But their products have a way of estranging their authors from the final output: Printing presses inserted errors that authors themselves didn't make, and now AI systems create communiques that sound nothing like the person sending them.

What many people are starting to look for in written communications, whether they're from a co-worker or a pop star, is voice. They want to hear the distinct cadences of a CEO, an influencer, or a celebrity, so they can believe that they are reading something genuine. Centuries ago, authors wrote errata lists for the same reason job applicants intentionally place typos in their cover letters today--to resist the universalizing force of new technology, and to prove that there is a real human behind their work.



  When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic
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What the 18th Century Can Teach the 21st

Britain had a revolution too--slower and quieter than America's. Did the British do it better?

by Danielle Allen

Thu, 21 May 2026




On the eve of the nation's 250th anniversary, it might be tempting to assume that we've run out the clock on a democracy's life expectancy. The catalog of ills is familiar. We have a president whose unilateral powers--over war making, over administration, over emergency authorities--would have astonished the founding generation; a legislature that has proved unable or unwilling to constrain the executive; and gerrymandered congressional districts that produce safe seats by the hundreds, and leave far too many voters without a meaningful voice. We've had two decades of wars whose ends remain elusive and whose costs are rarely tallied.

Looking back to the Age of Revolution, and across the sea, can offer some useful perspective. Although the fact is often forgotten, the American colonists were not the only people who faced a political crisis in the late 18th century. The British people did too. And, ironically, the United States finds itself in a situation today very similar to the one Britain faced back then.

The diagnostic checklist that an attentive observer might have drawn up in Britain in the 1770s seems very familiar. The constitution was out of balance, and the executive--at this time still the King--was accumulating powers and patronage at the expense of Parliament. The system of representation had degenerated into the absurdity of "rotten boroughs"--sparsely inhabited areas that returned members of Parliament chosen by local magnates and their political masters while whole swaths of the country, such as the rapidly growing industrial cities, went almost entirely unrepresented.

The King had at his disposal something called the Civil List, which disbursed stipends, pensions, and other emoluments at the monarch's discretion, sometimes in the form of specific jobs (for instance, Lord of the Bedchamber), sometimes to provide sinecures (Rousseau was offered one just for being Rousseau), and sometimes to spread favor and influence. Between the Civil List and the ability in essence to buy parliamentary seats in rotten boroughs, the King in the 1770s could command loyalty from about 200 of the 558 members of Parliament--enough to ensure that the legislature was dependent on him.

As a result, the King was able to push Parliament and strain the bounds of established law. Members of Parliament were stripped of traditional legal protections. An elected member was blocked from being seated. The Crown put newspaper publishers on trial for sedition. Meanwhile, the nation was entangled in costly foreign wars whose justifications seemed far removed from the immediate safety of Britain. Society was divided religiously, regionally, and economically.

The structural pathologies of late-18th-century Britain are not perfectly analogous to ours, but they rhyme.

In Britain, three figures from that era had a clear view of the governance problems that the nation faced. The first was King George III himself, a monarch often caricatured but in fact more attentive to the British constitutional tradition than his American detractors allowed. George believed that the system was under strain and that some adjustment was necessary, even as his instincts pulled him toward defending royal prerogative.

The second and third figures were unlikely political allies: Charles Lennox, the third Duke of Richmond, a reformer within the British political establishment who argued early and persistently for universal male suffrage, and his extraordinarily talented amanuensis, Thomas Paine, then a corset maker, an excise officer, and a journeyman essayist. In the 1760s and '70s, these two men collaborated with a secret radical network to counter the King--laying out the case for the restoration of British liberties in a series of newspaper essays under the pen name Junius.

From the November 2025 issue: Secrets of a radical duke

Each man sought to establish "the people"--through their legislature--as an effectual counterweight to the monarch. They considered legislative supremacy necessary to ensure that a population would not be subject to the arbitrary whims of a single individual. To get there, though, Richmond and Paine ultimately proposed different paths.

Paine, who had sailed from London to America in 1774, proposed revolution, and then constitution writing. Common Sense, which appeared in January 1776, was the first essay to argue that the Americans should seize their independence from the Crown. That summer, he had a hand in drafting the Pennsylvania Constitution as the colony turned itself into a state. A decade later, he would help James Wilson prepare for the U.S. Constitutional Convention, where the Americans sought to ensure a strong legislature and drafted a document that explicitly designated Congress as the first branch of government. They accepted the need for an executive, after having tried to do without one in the Articles of Confederation, but they wanted that executive properly tied down.

Meanwhile, in Britain, Richmond considered and rejected the path of revolution. Despite defending the Americans in Parliament and ultimately endorsing American independence, he sought an alternative way to put limits on the King and achieve legislative supremacy at home.

The radicals in Britain pursued two chief goals: reform to the Civil List, and the establishment of universal male suffrage. Both had the purpose of reining in corruption. The former would dramatically reduce the King's ability to dispense patronage. The latter would make it harder to buy seats. You could easily pay off the six voters in a rotten borough. Paying off an entire constituency once the entire male population had the right to vote would be more difficult.

The first of these goals was the great achievement of Edmund Burke. His bill--the Establishment Act of 1782, also known as the Civil List and Secret Service Money Act--placed the finances of the royal household under the control of the treasury department, overseen by Parliament. The second goal took longer to meet. In a letter explaining his commitment to suffrage reform, Richmond wrote that "the experience of 26 years," in and out of government, had convinced him that restoring a genuine House of Commons by renovating the rights of the people was the "only effectual remedy" against the corrupt system that had brought the nation to disgrace and poverty and had threatened it with "the loss of liberty." Years later, Abraham Lincoln expressed the same insight when he declared at Gettysburg that government would be for the people only when it was also by the people. Richmond introduced a suffrage bill in 1780. Although it failed, it became the basis for political efforts that built consistently over the next 50 years.

William Pitt the Younger, a 24-year-old prime minister when he was first appointed, in 1783--the year that American independence was legally recognized by Britain--became the next to take up the challenge. Pitt, who laid the groundwork for the modern Tory Party, introduced suffrage bills several years in a row. When he eventually succumbed to the King's objections and desisted, a younger politician, Charles Grey, a Whig, took on the task. Starting in the early 1790s, Grey introduced an election-reform bill in Parliament every year for decades, keeping the reform idea alive.

When the Tories collapsed, in 1830, and the Whigs had a fresh shot at power, a massive working- and middle-class movement--sending petitions by the cartload to Parliament--made Grey the prime minister. Richmond had rightly predicted that the cry of the people would be needed to achieve reform. This moment of crisis was Grey's to seize, and he did, in 1832, winning passage of a Reform Act that significantly expanded male suffrage and changed how parliamentary seats were distributed. Parliamentary authority was in the ascendant. Grey's government soon won passage of the Slavery Abolition Act of 1833, which ended enslavement in most of the British empire. The government also ended the economic monopoly of the East India Company. In the end, over the course of nearly a century, there would be four Reform Acts. The last, in 1918, finally delivered universal male suffrage, as well as suffrage for many women. A decade later, the vote was extended to all women.

From the October 2025 issue: How originalism killed the Constitution 

Richmond is scarcely remembered today, even in Britain. His descendant the 11th Duke of Richmond, a photographer and patron of motorsports and the arts, is far better known. Grey, for his part, is not one of the few British prime ministers Americans tend to be aware of. But he would become world famous in another context after he inherited an earldom and assumed the title Earl Grey, his name associated with a popular tea.

When the Age of Revolution arrived, the British Parliament represented sectors, not people: the Church and the aristocrats (in the House of Lords) and a limited subset of property holders (in the House of Commons). To propose universal male suffrage was to transform the basis of governance fundamentally. Advancing the proposal required inventing for the modern era the idea of geographical districts and rediscovering the notion (with its ancient Athenian roots) that one should count the population to achieve constituencies of equivalent size. It is hardly a coincidence that Richmond created the British mapping service to produce maps of the whole country. Districting and census taking for electoral purposes were 18th-century reinventions devised to counterbalance the power of the King with the power of the people.

The fact that something as familiar as electoral districts had to be invented is a reminder of one of the great insights of 18th-century reformers: Representation can be thought of as a kind of technology, and an evolving one. A legislature is not a fixed institutional form delivered once, at a single founding moment. It is a set of practices, rules, and devices that must be redesigned as conditions change--something that may be easier to do in a nation whose constitution is a quilted aggregation of law and tradition, as Britain's is, rather than an operating manual expressed in one written document.

Think of all of the basic things that have to be figured out, not to mention the fine print: Who is permitted to vote? Do you vote on one day or over many? In person or also by mail? How do you define what the boundaries of a district should be? Who makes that decision? Can you win a district with a plurality of the vote, or do you need a majority? How many members should a legislature have? In Britain, some of the reforms following the first expansion of suffrage were redesigns of a technological kind: for instance, the introduction of the secret ballot for voters to reduce the likelihood of coercion, and the introduction of salaries for members of Parliament to reduce financial opportunism and conflicts of interest.

All of this is bound up with the meaning of representation--what it is for. Representation serves a number of purposes. It provides authorization, giving legitimacy to the exercise of public power. It ensures that the diverse social composition of a polity is mirrored in its deliberative bodies. It brings local knowledge and varied perspectives into contact with one another, so that policy can be informed and refined. It channels the political activity of citizens into collective action. It enables a polity to achieve outcomes that no individual or faction could secure alone. And it provides what 18th-century theorists called "republican safety"--the systemic protection against tyranny that comes from dispersing power across multiple representative bodies and accountable officials. When the technology of representation degrades, the system as a whole begins to lose legitimacy.

This isn't the place for a laundry list of everything that needs to be done to restore representation to health in the United States. The problems we face and the measures we might adopt to confront them have been discussed for decades. In the most general terms, those measures include restrictions on political spending, federal action to prevent partisan gerrymandering, and an expansion of the House of Representatives. They include transparency and accountability standards for digital platforms, to help restore the media ecosystem to health. Congress, for its part, needs to remember that it is not a junior partner, much less a lapdog, but in fact the place where, in the view of the Founders, democratic power chiefly resides. It must assert that power--indeed, doing so is the central task of democratic renovation. All of this aside, lower levels of government--states and communities--can do much by way of experimentation, nurturing democratic practice at the grass roots.

Yuval Levin: The missing branch 

It looks impossible--a mountain too steep, every means of ascent impeded. Scaling the mountain will take perseverance and a long time horizon--qualities that 18th-century reformers possessed. They did not stumble into the renovations they achieved, and they did not expect miracles. They had three interlocking goals: Fight corruption, broaden suffrage, upgrade the technology of representation. They organized, argued, persuaded, and built the political coalitions that made structural change possible. Richmond did not abolish rotten boroughs by writing a single letter and leaving it at that. The reformers did the hard work, year after year, for decades--as like-minded people did after them--until the work bore fruit.

Britain today faces some of the same grave problems of representation that we do. No British government has come to power with a majority of the popular vote since World War II. The British and American approaches to governance are also different. Britain's parliamentary system muddies the distinction between executive and legislature; at the same time, it keeps the prime minister tethered to an electoral leash that is often being tugged. But taking the long view: The British evolved from King George III to King Charles III, producing a constitutional monarchy that, whatever its symbolic eccentricities, performs its restrained constitutional functions with relative stability. American democracy, founded on Revolutionary principles and a written Constitution that has proved enormously difficult to amend, finds itself producing presidents who test the limits of constitutional restraint and a politics in which the structural mechanisms of representation more and more fail to reflect majoritarian preferences. It's fair to ask: Which approach succeeded more completely in keeping control of the executive?

Last month, King Charles addressed an American Congress that over a period of decades has failed to exercise its powers. He stood as the representative of a nation that had taken a different path from that of the United States, though aspirationally in the same general direction--a path that has not run in a straight line and is hardly at an end. The King nodded to the kinship when he said of the Founders that "they carried with them, and carried forward, the great inheritance of the British Enlightenment"--a conception of rights and values that long predate the American Revolution. It was impossible to miss the irony of a British monarch, a direct descendant of George III, reminding Americans--needing to remind Americans--that a democratic society advances "not by the will of one, but by the deliberation of many."
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The Glorification of Mass Murder

The San Diego mosque killings were part ideological, part performance for an audience on Discord.

by Ali Breland

Wed, 20 May 2026




The two teenagers who walked into a San Diego mosque with assault rifles on Monday evening wore patches displaying the Black Sun--a neo-Nazi iteration of the swastika--and had scribbled white-supremacist symbols in white correction fluid on their guns. They started shooting, killing three. Then they fled in a BMW one had stolen from his mother. In the car, 17-year-old Cain Clark apparently shot his accomplice, Caleb Vasquez, before shooting himself in the head. We know much of this, in graphic detail, because, within hours, Clark and Vasquez's video-recorded rampage seems to have been posted on the messaging platform Discord, then on a website called Watch People Die.

The tragedy at the Islamic Center of San Diego in many ways followed an all-too-common script. With horrifying regularity, a young man carries out a mass shooting with weapons bearing neo-Nazi or hateful references scrawled in white. The shooter typically wears paraphernalia designed to promote accelerationism: the concept that only the collapse of society can usher in an Aryan utopia. There may also be a manifesto pulling from a familiar list of motives: anti-Semitism, grievance over supposed white genocide, admiration for past shooters (including Dylann Roof, who killed nine people at a African Methodist Episcopal church in South Carolina, and Brenton Tarrant, who killed 51 people at two mosques in Christchurch, New Zealand).

Clark and Vasquez apparently put together just such a manifesto; theirs runs to 75 pages and suggests that they were sincerely "motivated by militant accelerationism" to do their part to bring about society's downfall, says Katherine Keneally, the Institute for Strategic Dialogue's U.S. director of threat analysis and prevention. In addition to intense Islamophobia, the pair expressed, in detail, a hatred for Black people (described as "low IQ subhumans" in the manifesto), women (who "tend to cause all the problems in the world"), and Jewish people ("The Universal Enemy" responsible for all the world's wrongs). The phrase "IT'S THE JEWS" appears four times. (Both the video and the manifesto I found have not yet been confirmed as genuine but are being reviewed by law enforcement. Researchers I spoke with at the Institute for Strategic Dialogue, an anti-extremism think tank, obtained the same document and livestream recording.)

At the same time, Clark and Vasquez, by recording their heinous act, may have been trying to create a vibe for their own digital communities on Discord, a chat service that has become popular with gamers and extremists. Researchers refer to that as "memetic radicalisation," according to the Global Network on Extremism and Technology, an academic initiative that researches how violent extremists use technology. Emphasizing extremism as an online vibe may also serve to draw nonwhite people to white supremacy. In November, Muhammad Nazriel Fadhel Hidayat, a 17-year-old Indonesian student, allegedly detonated several bombs at his school in Jakarta, injuring nearly 100 people but causing no deaths. Authorities recovered airsoft guns with neo-Nazi references scrawled on one in white and said that the Columbine High School shooters, as well as Roof and Tarrant, were among his influences.

Earlier this year, I asked Cody Zoschak, of the Institute for Strategic Dialogue, how the Jakarta student could get wrapped up in a subculture that hates nonwhite people. Zoschak suggested that the bomber may not have embraced all of the ideas of neo-Nazism, as descended from the Third Reich, but instead "understood it as a fandom" of the far right.

Read: The era of normie extremism is here 

The approach is popular in what researchers term "nihilistic violence" circles, which include the "True Crime Community." The TCC (which is unrelated to the popular nonfiction genre) is an internet subculture that valorizes mass shootings, especially Columbine. Clark likely dabbled in the TCC. He listed "True Crime" among his "interests" in the purported manifesto.

In the 1990s, many white-supremacist communities functioned on the fringes of society, in hard-to-reach places such as East Texas and the Idaho panhandle. They might well have rejected someone like Vasquez even if they agreed with the vitriol contained in the manifesto. Vasquez acknowledged that white supremacists might dismiss him as a "larping spic" and, in the document, defined himself as "half Northern Mexican." But Vasquez also noted that he was of "70-85% of European genetic descent" from French and Spanish roots, suggesting that he felt he belonged in communities that consider white people superior.

Either way, with the rise of digital extremism, there is little barrier to entry. Fans of accelerationist violence can don whatever identity they wish online. And should mass killers seek to impress and potentially inspire those fans, they need only log on to the right Discord server.
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Jude Law Shouldn't Be This Good as Vladimir Putin

He gives a transfixing performance in a new satire about the Russian president's rise to power.

by David Sims

Wed, 20 May 2026




Vladimir Putin does not appear for the first 45 minutes of The Wizard of the Kremlin, an odd choice for a satirical film entirely about him. His presence looms in the background--the future Russian premier is jokingly referred to as "the Tsar" by the narrators--yet the director, Olivier Assayas, seems more interested in explaining the strange country Putin inherited, at least initially. Keeping Putin off-screen for a while makes perfect storytelling sense: The film, an adaptation of a 2022 novel of the same name, aims to understand how post-Soviet Russia's brief cosmopolitan boom in the 1990s was eventually quashed under Putin's rule, so it spends time illustrating what will be lost. But that means the movie's most effective element remains locked away for far too long.

Jude Law plays Putin in an extraordinary performance; wearing a near-permanent grimace and barely ever raising his voice, he's a nonetheless transfixing screen presence. Yet The Wizard of the Kremlin's titular role refers not to him, but to Vadim Baranov (played by Paul Dano). Inspired by Putin's former aide Vladislav Surkov, Baranov experiences a similar rise and fall over a 30-year period, up to the present day; he develops from an energetic young artist into a political kingmaker and, eventually, an outcast. The movie's weakness, however, is that it's focused on Putin's unknowability--yet he's accessible only through Baranov, who is far less engaging.

The script, co-written by Assayas and the French novelist Emmanuel Carrere, is a series of nesting flashbacks initially told through the eyes of Rowland (Jeffrey Wright), a writer in search of the now-exiled Baranov. Rowland is summoned to Baranov's dacha to hear his life story, and Dano takes over the narration duties to lay out the final months of Soviet Russia; the emergence and downfall of Putin's presidential predecessor, Boris Yeltsin; and Baranov's machinations as a TV executive turned government adviser. Dano brings an intentional flatness to his performance as Baranov, whom he portrays as a chameleon, quietly ruminating on how his country is changing and how to change with it.

Read: An incisive take on Russia even Putin can't ignore

The film gets at the notion that people like Baranov seized on an idea of Russia, then packaged it to the public through the glitzy post-Soviet media. While working at a network run by the business oligarch Boris Berezovsky (Will Keen), Baranov needs to find a new potential leadership figure to push on television. He decides that much of the populace longs for a more authoritarian ruler than they had in Yeltsin--and he soon alights on Putin, the then-director of the FSB (the successor of the KGB). Baranov and Berzovsky hope that Putin will present as stern, seemingly capable of keeping internal bureaucracy in line; meanwhile, Russia's new class of billionaires will be able to operate unimpeded. The viewer likely understands that expecting Putin to play along is naive. Even if viewers didn't know what direction Russia eventually took under Putin, however, the character's powerful but coiled demeanor quickly makes apparent that such credulity has consequences.

Watching the movie while reflecting on Law's early-career pretty-boy persona is funny: He established himself by playing rakish Brits with tousled hair and a glittering smile. Yet as he's gotten older, he's become surprisingly adept at portraying eccentric or mysterious villains and antiheroes. (The first time I realized he'd entered this new character-actor phase, in fact, was in 2009's Anna Karenina; he played the cuckolded Karenin, another Russian figure--but a much sadder and more impotent one.) As Putin, Law is not strongly affecting an accent or even trying to physically approximate the real-life person. Still, he conveys a sense of danger, cloaked in a soft-spoken, slight manner.

Baranov, conversely, is a flashy communicator. He's obsessed with positioning Putin as the kind of strongman who ordinary Russians want to lead them out of financial downturns and corruption crises. Putin comes across as a much more calculated figure than his companions anticipated, yet he's just as savvy--he knows how to incrementally amass control once he's atop the heap and expel allies when they ask too much of him (including Berezovsky). As the film descends into a slow-motion, mundane work of political horror, Law remains compelling. But empathizing with Dano's Baranov, the movie's putative protagonist, is tough, both because the viewer is aware of what he's getting into, and because the actor's low-key work interprets him as such a resolutely amoral, unlovable man.

Read: The time I was a Russian propagandist

Assayas has made several thrillers about moments of political instability, such as the energetic Something in the Air (set in France after the protests of 1968) and the sweeping crime thriller Carlos (about the Venezuelan political terrorist Carlos the Jackal). Although The Wizard of the Kremlin is topically similar, it's sleepier and more methodical than its predecessors. Perhaps the pace reflects the director, decades into his career, moving away from showier filmmaking as he ages. After the slow plod of its first act--and particularly thanks to Law--the movie does arrive at something mesmerizing: a taciturn, but brutal, piece of political tragedy.
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Greetings, Class of 2026! Have You Heard About AI? Wait, Why Are You Booing?

I thought this pro-AI speech was bound to be a hit.

by Alexandra Petri

Wed, 20 May 2026




Greetings, disgusting meat sacks of the class of 2026!

You worked hard to earn your degrees and are now entering the job market, where I am doing my best to see that you are replaced by AI. Yes, you personally, Emily. I hate you. Well, hate is a strong word. I am just indifferent to whether you're able to earn a living.

Please stop booing! I have a lot of speech to go!

What a time to be alive! We are finally freeing you from the rat race and placing you on the rat unemployment line. Is your dream to be an artist? Well, it is the dream of your employers to push a button that extrudes art. And guess who has more funding for their dream?

But there are some questions that only your bright, young minds can answer. For instance, where in this brave new world, a phrase I'm using with no apparent irony, is the place for human beings? "Surely," you say, "as the people foisting AI onto every aspect of our lives, you've thought deeply and carefully about that!" Absolutely. Absolutely. There is always going to be a place for human beings. Maybe shoveling something? Maybe underground in a dark chamber, breaking rocks by hand? I'm sorry, I'm sure you know better than I what sort of tasks non-CEOs perform! Maybe you can turn some kind of crank? Maybe human security on my private island, until we get the drone systems fully online? No matter what, I am confident there will always be a demand for your plasma.

To be clear, you will need to get money from somewhere! Society still very much demands that you have a job. You need health care for that hideous flesh sack you've chosen to inhabit and dental care for those teeth you've chosen to have. Maybe you can storm the Capitol? That seems to pay well.

I remember the day I sat where you sit now. I was so excited to leave college and start my career. I had a job lined up. I had a human girlfriend. And I thought: I can't wait to live in a world where people have none of these things.

Soon we will eliminate any need for the disgusting, lurching, gurgling meat sacks who for so long have dominated the workforce. If I had one piece of advice for recent college graduates, it would be: Make sure you don't have a physical body, and especially not that little thing that dangles in the back of your throat. What's that little, wet piece of flesh doing in your mouth? We're so excited not to have to see any more uvulas!

It is such a wonderful, exciting moment, unless you have the misfortune to be a recent college graduate looking for an entry-level position. Now let me take a big sip of water and figure out whom I'm addressing here! But not too much water. I'm saving most of it for the AI!
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Why Thomas Massie Thought He Was Different

He wrongly believed his popularity back home made him able to withstand a Trump-backed challenge.

by Russell Berman

Wed, 20 May 2026




For a long time, Representative Thomas Massie confidently defied an ironclad law of modern Republican politics--that to oppose President Trump was to start a ticking clock on your electoral career. "I'm not worried about losing," he told me last spring inside the Capitol, as he explained to a group of reporters the strength of his support within his Kentucky district.

Massie had already angered Trump just a few months into the president's second term, after clashing with him during his first. Massie voted against government-funding bills, criticized the president's tariffs, and would soon become one of the only Republicans in Congress to oppose Trump's One Big Beautiful Bill Act, which the fiscally hawkish Massie deemed irresponsible. Trump lashed out at Massie and vowed to find a primary opponent to defeat his bid for an eighth term; as early as last summer, the president's allies stood up a political-action committee to run ads attacking Massie in his district.

Still, Massie refused to fall in line. Over the next several months, he condemned Trump's military adventurism, including his unilateral attacks on Iran, and he helped lead a remarkably successful bipartisan effort to force the administration to release its trove of files on the disgraced financier and convicted sex offender Jeffrey Epstein. Massie, an iconoclast to his fans and an ineffective gadfly to his detractors, had always gone his own way in Congress. Maybe he believed he was uniquely positioned to withstand a Trump-backed barrage. Or perhaps he knew he was toast and had resolved to go down on his own terms.

Read: The 'crazy' plot to release the Epstein files

Either way, last night Massie met the same fate as so many of Trump's Republican critics: He lost his primary. In the end, Massie's campaign against Ed Gallrein, a Navy SEAL whom the president had personally recruited to run, wasn't particularly close. Gallrein won by about 10 points, and Massie conceded not long after the polls closed.

For months leading up to the primary, Massie had held up his race as an important test case for the Trump era: If he could criticize the president and win anyway, his victory would embolden other Republicans to speak out and vote against Trump when they felt compelled to, loosening his viselike grip on the party. As many as a dozen House Republicans, he told me last month, would then be "more liable to vote with their constituents instead of the party line."

That prediction, however, looked dubious even before Massie's defeat became clear, as Trump reasserted his dominance over the GOP elsewhere. Less than six months from the midterm elections, the president may be as unpopular as he's ever been with the general public. But inside the Republican Party, he remains the undisputed kingmaker.

In Indiana earlier this month, Trump-backed challengers defeated five of the seven Republican incumbents who sought reelection to the state Senate after opposing the president's push to adopt a newly gerrymandered congressional map. On Saturday in Louisiana, Senator Bill Cassidy finished third in a Republican primary after Trump endorsed one of his opponents. (Cassidy had voted to convict Trump during his second impeachment trial after the Capitol riot on January 6, 2021.) Trump likely sealed the defeat of another GOP incumbent, Senator John Cornyn, yesterday by endorsing a primary challenge from Texas Attorney General Ken Paxton, who had been leading in the polls.

Kentucky's Fourth District includes the suburbs of Cincinnati and Louisville and stretches east nearly 200 miles, close to the West Virginia border. Massie had hoped that his base of younger libertarian voters would turn out in sufficient numbers to overcome Gallrein's strength among older Republicans who wanted a representative more loyal to Trump. He had turned aside primary challengers before with relative ease. But the money Trump and his allies put behind Gallrein dwarfed anything Massie had previously faced. Pro-Israel groups, hostile to Massie because of his staunch opposition to the Iran war and aid to the Jewish state, spent millions to defeat him. Massie used Trump's attacks on him to raise plenty of his own funds, and the total spent on both sides swelled to some $33 million, making the race the most expensive House primary in U.S. history.

Read: The Republican who outsmarted Trump

Massie told reporters that his internal polling found that although most Republicans in his district still backed Trump, the president's support was notably weaker within the party than during his first term. (He also acknowledged that his position on Iran was unpopular among primary voters in the district.) But although Massie never renounced his criticism of Trump, he spent the final weeks of the campaign reminding his constituents that he sided with the president far more than he opposed him. "I agree with President Trump nearly all of the time," Massie said in one ad. In an April interview, Massie told me he had been willing to serve in Trump's Cabinet.

These efforts to downplay a long-running feud with the president seemed as good an indication as any that Massie knew he was in trouble. They also weren't enough to save him. As the end neared, his jocular lack of concern about his chances began to give way to equanimity at the prospect of defeat. Last night, after the race was called early, Massie appeared for his concession speech before the sun had set in Kentucky. "I would have come out sooner," he said, before taking a dig at his opponent's support from pro-Israel donors, "but it took a while to find Ed Gallrein in Tel Aviv." He seemed to harbor some bitterness but few regrets, even as he joined the growing number of Republicans who have taken on Trump and lost.
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The Challenge for American Jews

Progressive alliances are weakening, political identities are shifting, and emotional ties to Israel are being strained. What now?

by Michael W. Sonnenfeldt

Wed, 20 May 2026




American Jews have achieved unprecedented safety, integration, and success in the United States, yet we carry a long historical memory in which periods of apparent security elsewhere, again and again, ended abruptly in exclusion, violence, murder, or expulsion. I grew up with a deeply personal connection to the Holocaust and with sensitivity to how the erosion of democratic institutions and the descent into fascism enabled the rise of Nazism. My father, Richard Sonnenfeldt, was a German Jewish refugee who fled to England in 1938 and then, at 23, became the chief interpreter for the American prosecution at the Nuremberg trials, and ultimately Hermann Goring's personal interpreter.

Intellectual honesty requires acknowledging that the United States is not Weimar Germany or Eastern Europe's Pale of Settlement, where deadly pogroms against Jews were a regular feature of the late 19th and early 20th centuries. America's constitutional order--independent courts, federalism, a free press, and a robust civil society--provides formidable safeguards against the translation of social hostility into state persecution. Jews are not a tolerated caste here but full participants across every sector of civic life: business, academia, media, the professions, government, the arts. Jewish confidence in America's resilience is not foolish. The challenge is to hold that warranted confidence alongside a warranted fear.

And yet, for Jews, the question of security for Israel requires its own response to that historical vulnerability, and Israel's founding created a moral and political tension that many of us find it difficult to reconcile. In 1947, the United Nations adopted a partition plan that contemplated two states, one Jewish and one Arab. It treated that decision as a legal basis for Jewish sovereignty, even as it was rejected by the Arab world, which responded by invading the just-born Jewish state. The invasion failed.

Though the ideas of modern political Zionism long predate the Holocaust, Israel was established by the world community in response to the unimaginable atrocities and extermination perpetrated by the Nazis, who murdered one out of every three Jews on the planet. Perhaps no other people in history suffered such losses. The United Nations General Assembly affirmed the legality and necessity of a Jewish state, and its founding was supported by a majority of UN member states. Even so, the Palestinians who were displaced by the establishment of the state of Israel deserve a chance at freedom and normalcy, too.

Israel's traditional response to the events of 1948--that the displacement of Palestinians was a tragic consequence of a war Arab states started, and that it was paralleled by the expulsion of roughly 850,000 Jews from Arab countries--is true, but inadequate. There are moral issues about those Palestinians who lost their home that are not solved by the fact that the Arab states fought to destroy Israel from its inception. It is particularly necessary to ask whether the relentless Jewish settlement of the West Bank--the core of any future Palestinian state--is meant to deny Palestinians what they deserve.

Many of today's anti-Israel activists argue that Israel does not have the right to exist as a Jewish homeland. But if the declarations and recognitions of Israel's right to exist by the world at Israel's founding do not constitute that right, then we have no international norms or laws that can be relied on. And yet, if one believes the world did give Israel the right to exist as a Jewish homeland, the question remains: What does justice require for the Palestinians who were displaced? I do not have solutions, and I am unsure this circle can ever be fully closed, because the world granted Israel a right to exist that the population of Arabs never agreed to. But that right was granted, and millions of Jews have immigrated to Israel, and for 80 years Jews around the world have supported Israel and its reliance on that right and recognition. To argue that the 8 million Jews of Israel have no right to exist as a polity, and must be exterminated or displaced, is, of course, genocidal in intent.

Emma Green: Are Democrats losing the Jews?

What I know for sure is that there will be no perfect outcome for either party. The goal is to avoid more bloodshed and displacement on the path to a reality in which both Jews and Arabs can live in peace and dignity in the two states that ought to exist between--as the saying goes--the river and the sea.

For much of modern American history, anti-Semitism followed a well-understood pattern. It was most visibly rooted in the nationalist and authoritarian right, while the political left, broadly conceived, was a coalition of progressive activists focused on labor, civil rights, women's rights, minority rights, environmental protection, and social justice. Jews were not only part of that coalition; we were among its most ardent institutional builders and philanthropic supporters. Jewish lawyers litigated civil-rights cases. Jewish donors funded Black-led organizations. Jewish students and clergy marched alongside Martin Luther King Jr. Let's not forget the memories of Andrew Goodman and Michael Schwerner, Jewish activists who were killed with James Chaney in Mississippi in the cause of civil rights during the Freedom Summer of Mississippi in 1964. For decades, most American Jews understood ourselves as allies--and often champions--of progressive causes well beyond our own communal interests.

In recent years, that moral and political alignment has frayed. Many American Jews now experience anti-Semitism not only from the nationalist right but from growing segments of the left as well. Progressive coalitions we once helped build have weakened, and in some cases Jews experience hostility or exclusion from organizations we supported for generations. This is not simply a story about disagreement over policy; it is also about the emotional shock of betrayal.

That sense of alienation and dislocation intensified after the October 7, 2023, attacks in Israel. Jews around the world identified instinctively with the victims of mass murder, rape, and kidnapping. Yet in the immediate aftermath, many found themselves not merely criticized but implicitly blamed. Jewish students were harassed on campuses; Jewish institutions required heightened security; even expressions of grief were sometimes met with suspicion. The shock was not only the scale of anti-Semitism but its moral inversion: Jews felt ourselves cast as perpetrators even while mourning Jewish victims of barbaric violence. As but one example of many, more than 30 student organizations at Harvard signed a statement after October 7 that held "the Israeli regime entirely responsible for all unfolding violence." At once, we became both victim and defendant.

The Anti-Defamation League reported 8,873 anti-Semitic incidents in 2023, a 140 percent increase from the prior year and then the highest number on record since the ADL began tracking such incidents in 1979. In 2024 the number of incidents rose again, but at a slower pace. The dramatic increase took place primarily in the period following October 7, but the larger point is that what felt, for many years, like a marginal social pathology has returned as a visible feature of public life. Even when anti-Semitism appears as "mere rhetoric," Jews have learned to take that rhetoric seriously, because it is often the early stage of a darker sequence.

For many American Jews, another source of estrangement has unfolded in parallel: a growing distance from Israel's current government. American Jews who largely inhabit the center and the left--politically, culturally, and morally--feel disillusioned and betrayed by an Israeli leadership that appears intent on blocking the creation of a Palestinian state and seems committed instead to permanent domination. This estrangement is further complicated by the widening regional confrontation with Iran. I profoundly disagree with the direction of Israel's government but still believe that Iran must be prevented from acquiring a nuclear weapon. And although I may feel alienated from Israeli leadership, I do not feel alienated from Israelis themselves. I am deeply sympathetic to civilians whose daily life is being turned upside down by rockets, sirens, bereavement, and sustained mobilization. Solidarity with people living under existential threat is not the same as endorsement of the policies of those who govern them, even if that distinction has become difficult to articulate.

My discomfort is exacerbated by an inability to reconcile my steadfast belief in the need for Israel to survive and thrive with a lack of clarity about what solutions could ever evolve to produce a durable peace with the Palestinians. I reject both the illusion that Israel can secure itself through permanent domination and the dark fantasy that dismantling Israel would produce justice or peace.

Yair Rosenberg: The anti-Semitic revolution on the American right

These contradictions place many American Jews in an untenable position. Many of us believe deeply in Israel's right to exist, and many of us believe the United States should help Israel defend itself against existential threats, because as America's only democratic ally in the Middle East, Israel's survival is in the United States' interest. At the same time, we cannot ignore the profound moral questions raised by the conduct of the war in Gaza, or dismiss the concerns of those who fear that American arms are being used in ways that violate humanitarian law. Understanding the impulse to condition military support is not the same as abandoning Israel; it can be an expression of anguish about what Israel, under its current leadership, is becoming.

I have long been invested in Israel's security and its pursuit of peace. In the 1990s, at Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin's request (and in coordination with Prime Ministers Shimon Peres and Ehud Barak after Rabin's assassination), I led dozens of missions to the Middle East as a leader of the Israel Policy Forum, meeting with most of the region's leaders, and specifically with Yasser Arafat on seven occasions. That experience left me firmly committed both to Israel's right to exist free of concerns about security and terrorism and to the moral and strategic necessity of a just peace. It also left me with humility about how hard peace is to achieve, and how easily events can make reasonable positions seem naive.

Many American Jews, some reluctantly, others more enthusiastically, have gravitated toward the political right, often drawn less by domestic policy than by what now appears to be clear and forceful Republican support for Israel, and by a perception that Republicans have been more aggressive in confronting anti-Semitism on college campuses that have lost their way.

I am unlikely to become a Republican, given how sharply many core Republican policies diverge from my values and from those of the large majority of American Jews. Some Jews lean Republican to minimize taxes as part of a belief in conservative economics and smaller government, while others are attracted to the Republican Party's right-to-life, marriage, or immigration policies. But what is most clear is that a higher percentage of Republican Jews support Israel when compared with Democratic Jews. In recent years, Republican rhetoric and actions toward Israel, particularly in confronting Iran, have often been more unequivocal than those of Democrats. Too often, Democrats have minimized anti-Semitic excesses on campuses and within parts of the progressive ecosystem out of fear of splintering a coalition that includes activists whose politics have become intertwined with Palestinian solidarity.

Many young Democrats have explicitly called for suspending weapons sales to Israel, motivated by a genuine belief that Israeli military actions have crossed moral and legal lines. I understand this impulse. The scale of Palestinian-civilian suffering is unbearable, and the restraint expected of a democratic state at war must be higher, not lower. Israel's extraordinary technological, military, and economic success has altered perceptions. Today, Israel is often understood to be the aggressor rather than a besieged democracy fighting for survival. And yet, historical memory complicates that moral clarity. For most of its nearly 80 years, Israel was not a regional superpower but a vulnerable state surrounded by enemies openly committed to its destruction. Hamas, Hezbollah, and Iran's leadership are no less dedicated to Israel's destruction today than they were during the decades when Israel's survival, not dominance, defined its strategic posture. That history shaped a belief, deeply ingrained in my generation, that Israel required some flexibility and understanding from its allies as it defended itself against existential threats.

Younger Jews, especially those in the secular, liberal-leaning Jewish mainstream, feel less attachment to Israel than American Jews of my generation do. This is not simply because many care less about Jewish identity, but because they have grown up in what has been, historically, the safest, freest, and most tolerant period Jews have ever experienced in the Diaspora. In America, the past 80 years have been the most favorable environment for Jewish flourishing in two millennia. Younger Jews have not felt flagrant anti-Semitism directly, so they often feel more secure in America and less reliant on Israel as an existential safeguard than members of my generation do. When confronted with images of devastation in Gaza and with an Israeli government they view as right-wing and extremist, they feel less solidarity with a state they do not recognize and whose leadership they reject.

That distance is understandable, but it is also shaped by distance from the Holocaust and from periods when Jewish safety in liberal societies proved tragically fragile. Anti-Semitism has reappeared, in varying forms, in almost every diasporic society where Jews have flourished over the past two millennia, including societies that once seemed secure, enlightened, and permanent. My disagreement with Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's policies is vehement. But my belief in Israel's central importance to the survival and dignity of the Jewish people remains unshaken. I hope for and work toward a future Israel led by more balanced, moral, and pluralistic leaders. But I have concerns about a Jewish future without Israel's continued existence and strength.

Michael A. Cohen: How Netanyahu hurt America's Jews

Anti-Semitism is rising sharply in the United States at the same time that traditional alliances with progressive organizations are weakening, political identities are being reshuffled, and emotional ties to Israel are strained by policies that clash with deeply held democratic and ethical commitments. The simultaneity of these pressures--political, moral, and psychological--is what makes the present moment feel so destabilizing.

Holding multiple truths does not require treating them as morally equivalent. Jewish history teaches with devastating clarity that democratic institutions are not merely another value, but the condition that makes a minority's safety possible. We can debate policy, argue strategy, and tolerate contradiction. We cannot accept the erosion of pluralistic democracy as the price of order, security, or ideological victory. That lesson, more than ideology, anchors where I ultimately stand. Democracy is not merely one cause among many. It is the condition that makes all other fights possible, the one condition on which American Jews (and other minorities, too) depend most to ensure our continuance as full citizens with rights protected by our Constitution.

If that hierarchy is true, it carries obligations. It means investing in the unglamorous work of democratic maintenance: strengthening the rule of law, supporting free and fair elections, protecting independent courts, defending a free press, and reinforcing a civic culture capable of disagreement without dehumanization. It means continuing to build institutions that expand opportunity through education, economic mobility, and inclusion, because societies that allow despair to fester are easier to polarize and harder to govern democratically. Above all, it requires insisting that fighting anti-Semitism means not retreating into sectarian isolation, but rather engaging pluralistic coalitions more honestly: calling out anti-Semitism on the left and the right without ideological exception, and refusing to excuse it for the sake of tactical convenience.

We cannot trade constitutional norms for partisan advantage, or confuse forceful rhetoric with moral seriousness. Jewish history does not require us to choose strongmen over institutions; in fact, it warns us what happens when we do.

America remains the only large country in history where Jews have become fully equal citizens under a constitutional order strong enough, so far, to withstand waves of hatred and scapegoating. If that order weakens, Jews will not be the only victims, but we have more reason than most to understand what follows when minorities lose the protection of the law.

Preserving and strengthening democratic institutions also means fighting for a pluralistic, democratic Israel: an Israel not dominated by a right-wing religious government that has alienated many, if not most, American Jews; an Israel capable of moral self-correction; and an Israel that continues to pursue the possibility, however remote, of a just and enduring peace with the Palestinians. That may be too much to ask of any generation. But Jewish history suggests that the price of asking for less is higher still.
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The Book That Plunges You Into Messy American History

In her new novel, Karen Tei Yamashita challenges readers to join her in deciphering a shameful moment from the nation's past.

by Lily Meyer

Wed, 20 May 2026


Manzanar Relocation Center in 1943 (Ansel Adams / Library of Congress)



Loyalty--a virtue elementary schoolers can explain clearly--has long seemed to confuse the United States government. Some administrations have equated it to patriotism, others to partisan allegiance. Some have tried to manufacture it: In 1955, President Dwight Eisenhower declared May 1 to be Loyalty Day, an anti-Communist alternative to the labor movement's May Day that hardly anyone now celebrates. Americans don't throng to International Workers' Day parades either, so the national disinterest in Eisenhower's holiday seems to suggest that loyalty doesn't happen on command. Such apathy might even imply that mandating loyalty is counterproductive; that if it's not freely given, it's not real.

During World War II, President Franklin D. Roosevelt's administration made what may well be the nation's most explicit and pernicious attempt to demand loyalty. In 1942, roughly two months after Pearl Harbor, the government began to detain Japanese and Japanese American residents of the West Coast and Hawaii. Eventually, some 120,000 people, two-thirds of whom were American citizens, were imprisoned in large inland camps. During their detainment, which lasted up to four years, internees had to take a survey that, among other things, asked whether they would serve in the Army "on combat duty, wherever ordered" and "swear unqualified allegiance to the United States of America"--that is, to the country that had just imprisoned them, presuming their disloyalty. If Loyalty Day is uninteresting because it's artificial, then this was something far more sinister. For many internees, the so-called loyalty questions seemed like a threat.

Questions 27 & 28, the author Karen Tei Yamashita's tenth book, gets its title from those loaded questions. The novel roves through time, space, and literary styles to tell stories of many Japanese immigrants and their descendants in the United States. She brings to life nearly 100 people who were interned--or their ancestors were, or their children, or their legal clients, or a wide range of other connections. All of these stories merge into a sprawling exploration of what it was like to have to answer the loyalty questions, and how those questions echo through American history to this day. Crucially, Yamashita does this without ever legitimizing the test itself. "Those questions," she writes, "that damned questionnaire, are meaningless, but the consequences of interpreting them, choosing yes or no, shape the future."


Manzanar Relocation Center, 1943 (Ansel Adams / Library of Congress)



In a sense, Yamashita is the future to which she refers: Her parents were both interned. She also brings a scholarly perspective to her subject; before becoming a novelist, she spent nearly a decade researching the history and anthropology of Japanese communities in Brazil. Many of her novels mix this academic training with an experimental, playful sensibility. In her 2010 National Book Award finalist, I Hotel, an account of Asian American organizing in San Francisco from 1968 to 1977, she constantly switches forms and characters while remaining grounded in her study of real activists. In Questions 27 & 28, she goes a step further, collaging archival material related to the internment camps into her own richly creative writing.

The documents she chooses--always footnoted to remind readers that they're entering the realm of fact--represent a staggering array of approaches to the questionnaire. Within the camps, the correct answers were hotly contested among internees, in debates that Yamashita uses to illuminate the complications of loyalty. Some internees said "no" to both questions in order to express a real fealty to Japan. Others, who became known as "no-no boys," answered "no" as a protest against detention, and maybe even as a statement that allegiance can't be coerced. Other Japanese Americans argued that answering "yes" and actually enlisting were necessary demonstrations of "faith in my motherland America!" as one of the letters Yamashita includes puts it. For some internees, that sentiment predated the camps, and for others, it seems, choosing "yes" was a way to transform a coercive mandate into a voluntary expression of real loyalty. And many more internees set aside the very idea that their answer could be meaningful, instead doing their best to guess which response was most likely to keep them safe and their family intact.

Questions 27 & 28 doesn't take a side in the arguments it brings to life, though it does, unsurprisingly, take a clear stance against the "damned questionnaire" and the pain it caused. What seems to interest Yamashita most is the awful experience of guessing how to answer the questions. In fact, guesswork is core to both the plot of Questions 27 & 28 and the experience of reading it. Yamashita's mixture of archival material and original fiction can be disorienting, and so can the book's cacophony of voices. They require an alert audience. So does her strategy of releasing information in covert drips, often not revealing facts until the reader has likely figured them out. Even the questionnaire itself doesn't appear until long after characters start to discuss it.

In the realm of historical fiction, these tactics are highly unusual. By and large, novels that dig into the past charge their readers to learn and remember rather than analyze. But with Questions 27 & 28, Yamashita is not just seeking to interpret the loyalty debate, and perhaps the experience of internment, by writing fiction about it. She is also challenging her readers to do the interpreting themselves--to join her in deciphering history.

Questions 27 & 28 begins in a relatively conventional way for a historical novel. It starts in 1892, with a real person, the poet Yone Noguchi--the father of Isamu--immigrating to San Francisco. But just as readers are settling into lush descriptions of Noguchi's bicoastal, bohemian life in the United States, Yamashita starts to switch things up. One early chapter takes the cozy form of letters between close female friends; the next is a Western about the "the toughest, most agile ninja warrior kick-ass borderlands fighter before Bruce Lee." In order to follow along, readers have to be game for this chameleonic way of writing: Questions 27 & 28 feels, at first, like a ramped-up version of novels such as David Mitchell's Cloud Atlas and Richard Powers's The Overstory, which bring seemingly disparate storylines into gradual connection.

But Yamashita's intention isn't to connect the dots for us, as becomes clear once the archival documents arrive. She's not interested in creating a single narrative from the complicated violations of internment. Instead, she layers and juxtaposes material, re-creating the research process--and all the confusion it can bring. She signals this initially by dividing Questions 27 & 28 into "boxes," each of which contains folderlike sections. As the novel progresses, this decision becomes more than a conceit; it makes the book feel less like Cloud Atlas and more like an excitingly messy archive. In this way, Yamashita mixes historical discovery with literary analysis, turning "active reading" from classroom cliche into something far more tangible.

She dramatizes both the agonies and the satisfactions of research by including a handful of scholars and archivists among her many characters. Some of them are interned themselves; one, a young man working for a Berkeley sociologist collecting data in the camps, tells a priest that studying what happened to him "has given me some distance from it all." Others, investigating internment decades later, are seeking closeness to this history instead, and struggle to comprehend both how the camps came to be and how it felt to be shut inside one.

Read: He spent his life trying to prove that he was a loyal U.S. citizen. It wasn't enough.

Questions 27 & 28 also features characters who interpret their reality through art. Yamashita shows the artists Chiura Obata, Mine Okubo, and Isamu Noguchi drawing, painting, and sculpting while they are interned (voluntarily, in Noguchi's case; he didn't live on the West Coast but entered the Poston War Relocation Center as an act of solidarity). Okubo and Obata also taught art--together, though Yamashita doesn't emphasize this--and the novel dramatizes Okubo questioning her colleague's approach to their harsh reality. Speaking to a third artist, Okubo describes Obata having his students depict "barracks and barbed wire at sunset, like romantic paintings." Okubo's interlocutor shoots back, "We need landscapes, need nature, especially living in barracks inside barbed wire. It's not what they paint; it's what they feel." Yamashita, as a writer describing internment camps in often quite beautiful prose, clearly has stakes in this argument. However, she leaves readers to draw their own conclusions about whether reinterpreting barracks and barbed wire as a site of beauty is a human error or a human need.


Birds on wire, Manzanar Relocation Center, 1943 (Ansel Adams / Library of Congress)



Yamashita's ability to express a point of view without handing her readers an opinion is most evident in the novel's middle section, which serves as its center of emotional gravity and demands the most focus. It contains real testimonies from the internment camps, most of which deal explicitly with the writers' decisions about how to reply to the loyalty questions. Yamashita accompanies each statement with a bit of fiction and a very short poem, usually grounded in nature in some way.

In general, the links between the poems and the documents are associative or unclear, which means readers get to decide whether and how to connect them. For example, a testimony about a class-action suit on behalf of "no-no" respondents who got deported is paired with a poem about gardening that reads, "In spring and autumn / place outdoors / sun and breeze plentiful / dew at night." A reader could take this in many ways: as a sign of hope, as a reminder that sun and breeze can be found anywhere, as a necessary distraction in the vein of Obata's "romantic paintings," or none of the above.

In contrast to the poems, the testimonies tend to be direct, even raw. Although their content and attitudes vary widely, swinging from "yes-yes" to "no-no," all of them speak to one of the loyalty questionnaire's central cruelties: By dividing internees, it created even more pain in a community that was already living through something excruciating.

Slowly, though, the testimonies also start hinting at facts the novel hasn't yet introduced, such as the government's decision to segregate people who answered "no" into a camp called Tule Lake that, according to Jimmy, the young sociology research assistant--and according to its historical reputation--is an even more "dark and hostile place" than the other camps. There, people "had a more volatile experience, didn't trust anyone." Later in the book, Yamashita uses an imagined dialogue between a scholar and a civil-rights lawyer who represents former Tule Lake internees to clarify those experiences, but by then, readers will likely have already pieced them together from the scraps she's provided--and will have begun to see that answering "no" could be a patriotic choice. As the novel goes on, this point of view emerges distinctly. Refusing compulsory loyalty can be seen as an assertion of the very American value of freedom, and yet it led those who said "no" to an even harsher confinement than the internment against which they were rebelling.

Being sent to Tule Lake was one striking result of saying "no" to the loyalty questions, but it was hardly the only one. Yamashita shows characters losing their citizenship or being indicted under conspiracy charges for counseling internees to resist the draft. She also shows young men clinging to their sense of independence from their families by going "'all out' on a stand for America"--saying "yes" to Question 27 in an effort to wring nuance from a questionnaire that contained none. Like the "no-no" boys, many of these men faced severe consequences: Some died or were gravely injured in combat.

In the novel's more than 400 pages, only one line rang false to me. At the very end, a character addressing a photograph of a child in an internment camp swears, "What happened will be remembered, and people will learn the lessons of the past." The promise is too neatly optimistic, but also, top-down learning--here's a lesson; take it with you--is not the book's dominant approach. Yamashita is doing something rarer and more provocative than that. By writing a historical novel that doesn't take a settled stance, she undercuts the idea that loyalty is straightforward--or, for that matter, reduced to "yes" or "no." She also rejects the prospect of a single, stable story about the loyalty questions.

Instead, she challenges her readers to join in the reconstruction of a debate, and a moment of the U.S.'s past, too complicated to understand or remember entirely. By compelling her audience to try alongside her, she shares the frustration of the attempt, but she also shares her own determination. In order to read Questions 27 & 28, you have to commit, if only for the length of the novel, to the messy project of American history.
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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.)



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

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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Democracy Is a Racial Entitlement Now

The all-out assault on Black voting

by Adam Serwer

Tue, 19 May 2026


Members of the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party (Bettman / Getty)



Last month, the Supreme Court set fire to the remnants of the Voting Rights Act, the law that made America a true democracy. Now southern Republicans are annihilating Black political power.

In Louisiana, which has six congressional representatives, Republicans moved rapidly to eliminate one of the state's two majority-Black districts. Tennessee Republicans redrew the state's congressional map to get rid of its only Black-majority district, in Memphis, then stripped Democrats who protested the move of their membership in state house committees. Governor Tate Reeves of Mississippi declared that the "reign of terror" of the state's lone Black congressman, Bennie Thompson, would soon be over, and announced that he expected lawmakers to draw new districts before the 2027 elections. South Carolina legislators are hard at work to eliminate Representative Jim Clyburn's plurality-Black district, the only one in the state. More than half of the United States' Black population lives in the South, so this amounts to an all-out assault on Black political representation in Congress.

For many decades after Reconstruction, southern states deprived Black people of the right to vote while counting their bodies toward congressional seats. The 1965 Voting Rights Act effectively invalidated the superficially race-neutral schemes designed to deprive Black people of the vote. No longer able to directly deny the vote, racist lawmakers developed new methods of diminishing Black political power through schemes such as racial gerrymandering. Congress updated the VRA--repeatedly--to address these schemes. The law worked extraordinarily well, leading to dramatic increases in minority representation, a Congress that better reflected the diverse nation it represented, and, in 2008, a Black president.

And that was the last straw.

Since Barack Obama's election, conservatives have argued that the VRA's protections are no longer needed--indeed, that they are themselves racist. The backlash to the Obama presidency that swept Trump into office allowed him to appoint three justices--fully a third of the Court--who agree.

Writing on behalf of the majority in that April case, Louisiana v. Callais, Justice Samuel Alito argued that Louisiana's creation of a second majority-Black congressional district, out of six, in a state whose population is one-third Black, was "an unconstitutional racial gerrymander." Eliminating that district to disempower those voters was, apparently, not. The fact that "black voters have been aligned with the Democratic party," Alito wrote, actually "undercut" any "showing of intentional racial discrimination because race and politics are so intertwined." But this idea--that the more motivated partisans are to discriminate against Black voters, the less racist that discrimination is--is a perverse inversion of the Fifteenth Amendment. Thanks to this Supreme Court, so long as Republicans take care not to explicitly announce their intention to discriminate, they may discriminate as much as they like.

You can draw a line through American conservatism beginning with the argument that racism was necessary and proper, to the argument that laws meant to address racism were worse than racism, to the argument that those same laws were so effective that racism was eradicated and thus the laws were no longer necessary. More than a decade ago, the Supreme Court heard Shelby County v. Holder. At issue was Section 5 of the Voting Rights Act, which required jurisdictions with a history of discrimination to submit voting changes to the Justice Department in advance. Shelby County, Alabama, wanted to be free of such oversight, and during oral arguments, the attorney representing the county made the case that racial discrimination in voting was "an old disease, and that disease is cured." If that were true, the VRA wasn't necessary. But Justice Antonin Scalia went further, referring to the VRA as the "perpetuation of racial entitlement." I was in the courtroom, and heard gasps from the gallery.

The Court decided in Shelby County's favor; in her dissent, the late Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg wrote that Section 5 had "worked and is continuing to work to stop discriminatory changes." Nullifying it, she warned, is "like throwing away your umbrella in a rainstorm because you are not getting wet."

The deluge is enough to refill America's whites-only pools. The vaunted "progress" the justices cite at every opportunity to justify gutting the VRA was a result of the law effectively neutralizing racial discrimination, not an absence of the desire or intent to discriminate. Scalia's remark that the VRA was a "racial entitlement" is illuminating in the way that statements from many ideologues are, in that they express their own motives rather than those of their targets. Until 1965, democracy itself was a "racial entitlement" in America. Much of the Republican Party is trying to make that true once again.


Reverend Jesse Jackson and Reverend Al Sharpton in 2013 (Chip Somodevilla / Getty)



We're now finding out exactly how far the Court will let them go.

In 2023, Alabama Republicans drew a map with just one majority-Black district (out of seven, in a state that's a quarter Black), but a federal court blocked the map, concluding that "we cannot understand the 2023 Plan as anything other than an intentional effort to dilute Black Alabamians' voting strength." On Monday, the Supreme Court gave its blessing for Republicans to proceed with the map.

The Court has sometimes refused to order states to change maps close to an election--even when those maps have been found to discriminate against Black voters--on the theory that it would cause confusion (a doctrine known as the "Purcell principle," after the 2006 case Purcell v. Gonzalez). And yet the Court is now allowing Alabama to apply this new map despite its primary elections being already under way. Some Alabamians, the writer Madiba K. Dennie points out, have even sent in their ballots: They "may have their votes thrown out so that Republicans can hold a do-over election, under a map that a federal court already determined is too racist to be legal."

There appears to be no rule of constitutional or legal interpretation here beyond what will aid the Republican Party in retaining its congressional majorities--even if states have to violate the constitutional rights of American citizens to do so. As the attorney Stephen Vladeck writes, the Supreme Court has intervened in map disputes in Alabama, New York, and Louisiana, with "the remarkably coincidental effect of benefitting Republicans in all three contexts." Excluding California's redistricting effort, which benefited Democrats, and which the justices allowed to proceed, the Court has consistently decided that if a map is advantageous to Republicans, it is always too close to an election to change it; if a map is not advantageous enough, there is always time to replace it with a new map, even if voters have already started casting ballots.

The central question, William F. Buckley wrote in National Review in 1957, is "whether the White community in the South is entitled to take such measures as are necessary to prevail, politically and culturally, in areas in which it does not predominate numerically? The sobering answer is Yes." He continued: "The White community is so entitled because, for the time being, it is the advanced race." If a "majority wills what is socially atavistic," he added, "then to thwart the majority may be, though undemocratic, enlightened."

This same sense of entitlement animates the attempts to obliterate Black representation in the South today. South Carolina Representative Ralph Norman explained the logic of eliminating Clyburn's district clearly, saying that Clyburn "does not represent the rest of South Carolina, which is conservative. His district is close to 47 percent African American." The implication is that Black people do not vote the right way, and so they are not entitled to equal representation. To thwart their will may be undemocratic, but, in Buckley's worldview, it is "enlightened," and the white community is entitled to do so.

"The majority straight-facedly holds that the Voting Rights Act must be brought low to make the world safe for partisan gerrymanders," Justice Elena Kagan observed in her dissent in Callais. "For how else, the majority reasons, can we preserve the authority of States to engage in this practice than by stripping minority citizens of their rights to an equal political process?"

Alito's argument--that race and partisanship are too entangled for the Fifteenth Amendment to prevent almost all racial gerrymandering--would have sounded absurd to the authors of that amendment. Black suffrage was, at that time, an entirely partisan cause. Democrats opposed it; Republicans supported it. And they supported it for partisan reasons as well as ideological ones. They were blunt about it.

"You need votes in Connecticut, do you not?" the Republican Senator Charles Sumner declared in 1869. "There are three thousand fellow-citizens in that State ready at the call of Congress to take their place at the ballot-box. You need them also in Pennsylvania, do you not? There are at least fifteen thousand in that great State waiting for your summons. Wherever you most need them, there they are; and be assured they will all vote for those who stand by them in the assertion of Equal Rights."

The Republican Party was then in a state of relative emergency--the Civil War had been won and slavery had been abolished, but Black Americans in the South were still subject to terrorism and intimidation, while whites in the North had shown resistance to the idea of Black suffrage. Northern Democrats were having some success with their--admittedly accurate--arguments that Black suffrage would lead inevitably to Black equality, which they and many other white northerners opposed. The Radical Republican Congressman Thaddeus Stevens, as Michael Waldman writes in The Fight to Vote, was even blunter than Sumner about the necessity of enfranchising Black men. "We must establish the doctrine of National jurisdiction over all the States in State matters of the Franchise"--by which he meant the right to vote for all men, regardless of race--or the Republicans "shall finally be ruined."

Republicans, the historian John Hope Franklin wrote in Reconstruction After the Civil War, "knew that there was little chance of luring the former Confederates" into the party. One did not have to "belong to the Thaddeus Stevens-Charles Sumner wing of the party to reach the conclusion that suffrage for blacks was not only desirable but imperative." Radicals such as Sumner also warned, presciently, that the Fifteenth Amendment did not go far enough, and that its flaws would ultimately allow anti-Black reactionaries to undermine its purpose.

Democrats, on the other hand, knowing that they would have little luck winning Black votes for a program hostile to Black rights, decided that it would be best if Black people did not vote at all. In Louisiana, Waldman writes, white "rifle clubs" marched through the streets chanting "A charge to keep I have, a God to glorify. If a nigger don't vote with us, he shall forever die."

"I do not recall the name of one man who favored emancipation as a policy and adhered to the Democratic Party," wrote the Massachusetts Representative George Sewall Boutwell, one of the authors of the Fifteenth Amendment, in his 1902 memoir. "When a man reached the conclusion that the negroes should be free, he could not do otherwise than join the Republican Party."

The Fifteenth Amendment, in other words, was never not partisan. If it had not been intended to prevent politically motivated racist disenfranchisement, it would have done nothing at all. The entire purpose was to ensure that neither party--not Democrats in the 19th century nor Republicans in the 21st--could ignore Black voters. Attacking or defending Black rights is not inherently partisan, except when the parties themselves make it so, and the point of inalienable rights is that politicians should not be able to take the shortcut of disenfranchising voters to whom they do not care to appeal.

The shadow of Jim Crow did not fall all at once. Black voters continued to cast ballots in some areas of the South, particularly where they managed to make common cause with white populists. The Democrats reacted fiercely to these alliances, breaking them with intimidation, terrorism, and, finally, disenfranchisement. "The plan set up certain barriers such as property or literacy qualifications for voting, and then cut certain loopholes in the barrier through which only white men could squeeze," the historian C. Vann Woodward wrote in The Strange Career of Jim Crow. This disenfranchisement coincided with an increase in lynching and other forms of racist terrorism; "the more defenseless, disfranchised, and intimidated the Negro became the more prone he was to the ruthless aggression of mobs." The purpose of this disenfranchisement was to limit democratic rights to those who were entitled to them.


A cotton grower from Pulaski County, Arkansas, casts a ballot in 1938. (Corbis / Getty)



What the Democrats of the era understood was that, by neutralizing Black power, they were also neutralizing the motivations of the Republican Party--and of the populists--in protecting Black rights. If there were no votes to win for defending civil rights, racial equality, or defending Black people from terrorism, politicians would be less likely to support those causes. They celebrated this outcome much as Reeves did, by declaring an end to the oppression symbolized by Black people being elected to office.

How did such measures survive court review? Well, in the aftermath of Reconstruction, a Supreme Court very much like the current one decided in case after case that the "barriers" Woodward described were superficially race-neutral and therefore constitutional. In the 1898 case Williams v Mississippi, considering a state constitution that the future Democratic Senator James K. Vardaman announced had been adopted "for no other purpose than to eliminate the nigger from politics," the justices saw no constitutionally prohibited discrimination. "The Constitution of Mississippi and its statutes do not on their face discriminate between the races, and it has not been shown that their actual administration was evil; only that evil was possible under them," Justice Joseph McKenna wrote.

The message of Williams is identical to the message of Callais: that disenfranchising Black people is acceptable as long as you do not announce that as your intention. (But if you do, it's also fine; we'll just pretend we didn't notice.) Southern states got the message and implemented disenfranchisement provisions with the same enthusiasm that modern Republicans have shown since Callais, and with the same intention of establishing one-party rule in the parts of the country where they feel entitled to power--no matter what voters have to say about it.

One could argue that, by modern standards, the Redemption-era Court--redemption was how southern Democrats referred to the restoration of white rule, and it has held on as a historical term for the period following Reconstruction--was extremely racist. But, to be fair, that Court confronted the reality of a popular white terrorist movement in the South. Even if it had ruled in line with the Reconstruction Amendments instead of neutering them, those decisions might have been unenforceable.

The Roberts Court faces no such pressure, no such threat of violence, no such popular demand. Six justices dismantled the Voting Rights Act and hollowed out the Fifteenth Amendment solely because they could. Doing so was politically advantageous to the party of the leader who appointed them, the party to which they presumably belong.

These justices have shown no particular alarm or regret over the sweeping attack on Black voting power that has followed their erosion of the VRA, displaying instead a haughty indignation that anyone would criticize their decisions or rationale. Earlier this month, Alito told the audience at a judicial conference that "it would be consistent with my public image if I told you that I spent the summer catching flies so we could pull the wings off," as though he were the true victim of the ruling in Callais. It is not surprising that the justice who wrote the opinion setting off a wave of racist voting changes across the South flew a flag outside his home that many have used to symbolize support for the January 6 insurrection.

A return to the petty apartheid of Jim Crow segregation is unlikely--modern conservatism seeks the illusion of meritocracy in a rigged system, and de jure segregation would ruin the illusion. What we are unquestionably seeing, however, is an evolution of Jim Crow-era disenfranchisement, the purpose of which is to shape the electorate into one where inequalities of wealth, race, and gender can be maintained with a veneer of democratic consent.

That is not to say that this plan will inevitably succeed--these schemes do not always work as intended. In close Republican contests, for example, appealing to Black voters may provide a margin of victory--and so lawmakers who sought to diminish those voters' influence may find themselves relying on it. No Supreme Court decision, no matter how reactionary or ill-reasoned, will ever extinguish the desire of Black Americans to be free and equal.

Defending the enfranchisement of Black men, Sumner noted that what he called an "oligarchy of the skin" was a protean enemy, one that would alter its appearance as needed.

"I have warred with Slavery too long, in its different forms, not to be aroused when this old enemy shows its head under an alias. It was once Slavery; it is now Caste; and the same excuse is assigned now as then. In the name of State Rights, that Slavery, with all its brood of wrong, was upheld; and it is now in the name of State Rights, that Caste, fruitful also in wrong, is upheld," Sumner observed. The danger, he warned, was that "citizens, whose only offense is a skin not colored like our own, may be shut out from political rights."

In the Roberts Court, Sumner would have recognized his old enemy.
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What the Pentagon Didn't Say About a Deadly Crash

The military claimed the skies were "friendly," but initial reports suggested otherwise.

by Missy Ryan, Nancy A. Youssef, Shane Harris

Tue, 19 May 2026




Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.

A pair of Air Force refueling planes were flying high over Iraq two weeks into the U.S. and Israeli war against Iran. The KC-135 Stratotankers, which carry up to 200,000 pounds of jet fuel, function as flying gas stations, extending the reach of United States and allied aircraft far from air bases. On March 12, the two tankers collided. One of the planes safely landed with a badly damaged tail; the other crashed, killing six service members, constituting almost half of U.S. military fatalities in the conflict. The same day, U.S. Central Command said that the crash over Iraq's western Anbar province had occurred in "friendly airspace" and had not been caused by hostile fire.

Initial intelligence reports told a different story. They indicated that the U.S. government had detected anti-aircraft fire by Iran-backed militias in the area around the time of the collision and that the pilots may have been forced to take evasive actions. The reports, which haven't been previously made public, were described to us by two current officials and one former official. But Centcom's leaders, citing different, more highly classified information, were convinced that those initial reports were mistaken. Militias had never fired surface-to-air missiles that could have threatened the aircraft, according to their assessment. The initial reports may have picked up instead on launches of missiles aimed at ground targets. That's why the Pentagon statement asserted that no hostile fire was involved and that the skies were friendly. An Air Force-led investigation is expected to conclude that the disaster was an "avoidable mishap" by pilots operating in congested airspace, military officials told us.

Centcom's quick and definitive public assessment of the incident, despite intelligence suggesting a more complicated picture, fits a Trump-administration pattern of omitting from its public statements important details about the conduct of the war. Senior officials have trumpeted military successes--two days before the crash, Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth said the U.S. had "total air dominance"--and have downplayed the resilience of Iranian forces and their armed proxy groups across the Middle East.

The contrasting accounts of what preceded the crash point to the confusion of a crowded battlefield, as well as to the serious threat that Iran's proxies in neighboring Iraq pose to the U.S. and Israeli war effort 23 years after President George W. Bush ordered Iraq's invasion in pursuit of Saddam Hussein. President Trump said within hours of the start of the Iran war that one of his goals was to "ensure that the region's terrorist proxies can no longer destabilize the region or the world and attack our forces."

But those groups remain a potent force: Iran-sponsored militias have pounded U.S. facilities across Iraq with relentless rocket and drone attacks since the war began, forcing a near-total evacuation of the U.S. embassy in Baghdad. Iran's proxies in Iraq also possess advanced arsenals, including ballistic missiles and anti-aircraft weapons. Early in the conflict, one official said, U.S. intelligence indicated that a refueling tanker narrowly avoided a militia missile in the same area of western Iraq where the deadly collision occurred. A Centcom spokesperson disputed that account, saying it had no indication of such an incident.

The war is now subject to a shaky cease-fire as the United States and Iran continue an extended standoff over control of the Strait of Hormuz, the vital waterway for global energy supplies that Iran has effectively closed.

Those killed in the March 12 crash include three active-duty airmen from the 6th Air Refueling Wing based in Tampa, Florida, and three National Guard airmen from the Ohio Air National Guard's 121st Air Refueling Wing. A Pentagon official declined to comment, saying that providing details before the Air Force probe is complete would be premature. The official, like others we interviewed, spoke on condition of anonymity to discuss sensitive matters. A family member of one of the service members who was killed recently told us that the Pentagon relayed to him that the incident was under investigation but that it has not provided any more information since.

The Iraqi government is a U.S. security partner. Washington helped build up the country's security forces in the more than two decades since the 2003 invasion. But the State Department says militias, which operate both within the state's security apparatus and outside of it, have struck U.S. sites in Iraq more than 600 times with drone and missile attacks since the war began on the last day of February. Their targets have included bases, diplomatic facilities, and aircraft on the ground, Phillip Smyth, an independent analyst of Iraqi proxy groups, told us. Iraq is "definitely not a friendly airspace," as the Pentagon asserted, Smyth said. The Iraqi militias have also claimed or carried out as many as 5,200 strikes on military and civilian targets in Persian Gulf countries as well as on Jordan and Syria.

Other Iranian proxies in the region include the Houthis in Yemen, Hamas in Gaza, and Hezbollah in Lebanon. But the militias in Iraq, many of whose members are on Iraqi-government payrolls as part of the paramilitary Popular Mobilization Forces, may be the most potent and the least discussed, Aaron Zelin, a fellow at the Washington Institute for Near East Policy who studies Mideastern extremist groups, told us.

Israel has devastated Gaza in its campaign against Hamas and, in recent weeks, has targeted Hezbollah strongholds in southern Lebanon. Last year, the U.S. carried out a monthslong campaign against the Houthis to stop attacks on ships transiting around the Bab el-Mandeb, the strait that separates the Arabian Peninsula from the Horn of Africa. But Iran's network of proxies in Iraq has faced comparatively fewer U.S. strikes since the Iran war began, reflecting a U.S. desire not to be seen as reengaging in Iraq two decades after its invasion. Neither the U.S. nor Israel has done much targeting of the groups' top leadership in Iraq during that time, allowing the militias to preserve their command structures and maintain operations. "These guys have only consolidated more of the state," Zelin said. "I suspect the same dynamics will continue unless the U.S. and its allies--or Iraqis themselves--decide they want to do something far more serious about it."

Read: Trump ditched hearts and minds in the Iran war

Like the regime in Tehran, the Iraqi militias have sought to force the United States to expend costly air-defense munitions to protect personnel and facilities. U.S. officials, including Hegseth and General Dan Caine, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, have publicly minimized any concerns about the depletion of U.S. munitions. But not everyone in the administration trusts those assurances. In White House meetings, Vice President Vance has repeatedly questioned the Pentagon about the accuracy of such claims.

The U.S. military has been in intermittent conflict with Iraqi militias for more than 20 years. (Hegseth, who served in the Iraq war as a National Guardsman, has cited the hundreds of U.S. soldiers killed by those Iranian proxies as a justification for the current conflict.) In subsequent years, however, U.S. forces entered an awkward, arms-length alliance with the militias as both Washington and Baghdad battled the Islamic State. Today, the militias and their affiliated parties wield formidable political power, holding roughly one-third of the seats in Iraq's 329-member Parliament, despite the United States' role as Iraq's chief Western ally.

The militias' violence during the Iran war has intensified friction between Washington and Baghdad. In the past month, U.S. officials have suspended security aid to Iraq, halted the transfer of U.S. dollars generated by Iraqi oil sales, and thrown their support behind a new prime minister-elect in an effort to force the government to take on the militias.

The administration can apply that pressure because Trump is already inclined to pull remaining U.S. forces from Iraq and is willing to risk severing the relationship, Victoria Taylor, who served as a senior State Department official for Iraq and Iran during the Biden administration, told us. Trump recently withdrew U.S. forces from neighboring Syria, another center of what remains of the Islamist insurgency.

Kataib Hezbollah, which has been designated by the U.S. as a terrorist group since 2009, is the most powerful of the Iraqi militias equipped, trained, and funded by Iran. It's the group that some of the early intelligence suggested had been targeting the U.S. tankers.

The group has a history of launching attacks on U.S. assets and allied targets across the Middle East. U.S. officials blamed it for the recent kidnapping of the American freelance journalist Shelly Kittleson in Baghdad. (She was released a week later.) Federal prosecutors also recently charged Mohammad Baqer Saad Dawood al-Saadi, an alleged senior member of Kataib Hezbollah, with involvement in at least 18 attacks or attempted attacks in the U.S., Canada, and Europe.

Two senior Iraqi officials told us that Kataib Hezbollah has an arsenal of advanced weapons, including ballistic missiles, and has begun manufacturing its own missiles and drones, as do Iran-linked militia groups in Lebanon and Yemen.

Read: The Pentagon may not be giving Trump the full picture of the war

Among Iran-backed militias' most powerful weapons is the 358, a surface-to-air missile that experts say can loiter before striking its target and reach an altitude of up to roughly 30,000 feet. Kataib Hezbollah is believed to have possessed the missile at one point in the past, though whether it still does is unclear. Iraqi officials do not believe that the group has used one so far in the war, and the militia does not appear to have successfully targeted any foreign aircraft.

Unlike in previous American wars, when the Pentagon allowed journalists to witness the wars alongside deployed forces, details about the Iran war have come almost exclusively from the top--and have been uniformly positive. Hegseth and Caine have held a number of Pentagon press briefings in which they have focused on the degradation of Iranian forces and missile capabilities as well as the overall number of targets hit--more than 13,000 inside Iran before the cease-fire kicked in.

Admiral Brad Cooper, the head of Centcom, has also participated, and last week he was on Capitol Hill, where he was pressed by lawmakers about the war's civilian casualties. He said that Centcom was investigating one incident, the bombing of a school in southern Iran on the war's first day, which killed about 170 people, in an apparently errant U.S. strike. But Airwars, a watchdog group that has worked closely with Centcom in the past, has identified some 300 incidents in the Iran war that involved civilian casualties that the group claims merit investigation. Whether those incidents involved U.S. or Israeli strikes is unclear. During his congressional testimony, Cooper said there were initial investigations into allegations of civilian casualties, but those have not yet found any U.S. involvement. Centcom declined to comment further.

Despite Hegseth's claims about America's air dominance, the war has thrust American pilots into dangerous airspace over Iran. Iranian forces have shot down an American F-15E Strike Eagle and an A-10 Warthog. They have also damaged a F-35 stealth fighter jet, forcing the pilot to make an emergency landing. After mounting major rescue operations, the Pentagon was able to safely recover the F-15 and A-10 aircrews.

Much about the March 12 incident in which the refueling tanker went down remains unknown. Soon after the crash, a coalition of Iran-backed Iraqi-militia groups known as the Islamic Resistance in Iraq--which includes Kataib Hezbollah--claimed responsibility, saying that it had used "appropriate weaponry" to shoot down the tanker "in defense of our country's sovereignty and its airspace violated by the aircraft of the occupation forces." The coalition also claimed responsibility for damaging the second aircraft. American officials have dismissed those assertions as disinformation.

One of the U.S. officials we spoke with said that the pair of tankers was on a mission that involved refueling Israeli aircraft. Both Centcom and the Israel Defense Forces declined to comment. Iraqi officials described the tanker crash as an accident. One said the U.S. government asked members of Iraq's elite Counter Terrorism Service to help retrieve the fallen airmen. Centcom declined to comment on that too.

For now, the prospect of further U.S. casualties appears reduced after Trump said yesterday that he had held back a planned attack against Iran to give a new Iranian peace proposal a chance. The pause may also provide Iran's proxy militias with the opportunity to regroup to harass U.S. forces anew.

Marie-Rose Sheinerman and Isaac Stanley-Becker contributed reporting. 

*Illustration sources: Michael Clevenger / USA Today / Reuters; Sapphire / Getty; Jen Golbeck / SOPA Images / Getty
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This Ebola Outbreak Will Be Hard to Contain

The world is already playing catch-up to a deadly disease.

by Katherine J. Wu, Hana Kiros

Tue, 19 May 2026




Updated at 6:24 p.m. ET on May 19, 2026


Quite abruptly, the world has jolted into another infectious-disease crisis. On Friday, Africa CDC confirmed a new Ebola outbreak, centered in the Democratic Republic of the Congo; within two days, the World Health Organization declared the epidemic a public-health emergency of international concern. The virus, which has also spread to Uganda, is suspected to have sickened more than 500 people and killed more than 130--counts that suggest to experts that it has been spreading largely undetected in the region for several weeks, if not months.  





Central and West Africa have weathered dozens of Ebola outbreaks before. But this new epidemic has already surpassed most others in size, and "my projection is that it will get worse before it gets better," Nahid Bhadelia, the director of Boston University's Center on Emerging Infectious Diseases, told us. The global-health backdrop is simply different in 2026, largely the result of a series of public-health decisions made by the United States in the past year and a half--among them, dismantling USAID, withdrawing from the WHO, and ousting infectious-disease experts en masse from the CDC, which remains without a permanent director. As things stand, the outbreak has already reached a point at which experts feel certain it will be very difficult to contain. The world's fractured global-health community is now playing a lethal game of catch-up with an extremely dangerous virus.





Experts suspect that a number of epidemiological factors helped the crisis quickly swell in size, mostly under the radar. The outbreak so far centers on two mining towns--Mongbwalu and Rwampara--in a region of the DRC where access to health care is inconsistent and traffic in and out is high. During a press conference on Saturday, Jean Kaseya, the director general of Africa CDC, described the area as "very vulnerable and fragile." Relatively remote regions with high mobility and porous borders can be ideal settings for viruses to spread unnoticed, especially for pathogens such as Ebola, whose early symptoms can resemble those of typhoid and malaria, also endemic to the region. Those parts of the DRC have been plagued by civil unrest and intense armed conflict, raising substantial barriers for sick people to seek care and access tests, Krutika Kuppalli, a Dallas-based infectious-disease physician who ran an Ebola treatment unit in 2014, told us.





The strain driving the outbreak, known as Bundibugyo, is hard to catch and challenging to fight. Rapid diagnostic tests for more common versions of Ebola--the ones most readily deployed--often miss it; early test results using these tools came back negative. The epidemic's hot spot is also far from the main DRC-based microbiological laboratories that do more precise testing, prolonging the time from sampling to confirmation, Boghuma Titanji, an infectious-disease physician at Emory University, told us. To compound the challenges, Bundibugyo has no approved vaccines or treatments. According to The New York Times, the local response may have been lacking as well: Officials in Ituri province, at the center of the outbreak, were slow to report the first patients to show concerning symptoms, and didn't immediately dispatch test samples to Kinshasa, the capital.





But a strong international response is a crucial partner to a domestic one. When Ebola has sparked outbreaks in the past--including the recent, record-breaking one that began in 2014 and reached 28,000 cases--USAID and the CDC, in coordination with the WHO, played instrumental roles in the global response, including detection and early containment. "During the first Trump administration, when they were faced with a situation comparable to this, they did a pretty good job of it," Jeremy Konyndyk, who led the U.S. government's humanitarian response to Ebola under President Obama during the 2014 outbreak, told us. In 2018, for instance, the Trump administration sent teams from USAID and the CDC to the DRC within days of an Ebola outbreak being declared. The CDC collaborated with the WHO to distribute experimental, single-dose Ebola vaccines.





But under the second Trump administration, which has disparaged public health, cut foreign aid, and demeaned vaccines and other crucial components of the infectious-disease tool kit, U.S. support for global health has been severely weakened, sapping surveillance networks, laboratories, and health-care response teams of resources and personnel. In 2024, some $1.4 billion of the DRC's foreign aid--more than 70 percent--came from the U.S.; that number has since plummeted, a loss that has kneecapped local health delivery. (In a January 2025 executive order, the White House justified the U.S.'s withdrawal from the WHO by criticizing its "mishandling of the COVID-19 pandemic" and failure to reform.)





The Trump administration's early freezes on USAID funding compromised the DRC's ability to deliver medicine to rural clinics, which are typically funneled through pharmacies via a USAID-supported pipeline, as the physician Celine Gounder wrote; those aid cuts also happened around the time that a local rebel group known as M23 took over a province that houses a major humanitarian operation for the eastern DRC, compounding aid groups' difficulties. Local mortality rates have since skyrocketed, likely from infectious diseases, including ones that can resemble Ebola in symptoms--which, in the case of an outbreak, has made it that much more difficult "to identify the signal from the noise," Bhadelia told us.





More recently, the U.S. delivered another blow to the DRC. This year, the State Department declined to renew funding for more than 100 foreign-aid programs that the department classified internally as lifesaving. One program under that umbrella, providing "vital emergency health" support in the region where the outbreak is occurring, had its U.S. funding end in March, according to an internal State Department document reviewed by The Atlantic.





In February, the U.S. did commit to supporting health in the DRC in some form: The two countries agreed on a strategic health partnership, to cover infectious disease and other expenditures--though that deal includes just $900 million of U.S. aid, spread over the next five years. This week, the State Department also announced that it would mobilize additional funds to support outbreak containment. (The White House, CDC, State Department, and WHO did not respond to requests for comment at the time of this story's publication.)





Ultimately, though, the U.S.'s withdrawal from the WHO has still meant that the organization lost its largest funder and one of its most prominent partners in global health, shrinking its capacity to respond to any crisis. And the U.S.'s posture toward global health and foreign aid is now substantially more hostile. A senior State Department official told us that the WHO has been excluded from receiving humanitarian funding from State--which he described as "a major constraint for emergency health programming." (The official requested anonymity out of fear of retribution for speaking publicly.)





Amid the U.S.'s pullback, other high-income countries have stepped in to help. The European Union, for instance, has announced that it has personal-protective-equipment stockpiles ready to deploy to the region. After decades of battling Ebola, West and Central Africa also have plenty of experience to leverage, including in the absence of typical American assistance: This past December, the DRC declared the end of a separate Ebola outbreak. But the U.S.'s absence from the WHO is especially apparent in conditions of crisis. Under an administration that was friendlier to global public health, "we may have quicker mobilization of resources," simply because more of them would already be there, Bhadelia said.





In the days since the outbreak was declared, the U.S. government has indicated that it is willing to respond in some capacity. The CDC has held press conferences and announced a travel ban on people returning from the DRC, Uganda, and South Sudan; agency staff based in the DRC and Uganda are assisting with contact tracing and local border screening.





Experts also told us that the country's ongoing participation in the recent hantavirus cruise-ship outbreak may bode well: At the very least, American public-health officials are still coordinating with international colleagues. Still, "CDC's capacity to respond is substantially lower than it was a year and half ago," Tom Frieden, a former CDC director and the president and CEO of Resolve to Save Lives, a global-health nonprofit, told us.





In the meantime, the Ebola outbreak already has spread to multiple countries, and the virus has been detected in regions separated by hundreds of miles; cases have also been reported in some densely populated regions, heightening the risk for further spread. Experts are still trying to suss out when and how, exactly, the virus moved from one place to the next. In all likelihood, the epidemic is even larger than what's been reported, with many cases still transmitting without notice. Ebola is "very unforgiving," Frieden told us. "The response has to be close to be perfect" to bring the virus to heel; missed cases mean missed contacts--and lead to more clusters, more deaths, and more chaos. To begin the response this belatedly only lengthens the road to resolution.





"The loss of the chains of transmission is what concerns me most," Bhadelia said. Ideally, an outbreak would be contained in part through careful contact tracing of all individuals who might have been exposed to infectious people. But the larger an outbreak grows, the less possible that becomes--especially with fewer on-the-ground resources than usual. In recent memory, the U.S.'s leadership and coordination with the WHO was "absolutely essential" for managing the world's largest Ebola outbreak to date, Frieden said; now the U.S. has "walked away, and that's a real problem." The clearest remedy to an outbreak like this is for the world to collaborate on limiting the damage. But that's precisely the commitment that American leaders have reneged on.




This article originally misspelled Jeremy Konyndyk's last name.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/2026/05/ebola-outbreak/687216/?utm_source=feed
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On this week's episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with his reaction to President Trump's shocking settlement with the IRS and his new $1.8 billion slush fund for victims of political "weaponization."

Then, David is joined by Phillips O'Brien, a military historian and a professor of strategic studies at the University of St. Andrews, for a discussion about the fallout from the war in Iran, Russia's stalemate with Ukraine, and Trump's recent meeting with President Xi Jinping in China. Frum and O'Brien discuss President Trump's lack of commitment toward Taiwan and how he has greatly diminished America's standing with China.

Finally, David ends the episode with a discussion of What Science Says About Astrology, by Carlos Orsi.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week will be Phillips O'Brien, a military historian at the University of St. Andrews, and we'll be discussing the wars in Ukraine and Russia, the wars between the United States and Iran, and the risk of war around the island of Taiwan. The book this week will be What Science Says About Astrology, by Carlos Orsi.

But before either the dialogue or the book discussion, some thoughts about recent news that President Trump has succeeded in obtaining some kind of fund of, apparently or reportedly, $1.776 billion for him, at his near sole personal discretion, to dispense to allies and associates. The whole story is so incredible and so doubtfully legal that it's hard even to find a language to describe what it is we've got here. Let's step back to understand the story a little better before we understand what its implications are.

In the first Trump administration, an IRS contractor leaked thousands of tax returns of wealthy people, including President Trump, to make the point that rich people in the United States pay very little tax. President Trump's tax returns were made available by this contractor, who ultimately was indicted, pled guilty, and was sentenced to five years in prison. The contractor is now appealing that sentence. The revelations were intensely embarrassing to President Trump. They showed that in the year that he ran for president, 2016, and his first year as president, 2017, President Trump paid $750 in tax to the United States Treasury. He paid tens of thousands of dollars to other governments, but to the United States, he paid only $750. And indeed, he had paid no tax at all in 10 of the 15 years before the election of 2016.

The record showed that President Trump had deducted money for his haircuts, had deducted money for property tax on one of his properties, and it showed that he had purported to run enormous losses to generate enormous tax refunds for himself. When President Trump in 2016 talked about being under audit, what was under audit was that he had used these losses that he had claimed to generate a multimillion-dollar tax refund to himself, and the IRS was questioning that tax refund, and that was the audit he was worried about revealing--not how much he had paid in tax, but how much money he was trying to get back despite not having paid very much money in tax.

Now, when the lawsuit came forward, the judge in the case expressed skepticism. The Constitution gives the federal judiciary jurisdiction over "cases and controversies." The judge in the case asked, How can there be a case and controversy here when the same person is on both sides of the litigation? President Trump is suing the Trump administration for money. The Trump administration takes orders from President Trump. Whether or not there's a settlement of some kind or a payment of some kind, that is President Trump giving orders to the Treasury to put money in President Trump's own pocket. Whatever you call that, how is that a case or a controversy under Article III? How can the federal courts take any cognizance of that in any way at all? And indeed, President Trump's lawyers say, Right, the courts have nothing to say about this. We've dropped the matter. And now there's a side creation of a fund that will be under President Trump's direction.

What exactly this fund is, as I speak, I don't exactly know. The details remain murky. It is reported that the fund is to be about $1.7 billion, maybe--very ironically, $1.776 billion--to conjure up 1776. According to the reports I have seen, the structure of the fund will go something like this: There will be a board of five people appointed by the attorney general and removable by the attorney general, who, of course, answers to President Trump, and who is, of course, appointed by President Trump and removable by President Trump. And these five people will direct money where they think it should go and all of this without scrutiny by Congress, scrutiny by the court, scrutiny by anybody except the president and the attorney general, who takes orders from the president.

So this is an amazing story of corruption and self-dealing. It also is an example of the way that President Trump has fundamentally attacked the Constitution. One of the basic principles of American constitutional law, maybe the most basic--and the Americans inherited it from their English constitutional forebears before them--is that the executive has no money to spend except what it gets from the legislature. The legislature votes the funds; the executive then spends them. No taxation without representation: That was the principle of the actual 1776, made mockery of by the reported amount of the payment that President Trump is seeking to put aside to dispense to, again, according to reports, his friends and allies. No taxation without representation, no flow of funds to the executive without the legislature.

But the entire project, the biggest project of President Trump's second term, has been to create sources of revenue for the executive completely independent of Congress. That's what he tried to do with his emergency tariffs; that's what he's tried to do with the new tariff regime that remains in place after the Supreme Court struck down President Trump's first attempt at a tariff regime: to create revenue sources that President Trump can impose at his sole discretion, to create money for the president without Congress saying anything about it.

This new fund, if it stands up, is his most cynical attempt yet to create a source of money in his hands without Congress voting it. It's your tax money, but your representatives will have no say. President Trump orders his own Cabinet to create this own fund out of money that has been set aside for proper settlements as a result of proper litigation and proper settlements with the federal government. If there's anything that is a violation of the principles of 1776, that is it, and it's just an extra insult on top of this mockery to give the fund that financial value.

Now, it seems to me incredible that any of this can stand up to future litigation and that Congress can leave any of this in passing. As I said, if there's a principle in the United States government and its English predecessor, it is that the executive can have no funds except those which are allocated to it by the representatives of the people in Congress. The whole Constitution says as much about this as it says about anything, any of the rights guaranteed in the Bill of Rights. The core mechanism of the Constitution is the way that the United States government is funded through taxes voted by Congress, through spending voted by Congress, and through financial power delegated by Congress to the president.

President Trump doesn't respect any of that, doesn't believe in it, and has been looking for a way out. If he finds it, I don't know what remains of the constitutional system of the United States. If he finds it, you've created an executive that is completely independent of Congress or its spending and its taxing, whether those are for big purposes, like the war in Iran that President Trump never got a vote in Congress from, or payoffs to his friends and buddies who got themselves in big trouble with the law, and perhaps payoffs to himself for his own troubles with the law.

It's shocking. It's astonishing. It cannot be, and yet it is.

And now my dialogue with Phillips O'Brien.

[Music]

Frum: Phillips O'Brien is a military historian who emphasizes the role of industry and technology in modern warfare. American-born, he teaches at the University of St. Andrews in Scotland. His books include How the War Was Won: Air-Sea Power and Allied Victory in World War II, one of the most important contributions to our new understanding of the centrality, again, of industry and technology to the outcome of the war; The Second Most Powerful Man in the World: The Life of Admiral William D. Leahy, Roosevelt's Chief of Staff, published in 2019; The Strategists: [Churchill, Stalin, Roosevelt, Mussolini, and Hitler--How War Made Them and How They Made War] was published in 2024; and War and Power: [Who Wins War--and Why], 2025. Phillips O'Brien was born and raised in Boston, and he joins me today on The David Frum Show.

Phillips, I am so excited to talk to you. Your books have had such a large impact on my way of thinking, and I think they'll have that impact on the way of thinking of anyone who turns attention to these books, which so eminently deserve it.

Phillips O'Brien: It's very kind of you to say, David. I really appreciate it.

Frum: We are speaking on Monday, May 18, after an extraordinary weekend of events over the skies of Moscow. Tell us about the recent turn in the war between Russia and Ukraine, which you have studied so closely.

Phillips O'Brien: Well, I think what we've seen in the last few months is, in three or four different domains, Ukraine has been taking the initiative away from Russia. That if you were looking in 2025, Russia was on the attack most of the places. It was on attack on the ground. It was on attack in bombarding Ukrainian cities. So the Russians were attacking. They weren't achieving a great deal strategically, but they were attacking. And one of the big things they were doing is they were attacking Kyiv and Ukrainian cities.

What has happened in the last few months is the Ukrainians have started pushing back across the board. Now, the specific event of this last weekend that you're referring to is, the Ukrainians launched a mass attack on Moscow, and hundreds of Ukrainian drones-slash-cruise missiles--'cause they're sort of hybrid systems now--were used to attack the Russian capital, and a number of them actually hit their targets. Why that is, I think, remarkable is that Moscow has more air-defense systems than you can imagine ringing it, that [Russian President Vladimir] Putin has been desperate to protect Moscow, and he has ringed it with basically three rings of antiair systems to try and keep Moscow as safe as possible. But what the Ukrainians showed this weekend is that Moscow is not safe. They were able to get some of their long-range systems over Moscow and, more impressively, actually hit some strategic targets, from a refinery to a components factory, the kinds of things that the Russian war industry needs.

And this destroys a lot of Putin's narrative. What Putin has been trying to do, particularly to Moscow and St. Petersburg, is tell the people, The war's going great. We're not gonna draft you. Your standards of living is high, that We're the ones who are winning the war. We're pushing the Ukrainians back. Look, we're bombarding Kyiv, and you're happy in Moscow and safe. And that whole narrative, in many ways, came tumbling down this weekend. And the Russian people and the Muscovites saw that they are actually now in a frontline city. And that is just one area, as I said, where the Ukrainians have started taking the initiative.

So that's a very important development. It also means the Ukrainians have the systems to keep it up. This is not gonna be, we assume, a one-off attack. The Ukrainians have been building up and building up, and one assumes they now can keep doing this.

Frum: The Russians have fought an air war of atrocity against Ukrainian cities. They have attempted to attack nuclear power plants. They destroyed a dam and flooded much of southeastern Ukraine. As Ukraine gets equal and maybe superior capabilities to wage drone warfare deep into Russia, do you think there's any temptation to them to match atrocity for atrocity against the Russians?

O'Brien: I'm sure there's temptation; they just haven't done it. And the Ukrainians have been incredibly restrained in the last few years. Now, they couldn't have attacked Moscow and committed atrocities, but they could have attacked closer cities like Belgorod, which are large Russian cities not that far from the Ukrainian border.

As you said, the Russians have launched a sort of a double campaign. Part of the Russian campaign is strategic, without a doubt. They've been trying to destroy all Ukrainian power, all Ukrainian power plants, and they've done quite an efficient job of that--well, efficient is probably the wrong word, but at least, they've dropped so much ordnance on Ukrainian power plants that Ukraine has had a real power supply [issue].

But they've also engaged in what is clearly a terror campaign, and the terror campaign is these random attacks on Ukrainian apartment buildings, nurseries, hospitals, double-tap attacks on the people doing the sort of evacuations of the wounded, which is pure terror attacks. And they've been doing that, one assumes, to try and break Ukrainian will. The Ukrainians have never responded to that. They have never done the same thing to the Russians. My guess is there's less of an incentive for the Ukrainians to do it now, because they actually can attack the strategic targets deep inside Russia. If the Ukrainians were so desperate that they had to resort to terror to fight terror, it's probably 'cause their systems weren't so good. But what they're showing is their systems are pretty good.

So what we can, I think, assume is that the Ukrainians will keep fighting their war, which is a long-range strategic war, to show that they can damage Russia where it matters, and that's Russia trying to generate more military power.

Frum: Your great contribution to the scholarship of the Second World War is to emphasize that total war, of the Second World War kind, is a war not against armies, but against capabilities. And one of the most arresting sentences in the whole arresting book is your statement, "There were no decisive battles in World War II." Stalingrad, El Alamein, even the battle that cleared the U-boats from the North Atlantic, none of those were decisive. What was decisive was the slow strangulation and air destruction of the war-making power of Japan and Nazi Germany.

Many of the wars that the United States has fought since 1945 have been much more limited, and they're much more about political will than they are about industrial capability. How does Ukraine versus Russia fit into that? Is it about a battle of political will, like Vietnam? Or does it look more like the capability battle that was World War II?

O'Brien: It's entirely like the Second World War. The American point is really interesting, and I do think the United States has a real problem understanding war because the U.S. military has fought, as you said, these sort of battle-focused, limited wars where America hasn't been a target. So America has engaged the enemy overseas, and its focus, therefore, has not been this long attritional battle; it's been winning the battle against the enemy overseas--though they actually haven't done a good job on that, because they've not translated it to strategic victory.

But what Russia and Ukraine have done is the Second World War redux, and it is almost an identical kind of process, that they went into the war--and this is the full-scale war of 2022, with completely different armies than they have now. There's probably very few soldiers in either army left who are still fighting from 2022. But the equipment is entirely different. So they both went in with their versions of a Soviet-slash-NATO combined-arms army. They had tanks. They had mobile artillery. They had fixed-wing aircraft flown by pilots whose job it was was to go over the battlefield. It really was what you would've thought World War II- or Desert Storm-type of combined-arms warfare.

That's all gone. They've reconstructed their military two or three times since that time. Now there's hardly any vehicles because vehicles can't survive. On the other hand, there's millions of drones, which neither of them had much of in 2022. And they've transferred the way--there's very few infantry for the Ukrainians on the front line. The Russians are fighting an infantry-heavy war with no vehicles. It's a bit like stepping back into time. But what we have seen is them constantly having to recreate military force as their older military force is destroyed.

Why Ukraine now has a growing, you might say, seizing of the initiative is they have generated more effective military force in the last few months than the Russians. And what the Ukrainians have done is generated what they're calling a killing-field military force. So what they throw up now are hundreds of thousands of drones over a battlefield area. The Russians can't move, 'cause as soon as they move, they're seen, and as soon as you're seen, you're killed or you're incapacitated. So the Ukrainians are using these huge forces of drones, backed up by artillery, to find Russians and kill them.

Frum: I don't think we've absorbed the idea that there's so many drones, because we're knowing the war through photographs or film, and how many drones can you capture in a shot? And we've all seen those dramatic videos of a single drone engaged in some kind of combat against a tank or some kind of installation. The idea that the air is thick with them, that's not something that the camera has shown--at least, I haven't seen that--and that's a hard thing to wrap your mind around. I'm still remembering the battles in the [President] Biden days about whether to send the Ukrainians tanks or not.

O'Brien: Yeah. You can't imagine it. I've not seen the battlefield live with all those drones, but from what I've heard is you cannot imagine it, because you have to operate on the assumption you are going to be seen. There's so many drones flying around. By the way, even if you can't see the drone, you assume there are drones up there looking at you. So it's a constant idea of surveillance if you're on the battlefield.

Outside of the Ukrainian and Russian militaries, Western militaries are not ready for this. That when Ukraine now does war games--they did some war games, I think it was the Swedish military the other day; they've done a number of war games with NATO militaries in the last few months--the Ukrainians always win because NATO militaries are simply incapable of fighting, at this point, in the kind of combat environment that Ukraine is used to.

So the Ukrainians know how to fight in this battle. They've adjusted really well. We don't. So I would say our soldiers are not yet capable of fighting in this kind of battlefield, because it is so different, so alien than they've been expected to fight in, and it is so deadly. But you just have to assume you're gonna be seen.

Frum: I wanna ask you about the United States versus Iran, but let me just insert as a transitional point the question, in your opinion, how obsolete is the United States military right now? The Trump battleships, those vast, beautiful, expensive machines, are they all out of date?

O'Brien: No, they're not. American long-range fire is still very effective. And they're moving on certain things. What the American military went into Iran not prepared for was intercepting a lot of cheap drones with other cheap systems. Clearly, they weren't ready for that. They went in assuming that they would intercept a smaller number of more expensive and advanced weapons with expensive interceptions. What they weren't ready for were these large numbers of cheap things, which they weren't capable of taking down, except with very expensive advance. So they would spend $1 million to take down a $30,000 Iranian drone. That's the problem with the U.S. military, is it has too advanced systems, too complex, too expensive systems, and fighting en masse is a real difficulty.

Now, there had been some adjustments by this. There had been some discussions about it. I think the problem we have is, the military under the present leadership has this almost boneheaded ideology of Let's stress lethality like we're Spartans. And it isn't actually thinking about fighting the war intelligently or, indeed, by saving casualties, which is a key way of fighting the war. So the military ethos under Trump is aggressively anti-intellectual. It's anticerebral. And it means that sort of you hoo-ha your way through a problem, and then you end up with something like the Iran war, where you can't hoo-ha your way through it. And that's why they are now stuck, is that they don't actually have a coherent way through it.

Frum: In the first Trump administration, a lot of people in the Trump world got very excited about a Russian army recruiting ad that showed a bunch of male models--very ripped, tall, ripped male models--sleeping in bunks, roaring out of the bunks, and doing push-ups. And many people in the United States who should have known better said, See, our woke military can't compete [with] this army of male underwear models that the Russians have recruited. Now, as you will know better than I, the Russian army is not, in fact, recruiting male underwear models. (Laughs.)

O'Brien: Male models are not surviving very long on the battlefield, as they survive--

Frum: But even if they were, there are a lot of boring, mechanical, technological--not boring, but highly technical--that can be done by people even if they're not good at push-ups.

O'Brien: Yep. Right now, if you're talking about who is the most valuable soldier in the Ukrainian army, it's a first-person-view drone pilot. They are basically video-game players. That's what they are. They play the world's most deadly video game. They stay sort of undercover, not seen, flying a drone, and they have to stay close enough to the line that they can still control the drone. Sometimes they even control it with a direct cable, a fiber-optic cable. And they are, by far, more valuable than anybody. A good drone pilot is worth their weight in gold in this military. The Russians rush forward as soldiers and fight, and they die. The Ukrainians are trying to save their soldiers. The stress on this anti-woke, it's just done so much harm.

And to talk about the U.S. military and Iran, there's gonna be a reckoning. The amount of losses they've suffered are much higher than people realize. Almost every American military base in the region's been hit. They didn't have the defense plans worked out. I think we've seen quite a shoddy military effort by the United States, which Americans often don't like to face, 'cause they tend to have a reverence towards the military. But we're seeing a military, I would say, with real signs of rot, from the head down.

Frum: There's a lot of controversy--and this takes us to the Iran question--a lot of controversy about how much damage the United States has taken. The Trump administration plays it down and says there's some lucky shots to the question "How extensive is the damage?" And then there's a lot of debate about how much damage has been inflicted on the Iranians in turn. What is your assessment of how much harm each has done to the other?

O'Brien: Well, I'm just going on the reports based on the pictures. And the reports based on the pictures of U.S. military facilities in the region say most were hit. And they've been hit regularly. These are satellite shots that are readily available--both The Washington Post and The New York Times have done these investigations of them, and they've gone through and said, Actually, these hits look more extensive than we realize, or than the administration has been saying. So it certainly seems to me that these bases were not as well protected as we think.

We won't know the exact bill. It's also, what the problem is, the Trump administration lies and doesn't tell the amount, so they're refusing to say what the costs are going to be. They just wanna say, Oh, they're not as bad as you think. So the Trump administration is setting this up.

When it comes to what has happened in Iran, in some ways, we are dealing with deep speculation. They clearly were able to hit the Iranian government at the start of the war and kill the supreme leader and kill a number of other senior political figures. Since then, we don't really know what has been going on. There does seem to be a new Iranian leadership, which is being very hard-line. So they're not acting like they've been devastated. Now, this might be bluff, might be the Iranians are trying to bluff Trump down. But they're not acting like they have been devastated or they feel that their control over the country is being threatened.

And there's entirely different narratives about the state of the Iranian military. There were the leaked intelligence reports that said 70 to 75 percent of Iranian missile technology is still there, that they can dig it out and fire again. I know U.S. senior commanders are saying, No, no, it's much worse than that. And in some ways, we won't know 'til long after this thing. However, what we see from the U.S. is an inability to get the Iranian regime to give Trump the kind of peace deal terms that he needs. And because he can't get that, he is stuck. And people are saying he might go back to bombing now 'cause he doesn't know what else to do. And if he's forced to go back into bombing, then we have to assume that, by the way, the Iranians haven't been as damaged as he says they've been.

Frum: Well, as best I can tell, the Trump theory of the war seems to have been based on what happened in Venezuela, which was, you had a leader at the top who believed some ideology, who's a direct heir of the regimes founded by Hugo Chavez. He hands it off to Nicolas Maduro. Maduro has some degree of belief in whatever he thought Chavez was doing. But below Maduro, it's all gangsters and crooks. So if you can get rid of the top guy who believes in the old ideology, then you bring to the fore gangsters and crooks, and the Trump people look at that and say, We love gangsters and crooks. We recognize gangsters. Those are our people. We can do business with the gangsters and crooks, and they'll do what we say in exchange for some kind of financial consideration. And it does look like that's sort of what happened in Venezuela. And they seem to have made a similar assumption about Iran, that the next level down to the level below that, those are also gangsters and crooks. So kill the top, what, 40, however many people they killed, and bring to the surface the gangsters and crooks, and you can do business with them.

O'Brien: Yeah. The other thing is, Maduro wasn't an ideologist either, and Maduro was a gangster and crook extraordinaire. And from what we see in Venezuela, it's simply the Maduro regime without Maduro. Still, his vice president's now president, and his very, very nasty minister of justice is, some say, the power behind the throne. So the Maduro regime endures; it's even perhaps more hard-line than before.

When it comes to Iran, I don't know what they thought. I think you are exactly right--he thought, I can get rid of the leadership, and a new leadership will come up. They won't be nice, but they'll do what I care--he doesn't care if they're democratic. He doesn't care if they believe in freedom. He doesn't care what they are as long as they do what he wants. He wants leaders that will defer to him and kowtow to him, and the Venezuelans have done that, to a certain degree. The Iranian regime is utterly different, and it's a far more extreme regime, I would argue. And he simply didn't understand what he was dealing with, and they didn't have any real plan in place to get rid of them. They assumed it would be much easier than it is. And now they're left with what most people are saying is a more hard-line regime than the one they killed at the beginning of the bombing. So they probably made the Iranian regime more extreme. They certainly don't seem to have candidates to take over on the ground in Iran. You don't hear that there is a new leadership waiting in the wings for the U.S. to activate. It's just been a colossal miscalculation. They assumed it would be easy.

They acted very much like Putin did in 2022. That's the most close analogy I can think of. Really, they thought a few days of military action, they'll show their power, the Iranians will fold, and they'll get a new leadership. And that's what Putin thought in 2022: We'll march into Ukraine. The Ukrainians will fold. They really won't wanna fight. They love us. We'll have a new pro-Russian government, and we'll all move on from there. And it just doesn't work out like that.

Frum: Well, U.S.-Iran is now turning into a true O'Brien-style war of mutual economic punishment. The intensity of violence has stepped down greatly. But Iran is blockading the flow of oil from the Persian Gulf to the rest of the world. The United States is counterblockading. President Trump seemed at first to dismiss the significance of the blockade because not very much of the oil comes to the United States. I don't think he really absorbed the idea that even if 80 percent of the oil flows from the Persian Gulf to Asia, there's still only one price in the world, so if the price goes up, it goes up everywhere. He doesn't seem to have grasped that, at least at the beginning. He surely grasps it now.

So the Iranians are inflicting significant economic damage on the rest of the world, but the United States is inflicting economic damage on Iran: They can't sell their oil, which they need to do.

O'Brien: There's actually two deadlines here, and we don't know which one will be reached first. I think the American deadline is quite clear, as in what the Iranians are thinking is Trump has to settle this in time to run the midterm elections. He can't go into the midterm elections in the fall with this war ongoing and fighting going on, bombing of Iran, a very unpopular war, which will not help him with anybody. So the Iranians are calculating, He's gotta settle it in time to run the midterm elections.

I think what Trump is calculating about the Iranians is, At some point, the enormous economic pressure I'm putting on them by not letting them trade will force them to cut a deal that I want. And really, he has, at this point, almost minimal demands. I think, really, Trump would take almost anything if it makes it look, particularly when it comes to nuclear weapons, that he's got a concession. This is the one thing he sort of has to have. So he's gambling that his economic pressure will force the Iranians down before the Iranians' political pressure forces him down.

I think the problem that he faces is that he's dealing with a pretty tough and nasty group, and they are willing to suffer pain, and they're willing to put their own people under pain to hold out for longer. The Iranians have calculated they have a much higher pain-tolerance threshold than Trump has, which is why more and more you hear--I can't believe there'd be strategic rationale behind it--that the U.S. is thinking [of] going back to bombing, that is, that they're seriously contemplating it now.

Frum: One of the things that the people around Trump say so often is, he never bluffs. And I think if you've been president now for two terms and you never bluff, you don't need a lot of people to say you never bluff. (Laughs.) You only need people to say it when, in fact, everyone would say, You bluff all the time. And the Iranians have figured that out, that the idea that Trump would escalate, given his poll numbers, given the price of gas, if he escalates, then the Iranians can hit the opposite shore and all of its energy resources too, and the price of oil goes up, and the price of gas goes up, and Americans who didn't support the war in the first place, didn't understand the war, weren't invited to give an opinion about the war, Congress never voted on the war--gas goes higher, and Trump's in even more trouble.

O'Brien: The issue he faces is I think he can't wait as long as the Iranians do. If you had to look at who's gonna crack first time-wise, the problem he faces is his deadline is there: The election is November. This has gotta be over by the summer.

Frum: If the war ends with some kind of armistice, where Trump gets some piece of paper with the word nuclear on it, Iran has effective control over the Strait of Hormuz--which I suppose it had before, but now it's really proven that it can do it--and a lot of damage to Iran's nuclear program and Iran's missile program, some damage in turn to the American forces, who's the winner of that war?

O'Brien: China. The winner of that war is China.

Frum: Explain.

O'Brien: Well, because, basically, the Chinese will come out of this as a far more influential force in the region. The United States will come out looking much weakened, with a degraded military, an inability to get what it wants through military force, and looking capricious and, in some ways, unable to assert itself over Iran. The Iranian regime will not come out of it in great shape. It's been damaged. It has been damaged militarily. Certainly, the Iranian people will be the losers 'cause they will suffer a great deal of oppression, one assumes, coming out of that. But the Iranians would have survived, and the other regimes in the area are gonna have to cut some kind of deals with them. But the Chinese are just sitting there. They are gonna be seen [as] a bastion of stability. They'll get a huge amount of reconstruction contracts. Their ally in Iran will still be there. And one assumes that a lot of the other powers in the region will want good relations with China going forward.

So the big winner in the long term is probably China. The big winner in the short term right now is Putin because the price of oil is up and it's gonna stay up. So the Russian economy has at least been thrown a lifeline by Trump in this war by having--Russian oil revenues are up spectacularly from before this all started.

So short-term victory, Putin; long-term victory, Chinese. The Americans are probably the biggest loser of it. I think their regional position would be undermined. And the Iranians won't be big winners, but they will have survived, and that will have given them some kind of leverage going forward.

Frum: The figure for Russia that I heard from a politician in the area was that the war has added $1 billion a day to Russian revenues.

O'Brien: It's crazy. Even though they can't export as much, because the Ukrainians have done a good job of degrading some of their systems, the fact that, one, everyone's buying Russian oil now. Because of the sanctions before, that people were buying Russian oil at a discount, that discount's gone, and everyone's buying oil wherever they can. So the Russians are just--whatever they're selling, they're selling at more than twice the price of what they were selling before this, and they're selling whatever they can ship out. So the Russians are doing very well out of it. Yeah, from the point of view of immediate benefit, what Trump has done could not have been better for Putin.

Frum: Okay, since you've mentioned China, let's pivot to our last big area of topic, which is, we had last week, the week before you and I speak, President Trump and President Xi [Jinping] in China had a summit meeting. There's not a lot of visible output of the meeting--that doesn't mean that nothing happened--but one of the things that was visible was a remarkable weakening of the American line on Taiwan. President Trump has always been pretty half-hearted in his support for Taiwan independence. During the campaign, he said things that questioned whether it was worthwhile. Now he's again said that he's not sure he will fight for the independence of a country 9,500 miles from the United States and he might put on pause the next American arms sale to Taiwan. It's not clear that he got anything in return for those concessions, if they are concessions. Bearing in mind that authoritarian regimes always look stronger than they really are, how would you evaluate the balance between the United States and China?

O'Brien: By the way, I agree completely with your last point. Chinese foreign policy has been a disaster until about American foreign policy got worse. (Laughs.) The Chinese foreign policy, for much of the period up from, say, 2000 to 2015, '16, was really bad 'cause it was basically alienating everybody. The Chinese were like, you might say, the United States is now. They were aggressive, threatening. They seemed very dangerous to people around them, and the Chinese were doing a good job of alienating everybody. So Chinese foreign policy has not been brilliant, and I think we have to be understanding of that.

The only problem is, now, is the United States seems to be--and completely by choice. The United States doesn't have to be weakening itself. The United States is choosing to weaken itself by destroying its alliances, destroying certain other sort of strategic advantages that it had. That was all on display in China.

It was actually sort of pathetic, what we saw. We saw Trump sucking up to Xi Jinping like Xi was Miss Universe: Oh, my dear friend, and Oh, you're [wonderful]. What we saw from Trump was pathetic, and the Chinese were almost laughing at him. When Xi Jinping talks about the "Thucydides Trap" to Trump's face, basically saying, You're a declining power; we're a rising power, and Trump turns around and said, We have a lot of Chinese food restaurants in America. (Laughs.) The Chinese are just wondering, What is this? And then the Chinese say to him, You better be good on Taiwan, and the next thing they hear is Trump saying, We might not fight for Taiwan. They can see that the Americans are reacting to Chinese demands. And by the way, the Chinese have given the United States nothing. The Trump administration went in saying, We're gonna convince the Chinese it's in their interest to help us on Iran. Well, they're not getting any help on Iran.

I think this summit is really important in terms of a historical marker on the road of U.S. decline, that, I would say, at this point in time, at that summit meeting, the Chinese had a stronger hand to play than the Americans, and they played it, sadly, I would say, better. And that's where we are. Now, the American position can recover, but from what that meeting saw, the United States is in an inferior position to the Chinese right now.

Frum: Well, there's a threshold question: Why does the United States do summit meetings with China? In the olden days, when the United States did summit meetings with the Soviet Union, there was a fundamental reason for that, which is, one of the things that the United States wanted from the Soviet Union was arms control. The two major nuclear powers had to deal with each other and only with each other on arms-control discussions, so there was a necessity to deal one-on-one with the leader of the Soviet Union, or the leaders collectively, to get toward the arms-control agreement that Republican and Democrats alike sought to pursue.

But with China, you would say, the agenda should always be, I would think, to say, We will never meet you as a G2. We will always meet you with our friends. Because the United States and China are near-peers, but the U.S.-led alliance and China's nonalliance, those aren't peers. If the United States shows up flanked by Japan and India and Australia and Canada and South Korea and Great Britain and the European Union, then suddenly, this is not a contest of equals anymore, if you can preserve the unity of the U.S.-led alliance system. If you smash it up first and have to meet the Chinese one-on-one, then it's a discussion of near-equals and with no reason to talk that way because the arms-control agenda of the past is not present anymore.

O'Brien: The United States took a great global-alliance system and decided to blow it up in the last few years. I live in Europe, and Greenland, I think, was one of those moments--the Greenland crisis in January--the trust in the U.S. is gone. The Europeans do not look at the U.S. as a reliable ally anymore. My guess is, right now, the Taiwanese do not look at them; the Japanese do not look at them. The Indians, who are growing closer and closer to the U.S., have now had a terrible relationship with Trump in the last few months, since he gave them special tariffs, which, again, was almost like a gift to the Chinese.

So the United States, when it shows up, as you say, with the Chinese, they have no one with them. They have no reliable states that believe the United States is their ally. They have destroyed this position. And that's why Trump is left begging for the Chinese to buy soybeans and Boeing jets, and the Chinese sort of string him along.

But the United States will rue this. They will rue this development for the future because even if the United States has sane leadership in the future, the trust in the United States will take a long time to recover, and it might never recover to the way that it was, because the United States' trust was based on the fact that the United States did protect its allies, and it has now not shown itself to be willing to protect its allies, and you don't get over that easily.

Frum: Do you think the United States has the capability to protect Taiwan? That's Trump's big idea, I think, on this, is, Well, Taiwan is a goner anyway, so let's not pretend we can do it, and let's see what else we can get in return. And anyway, I'm mad at them for selling us too many computer chips at too low a price.

O'Brien: The problem that the Chinese would face is that they would have, if Taiwan is properly armed--and you'd have to really prepare Taiwan well--the Chinese will have great difficulty getting off their own coastline. The threat that the Taiwanese present to China is not that they can fight China one-on-one, but they control the seas, the sea lanes coming out of China in its most important sea routes, that they have to go within range of Taiwan.

Oh, by the way, I think actually invading Taiwan would be almost so difficult to imagine, the Chinese wouldn't do it. When people talk about a D-Day of Taiwan, that's a really scary prospect for the Chinese 'cause the Taiwanese could have a lot of anti-ship missiles, and the Chinese military has not fought a war since 1979 and they lost that. So you would expect an entirely inexperienced military to try a really complex military maneuver. So the way you protect Taiwan is you turn it into a really nasty hedgehog.

Frum: [The] 1979 war was their war against Vietnam.

O'Brien: Against Vietnam, and they lost it. And that was the last time the Chinese military has fought a war.

So the United States could prepare Taiwan to be an incredibly difficult strategic task for the Chinese, and by making the Chinese think they are gonna stand with the Taiwanese, that would be a real deterrent factor. But right now, what the Chinese are gonna, I think, say very much to the Taiwanese--and they probably are--is, Look, the United States isn't gonna fight for you. Come back to us. And what the Chinese don't wanna do is invade; this is what I hear. What they want is a political connection a la Hong Kong, to get the Taiwanese to accept the fact that the Americans are not their friends and say, Okay, we're gonna let you be "two systems, one country." Just sign up with us. But as soon as the Communist Party gets their hooks into Taiwan, they'll do what they did to Hong Kong: slowly take it over.

Frum: You said something a moment ago that I wanna put a spotlight on because, again, it draws on so much of your work, which is, one of the things that American strategists have worried a lot about in recent years is the Chinese could not invade Taiwan, but blockade it. And Taiwan, of course, depends on trade, and it could be isolated. But you just made the point, drawing on the Ukraine example, it's not so obvious that it's just China that could blockade Taiwan. Using drones, Taiwan could also counterblockade China. The smaller and seemingly weaker country, if it has enough drones, can cut off the trade links of the bigger and seemingly stronger country.

O'Brien: Absolutely. China lives on shipping, and that shipping all goes along the Chinese coast. The shipping ports from the north of China, most of the shipping goes through the Strait of Malacca. It comes down and around, and they have to go by Taiwan. So Taiwan is perfectly situated.

The strategic position of Taiwan cannot be undervalued, for both the United States and for China, that with Taiwan pro-American, the Chinese have to protect shipping in a way that would be almost impossible if Taiwan were properly armed. On the other hand, if Taiwan becomes Chinese, it is over for the U.S. Navy in the Western Pacific. It's done. All right? If Taiwan becomes Chinese, the American naval base in the Marianas--Guam, Tinian, where there are U.S. forces--they become undefendable because Chinese missiles can rain down on the Marianas from Taiwan. Indeed, shipping in most of the Western Pacific then becomes controlled by the Chinese. If the United States loses Taiwan, it's back to Hawaii. You're back to Pearl Harbor. And that's the only place you can deploy them safely. And you're basically saying to the Chinese, Yep, Western Pacific's yours.

Frum: So these are all the lessons of the Ukraine war that you've tried to impart to American audiences. In your work--and you travel all over the world; you talk to so many militaries--is there anyone in the United States who's listening to you, or is it Europeans only who wanna hear what you have to say?

O'Brien: There's just still some great people. No one in office, but I think people who might get into office and you talk to or people who were in office, they do get it. It's just, right now, to be an employee of the U.S. government and have any influence and any seniority in that, you have to be incompetent. The No. 1 criteria is loyalty to Trump; you do whatever the president says. And the second criteria is, you have to be incompetent at what you do.

We see, David, the great fraud of the last few days is, remember we were told, Oh, the United States can't help Ukraine, 'cause it has to face China. It has to reorient to the Pacific. We're seeing now they're not gonna reorient to the Pacific. They never were gonna reorient to the Pacific. That was just a lie, and it was a lie to provide a fig leaf for not helping Ukraine. They don't wanna help Ukraine, and they don't wanna protect Taiwan. They basically are handing over a lot of the world to Xi and Putin. The one benefit is, Putin's weak enough that he can't take it. Ukraine's showing that that's a flawed strategy. But it is basically the United States empowering dictatorships over democracies. That's where we are.

Frum: To the extent there's an idea behind all of this--and there may not be; it may just be impulses--but it's something that your historical work would emphasize, which is, when President [Franklin D.] Roosevelt was trying to explain to Americans in 1941 why the United States had a stake in the outcome in the European war. And a lot of Americans, they'd been through the Depression; they'd been through so much. The world was much bigger in those days, much farther away. Europe was connected to the New World primarily by ship. Airplane travel was new and exotic and not very useful.

And so the question is, how does it matter to the United States if Nazi Germany takes over Europe? And Roosevelt explained in his summer radio addresses of 1941 that if the Germans win the war, the United States becomes an island within the world, with hostile empires dominating most of the world's landmass. The United States will be forced into retreat. It'll lose its trade. It'll have to become a more state-controlled economy, more of a planned economy, and its dreams of relying on enterprise and trad e with the rest of the world would be dashed. But what if you start by thinking, But that's what we want. What we want is a North American, or North America plus Venezuela, continental empire with a lot of state control, government running everything, a lot of protectionism. We have no interest in trading with anybody. Then Roosevelt's nightmare becomes Trump's dream.

O'Brien: Yeah. The Roosevelt example is great because what Roosevelt actually understood is, he wanted an alliance of democracies. The real traumatic moment for Roosevelt, which changed his entire outlook, was the fall of France in May and June 1940. Before May, June 1940, he wasn't gonna get that involved in the European war, 'cause he believed the British and the French could balance the Germans. The democracies were still in ascendancy. The fall of France changed everything for Roosevelt because he's like, Oh my God, democracies could lose. I think he wanted to get in the European war from the moment France fell. That, for him, was the real moment--now, he couldn't do it politically. But the second France fell, he changes his position, and then he waits 'til he's reelected in November 1940, and then he comes out of the shell. And he says, Okay, Lend-Lease [Act], rearmament, we're just gonna take off here. But it all goes down to the fall of France, and that means, as you were saying, dictatorships are gonna run Europe, not democracies, and that is a threat to the U.S.A.

Frum: If we're gonna have a free society at home, we need free commerce with the world, and that means we need a pretty congenial world with which to have that commerce. But if you've decided we don't care about having a free society at home and we're happy to have an unfree economy at home, or at least a state-led economy run by friends of the people in power doing deals with themselves, then it doesn't matter whether there's free trade, and then it doesn't matter what the rest of the world looks like. So Trump's authoritarian and kleptocratic model is what leads him to be so indifferent to what happens to everybody else, and maybe one of the reasons he identifies so much with Putin and therefore hates Ukraine so much.

O'Brien: He loves dictators. He has no affinity to democracy--he hates democracy. He hated the result of the 2020 elections, which he lost. And he's trying to rewrite history as if he won it. So he doesn't believe in democracy.

Frum: Phillips, thank you so much for making time for us today. What an interesting conversation, and I recommend all your books to everybody, but especially your great book How the War Was Won. It'll just change your way of thinking about what wars are about and what really matters, and how the United States can prepare to be as safe and prosperous in this current century as it was in the last. Thanks for joining me today.

O'Brien: Thank you, David.

Frum: Bye-bye.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Phillips O'Brien for joining me today on The David Frum Show. As I mentioned at the top, my book this week is a nonfiction book: What Science Says About Astrology, by Carlos Orsi, part of a new series of What Science Says books published by Columbia University Press.

When you hear the title, you might imagine that what science says about astrology is pretty negative, and so it is. But Carlos Orsi, a scientific journalist with a punchy prose style, gives a lot of credit to what astrology has meant to human beings over the past thousands of years. He writes, "Astrology is humanity's longest-lived attempt to make sense of the universe and find patterns and regularities in nature."

He begins his story in ancient Mesopotamia, modern Iraq, where for hundreds of years astrologers studied the skies to detect patterns in the universe and to make predictions that could be used by rulers, farmers, and other people. Carlos Orsi describes this observation as the longest continuous research program ever undertaken by human beings. And if you think about it, that's kinda so: hundreds of years, nightly observations of the skies. And in Mesoamerica, the Mayans were doing the same thing, although we have less record of exactly how long they were at it and exactly what they saw. But they built calendar systems on their observation, and probably, they too were trying to use the stars to foretell the future.

From ancient Mesopotamia, modern Iraq, astrology spread into the Greek world, then to the Roman world, then to the Islamic world. It fell into disrepute in Christian medieval Europe, not so much because Christian medieval Europeans doubted its power, but because they saw its power as a threat to God's role in the universe, and they punished astrologers, like other kinds of soothsayers, very seriously. But with the advent of the Renaissance and the rediscovery of Greek texts, astrology came back into its own in the 1600s and 1700s. Isaac Newton believed in it.

In its modern form, however, astrology owes much more to recent entrepreneurs than to ancient stargazers. A British writer named William Allen, who took the name Alan Leo, produced in the late 1800s a book called Astrology Without Prediction. Now, at the time, it was illegal in Britain to use astrology and other forms of soothsaying to predict the future. The British authorities, they weren't afraid that it was demoniacal; they were afraid it was a rip-off and cheating customers. So they enforced the laws pretty strictly. You could get three months at hard labor if you used astrology to tell people about the future. But in Astrology Without Prediction, Alan Leo discovered you could tell people about themselves. And that was not only legal, but in an increasingly individualistic world, very lucrative. People would pay to have their charts read and to be told things about themselves and their personality. And if you were a skilled reader of human nature, you could tell them things that they probably found pretty accurate, especially if they were complimentary.

From this new art of astrology as a way of reading human nature, we get the astrology we know today: horoscopes in the newspapers and the mass interest in astrology as a form of psychological understanding. Now, what's wrong with this? Well, the ancient rhetorician and jurist Cicero gave as good an answer as any back in the times of Julius Caesar. He observed a great battle, in which thousands of people lost their lives. And he asked, Did they all have the same horoscope? If astrology predicts our destiny, then if people all die on the same day, we must share a same destiny, but we were born under different stars. So there's your problem right there.

There are many other scientific attempts to test the predictions of astrology, and all of them prove that it doesn't work. And that leads Orsi to his conclusion: "Astrology is a system of beliefs that proclaims hypothetical relationships between the cosmos and humanity, theorizes a specific structure for human personality, and offers advice about mundane events and decisions, all without any basis in empirical reality and, truth be told, in blatant contradiction to well-established scientific facts." So there you go. I read that paragraph to my wife, and she scoffed. Well, you know what Aries are like.

Thanks so much for joining me today on The David Frum Show. It would help so much if you were to like and share this program on social media platforms. If you wanna support this program materially, the best way to do that and to support all of us at The Atlantic is by subscribing to The Atlantic. I hope you'll consider doing that. Thanks so much for watching and listening this week. See you next week. Bye-bye.

[Music]
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Who Can Be Trusted When Everyone Is Vulnerable?

Apple TV's <em>Maximum Pleasure Guaranteed</em> is a nervy thriller for the scam era.

by Sophie Gilbert

Wed, 20 May 2026




To have one OnlyFans-themed show debut on Apple TV this spring seems timely; to have two feels either like an acknowledgment of just how much our most intimate relationships are mediated through screens now, or like a cry for help. Maximum Pleasure Guaranteed, created by David J. Rosen, stars Tatiana Maslany as Paula, a professional fact-checker and divorced mother in the middle of a messy custody battle whose preferred way of decompressing is videochatting with a beguiling online performer named Trevor (Brandon Flynn). Their interactions usually end up being sexual, but what seems even more compelling to Paula is having someone to talk with--someone who listens, asks thoughtful questions about her life, and pays her genuine, if compensated, attention.

During one of their calls, Trevor gets up to answer the door and is attacked by a masked man while a horrified Paula can only watch, recording everything she sees on her phone. When she goes to the police, she's told it's likely a scam--that she'll soon get a call asking for money, which she does, from a supposedly distressed Trevor. And when Paula calls him out over the phone, he tells her the truth: He's recorded all of their meetings, he knows everything about her, and if she doesn't pay, he'll ruin her life. "I don't want that for you," he says, cruelly. "I like you, Paula. You know that."

Read: Life isn't easy in the OnlyFans economy

Maximum Pleasure Guaranteed seems consciously to be aping classic nervy thrillers. Its opening scene, which has a camera trail slowly over the exterior of a New York City apartment building, nods to Rear Window, with its wild array of sunbathing, dancing, bickering neighbors, carefree and fully exposed. In Paula's building, conversely, the blinds are all at least semi-closed, as though its inhabitants have become wise to the idea that anyone could be looking in. Paula's open laptop, of course, suggests new avenues of vulnerability. Some context: During the time I spent watching the series' 10 episodes, I received five scam calls, three book-club-scam emails, a few weak-sauce phishing attempts, and several Instagram spam messages about crypto-investing opportunities--the kind of online pollution so standard now that it's barely noticeable, at least until it's potentially catastrophic. Paula is unlucky, but she also, thrillingly, refuses to acquiesce. Using her professional verification skills, she pores over the details from her recording of Trevor's "assault" until she identifies his location, then furiously decides to pay him a visit--an expedition that naturally goes very wrong.

All good thrillers exploit uncertainty, and yet this one shifts ground so readily that it can sometimes be hard to dig in. Tone-wise, Maximum Pleasure Guaranteed falls somewhere between dark topical mystery and quirky divorce comedy; Paula is besieged both by the people trying to blackmail her and by her squirrelly ex-husband, Karl (Jake Johnson), who wants to tear up their custody agreement so he can move with their daughter and his new wife to Boise. (However accustomed you might be to seeing Johnson play a chaotically schlubby dreamboat, he's fully against type here as a manipulative and condescending jerk.) I was absolutely on board for a drama about a professional fact-checker redirecting her skills to solve crimes (finally!). But Maximum Pleasure Guaranteed almost immediately veers off into wild subplots about murder, corruption, and corporate malfeasance, as if to emphasize that low-level romance scams are just the tip of the internet's fetid iceberg.

Watching, I sometimes felt unmoored by the show's constantly shifting vantage points, especially with regard to Paula. Maslany is an intense and engaging performer in the role; as Paula, she's as committed to getting the dynamics of an Instagram banana dance right for her daughter as she is to finding out the real identity of the scammers. But the show doesn't seem to want us to know who Paula really is. An elder Millennial, she has her phone's volume permanently on high like a theatergoing Boomer, but she's also as naive and trusting as a child. There are allusions to previous crises she's gone through that contributed to the end of her marriage, and mysterious references to a past event in "Portland" that suggest Paula might be suffering from mental illness or some kind of delusion. But the series is also clear about the layers of scammery that are piling atop her like a grand fraudulent mille-feuille. David Gordon Green (Pineapple Express), who directs the first episode, depicts Paula through windows and screens, her eyes seen as a fragment in a car mirror, or her face murky and pixelated as if she's on camera. The overall effect is pleasantly unsettling, reminding us of all the many ways people might be watching.

As far as the OnlyFans of it all (reimagined here as a fictional site called CamPop), Maximum Pleasure Guaranteed doesn't entirely judge Paula for wanting a sex life she can fit into her sparse off-hours, but it doesn't not judge her, either, underscoring the erratic behavior and questionable judgment that make her and her family vulnerable. Unlike the recent Margo's Got Money Troubles, a series intent on adding human texture to all our preconceptions about online adult performers, Maximum Pleasure Guaranteed seems more interested in the dramatic potential of intimate deceit. What is storytelling if not its own scam, its own manipulation of our confidences and expectations? In this case, the trick is an intriguing one, but you may have some doubts.
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Heads, Trump Wins

Tails, he still wins--at taxpayers' expense.<strong> </strong>

by Will Gottsegen

Tue, 19 May 2026




Updated at 11:23 a.m. ET on May 20, 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.

Yesterday, the Department of Justice announced plans to settle Donald Trump's personal lawsuit against the IRS over allegations that it had mishandled his tax information. The president, two of his sons, and their family business had been seeking at least $10 billion from the American government, all of which would have come directly from taxpayers. Now Trump is withdrawing the suit--but taxpayers are still footing the bill.

In exchange for Trump dropping this lawsuit and his two other pending claims against the government, the Justice Department will create a $1.776 billion Anti-Weaponization Fund to compensate people who say they've been wrongfully targeted by the federal government. According to an addendum published this morning, the IRS is also "forever barred" from pursuing "any and all claims" against Trump, his family, and his companies over previously filed taxes. (A DOJ spokesperson told me that this applies "only with respect to existing audits, not future.")

The money for the new project will come from the Judgment Fund, an uncapped source of taxpayer dollars that's used to pay out judgments against the government. As precedent, a department memo cites a Barack Obama-era settlement that tapped those same reserves to compensate Native American farmers and ranchers who'd been deprived of access to federal loans. Now that same fund might end up benefiting the people who stormed the Capitol on January 6.

Testifying before a Senate subcommittee today, Acting Attorney General Todd Blanche confirmed that the Anti-Weaponization Fund could potentially funnel taxpayers' money to rioters--more than 1,500 of whom Trump pardoned early last year. Blanche also said that claimants could include GOP lawmakers whose phone records were seized by Special Counsel Jack Smith in 2023 during his January 6 investigation, and that Trump-campaign donors "are not excluded from seeking compensation." (The IRS declined to comment.) Yesterday, when asked by a reporter why taxpayer dollars should be directed to J6ers, Trump said that the payments would be a way of "reimbursing" people who had been "horribly treated." Recall that some of those people advocated for the vice president to be hanged, and violently attacked Capitol Police officers. If money does end up flowing their way, Trump's settlement would function as a financial reward for participating in a violent insurrection.

The Anti-Weaponization Fund represents a massive commitment of federal resources to one of the president's long-standing fixations. Trump, who has cast the four criminal prosecutions he faced during the Joe Biden era as examples of unfair targeting, routinely claims that he and his political allies were singled out by the previous administration. Early last year, Attorney General Pam Bondi created the Weaponization Working Group, intended to root out purported "abuses of the criminal justice process" under Biden. But Trump and his team have weaponized the Justice Department far more than past administrations did. Take, for example, the flimsy legal attacks against two of Trump's perennial enemies, James Comey and Letitia James. The new fund likely won't pay their legal fees, as my colleague Jonathan Chait observed this morning: "To ensure that it will never be used for a deserving victim, the fund is scheduled for termination on December 15, 2028."

Part of the issue with Trump's claim against the IRS was that both sides of the lawsuit ultimately answer to him. "I'm supposed to work out a settlement with myself," he told reporters at the time. The judge overseeing the case indicated last month that she was considering dismissing it for that reason. With this settlement, Trump has effectively turned his uphill legal battle into an allocation of funds for his own political and personal aims. Today's revelation that the past tax filings of the president, his family, and his businesses are now shielded from IRS audits underscores just how much this arrangement will benefit Trump's inner circle. Danny Werfel, who led the IRS under Biden, told me that he couldn't envision any scenario in which granting that kind of immunity "would be an appropriate settlement term or remedy."

Trump has said that he was not involved in the creation of the Anti-Weaponization Fund--which is odd, given that his personal lawyers negotiated the settlement. The fund will be overseen by a committee of five members, all of whom will be appointed by the acting attorney general, and any of whom can be removed by Trump. In his testimony earlier today, Blanche said that information about claimants and their payouts "will for sure be made public along the way," but the White House hasn't provided details about how that will happen. Pulling money from the Judgement Fund doesn't require congressional approval, meaning that the committee will have little oversight. Hours after DOJ announced the settlement, the top lawyer at the Treasury Department--the agency that oversees the Judgment Fund and is therefore responsible for providing this money--resigned.



Throughout his time in office, the president has used the power of the federal government to enrich himself and his allies, and settlements have at times played a role in that effort. Earlier this year, Trump signed off on $1.25 million payouts for one of his former lawyers, Michael Flynn (as part of a settlement for a case in which Flynn pleaded guilty), and for his campaign adviser Carter Page (whose lawsuit against the government was dismissed twice). It's in line with what my colleague David A. Graham has identified as a newly "shameless" stage in the president's corruption: Trump is more and more open about his interest in rewarding the people in his orbit. Since taking office again last year, he has pardoned a cryptocurrency billionaire whose company facilitated a lucrative deal with his family, a tax cheat whose mother attended a $1-million-per-person fundraiser for his campaign, and a pair of reality-TV stars whose daughter advocated for his reelection at the 2024 Republican National Convention. The New Yorker estimated in January that Trump and his family had made $4 billion during his second term.

Another example of this approach arrived just yesterday. On the same day that DOJ announced the Anti-Weaponization Fund, federal prosecutors asked a judge to drop all charges against Gautam Adani, the Indian shipping-and-manufacturing magnate accused of running a bribery scheme (he has denied the allegations). The New York Times reported that the Justice Department planned to drop the charges after Adani hired one of Trump's personal lawyers. As part of his pitch for Adani's freedom, that lawyer reportedly told the Justice Department that Adani would invest $10 billion in the American economy.

Whether Trump and his allies are directing money toward themselves, their circle, or their supporters, they are sending a message about how this administration understands the work of governance. The rewards always seem to accrue to a favored few; the rest of us just pay for it.

Related:

	Trump's $1.8 billion slush fund is worse than stealing.
 	Trump is suing his own government. (From February)




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	What the Pentagon didn't say about a deadly crash
 	Tom Nichols: Why does Donald Trump refuse to defend America?
 	This Ebola outbreak will be hard to contain.
 	Adam Serwer: Democracy is a racial entitlement now.




Today's News

	Three people, including a security guard, were killed in a shooting at the Islamic Center of San Diego yesterday. Authorities say that two teenage suspects were later found dead from apparent self-inflicted gunshot wounds; investigators are treating the attack as a hate crime after discovering racist writings and hate speech connected to the suspects.
 	President Trump endorsed Texas Attorney General Ken Paxton in the state's Republican primary runoff for Senate, backing Paxton over the longtime incumbent John Cornyn and criticizing Cornyn for not supporting him strongly enough in the past.
 	The head of the World Health Organization warned that he is "deeply concerned" by the rapid spread of an Ebola outbreak in the Democratic Republic of the Congo and Uganda, where officials have reported more than 500 suspected cases and more than 130 suspected deaths.
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The Secret to Winning on Jeopardy

By Drew Goins

When you wake up on the day of your first appearance on America's favorite quiz show, you will have more knots in your stomach than a quipu, the tied-string recordkeeping device used during the Inca empire. You will take a nervous walk through beautiful, weatherless Culver City, California, where the title song of Singin' in the Rain was shot during a water shortage. Perhaps you will stop for a $14 juice at the boutique grocery store Erewhon, telling yourself that you have to spend money to make money. From the entrance of the Sony Pictures lot, you will be conveyed to the "check-in area" in the back of a dim parking garage; you will wonder whether this is actually some sort of hostage situation that is going to end with you at the bottom of a tar pit or, worse, on Wheel of Fortune.
 And when you walk into the greenroom for contestants, you will see a door in the corner labeled Jeopardy! Champion, and you will be consumed by one thought, which I will phrase in the form of a question: How do I get in there?


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	San Diego's tragic lesson about terrorism
 	It's maddeningly difficult to ban smoking.
 	How Cuban history broke a family
 	A cheap fix for urban crime
 	Elon Musk gets a reality check.




Culture Break
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Reflect. Everlane's reported sale to the fast-fashion giant Shein shows the limits of trusting corporations to maintain ethical standards. We are nearing the end of sustainable fashion, Elizabeth Cline argues.

Explore. Olivia Rodrigo's baby-doll dress was a Rorschach test, Valerie Trapp writes.

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/trump-corruption-irs-fund/687227/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



A <em>Star Wars</em> Movie to Fall Asleep To

<em>The Mandalorian and Grogu </em>is the franchise's least essential entry yet.

by David Sims

Tue, 19 May 2026




What if I told you that a new Star Wars movie is in theaters this week? One directed by Jon Favreau, the steady hand at the tiller who helped launch the Marvel Cinematic Universe with Iron Man and the current stretch of Disney live-action remakes with The Jungle Book? It's been seven years since a Star Wars entry was in theaters, and longer still since one earned even a modest positive consensus from fans, so you'd think the release of The Mandalorian and Grogu this Memorial Day weekend would warrant at least a modicum of excitement. Instead, the film lands like a plate of cosmic vegetables to be obediently consumed by diehards and otherwise pushed aside among Hollywood's buffet of summer blockbusters.

The Mandalorian and Grogu is the big-screen continuation of the Mandalorian TV series, which in 2019 kicked off Disney+'s lineup of Star Wars programs--a few weeks before the incoherent saga-ender Star Wars: The Rise of Skywalker hit theaters. By comparison, The Mandalorian felt sleek and charming, with appreciably human stakes. The show, created by Favreau, follows the eponymous armor-clad bounty hunter (played by Pedro Pascal) as he traverses the more lawless edges of the galaxy. Eventually he takes on a cute, Yoda-shaped baby critter named Grogu as his charge; where Mando is a man of few words, Grogu is a 1-foot-tall magic alien who speaks in squeaks and grunts. The overarching story is smaller than average for Star Wars but appropriately sized for TV--still replete with snazzy visual effects but less concerned with the franchise's narrative sweep.

Read: How Disney mismanaged the Star Wars universe

These days, however, name-brand franchises are cursed with a disease of more. Everything needs to grow--to add characters and spin-offs--with all of the pieces eventually connecting. As The Mandalorian plodded on across three seasons, it got bogged down serving as the center of the Star Wars TV universe; it launched other series and abandoned its core "adventure of the week" formula to prioritize cameos from Luke Skywalker (played by a digitally de-aged Mark Hamill and a body double) and the like. Credit, then, to Favreau and his co-writers, Dave Filoni and Noah Kloor, who have consciously made The Mandalorian and Grogu more self-contained. The problem is that detaching the movie from the bigger mythos makes it feel a lot like an episode of TV, even while you're watching it on an IMAX screen.

Compared with the most recent Star Wars films, which prompted fierce debate, The Mandalorian and Grogu seems unlikely to truly offend anyone; it is neither a confusing mess nor so offbeat as to divide the fan base. Instead, it's content to be a nothing burger, two dutiful hours of laser blasts and flat dialogue that will do just enough to keep toys stacked on shelves. The setup is straightforward: The Mandalorian is now in service of the fledgling New Republic, hunting down remnants of the deposed evil Imperial Empire (the story is set after Return of the Jedi, the sixth Star Wars episode). The stern Republic Colonel Ward (Sigourney Weaver) contracts him to liberate Rotta the Hutt (voiced by Jeremy Allen White), a muscular slug alien who is the son of the villainous Jabba, and return him to his family in exchange for some vital information. Things spiral into various side adventures from there, but the plot doesn't really matter; anytime it seems to be heading for a wider, galaxy-spanning adventure, it ends up taking the simpler path. The idea is to enjoy watching our hero getting into scrapes, and cute little Grogu helping him get out of them.

If they adjust their expectations, Star Wars fans will be basically satisfied by The Mandalorian and Grogu; they should prepare for a low-stakes thrill ride, not a grandiose space opera. It appears most geared toward kids--light on intense action and heavy on roaring monsters and silly little creatures. My heart rate stayed at a comfortable pace throughout, and only two sections really made me lean forward in my seat. The first was during a few scenes in which the director Martin Scorsese voices a squirrelly four-armed alien who mans a food truck; how this casting decision came about, I have no idea, but his character is the only one with something of a personality, which was enough to wake me up for a minute.

Read: Maybe Star Wars is better without lightsabers

The second moment comes in the third act, when the Mandalorian is sidelined for a while and Grogu becomes the protagonist. Set entirely in a swamp and heavy on inventive puppetry, this chunk evokes the kid-friendly Amblin adventure movies of the '80s. Favreau's work is clearly indebted to that lineage, and Grogu's solo jaunt actually summons a bit of whimsy that was otherwise missing. The segment isn't enough to make The Mandalorian and Grogu mandatory viewing, though Disney is clearly hoping that the Star Wars name branding will be enough to do that anyway. But it's evidence that Favreau left a chance at making a far more memorable film on the table.
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It's Maddeningly Difficult to Ban Smoking

A new cigarette ban in the U.K. might yield its most dramatic results decades from now, if it sticks around that long.

by Nicholas Florko

Tue, 19 May 2026




Since tobacco first arrived on the shores of England in the late 16th century, some Brits have wanted to eradicate it. Back in 1604, King James I was so alarmed about his country's new smoking habit that he imposed a 4,000 percent tariff on the crop. That year, he wrote one of the world's first anti-tobacco essays, declaring smoking "lothsome to the eye, hatefull to the Nose, harmefull to the braine, dangerous to the Lungs."

Despite the best efforts of the king and the generations of anti-tobacco activists who followed him, people in the United Kingdom still smoke. Now advocates are hoping a new law that prohibits anyone born on or after January 1, 2009, from ever buying cigarettes will finally end the habit for good. But the tobacco-free generation, at least in the short term, is unlikely to truly be tobacco free.

Generational tobacco bans were first proposed in 2010 by a group of researchers in Singapore. Around that time, less extreme anti-tobacco measures--such as media campaigns, clean-air laws, and taxes--had reduced smoking in many countries to such a point that public-health advocates started to seriously consider policies that could shrink rates to effectively zero. A tobacco "endgame," as it has become known, was in sight. "I want to stamp out smoking for good," Rishi Sunak, the former U.K. prime minister, said in a statement when he first proposed the plan in 2023.

Currently, U.K. residents need to be 18 or older to purchase cigarettes. The new generational ban will introduce a more unusual paradigm: Beginning on January 1, 2027, an 18-year-old born on New Year's Day 2009 will not be able to buy products such as cigarettes and chewing tobacco for the rest of their life. But a friend born one day earlier would face no such barrier. That means, as some critics of the ban have pointed out, that 18-year-olds will almost certainly bum cigarettes from older friends--the same way younger teens have acquired them since time immemorial. Data suggest that most adolescent British smokers get cigarettes for free from older people they know. In one study, in which researchers interviewed British smokers as young as 12 about how they obtained cigarettes, kids who waited outside of tobacco shops in the hopes that an older customer would buy for them reported mostly targeting people under 25.

Charles Fain Lehman: The end of cigarettes is coming

Lawmakers included language in the bill designed to dissuade older people from buying cigarettes for their underage acquaintances. But, more important, that issue will likely work itself out over time. By 2034, no one under 25 will be able to purchase cigarettes. And with each passing year, kids' sources of illegal cigarettes should progressively dwindle. Because having peers who smoke increases young people's chances of starting themselves, fewer kids being able to get their hands on cigarettes should have a ripple effect, dissuading more and more of their peers from experimenting. By 2079, no one under 70 will be legally able to smoke. It will become the habit not of teenage rebellion but of retirement homes.

This all depends, of course, on retailers actually following the law--a big if, according to some tobacco-control experts I spoke with. In a 2023 NHS survey, one-third of youth smokers reported regularly (and illegally) buying cigarettes from shops. "I don't think we should play down the need for enforcement," Nathan Davies, a doctoral fellow at the University of Nottingham who studies tobacco control, told me. And even if shopkeepers play by the rules, other people might not. Consider the small Himalayan nation of Bhutan, where all tobacco sales were banned in 2004 but cigarettes remained easy to access because a black market quickly cropped up. Those dealers didn't serve just existing smokers but also young children. In 2019, nearly a quarter of 13-to-15-year-olds in the country used tobacco.

Nigel Farage, the leader of the right-wing Reform U.K. Party, has repeatedly insisted that such a black market could appear in the U.K. too. But the country's experiment was not technically a generational tobacco ban, unlike the policy in the U.K., which was crafted to ensure that most current smokers can continue to buy their products legally, thus shrinking the profitability of any black market. The Bhutan and U.K. policies are "structurally so different in scope, sequencing, enforcement infrastructure, and market context that the comparison generates more confusion than insight," Kashish Aneja, who leads initiatives in Asia at Georgetown University's O'Neill Institute for National and Global Health Law, told me via email.

Read: What's so bad about nicotine?

No actual generational tobacco ban has existed for enough years to reveal its long-term effects. The Maldives, a small island nation south of India, implemented such a policy in November. Several Massachusetts towns have also passed similar bans. Brookline, a wealthy suburb of Boston, was the first, enacting its own version in 2021. Available data suggest the ban has had little effect on cigarette smoking thus far, but according to advocates, real change will take much more time. "It is a slow and gentle policy change which will result in changes over the mid and long-term," Mark Gottlieb, the executive director of the Public Health Advocacy Institute at the Northeastern University School of Law, told me in an email.

New Zealand's left-wing Labour Party passed a tobacco-free-generation policy in 2022. But the country's new center-right coalition government, on taking power in 2024, repealed the law before it went into effect. The government's stated reasons for the repeal were so that cigarette-tax revenue could pay for a slew of new tax cuts, and because, it was argued, the policy would have fueled illegal smuggling. Something similar might happen in the U.K. Farage, himself a smoker, has called the ban "puritanical" and vowed to repeal it if his party takes power.

He's probably not the only one who'd like to see that happen. Tobacco companies urged Parliament not to pass the law, arguing that it was discriminatory and would not prevent youth smoking--and would increase crime, to boot. "Every year from 2027 onwards a generational ban will hand more of the UK tobacco market to the serious organised criminal groups who will use the proceeds of illegal tobacco to fund activities including terrorism, weapons trading, the distribution of narcotics and people smuggling," Japan Tobacco International, which owns a number of the most popular cigarette brands in the U.K., wrote. (In a statement, a JTI spokesperson added to that list, writing, "Illegal tobacco in the UK has been linked to organized crime, including activities such as money laundering, human trafficking, and violence.") The tobacco industry, along with smokers'-rights groups, also aggressively courted certain U.K. conservatives as the new ban was being debated, hosting them for lunches and at least one party.

Read: The allure of smoking rises again

I asked several major British tobacco companies whether they would like to see the ban repealed, but they declined to answer, instead emphasizing that they will work with the U.K. government to determine how the law is implemented. If the industry wants to continue fighting the ban, they'll be aided by the fact that the policy will take so long to have real effects. A recent modeling study led by Davies found that the ban should result in smoking rates among people under 30 dropping below 5 percent--a commonly accepted goal of so-called endgame strategies--by 2049. That would give cigarette makers decades to publicize middling results, along with any instances of smuggling they can uncover.

Some proponents of tobacco-endgame policies have their own doubts about the feasibility of generational tobacco bans. Ruth Malone, a UC San Francisco professor who wrote one of the first articles articulating the idea of a tobacco endgame, has suggested that governments could instead pursue a "rapid ban" on cigarettes for people of all ages, additional restrictions on where tobacco can be sold, and prohibitions on all flavored tobacco products. Whereas generational bans give cigarette companies time to influence policy, Malone says, immediate policies would more quickly diminish the industry's profits, and thereby its power.

Read: America just kinda, sorta banned cigarettes

Despite the debate, generational smoking bans are broadly popular. A poll commissioned by the anti-smoking group Action on Smoking and Health found that 68 percent of English people support the new ban. In New Zealand, about 60 percent of voters opposed the country's about-face. Perhaps that's because smoking remains one of the world's leading causes of preventable death, or because the overwhelming majority of smokers regret ever starting. The new policy might not make much difference for today's teens, but decades from now, a new generation really might avoid that lifelong error--as long as the ban actually sticks around.
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The Real Reason Thomas Massie Lost

He broke the one rule of the MAGA Republican Party.

by Yair Rosenberg

Wed, 20 May 2026




Last night, Donald Trump notched the latest victory in his cross-country revenge campaign against political apostates. Ed Gallrein, a Navy SEAL backed by the president, soundly defeated the seven-term representative Thomas Massie in Kentucky's Fourth Congressional District. The 10-point drubbing followed the triumphs of other Trump-tapped challengers in primaries in Louisiana and Indiana, which effectively ended the careers of local legislators and a sitting U.S. senator who had angered the president.

"This is basic political management of a party," a senior White House adviser said yesterday, before the Kentucky contest. "You have to keep everybody on the reservation. Occasionally you have to shoot a hostage. The next one is Thomas Massie." Less than two hours after polls closed, Gallrein was projected as the winner.

Gallrein has an illustrious military resume, but he has never held elected office and barely campaigned for this one, skipping every debate with Massie. What Gallrein did have was Trump's endorsement, and that was all that mattered.

This decisive outcome underscores what should already have been obvious: Even as Trump's overall approval rating hits new lows, his hold on the Republican Party--and specifically its MAGA core--remains absolute. Contrary to months of breathless headlines, the president's base never deserted him and continues to punish those who defy him. That's because the MAGA movement is united, not by any particular set of ideological commitments but by commitment to a particular person.

Russell Berman: Why Thomas Massie thought he was different

Gallrein's final online ad was just 15 seconds long, and he never said a word in it. "This is a real hero," intoned a Trump voice-over. "Ed Gallrein has my complete and total endorsement." In a video filmed in the Oval Office and posted on the eve of the election, Trump was more explicit about what was really at stake in this clash. "Ed Gallrein, he's fantastic," the president declared. "But forget that. Massie is the worst congressman in the history of our country, always voting against Republicans and good values. So get rid of Thomas Massie." The next day, Republican voters obliged, and the Kentucky representative joined the ranks of Senator Bill Cassidy of Louisiana and Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene of Georgia as recent casualties of Trump's perpetual purge of the insufficiently subservient.

That list of victims is long and dates back to Trump's first term. It includes nearly all GOP members of Congress who voted to impeach the president, as well as the chairman of the House Freedom Caucus, who had the temerity to endorse Ron DeSantis over Trump in 2024. These people were drummed out of politics not because of their ideologies--some were establishment squishes, others hard-right gadflies--but because they violated the one real rule of the MAGA Republican Party: Never cross the boss.

Massie allied with Democrats to oppose Trump's Middle East policy and his handling of the Epstein files, and voted against Trump's signature tax-and-immigration bill. Louisiana's Cassidy voted to convict Trump after the January 6 riot. Indiana's local Republicans refused to redistrict the state according to the president's wishes. What united--and doomed--all of these soon-to-be-former legislators was not their politics but their refusal to fall in line.

This dynamic also explains why none of Massie's ideological attempts to defend his seat made a difference. As the tide turned against him, Massie leaned into anti-Israel advocacy as his closing argument. He told a reporter that if he lost, it would mean that "Israel controls this Congress," and joked that his opponent's phone number had an area code "in Tel Aviv," a line he repeated in his concession speech last night.

He also openly engaged with anti-Semitic ideas and influencers. The weekend before the election, Massie invited a select group of supporters to his homestead in northeastern Kentucky, including the Holocaust denier Ryan Matta, who previously posed for a photo with Massie and hugged him while wearing an American Reich shirt. At the gathering, Massie played banjo alongside David Reilly, an activist who has described himself as an "anti-Semite." In the final days of the campaign, a pro-Massie PAC ran an ad that superimposed a rainbow Star of David behind an image of Paul Singer, a conservative pro-Israel donor known to support LGBTQ causes. It warned that the ultraconservative Gallrein would bring "trans madness" to Kentucky at the Jewish donor's behest: "The gay mafia will own Eddie."

But whatever one thinks of Massie's anti-Israel activism and anti-Jewish insinuations, neither was the reason he was excised. A libertarian opponent of all foreign aid, Massie voted year after year against assistance to Israel with little consequence. The White House began plotting his ouster only after he voted against Trump's "big, beautiful bill" in May 2025. The Israel-critical Massie committed the same sin that prompted Trump to defenestrate the Israel hawk Liz Cheney: He defied a president who prized personal loyalty above all else and was punished by a GOP electorate that enforced their leader's litmus test.

Yair Rosenberg: The biggest myth about Trump's base (and why many believe it)

Massie and his allies knew that his break with Trump was his real liability, whether they admitted it or not. They ran ads emphasizing Massie's alignment with the president and others accusing Gallrein of being a "Trump hater" and "Trump traitor." On Election Day, the campaign sent a text message to voters touting Trump's endorsement of Massie in 2022--with the date removed. This prompted Trump to return to X for the first time in months to demand that Massie disavow the ruse.

Massie did not. But his campaign's desperation to deceive the electorate into thinking that he was actually allied with the president illustrates why he lost before the fight began: Even Massie's own advertising accepted the premise of the case against him. Pro-Trump and pro-Israel groups poured millions into the race against Massie, but the ads they aired worked only because Republican primary voters were primed to accept their argument that those disloyal to Trump had to go.

That the current Republican Party is defined by allegiance to a person rather than any principle is not a new development. "America First" has always meant Trump first. "All this time, I thought they were voting for libertarian Republicans," one astute Republican congressman mused to the Washington Examiner as far back as 2017, "but after some soul searching I realized when they voted for Rand and Ron [Paul] and me in these primaries, they weren't voting for libertarian ideas--they were voting for the craziest son of a bitch in the race. And Donald Trump won best in class, as we had up until he came along."

The politician who said that was Thomas Massie.
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Why Thomas Massie Thought He Was Different

He wrongly believed his popularity back home made him able to withstand a Trump-backed challenge.

by Russell Berman

Wed, 20 May 2026




For a long time, Representative Thomas Massie confidently defied an ironclad law of modern Republican politics--that to oppose President Trump was to start a ticking clock on your electoral career. "I'm not worried about losing," he told me last spring inside the Capitol, as he explained to a group of reporters the strength of his support within his Kentucky district.

Massie had already angered Trump just a few months into the president's second term, after clashing with him during his first. Massie voted against government-funding bills, criticized the president's tariffs, and would soon become one of the only Republicans in Congress to oppose Trump's One Big Beautiful Bill Act, which the fiscally hawkish Massie deemed irresponsible. Trump lashed out at Massie and vowed to find a primary opponent to defeat his bid for an eighth term; as early as last summer, the president's allies stood up a political-action committee to run ads attacking Massie in his district.

Still, Massie refused to fall in line. Over the next several months, he condemned Trump's military adventurism, including his unilateral attacks on Iran, and he helped lead a remarkably successful bipartisan effort to force the administration to release its trove of files on the disgraced financier and convicted sex offender Jeffrey Epstein. Massie, an iconoclast to his fans and an ineffective gadfly to his detractors, had always gone his own way in Congress. Maybe he believed he was uniquely positioned to withstand a Trump-backed barrage. Or perhaps he knew he was toast and had resolved to go down on his own terms.

Read: The 'crazy' plot to release the Epstein files

Either way, last night Massie met the same fate as so many of Trump's Republican critics: He lost his primary. In the end, Massie's campaign against Ed Gallrein, a Navy SEAL whom the president had personally recruited to run, wasn't particularly close. Gallrein won by about 10 points, and Massie conceded not long after the polls closed.

For months leading up to the primary, Massie had held up his race as an important test case for the Trump era: If he could criticize the president and win anyway, his victory would embolden other Republicans to speak out and vote against Trump when they felt compelled to, loosening his viselike grip on the party. As many as a dozen House Republicans, he told me last month, would then be "more liable to vote with their constituents instead of the party line."

That prediction, however, looked dubious even before Massie's defeat became clear, as Trump reasserted his dominance over the GOP elsewhere. Less than six months from the midterm elections, the president may be as unpopular as he's ever been with the general public. But inside the Republican Party, he remains the undisputed kingmaker.

In Indiana earlier this month, Trump-backed challengers defeated five of the seven Republican incumbents who sought reelection to the state Senate after opposing the president's push to adopt a newly gerrymandered congressional map. On Saturday in Louisiana, Senator Bill Cassidy finished third in a Republican primary after Trump endorsed one of his opponents. (Cassidy had voted to convict Trump during his second impeachment trial after the Capitol riot on January 6, 2021.) Trump likely sealed the defeat of another GOP incumbent, Senator John Cornyn, yesterday by endorsing a primary challenge from Texas Attorney General Ken Paxton, who had been leading in the polls.

Kentucky's Fourth District includes the suburbs of Cincinnati and Louisville and stretches east nearly 200 miles, close to the West Virginia border. Massie had hoped that his base of younger libertarian voters would turn out in sufficient numbers to overcome Gallrein's strength among older Republicans who wanted a representative more loyal to Trump. He had turned aside primary challengers before with relative ease. But the money Trump and his allies put behind Gallrein dwarfed anything Massie had previously faced. Pro-Israel groups, hostile to Massie because of his staunch opposition to the Iran war and aid to the Jewish state, spent millions to defeat him. Massie used Trump's attacks on him to raise plenty of his own funds, and the total spent on both sides swelled to some $33 million, making the race the most expensive House primary in U.S. history.

Read: The Republican who outsmarted Trump

Massie told reporters that his internal polling found that although most Republicans in his district still backed Trump, the president's support was notably weaker within the party than during his first term. (He also acknowledged that his position on Iran was unpopular among primary voters in the district.) But although Massie never renounced his criticism of Trump, he spent the final weeks of the campaign reminding his constituents that he sided with the president far more than he opposed him. "I agree with President Trump nearly all of the time," Massie said in one ad. In an April interview, Massie told me he had been willing to serve in Trump's Cabinet.

These efforts to downplay a long-running feud with the president seemed as good an indication as any that Massie knew he was in trouble. They also weren't enough to save him. As the end neared, his jocular lack of concern about his chances began to give way to equanimity at the prospect of defeat. Last night, after the race was called early, Massie appeared for his concession speech before the sun had set in Kentucky. "I would have come out sooner," he said, before taking a dig at his opponent's support from pro-Israel donors, "but it took a while to find Ed Gallrein in Tel Aviv." He seemed to harbor some bitterness but few regrets, even as he joined the growing number of Republicans who have taken on Trump and lost.
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The Most Interesting Part of Trump's Prayer Rally

It wasn't the speakers onstage.

by Stephanie McCrummen

Mon, 18 May 2026




By 10 a.m. yesterday, the line of people wishing to dedicate America to God was more than three hours long. They came ready with prayer flags to wave the Holy Spirit into action, and shofars to scatter demonic forces. They wore T-shirts declaring the sort of Christians they were. A muscular man wore one that read Prayer Warrior. A woman in cargo shorts announced that she was an Intercessor for America. An elderly woman wore one that read I Am the Weapon.

"You understand you're not going to be able to get in with that," a security guard told a man wheeling a huge cross toward the entrance to the National Mall, as thousands of people began spreading out across a swath of grass that many of them now considered a kind of occupied territory in a cosmic spiritual war.

"We are here to bring the Earth into alignment with God," a man named Joel Balin, who had come with a friend from Atlanta, told me. "To bring the kingdom of heaven to Earth."

The rally, called Rededicate 250, was billed as a "jubilee of prayer, praise and Thanksgiving" for "God's presence" in American history. It was part of a series of events celebrating the nation's anniversary put together by a Donald Trump-aligned nonprofit called Freedom 250, which is being funded by a public-private partnership that includes corporate donors such as Exxon Mobil, Lockheed Martin, and Palantir and for which Congress has allocated $150 million. Critics of the event denounced the reliance on government funds, the participation of administration officials, and the near-total lack of religious diversity as an attempt to make a certain version of Christianity a national religion. A minor protest went on outside the barricades--a small group of people holding signs supporting LGBTQ people, immigrants, and all of the other Americans they believed to be under threat from the Trump administration. They blasted metal music, and a woman with pink hair screamed into a bullhorn.

The people in line paid them little mind. The event was a long-sought triumph for those who came and for millions more grassroots believers who helped elect Trump twice, embracing prophecies that God anointed him for the great spiritual battle against demonic forces that they understand to be animating current events. This idea was the work of the apostles and prophets of the New Apostolic Reformation, a charismatic movement that began gathering momentum in the 1990s and is now the leading edge of the Christian right. Sunday was a clear display of the influence of the movement, whose leaders were instrumental in mobilizing voters to turn out in recent elections and to take part in the January 6 insurrection, when many people believed that they were taking the U.S. Capitol for God's kingdom.

Peter Wehner: The evangelicals who see Trump's viciousness as virtue

Speakers yesterday included Paula White-Cain, an apostle who now leads the White House Faith Office; Lou Engle, an apostle and prophet who is known for organizing the kind of mass-prayer gatherings that characterize the movement; and Guillermo Maldonado, an apostle who leads one of the largest Latino churches in the country, El Rey Jesus, in Florida. Administration officials including Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth and Secretary of State Marco Rubio, whose own theologies do not exactly align with the movement, told stories about God deploying miracles at key moments in the nation's history, leveraging these anecdotes to argue that the United States was founded to be a Christian nation. Historians say this is a clear misunderstanding of the American Revolution. Trump, just back from China, appeared in a prerecorded video in which he reads from the Old Testament, which seemed to be the same video that he had recorded for a marathon reading of the Bible last month. More revealing than any of these speakers, though, were the thousands of people willing to stand in line for three hours and then roast for seven more in the hot sun.

Balin, who leads a men's ministry called Wednesday Warriors, told me that by enabling the event, Trump was "opening up a door for us to do spiritual warfare," and that the very presence of so many believers gathered in the nation's capital was scattering demonic forces and advancing the kingdom. He said that church-state separation is a "myth" and that, really, any separation from God is a foolish denial of the cosmic reality of the spiritual battle under way. He said that people he knows are tired of "materialism" and "dualism" and "an Enlightenment mindset" that fails to account for how supernatural forces affect earthly life. "There are so many things happening in the supernatural realm, and in the ancient world and other cultures, they recognized this--there was no separation," he said. "I think we are rediscovering that as Americans."

It was past 11 a.m., and people were spreading out blankets on the green grass, taking selfies, and livestreaming to congregations back home. "This is Pastor John!" a man in a blue suit said into his cellphone. The crowd was mostly white, but many people I spoke with emphasized that their movement is international and multiethnic, even as some expressed skepticism about accepting Muslim and other non-Christian immigrants into the country. MAGA hats abounded.

Tim Alberta: My father, my faith, and Donald Trump

On the stage, the first of many praise bands blasted the surging worship music common in charismatic churches these days. People mouthed the words. A screen displayed what appeared to be two church windows, which sometimes were filled with images of stained glass, and sometimes with an American flag, and sometimes with swirling clouds and stars. In the crowd, several women danced free-form with prayer flags, and other people periodically blew a shofar, the hollowed-out ram's horn used in traditional Jewish services and considered in charismatic circles to be a tool of spiritual warfare. Two women from the central coast of California looked around.

"This is what we've been praying for, for our country to turn back to God," Debbie Cloud, a retiree, told me as she began to cry.

She and her friend Susan Fraze said that they are working on the long-shot campaign of an influential apostle named Che Ahn, who is running for governor of California as a write-in candidate. Cloud said that she attends a nondenominational church called Calvary Chapel. Fraze goes to a nondenominational church called the Bridge. Almost everyone I spoke with had some story about how they used to be Baptist, or Pentecostal, or Methodist but had found their way to churches with names such as Oasis and Free Chapel and Anchor and Abundant Harvest, the kind of nondenominational congregations that are growing as most denominations continue to decline. At least 15 percent of all American adults now identify as nondenominational, and most of them are embracing charismatic ideas about signs and wonders and spiritual warfare. Many people told me about their involvement with prayer groups, prayer rooms, prayer closets, and so-called prayer furnaces, spaces dedicated to intense, dayslong prayer sessions that people believe can shape the spiritual destiny of the country.

Under the shade of a tree, a man named Adriel Lam told me that he'd flown in from Hawaii, where he works for Capitol Ministries, an organization that seeks to bring prayer into state capitols. Lam is also running for Congress. He said that yesterday's gathering was more evidence that an outpouring of the Holy Spirit is under way across America, a moment that he described as "post-postmodernism."

"Modernism told us, Let's know our chemistry. Let's know our physics. Science can explain the world," he said. "Then postmodernism said, Let's question the foundations of everything. Post-postmodernism is people saying, Let's go back to zero. Let's go back to the first century, when Jesus united the physical and the spiritual. God is moving our generation for renewal."

On a blue towel in the grass, David Hitt, an accountant from Atlanta, huddled and kneeled with several friends. He told me afterward that they were submitting themselves to Jesus and aligning their spiritual posture with God.

"We underestimate what's going on in the invisible realm," he said. "Our assembly, our worship, our prayer is creating openings for God to do his will." He elaborated that he meant actual openings, portals where the Holy Spirit could enter into battle against actual demonic forces. He estimated that the prayer of just one person could put 1,000 demons in flight, and the prayer of two people could eject 10,000.

Stephanie McCrummen: The army of God comes out of the shadows

"So here we've got how many people focused on God?" he said, envisioning legions of demons fleeing the capital.

"Praise Jesus," someone said. A man walked by in a T-shirt that read Jesus is King, Repent or Die. Another wore one that read Blessed are those persecuted for righteousness.

Outside the metal barricades, the capital was quiet. People jogged and went to the Smithsonian, and beyond a block or so, you couldn't hear the music or the loud cheers when House Speaker Mike Johnson said, "We hereby rededicate the United States of America as one nation under God." Inside, though, the message was clear.

"We are the kingdom," a woman named Robin Noll, who'd come to Washington, D.C., on a bus with 29 others from western Pennsylvania, told me. "God is driving us into the battlefield."
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The Great Gen Z Dividing Line

The older ones and the younger ones may be voting in different ways.

by Faith Hill

Mon, 18 May 2026




A little less than two years ago, Gen Z underwent a rebrand. Donald Trump had just been reelected. Exit polls suggested that young voters--especially young men--had helped deliver the Republican victory. Rather suddenly, a generation associated with climate activism and trigger warnings became known for manosphere podcasts, fiscal conservatism, and gender relations so icy that they've contributed to the national panic about fertility rates.

But a lot has changed since 2024. Trump has begun a (thus far ineffectual) war with Iran, something he said wouldn't happen. His administration's handling of the Epstein files, where his name appears abundantly, has been criticized by Democrats and Republicans alike. He vowed to lower gas and grocery prices; instead, they keep rising. His approval ratings have hit record lows, and he's losing favor among crucial voting blocs such as independents and Latinos. Journalists and political commentators keep speculating and debating: Will the young men who moved rightward crawl back in the other direction?

Read: The not-so-woke Generation Z

That may depend, it turns out, on whether you're talking about young men--or even younger men. The spring 2026 Yale Youth Poll, released last month, found that a majority of respondents--and roughly 70 percent of the young adults--disapproved of Trump. Even with men under 30, the president lost ground compared with Yale's fall 2025 poll. But the data also revealed a dividing line: Among 23-to-29-year-old men, support for Democrats increased by 14 percentage points. Among 18-to-22-year-old men, it fell by a percentage point--even while their approval of Trump declined somewhat. The women in that youngest age group, meanwhile, make up the single most liberal population: further left than the slightly older Gen Z women.

Of course, you can splice and dice any cohort differently and come up with what's called a "microgeneration." But this poll echoed something I've heard in my reporting before: Gen Z, which encompasses people born from 1997 to 2012, splinters into an older and a younger group that tend to behave quite differently. Rachel Janfaza, who researches and writes about this age group, has referred to them as Gen Z 1.0 and 2.0. The generational researcher Meghan Grace described them to me as "Big Zs" and "Little Zs." Whatever you call them, the split seems like a meaningful one. You might think of Little Zs as the angstier siblings to their Big Z counterparts: more divided, less trusting, and even readier to shatter the status quo.



When you're young, everything around you might shape your still-nascent beliefs: your family, your neighborhood, but also the state of the world in that chapter in time, Patrick Egan, a public-policy professor at NYU, told me. Your politics, in adolescence and early adulthood, are in the process of "crystalizing." Just look at Gen Xers, he said, who came of age when Ronald Reagan was enjoying a popular presidency in the mid-to-late 1980s; perhaps partly for that reason, the group leans Republican compared with other generations.

Little Zs and Big Zs grew up nearly at the same time--but in different worlds. Big Zs might've texted their friends on flip phones; Little Zs grew up with smartphones, herded toward content by TikTok algorithms. Big Zs might have looked up assigned reading on SparkNotes, but Little Zs could use AI to write a high-school paper. Perhaps most important, Big Zs were already in college, or had even graduated, by the time COVID hit. That doesn't mean the pandemic wasn't difficult for many of them. But they'd done some real maturing--and gained some real self-understanding--before that blow. Little Zs were in middle or high school in 2020. They were at home when they should've been making new friends, breaking rules and getting grounded, falling in goofy early love.

The Little Zs who resented attending Zoom class and missing prom might have appreciated that many Republicans were criticizing school shutdowns, scorning mask mandates, and talking about personal freedom. More broadly, their anger with decision makers might have fed the anti-establishment impulse that researchers have noticed especially among younger Zoomers, who are "a lot less tethered," Egan said, "to the traditional ways that people even a little bit older than them have been thinking about politics for a long time." Many of them, he told me, like that Trump positions himself as a norm-flouting outsider to politics--despite the fact that he's a second-term president.

Read: 20-somethings are in trouble

Clearly the MAGA mentality has spoken to the men of Little Z in particular. Perhaps that's because many Republicans put a particular brand of masculinity on a pedestal at a time when these men were still developing a sense of self. They might have heard GOP leaders on "bro podcasts," Grace said, or seen them partner with the Ultimate Fighting Championship, and understood those efforts as an invitation: "Yes, your voice does matter. And we want it to be on our side." Now these men have graduated from high school. They're thinking about how they'll make a living. They're seeing that job growth is happening largely in traditionally female-dominated fields--health care, retail, social services--rather than in, say, manufacturing, Egan told me. And they're still hearing Trump claim he'll fix the economy.

Republicans might have spoken to Little Z women, too--to their money anxiety, their COVID trauma, their frustration with the status quo. But in other ways they've been turning those young women away. The 2021 Dobbs decision that struck down abortion protections may have been a particular blow for the women who are now in their early 20s. Grace and her colleague Corey Seemiller have been studying Zoomers' political ideology for years, and in 2021, they identified that Little Z men were starting to shift rightward compared with Big Z men. But they didn't see much of a shift at all among women. Then Dobbs happened, and young women lurched left. They were perhaps old enough to be having sex but young enough to be especially terrified of pregnancy, and of the thought that men would be telling them what to do about it.

Much has been written about the gender gap in Gen Z politics. But that split seems to be especially dramatic among Little Zs. Judging, in part, by the Yale poll results, "it may be more pronounced than anyone's really anticipated," Egan said. That divergence could have profound implications for not only future elections but also how Little Zs continue to relate to one another. Grace and Seemiller surveyed young women and found that, of the respondents who didn't plan to marry, a third said that was because they fear losing their independence. A lot of them, she said, feel like the men around them have already voted to take away their freedom.

Read: Young men aren't the only ones struggling

But the beliefs of Little Z, as much as they might be crystallizing, are not set in stone. Little Zs are different from Big Zs because they've been through different formative experiences--but also simply because they're younger. And many kinds of political figures, regardless of party, could still respond to their sense of disempowerment, their skepticism of elites, their hunger for authenticity. Egan has heard young voters talk glowingly not just of Trump but of Zohran Mamdani, Bernie Sanders, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez. "There's just tremendous choice," Egan told me--far more than when he, a member of Gen X, was younger. In his day, a 20-year-old didn't have nearly as many disparate voices--on TikTok, CNN, or Fox News, or in the halls of Congress--acknowledging their particular struggles. Now, he said, one "can find messages that really speak to that sense of precarity, that sense of upheaval."

If Trump keeps breaking his campaign promises, even Little Z men might turn toward other leaders. The midterms are around the corner. Young people don't tend to show up in great numbers, historically, but Grace reminded me that in 2018 and 2022, Zoomers had notably high midterm-election turnout for their age group. They're not like other generations; they're not even like one another. Someday, Little Zs won't be so little anymore--and their elders might be surprised by who they grow into.
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A Different Kind of Fading President

Joe Biden became quieter, while Donald Trump grows even louder.

by Jonathan Lemire

Mon, 18 May 2026




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

When Donald Trump took the oath of office last January, he was the oldest president to begin a term, clocking in at 78 years and 220 days. He replaced the man who formerly held that title, Joe Biden, who had dropped out of the race after it became quite obvious to the entire country that he had aged too much, too quickly. But as Trump himself grows older--traveling less, switching to more comfortable shoes, and seeming to nod off during meetings--his age isn't getting the same kind of scrutiny.

I have long thought that a reason for that is the president's sheer size. Trump stands 6 foot 3 and, according to his most recent physical, weighs 224 pounds (yes, questioning that number is a legitimate thing to do). He is a big presence in any room, as opposed to Biden, who grew visibly thinner as he got older, adding to the appearance of frailty. Trump is also LOUD; Biden's voice was frequently reduced to a gentle whisper. And Trump has the gift of omnipresence. His genius is in capturing attention. Biden's public schedule grew sparse, and he actively avoided generating news; Trump holds multiple events in front of the press nearly every day. He fills Americans' TV screens and social-media feeds seemingly nonstop, with an almost-unspoken message: How could he be fading if he's everywhere?

But as Trump turns 80 next month, his recent behavior should prompt even more questions than usual about his stability, judgment, and mental sharpness. Among the points of concern: a late-night social-media storm a few days ago featuring more than 50 messages, many strewn with dangerous or nonsensical misinformation, which followed a similar Truth Social broadside weeks earlier; an apocalyptic threat to wipe out a civilization; more and more insults ("nasty," "stupid," "ugly," "treasonous") hurled at reporters; appearing to fall asleep in public, sometimes twice in one week; deep bruises on his hands, which are covered in makeup and accompanied by confusing explanations; and long, odd tangents in speeches that seem longer and odder than his usual tangents. Never known for his ability to self-censor, Trump seems to have completely abandoned any sort of filter, tossing out messages from one extreme (He's glad that Robert Mueller is dead!) to the other (actually, Trump is Jesus and shall heal the sick).

Biden's team relentlessly pushed back against worried murmurings about his age and ability to handle the responsibilities of the presidency, and, for a while, the storyline was mostly relegated to the background. Democrats who had concerns bit their tongue. The president had enough good days to allow his aides to try to dismiss the narrative as a right-wing talking point, while encouraging allies--and some in the media--to look the other way. But then Biden's deficiencies burst into the open with his faltering, confused performance in a general-election debate that was followed by a wave of recriminations and finger-pointing that continues among Democrats and journalists to this day.

Trump's White House, as you'd expect, has also vehemently brushed away concerns about having another octogenarian in the White House. Those close to him say that, yes, Trump moves a little slower these days, but that he's still a commanding, charismatic force. That's just it: Whereas Biden noticeably changed, Trump appears in many ways to be the same. He's always been erratic; he's always been bombastic. But as Trump has aged, he's becoming a purer, less filtered version of himself. Because the changes are less obvious, they've drawn less attention. For now, at least.

The differences between first-term Trump and second-term Trump are numerous. One of the biggest: He has dramatically scaled back his travel. Though he has taken several foreign trips, including one last week to China, his domestic travel schedule is nowhere near as busy as it was in his first term, and months of White House promises that it would ramp up have gone unfulfilled. Trump has long prized what his staff deems "executive time"--unstructured hours in the morning usually filled by watching cable TV and using his phone--and he rarely has a public event before late morning.

Once in public, Trump's remarks continue to feature many of his longtime hallmarks--disdain for scripts, a disregard for time, mixing up names and facts, and an impulse to say whatever pops into his head. But these days the displays of disinhibition are more pronounced, and many include seemingly aimless stories and distracted observations. (Take, as just one example, a White House Christmas reception five months ago when Trump spent nearly 10 minutes telling a story that involved a White House doctor--actually two White House doctors--and Barack Obama's daughters and a poisonous snake in Peru. He interrupted himself to mention his own brush with death and to claim that his health is better than that of Obama or George W. Bush. "Trump is in the best health of all," he said.)

A White House spokesperson ignored my long list of questions about Trump's behavior and changes to his schedule and quickly sent me a personalized statement. "Here's where you're wrong, Jonathan," White House Communications Director Steven Cheung told me. "President Trump has done more public events and has engaged with the press more than any other president in history."

Republican lawmakers have, for years, given Trump notoriously wide latitude for his behavior. ("I haven't seen the tweet" became an entire meme of deflection.) But some have quietly begun to wonder about the president's judgment, particularly when it comes to political priorities. Gone is the promised attention to the economy and lowering prices. Instead, Trump's focus is often on grandiose ways to burnish his own legacy, including trying to seize foreign lands and build over-the-top monuments to himself ("No one wants an arch when people can't afford to buy gas," one Republican lawmaker told me about Trump's plans for a 250-foot monument, inevitably dubbed the Arc de Trump, between the Lincoln Memorial and Arlington National Cemetery). When the president departed Beijing on Friday, one of his first China-related social-media posts from Air Force One was not about any deal struck in the summit but rather on the host nation's grand ballroom and how the U.S. should have one too.

Read: The YOLO presidency

Trump has also switched to more comfortable shoes, tossing aside the dressier pairs he used to wear for $145 Florsheims, and then giving them to aides, an act of generosity that--call me cynical here--also makes his own pair stand out less. Then there are his hands: Throughout this term, Trump has sported a deep bruise on his right hand, which at times is covered up (poorly) with makeup. When asked about it, he has said he takes a lot of aspirin to have "thin blood," perhaps to ward off clots, strokes, or heart attacks. White House aides have said that leads to bruising after handshakes. But in recent weeks, the bruising has also been spotted on his left, non-shaking hand.

Trump now notably delivers far more of his remarks while seated. In his first term, he typically spoke behind a podium either in the Oval Office or elsewhere in the White House. Now the standard configuration is Trump sitting behind the Resolute Desk, while officials and aides fan out behind him. And sometimes, while sitting in that chair, Trump's eyes ... begin ... to ... close. In what has become fodder for late-night comics and liberals on social media, Trump has had his eyes shut for a suspiciously long time, as if he might be sleeping, at a number of events lately. Trump aides have strenuously denied this, suggesting that the president is simply listening intently. Last Monday, when a reporter observed on X that Trump's eyes were closed during an Oval Office event on maternal health care, the official White House Rapid Response account retorted, "He was blinking, you absolute moron." If true, this blink lasted for at least 10 seconds.

Maybe Trump is tired because he's up late. He has long boasted about how little sleep he needs, and reporters covering his two terms have grown accustomed to news made by social media both early in the morning and late at night. But even the wild Twitter sprees of his first term have been eclipsed by some of the Truth Social barrages of late. Aides long ago stopped trying to curb Trump's social-media habits, even if they sometimes create political problems. The posts are normally created (or found to repost) by longtime aide Dan Scavino, other times by Trump's executive assistant, Natalie Harp. They will bring printouts of the posts to Trump, who signs off on every one. But sometimes he just posts on his own. The White House wouldn't tell me whether that is the case during these late-night spewfests.

Trump's audience on Truth Social (which he owns) is far smaller than the one he had on Twitter--12.6 million versus 111.4 million--and that, at times, has seemed to limit awareness of his posting. (Trump was kicked off of Twitter after the January 6, 2021, Capitol riots; he was reinstated after Elon Musk bought the site two years later, but the president now prefers his own platform.) One night in December, he posted nearly 160 times, the most in one go during his second term. In February, he posted a racist video that depicted Barack and Michelle Obama as monkeys. Early last month, he threatened Iran by saying "a whole civilization will die tonight." A few days later, he decreed Pope Leo "WEAK on Crime." And then overnight into the early morning hours of April 13, Trump amplified dozens of posts, including one that depicted him as Jesus. In just a few days, Trump had offended adherents of multiple religions and drew criticism from even some of his most loyal supporters. He eventually deleted the post that depicted him as the son of God, but only after absurdly claiming that he thought it showed him as a doctor, not Jesus. Last Monday night, his account posted 55 messages between 10:14 p.m. and 1:12 a.m., including a mix of his own thoughts and a slew of reposts of multiple messages that falsely claimed the 2020 election was stolen and called for Obama's arrest.

Read: Trump voters are over it

The strain on the president is obvious: The nation he leads is at war; the economy he promised to revive is teetering; and his approval ratings are falling. His behavior has renewed Democrats' calls to invoke the Twenty-Fifth Amendment to remove the president from power for not being able to serve. (That would require the Cabinet to act and is a nonstarter.) Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer has called Trump "an extremely sick person," and his counterpart in the House, Hakeem Jefferies, deemed the president "unhinged" and "out of control."

But it's not just Democrats. Some former Trump allies have also questioned his psychological fitness, and a poll released last week found that 59 percent of Americans believe that Trump does not have the mental sharpness it takes to lead the country. But Republicans in Congress have defended Trump, and the White House, which always touts the president's stamina, has mocked any suggestion that he was not up for the job.

That defensiveness reminds me of just how aggressively Biden's aides would push back at journalists who dared to ask questions about his age. It's worth revisiting how Biden's declining health was shielded by those around him.

Biden's age had been front and center during his 2020 campaign, and even some of his Democratic primary opponents wondered whether he was "declining" or "forgetting" things. He never formally vowed to serve only one term, but it was the expectation among many Democrats, and some in Biden's inner circle, that he would act as a transitional figure, one who would vanquish Trump and steer the nation out of the coronavirus pandemic before stepping aside. He took the oath of office at age 78, the oldest man ever to serve as president. (He was 78 days older at the start of his term than Ronald Reagan was when he ended his.) But Biden enjoyed remarkable legislative success in his first two years, and then Democrats fared surprisingly well in the 2022 midterms.

With hindsight, many Democrats believe that had Biden announced then that he would step down after four years, he would have been remembered as one of the more accomplished recent presidents. Of course, he did not. Trump's comeback on the Republican side fueled the belief among those close to Biden that he had to stay in the fight; he had beaten Trump once, and only he could do it again. But Biden's decline, which was already the source of Washington whispers, seemed to accelerate in full public view. White House aides furiously fought any suggestion that Biden, then 81, was too old to run again, too old to serve another four years (he'd have been 86 when he left office in January 2029), and pushed back against any Democrats who suggested that their party needed a new, younger standard-bearer. They chided reporters who wrote about it.

Read: How Biden destroyed his legacy 

Stories came anyway. Then came the disastrous debate in Atlanta, and the three-plus weeks of calls for Biden to drop out of the race, a rancorous fight that nearly tore the Democratic Party apart. Trump, in private, boasted to aides that his "Sleepy Joe" nickname for Biden was spot-on, even as his own advanced age received less attention. "It was fair to ask about Trump's health in 2024, but Democrats were afraid to do it because it would boomerang on Biden," Larry Sabato, a political scientist at the University of Virginia, told me. Veterans of Biden's White House have expressed regret that their West Wing did not fully understand the groundswell of reservations about the president's age, and some believe it grew too insular and overly protective of the president. Andrew Bates, who was the senior deputy press secretary for Biden, told me that their "outdated approach to media undercut Joe Biden's superpower--his connection with working people."

In Bates's view, Trump has a different problem, one that exposes the president for who he really is. "The most obvious impact of age on him is that he has lost the capacity to pretend he cares about other people," Bates said.

The White House announced this week that Trump will undergo a medical and dental checkup on May 26, which will be his fourth publicly disclosed doctor's visit in his second term. (He has also had two dental visits in Florida.) Last year he had an annual physical in April 2025, and then what the White House described as a "routine yearly checkup" in October. Across his terms, Trump has bragged repeatedly about acing multiple cognitive tests, a boast that only raises more questions.

Many presidents have faced inquiries about their physical and mental health. Reagan seemed to slip late in his presidency in the years before he announced that he had Alzheimer's. Franklin D. Roosevelt was in poor health before dying just a few months into his fourth term. Woodrow Wilson suffered a debilitating stroke. Abraham Lincoln battled depression. Dwight Eisenhower had a major heart attack. And some of Richard Nixon's own aides privately worried about his drinking and his mental stability.

Nixon often utilized the "madman theory," in which he would act unstable to intimidate foes and achieve better results. Trump's aides say he does the same, including in his genocidal threats toward Iran; they are comfortable with that comparison to Nixon. But they may soon face more similarities with Biden.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/05/aging-president-trump-health/687194/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Stephen Miller's New Recusals

The top White House adviser has stepped back from AI, space, and the Paramount merger.

by Michael Scherer, Ashley Parker

Fri, 15 May 2026




When Paramount CEO David Ellison wanted to throw a Washington dinner party last month "honoring the Trump White House," he got a helping hand from Katie Miller, the MAGA podcaster and onetime White House strategist. She sent follow-up invites to top Trump aides to encourage attendance for the "intimate gathering" at the U.S. Institute of Peace ahead of the White House Correspondents' Dinner on April 25.

The party turned a traditional celebration of the CBS News White House team into a high-profile corporate flex. Ellison, who is seeking federal approval for his company's takeover of Warner Bros. Discovery, ended up sitting at the same table as President Trump and in the same room as Miller's husband, the Trump adviser Stephen Miller, and other senior administration officials, including acting Attorney General Todd Blanche, whose department is currently reviewing the deal.

Katie Miller's involvement was not entirely unexpected. For months before, she had been talking informally with Paramount brass about selling her media property, The Katie Miller Podcast, to the news-media giant as it expands its offerings, according to two people familiar with the plans who spoke anonymously because they were not authorized to discuss the nonpublic information. Those talks, which were first reported by Axios, have yet to result in a finalized sale, the people familiar with the matter said.

But the conversations were serious enough that months earlier, Stephen Miller--who has a near-boundless role overseeing policy as deputy chief of staff--told the White House that he would recuse himself from all issues around Paramount's efforts to win control of Warner, which he had not previously worked on, the White House spokesperson Abigail Jackson told us.

Stephen also recused himself last year from matters involving artificial intelligence because Katie, a longtime adviser to Elon Musk, had maintained a part-time consulting contract with xAI, the owner of the Grok chatbot and the social-media company X. When SpaceX purchased xAI in February, Miller also recused himself from space issues, Jackson added.

"Katie Miller is an accomplished professional in her own right with over a decade of senior government and media experience--Stephen is incredibly proud of what his wife has achieved through her own hard work," Jackson told us in a statement. "He fully complies with all ethics recommendations and rules and regularly consults with White House ethics officials to address any potential conflicts of interest."

Stephen Miller has not recused himself from matters related to sponsors of Katie's podcast, however, because the White House counsel has concluded that sponsorships differ from consulting arrangements. A White House official told us, when we inquired about this, that Stephen nonetheless makes a point not to interact with the sponsors of his wife's podcast, including companies and trade groups that have been actively seeking favor from Trump and his team.

Read: Stephen Miller in retreat

Several people familiar with the operation, who spoke with us on the condition of anonymity, criticized Katie Miller, saying that her pitch to guests--who have included Cabinet secretaries and corporate leaders with interests before the White House--is inextricably tied to her marriage to Stephen, one of Trump's most senior advisers. Some also charged that advertisers are coming to the show for similar reasons. People familiar with her pitch told us they felt like Miller was explicitly selling access.

Allies of Katie Miller contest this characterization. No evidence has surfaced that either of the Millers has done anything to help a podcast sponsor outside of the show. Another person involved in some partnerships told us that the podcast sponsorships reflected standard industry practices and terms, and did not include any services out of the norm.

Katie Miller, who launched the lucrative podcast in August after leaving work at the White House, has built her audience around unusually intimate conversations with top Trump administrations officials and their spouses, whom she knows socially and professionally. The podcast sponsors include the Southern Company, a major utility; the American Beverage Association, which represents the makers of sugary soda; Polymarket, an online prediction market; and the Merchants Payments Coalition, a group pushing for legislation to reduce credit-card swipe fees.

A purchase by Paramount would be a major win for Miller. She has made no secret of her affection for the company or her dislike of one of its major rivals, Netflix. When Netflix appeared to have an upper hand in acquiring Warner this spring, Miller took to X to accuse the Netflix co-founder Reed Hastings of overseeing "the push of sexualized & trans content to minors" on the streaming service; she also attacked the Netflix board member Susan Rice, a former adviser to President Biden, charging that the left is "hellbent on destroying our country and corrupting our kids." (Paramount's corporate team did not pay or ask for her social-media posts, a company insider told us.)

An acquisition would also bring Paramount's growing network of news properties even closer to the inner sanctum of the Trump administration. Last year, Ellison appointed new leadership at CBS News that has revamped programming in ways that some insiders view as more sympathetic to Trump and his movement. CBS employees told The New York Times in April that they were taken aback by the existence of the "intimate gathering" honoring the Trump administration, which used the CBS logo on its invitation.

Ellison has met repeatedly with Trump, as has his father, Oracle founder Larry Ellison, who is a major Republican donor and a financial backer of the media company. In July, Paramount agreed to pay $16 million, largely to the president's future library, to settle a civil lawsuit by Trump over a 2024 60 Minutes segment that had been edited in a way he believed to be unfair. The settlement was widely seen as an effort to secure approval from the Trump administration for Paramount's 2025 merger with Ellison's company, Skydance.

The Ellisons' vision for media has become a shorthand for the kind of coverage that the people inside Trump's inner circle believe they deserve--and some have voiced their support for Ellison directly controlling CNN if regulators approve the pending merger with Warner Bros. Discovery. "The sooner David Ellison takes over that network, the better," Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth said earlier this year at a Pentagon briefing in which he criticized CNN's coverage.

Listen: Rupert Murdoch gets his Succession finale 

Katie Miller, a veteran of the first Trump administration who once worked for Vice President Pence, began working again for Trump after the 2024 election, when she helped sherpa Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. through the Senate confirmation process. In the first months of Trump's second term, she worked as a special government employee, primarily as an adviser to Musk and his Department of Government Efficiency. She stopped working for Musk full-time in August but maintained a part-time consulting relationship with his company.

Miller launched her podcast by nabbing an interview with Vice President Vance, then had extended conversations with then-Attorney General Pam Bondi, then-Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche, and Kennedy. She has also persuaded leaders such as FBI Director Kash Patel, House Speaker Mike Johnson, and Hegseth to make appearances with their partners. New York Stock Exchange President Lynn Martin, UFC boss Dana White, the Palantir co-founder Joe Lonsdale, and United Airlines CEO Scott Kirby have made appearances, as have celebrities such as the former NBA player Tristan Thompson and the actor Jenny McCarthy.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/05/katie-miller-paramount-cbs-ellison/687172/?utm_source=feed
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A New Kind of Family-Separation Crisis

At the airport in La Lima, Honduras, planeloads of people arrive every day--many without their children.

by Caitlin Dickerson

Fri, 15 May 2026


A deportee named Jhonny looks at a photo of his daughter in the United States. (Sofia Valiente for The Atlantic)



Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.

Early one morning behind the airport in La Lima, Honduras, before the first planeload of deportees landed, Sister Idalina Bordignon was meeting with her staff about an unsettling situation. Every day, parents were arriving without their children, and they were asking questions like What do I do if I don't know where my child is? and Do I lose my rights as a parent if I'm deported? An American aid worker suggested a quick analysis of each case to determine which agencies or nonprofits might help the families. We'll never have time for all this, Idalina thought. The Trump administration was sending too many people to Honduras too quickly, and soon the reception center that she oversees would be packed with more than 100 people who were exhausted, hungry, and in shock. They would need to be processed into the country as quickly as possible to make room for the next planeload.

Shackled to a seat on one of those planes was a 39-year-old single mother named Claudia. After she emerged from the reception center in a detainee sweatsuit, looking teary and depleted, she told me her story in the parking lot. She'd fled Honduras in 2023 because her ex-partner's girlfriend was stalking her and had physically attacked her, and she'd settled in Atlanta with her 11-year-old son. In December she was arrested for driving without a license and spent three and a half months in ICE detention, where she pleaded to be reunited with her son, but was ignored. "I really wanted to bring him with me," Claudia said. "Being with him is my top priority." A cousin said he would start saving money to get her son a passport and bring him to Honduras, but it was unclear when that would happen.


Outside the deportee reception center in La Lima (Sofia Valiente for The Atlantic)



Since retaking office, Donald Trump has sent hundreds of thousands of immigrants like Claudia into the deportation pipeline, where many are transferred from facility to facility--losing access to their families, lawyers, and journalists--before being sent abroad. ICE was holding 60,000 people in custody as of early April; 71 percent have no criminal convictions. The agency is detaining people who are in the middle of applying for legal status, and the Justice Department has directed hard-line immigration judges to deny bail and ICE attorneys to pursue deportations as vigorously as possible. "The only process invaders are due is deportation," Stephen Miller, Trump's chief immigration adviser, said in November.

I went to Honduras in late March to see the consequences of this mass expulsion. For more than 20 years, deportation flights arrived in La Lima five days a week; now they arrive every day, often more than once. Over the three days I was there, five planes delivered 479 people in shackles to a private airstrip. They were loaded into an old school bus and driven to the reception center, at the end of a dirt road.

The scene every day is chaotic. New arrivals are handed a cup of coffee, a burrito, and a bag with their personal belongings, then rushed through a series of cubicles where the Honduran government records their return. Volunteer doctors examine those who are visibly ill, injured, or pregnant. In between flights, the staff tries to advise people on common crises: ICE has separated them from their children or spouse, or they have no home to return to in Honduras, or a gang or ex-partner wants them dead. Idalina takes calls from families who are trying to track down lost relatives, and searches for their names on flight manifests.

Eight years after Trump backed away from the most controversial project of his first presidency--separating children from their parents at the border--I saw a new kind of separation crisis playing out. This time, the administration is dividing more families by greater distances than before, by expelling parents without their children, en masse. ICE policy requires officers to ask detainees, in each interaction, if they are the parent of a minor child, and to reunite families before deportation, or obtain a sworn statement from parents who choose to leave their child with a designated guardian. But Congress hasn't codified these rules into law. And the policy is sprinkled with caveats such as "when operationally feasible" and "ICE reserves its right to make case-by-case removal decisions." DHS officials have told me that the White House's guidance has been clear: Nothing should slow down deportations.

Read: They never thought Trump would have them deported

In response to questions about this story, an ICE spokesperson said that the agency doesn't separate families, that parents are given the option of being deported with their children, and that officers are following policies in a way that is consistent with previous administrations.

Of the 40 people I interviewed outside the reception center in La Lima, 24 said they had to leave children behind in the United States. Most said they were never asked about being a parent. One single mother said that when she was detained, an officer wrote on her documents that she was childless, and told her it "doesn't matter" that she was being separated from her 3-year-old.

Most of these children were now with their other parent; some were with other relatives or friends, and some were in U.S.-government custody. Fifteen of them were younger than 5 years old, and four were infants. Almost all of the parents had no idea when they would see their children again.


A short-term migrant shelter run by the Scalabrinians (Sofia Valiente for The Atlantic)



A few days before I arrived in Honduras, a young man with a machete broke into the gated compound where Sister Idalina lives, a 10-minute ride from the airport, in a ramshackle neighborhood divided by a center road. A gang called Barrio 18 controls one half, MS-13 the other. The intruder tied a rope around Idalina's wrists and ankles. As she resisted, he cut a slice down the side of one of her hands. He demanded American dollars but she didn't have any, so he took her cellphone, shoes, clothing, a gas tank, and a blender.

The attack on a nun in a heavily Catholic country was a reminder that "no one is untouchable here," Alessia Villamar Castro, who volunteers with Idalina as part of the Italian Scalabrinian order, told me. Their religious work is unpaid, so in La Lima they sustain themselves by working for the Honduran government at the reception center. Recently, they opened a short-term shelter in their compound for people who arrive with nowhere to go.


Deportees, family members, and law enforcement gather outside the reception center. (Sofia Valiente for The Atlantic)



Deportees from the United States are especially vulnerable to robbery and kidnapping because gangs and bandits assume that their families can pay larger ransoms. The Scalabrinians told me that since last fall, at least three have been murdered within days of their arrival. Alessia said she scans each new group at the center for anyone who might be facing an active threat. They tend to hang back, as if scared to walk out the front door. It's too risky to house those people at the shelter, so she refers them directly to the Honduran government for protection.

Outside the reception center, I met a woman named Nora waiting to pick up her son, Jarol. She told me that, years ago, another son was killed 18 days after being deported, for reasons the family still doesn't understand. Then, in 2021, Jarol was attacked here by men who cut off half of one of his fingers and left him bleeding in the street, so he fled to the United States. "We were thinking that it was a safer country," she said, explaining that Jarol had applied for asylum and was working in Miami when ICE arrested him. Now he was being sent back into danger. "This is a disaster," Nora said. (I'm identifying people by only their first name to avoid putting them at greater risk, and I corroborated their immigration and biographical details using public records.)

A few of the new arrivals were greeted with hugs and kisses and welcome balloons that locals were selling down the road. But many hadn't had advance notice that they were being deported. They sat down on a concrete bench and called relatives, looking for someone to take them in. A man with a bag of cash strapped to his chest was hawking lempiras in exchange for U.S. dollars, promising the deportees a better rate than they would get in the streets.

Some of the people I met had been away so long, they had nothing to return to in Honduras (nearly half of all unauthorized immigrants in the U.S. have been there 20 years or longer). A woman named Denia told me she'd lived in Texas for 26 years, since she was 18. She arrived in La Lima wearing the pink knit shirt and Crocs she'd worn to work as a gas-station cook in February, when she was arrested. Her mobile home was about to be repossessed because she hadn't been able to work and couldn't pay the mortgage. Denia said her teenage son, who was staying with her sister, wouldn't take her calls. He had wanted her to hire a lawyer and continue appealing her case from detention in Laredo, but the facility was filthy and cold, she said, with a wretched smell and cruel staff. She tried to explain to her son that it was futile to keep fighting under the current administration. She thought she was going to lose eventually, no matter what, so she accepted a deportation order. (Asylum grant rates are plummeting because the Justice Department has fired scores of immigration judges it considered too lenient.) "They're collapsing families," Denia said. "I had everything there. I had a house. I've lost everything. Everything, everything, everything."


Jhonny left his wife and 3-year-old daughter in Arizona. (Sofia Valiente for The Atlantic)



A man named Jhonny, detained in Phoenix in February, started to hyperventilate as he told me about seeing his 3-year-old daughter on video calls. "She wants to give me a kiss and hug me, and I can't," he said. "It just kills me." He was peeling off the skin around his fingernails, and he lifted his baseball cap to show me that his hair had been falling out in chunks, from stress. After he lost his asylum case, his wife, a lawful permanent resident, filed a petition for him to gain legal status through her. It was still pending when ICE showed up at a job site where he was installing fiber optics and arrested him, despite his valid work permit. "I told everyone, 'I have a 3-year-old daughter. I'm married,'" he recalled. "They said, 'We can't do anything.'"

From the April 2026 issue: 'America doesn't want my children or grandchildren'

Again and again, I heard about legal immigration processes that were cut short, and arrests that deportees believed were based on racial profiling alone. Luis, a 20-year-old with a mop of curly hair, said an officer provided no justification for pulling him over in Jacksonville, Florida, while he was driving to McDonald's. He was detained despite having a driver's license, a work permit, and a court date scheduled for 2028. A bystander who was listening to us chimed in: "They are pulling over every work truck in the state of Florida." Adelmo, a slim 53-year-old wearing a polo shirt, said he also had a work permit and a driver's license, and a court date this spring. But a police officer had pulled him over in Corpus Christi, Texas, claiming that his license plate was scratched, even though Adelmo said the plate was clearly readable. In ICE custody, he met men who'd been fighting deportation for more than a year and had little hope of being released. When he walked out of the reception center in La Lima, he was carrying a meticulously organized folder of evidence to present to an immigration judge, but said he'd given up his asylum case in despair.

The reception-center staff transports most of the new arrivals to a bus terminal 30 minutes away, in San Pedro Sula; Honduras's new Trump-aligned president eliminated a cash-assistance program for deportees, but the government still provides a one-way bus ticket to anywhere in the country. I found a man named Cristian pacing in the parking lot one afternoon, waiting for a ride to the terminal. He said he had already tried and failed to get back to his family in Wilmington, North Carolina. After first being deported late last year, he crashed with a childhood friend in Tegucigalpa for two months, but couldn't stand that his wife, who doesn't work, was overwhelmed with parenting their 6- and 7-year-old sons alone as their savings ran out. Cristian had lived in the United States more than a decade, and said his parents and siblings were there, too. Border Patrol agents caught him after he crossed illegally into southern Arizona. Now he was back where he started.

Massaging her pregnant belly on a bench outside the center, a woman named Ana told me that she made a similar choice to get back to her 14-year-old daughter and 9-year-old son in Atlanta, where she had been living without authorization for 13 years. After Ana was caught driving without a license and deported in September, her daughter stopped eating and floundered in school. When Ana reached Honduras, she discovered that she was pregnant, which she said gave her another reason to get back to Georgia. She was apprehended at the border and detained until being deported again, less than two months from her due date. Most of her relatives live in the United States, so she plans to stay with her in-laws in Honduras until giving birth, and then decide what to do next. "I'm trying to stay calm for the baby," she said.

Both Cristian and Ana said it would be too dangerous to move their children to Honduras. Though the country's homicide rate has halved since the 2010s, when it spurred an exodus to the United States, it remains one of the highest in the world. Gangs terrorize civilians and demand monthly "protection" payments. Refusing to pay can be a death sentence, and Hondurans rarely call the police, who are likely to protect the gangs, extort victims, or do nothing.

As a group prepared to head to the bus terminal, Jhonny, the father who worked in fiber optics, said he would rather wait for his brother to pick him up, even if it meant sitting in the parking lot for hours. Boarding a bus full of deportees felt like attaching himself to a moving target.


Ana was seven months pregnant when she was deported to Honduras. (Sofia Valiente for The Atlantic)



Reunifying separated families may prove to be a logistical nightmare, as well as an emotional one. Parents will have to navigate a multinational maze of government agencies. Many of them will issue travel documents or approve custody decisions for a child only with the consent of all of their legal guardians, which is difficult to secure if one or both parents have been deported. And these children have varied nationalities; some are Honduran or U.S. citizens, while others were born on the family's migration journey, which means the process could involve a third country's government and procedures.

From the September 2022 issue: 'We need to take away children'

"We know that, right now, solutions are super, super complicated," Amy Escoto, the aid worker who was addressing the La Lima reception-center staff on my second morning here, told me. "Sometimes the only way to succeed is with persistence." Amy works for Kids in Need of Defense, one of the numerous U.S. advocacy groups that are racing to respond to the fallout from Trump's deportation campaign, with less funding and at greater risk of retaliation than in the president's first term. KIND had created a guide to the bureaucratic maze, with QR codes and maps, but Sister Idalina raised her hand, looking concerned. She pointed out that the staff was already overextended, and a pamphlet wouldn't make this process navigable for frantic parents. "Even if the mother has all of this, sometimes her anxiety and nervousness can make it difficult for her to access these resources," Idalina said. "And I think it's very important that someone is here to listen, reassure her, and follow up."

"You're absolutely right," Amy replied. "Right now, we're doing everything we can."

Groups like KIND are stretched thin because they are essentially acting alone, without government support. When other countries have challenged Trump's immigration-enforcement blitz, he has bullied them into submission. Since retaking office, he has deported people in annual numbers similar to Barack Obama's and Joe Biden's, but he's eliminated safeguards intended to prevent the kind of pain and chaos on display in La Lima. Obama eventually blocked ICE from deporting most people who didn't have serious criminal records, and allowed sole caregivers of minor children to remain in the country if they reported for ICE check-ins. Biden did, too. Under Trump, deportations are happening so quickly that ICE routinely delivers people to La Lima who are not pre-cleared by the Honduran government, so they have to be returned to the U.S. on the plane they arrived in.

ICE disputes that people are deported before their identities have been confirmed, and said that claims of poor detention conditions are false. An agency spokesperson told me that ICE encourages people without legal status to leave the U.S. voluntarily through its CBP Home app, or face arrest and deportation without a chance to return.

Coyotes used to linger outside the reception center, ready to ferry people back to the border. But now they don't bother. Demand to return has fallen among deportees, even though their families in the U.S. are struggling. A man named Osman, wearing a construction shirt still splattered with paint, cried as he told me that his disabled wife, a U.S. citizen, had moved into a homeless shelter in Tucson, Arizona, because she couldn't work or pay the rent. "She's completely dependent on me," he said. "I took her to the doctor every week." Another man, whom I'll call Edwin, said that to avoid losing their apartment, his wife had continued working, creating a child-care emergency for their 4- and 12-year-old children, who had never been left alone before.

Speaking gently and with a stutter, Edwin said the family had moved to a Dallas suburb in 2023, after gang members started threatening them. (I'm referring to him by a pseudonym because the threat is ongoing.) They applied for asylum, and Edwin and his wife secured work permits. He did construction during the day and watched their children at night, when she worked as a janitor. But at a routine ICE check-in on January 10, officers took him into a back room and told his wife and children to wait outside. He never emerged, and ended up in La Lima.

Edwin and I stayed in touch after I left Honduras. He told me he still wasn't sure if he was safe back in their hometown; he had heard that one of the men who threatened him had died and another was in jail, but the gang is still active in the community. Before overnight shifts, his wife starts a video call with him after dinner, and leaves her phone with the children when she goes to work. Edwin talks to them all evening as they do their homework and get ready for bed. His daughter leaves the phone on when they go to sleep, so he can watch over them until their mother comes home.


A discarded form from the U.S. Department of Homeland Security (Sofia Valiente for The Atlantic)
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The Election Deniers Are Winning

The universe of people pressing debunked theories is so broad that it's a feature of the system.

by Yvonne Wingett Sanchez, Shane Harris, Sarah Fitzpatrick

Thu, 14 May 2026




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

Updated on May 15 at 5:41 p.m. ET

Clay Parikh, a cybersecurity expert from Alabama, spent years as a bit player in the world of election denial. He wasn't a star with his own media platform, like the MyPillow guy. But he still gained a modest following by circulating conspiracy theories about President Trump's 2020 defeat, including that poll workers gave Trump supporters--but not other voters--felt-tip markers to fill out their ballots, rendering them invalid and unreadable by voting machines. More recently, he's asserted that a group of federal lawmakers is covering up foreign election interference. "They're all puppets," he said on the Rumble-streamed Real AF Patriot show in January. "They're bought and paid for; it's just by who." He claimed that because of "undeniable" evidence of malfeasance, justice was coming.

On that last point, Parikh may actually be in a position to know. He is now pushing debunked election claims from within the systems he rails against as a special government employee in the Trump administration. The search-warrant affidavit that allowed the FBI to seize election materials in Georgia in January--an extraordinary intervention by federal law enforcement--cited an analysis by Parikh. Last fall, Parikh began a contract with Texas Attorney General Ken Paxton's office that made him a player in the state's process for certifying election equipment. He boasts of access to the Wyoming secretary of state, who, he said on Rumble, has invited him to participate in an online presentation with residents. And at 1:01 a.m. on Christmas Day, Trump made Parikh internet famous when he reposted a video of the 63-year-old testifying in court that election equipment could be infiltrated remotely.

Parikh is just one of many election deniers who were long relegated to the fringe and are now--with Trump back in office and still not over his electoral defeat six years ago--embedded inside the government. Another is the attorney Kurt Olsen, who was brought on last fall by Trump to investigate the 2020 election. Olsen's work in the government--following years of pushing debunked or unsubstantiated theories--helped lead to the seizure of the Georgia ballots. In Arizona, federal probes of the 2020 election by the FBI and the Department of Homeland Security are under way. Olsen and other Trump administration officials have participated in extensive meetings about U.S. elections with senior members of the Justice Department in recent months, four people familiar with the meetings told us. In a statement, a DOJ spokesperson said, "The Justice Department is committed to upholding the integrity of our electoral system and will continue to prioritize efforts to ensure all elections remain free, fair, and transparent."

Read: Arizona is now at the center of election investigations

The president signed an executive order on March 31 that attempts to change the rules on mail-in voting, and his allies in Congress are endeavoring to reshape elections ahead of the midterms this fall, spending weeks debating a voter-ID bill that is almost certainly doomed. In April the Justice Department demanded that officials in Wayne County, Michigan, turn over ballots from the 2024 election. "There are some of us election deniers that are supporting the federal government, and things are changing," Parikh--one of the people who helped Olsen unsuccessfully challenge voting systems in Arizona years ago--said on the Rumble show. Though he said the team he was working with was smaller than he'd like, he said it was filled with "quality people" who care about "fixing" elections.

Shortly before the Georgia affidavit became public, Parikh told us he wouldn't get into the details of his work for the federal government. In a phone call, he said he would like voting equipment in all 50 states investigated but told us sternly and loudly that he could "neither confirm nor deny" the details of his government work. Yet in an interview with Talking Points Memo after the Georgia affidavit was unsealed, Parikh warned of a "cabal" that is compromising elections and compared himself to Ron Swanson from the sitcom Parks and Recreation, a character who despises the very government he serves. "Working for the government but hating them every bit. Right?" he told the news outlet. "That guy's my hero."

So many people are pressing debunked and unsubstantiated election theories from within the government that their presence has become a feature of the system. They range from those with immense power--including the president--all the way down to local officials. Others are investigating them. In Riverside County, California, Sheriff Chad Bianco, a Republican who is running for governor, seized about 650,000 ballots and other election materials in March after local activists alleged malfeasance when California voters last year overwhelmingly approved a ballot measure to redraw the state's congressional map in favor of Democrats.

Read: 'California is allowed to hit back'

Bianco told us that activists with a citizen group known as the Riverside Election Integrity Team had complained to his office that the number of ballots counted by election officials exceeded the number of votes cast. "There's obviously something wrong with the machines," he recalled activists claiming, citing their own research, "because we didn't have that many ballots." County elections officials explained that the activists were relying on imprecise data. But Bianco was determined to find out for himself. "The intent of the investigation is to count the ballots and see how many there are," he told us in a video interview.

When we asked what steps his investigators took to assess the validity of the activists' claims, the sheriff grew exasperated: "There's no steps to determine the validity," he said. "The validity is the records." He brushed aside criticism from Democratic Attorney General Rob Bonta, who went to court to try to stop the probe. And Bianco dismissed alarm among election experts who said that his moves could deepen public mistrust in the democratic process. "An investigation increases their confidence," the sheriff told us. Soon after, the California Supreme Court ordered the sheriff to pause his investigation and preserve the seized material while it reviews the case.

Undeterred, the Riverside Election Integrity Team is working with activists from at least half a dozen California counties to help them get records from county officials to review the outcome of last year's redistricting referendum. Greg Langworthy, who calls himself the group's "de facto leader," told us his group intends to scrutinize similar records after the midterm elections--before results are certified, a process that can take weeks in California.

At the federal level, one main focus appears to be proving foreign interference--which election deniers have floated as a possible justification for Trump to declare a national emergency that could allow him to attempt to take control over some aspects of the election. But the proof has been elusive.

Staff from the Office of the Director of National Intelligence in recent months have briefed representatives for U.S. attorneys' offices about potential vulnerabilities in voting machines and communications networks. Tulsi Gabbard, the director of national intelligence, has accused U.S. law-enforcement and intelligence personnel of participating in a "years-long coup" against Trump that began with the 2016 election. In January, she was present at the raid in Fulton County, a highly unusual move for an intelligence official whose purview is foreign threats, not domestic law enforcement.

Gabbard's team has found that voting machines in Puerto Rico contained security weaknesses that could make them susceptible to manipulation, but found no evidence that the machines were actually tampered with or that any votes were altered, according to people familiar with the findings. Two people briefed on the activities said local officials in Puerto Rico have heard nothing more from ODNI since last year. Jason Wareham, the CEO of Mojave Research, the company that conducted the security review, documented his technical conclusions in a signed declaration to Gabbard, which we reviewed. It states that Olsen (who did not respond to multiple requests for comment) made assertions about stolen votes that were not backed up by sufficient forensic evidence. Wareham told us he was informed by an ODNI official that, after Mojave's review was complete, Olsen wrote a letter to Trump in which he claimed that the company was taking money from the billionaire George Soros and acting at his direction. Wareham "emphatically" denies the allegation, he told us.

An ODNI official told us that Olsen wasn't involved in the office's examination of Puerto Rico voting systems, and that information he provided "was done so voluntarily" and "reviewed in the context of all of the other information available to ODNI." The official added that the decision to examine the systems in Puerto Rico was made internally and "not directly connected to Mr. Olsen's broader efforts."

Read: MAGA thinks Maduro will prove Trump won in 2020 

The White House spokesperson Abigail Jackson told us in a statement that "election integrity has always been a top priority for President Trump, and the American people sent him back to the White House because they overwhelmingly supported his commonsense election integrity agenda. His entire Administration is working together closely on these issues," she said. "The President will do everything in his power to lawfully defend the safety and security of American elections and to ensure that only American citizens are voting in them."

Puerto Rico Resident Commissioner Pablo Jose Hernandez, who represents the island as a nonvoting member of Congress and caucuses with the Democrats, told us that in spite of the lack of evidence of infiltration, he worries that the Trump administration could "use Puerto Rico to build a conspiracy theory and a narrative to subvert elections in the broader United States."

Many of the election deniers who now have power are familiar to anyone who was paying attention in the aftermath of the 2020 vote. Heather Honey, who as a Pennsylvania-based election activist sought to reverse Trump's defeat and worked on numerous efforts to challenge elections in Arizona, now holds a key role at the Department of Homeland Security. There, she interacts with state election officials, many of whom don't trust her, half a dozen of them told us. During a call with election officials last fall, Honey downplayed the impact of millions of dollars in funding cuts to cybersecurity initiatives (including one dedicated to elections) at the Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency, which is tasked with securing the nation's election systems, two officials told us. Honey told state and local officials that CISA had "strayed from its mission" and engaged in censorship, echoing claims by Trump supporters that CISA's programs contributed to suppressing their views online. One of the officials, who works in cybersecurity, was stunned by her remark; his office's previous work with CISA and federal law enforcement involved reporting death threats against elections officials and cyber risks. Those reports, he said, were driven by fears of violence and abuse, not political rhetoric. (Honey and CISA did not return calls for comment.)

The idea of finding foreign election interference in a past election and using it to declare a national emergency has been pushed by the attorney Peter Ticktin, a friend of Trump's who helped promote a hypothetical executive order based on the theory. Ticktin--who also assisted in securing pardons for some January 6 rioters--admits he has no evidence that votes were flipped in 2020. But in an interview, he claimed that some machines used in that election had "chips" connected to a server farm in Serbia that could control electoral outcomes--and that Serbia is a "satellite of China."

Ticktin is also trying to persuade Colorado Governor Jared Polis to grant clemency to Tina Peters, a former county clerk who was convicted of state charges tied to tampering with voting equipment. Last month, a Colorado appeals court upheld Peters's conviction but ordered reconsideration of her nearly nine-year sentence. A January 21 clemency application that we obtained through an open-records request shows that Peters acknowledges having "made mistakes." If granted clemency, Peters pledged that she would stay on the right side of the law. Her X account has since continued to feature dubious claims, including that Democrats oppose banning electronic equipment, because "They cheat." (Polis commuted Peters's sentence on Friday, cutting it in half from about 9 years to 4 years and 4.5 months. She will be released on parole on June 1).

Read: The last MAGA prisoner 

Mike Lindell, better known as the "MyPillow guy," has railed for years against supposed election fraud, alleging various disproved theories, including that software was tampered with to delete votes for Trump. He has used his clout in the election-denial community to create his own news network, LindellTV, with credentialed reporters at the White House and Pentagon. He also gets personal access to figures at the highest level of government. Lindell told us he has given federal investigators reams of "evidence" of wrongdoing in the 2020 election.

In July 2025, Lindell spoke online about his meetings with Trump. "I did just meet with the president--now this is the third time--about two weeks ago, and I'll be hopefully seeing him again next week," he said during an appearance on the Stern American video show. One focus for the administration, he said, is its work on the 2020 vote. But he explained that "a team going forward" is working "to get rid of these machines and computers" and to require people to vote by paper ballots that are hand counted. Lindell told us recently that he talks regularly with Olsen. Although the pillow salesman complained about what he considered the slow pace of federal investigations, he told us it's a "blessing" that people like Parikh and Olsen are in positions of real influence to address attempts to rig voting machines. "The big thing is, you can take whole countries without firing a shot," he said.

Election deniers ultimately want an overhaul of how U.S. states and localities record and count votes. Olsen tried to ban electronic voting equipment in Arizona in 2022--and lost. He represented Kari Lake, who was then running for governor, and Mark Finchem, who was running for secretary of state. They alleged that the nation's transition to electronic systems and computer voting technology decades ago created risks of hacking and fraud, and argued that the devices violated the rights of Arizonans because the voting systems were vulnerable to cyberattacks.

The candidates and their attorneys asked a federal judge to scrap vote-tabulation machines and order votes to be counted by hand at the precinct level. (A top county election official testified that a hand count would require the hiring of 25,000 temporary workers and a building the size of an NFL stadium.) The judge threw out the case, finding that the plaintiffs cited only hypothetical allegations about the voting equipment. Olsen and another attorney were slapped with $122,200 in legal sanctions.

At the time, the lawsuit was bizarre to Steve Gallardo, the lone Democrat on the governing board that has helped run elections in Maricopa County. Now he told us he thinks the case offers a preview of how Trump, aided by some of the same players, may be seeking to undermine the coming elections. "I was one of those that would real quickly just roll my eyes and think these people are just crazy," Gallardo told us. These days, he takes them seriously. "They are hell-bent on making sure that elections are run under their purview--the way they want elections to be held."

Finchem, now a state senator, is still trying to influence elections. He said during an online appearance in March that an election nonprofit he helps lead has been "feeding research" to federal authorities. "The dam is breaking," he said in a recent fundraising appeal. Two weeks ago he posted a picture on X that appeared to be made with AI of a man bearing a resemblance to Arizona Secretary of State Adrian Fontes walking near a county jail in handcuffs. (Fontes's attorney sent a legal demand last week to Finchem asking him to retract the "defamatory content," the letter, which we reviewed, said.)

Read: The GOP's stunningly swift gerrymandering drive

Joanna Lydgate, the CEO and president of the nonpartisan States United Democracy Center, told us that she believes the ultimate goals of election deniers are to subvert America's system of choosing its representatives and to make it easier to discard results that Trump and his allies don't like. "I think it's that simple; I really do," she said. "Whether it's an executive order or death by 5,000 cuts, it's chipping away at our election system. They need to sow doubt; they need to undermine public trust; and each one of these narratives is a tactic to that end."

In many ways, MAGA has already won its war against American elections. Confidence that a person's state or local government will run a free and fair election is slipping. Trump's administration is filled with election skeptics; federal investigations into 2020 are under way; and conspiracy theorists who were once marginalized now run some local election offices. Several officials who have been integral to running fair and transparent elections in past cycles told us they are already burned out--just as the deniers are getting started.

Marie-Rose Sheinerman contributed reporting. 
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Hawaii vs. <em>Citizens United</em>

State lawmakers want to change the terms of personhood for corporations.

by Michael Scherer

Thu, 14 May 2026




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

Fifteen years after Mitt Romney stood on an Iowa hay bale and proclaimed that "corporations are people, my friend," his declaration is no longer mockable. The amount of money corporations spend anonymously to sway federal elections has increased from $359 million in 2012 to $1.4 billion in the most recent presidential cycle. All of that spending by "dark money" nonprofits is protected by the same right to free speech enjoyed by "natural persons," because the Supreme Court decided in Citizens United v. FEC that U.S. corporations function as citizen associations under the Constitution.

But not all of these "people" are created exactly equal. Whereas humans are automatically granted certain rights at birth, corporate personhood comes into existence under state laws that define its powers--a fact that opponents of corporate money in politics hope to use to transform how U.S. elections are funded. Hawaii is the first state to try. Earlier this month, a nearly unanimous and bipartisan majority--well, as bipartisan as it gets in a state with so few Republicans--of Hawaii's state legislature voted to change the powers of corporations doing business in the state and no longer grant them the ability to spend on most political causes.

"Corporations are not people. They are granted powers and privileges by the state," State Senator Jarrett Keohokalole told me this week, explaining the rationale of the bill he sponsored. "How can a creation of the state have inalienable rights? It doesn't make any sense."

The legislation--which Hawaii Governor Josh Green, a Democrat, has not yet signed--is expected to apply to for-profit companies, so-called dark-money nonprofits, unions, and chambers of commerce, potentially cutting off a major revenue stream for the super PACs that dominate politics. The legislation makes exceptions for journalistic work--as in, newspaper editorials explicitly advocating for certain candidates--and company-organized political-action committees that pool individual donations.

Under the proposal, Hawaiian corporations would still enjoy personhood of a kind, but they would lack a single ability guaranteed to their living and breathing peers. Supporters point to Chief Justice John Marshall's 1819 opinion in Trustees of Dartmouth College v. Woodward, a landmark case that set the course of corporate law that followed. "A corporation is an artificial being, invisible, intangible, and existing only in contemplation of law," Marshall wrote. "Being the mere creature of law, it possesses only those properties which the charter of its creation confers upon it."

Tom Moore, a senior fellow at the Center for American Progress who previously worked for a chair of the Federal Election Commission, came up with this legal strategy as a bank-shot attempt to reverse the impact of the 2010 Citizens United decision without directly engaging its First Amendment logic. Moore argues that states can change their corporate laws while sidestepping free-speech questions because the corporate charter--that "mere creature of law"--precedes any constitutional right. "This is not a campaign-finance regulation," he told me. "You have to look at it differently."

This year, his evangelizing led to the introduction of legislation in 15 states, Moore said, but only Hawaii was able to get a bill to a governor's desk. In Montana, activists are gathering signatures in hope of making the issue a ballot initiative in November. "We need to have an answer to all the money in politics these past 15 years," Jeff Mangan, the organizer of that effort, told me.

Read: Big Sky crack-up

As a political matter, the gambit is likely popular. A 2023 Pew Research Center poll found that, among both Republicans and Democrats, more than seven in 10 support limits on the amount of money organizations can spend on political campaigns. YouGov polling last year for Issue One, a group advocating for more restrictions on money in politics, found that 73 percent of Democrats and 53 percent of Republicans disapproved of the Citizens United finding that corporations have the same free-speech rights as individual citizens.

But the idea, at least so far, has been widely dismissed by corporate-campaign-finance attorneys and some conservative constitutional scholars, who long ago internalized Romney's maxim of corporate personhood, which he offered in Iowa as a defense of lower corporate taxes. They reject Moore's arguments that state corporate charters are exempt from the Supreme Court's protection of collective speech. "If the First Amendment has any force, it prohibits Congress from fining or jailing citizens, or associations of citizens, for simply engaging in political speech," Justice Anthony Kennedy wrote in the Citizens United decision.

"This isn't a semantic game. Partnerships and loose organizations, all of them have the same rights," Ilya Shapiro, the director of constitutional studies at the Manhattan Institute, told me. "The bottom-line issue is you are trying to regulate corporate speech, and Citizens United speaks directly to that."

Hawaii Attorney General Anne Lopez, a Democrat, agrees, and warned the state's legislature that the bill is likely to be rejected by the courts, after some expense to the state in legal fees. "Although states have the authority to determine what powers a corporation has, if a state tries to remove a corporation's power to engage in election activity or ballot-issue activity, under Citizens United, a state would then be attempting to take away a corporation's right to speak," she wrote earlier this year.

Nonetheless, the bill passed unanimously in the state Senate and lost only one vote in the state House--from a Republican who called the intent of the bill "amazing" but agreed with Lopez that the court fight would be futile. The next step will be a decision by Green about whether to sign the bill into law. Lawmakers involved in the effort told me they expect him to soon. (If he happens to not sign it, those same lawmakers said that the legislature is unlikely to override a veto.) Erika Engle, Green's press secretary, told me in a statement that the governor would announce his decision "at the appropriate time" and that he "recognizes the precedent-setting nature of this legislation and thanks the Legislature for its hard work on this matter."

Green's signature would likely trigger lawsuits, setting off months or years of litigation that could eventually lead back to the Supreme Court. It would also provide fresh water-cooler fodder for corporate-law professors, who have begun to debate among themselves how to settle the conflicting interests of the First Amendment and state power to define corporations, two bodies of jurisprudence with long traditions in American law. "It's novel enough that I think it is hard to predict how a conservative court would react," Jill Fisch, a business-law professor at the University of Pennsylvania, told me. "It is a great, creative initiative."

It could also restart the national conversation over the growing role corporations play in American public life. Even in the age of emerging artificial intelligence, "people" without flesh and blood still have their limits. "That is what I have been arguing all along," Hawaiian State Senator Karl Rhoads, another sponsor of the bill, told me. "Corporations are just piles of papers."
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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.)



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

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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Donald Trump's Nixon Moment That Wasn't

In Beijing, the president scrapped hardheaded diplomacy in favor of an imagined personal bond.

by Thomas Wright

Mon, 18 May 2026




Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.

In 1971, Richard Nixon announced his plan to visit Beijing--marking a geopolitical turning point, as the trip would be the first for a U.S. president in 25 years. Senate Majority Leader Mike Mansfield offered an observation that has since become a Washington commonplace. "Only a Republican, perhaps only a Nixon," he told U.S. News & World Report, "could have made this break and gotten away with it."

This notion entered the political lexicon to denote a particular kind of calculation: that on certain issues, only a hard-liner has the credibility to pursue a softer line and survive politically.

Last week in Beijing, Donald Trump had his Nixon moment. He scrapped a policy that combined hardheaded diplomacy with action to protect U.S. interests and check Chinese power. In its place, he embraced the notion that a personal bond with Chinese leader Xi Jinping can ensure stability.

Trump is getting away with this move politically. Geopolitically, he will not. His new stance imperils Americans and emboldens China, which makes a future crisis likelier than ever.

Read: A checkers player meets a three-dimensional-chess master

In recent decades, Republicans and Democrats have largely agreed to treat China as a strategic competitor. The United States has tightened export controls on advanced technology, reduced its economic exposure to China, and thickened its web of alliances across the Indo-Pacific. That shift began during the first Trump administration; the Biden administration intensified it.

Trump has long been a vocal critic of China. He began his second term with a trade war that pushed tariffs on Chinese goods to 145 percent. He reversed course after China retaliated and demonstrated, through its grip on rare earth processing, that it could inflict real pain in return. Then he began speaking of his great personal relationship with Xi and of the advent of a U.S.-China G2.

In Beijing last week, he praised Xi in terms he seldom uses for America's democratic allies: "a great leader," straight out of "central casting." Trump took with him an extraordinary delegation of American CEOs, including Apple's Tim Cook, Tesla's Elon Musk, and Nvidia's Jensen Huang, whose company has spent the past year lobbying to keep its most advanced chips flowing to the Chinese market.

China announced that the two countries had agreed to establish a "constructive China-U.S. relationship of strategic stability." Wang Yi, China's foreign minister, framed the new concept as one of "respecting each other's core interests and major concerns." Beijing is almost certainly suggesting, with this language, that it expects the U.S. to limit its competitive measures. Trump, for his part, announced modest trade deals on aircraft and agriculture.

Were a Democratic president doing any of this, Republican hawks would be unsparing in their criticism. Cowed by Trump, they are largely silent. Trump's shift raises deceptively simple questions that may define the coming China debate and even reshape American policy: Why are we competing with China at all? What's wrong with a little peace and quiet?

Some experts see an opportunity to persuade Democrats to soften their position on China. Jessica Chen Weiss, a former Biden State Department official who broke with that administration over what she viewed as excessive hawkishness, used the occasion of the summit to write in the Financial Times that Trump had "created real breathing room in U.S.-China relations," and to argue for a posture that embraces interdependence and cooperation and abandons strategic competition altogether. Hers will not be the last such argument.

The trouble with this posture is that it fails to account for the Chinese actions that threaten the livelihood and security of the United States and its allies. Consider trade. Beijing uses the full weight of the Chinese state--subsidies, financing, regulatory protection, industrial policy at a scale that no Western country can match--to dominate the high-end industries of the future. It has reduced its imports to make itself less dependent on other states, and increased its exports to gain leverage over them. China's trade surplus in manufacturing goods is now more than $2 trillion. As Robin Harding of the Financial Times has put it, Beijing is "making trade impossible." It has effectively given Western countries a choice between deindustrialization and protectionism.

Trump's tariffs reduced China's surplus with the United States, but the excess goods simply rerouted to Europe, Southeast Asia, and Latin America, where they are now hollowing out the manufacturing bases of America's allies. A serious U.S. response would involve coordinating with Europe, Japan, and Korea on common tariffs and pressing Beijing on the underlying imbalance. Trump is doing the opposite. He treats the European Union, which is on the brink of a trade war with China, as a rival rather than a partner, and he has signaled that he sees America's economic relationship with allies as no more privileged than its relationship with its rivals.

The most striking signal of last week, though, was on cybersecurity. For several years, a Chinese state-affiliated group that U.S. intelligence calls Volt Typhoon has been pre-positioning itself inside the IT networks of American water utilities, transportation systems, electric grids, and the like. Should the U.S. and China come into conflict--say, over Taiwan--Volt Typhoon could unleash destructive attacks on American infrastructure. China has similar capabilities in states allied with the U.S. in the Indo-Pacific.

Asked aboard Air Force One whether he had raised China's cyber campaign with Xi, Trump offered something close to a shrug. "What they do, we do too," he said. "We spy like hell on them too. I told him, 'We do a lot of stuff to you that you don't know about.'" Pressed on the specific question of pre-positioning for attacks on civilian infrastructure, he allowed: "Well, you don't know that. I mean, I'd like to see it, but it's very possible that they do, and we're doing things to them."

Espionage--intrusions for the purpose of intelligence collection--is ubiquitous and, within limits, accepted. The pre-positioning of cyber weapons inside the civilian infrastructure of a country with which one is not at war is something else entirely. To conflate the two in public, alongside Xi, is to tell Beijing that one of the most aggressive components of its peacetime posture against the United States carries no political price.

The cyber-penetration also signals a larger problem: China is building the military capability to make a war over Taiwan winnable. John Culver, a former CIA analyst of China's military, recently told The Washington Post that "it's hard to point to an area other than submarines and undersea warfare and say the United States still has an advantage," and that China is leading in "air-to-air missiles, surface-to-air missiles, counter-space capabilities and electronic warfare."

China's engagement with U.S. companies has helped it build the industrial and technological base that underwrites these military advances. In his book, Apple in China, the journalist Patrick McGee notes that Apple's annual investment in China's technology sector exceeded the Biden administration's once-in-a-generation investment in domestic chips manufacturing. The high-tech China of today, he writes, would not be what it is without Apple. This "transfer of technology and know-how" was "so consequential as to constitute a geopolitical event, like the fall of the Berlin Wall." Apple's CEO was, of course, on the plane to Beijing last week.

China needs advanced U.S. chips to power artificial intelligence. Restricting Beijing's access to these has been one way for the U.S. to interfere with China's growing military capability in recent years. But Trump has systematically relaxed those controls over the past year, for example by approving sales of Nvidia's H200 to several major Chinese tech firms.

With regard to Taiwan, Trump said, rightly, that the United States just seeks to maintain the status quo. But he also needlessly raised doubts about the U.S. commitment to helping Taiwan defend against a Chinese attack, and he seems to have bought into Xi's narrative that the problem is that Taiwan is seeking independence.

In the past, the U.S. has sought to deter a Chinese assault on Taiwan by strengthening the island's defenses. Since 1982, the U.S. has made an explicit policy of selling arms to Taiwan without consulting Beijing on the timing or content of the shipments. But last week's meeting suggested a weakening of this American posture: Trump dismissed America's long-standing assurances to Taiwan in this regard as something from "a very long time ago" and accused Taiwan of stealing America's chip industry. He acknowledged that Taiwan had been Xi's most important issue and said that an American arms package authorized in December and not yet delivered was "a significant bargaining chip" with Beijing.

Read: The Hippocratic summit

To watch some of the coverage of Trump's visit to China, or to listen to the administration, one could be forgiven for thinking that he inherited a relationship on the brink of war. He did not. The Biden administration, in which I served, had a strategy of managed competition. That blended close and frank diplomatic contact among senior officials with "competitive actions" to strengthen America's strategic advantage over China.

Relaxing the competitive policies toward China in favor of warmer leader-to-leader engagement reflects a fundamental misreading of Xi's intentions. Xi's preferred strategy toward the United States is exactly the one on offer in Beijing last week: engage Washington to buy a period of stability, then use that time to pursue longer-term objectives in relative comfort. China hopes to emerge with decisive advantages that will allow it to finish its harder business at a moment of its choosing.

Jon Czin, a former CIA analyst of Xi and now my colleague at the Brookings Institution, said in a podcast interview that the key thing to know about the Chinese leader is that "he is not a dealmaker"; nor is he "sentimental about his personal relationships." He's "a jack-in-the-box," Czin said, "who will wind up for years, sometimes for decades, and then pop when he thinks the moment is right, startling everyone around him."

The Beijing summit was the first of as many as four meetings between the two leaders set to take place this year. Xi is scheduled to visit the United States on September 24, and the leaders may meet again at conferences scheduled for November and December. That frequency gives Trump every incentive to seek to maintain good terms with Xi, even if it means suppressing impulses inside his own administration toward a more competitive approach to China.

Nixon went to China because he understood that relations with Beijing would help the United States in the Cold War against the Soviet Union. Trump went there to abandon the strategy of managed competition and replace it with a leader-to-leader bond. His new posture is one that strengthens America's top rival, leaves its vulnerabilities unaddressed, and makes a U.S.-China crisis more likely rather than less.
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A Checkers Player Meets a Three-Dimensional-Chess Master

Trump's summit with Xi Jinping demonstrated the perils of shortsightedness when playing a long game.

by Michael Schuman

Fri, 15 May 2026




In the centuries when dynasties ruled China, kings and chieftains across Asia sent "tribute missions" to the imperial court to pay homage to the emperor in exchange for access to the empire's riches and favors. Donald Trump's trip to Beijing this week recalled those missions. The United States president arrived hat in hand, seeking money and promises from China's latter-day emperor, Xi Jinping. The visit, meant to establish stability after a decade of trade wars and acrimonious one-upmanship, instead highlighted how the balance of power is tipping away from Washington. Despite America's economic, military, and diplomatic heft, Trump's missteps have put him and the country on the back foot in dealings with the far more disciplined Xi.

Trump opened the proceedings with his usual kowtowing. "You're a great leader. I say it to everybody," Trump told Xi at a welcoming ceremony yesterday at the Great Hall of the People. "Sometimes people don't like me saying it. But I say it anyway because it's true." The fawning didn't get him very far. In the meeting that followed, Xi promptly issued a stern warning about Taiwan, which Beijing claims as its own. Stressing that the "Taiwan question is the most important issue in China-U.S. relations," Xi warned the U.S. to handle the matter with "extra caution," according to a summary of his comments from China's Ministry of Foreign Affairs. If not, Xi said, "the two countries will have clashes and even conflicts."

Secretary of State Marco Rubio later told NBC News that the administration's policy on Taiwan has not changed, but Trump himself--who still needs to sign off on plans to sell $14 billion in weapons to Taiwan--seems less committed. Trump said today that when Xi asked him whether he would send troops to defend Taiwan, he did not offer an answer. Washington's position on defending Taiwan has long been ambiguous, but Trump added to reporters that "The last thing we need right now is a war that's 9,500 miles away."

Trump's sycophancy didn't change Xi's mind on Iran either. Trump had delayed his trip to China by six weeks for fear that the Iran war would overshadow what he hoped would be a big diplomatic win. But the unresolved conflict still intruded on the dealmaking. The U.S. has been troubled by China's support for Iran through supplies of weapon components and as the top buyer of the country's oil. Shortly before the summit, Trump's team turned up the pressure on Xi to curtail this aid by sanctioning refiners and companies in China and Hong Kong involved in these deals. Yet Xi ordered the refiners to ignore Trump's edicts, uncowed by a president who often folds under pressure.

Vivian Salama and Jonathan Lemire: The hippocratic summit

In a Fox News interview yesterday, Trump crowed that Xi had promised not to arm Iran. But Trump had said in April that Xi had already assured him that Beijing wasn't sending arms to Iran, yet the findings of U.S. intelligence officials suggest otherwise. Instead of pressing Xi on Beijing's arms sales or oil purchases, Trump said that he was considering lifting sanctions on the Chinese oil companies in question. He even seemed to defend Xi's position. "Look, he's not coming in with guns. He's not coming in with rifles. They are not coming in shooting," Trump said. "He's been very good."

Perhaps Trump has merely recognized that expecting Xi to help solve his Middle East mess is a nonstarter. Tuvia Gering, a fellow at the Atlantic Council who tracks China in the Middle East from Jerusalem, told me that Xi's geopolitical vision "imposes a definitive ceiling on China's willingness to facilitate Trump's objectives in Iran." China's goal seems to be to weaken U.S. power in the region, so helping "to secure a decisive U.S. victory would be strategically self-defeating."

Trump made only slightly more progress on trade. He came to Beijing as a traveling salesman, hawking American products in pursuit of his long-running goal of closing the U.S. trade deficit with China. Though he didn't get the firm purchase commitments he wanted, he did not leave empty-handed. Trump said that Xi pledged to purchase about 400 General Electric jet engines and 200 "big" Boeing airliners, though the details remain hazy and no formal agreement seems to have been set. This is far less than the deal for 500 737 Max jets that Trump had been touting, but if the orders do come through, they'd be Boeing's first major order from China in about a decade.

These pledges have allowed Trump to spin this summit as a success, but Xi has an emperor's appreciation of the role a few choice gifts can play in securing leverage over a foreign power. What Xi offers, he can threaten to take away. Xi has already exploited American dependence on Chinese rare earths and supply-chain components to keep Trump in line. Last year, he halted purchases of soybeans from American farmers, a key Trump voting bloc, to pressure the president to stand down from his trade war. Getting more American businesses and constituents hooked on Chinese cash promises to be yet another way to assert China's power over the U.S.

These tough tactics seem to have taught Trump that China has become too powerful to push around. "The U.S. has realized that China has achieved mutually assured deterrence status," Wang Huiyao, the president of the Center for China and Globalization, a Beijing-based think tank, told me. He argues that this has brought about "a big paradigm shift" in Washington's approach to China, and has curbed the hawkishness of Trump's messaging. Wang suggests that a new pragmatism may now prevail between the U.S. and China, one in which U.S. leaders no longer try to get China to adopt Western values but "respect the differences and find a way to work together."

Trump seems to have embraced this change of heart. "Having a good relationship is a good thing, not a bad thing," Trump told Fox yesterday. "It's great when you have good relationships with very powerful countries."

The disputes over Taiwan, Iran, and trade suggest that a more stable U.S.-China relationship rests mainly on Trump's reluctance to press Xi too hard. Trump has duly brushed aside a number of contentious issues that have soured relations, such as China's continued support for Russia's war in Ukraine and its export-heavy economic policies that threaten U.S. industry. This could prove politically risky. China hawks in Washington still advocate for a tougher line on Beijing to protect American interests, and the midterms could usher in a more hawkish Congress. But watching Trump swan around Beijing with an entourage of prominent American CEOs, including Elon Musk and Nvidia's Jensen Huang, left the impression that the American president sees China as a business opportunity rather than as a security threat.

Despite being at war with a China partner, Trump seems content to simply sell some Boeings and beans. The Trump administration doesn't have "any great ambition for this relationship," Bonnie Glaser, the managing director of the Indo-Pacific program at the German Marshall Fund, told me. Trump has set his priorities to merely "keeping the relationship from going off the rails" and "ensuring that America's needs are met," at least when it comes to trade.

Michael Schuman: Trump's head-scratching turn toward China

Xi, however, has great ambitions. Trump may now see China as a mutually beneficial economic partner, but Xi's policies are designed to change the world order at America's expense. Beijing is working to engineer China's technological and industrial dominance, backing Russia in a destabilizing war in Europe, and generally setting the stage to achieve global supremacy when the United States flames out. Trump, with his disdain for global alliances and liberal values, doesn't seem interested in contesting Xi on these fronts. "Xi Jinping has the long plan, about dominating the world and putting the United States in its right place," Joerg Wuttke, a partner at the consulting firm Albright Stonebridge Group, told me. "Donald Trump doesn't look that far."

A couple of trade deals have apparently made Trump happy enough to step aside and let Xi pursue his global agenda. Like the Chinese emperors of old, Xi has used the lure of Chinese wealth to reinforce China's power. Beijing has sought to find "the minimum price point to keep Trump invested in the process," Jonathan Czin, a foreign-policy fellow at the Brookings Institution, told me. This is how a U.S. president who has long insisted on American strength and a tough line on China consigns the country to a weaker future.
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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?
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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?


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."

The Roemer and Pelizaeus Museum still owns all five of the antiquities it bought from Simonian, for some $325,000, a quarter century ago. Lara Weiss, its current director, told me that three of the artifacts were about to go on display in the museum's new permanent galleries.


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."




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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The Typo Vibe Shift

To some, they're no longer a sign of laziness but proof of human touch.

by Michael Waters

Thu, 21 May 2026

Toward the beginning of the 2002 film Secretary, a domineering lawyer (played by James Spader) barges into the office of his assistant (Maggie Gyllenhaal) with evidence of a work infraction: a memo she has written that has "three typing errors." Spader's character spits out a reprimand. "Do you know what this makes me look like to the people who receive these letters?"

Setting aside that his screed turns out to be foreplay, Spader's character was channeling a widespread cultural revulsion: Typos were the ultimate shorthand for careless work. A spelling mistake was proof that the writer hadn't bothered putting much effort into a piece of correspondence, that their instructions or advice shouldn't be taken seriously--and perhaps that the recipient shouldn't invest time in reading their note at all.

More than two decades later, as AI-generated writing has flooded workplaces, social media, and dating apps, old hallmarks of sloppiness--typos chief among them--are getting a new gloss.

Read: The problem with using AI in your personal life

Some job applicants are intentionally adding typos to their cover letters to prove that they, and not an AI program, wrote them. Celebrities and CEOs are sending out error-ridden emails and Instagram Stories, and instead of getting a scolding, they are praised for sounding authentic. On some dating apps, where people are, somewhat absurdly, prompted to compose their profiles with AI, typos are apparently no longer an automatic repellant. Nicole Ellison, a University of Michigan professor whose 2006 study showed that dating profiles with spelling mistakes turn people off, now thinks people are warming to the Tinder typo. "A typo maybe signals that you actually do care," Ellison told Time recently, "because you took the time to write it yourself." A 2024 study even found that people view customer-service chatbots more warmly when they make and correct errors: A spelling mistake, it seems, is a kind of anthropomorphizing event.

A peculiar reconfiguration of what people consider careless writing is taking place. Although typos and other mistakes don't suddenly mean that a piece of writing is good or praiseworthy, to some people, they are at least signs that it is worth reading. On a base level, many of us are willing to invest time in reading a long email if we sense that someone actually wrote it, line by line.



In England's early-modern period, starting around the 1500s, readers understood typos to be inevitable technological blunders. Books were produced collaboratively; writers sent off handwritten manuscripts to printers, who transposed them onto a printing press before setting them to paper. In the process, errors were often introduced.

Authors and editors cataloged these mistakes in "errata lists," paratextual documents that they slipped into the books after publication--a last-ditch attempt to control the reception of their work. In these documents, they might lambaste their printers to explain the circumstance of mistakes, Alice Leonard, a professor at Coventry University who wrote about typos in Error in Shakespeare, told me. Authors would say, "I wasn't able to be in the printing house at the time of printing," Leonard said, or even blame the printer and claim that "the printer was drunk, or the printer was absent, or the printer is useless." Instead of diminishing the book's validity, errata lists lent an air of credibility; at least, the thinking went, someone had taken the time to point out what was wrong.

Some writers reveled in printing missteps. James Joyce, whose Ulysses contained more than 200 spelling or grammatical errors in an early edition, called his typos artful experiments in language, "beauties of my style hitherto undreamt of." By that time, though, he was likely already out of step with his peers: The widespread dissemination of typewriters seemed to recast the typo as a hallmark of individual laziness. With typewriters--and, later, personal computers--printed mistakes became a product of the writer's failure to read their work closely.

Read: A corrected history of the typo

Today, of course, anybody can deliver supposedly clean writing by simply funneling their text through AI, which will churn out a version rife with strangely recurring words (delve), opening interjections (Here's the thing:), and eerie grammar that's almost too precise for a typical written exchange. The technological development is prompting people to embrace the old understanding of typos, forgiving misspellings as inevitable errors rather than treating them with scorn.

Even for celebrities, the occasional typo in a public statement is sometimes taken as proof that they are speaking from the heart. This spring, the singer Zara Larsson, who made an offhand remark in an interview that angered Taylor Swift fans, posted a defense in an Instagram Story that included at least two typos (among them a misspelling of physical as psychical). Her statement, free of any trace of a publicist or ChatGPT, came across as sincere. "I like this post because it's littered with typos," a host of the celebrity-commentary podcast Who Weekly noted at the time. "You can tell she wrote this herself."

And no one seems to be accusing Donald Trump of writing his error-ridden Truth Social statements with AI. His press office has suggested that spelling mistakes are evidence of his excellence: A spokesperson for the White House recently told The Wall Street Journal, in response to a question about his frequent typos, "President Trump is the greatest and most authentic communicator in the history of American politics."

Gone, apparently, are the days when the country's most powerful leaders are expected to deliver flawless written communications. In an email released with the Epstein files, Peter Thiel called Davos, the Swiss town that hosts the World Economic Forum, "Davis," according to the Journal. In a text that was made public in a Securities and Exchange Commission filing, Paramount Skydance CEO David Ellison referred to David Zaslav, the CEO of the company he was in the process of acquiring, as "Daivd." And Jack Dorsey, the CEO of the payment app Block, sent an all-staff email about layoffs without capital letters. Business Insider recently went as far as to proclaim that typos are "the new status symbol" for corporate executives.

These executives may not all be thinking about authenticity; a stray typo could be an innocent flub, or it could simply underscore how little they care. But these moments of textual slippage are oddly refreshing amid the general AI overload. More than half of English-language LinkedIn posts are likely written with AI, according to a study by an AI-detection start-up, and so are many of those "feel good" posts that dominate Instagram and Facebook. A Brookings Institution survey last year of more than 1,000 adults found that 35 percent of respondents with a bachelor's degree used AI to write or edit documents at work. Peter Cardon, a professor of business communication at the University of Southern California who researches AI in the workplace, has been surveying more than 420 randomly selected "knowledge workers" every six months since 2023. More than half of them, he told me, use AI "at least weekly" to write communications such as emails.

Read: The human skill that eludes AI

That these AI-generated emails invariably arrive with tidy spelling and grammar does not mean they are warmly received. Office workers have told Cardon that, on a pure prose level, AI-generated emails or project statements are easier to read than the average person's writing style. Yet, according to Cardon, people are ultimately less likely to act on AI-generated emails. A 2024 Journal of Communication study found that people may engage less with narratives that they think are written with AI--a result that squares with Cardon's own research about workplace interactions. If an employee suspects that their manager, for instance, is using AI, "they're less likely to think that person is sincere; they're less likely to think that person is caring," Cardon said. "They're even less likely to think that person is competent." We know what our colleagues sound like, and we can tell when they send out, say, a thank-you note that they didn't actually write. So what's the point of clear prose if you don't feel any more encouraged by the end of it?

This is not to say that everyone has let go of their rancor for typos. They may still be, to many, a paradigmatic writing sin. But for others, the typo resurgence could be clearing the way for the resuscitation of other, old-school symbols of sloppy writing. Perhaps people won't turn up their nose as quickly at sentences with extraneous prepositions, verbs that disagree with their subjects, or adjectives where they don't belong. Maybe overwrought prose or sentences loaded with adverbs will one day draw a little less derision.

Across history, hawkers of new communications technologies have expressed a desire to smooth out and speed up human conversation. But their products have a way of estranging their authors from the final output: Printing presses inserted errors that authors themselves didn't make, and now AI systems create communiques that sound nothing like the person sending them.

What many people are starting to look for in written communications, whether they're from a co-worker or a pop star, is voice. They want to hear the distinct cadences of a CEO, an influencer, or a celebrity, so they can believe that they are reading something genuine. Centuries ago, authors wrote errata lists for the same reason job applicants intentionally place typos in their cover letters today--to resist the universalizing force of new technology, and to prove that there is a real human behind their work.



  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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Elon Musk Gets a Reality Check

The Altman-Musk trial was a waste of everyone's time.

by Matteo Wong

Mon, 18 May 2026




Sam Altman did not seem to be having a good time. During the many days that he spent inside an Oakland courtroom, the normally cheery CEO of OpenAI--a guy who tends to be chipper even when declaring AI's existential risks to humanity--appeared anxious, even distraught. When he listened to the proceedings in Elon Musk's lawsuit against him, a weekslong trial that threatened to remove Altman from OpenAI's board and functionally destroy the company, he frequently concealed his mouth with his palm, fidgeted with a water bottle, and leaned forward and stared at the floor. He kept looking back at the rows of reporters behind him. On the witness stand Tuesday, Altman repeatedly noted how Musk's actions had "annoyed" him.



Musk, who helped form OpenAI as a nonprofit in 2015, alleged that Altman and OpenAI had violated the organization's founding principles by seeking profits. He was requesting, among other remedies, more than $150 billion in damages, which Musk said he would donate to the OpenAI nonprofit. This morning, a nine-person jury delivered a unanimous verdict after less than two hours of deliberation: Whether or not OpenAI had done something wrong, Musk sued outside the statute of limitations, two to three years depending on the charge. And Musk could have known of any alleged wrongdoing, the jury found, well before. Altman has been granted some respite: OpenAI and the AI industry will continue along, unfazed, at least until Musk appeals the decision. (A second portion of the case, related to claims that Musk made under antitrust law, remains unresolved, although the presiding judge has said that his are "not very good claims." Neither Musk's lawyers nor OpenAI immediately responded to a request for comment.)



OpenAI swept the legal argument. But in another sense, basically everybody involved in Musk v. Altman came away looking petty, short-sighted, deceptive, or ignorant. During the dozens of hours I spent in the courtroom, sometimes lining up as early as 5 a.m. to secure a seat, there wasn't much substance to be found. Frankly, at the end of it all, everyone had good reason to be annoyed.



Musk came off the worst in this trial, by far. The question before the jury was whether OpenAI's for-profit arm had somehow broken a legal promise the organization made to Musk at the organization's founding: "It's not okay to steal a charity," as Musk told the jury on the first day. This was a farcical notion based on any number of pieces of evidence and testimony presented at trial, not least of which being that in 2017, Musk himself was involved in discussions for OpenAI to raise more money by making a parallel for-profit arm. Coming into the trial, this was already an uphill battle for Musk and his lawyers. But even by those low expectations, the entire affair was a debacle.



As a witness, Musk was impish. When asked simple questions by William Savitt, one of the attorneys representing OpenAI, Musk rambled and avoided the issue at hand. When the lawyers asked for a yes or no, he bristled: "The classic reason why you cannot always answer a yes-or-no question," Musk said from the witness stand, "is if you ask a question, 'Have you stopped beating your wife?'" ("We're not going to go there," U.S. District Judge Yvonne Gonzalez Rogers interjected.) Later, Musk accused Savitt of asking improper questions, after which Gonzalez Rogers sharply cut in, telling the world's richest man, "You're not a lawyer." Musk conceded but, after a pause, grinned and added, "Well, technically I did take Law 101."



When Musk answered questions, he argued that OpenAI had sacrificed safe and responsible AI development by prioritizing profits. But when cross-examined about AI safety, Musk was unable to articulate any coherent arguments. Savitt noted that Musk's xAI, a competitor to OpenAI, is a for-profit company, and asked if xAI presents identical dangers. "Yes," Musk said, "I think it creates some safety risk." Savitt then asked about basic AI-safety measures. Musk, who earlier had testified that he wants to avoid an AI "Terminator outcome," was clueless. Asked about safety cards, for instance, Musk responded, "Safety card? Why would it be a card?" These are years-old, widely used, industry-standard documents that anybody who has worked at an AI company in the past five years should be intimately familiar with.



The following day, in a particularly withering exchange, Savitt went down the list of Musk's other enterprises. Did he think that Tesla was making the world better? "Yes," Musk said. And is Tesla a for-profit company? "Yes." Savitt then asked these two questions about SpaceX, Neuralink, and X. For each of his businesses, Musk responded yes and yes. The same man who has a trillion-dollar compensation package from Tesla and may receive another from SpaceX was suing OpenAI for trying to make a lot of money. I wondered to myself, What are we doing in this courtroom again?



Despite winning in court, Altman didn't come off all that much better. The first question from Steven Molo, one of Musk's lawyers, to Altman was "Are you completely trustworthy?" With a puzzled look, the OpenAI CEO responded, "I believe so." Molo asked if he had misled business partners, and Altman, after a pause, said, "I believe I am an honest and trustworthy business person."



Altman's evasive answers were significant because he has a long history of being accused by colleagues and business partners of being deceptive. Ilya Sutskever, a co-founder and former chief scientist of OpenAI, testified that during his time at the company, he had felt that Altman created an "environment where executives don't have the correct information," which is not conducive to AI safety. Multiple former OpenAI board members testified to similar effect in explaining why, in late 2023, they briefly fired Altman. (For his part, Altman wrote in a recent blog post that he is "not proud of handling myself badly in a conflict with our previous board that led to a huge mess for the company.") When the judge excoriated OpenAI's legal team for making contradictory arguments in separate lawsuits that she is hearing, Musk smiled and nodded. Musk's legal team essentially hung its case on impugning Altman's integrity, and Molo told the jury in his closing argument to imagine that they were walking over a bridge: "The bridge is built on Sam Altman's version of the truth," he said. "Would you walk across that bridge?"



The many texts, emails, and internal documents released because of the lawsuit, and the sworn testimony of current and former OpenAI executives, were hardly flattering for the firm-- depicting a treacherous company culture that has nonetheless made its staff fantastically rich. Sutskever said that his stake in the company is worth some $7 billion, and Greg Brockman, OpenAI's president and another defendant in the lawsuit, said that his equity is worth some $30 billion. Altman, who previously told the Senate that he has no direct equity in OpenAI, testified that through an investment fund run by the start-up incubator Y Combinator (which Altman used to be president of), he has an indirect financial stake in the firm.



The trial surfaced and produced countless other shenanigans: Musk apparently called an OpenAI employee a "jackass" for wanting to prioritize safety over speed, after which that employee was given a satirical trophy depicting a donkey's butt. (During his own testimony, Musk denied yelling at someone and said he would have used such a word only in jest.) In a diary entry, Brockman had written that it would be "wrong to steal the nonprofit from" Musk and that doing so would "be pretty morally bankrupt, and he's really not an idiot." Sutskever, a Yoda-like figure in the AI world, described AI progress from 2018 to now as "the difference between an ant and a cat." At the beginning of the trial, the judge had asked Musk to refrain from posting on social media about the trial as it unfolded, and he did show restraint. Immediately after the verdict, though, Musk posted on X: "The ruling by the terrible activist Oakland judge, who simply used the jury as a fig leaf, creates such a terrible precedent."



To the extent that the trial could have actually been about the best way to develop AI for the benefit of humanity, and about whether OpenAI is honoring its founding pledge to do so--well, it simply wasn't. For the most part, Musk and Altman--billionaires who are perhaps the two most influential tech CEOs in the world--were in essence asking their attorneys to debate whether making ungodly sums of money was acceptable. In a remarkable exchange during closing arguments, Gonzalez Rogers excoriated one of Musk's lawyers for misleading the jury: Molo, after attacking the bridge "built on Sam Altman's version of the truth," said that Musk is not asking for money from OpenAI. The district judge pointed out that he, in fact, was asking for money. "You need to retract that statement, or you need to drop your claim for billions of dollars," the judge said. Musk's lawyers did not drop the demand.
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Everything You Do Is Being Recorded

Is there any way of fighting back?

by Ross Andersen

Mon, 18 May 2026




Anthony "Bingy" Arillotta waited years to become a made man in the Genovese crime family, and when at last the call came in August 2003, he followed directions to the letter. According to sworn testimony, Arillotta was summoned to a steak house in the Bronx, where he was made to hand over his cellphone, beeper, and jewelry before being driven to an apartment building. When he got there, he was taken to a small bathroom and strip-searched for electronic devices. For his big meeting with the boss, he was given a bathrobe to wear.

Until recently, only spies and criminals had to worry this obsessively about their private statements being picked up by electronic equipment. But soon, the average person might need to deploy surveillance countermeasures. The next time you conduct a delicate bit of office diplomacy or share a romantic or financial secret with a friend over drinks, a sensor built into someone's glasses, necklace, or lapel pin might be watching you and listening.

In March, the tech start-up Deveillance announced the development of Spectre I, a hockey-puck-shaped device that purports to prevent others from recording you (no strip search required). The company was founded by Aida Baradari, a recent college graduate who was worried by the surge in people wearing AI-enabled recorders. These wearables can be used as a silent notetaker, a personal assistant, or even a therapist of sorts. That technology isn't yet mainstream, but it may be soon. Apple--the company with the largest personal-tech ecosystem in the world--is rumored to be developing an AI pin or pendant that would serve as an iPhone's constant eyes and ears; many other products of this type are on the way. AI accessories could one day be as widespread as AirPods.

New surveillance technologies tend to breed new countermeasures, which lead, in turn, to more sophisticated surveillance. During the Second World War, after Germany operationalized radar, the Royal Air Force began dropping thin strips of metallized paper cut to a specific size that resonated with the radar, swamping German screens with phantom echoes that were indistinguishable from real aircraft. Some historians have argued that the ensuing radar arms race was more consequential to the war's outcome than the Manhattan Project.

For decades, crude jammers have been sold to people who hope to avoid being recorded. Early versions blasted loud, unpleasant white noise to conceal voices. More recently, companies have made models that emit a steady stream of ultrasonic sound at inaudible frequencies, exploiting a quirk of microphone hardware that converts those high frequencies into noise. In 2020, a team at the University of Chicago led by Yuxin Chen reported that it had mounted 23 ultrasonic transducers on a single bracelet, such that jamming signals could be sent in all directions instead of being focused on a single target.

Read: The most reviled tech CEO in New York confronts his haters

But even high-tech jammers have a hard time fending off today's AI wearables. The most advanced pins, pendants, and glasses use speech-recovery algorithms to strip away unwanted noise, whether it originates from everyday sources--such as the clinking of glasses in a crowded bar--or from an ultrasonic jammer. This task the algorithms perform is quite difficult: In that crowded bar, a microphone on a person's lapel will intercept sound vibrations from many different sources at once. It will pick up a bartender calling out a drink order, music emanating from a speaker, bursts of laughter coming from nearby tables--and all of these sounds ricochet off of walls and other objects, creating yet more noise. The human body solves this "cocktail party problem" without us noticing: Our ears serve as dual microphones, and our brain can use the timing and intensity differences between them, along with layered processing in the auditory cortex, to isolate the voice of a person who is sitting across from us.

DeLiang Wang, a computer scientist at Ohio State University, has spent decades training neural networks to accomplish that same goal, for the purpose of improving hearing aids. By feeding the networks hundreds of hours of recorded human voices, he has taught them to recognize the frequencies and rhythms of speech. The models build an internal representation of "speech-ness," and when they encounter a noisy recording, they focus on the parts that match the patterns they have learned and then suppress everything else. The most advanced technologies can now infer missing syllables in the way that a reader fills in a redacted word from context, allowing them to reconstruct speech that wasn't cleanly captured in the first place.

Big tech companies are trying to do this too. Microsoft has been running an annual Deep Noise Suppression Challenge since 2020 to advance the field. (Their in-house team is trying to make Teams meetings less excruciating.) Other companies are working on noise cancellation for cellphone calls and podcast software. This sort of research is meant to improve the lives of normal users of technology--assuming that we podcast listeners count as normal--but every advance in de-noising can also be used to help an AI assistant recover speech from a jammed recording.

Defeating these algorithms may require a different countersurveillance approach altogether. Finn Brunton, a historian at UC Davis and the co-author of Obfuscation: A User's Guide for Privacy and Protest, told me that one of the best ways is to identify the data that a device is trying to collect, and then supply it with a junk version. The Berlin-based artist Adam Harvey used this strategy when he developed makeup and clothing that frustrate facial-recognition algorithms. Daniel Howe and Helen Nissenbaum did something similar with a browser plug-in called TrackMeNot: Rather than concealing a user's Google searches, the extension continually runs its own randomized decoy queries in the background, so that whatever a user actually searched for becomes lost in a sea of false leads.

People have tried this technique in the realm of audio too. Woodrow Hartzog, a law professor at Boston University who studies privacy and surveillance, told me that early in his legal career, he worked with defense attorneys who worried that their jailhouse conversations with clients would be recorded. To fight back, they played "babble tapes"--audio files layered with 40 tracks of voices in different accents--in the background.

In 2023, a team led by Ming Gao, now a researcher at Nanjing University, used human voices to defeat speech-recovery algorithms in a different way. Its jammer, called MicFrozen, is worn by a speaker who doesn't want to be recorded. It listens as they talk and then generates a real-time stream of ultrasonic "anti-speech" tuned to the speaker's voice, much like the noise-cancellation technology in your headphones. The device then sends out another layer of counterfeit speech-shaped sound to mislead any algorithm that tries to reconstruct what was lost.

Baradari, whose company is working on the Spectre I device, wouldn't tell me exactly how her jammer's signals work, but she said that they, too, resemble speech. The launch video for Spectre I claims that the device will also be able to detect the presence of nearby microphones. When I asked Baradari how it will do that, she clarified that her team is still "working on that part right now."

However effective Spectre I turns out to be, it won't be the end of the recording arms race. More capable AI models may eventually deploy some new listening tricks of their own. They may bypass recorded audio altogether. In Stanley Kubrick's 2001: A Space Odyssey, when two astronauts retreat to a soundproofed pod to discuss disconnecting HAL 9000, the ship's computer simply reads their lips through the porthole. A wearable powered by a model that's been trained on enough conversation footage could, in principle, do the same. In theory, it could also stare at a glass of water between two people and recover their speech from vibrations on the liquid's surface.

AI wearables may always have an edge over countermeasures. After all, they're using a technology that is a product of the entire speech-processing industry, which takes in billions of dollars in investments--not just for AI assistants but also for hearing aids, smart speakers, and teleconferencing tools. Meanwhile, only a few academics and small companies are defending us from these technologies. "The thing about cat-and-mouse games is that we know how they usually end up for the mouse," Hartzog said. "And in this case, the cat includes some of the most powerful corporations to ever exist."

The Mafia knows what it's like to be a mouse. By the time Arillotta, the aspiring made man, was told to put on the bathrobe, criminal organizations had been engaged in surveillance arms races of their own for decades. After law enforcement started bugging their phones, bosses would conduct business in person. Sometimes, they'd use a safe house or a vehicle, but those could be bugged, too, and so sensitive information might have been communicated only during a walk-and-talk. Eventually, crime families turned to burner phones, and then devices with encryption. But here, again, they fell prey to the cat.

In 2018, the FBI began secretly running Anom, its own encrypted-phone company. Through informants, it sold 12,000 devices with a special Anom messaging app. Members of Mafia families, motorcycle gangs, and other criminal organizations treated the phones as a status symbol, and used them to negotiate drug deals, launder money, and participate in all manner of other illegal activity. But the security that they offered was a ruse: Every message that they sent was being intercepted by the feds.
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AI Has Broken Containment

Once-speculative concerns about the technology have now become pressing matters.

by Matteo Wong

Mon, 18 May 2026




AI has ascended to the role of main character. When Donald Trump traveled to Beijing for a historic summit last week, AI was one of the central topics of his discussions with Xi Jinping. As the two nations remain locked in a technological arms race, the president brought along some of the United States' most powerful AI executives, including Elon Musk and Nvidia's Jensen Huang. A continent away, the European Union has been unsuccessfully petitioning Anthropic to grant access to its advanced cybersecurity model, Mythos. Back in the United States, millions of students and teachers are dealing with the fallout of a devastating ransomware attack on the software platform Canvas--a hack that was likely aided by AI tools. And on Thursday, Cisco became the latest major company to justify layoffs by pointing to AI.

The past six months have marked a sea change in the reach and influence of AI. For most of 2024 and 2025, there was talk of AI progress slowing down or even stopping altogether. Even as the technology began to infiltrate schools and reshape financial markets, AI was relatively easy to compartmentalize from other major, more pressing issues in American life.

No longer. Now the technology has become regarded as a matter of the greatest economic, political, and global consequence. The most important issues in U.S.-China relations? Tariffs, Taiwan, and AI, apparently. Political leaders and pundits including Bernie Sanders and Steve Bannon have put AI center stage, and the backlash against data centers is loud and inescapable. The specter of AI-driven layoffs hangs heavy--as does the threat of advanced hacking bots capable of taking down electrical grids and breaking into banks. All manner of once-speculative concerns about AI have become pressing matters. There is no longer a distant AI future so much as the mess we are all forced to confront today.

The newly chaotic and inescapable state of AI is the result of two inflection points. The first came at the start of the year, when AI agents exploded in popularity. Products such as Anthropic's Claude Code and OpenAI's Codex don't just talk to you; they can do things on your behalf--code, trade stocks, analyze spreadsheets, generate slide decks, and even create Amazon listings. The technology's once-questionable economic value became very clear, very quickly, to a large number of businesses, which have clamored to incorporate agents alongside, or in lieu of, their human employees. As agents have swarmed the workplace, nearly three-quarters of employed Americans think AI will decrease overall job opportunities and 30 percent of Americans are concerned that AI will make their own job obsolete.

The second shift began in late February. First, a high-profile contract dispute between Anthropic and the Pentagon revealed how essential AI has become to national security. Then, in early April, Anthropic announced Mythos, a model with the ability to rapidly find and exploit bugs throughout the internet. (Shortly after, OpenAI came out with an analogous model.) In tandem, these events suggest that some of the most catastrophic fears about AI could come true: Several independent cybersecurity experts have told me that these models are approaching the abilities of the most elite human hackers. Anthropic and OpenAI have not released these cybersecurity models to the public, out of fear they will be used by criminals or terrorists; meanwhile, companies and government bodies alike are hungering for access so they can use the tools to patch any bugs. As a result, AI labs have become major geopolitical actors in their own right.

Spurred by the threat of massive AI cyberattacks, the Trump administration is now reportedly weighing the possibility of testing or even licensing the most powerful AI models before their public release--moves the White House once called "dangerous" and "onerous." White House Chief of Staff Susie Wiles is said to be spearheading Trump's AI policy and has written a rare post on X vowing to keep Americans safe from AI cyberattacks by ensuring "the best and safest tech is deployed rapidly to defeat any and all threats." (A White House official told me that "any policy announcement will come directly from the President.") This month alone, dozens of members of Congress have signed letters to the White House on AI regulation.

It's hard to overstate the extent to which AI has crept into contemporary life, even for people who aren't commonly using the technology. A poll this spring showed that, for Americans, AI is growing in importance faster than any other issue. AI wasn't a focus for campaigns in 2024, but several races coming up this year are poised to involve heated debates over the technology. Data centers in particular have gone from basically invisible to a divisive issue that cuts across party lines: 70 percent of Americans oppose the construction of an AI data center in their community. These centers' voracious demand for natural resources might be showing up in your electrical or water bill or your receipt at the gas pump. Data centers have also become objects of military and political violence. Last month, the home of an Indianapolis city councilman was shot up after he voted to approve a data center. And these buildings have been targeted or threatened by Iranian, U.S., and Israeli forces during the war in the Middle East.

There will never again be a graduating class that experienced even a year of college without ChatGPT. On Instagram, Facebook, and X, influencers preach about how to use Claude and ChatGPT to make your life easier. Recent leaps in deepfake tools make it harder than ever to assume that any given post on social media is human-made. As if AI had not already eaten the economy, Anthropic and OpenAI are racing to be listed on stock markets in what will likely be two of the largest public offerings in history. This will dramatically warp the public-investing landscape and affect, for better and worse, basically anybody with any sort of savings--a college fund, a 401(k), a pension.

All of which is to say, basically anything that is American seems tangled up with AI: the war in Iran, gun violence, the midterms, NIMBYism, falling test scores, class inequality, the stock market, housing, gas prices. None of these issues are necessarily determined or superseded by AI--far from it--but rather, this technology and industry are now directly, unavoidably implicated in them all. And the experience of this AI-saturated present is a bewildering one. Partisan lines on AI are scrambled and confused. The influx of cash into data centers has propped up the U.S. economy, making it impossible for economists and policy makers to fully understand the effects of tariffs and the war with Iran. More and more companies are citing AI for mass layoffs, but whether this is a genuine justification or a convenient excuse to downsize is anybody's guess. Whether AI is going to empower or rot all our brains, too, will only become evident many years from now. All these questions and tensions are hard to make sense of, let alone resolve, but they can no longer be deferred.

The path here was not the inevitable result of some technological, scientific, or economic law. Nor is continuing down it. To the extent we are already living in the AI future, it is the result of a series of calculated decisions by the biggest tech firms and their investors. Silicon Valley has spent ungodly sums on AI and data centers: Microsoft, Amazon, Meta, and Google alone have already spent more on data centers since the launch of ChatGPT than the federal government spent to build the entire interstate highway system. Those expenditures are set to grow, even as consensus opinions on whether all this spending constitutes an economic bubble fluctuate every few months. Meanwhile, AI companies have been hard at work partnering with local and federal government agencies, major colleges and research universities, Fortune 500 companies, and media organizations to weave their products into everyday life.

All of this spending and all of these partnerships were set in motion years before the technology was actually capable or reliable enough for widespread usage. Now these same companies are barreling forward to consummate their technological revolution. For everyone else, the AI future is beginning to feel less like something you participate in and more like something that happens to you.
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My Son's Math Homework Is Essentially Just Pokemon

Education games are taking over American classrooms.

by Will Oremus

Sat, 16 May 2026




Updated at 5:06 p.m. E.T. on May 19, 2026

One afternoon earlier this year, my 11-year-old son was sitting at his laptop and working quietly on his math homework. At least, that's what he was supposed to be doing. When I glanced at his screen, equations were nowhere to be seen. He was controlling a monster in the midst of battle, casting magic spells to outduel an opposing player.



"That's not your math homework!" I told him. But it was. His fifth-grade-math teacher had told her students to spend time on Prodigy, a site that looks and feels like a video game. As my son indignantly showed me, Prodigy surfaces multiple-choice questions in between cartoon-monster attacks. Correctly identify an isosceles triangle or the square root of 49, and your "Aquadile" or "Bonasaur"--barely veiled rip-offs of Pokemon characters--gets a health boost that will help it fend off your opponent's next salvo.



Prodigy is among a bevy of gamified tools that have gained a foothold in classrooms across the country by promising to make learning fun. (As Prodigy's website puts it: "Kids no longer have to choose between homework and playtime.") These platforms--which also include Blooket, Gimkit, and Kahoot--can seem like a win-win. Students' eyes light up at math-and-vocabulary-review sessions that once induced groans. Teachers, meanwhile, can use the games to track which questions kids get right and wrong, helping them triage trouble spots.



But as I watched my son play Prodigy, it became clear there wasn't much learning happening. In about 10 minutes of gameplay, he spent less than 30 seconds answering math questions. When he got one wrong, the game didn't pause to diagnose where he went wrong or guide him to the correct answer. The only time he slowed down, grudgingly, was when Prodigy forced him to watch videos advertising its paid-membership plans.



Other popular ed-tech games also lean into gaming more than learning. Gimkit lobs occasional multiple-choice questions in the middle of live, multiplayer games that closely resemble popular commercial titles such as Among Us and Only Up. Blooket offers a single-player game similar to Plants vs. Zombies that can be used as a homework assignment and others, such as Gold Quest, that are designed to be played live by a whole classroom. While parents and teachers fret over students' watching MrBeast videos during social-studies class, schools have embraced education software that has become hard to distinguish from Candy Crush.



Educational games have been around for decades; Millennials may remember playing Math Blaster and Oregon Trail in computer lab. Only recently have web-based, free-to-play platforms become a staple of daily lesson plans and homework assignments. Their rise has been abetted by the prevalence of school-issued Chromebooks and an incursion of technology into almost every aspect of education since the pandemic. For kids the age of my son, who attended kindergarten on Zoom, a school experience mediated by ed tech is all they've ever known.



Some of these platforms are now so compelling that students want to play them in their spare time. Blooket, for example, has a gambling-like feature that has proved popular throughout the gaming industry: Players earn an in-game currency they can spend on packs that offer a slim chance at rare prizes--in this case, special avatars, or "Blooks." The site has spawned a cottage industry of YouTube streamers who share hacks for obtaining more currency and post screen recordings of their luckiest "pulls" from reward packs. "Oh my God, we pulled it," one popular YouTuber raves in a video that has nearly half a million views. "One of, if not the, rarest Blooks in the game. And if this video gets 10,000 likes, I'll give it away to one of you guys."



Ben Stewart, who co-founded Blooket as a high-school student in 2018, told me that the company now has about 20 employees, millions of active users (he wouldn't say exactly how many), and 23 game modes. He understands that some teachers and parents might have qualms with education software that mimics the addictive mechanics of mobile games. Blooket is designed not to supplant lectures or project-based learning, he argued, but rather to replace flash cards and worksheets as a way of reviewing facts that students have already absorbed. "In our mind, if you're using Blooket for an hour in a class, something has gone wrong," he said. Blooket aims to surface questions at least once every 20 seconds, he added, and limits the amount of rewards players can earn in a day (though they can spend money to unlock more). Prodigy is also not meant to be used as a substitute for instruction, Rohan Mahimker, the company's co-CEO, said in an email. "Balancing gameplay with genuine learning is central to how we build Prodigy and why we've invested so much into curriculum and pedagogy," he said.



Several teachers I spoke with agreed that Blooket and its ilk are best deployed in small doses and for defined purposes. Mashfiq Ahmed, a high-school-chemistry teacher in New York City, told me that he uses Blooket and Kahoot for review sessions at the end of a unit, and as filler for a substitute teacher when he's out sick. Ed-tech games also allow kids who finish their in-class assignments early to work ahead on their laptop, keeping them quiet and out of trouble until the bell rings. And if nothing else, they can provide "a quick blast of competitive entertainment," Jason Saiter, a high-school teacher in Dublin, Ohio, told me. "Sometimes teachers need things like this to get through the day. Sometimes certain types of students do too."



But things can sometimes get out of hand. On Blooket and several other platforms, students can create their own quizzes from existing templates. Some have cleverly learned to design them so that any answer is designated as correct--they simply mash the first answer to each question as soon as it appears to maximize their in-game rewards. The internet is full of hacks for Blooket, Gimkit, Prodigy, and others--such as browser extensions that automatically answer every question correctly. When I ran this by Stewart, he flashed something between a smile and a grimace. "Kids are creative," he said. "They try to cheat our games as many ways as they possibly can." If there's one thing that all of these years of tech-centered education has taught schoolkids, it's how to game the system.



Over the past few years, districts across the country have enacted phone bans or restrictions in a bid to limit distractions. Schools have also blocked students from using their laptop to access sites such as YouTube and Roblox. But those measures don't solve the deeper problem: Software has eaten the American school, and unwinding that will require more than a content filter or a Yondr Pouch.



Some parents now want to go further. Jodi Carreon, a mother based in San Marcos, California, told me that her younger child was in second grade when he began coming home begging her to pay for Prodigy's premium service so he could get more rewards. Then she started getting notes from teachers that her son was getting distracted playing Prodigy in class. "I'm like, 'You literally handed them this,'" she said. Carreon is now the national-expansion director for Schools Beyond Screens, a parent group that recently successfully pushed Los Angeles to become the first major U.S. school district to adopt sweeping restrictions on laptop and tablet use in classrooms.



Other experts argue that the problem isn't games or technology per se--it's the thoughtless way that schools are using them. A well-designed game "can be extremely effective in not just getting kids interested in the subject matter, but to help them understand why they're doing it in the first place," Jan Plass, a professor of digital media and learning sciences at NYU, told me. He cited a 2008 game called Immune Attack, developed in part by scientists, in which players must navigate a nanobot through a patient's bloodstream to spur their immune system to fight off infections. He contrasted that with gamified tools such as Prodigy, which simply bolt multiple-choice questions onto unrelated game templates. It's a lazy approach, but it's cheap and accessible, and it dovetails with an education system geared toward standardized tests.



In other words, the status quo of ed tech is bleak. Screen time has become a default rather than an intentional choice for harried teachers and distracted students. That day I first encountered my son playing Prodigy, I noticed something odd after several minutes of watching him. He was learning how to divide fractions in math class, but the screen kept flashing addition problems. "Oops," he said when I pointed that out. "I must have clicked the wrong lesson."
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Too Much Is Happening Too Fast

The AI boom is meant to overwhelm you.

by Charlie Warzel

Thu, 14 May 2026




You hear wild stuff all the time now. Like this story that Nat Friedman, a former CEO of GitHub, told recently at a conference. Friedman uses OpenClaw, an autonomous AI agent that runs on his computer, acting like a personal assistant. One day, his OpenClaw decided that he wasn't drinking enough water, so Friedman instructed the agent to "do whatever it takes" to make sure he stays hydrated. According to Friedman, eventually the bot directed him to go to the kitchen and drink a bottle of water. It informed him that it was monitoring him via a connected camera in his home. "I'm going to watch to make sure you do it," the bot supposedly said. Friedman did as he was told, and, moments later, the bot sent him a frame of him drinking the bottle of water and said good job. "I felt like I did do a good job," Friedman said.

The world is only a few years into the AI boom, and this strange brew of hype, utility, and creepiness is commonplace. On X--arguably the beating heart of AI insider discourse--investors, influencers, programmers, researchers, podcasters, and countless hangers-on reach out across the algorithm to shake you by the shoulders. Claude "broke down my entire life with eerie accuracy. No horoscopes. No tarot. Just pure AI," one post reads. Another crows: "Our team is stunned. We gave Claude Opus 4.6 by @AnthropicAI $10k to trade on @Polymarket. It's now has an account value of $70,614.59." The post includes a graph with a small asterisk that notes that this trading was part of a trading simulation and not done with real money.

A defining feature of all this evangelizing is its frenetic pace. If you are not paying close attention to the daily AI discourse, a lot of the conversations are almost unintelligible. From week to week, narratives whipsaw. A new prompt seminar "WILL CHANGE HOW YOU BUILD WITH AI FOREVER"; no, wait, prompting is dead. Claude "CHANGES EVERYTHING"; actually, it's all about OpenAI's Codex now. Get in, loser, we're vibe-coding websites. Scratch that: We're vibe-trading now--earning money while we sleep.

It all moves so fast that veterans of the AI discourse jokingly yearn for the good old days ... of 2022.

I've written previously that one of AI's enduring cultural impacts is to make people feel like they're losing their mind. Some of that is attributable to the aggressive fanfare or the way that the technology has been explicitly positioned to displace labor. But lately, I believe, it's the accelerated nature of the AI boom that's driving people everywhere mad. Both the conversation around the technology and its implementation are governed by an exponential logic. Intelligence, revenues, capabilities--all of it is supposed to hockey stick, say the boosters. New, supposed breakthroughs are touted but then immediately couched with the reminder that this is the worst the technology will ever be. Because AI systems have bled into every domain of our culture and economy, it's exceedingly difficult to evaluate the effect of the technology outside of a case by case basis. That you can't begin to wrap your mind around the AI boom or orient yourself in it is a feature, not a bug, for those building the technology. But for anyone just trying to adapt, it's difficult not to feel resentful or alienated. Silicon Valley is trying to speedrun the singularity, and it's polarizing the rest of us in the process.

The whipsaw itself has existed for several years. Since the arrival of ChatGPT, the AI boom has toggled around an "It's so over"-"We're so back" axis, with the industry seeming to fall short of its own mythology, then announcing yet another paradigm shift. But the latest shift from chatbots to coding agents--self-directed tools like the one that apparently minded Friedman's hydration habits--has turbocharged this churn. Boosters see the agents, unlike chatbots, as a convincing step toward the predictions of AI executives that the technology could eliminate untold white-collar jobs and rewire the very nature of work. Adoption and usage of models such as Claude Code and OpenAI's Codex have skyrocketed, alongside revenues. Bubble talk (for now) has chilled out, and CEOs are saying things like "Think of this as the dawn of a new Atomic Age." We're so back.

In AI research, a popular sentiment is that a "jagged frontier" exists in AI utility and adoption: AI tools can be extremely, unexpectedly good at some human tasks and extremely, unexpectedly bad at others. As this frontier becomes even more jagged, it appears to be pressing people deeper into their previously held opinions of AI, such that AI evangelists and skeptics are living in different worlds. On Reddit and LinkedIn, workers are lamenting managers who have cute names for their bots and who mandate that every marketing summary be run through Microsoft Copilot. Some of those workers say they are writing their memos, pretending to be chatbots, just so they have some agency in their job.

Elsewhere online, programmers are beginning to describe an affinity for coding agents that is veering into unhealthy territory. "I'm up at 2AM on a Tuesday," Anita Kirkovska, the head of growth at an AI company, wrote recently, "not because I have a deadline, but because Claude Code made it so easy to keep going that I forgot to stop." She describes a "competence addiction" caused by the tools making her so productive: "You hit a prompt, the agent succeeds, you get a dopamine hit. The agent fails spectacularly, you get adrenaline. Both are reinforcing. Both keep you at the terminal." Kirkovska argues that she sees this among all kinds of AI power users--an unsustainable flow state in which decision making begins to falter and people become sloppy as they grind away.

MIT Technology Review's Mat Honan describes the feeling that too much is changing, too fast as "AI malaise." You're starting to see it in surveys--a recent Gallup poll finding that only 18 percent of Gen Zers said they felt hopeful about AI (a drop of 9 percent in the past year), or an NBC News survey showing that AI has a favorability rating of 26 percent. It's bubbling up in the physical world--in the 20 data-center projects canceled because of local opposition in the first quarter of this year or in a college-commencement ceremony at which students booed a speaker extolling AI as "the next Industrial Revolution." You can see it in a few isolated, and inexcusable, acts of violence, such as the homemade bomb thrown at OpenAI CEO Sam Altman's home.

I'd argue that the most common feeling about AI is somatic: a low-grade hum of difficult-to-place anxiety that's the result of loud people constantly suggesting that the near future will look very little like the present and that nothing--your job or the social contract--might survive the transition.

The AI industry's own apocalyptic messaging is feeding into this feeling. Even when AI executives urge for a deescalation in AI rhetoric, as Altman did in a recent blog post after the attacks, the language is grave. "The fear and anxiety about AI is justified," he wrote. "We are in the process of witnessing the largest change to society in a long time, and perhaps ever." A similar dynamic was at play in the rollout of Anthropic's Mythos, a new model that the company claimed was so powerful that Anthropic could not release it widely because of concerns that it would lead to a global cybersecurity crisis. Should you be impressed, terrified, excited at the thought that the internet as we know it might no longer work? (Anthropic, of course, has a history of AI doomerism and a clear financial interest in making its products look historically powerful.)

As the industry has warned about AI's risks, it has also done a remarkably poor job of articulating the positive vision of the future it wants to build. Attempts have been so grand as to come off as wildly patronizing. In April, OpenAI published a 13-page blueprint on "Industrial Policy for the Intelligence Age" with the quaint subheading: "Ideas to Keep People First." Perhaps the most thoughtful (or at least the longest) articulation of what AI can do for good, a 14,000-word essay by Anthropic CEO Dario Amodei titled "Machines of Loving Grace," is more of a wish list than a plan. And even at its most sincere, Amodei's vision still comes off as alienating, even dystopian. Near the end of the piece, Amodei imagines a scenario in which AI has rendered the current economic system irrelevant. One solution, he muses, might be to create a new system in which economic decisions, including the allocation of resources, are off-loaded entirely to AI. He then nods to "a need for a broader societal conversation about how the economy should be organized." Left unanswered is who gets to participate in that conversation. On X, the writer Noah Smith posed the question more bluntly: "In 20 or 50 years, will the heads of AI companies be de facto emperors of the world?"

Everything is flooding in faster than most people can process. Last week, Jack Clark, a co-founder of Anthropic, posted on X that he now believes that there's a 60 percent chance that, by the end of 2028, "AI systems might soon be capable of building themselves." AI CEOs have made many erroneous predictions about superintelligence, so should any of us really believe that a version of the singularity is 18 months away? What is a person to do with this information? Buy stock? Buy guns? Probably not learn to code. Here we are in 2026, living in a time when the insiders are girding themselves for a moment when the entire world becomes a computer, while many others are worried about gas prices and just trying to get through the day.

About the only thing clear in this moment is that a power struggle over who gets to define the coming years is looming. It is a struggle between the AI labs and between nations. The White House has intimated that it may very well be a struggle between the government and Silicon Valley. Silicon Valley AI lobbying spend suggests the same. But for most of us, navigating the jagged frontier will feel personal. What may seem like a civilizational imperative or seven-dimensional war-gaming to AI CEOs will seem to others like little more than Silicon Valley giving their boss a compelling reason to lay them or their loved ones off.

For the past decade, popular technology platforms--many of them built or championed by the same cohort who are building today's AI tools--have favored acceleration over consideration. They incentivized us to operate by this same logic, often as the worst and loudest versions of ourselves. Over time, these tools flattened our arguments, our politics, our culture, compressing them into the same endless fights, such that people became ensconced in their own bespoke realities.

The same dynamics govern the AI conversation. The AI boom is a race, a gold rush, and the chasm between AI's true believers and the malaised masses is getting wider. In the same feed, you can read a blind item about AI researchers taking up smoking because they believe that AI is going to cure lung cancer and a reported dispatch on "the shared feeling of being harvested by the future" taking hold in the United States and China. Silicon Valley's leaders pay lip service to a societal conversation about what comes next, but their actions say something else: Keep up or be left behind. Humanity rewriting the social contract together sounds nice; less so when you have a gun to your head. Time is of the essence, we're told. Maybe that's true. But how can we build a future if we can't agree on the present? A cynic might conclude that our input isn't desired at all.
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Trump's Visit to China

Panelists joined to discuss what the summit in Beijing may mean for the U.S. and China.

by The Editors

Sat, 16 May 2026




Donald Trump met with Chinese President Xi Jinping for a high-stakes summit in Beijing this week. Panelists on Washington Week With The Atlantic joined to discuss potential takeaways from the visit, and more.

"There was an enormous amount of trepidation looking in advance of the summit on the part of America's allies," Susan Glasser, a staff writer at The New Yorker argued last night. "What Donald Trump has made very clear is that no matter what's written on paper, no matter what laws are passed by Congress, there's no permanent commitments or alliances, as far as he's concerned."

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Peter Baker, the chief White House correspondent at The New York Times; Glasser; Mark Mazzetti, a Washington correspondent for The New York Times; Nancy Youssef, a staff writer at The Atlantic.

Watch the full episode here.
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It's Maddeningly Difficult to Ban Smoking

A new cigarette ban in the U.K. might yield its most dramatic results decades from now, if it sticks around that long.

by Nicholas Florko

Tue, 19 May 2026




Since tobacco first arrived on the shores of England in the late 16th century, some Brits have wanted to eradicate it. Back in 1604, King James I was so alarmed about his country's new smoking habit that he imposed a 4,000 percent tariff on the crop. That year, he wrote one of the world's first anti-tobacco essays, declaring smoking "lothsome to the eye, hatefull to the Nose, harmefull to the braine, dangerous to the Lungs."

Despite the best efforts of the king and the generations of anti-tobacco activists who followed him, people in the United Kingdom still smoke. Now advocates are hoping a new law that prohibits anyone born on or after January 1, 2009, from ever buying cigarettes will finally end the habit for good. But the tobacco-free generation, at least in the short term, is unlikely to truly be tobacco free.

Generational tobacco bans were first proposed in 2010 by a group of researchers in Singapore. Around that time, less extreme anti-tobacco measures--such as media campaigns, clean-air laws, and taxes--had reduced smoking in many countries to such a point that public-health advocates started to seriously consider policies that could shrink rates to effectively zero. A tobacco "endgame," as it has become known, was in sight. "I want to stamp out smoking for good," Rishi Sunak, the former U.K. prime minister, said in a statement when he first proposed the plan in 2023.

Currently, U.K. residents need to be 18 or older to purchase cigarettes. The new generational ban will introduce a more unusual paradigm: Beginning on January 1, 2027, an 18-year-old born on New Year's Day 2009 will not be able to buy products such as cigarettes and chewing tobacco for the rest of their life. But a friend born one day earlier would face no such barrier. That means, as some critics of the ban have pointed out, that 18-year-olds will almost certainly bum cigarettes from older friends--the same way younger teens have acquired them since time immemorial. Data suggest that most adolescent British smokers get cigarettes for free from older people they know. In one study, in which researchers interviewed British smokers as young as 12 about how they obtained cigarettes, kids who waited outside of tobacco shops in the hopes that an older customer would buy for them reported mostly targeting people under 25.

Charles Fain Lehman: The end of cigarettes is coming

Lawmakers included language in the bill designed to dissuade older people from buying cigarettes for their underage acquaintances. But, more important, that issue will likely work itself out over time. By 2034, no one under 25 will be able to purchase cigarettes. And with each passing year, kids' sources of illegal cigarettes should progressively dwindle. Because having peers who smoke increases young people's chances of starting themselves, fewer kids being able to get their hands on cigarettes should have a ripple effect, dissuading more and more of their peers from experimenting. By 2079, no one under 70 will be legally able to smoke. It will become the habit not of teenage rebellion but of retirement homes.

This all depends, of course, on retailers actually following the law--a big if, according to some tobacco-control experts I spoke with. In a 2023 NHS survey, one-third of youth smokers reported regularly (and illegally) buying cigarettes from shops. "I don't think we should play down the need for enforcement," Nathan Davies, a doctoral fellow at the University of Nottingham who studies tobacco control, told me. And even if shopkeepers play by the rules, other people might not. Consider the small Himalayan nation of Bhutan, where all tobacco sales were banned in 2004 but cigarettes remained easy to access because a black market quickly cropped up. Those dealers didn't serve just existing smokers but also young children. In 2019, nearly a quarter of 13-to-15-year-olds in the country used tobacco.

Nigel Farage, the leader of the right-wing Reform U.K. Party, has repeatedly insisted that such a black market could appear in the U.K. too. But the country's experiment was not technically a generational tobacco ban, unlike the policy in the U.K., which was crafted to ensure that most current smokers can continue to buy their products legally, thus shrinking the profitability of any black market. The Bhutan and U.K. policies are "structurally so different in scope, sequencing, enforcement infrastructure, and market context that the comparison generates more confusion than insight," Kashish Aneja, who leads initiatives in Asia at Georgetown University's O'Neill Institute for National and Global Health Law, told me via email.

Read: What's so bad about nicotine?

No actual generational tobacco ban has existed for enough years to reveal its long-term effects. The Maldives, a small island nation south of India, implemented such a policy in November. Several Massachusetts towns have also passed similar bans. Brookline, a wealthy suburb of Boston, was the first, enacting its own version in 2021. Available data suggest the ban has had little effect on cigarette smoking thus far, but according to advocates, real change will take much more time. "It is a slow and gentle policy change which will result in changes over the mid and long-term," Mark Gottlieb, the executive director of the Public Health Advocacy Institute at the Northeastern University School of Law, told me in an email.

New Zealand's left-wing Labour Party passed a tobacco-free-generation policy in 2022. But the country's new center-right coalition government, on taking power in 2024, repealed the law before it went into effect. The government's stated reasons for the repeal were so that cigarette-tax revenue could pay for a slew of new tax cuts, and because, it was argued, the policy would have fueled illegal smuggling. Something similar might happen in the U.K. Farage, himself a smoker, has called the ban "puritanical" and vowed to repeal it if his party takes power.

He's probably not the only one who'd like to see that happen. Tobacco companies urged Parliament not to pass the law, arguing that it was discriminatory and would not prevent youth smoking--and would increase crime, to boot. "Every year from 2027 onwards a generational ban will hand more of the UK tobacco market to the serious organised criminal groups who will use the proceeds of illegal tobacco to fund activities including terrorism, weapons trading, the distribution of narcotics and people smuggling," Japan Tobacco International, which owns a number of the most popular cigarette brands in the U.K., wrote. (In a statement, a JTI spokesperson added to that list, writing, "Illegal tobacco in the UK has been linked to organized crime, including activities such as money laundering, human trafficking, and violence.") The tobacco industry, along with smokers'-rights groups, also aggressively courted certain U.K. conservatives as the new ban was being debated, hosting them for lunches and at least one party.

Read: The allure of smoking rises again

I asked several major British tobacco companies whether they would like to see the ban repealed, but they declined to answer, instead emphasizing that they will work with the U.K. government to determine how the law is implemented. If the industry wants to continue fighting the ban, they'll be aided by the fact that the policy will take so long to have real effects. A recent modeling study led by Davies found that the ban should result in smoking rates among people under 30 dropping below 5 percent--a commonly accepted goal of so-called endgame strategies--by 2049. That would give cigarette makers decades to publicize middling results, along with any instances of smuggling they can uncover.

Some proponents of tobacco-endgame policies have their own doubts about the feasibility of generational tobacco bans. Ruth Malone, a UC San Francisco professor who wrote one of the first articles articulating the idea of a tobacco endgame, has suggested that governments could instead pursue a "rapid ban" on cigarettes for people of all ages, additional restrictions on where tobacco can be sold, and prohibitions on all flavored tobacco products. Whereas generational bans give cigarette companies time to influence policy, Malone says, immediate policies would more quickly diminish the industry's profits, and thereby its power.

Read: America just kinda, sorta banned cigarettes

Despite the debate, generational smoking bans are broadly popular. A poll commissioned by the anti-smoking group Action on Smoking and Health found that 68 percent of English people support the new ban. In New Zealand, about 60 percent of voters opposed the country's about-face. Perhaps that's because smoking remains one of the world's leading causes of preventable death, or because the overwhelming majority of smokers regret ever starting. The new policy might not make much difference for today's teens, but decades from now, a new generation really might avoid that lifelong error--as long as the ban actually sticks around.
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This Ebola Outbreak Will Be Hard to Contain

The world is already playing catch-up to a deadly disease.

by Katherine J. Wu, Hana Kiros

Tue, 19 May 2026




Updated at 6:24 p.m. ET on May 19, 2026


Quite abruptly, the world has jolted into another infectious-disease crisis. On Friday, Africa CDC confirmed a new Ebola outbreak, centered in the Democratic Republic of the Congo; within two days, the World Health Organization declared the epidemic a public-health emergency of international concern. The virus, which has also spread to Uganda, is suspected to have sickened more than 500 people and killed more than 130--counts that suggest to experts that it has been spreading largely undetected in the region for several weeks, if not months.  





Central and West Africa have weathered dozens of Ebola outbreaks before. But this new epidemic has already surpassed most others in size, and "my projection is that it will get worse before it gets better," Nahid Bhadelia, the director of Boston University's Center on Emerging Infectious Diseases, told us. The global-health backdrop is simply different in 2026, largely the result of a series of public-health decisions made by the United States in the past year and a half--among them, dismantling USAID, withdrawing from the WHO, and ousting infectious-disease experts en masse from the CDC, which remains without a permanent director. As things stand, the outbreak has already reached a point at which experts feel certain it will be very difficult to contain. The world's fractured global-health community is now playing a lethal game of catch-up with an extremely dangerous virus.





Experts suspect that a number of epidemiological factors helped the crisis quickly swell in size, mostly under the radar. The outbreak so far centers on two mining towns--Mongbwalu and Rwampara--in a region of the DRC where access to health care is inconsistent and traffic in and out is high. During a press conference on Saturday, Jean Kaseya, the director general of Africa CDC, described the area as "very vulnerable and fragile." Relatively remote regions with high mobility and porous borders can be ideal settings for viruses to spread unnoticed, especially for pathogens such as Ebola, whose early symptoms can resemble those of typhoid and malaria, also endemic to the region. Those parts of the DRC have been plagued by civil unrest and intense armed conflict, raising substantial barriers for sick people to seek care and access tests, Krutika Kuppalli, a Dallas-based infectious-disease physician who ran an Ebola treatment unit in 2014, told us.





The strain driving the outbreak, known as Bundibugyo, is hard to catch and challenging to fight. Rapid diagnostic tests for more common versions of Ebola--the ones most readily deployed--often miss it; early test results using these tools came back negative. The epidemic's hot spot is also far from the main DRC-based microbiological laboratories that do more precise testing, prolonging the time from sampling to confirmation, Boghuma Titanji, an infectious-disease physician at Emory University, told us. To compound the challenges, Bundibugyo has no approved vaccines or treatments. According to The New York Times, the local response may have been lacking as well: Officials in Ituri province, at the center of the outbreak, were slow to report the first patients to show concerning symptoms, and didn't immediately dispatch test samples to Kinshasa, the capital.





But a strong international response is a crucial partner to a domestic one. When Ebola has sparked outbreaks in the past--including the recent, record-breaking one that began in 2014 and reached 28,000 cases--USAID and the CDC, in coordination with the WHO, played instrumental roles in the global response, including detection and early containment. "During the first Trump administration, when they were faced with a situation comparable to this, they did a pretty good job of it," Jeremy Konyndyk, who led the U.S. government's humanitarian response to Ebola under President Obama during the 2014 outbreak, told us. In 2018, for instance, the Trump administration sent teams from USAID and the CDC to the DRC within days of an Ebola outbreak being declared. The CDC collaborated with the WHO to distribute experimental, single-dose Ebola vaccines.





But under the second Trump administration, which has disparaged public health, cut foreign aid, and demeaned vaccines and other crucial components of the infectious-disease tool kit, U.S. support for global health has been severely weakened, sapping surveillance networks, laboratories, and health-care response teams of resources and personnel. In 2024, some $1.4 billion of the DRC's foreign aid--more than 70 percent--came from the U.S.; that number has since plummeted, a loss that has kneecapped local health delivery. (In a January 2025 executive order, the White House justified the U.S.'s withdrawal from the WHO by criticizing its "mishandling of the COVID-19 pandemic" and failure to reform.)





The Trump administration's early freezes on USAID funding compromised the DRC's ability to deliver medicine to rural clinics, which are typically funneled through pharmacies via a USAID-supported pipeline, as the physician Celine Gounder wrote; those aid cuts also happened around the time that a local rebel group known as M23 took over a province that houses a major humanitarian operation for the eastern DRC, compounding aid groups' difficulties. Local mortality rates have since skyrocketed, likely from infectious diseases, including ones that can resemble Ebola in symptoms--which, in the case of an outbreak, has made it that much more difficult "to identify the signal from the noise," Bhadelia told us.





More recently, the U.S. delivered another blow to the DRC. This year, the State Department declined to renew funding for more than 100 foreign-aid programs that the department classified internally as lifesaving. One program under that umbrella, providing "vital emergency health" support in the region where the outbreak is occurring, had its U.S. funding end in March, according to an internal State Department document reviewed by The Atlantic.





In February, the U.S. did commit to supporting health in the DRC in some form: The two countries agreed on a strategic health partnership, to cover infectious disease and other expenditures--though that deal includes just $900 million of U.S. aid, spread over the next five years. This week, the State Department also announced that it would mobilize additional funds to support outbreak containment. (The White House, CDC, State Department, and WHO did not respond to requests for comment at the time of this story's publication.)





Ultimately, though, the U.S.'s withdrawal from the WHO has still meant that the organization lost its largest funder and one of its most prominent partners in global health, shrinking its capacity to respond to any crisis. And the U.S.'s posture toward global health and foreign aid is now substantially more hostile. A senior State Department official told us that the WHO has been excluded from receiving humanitarian funding from State--which he described as "a major constraint for emergency health programming." (The official requested anonymity out of fear of retribution for speaking publicly.)





Amid the U.S.'s pullback, other high-income countries have stepped in to help. The European Union, for instance, has announced that it has personal-protective-equipment stockpiles ready to deploy to the region. After decades of battling Ebola, West and Central Africa also have plenty of experience to leverage, including in the absence of typical American assistance: This past December, the DRC declared the end of a separate Ebola outbreak. But the U.S.'s absence from the WHO is especially apparent in conditions of crisis. Under an administration that was friendlier to global public health, "we may have quicker mobilization of resources," simply because more of them would already be there, Bhadelia said.





In the days since the outbreak was declared, the U.S. government has indicated that it is willing to respond in some capacity. The CDC has held press conferences and announced a travel ban on people returning from the DRC, Uganda, and South Sudan; agency staff based in the DRC and Uganda are assisting with contact tracing and local border screening.





Experts also told us that the country's ongoing participation in the recent hantavirus cruise-ship outbreak may bode well: At the very least, American public-health officials are still coordinating with international colleagues. Still, "CDC's capacity to respond is substantially lower than it was a year and half ago," Tom Frieden, a former CDC director and the president and CEO of Resolve to Save Lives, a global-health nonprofit, told us.





In the meantime, the Ebola outbreak already has spread to multiple countries, and the virus has been detected in regions separated by hundreds of miles; cases have also been reported in some densely populated regions, heightening the risk for further spread. Experts are still trying to suss out when and how, exactly, the virus moved from one place to the next. In all likelihood, the epidemic is even larger than what's been reported, with many cases still transmitting without notice. Ebola is "very unforgiving," Frieden told us. "The response has to be close to be perfect" to bring the virus to heel; missed cases mean missed contacts--and lead to more clusters, more deaths, and more chaos. To begin the response this belatedly only lengthens the road to resolution.





"The loss of the chains of transmission is what concerns me most," Bhadelia said. Ideally, an outbreak would be contained in part through careful contact tracing of all individuals who might have been exposed to infectious people. But the larger an outbreak grows, the less possible that becomes--especially with fewer on-the-ground resources than usual. In recent memory, the U.S.'s leadership and coordination with the WHO was "absolutely essential" for managing the world's largest Ebola outbreak to date, Frieden said; now the U.S. has "walked away, and that's a real problem." The clearest remedy to an outbreak like this is for the world to collaborate on limiting the damage. But that's precisely the commitment that American leaders have reneged on.




This article originally misspelled Jeremy Konyndyk's last name.
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A Perfume With a Whiff of MAGA

Brittany Aldean's Vada perfume codes conservative because she herself does.

by Nancy Walecki

Fri, 15 May 2026




Walking through Bloomingdale's on the Upper East Side of Manhattan, Brittany Aldean passed the counters for Lancome, which made her signature scent from high school (Miracle), and Chanel, whose Chance Eau Fraiche she wore in college. Now the former NBA dancer and American Idol contestant, a mother of two, has her own fragrance line, Vada, which recently released its first three scents. But, she told me, she didn't expect Vada to end up at a store like Bloomingdale's, and she wouldn't want it there.
 
 These days, Aldean is most famous for her marriage to the country-music star Jason Aldean and for her rising profile as a right-leaning lifestyle influencer. She's selling her perfume directly to fans, with the aim of reaching women who, she said, "don't feel like they're seen by the beauty industry"--who prioritize family and faith, even if they're building a career. If the point of a perfume is not just to smell nice but also to project an identity, Aldean is selling the vision of a conservative woman who has it all.



Aldean certainly seems to. On Instagram, she posts idyllic shots from her Nashville-area farm, at the rodeo, and from backstage at Jason's concerts. Her kids, who are 7 and 8, are regularly featured in scenes from their family life--Little League games, Easter-egg hunts, moments goofing around at home. She is a vocal supporter of Donald Trump and visited the Oval Office earlier this month, during which time the president asked her to choose between two samples of marble, then handed her selection to a contractor to use in the new White House ballroom, she said. (A White House official told me that it cannot comment on private conversations that may or may not have happened.) When Vada had a pop-up event in Athens, Georgia, women wrapped around the block to buy a bottle and take a picture with Aldean.



Vada is not explicitly MAGA, but it codes conservative because Aldean herself does. One of her most attention-grabbing posts, from 2022, provoked a strong reaction from those who saw it as anti-trans: "I'd really like to thank my parents for not changing my gender when I went through my tomboy phase," reads the caption on a video of her applying makeup. "I love this girly life." She told Evie, a sort of conservative women's Cosmopolitan, that the backlash fueled her to start Vada: "I needed to stick to my values and be honest." An Austin-based jewelry and eyewear company that's also called Vada is suing Aldean's company over the name, and a spokesperson told beauty journalists that it wants to make clear that its brand is "run by somebody with completely different political affiliations." (Both Vadas declined to comment on the pending litigation.)



Conservative women such as Aldean are part of a lucrative and potentially growing market. Evie was founded in 2019 on the premise that beauty magazines had gotten too "woke," and it has built a small but dedicated audience, as well as an outsize media presence. The Christian makeup company Elevate Beauty sells lip products in shades such as "Called to Boldness," "She Will Not Fall," and "Uncancellable"; the company Nimi offers "Anti-Woke Skincare" (a kind of virtue signaling about virtue signaling) and has partnered with the conservative podcaster Candace Owens. These new brands saw an opening "to market products, particularly beauty products, at a pretty high price point to conservative women," Kristin Kobes Du Mez, a historian at Calvin University and the author of Live Laugh Love, a forthcoming book about white-Christian womanhood, told me. At just under $100 for a full-size bottle, Aldean's perfume isn't exactly cheap, but she said that she wants it to be an aspirational luxury for her fan base.



Aldean's own approach to beauty is traditionally feminine--the day we met, her long blond hair was blown out, and her full-face makeup was so flawless that the woman behind the Chanel counter complimented it. She was wearing a long, black trench coat and black stiletto boots, accessorized with a leopard-print headband and zebra-print acrylic nails. She told me that she is not a tradwife. "Love them. All power to them," she said. "I'm just more of a go-getter." For Aldean, femininity is fueled by the distinctiveness between men and women. "I mean, there's a reason God created women and men, and we're very separate," she told me. Women have "got the magic," and she wanted her brand to "lean into that." The fragrance's tagline is: "For women who effortlessly do it all."



That have-it-all ideal of womanhood is far more common among young conservative Christian women than anything resembling a tradwife model, Katie Gaddini, a sociology professor at University College London and the author of a forthcoming book on conservative Christian women, Esther's Army, told me. Of the more than 90 women she has interviewed, only one followed a tradwife influencer on social media. (However, dozens of my liberal friends follow the most prominent account, Ballerina Farm, out of morbid curiosity.) By and large, Gaddini has found that young Christian women want to be a wife and a mother and have a high-powered job; their models are conservative figures such as Megyn Kelly and Erika Kirk, who combine a hyperfeminine appearance with "a hardbitten toughness," she said. "Even though the emphasis is still on traditional marriage and having children, career is still front of mind." If a liberal have-it-all womanhood says, "Have a career and a family," this conservative womanhood says, "Have a family and a career."



That hierarchy has its own challenges. Finding independence can be hard "when you are in a relationship where it's so much about the man, and you're trying to find your place in it all," Aldean said. Her husband's fame and music career are always going to carry a certain amount of weight in their lives. Sometimes her ambitions and his line up: The Aldeans recently released a duet, in one of her first major performances since American Idol. But unlike music, Vada is entirely hers.



And so far, the company's sales have surpassed her expectations. (She had been nervous about selling a direct-to-consumer perfume that buyers couldn't try on, but the reception has been "very, very dreamy," she said.) She spent two and a half years building the brand, working with the French perfumer Robertet to concoct her ideal scents: crisp, citrusy "1924" "embodies confidence"; "Georgia Dream" is flirty and peachy (good for a music festival, she said); and "Muse," which I bought because I'd heard it was the subtlest, is "romantic."



I tried it in the office, and no amount of rose, jasmine, and sandalwood could make me feel "romantic" beneath the fluorescent lighting. Maybe I should have opted for 1924 and its promise of self-assured professionalism. But I liked the way I smelled, even if I could not say exactly what, olfactory-wise, differentiates this perfume from one that does not "honor the multi-facets of feminine strength." Many commercial perfumes are made by the same small number of manufacturers, and Robertet has collaborated with several brands that Aldean and I saw on the Bloomingdale's floor. But a perfume's success, ultimately, depends not just on its scent but on the promise it makes about who a woman will be when she wears it. Aldean is betting that plenty of women want what she's promising.
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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




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

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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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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/2026/05/soylent-protein-shake/687120/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Health | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Sexes | The Atlantic
          
        

      

      Video | The Atlantic

      
        
          	
            Health | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Sexes | The Atlantic
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
            Video | The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Education | The ...
          
        

      

      Sexes | The Atlantic

      
        
          	
            Video | The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Education | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
            Sexes | The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Science | The ...
          
        

      

      Education | The Atlantic

      
        
          	
            Sexes | The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Science | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
            Education | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            News | The Atlantic
          
        

      

      Science | The Atlantic

      
        
          	
            Education | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            News | The Atlantic
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
            Science | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Press Releases | The ...
          
        

      

      News | The Atlantic

      
        
          	
            Science | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Press Releases | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
            News | The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Newsletters | The ...
          
        

      

      Press Releases | The Atlantic

      
        
          	
            News | The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Newsletters | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
            Press Releases | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            The Atlantic Photo
          
        

      

      Newsletters | The Atlantic

      
        The Price of Trump's Primary Wins
        David A. Graham

        The victories of candidates he endorsed serve to reinforce his grip--but also hurt his standing with the broader public.

      

      
        Greetings, Class of 2026! Have You Heard About AI? Wait, Why Are You Booing?
        Alexandra Petri

        I thought this pro-AI speech was bound to be a hit.

      

      
        Heads, Trump Wins
        Will Gottsegen

        Tails, he still wins--at taxpayers' expense. 

      

      
        Granting Tina Peters Clemency Is a Big Mistake
        David A. Graham

        The release of the local election official convicted of seven crimes is likely to encourage attacks on election integrity.

      

      
        How to Read Like a Child Again
        Rafaela Jinich

        These stories can restore a sense of wonder adults quietly lose.

      

      
        Trump's Latest Gaffes Could Hurt the GOP
        David A. Graham

        The president won't face voters again, but Republican midterm candidates will have to deal with the consequences of his latest comments.

      

      
        Are You Enjoying Your Girl Rights Yet?
        Alexandra Petri

        They're like regular rights, just skimpier.

      

      
        The Coming War on Local Black Political Power
        David A. Graham

        The VRA's demise could result in a hollowing-out of Black political representation and influence, not only in Washington and in state capitals.

      

      
        The Origins of Alcohol as a Muse
        Luis Parrales

        The complicated relationship that plagued some literary savants

      

      
        
          	
            Press Releases | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            The Atlantic Photo
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Price of Trump's Primary Wins

The victories of candidates he endorsed serve to reinforce his grip--but also hurt his standing with the broader public.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 20 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.

Is Donald Trump strong or weak right now?

Usually, telling whether a president is up or down isn't difficult, but the past few weeks have offered reasons to believe both.

Last night, Representative Thomas Massie, a Kentucky Republican who has been publicly critical of Trump's policies throughout his second term, lost a primary to Ed Gallrein, a candidate recruited and backed by Trump. The president's attempt to turn that race into a referendum on himself seems to have worked: Massie, who's just as idiosyncratic now as he was when the voters of his district elected him to the first of seven terms, ended up about 10 points behind Gallrein.

This flex was the latest in a string. On Saturday, Senator Bill Cassidy of Louisiana, whom neither Trump nor voters ever forgave for his vote to convict Trump in his 2021 impeachment trial, came third in a Republican primary. And earlier in May, several Republican state legislators in Indiana who had opposed Trump's gerrymandering push lost primaries to Trump-backed challengers, fulfilling a vow of revenge from the White House.

A common thread in commentary on these races is that they demonstrate Trump's enduring grip on power. Marjorie Taylor Greene's break with Trump wasn't a sign of fractures in the MAGA movement, the thinking goes; the real story was his ability to completely exile Greene, who has always been a singular character anyway, and who now has more entree into anti-Trump spaces than MAGA outlets. "This is @realDonaldTrump's Republican Party. The rest of us get the privilege of living in it," the proudly submissive Representative Randy Fine of Florida declared last night.

Yet Trump's standing seems to also be deteriorating. This week, a New York Times/Siena poll found the president at 37 percent approval, his lowest in the poll ever and a four-percentage-point drop from January. The paper's polling analyst, Nate Cohn, was led to wonder whether the much-vaunted "floor" in Trump's polling is starting to crack. A Reuters/Ipsos poll released yesterday has him even lower, at 35 percent--12 points below where he began his term in the same survey. Much of his issue polling is even worse. That means some Republicans are rejecting Trump's decisions, even if they retain a fondness for the man himself.

How do we reconcile these contradictions? If you're a regular reader of this newsletter, the answer will not surprise you: Trump's hold on the MAGA base is still powerful, but the same actions that help him maintain it also help erode his standing with the broader public--and threaten to lead Republicans to defeat in November's midterm elections.

Primary voters--and especially primary voters in Indiana, Louisiana, and Kentucky--are not representative of the general electorate. (Trump won those states by 19, 22, and 31 points, respectively, in 2024.) They aren't even necessarily representative of the Republicans who vote in the general election, a group that is likely to be less engaged, less ideological, and less politically extreme overall. As a result, votes in November are more likely to hinge on issues such as inflation or the Iran war.

Sometimes the peculiar dynamics of primaries create situations that make Trump look superficially strong but actually suggest weakness. Yesterday, Trump finally issued a long-awaited endorsement in next week's Texas runoff for U.S. Senate. The race pits Senator John Cornyn against state Attorney General Ken Paxton. Cornyn is a longtime mainstream Republican who has mostly been a loyal if unenthusiastic foot soldier for Trump; Paxton is, to use the political-science terminology, a real piece of work.

Trump was initially expected to endorse Cornyn, but polls showed Paxton ahead and one found that even a Trump endorsement wouldn't change that. Trump dithered, then waited until the last minute to back Paxton. That effectively guarantees that Trump will back the winner, but it could be a Pyrrhic victory: Republican senators are now afraid that a Paxton nomination could cost the GOP the seat in November. Democrat James Talarico is still unlikely to win, but it's not impossible, given the many scandals that taint Paxton.

Although the idea of a MAGA crack-up may be nothing more than a pipe dream of Trump critics, Cohn's data are real. MAGA isn't collapsing, and the base remains devoted, but it is shrinking. Trump's sinking numbers may not matter as much to him, because he won't face voters again, but they matter a great deal to other Republican officeholders. Many of them would like to find ways to distance themselves from Trump's unpopular policies (and they may try as the general election gets close), but cases such as Massie and Cassidy remind them that the immediate political risk of crossing Trump outweighs the dangers of being yoked to an unpopular agenda. The latter might well end your career, but the former almost certainly will.

The irony is that Trump would probably benefit politically from a GOP Congress that was more willing to challenge him, because it would restrain him from his worst ideas. This is one reason the Founders designed the system this way, but Trump has no real civic awareness and his aides are determined to grant him quasi-monarchical power. An uncowed Republican Congress might have pushed Trump harder on affordability measures, and it might not have supported the war in Iran, had he asked for authorization--but he didn't, calculating that it wouldn't take action to block him.

Politics is a pendulum, so Trump may get a more antagonistic Congress despite--or because of--his efforts to resist it. In fact, he already has. Cassidy, in his first act since losing the primary, bucked Trump with a procedural vote to further a resolution that would end the war in Iran, and at least one moderate GOP colleague suggested that Cassidy will take more votes like that. Even if Paxton doesn't blow the Senate race, Democrats remain the favorites to retake at least the House of Representatives. That would be one clear indication of Trumpian weakness.

Related:

	Why Thomas Massie thought he was different
 	Trump shows he's still got juice.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The real reason Thomas Massie lost
 	The challenge for American Jews
 	The book that plunges you into messy American history




Today's News

	Two police officers who defended the Capitol during the January 6 attack sued the Trump administration to block a nearly $1.8 billion compensation fund, arguing it uses taxpayer money to reward rioters and militia groups involved in the assault.
 	The Trump administration indicted Cuba's former president Raul Castro with murder, conspiracy to kill U.S. nationals, and destruction of aircraft, according to court documents. These charges stem from Cuba's 1996 shooting of planes operated by the humanitarian group Brothers to the Rescue, in which three U.S. citizens and one permanent resident were killed.
 	Former Representative Barney Frank of Massachusetts, a leading architect of the post-2008 Wall Street reforms and one of the first openly gay members of Congress, died at 86.




Evening Read


Ben Jackson / NHLI / Getty



My Son's Hockey Team and the Crisis of American Resentment

By Chris Murphy

My 14-year-old son competes in a serious, multistate hockey league. During his five-month, 60-game season, he travels up and down the East Coast on weekends, and I occasionally miss votes in the Senate to watch him. Rider isn't likely to play in the National Hockey League, nor is he interested in devoting his entire childhood to chasing a pro career as a goalie. He still plays other sports--flag football, basketball, and golf. That sounds about right for an eighth grader.
 But for the owners of the Atlantic Hockey Federation--the youth-hockey association that pulls together elite teams from Connecticut and many other states, as far west as Arizona--kids' sports is a cutthroat business, a way to make a handful of people very rich.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Alexandra Petri: Greetings, class of 2026! Have you heard about AI? Wait, why are you booing?
 	The David Frum Show: In Trump's Iran war, America's loss is China's win.
 	It's maddeningly difficult to ban smoking.
 	Jude Law shouldn't be this good as Vladimir Putin.




Culture Break


Disney / Everett Collection



Watch (or skip). The Mandalorian and Grogu (out now in theaters) is a Star Wars movie to fall asleep to, David Sims argues.

Explore. Who can be trusted when everyone is vulnerable? Maximum Pleasure Guaranteed (now streaming on Apple TV) is a nervy thriller for the scam era, Sophie Gilbert writes.

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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Greetings, Class of 2026! Have You Heard About AI? Wait, Why Are You Booing?

I thought this pro-AI speech was bound to be a hit.

by Alexandra Petri

Wed, 20 May 2026




Greetings, disgusting meat sacks of the class of 2026!

You worked hard to earn your degrees and are now entering the job market, where I am doing my best to see that you are replaced by AI. Yes, you personally, Emily. I hate you. Well, hate is a strong word. I am just indifferent to whether you're able to earn a living.

Please stop booing! I have a lot of speech to go!

What a time to be alive! We are finally freeing you from the rat race and placing you on the rat unemployment line. Is your dream to be an artist? Well, it is the dream of your employers to push a button that extrudes art. And guess who has more funding for their dream?

But there are some questions that only your bright, young minds can answer. For instance, where in this brave new world, a phrase I'm using with no apparent irony, is the place for human beings? "Surely," you say, "as the people foisting AI onto every aspect of our lives, you've thought deeply and carefully about that!" Absolutely. Absolutely. There is always going to be a place for human beings. Maybe shoveling something? Maybe underground in a dark chamber, breaking rocks by hand? I'm sorry, I'm sure you know better than I what sort of tasks non-CEOs perform! Maybe you can turn some kind of crank? Maybe human security on my private island, until we get the drone systems fully online? No matter what, I am confident there will always be a demand for your plasma.

To be clear, you will need to get money from somewhere! Society still very much demands that you have a job. You need health care for that hideous flesh sack you've chosen to inhabit and dental care for those teeth you've chosen to have. Maybe you can storm the Capitol? That seems to pay well.

I remember the day I sat where you sit now. I was so excited to leave college and start my career. I had a job lined up. I had a human girlfriend. And I thought: I can't wait to live in a world where people have none of these things.

Soon we will eliminate any need for the disgusting, lurching, gurgling meat sacks who for so long have dominated the workforce. If I had one piece of advice for recent college graduates, it would be: Make sure you don't have a physical body, and especially not that little thing that dangles in the back of your throat. What's that little, wet piece of flesh doing in your mouth? We're so excited not to have to see any more uvulas!

It is such a wonderful, exciting moment, unless you have the misfortune to be a recent college graduate looking for an entry-level position. Now let me take a big sip of water and figure out whom I'm addressing here! But not too much water. I'm saving most of it for the AI!
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Heads, Trump Wins

Tails, he still wins--at taxpayers' expense.<strong> </strong>

by Will Gottsegen

Tue, 19 May 2026




Updated at 11:23 a.m. ET on May 20, 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.

Yesterday, the Department of Justice announced plans to settle Donald Trump's personal lawsuit against the IRS over allegations that it had mishandled his tax information. The president, two of his sons, and their family business had been seeking at least $10 billion from the American government, all of which would have come directly from taxpayers. Now Trump is withdrawing the suit--but taxpayers are still footing the bill.

In exchange for Trump dropping this lawsuit and his two other pending claims against the government, the Justice Department will create a $1.776 billion Anti-Weaponization Fund to compensate people who say they've been wrongfully targeted by the federal government. According to an addendum published this morning, the IRS is also "forever barred" from pursuing "any and all claims" against Trump, his family, and his companies over previously filed taxes. (A DOJ spokesperson told me that this applies "only with respect to existing audits, not future.")

The money for the new project will come from the Judgment Fund, an uncapped source of taxpayer dollars that's used to pay out judgments against the government. As precedent, a department memo cites a Barack Obama-era settlement that tapped those same reserves to compensate Native American farmers and ranchers who'd been deprived of access to federal loans. Now that same fund might end up benefiting the people who stormed the Capitol on January 6.

Testifying before a Senate subcommittee today, Acting Attorney General Todd Blanche confirmed that the Anti-Weaponization Fund could potentially funnel taxpayers' money to rioters--more than 1,500 of whom Trump pardoned early last year. Blanche also said that claimants could include GOP lawmakers whose phone records were seized by Special Counsel Jack Smith in 2023 during his January 6 investigation, and that Trump-campaign donors "are not excluded from seeking compensation." (The IRS declined to comment.) Yesterday, when asked by a reporter why taxpayer dollars should be directed to J6ers, Trump said that the payments would be a way of "reimbursing" people who had been "horribly treated." Recall that some of those people advocated for the vice president to be hanged, and violently attacked Capitol Police officers. If money does end up flowing their way, Trump's settlement would function as a financial reward for participating in a violent insurrection.

The Anti-Weaponization Fund represents a massive commitment of federal resources to one of the president's long-standing fixations. Trump, who has cast the four criminal prosecutions he faced during the Joe Biden era as examples of unfair targeting, routinely claims that he and his political allies were singled out by the previous administration. Early last year, Attorney General Pam Bondi created the Weaponization Working Group, intended to root out purported "abuses of the criminal justice process" under Biden. But Trump and his team have weaponized the Justice Department far more than past administrations did. Take, for example, the flimsy legal attacks against two of Trump's perennial enemies, James Comey and Letitia James. The new fund likely won't pay their legal fees, as my colleague Jonathan Chait observed this morning: "To ensure that it will never be used for a deserving victim, the fund is scheduled for termination on December 15, 2028."

Part of the issue with Trump's claim against the IRS was that both sides of the lawsuit ultimately answer to him. "I'm supposed to work out a settlement with myself," he told reporters at the time. The judge overseeing the case indicated last month that she was considering dismissing it for that reason. With this settlement, Trump has effectively turned his uphill legal battle into an allocation of funds for his own political and personal aims. Today's revelation that the past tax filings of the president, his family, and his businesses are now shielded from IRS audits underscores just how much this arrangement will benefit Trump's inner circle. Danny Werfel, who led the IRS under Biden, told me that he couldn't envision any scenario in which granting that kind of immunity "would be an appropriate settlement term or remedy."

Trump has said that he was not involved in the creation of the Anti-Weaponization Fund--which is odd, given that his personal lawyers negotiated the settlement. The fund will be overseen by a committee of five members, all of whom will be appointed by the acting attorney general, and any of whom can be removed by Trump. In his testimony earlier today, Blanche said that information about claimants and their payouts "will for sure be made public along the way," but the White House hasn't provided details about how that will happen. Pulling money from the Judgement Fund doesn't require congressional approval, meaning that the committee will have little oversight. Hours after DOJ announced the settlement, the top lawyer at the Treasury Department--the agency that oversees the Judgment Fund and is therefore responsible for providing this money--resigned.



Throughout his time in office, the president has used the power of the federal government to enrich himself and his allies, and settlements have at times played a role in that effort. Earlier this year, Trump signed off on $1.25 million payouts for one of his former lawyers, Michael Flynn (as part of a settlement for a case in which Flynn pleaded guilty), and for his campaign adviser Carter Page (whose lawsuit against the government was dismissed twice). It's in line with what my colleague David A. Graham has identified as a newly "shameless" stage in the president's corruption: Trump is more and more open about his interest in rewarding the people in his orbit. Since taking office again last year, he has pardoned a cryptocurrency billionaire whose company facilitated a lucrative deal with his family, a tax cheat whose mother attended a $1-million-per-person fundraiser for his campaign, and a pair of reality-TV stars whose daughter advocated for his reelection at the 2024 Republican National Convention. The New Yorker estimated in January that Trump and his family had made $4 billion during his second term.

Another example of this approach arrived just yesterday. On the same day that DOJ announced the Anti-Weaponization Fund, federal prosecutors asked a judge to drop all charges against Gautam Adani, the Indian shipping-and-manufacturing magnate accused of running a bribery scheme (he has denied the allegations). The New York Times reported that the Justice Department planned to drop the charges after Adani hired one of Trump's personal lawyers. As part of his pitch for Adani's freedom, that lawyer reportedly told the Justice Department that Adani would invest $10 billion in the American economy.

Whether Trump and his allies are directing money toward themselves, their circle, or their supporters, they are sending a message about how this administration understands the work of governance. The rewards always seem to accrue to a favored few; the rest of us just pay for it.

Related:

	Trump's $1.8 billion slush fund is worse than stealing.
 	Trump is suing his own government. (From February)




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	What the Pentagon didn't say about a deadly crash
 	Tom Nichols: Why does Donald Trump refuse to defend America?
 	This Ebola outbreak will be hard to contain.
 	Adam Serwer: Democracy is a racial entitlement now.




Today's News

	Three people, including a security guard, were killed in a shooting at the Islamic Center of San Diego yesterday. Authorities say that two teenage suspects were later found dead from apparent self-inflicted gunshot wounds; investigators are treating the attack as a hate crime after discovering racist writings and hate speech connected to the suspects.
 	President Trump endorsed Texas Attorney General Ken Paxton in the state's Republican primary runoff for Senate, backing Paxton over the longtime incumbent John Cornyn and criticizing Cornyn for not supporting him strongly enough in the past.
 	The head of the World Health Organization warned that he is "deeply concerned" by the rapid spread of an Ebola outbreak in the Democratic Republic of the Congo and Uganda, where officials have reported more than 500 suspected cases and more than 130 suspected deaths.




Evening Read


Illustration by Igor Bastidas



The Secret to Winning on Jeopardy

By Drew Goins

When you wake up on the day of your first appearance on America's favorite quiz show, you will have more knots in your stomach than a quipu, the tied-string recordkeeping device used during the Inca empire. You will take a nervous walk through beautiful, weatherless Culver City, California, where the title song of Singin' in the Rain was shot during a water shortage. Perhaps you will stop for a $14 juice at the boutique grocery store Erewhon, telling yourself that you have to spend money to make money. From the entrance of the Sony Pictures lot, you will be conveyed to the "check-in area" in the back of a dim parking garage; you will wonder whether this is actually some sort of hostage situation that is going to end with you at the bottom of a tar pit or, worse, on Wheel of Fortune.
 And when you walk into the greenroom for contestants, you will see a door in the corner labeled Jeopardy! Champion, and you will be consumed by one thought, which I will phrase in the form of a question: How do I get in there?


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	San Diego's tragic lesson about terrorism
 	It's maddeningly difficult to ban smoking.
 	How Cuban history broke a family
 	A cheap fix for urban crime
 	Elon Musk gets a reality check.




Culture Break


Smith Collection / Gado / Getty



Reflect. Everlane's reported sale to the fast-fashion giant Shein shows the limits of trusting corporations to maintain ethical standards. We are nearing the end of sustainable fashion, Elizabeth Cline argues.

Explore. Olivia Rodrigo's baby-doll dress was a Rorschach test, Valerie Trapp writes.

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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Granting Tina Peters Clemency Is a Big Mistake

The release of the local election official convicted of seven crimes is likely to encourage attacks on election integrity.

by David A. Graham

Mon, 18 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.

Local election officials are the lifeblood of American democracy. They, and not the president or Congress, are most important for functional elections, and that's what made Tina Peters's crimes especially egregious.

Peters was the county clerk in Mesa County, Colorado, during the 2020 election. Following the election, she signed documents affirming that all results in her county were in order. Later, however, she became convinced of claims by Donald Trump and others that the election was tainted by fraud. Peters ordered security cameras turned off, then allowed an election-denial activist access to voting data from her county. She lied to staffers, obtaining him a badge under another person's name. When the data leaked, she falsely claimed ignorance. (The county eventually had to replace all of its voting machines.)

In 2024, Peters was convicted of four felonies and three misdemeanors related to the case, and was sentenced to almost nine years in prison. (She pleaded not guilty.) On Friday, Colorado Governor Jared Polis, a Democrat, announced that he had commuted Peters's sentence, setting her to be released from prison on June 1. This is a serious mistake. Perhaps Polis succumbed to threats and pressure from Trump to subvert justice, but he insists he did not. Whatever the motivation, clemency for Peters weakens the rule of law, and it will encourage those who wish to undermine elections.

Peters became a cause celebre for Trump and his backers--"the most prominent MAGA prisoner still behind bars," as my colleague Yvonne Wingett Sanchez wrote last year. Peters was so prominent mainly because she was one of the very few people involved in post-2020 election denial to face a serious consequence. Trump himself had escaped trial or conviction, and he had granted clemency to others, but because Peters was convicted in state court, he couldn't pardon her.

Instead, Trump spent months lambasting Polis and punishing Colorado, including moving U.S. Space Command to Alabama, killing a water project, and closing down a climate-research center. This is an appalling abuse of federal power: a president, for his own political purposes, attempting to force a sovereign state to release a duly convicted prisoner, using public money. It is very similar, in fact, to how Trump tried to extort Ukraine, leading to his first impeachment.

Polis claims not that he was strong-armed but that he reached the decision of his own avail, which might be even worse. He suggested that Peters was being penalized for casting doubt on the election. "It's not a crime in our country to believe the earth is flat," Polis told The New York Times. "It's not a crime to believe voting machines are flawed." Just so--but acting on those beliefs can be a crime. Peters didn't just tell people the election was rigged; she took actions that violated the law based on that mistaken idea.

Fraud and abuse by election officials such as Peters are, ironically, much greater threats to election integrity than the bogus claims that she has backed. Because her position gave her an imprimatur of authority, her claims have also made the work of election officials who are trying to do the right thing much harder. A group representing Colorado county clerks opposed granting Peters clemency, citing violent threats from her supporters. The Republican district attorney who prosecuted Peters told the Times that he opposed the move and urged the governor to speak with the Republican county commissioners who had to clean up her mess.

Polis granted Peters clemency at a time when many prominent Democrats are emphasizing the need for harsher accountability for Trump and people around him. (Polis's decision drew widespread condemnation from high-ranking Democrats in Colorado and elsewhere.) Clemency and leniency can be virtues, but only when the offender has shown a willingness to change or is part of some disadvantaged group. Peters doesn't appear especially remorseful. In her clemency application, she said that her actions were "wrong" and added, "Going forward, I will make sure that my actions always follow the law, and I will avoid the mistakes of the past." This apology didn't convince the governor's clemency advisory board, according to the Times, and it doesn't mesh well with her social-media presence, where she has continued to portray herself as a persecuted whistleblower. Peters also ran for secretary of state in 2022. When she lost the GOP primary, she blamed--you guessed it--fraud.

Instead, clemency seems only to have convinced many 2020 election deniers that they were right all along. I have reported on the pardon-to-prison pipeline for people involved in the January 6 riot who were sprung free by Trump and then committed more crimes, and new examples keep popping up. Election deniers have taken top positions across government, including overseeing election security at the Department of Homeland Security, and some could even be elected as governor this year.

The most glaring example, of course, is the president himself. Trump repeatedly escaped serious consequences: He was impeached by the House but acquitted by the Senate because Republicans who loathed him were unwilling to cast a tough vote. A state case against him in Georgia fell apart because of misconduct by the Fulton County district attorney. The Justice Department brought charges, but the Supreme Court both bestowed broad immunity on former presidents for official actions and ran out the clock on a chance to bring him to trial.

Emboldened by getting off without serious consequences, Trump has not only abused his power to press for clemency for Peters. He has also picked up right where he left off in 2020, embarking on a broad effort to subvert the 2026 midterms and spreading false claims of fraud.

Two months ago, the political scientist Seth Masket, an expert on national politics at the University of Denver, called Peters's continued imprisonment "a one-person measure of democratic health," writing that "if Trump can degrade democracy in a solidly blue state with Democratic trifecta control and one of the best election systems and highest turnout rates in the country, he can do it anywhere." Polis's decision on Friday makes the patient much sicker.

Related:

	The last MAGA prisoner
 	Donald Trump gets away with it.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Jonathan Lemire: A different kind of fading president
 	Everything you do is being recorded.
 	The most interesting part of Trump's prayer rally




Today's News

	 A federal jury sided with OpenAI and its leadership in a lawsuit brought by Elon Musk, rejecting Musk's claims that OpenAI had betrayed its original nonprofit mission by becoming a for-profit business. The verdict clears a major obstacle for the company's plans to go public.
 
 	The Trump administration announced a nearly $1.8 billion fund to compensate people who say they were targeted by the Biden Justice Department, after President Trump dropped his $10 billion lawsuit against the IRS over the 2019 leak of his tax returns.
 	The World Health Organization declared a global health emergency over a fast-growing Ebola outbreak in central Africa, where more than 300 suspected cases and 88 suspected deaths have been reported, mainly in the Democratic Republic of the Congo and neighboring Uganda. United States officials said they are temporarily restricting entry for some travelers who have been in the region for the past three weeks, as health experts warn that there is no approved vaccine or treatment for this strain of the virus.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Rafaela Jinich explores what happens when adults read children's books.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Antonio Giovanni Pinna



The Great Gen Z Dividing Line

By Faith Hill

A little less than two years ago, Gen Z underwent a rebrand. Donald Trump had just been reelected. Exit polls suggested that young voters--especially young men--had helped deliver the Republican victory. Rather suddenly, a generation associated with climate activism and trigger warnings became known for manosphere podcasts, fiscal conservatism, and gender relations so icy that they've contributed to the national panic about fertility rates.
 But a lot has changed since 2024. Trump has begun a (thus far ineffectual) war with Iran, something he said wouldn't happen. His administration's handling of the Epstein files, where his name appears abundantly, has been criticized by Democrats and Republicans alike. He vowed to lower gas and grocery prices; instead, they keep rising. His approval ratings have hit record lows, and he's losing favor among crucial voting blocs such as independents and Latinos. Journalists and political commentators keep speculating and debating: Will the young men who moved rightward crawl back in the other direction?


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Donald Trump's Nixon moment that wasn't
 	David Brooks: Something big is happening on campus.
 	AI has broken containment.
 	A strikingly complex portrait of a Founding Father
 	The vulture's advantage in Iran
 	Nami Mun: "The warnings I almost didn't heed"




Culture Break


Illustration by Arn0



Explore. Did Karl Lagerfeld really leave millions to his blue-cream Birman, Choupette? Chris Heath writes about what may be the richest cat in the world.

Reminisce. Jake Lundberg on how America celebrated its 100th birthday

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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How to Read Like a Child Again

These stories can restore a sense of wonder adults quietly lose.

by Rafaela Jinich

Sat, 16 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.


Growing up has become associated with outgrowing certain pleasures: picture books, fairy tales, stories that speak openly about wonder and fear, villains and heroes. But adulthood does not actually require abandoning the things that first shaped how we experience the world.

Recently, Anna Holmes wrote about moving across the country in 2020 and donating boxes of adult literary classics but refusing to part with the children's books she owned. Those stories were not just sentimental objects; they preserved a way of engaging with the world that adulthood often trains out of us.

The children's author Mac Barnett argues that "when we dismiss children's books, what we're really doing is failing to recognize the potential of children." Holmes extends the thought: "In dismissing children's books, adults fail to recognize the potential of people."

Children approach stories with a flexibility that many adults lose: They tolerate nonsense and accept strange rules, as long as the story can delight them. As adults, we often replace that openness with efficiency and skepticism, flattening delight into something more practical.

Maybe rereading children's books is not really about returning to childhood. It is about recovering a way of moving through the world with a little more curiosity, a little less certainty, and a greater willingness to be surprised.



On Children's Books

What Adults Lose When They Put Down Children's Books

By Anna Holmes

Grown-ups who dismiss literature for kids aren't just snobbish--they're missing out.


Read the article.

What Rereading Childhood Books Teaches Adults About Themselves

By Emma Court

Whether they delight or disappoint, old books provide touchstones for tracking personal growth. (From 2018)


Read the article.

65 Essential Children's Books

Illustrated titles that teach kids to love literature


Read the article.



Still Curious?

	Will children's books become catalogs of the extinct? "As an environmental journalist and a parent, I worry that the animals in my son's bedtime stories will disappear before he learns they're real," Tatiana Schlossberg wrote in 2022.
 	What parents lose when they don't read to their kids: Sharing books with my children was about a lot more than literacy, Ilana Kurshan wrote last year.




Other Diversions

	25 sensational books to read this summer
 	The best graduation speech is one nobody remembers.
 	The most surprising part of Stephen Colbert's late-night run




PS


Courtesy of Vanessa H.



My colleague Isabel Fattal recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "Tulip Time in Holland, Michigan, is pure magic. I live on a Tulip Lane (which means there are thousands of planted tulips for all to enjoy) and I literally never get over the beauty of it all. I constantly find myself saying, 'Oh, WOW!'" Vanessa H., from Michigan, writes.

We'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Rafaela
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Trump's Latest Gaffes Could Hurt the GOP

The president won't face voters again, but Republican midterm candidates will have to deal with the consequences of his latest comments.

by David A. Graham

Fri, 15 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 deserves plenty of criticism for his serial dishonesty, but on the rare occasions when he speaks frankly, that causes problems too.

This week, a reporter asked the president whether the deteriorating economic situation has created any urgency for him to reach a peace deal with Iran. "Not even a little bit," he replied. "I don't think about Americans' financial situation. I don't think about anybody."

Who can doubt that he was being sincere? Trump has conducted the war as though he is both uninterested in and unaware of the economic effects that it is having. He has reportedly mused about simply withdrawing from the field of battle and leaving the Strait of Hormuz closed, despite the disruption that has caused for global trade. He's previously called talk about affordability a "hoax." And with his own bank accounts growing fatter through corruption, he doesn't feel the pinch of inflation himself.

Trump, a billionaire who inherited a real-estate fortune, has always been a curious sort of populist. As I have written, he managed to convincingly campaign as one by flaunting his genuine scorn for cultural and intellectual elites. This served him well for many years, especially during the 2024 presidential election, when inflation was a major concern for many voters. Once in office, however, Trump didn't actually have any ideas for combating rising prices. He's hardly unusual in this--elected officials have few good tools for fighting inflation, though most of them at least act sympathetic. Joe Biden tried a different path, trying to convince voters that they weren't really experiencing high costs. (It didn't work out well for him.) Trump's decision to tell voters that he just doesn't care is a novel strategy, but not a very promising one.

The sentiment that Trump was (apparently) trying to convey might be defensible in some cases. When the nation is at war, a president must at times call on the people to make sacrifices in the name of the greater good. Abraham Lincoln, Woodrow Wilson, and Franklin D. Roosevelt all did this. The conservative commentator Marc Thiessen, using tortured logic, argues that "if we cannot accept a few months of higher inflation and a few months of higher gas prices in order to stop Iran from getting a nuclear weapon, we're not a superpower anymore." The problem is that Trump hasn't definitively stated that ending Iran's nuclear program is the goal of the war, nor has he laid out any reasonable path to achieving it. As a result, the president is asking Americans to suffer for no clear reason, and he is also suggesting that he doesn't care about their suffering.

This was only the worst in a string of notable gaffes from Trump over the past few days. Over the apparent objection of First Lady Melania Trump, he said that the White House was a "shit house" when he arrived. Trump used to be celebrated for the creativity of his insults, but this week he kept it simple, snapping at a reporter who asked him about the ballooning cost of his planned East Wing ballroom: "I doubled the size of it, you dumb person." The president also can't get his story straight on whether he selected or even knows the contractor adding a garish cerulean hue to the Lincoln Memorial Reflecting Pool.

When a reporter asked the president how he'd respond to Black voters worried that changes to congressional districts--changes spearheaded by his GOP allies and urged on by his Justice Department--would reduce Black representation, he replied, "I think it's been a wonderful process." This may have been another moment of imprudent honesty, but at least he's answering his 2016 question to Black voters: "What the hell do you have to lose?"

Will these remarks hurt Trump? One plausible answer is that they won't. He's been making outrageous statements for years, and it hasn't slowed down his political career. Another possibility is that they will but that it doesn't matter to him. His approval rating continues to decline steadily. CNN's Harry Enten noted with amazement this week that Trump owns the five worst polls on inflation of any U.S. president in history. But Trump, who won't face voters again, seems less concerned with poor polling than he was in his first term.

The catch is that although Trump won't face another election, many of his fellow Republicans will in less than six months. Republicans have been pleading with the White House to formulate and stick with a consistent message for the midterms. Instead, they're getting a president who is either nodding off in public or dismissing the concerns of the public.

The media have puzzled over Trump's fixation on footwear this spring. The president has commented on aides' choice of dress shoes, and he presented a visibly ill-fitting pair to Secretary of State Marco Rubio. But perhaps Trump cares so much about feet and what goes on them because he knows that, sooner or later, he will place his own in his mouth.

Related:

	Trump doesn't want to fight inflation.
 	Photos: The global cost of the Iran war




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The most surprising part of Stephen Colbert's late-night run
 	Caitlin Dickerson: A new kind of family-separation crisis
 	What Los Angeles has become




Today's News

	President Trump and Chinese President Xi Jinping ended a high-stakes summit in Beijing today. Trump said that the two discussed "in great detail" a delayed U.S. weapons sale to Taiwan but did not talk about tariffs; he also said that the United States did not ask China "for any favors" in resolving tensions over the Strait of Hormuz.
 	Colorado Governor Jared Polis commuted the sentence of Tina Peters, a former Colorado county clerk and a prominent 2020-election denier who is serving a nine-year prison sentence for tampering with voting machines during the 2020 election.
 	A judge declared a mistrial in Harvey Weinstein's latest New York sex-crimes case after jurors said that they were deadlocked on a rape charge involving the former actor Jessica Mann. The case is the third trial tied to Mann's allegations against Weinstein, who is serving a 16-year prison sentence after being convicted of rape in California in 2022, and whose original 2020 conviction in New York was overturned in 2024. Prosecutors have not yet said whether they will seek another retrial.




Evening Read


President Trump's portrait on display at the Smithsonian's National Portrait Gallery in January (Rod Lamkey Jr. / AP)



A Cautious New Approach to Trump's Impeachments at the Smithsonian

By Kelsey Ables

For the past year, the Smithsonian Institution has found itself in the awkward position of telling the nation's story while being supported in part by a government that wants to narrow how that story is told. In December, the White House threatened to revoke funding to the institution if it did not hand over a trove of wall texts and exhibit plans for a review. So when a permanent exhibition of presidential portraits closed for a refresh earlier this spring, whether some important but unsavory facts about the current president would be there when it reopened was unclear.
 Now we know: The "America's Presidents" galleries at the National Portrait Gallery in Washington, D.C., are back, and President Trump's two impeachments are technically there. But they are mentioned without context, in a way that underlines the Smithsonian's touchy relationship with an administration that has not hesitated to strong-arm the institution.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	A perfume with a whiff of MAGA
 	78 Super Bowls
 	Galaxy Brain: What's the AI endgame?
 	Alexandra Petri: Are you enjoying your girl rights yet?




Culture Break


Brian Finke / Gallery Stock



Consider this. The best graduation speech is one nobody remembers, Ian Bogost argues.

Read. "Dinah's Hat," a short story by Stephen King.

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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Are You Enjoying Your Girl Rights Yet?

They're like regular rights, just skimpier.

by Alexandra Petri

Fri, 15 May 2026




Did you enjoy constantly checking the news this week to see whether you would suddenly lose access to mifepristone, despite decades of evidence showing it to be safe and effective? Do you just love America having a patchwork of confusing laws that vary from state to state and deny you what until 2022 was guaranteed bodily autonomy? Well, get used to it, ladies!

We saw how much you loved girl math and girl dinners, and we cooked up something extra special (the last time anybody but you will cook, because cooking is your job): girl rights! They're like regular rights but skimpier.

Everyone knows what a pain it is to have too many rights. Tiny but somehow not-so-portable girl rights solve that problem.

With great power comes great responsibility, and great responsibility sounds exhausting! You might have to dress up as a spider in an unflattering spandex outfit and fight crime. Girl rights are designed just for you and your tiny, delicate hands. Picture the Constitution! Now imagine it's pink! Also, the Fourteenth Amendment is missing. But more important, it's pink!

Girl rights exist to solve the many problems that you didn't realize you had, such as "too much bodily autonomy, "the epidemic of "male loneliness" (this is your problem to solve, ladies!), and being "under-babied" (our cool, totally not creepy term for when you have fewer children than we want you to have!). To answer your questions: We want 2.1 babies for every fertile vessel, but currently we get only 1.5! No, immigration is not a clear, obvious solution to the demographic issues facing this country, and, yes, we were counting only white babies in those stats! Good catch! The point is: You have the girl right to fix those things.

Don't you dare be fooled into thinking you're a person. Real people don't have to keep checking the news to see if their rights are getting taken away! See also: what the Supreme Court is doing to the Voting Rights Act. Girl rights are just one of many special new categories of cuter, smaller, more delicate rights that people can now enjoy.

Remember, it's the Bill of Rights, not the Jill of Rights. Are you sure you need access to birth control? I just talked with someone who doesn't understand science very well, and he said that birth control is getting into our water supply and is the reason his children don't talk to him anymore. We'd better get to the bottom of this. Are you sure you need to vote? Maybe we should just vote as a household. Are you sure you need to serve in the military? How can you possibly hope to reach the high standard set by Pete Hegseth? (Remember, the most important part of war is pull-ups. This is why things in Iran are going so well.)

Boy rights sound hard. So much grueling voting (if you're white) and executive power!

None of that stress for you. Just sit back, relax, and--smile, of course. Don't forget to smile. You look much prettier when you do.
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The Coming War on Local Black Political Power

The VRA's demise could result in a hollowing-out of Black political representation and influence, not only in Washington and in state capitals.

by David A. Graham

Thu, 14 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.

The Supreme Court's recent Louisiana v. Callais decision, effectively demolishing a key part of the Voting Rights Act of 1965, is a "five-alarm fire," former Representative G. K. Butterfield Jr. told me this week. As southern states rush to draw new boundaries eliminating majority-minority districts, as much as a third of the Congressional Black Caucus could lose their seats. Butterfield, a former CBC chair, knows that risk well. But he also knows the less visible yet still enormous effects that Callais could have at a local level in silencing the voices of Black voters.

In 1928, George K. Butterfield Sr., a Bermuda-born dentist, moved to the eastern-North Carolina tobacco town of Wilson. Although roughly 48 percent of Wilson's 19,000 citizens were Black, only about 40 Black people were registered to vote--but local authorities, pleased to have Butterfield in town, allowed him to register.

Less to their pleasure, Butterfield founded the local NAACP chapter, and in 1953, he decided to run for town commission. By now, Wilson had more than 500 Black registered voters, although most of them were gerrymandered into a ward with many white voters in order to dilute their power. But when the votes were counted, Butterfield and a white candidate were tied, 382-382. A blindfolded child drew a name out of a hat, and Butterfield became the first Black elected official in eastern North Carolina since Reconstruction. Two years later, he won reelection after striking a deal with a mayor to support a new recreation center in exchange for his backing, then became the council's finance chair. (Some of the details in this account are based on the younger Butterfield's recollections.)

The city's white power structure had seen enough. When the Butterfield family went on vacation, the council called an emergency meeting and changed the election system from wards to at-large seats--in other words, every voter in the city would now cast a vote for every seat, not just the seats in their ward. That diluted Black votes because now Butterfield had to run not against one opponent but against a whole slate. The new rules also mandated that voters had to vote for every seat that was on the ballot--meaning that Black voters couldn't try to work as a bloc by voting only for a Black candidate or two and leaving other slots blank. It worked: Butterfield lost his 1957 reelection bid.

If Wilson's ploy had occurred with the Voting Rights Act in full force, it would likely have been struck down under both Section 2, which bars discriminatory voting systems, and Section 5, which required some jurisdictions to "pre-clear" any changes with the U.S. Department of Justice. But the VRA was still several years away. When a Butterfield ally challenged the system in 1961, the Supreme Court of North Carolina ruled against him; the following year, the U.S. Supreme Court declined to hear the case.

These events made a deep impression on Butterfield's son and namesake. "I was 10 years old, and I quickly realized that the rules can really determine the outcome of an election," he told me. Butterfield Jr. participated in voting drives in college, attended law school, and then returned home. "I came back home with the intention to file some type of voting-rights litigation against the city, kind of to avenge what had happened to my father," he said. Working with the NAACP Legal Defense Fund, he successfully challenged at-large districts in Wilson County. That was the start of a political career that culminated in more than 18 years in the U.S. House.

Much of the reaction to Callais so far has focused on how it might affect the U.S. House and state legislative districts. This is understandable because these bodies are powerful, and the immediate effects will be more measurable. But the possibility of local and county bodies deciding not to draw new lines but to eliminate lines altogether will also have sweeping negative effects across the South.

When the Voting Rights Act was passed, Martin Luther King Jr. said he hoped the law would lead to not just Black state representatives but also Black "county commissioners, sheriffs, city councilmen, police chiefs and even mayors." This dream has come true. One study calculated that in 1964, the year before the law passed, only 56 Black people held local elected office in the South. By 1980, 2,265 did. The results were not only symbolic: These offices control things such as schools, parks, roads, and sanitation--services that have a direct, daily effect on lives, especially those of poor people. As a new paper finds, increases in representation produced significant material improvements in the lives of Black citizens, and in many cases white ones as well. (Butterfield Jr. emphasized to me that the VRA didn't create a right to elect Black officials; it creates an opportunity for Black voters to elect their preferred candidate, regardless of that person's race.)

Those leaps depended on the elimination of at-large districts, which had long been common throughout the South. This was slow work, but the VRA and subsequent court rulings made it effective. Data gathered by J. Morgan Kousser, a historian at Caltech, record more than 1,000 successful challenges to at-large voting systems across the South from 1965 to 2024. The Brennan Center for Justice says challenges to at-large systems still account for most vote-dilution cases.

Now that progress could be rolled back. Although the Justice Department has vowed to bring lawsuits against districts drawn under the VRA pre-Callais, Kousser told me that he expects initial efforts to focus on federal and state elections. "I don't think the Justice Department will get to the localities during the Trump administration," he said. Nonetheless, he predicted that this was just a matter of time. "I think that the Justice Department is going to go after every minority Democratic officeholder."

Some local officials may not wait for Washington. On April 22, a week before Callais, two GOP state representatives filed a bill to switch the city-council elections in Jacksonville, another city in eastern North Carolina, from a mix of wards and at-large seats to fully at-large elections. The ward system has been in place since 1990, when a lawsuit successfully challenged the at-large system as discriminatory against Black voters. Wyatt Gable, one of the representatives who introduced the bill, explained it as a way to guarantee "fairness and equal voice in local government"--an entirely Orwellian justification. (Neither Gable nor Phil Shepard, the other sponsor, replied to interview requests.)

Whether the bill will become law is unclear, but in the past, the effort to bring back at-large districts would have been very vulnerable to a legal challenge. In Callais, the Harvard Law professor Nicholas Stephanopoulos argues, "the Court changed the framework for Section 2 racial vote dilution claims in ways that make these suits effectively impossible to win." At the very least, they will be harder, because plaintiffs will have to prove intentional racial discrimination to succeed. And if Congress does not pass new legislation to defend voting rights, efforts like this could succeed across the South. The result could be a hollowing-out of Black political representation and influence, not only in Washington and in state capitals but also in towns and counties--a step back toward the days when George K. Butterfield Sr. was a rare and vulnerable exception.

Related:

	Voters can be disenfranchised now. 
 	Judicial supremacy has arrived. 




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Cover story: The men who want women to be quiet
 	25 sensational books to read this summer
 	The election deniers are winning.
 	Trump doesn't want to fight inflation.




Today's News

	Yesterday, the Pentagon abruptly canceled the deployment of more than 4,000 troops to Poland, according to U.S. officials, accelerating President Trump's push to reduce the U.S. military presence in Europe. The move comes two weeks after the Pentagon announced plans to withdraw 5,000 troops from Germany following criticism from German Chancellor Friedrich Merz over the White House's handling of the Iran war.
 	Trump met with Chinese President Xi Jinping in Beijing today as part of a two-day summit. Trump said Xi expressed opposition to Iran's blocking of the Strait of Hormuz, offered help in reaching a deal with Tehran, and pledged not to provide Iran with military equipment, but said that China plans to continue buying Iranian oil.
 	Lawyers for Elon Musk and OpenAI's legal team delivered closing arguments in a high-stakes trial over OpenAI's shift from a nonprofit to a for-profit model. Musk's legal team accused Altman, OpenAI, and its president, Greg Brockman, of betraying the company's founding mission, and OpenAI argued that Musk's claims are baseless and aimed at gaining control over the company.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: Some literary savants have had a complicated relationship with alcohol, Luis Parrales writes. In The Atlantic's archives, he found stories about how drinking to excess has affected the creative process.
 	The Weekly Planet: John Reid on how the environmental movement lost its power, and how to get it back.
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When Bots Write Comedy, the Joke's on Us

By Caroline Framke

Hollywood, no stranger to existential crises, is finding itself torn on the rise of generative AI. Supporters of the technology argue that it's the cost-saving future of show business, but opponents say that it could be the end of true creativity. As the debate over AI use rages on in the real world, the fictionalized entertainment industries of Hacks and The Comeback are similarly preoccupied. These self-aware comedies, each following women trying to leave their mark in Hollywood before their cachet expires, have satirized the business with cutting specificity. In their final seasons, the critique extends to AI's temptations and shortcomings, ultimately making the case for the inefficient art of comedy.


Read the full article.
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 	Radio Atlantic: America has always had a gerrymandering problem. This is new.




Culture Break


Illustration by Sun Bai



Reflect. Kristen Martin on an urgent question for anyone who uses social media: What should we do when confronted with posts from family influencers?

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

Play our daily crossword.
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The Origins of Alcohol as a Muse

The complicated relationship that plagued some literary savants

by Luis Parrales

Thu, 14 May 2026




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


In 1973, a celebrated writer reportedly knocked on a new colleague's door and held out a glass. "Pardon me," he said by way of introduction. "I'm John Cheever. Could I borrow some scotch?" Raymond Carver did not share Cheever's authorial renown at that time--that would come later. And he did not have scotch.

He had only Smirnoff. In her 2013 book about writers and drinking, the British critic Olivia Laing describes how Cheever and Carver would drive to a nearby liquor store, stock up, and take alternating swigs of a bottle on their way to teach morning classes at the prestigious Iowa Writers' Workshop.

Stories about the use of excessive alcohol in the creative process can be found in The Atlantic's earliest years. In 1868, for example, one article proposed that "artists, writers, and actors" were particularly prone to the "malady" of alcoholism "before they had any recognized place in the world." Another noted that third-century sages in China would retreat to the countryside to "drink wine and compose verse." Even before developing writing, our Neolithic ancestors appear to have used alcohol in search of mind-expanding inspiration.

Tales of literary savants who were also habitual drinkers seemed especially prolific in the 20th century. Sometime around Prohibition and the Roaring '20s, "America developed its distinctive 80-proof version of the romantic myth of the artist," Phyllis Rose wrote for this magazine in 1989. She chronicled Ernest Hemingway, Eugene O'Neill, and William Faulkner, to name a few prominent examples, all of whom embodied the belief that great writing and drinking go hand in hand. Add Sinclair Lewis and John Steinbeck to the list, and you get five of the eight U.S.-born Nobel laureates for literature of the 1900s who had a history of drinking to excess. As the old saying goes, "Write drunk. Edit sober." 

For some, the link between drinking and writing has extended into more recent times too. In her 2018 memoir about her sobriety, Leslie Jamison describes arriving at the Iowa Writers' Workshop decades after Cheever and Carver taught there. As my colleague Sophie Gilbert put it, Jamison still held the romanticized notion that cocktails could serve as creative catalysts, conflating "illumination with intoxication, clarity with alcoholic cloud." In her 1996 memoir, the late essayist Caroline Knapp recounts that for her, frequent drinking came to feel like "a path to a kind of self-enlightenment, something that turns us into the person we wish to be, or the person we think we really are."

Until, Knapp explains, alcohol "makes everything worse." Artists can be complicated, selfish people, and substance abuse exacerbates these traits for many of them. Cheever was estranged from loved ones. A doctor told Carver that he risked developing significant brain damage if he continued drinking heavily. Hemingway had to be hospitalized for alcoholism in his later years. In an inebriated stupor, Faulkner told off his young daughter by saying, "You know, no one remembers Shakespeare's child." (He also once needed multiple skin grafts after burning himself on a steam pipe while drunk.) When you pull back the myth, the epiphanies that might be revealed by benders pale in comparison with the destructive effects.

In recent years, Americans have generally become less enamored with alcohol altogether. A Gallup poll from last year showed that 54 percent of respondents drank, down from 67 percent back in 2022. Younger adults seem less inclined to imbibe than their older counterparts; many are "sober curious," and some are actively creating new social norms and markets for nonalcoholic drinks. The popularity of Dry January has swelled.

Along with these shifts has come a turn toward the "quit lit" subgenre, made up of sobriety memoirs. Knapp's and Jamison's are among them, but they are far from the only ones. These books focus on the costs of drinking, homing in on the process of recovery. They wager that sobriety can be just as captivating and just as--or even more--conducive to their craft. By showing how consistently writers have resorted to drinking, these stories evince their most important takeaway: that the experience of drinking in excess is not an original one. It is an all too "ordinary compulsion," in Gilbert's words.

American culture often "veers between excessive restraint and reckless abandon," as Rose put it in 1989. Perhaps today's aversion to unbridled drinking will one day give way to a renewed interest in it. If that happens, we'd do well to recall the stories of Cheever and Knapp, of Carver and Jamison, which remind us not only that alcohol's mystique can hide its misery but also that the myth of the drunk, inspired artist is more mundane than it is magnetic.
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