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That's No Way to Run a Railroad

Reformed collective-bargaining laws would bring what unions want into better alignment with the public interest.

by Nicholas Bagley

Thu, 28 May 2026




What are public-sector unions for, exactly? What problem are they supposed to solve? That's the question I found myself asking earlier this month, when the best-paid railroad workers in America went on strike for three days.

To be clear, I get what the unions understand their purpose to be. It's to get the best deal for their members. That's what they're designed to do, and they do it well.

Salaries at the Long Island Rail Road--a commuter-train system that connects suburban residents to New York City--now average $121,646, which is 50 percent more than the median household income in New York City ($80,483). Work rules entitle engineers to double or even triple pay when they drive different types of trains on the same day or when they deliver a train to the maintenance yard after driving passengers. Last year, more than 300 LIRR workers each earned $100,000 in overtime--in addition to their base pay. Those extra wages in turn inflate their pensions, which they can take at the age of 55 after 30 years of service.

All of this is as good for union members as it is unimaginable for most American workers. But taxpayers and commuters are the ones who pay for those generous compensation packages, and it's reasonable to wonder whether they are getting a fair deal.

To her credit, Governor Kathy Hochul pushed back on the LIRR unions. But she quickly settled the strike on still-to-be-disclosed terms that will keep in place massive overtime payments, expensive work rules, and bloated pensions. That's business as usual in blue states and blue cities, where public-sector unions wield fearsome political power.

Michael Podhorzer: The paradox of the American labor movement

None of this is inevitable. Strong unions persist because roughly 30 states have passed laws requiring collective bargaining with public workers. If this process advanced the common good, all would be well. But the available research suggests that it doesn't. To the contrary, unions routinely insist on pay packages and work rules that degrade the efficiency and effectiveness of the public sector.

Our laws aren't doing a good job, in short, of aligning union incentives with the public interest. That's a big problem, especially as our most vibrant cities struggle to provide good schools, effective policing, and high-quality transit. Reform is long overdue. Thankfully, it's also achievable.

For many union members, it's completely obvious why we have collective-bargaining laws. "The training process for this job is over a year long," explained one LIRR engineer on the picket line. "It consists of multiple examinations. Some of the written ones are incredibly difficult. We are very qualified. And, you know, frankly we deserve this money."

We deserve this money. What should the public make of this argument?

In a market economy, compensation isn't normally keyed to what a worker deserves in the abstract. It's linked, instead, to what an employer has to pay to attract high-quality workers. An employer that pays too little will find itself with too few workers or workers who are bad at their jobs. An employer that pays too much risks being driven out of business by more cost-conscious rivals.

There's nothing intrinsically fair about the resulting wage distribution. Because, from an employer's perspective, the goal isn't fairness. It's running a successful business.

In the private sector, unions temper that unfairness by pushing corporate owners to split profits with workers. But private-sector unions can push only so hard: If they insist on compensation packages and work rules that make the business go bust, they could find themselves out of a job.

Matters are different in the public sector. The Long Island Rail Road, for example, is owned and operated by the government, much like public schools and police departments. As a result, the unions representing public workers aren't constrained by the possibility of corporate bankruptcy. They're constrained instead by politics.

Which means that politicians have to decide how to compensate government workers. One approach, favored by unions, is to depart from the baseline set by the market and pay workers what they deserve. It's an appealing idea. Public workers do crucial work and ought to be compensated fairly for it.

The trouble, of course, is that there's no end to claims about deservingness. Pretty much everyone thinks they're underpaid and underappreciated. Sometimes they're right; sometimes they're not. But I don't know what a teacher or a cop or a railroad engineer "deserves," nor does anyone else.

Giving public-sector workers what they think they deserve, moreover, clashes with how everyone else in the economy gets paid. Is it fair for one group to get special consideration just because they happen to work for the government? Especially when taxpayers--working people themselves--are picking up the tab?

During negotiations with the railroad union, Hochul suggested that the answer is no: "Workers deserve to be paid fairly for their work," she said. "But at the same time, we must be responsible with public funds and the fares paid by Long Island residents."

That's the right approach. When the government supplies public services, its goal should be to supply those public services as efficiently as possible--not run a tax-and-transfer system to aid the relatively small number of people lucky enough to be union members.

There is a better argument for public-sector unions, which is that unions have the leverage to demand compensation packages and work rules that are necessary to attract excellent public workers. Here's Randi Weingarten, the long-standing head of the American Federation of Teachers: "If we want to recruit and retain high-quality teachers, it starts with a fair wage, adequate working conditions, and the resources and support to succeed."

There's a lot to this. The public sector, like the private sector, is only as good as its workforce. If unions help attract better teachers and cops, collective bargaining might improve the quality of public services. We should be happy, on this view, that unions are fighting for government workers. We're all better off as a result.

Except that's not what the research shows.

Start with schools. Two comprehensive reviews of the available evidence, one from 2025 and one from 2015, find that teachers' unions reliably increase school spending, especially on salaries for veteran teachers. In general, however, they do not appear to help kids. "Most often," the 2025 review says, "teachers' unions have no impact or a slight negative impact on performance."

Recent experience in Wisconsin is revealing. In 2011, Republicans passed a law, Act 10, that curtailed collective-bargaining rights for teachers. In the immediate aftermath, student outcomes suffered, mainly because of a sharp increase in teacher turnover. But that dip was short-lived.

Since then, a series of studies have suggested that Act 10 has improved student performance. Barbara Biasi, an economics professor at Yale, found that test scores rose when districts ditched seniority-based pay in favor of a more flexible approach. Morgan Foy of the University of Illinois found similar gains in test scores and attendance even in districts that didn't adopt a flexible pay scale--because, he suspects, teachers worked harder when unions couldn't protect them from discipline. And E. Jason Baron at Duke has shown that the promise of higher entry-level wages enticed more young Wisconsinites to get a teaching degree, which has improved the talent pool.

Now consider policing. In 2003, sheriffs' deputies in Florida secured collective-bargaining rights because of an unanticipated court decision. Researchers at the University of Chicago Law School took advantage of that natural experiment by comparing sheriffs' offices with municipal police departments that were unaffected by the court decision. Collective bargaining, they found, caused a roughly 40 percent increase in violent misconduct in sheriffs' offices relative to police departments.

That's the opposite of what you'd expect to see if public-sector unions made public services better. But it's consistent with the general run of the evidence about policing. One forthcoming study, for example, finds that the extension of collective-bargaining rights significantly increased the number of civilians killed by police, especially nonwhite civilians, and "can explain 14 percent of all non-white civilian deaths by legal intervention between 1959 and 1988."

To put it mildly, these results are hard to square with the claim that public-sector unions improve the public sector. At least three factors seem to be driving those results.

First, unions often push for job protections that frustrate workplace accountability. In the study of Florida sheriffs' deputies, for example, collective bargaining appeared to cause a rise in violent misconduct, because of "a reduction in expected sanctions." In other words, sheriffs' deputies knew they could get away with it.

Second, unions push to equalize pay among their members based on seniority and credentials, not on quality of performance. That makes recruiting talented young people difficult, and rewarding good workers impossible. The Wisconsin reforms, for example, "led younger and less credentialed teachers to earn more on average, and older, more experienced teachers to earn less." That's bad for aging union members, but good for students.

Third, public-sector unions avidly negotiate for compensation in the form of pensions, not wages. But pensions are a poor recruitment tool: Starting wages matter much more to young people than pensions that will be paid out decades down the line. When unions use their power to boost pension payments, they aren't working to attract talented young people. They're working to reward their members.

If we want unions that actually improve the quality of public services, we're going to have to reform our collective-bargaining laws.

Jonathan Chait: The wrong way to win back the working class

As matters stand, those laws require state and local governments to negotiate with unions. But they also establish what those unions are entitled to negotiate over--what is "bargainable." And a very wide range of terms and conditions of employment are typically bargainable. That's how you get demands for job protections, pay equalization, and hefty pensions.

None of that is graven in stone. The laws could be amended to limit the scope of what's bargainable. Overtime, pensions, work rules, salary schedules--all of those would be off-limits. Unions would be left to negotiate over the one thing that is most likely to attract high-quality workers: base wages.

In that world, unions would still be powerful. They would still serve as a counterweight to local governments that might try to balance their budgets on the backs of middle-class workers. Their members would still receive job protections under civil-service laws. The unions just wouldn't be allowed to make demands that frustrate the delivery of high-quality, cost-effective public services.

Reformed collective-bargaining laws would bring what unions want into better alignment with the public interest. Otherwise, we're left with the LIRR engineer's argument about what the unions are for: We deserve this money. The engineer may be right about what he deserves. Surely we all deserve better in this fallen world. But it's no way to run a railroad.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2026/05/public-sector-unions-lirr-strike/687337/?utm_source=feed
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History Repeats in Cuba

Trump is not the first American president to think he can take it.

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 28 May 2026




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

Sometimes when President Trump talks about Cuba, he throws in compliments. "They have a nice landscape. You know it's a beautiful island," he said during a signing event at the Oval Office in March. "I do believe I'll be having the honor of taking Cuba. That'd be good. That's a big honor." Sometimes he toys with the idea of conquest a little more menacingly, such as when he said at the same event: "Whether I free it, take it--I think I could do anything I want with it." Almost as soon as U.S. commandos swiftly extracted Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro and flew him to the United States, some administration officials set their sights on the next target: Cuba.

Trump, per usual, is focused on business. His administration seems to have turned its attention to Cuba's nickel and cobalt deposits, in an effort to get ahead in the race with China for critical mineral deposits. In the case of Secretary of State Marco Rubio, the motivation for the U.S. to focus on Cuba seems more personal. Rubio's parents left Cuba shortly before Fidel Castro took power, and he has long harbored the dream shared by many Cuban exiles of regime change on the island. In a recent address from the State Department delivered in Spanish and intended for Cubans, Rubio promised them a "neuva via"--a new path.

From the Cuban perspective, the prospect of the U.S. bringing regime change is fraught, coming after centuries of conflict and colonial extraction. As the Cuba historian and Princeton professor Ada Ferrer describes it, American presidents dating back to Thomas Jefferson have dreamed of acquiring Cuba in one way or another. Now, as Cubans are suffering from sanctions and oil shortages and soaring food prices, she worries that the bellicose rhetoric from the White House could put U.S.-Cuba relations on an openly violent path.

On this week's Radio Atlantic, I speak with our staff writer Vivian Salama and Ferrer, author of the Pulitzer Prize-winning Cuba: An American History, as well as the new book Keeper of My Kin: Memoir of an Immigrant Daughter.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: For clues about what's on President Donald Trump's mind, sometimes it helps to track the movements of the USS Nimitz, oldest serving aircraft carrier in the world. Last year, she--the ship goes by "she" in military circles--was rerouted to the Middle East. In March of this year, she embarked on her final voyage, which has turned out to include a stop in the Caribbean. More specifically within striking distance of Cuba.

Janine Stanwood (WPLG): A new U.S. aircraft carrier is moving into the Caribbean amid more U.S. pressure against the Cuban government.


Rosin: Last week, Trump told reporters, "We have Cuba on our mind." That was just after the Justice Department charged Raul Castro, brother of Fidel, with murder for his role in the shooting down of two planes that killed four U.S. nationals 30 years ago. A few days ago he said we'll be, "freeing up Cuba."

Donald Trump: It's a failed country. Everybody knows it. Other presidents have looked at this for 50, 60 years doing something, and it looks like I'll be the one that does it.


Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. Trump is not the first president who's said he wanted to "save" Cuba. In fact, American leaders have dreamed about controlling the island in one form or another for over a century. But no U.S. president has really pulled it off. And yet, here we are again.

Ada Ferrer: This moment in U.S.-Cuban relations right now is unprecedented. No U.S. president has taken such a stark, combative, imperialist stance vis-a-vis Cuba certainly not in my living memory.


Rosin: That's Pulitzer Prize-winning historian Ada Ferrer. We'll talk to her later in the show.

First, staff writer Vivian Salama, who writes about politics and national security and who's been writing about Cuba for the last few months.

[Break]

Rosin: Vivian, welcome to the show.

Vivian Salama: Great to be with you, Hanna.

Rosin: President Trump tends to zero in on countries, as you know, Iran, Venezuela, and now it seems as if Cuba is next. When did you first start hearing administration officials talk about Cuba?

Salama: Almost the moment that Nicolas Maduro was seized in Venezuela about three days into this calendar year.

I wrote a story that said Cuba is next for The Atlantic because it seemed like almost immediately their attention, their interests, were diverting to Cuba, that Venezuela was, in a way, a domino where they would ultimately wanna topple the Cuban regime.

Secretary of State Marco Rubio, who is a central figure in anything we talk about regarding Cuba, this has been sort of a lifelong dream of his: topple the communist regime in Cuba--that Castro/post-Castro regime--and usher in a democratic future.

Rosin: So is that the kind of language they were using publicly even initially, this regime change-type language, Topple the regime, as opposed to say, Cuba's a danger to the U.S., or--there's many different ways they talk about countries that they set their sights on.

Salama: I mean, you say "they" and it really depends because President Trump packages everything differently from the way the rest of the folks in his administration do. Marco Rubio has been very blunt about toppling the Cuban regime in the past. He has said it very bluntly. He has been very clear about that.

Marco Rubio: The bottom line is their economy doesn't work. It's a nonfunctional economy. It's an economy that has survived on subsidies from the Soviet Union and now from Venezuela.
 They don't get subsidies anymore, so they're in a lot of trouble. And the people in charge are in, they don't know how to fix it. So they have to get new people in charge.


Salama: There's no ambiguity there. He has said multiple times over the course of the last few months that the Cuban regime needs to go. President Trump sort of waffles back and forth about it.

He kinda says, Cuba's next. We're going in there. Those guys are no good. But he's been a little noncommittal as far as what happens.

Because for President Trump, what he wants is a deal. He wants a transactional approach to Cuba, which is, If these guys stick around and they just let us invest, get money flowing between our two countries, then, I can live with them sticking around. We build some hotels on the coast. We go in and take their minerals, for example. And that's a satisfactory solution for President Trump.

And that's what we saw in Venezuela is that the regime didn't change, just the leader changed. But the same regime has stuck around and President Trump has been very satisfied with that.

He has praised the now acting president, Delcy Rodriguez, multiple times because she's letting American oil companies go in there and she's letting America do business in there once again. And that's enough for President Trump.

Rosin: And what about Rubio? Because we're used to Trump's interests steering policy. But the secretary of state has seemed unusually influential on this.

Salama: Marco Rubio is very influential in this administration.

In fact, it's pretty extraordinary how influential he's been, and we've been watching that now for a year and a half unfold. For him, this is an existential thing for Western Hemisphere politics. It's very close and personal to him. He comes from Cuban descent and grew up sort of with the stories of the communist revolution of 1959 and what it did to Cuba.

So for him, it's very personal, and this is something that he's built his political reputation on. And remember, Marco Rubio, there is a chance that he runs for president again in the future. And so achieving this not only would go down very well back home in Florida where he's from, but would also potentially prop him up as a lead contender for a GOP nomination, for example, whether that's 2028 or beyond.

Rosin: So he's the idealist in this situation. Trump is the dealmaker realist. You wrote this weekend about the mining industry in Cuba and how it plays into this latest conflict, which is, I suppose, what Trump is focused on. What is the story there?

Salama: So briefly speaking, minerals have been the bread and butter of the Cuban economy, nickel in particular.

Their mines have been very prosperous and they've been able to once upon a time sell their minerals to the Soviet Union. When the Soviet Union collapsed, a Canadian company stepped in and invested in their mines and did a joint venture with them so that they could mine their minerals and then they would export those minerals, primarily to China, but also a couple of places in Europe, as well.

And so they have been getting a really good amount of revenue from those sales. Now, in recent months, the Trump administration has been looking to squeeze every last financial lifeline away from the Cuban regime in order to basically allow them to collapse from within. We saw the embargo that has been put in, the blockade of oil. And that Venezuelan oil, was something that was really sustaining the Cuban regime.

So you cut off oil coming from Venezuela. He cut off oil coming from Mexico, and they were really suffering in the last couple of months. There have been mass blackouts across Cuba. Hospital generators are not working, and patients are on the brink. People are not able to get gas for their cars. There have been protests in the streets partially because of the fact that people have been struggling. And now they put sanctions on the mines. And that was a really key sort of final stroke to say, Okay, this is one of their last lifelines. We're gonna try to cut it off.

So this is twofold. It's cutting off the revenues that go into the Cuban regime. It's also trying to pull away critical minerals from China, which, I would argue, that's a bipartisan interest that the Biden administration was also very interested in doing similar activities.

Rosin: Yeah. I see. So there's tension always in all these motivations. It's like, We wanna bring down the regime. Marco Rubio cares more about that. But also, We wanna win this critical mineral fight, which is a self-interested motivation.

Salama: And that is something that President Trump himself is very interested in.

Rosin: Right. Okay. So we've brought up Venezuela a couple of times in the analogies. Recently, the Justice Department indicted Raul Castro, as you know, Fidel Castro's brother. They charged--

Salama: --who is turning 95 next week.

Rosin: Ninety-five. Wow. Okay. Okay. Well, they charged him with being involved in an aerial attack that killed Americans, which happened 30 years ago.

So I'm guessing this news is about having a pretext to arrest him the way they arrested Maduro? Has anyone connected all those dots all the way to, We're gonna do to him what we did to Maduro, or not quite yet?

Salama: A hundred percent they are connecting it. And in fact, when the Maduro operation took place in early January, everyone was talking about, Cuba would be next, in terms of what they describe as a law enforcement operation.

Very different from, let's say, the Iran operation, which is solely a military operation. This is a law enforcement operation, which means that the military supports what would be the arrest and extradition of the leaders. In this case, it's not the president who's being indicted like it was in Venezuela. It is the old guard, who is still very influential even at 95. When the Justice Department indicted him, they made no secret of the fact that they intend for him to face a jury of his peers and suggested, hinted at the fact that they would do something very similar to what they did to Nicolas Maduro.

And adding to that suspicion is the fact that, remember, so many military resources were dragged to the Middle East to support the Iran war. The USS Nimitz just arrived back in the Caribbean about a week ago. And so now you have a carrier near the shores of Cuba, which added to the speculation that something was coming that might suggest a military or a law enforcement operation of some kind in Cuba.

Rosin: I know you've been talking to foreign policy experts. How realistic a sense do you think they have of what it means to do regime change in Cuba?

Salama: So not only have I talked to experts, I've talked to folks in the administration who are very involved in this. And they are a lot more optimistic about the opportunities or the prospects of a regime change, that it can be done with a lot of planning. They insist that a lot of planning goes into any of these operations.

Obviously we kind of question it once they unfold, especially after Iran. But in the case of Cuba versus Venezuela, there's so many differences that make it so much more challenging. In particular, the fact that seven decades of socialist Castro regime have all but squeezed the opposition to a point that they are not a coherent, unified opposition. They're scattered all over. So many of them are operating out of, let's say, Florida or elsewhere in the diaspora. Those who are domestic are under very close watch by the regime because they don't take dissent well. There's a lot of disagreements among them.

And also, again, seven decades of one-party rule can really do a number on an opposition movement.

And so everyone I talk to, from the experts who are closely watching this say, Okay. You could stand up or lean on the Venezuelan opposition very easily because you know who the players are. They've even been elected by the people. But you don't have that in Cuba. So who are you gonna lean on?

And then the question becomes (a) do the people rally behind that leader? And (b) how do you ensure that it goes well? Any kind of regime change where the U.S. has propped up a leader that is not necessarily supported by the people has not gone well historically.

And so this is a major concern for people. You have the risk of migration flows if things start going to hell in a handbasket. All these other issues that could directly impact the United States if an operation in Cuba were to go poorly. The administration insists that's not gonna be the case, though.

And so it's a wait-and-see moment.

The Trump administration is so wrapped up in Iran right now that it's hard to imagine they have the bandwidth to fully kind of execute on a Cuba regime-change operation. But they insist that the situation is ripe for change.

Rosin: Well, Vivian, thank you so much for explaining this to us.

Salama: It's my pleasure.

Rosin: After the break, I talk to Princeton professor Ada Ferrer, author of the Pulitzer Prize-winning Cuba: An American History and her new book, Keeper of My Kin: Memoir of an Immigrant Daughter.

[Break]

Rosin: Professor Ferrer, welcome to the show.

Ferrer: Thanks for having me.

Rosin: So the way we've experienced the last few months is, newsflash, Trump has suddenly set his sights on Cuba. But from where you sit, which is a historian of Cuba and also a Cuban, I imagine the feeling is more like, Here we go again.

Ferrer: Yeah. Here we go again. The U.S. setting its sights on Cuba is not anything new. Ever since the days of Jefferson, American leaders have fantasized about taking Cuba in one way or another. But still, it feels different this time. It does feel new because there's never been a moment in my living memory where an American president has talked so crudely about taking Cuba. His famous statement back in March--

Trump: I do believe I'll be the honor of, having the honor of taking Cuba. That'd be good honor. That's a big honor.
 Reporter: Taking Cuba?
 Trump: Taking Cuba in some form, yeah. Taking Cuba. I mean, whether I free it, take it. I think I could do anything I want with it, you wanna know the truth.


Ferrer: No president has spoken that crudely about Cuba in over 100 years, so it is still startling to me.

Rosin: Okay, so let's make our way there. I really wanna understand how we landed in this moment and what's the historical context for it.

First, I know your latest book is a memoir, so I know you have a lot of family still in Cuba. What are you hearing from them at this moment?

Ferrer: Well, what I'm hearing is just that things are awful. There's no other way to say it. Even cousins in Havana are going 22, 23 hours without electricity a day. It comes and goes. It'll come for, like, a half hour, and then it disappears. I have family in the interior, which is even worse off than Havana, and they're going days at a time without electricity, and that means it's impossible to do anything. It's impossible to turn on a fan at night to sleep. It's impossible to store food for any length of time.

The price of food is just through the roof. There's no transportation. Garbage isn't being picked up. You may have seen videos of protests--some in Havana, but some in smaller cities around the island--where people just start banging pots and pans at night, and they're burning garbage because there's nothing else to do with it, 'cause no one is picking it up.

So it feels completely unsustainable, but it has felt unsustainable already for a while. The last time I was there was December '23, and there were already blackouts. You could see the garbage. But what it feels like now is just that on steroids with no apparent out, with no sense of what a solution will be.

Rosin: Yeah, so is that what you most worry about? That they'll be stuck in this situation for a while, or is there something worse that you worry about?

Ferrer: Oh, I'm a worrier, so I worry that, you know, people talk about collapse or something being unsustainable. But we know from history that collapse doesn't just happen and then something disappears. Things can keep getting worse. No matter how bad they are, they can still keep getting worse.

So I do worry about this spiral that never hits bottom and people suffering in the meantime. But then I'm also worried about the possibility of violence. I worry maybe leaders in the U.S. imagine regime change or some kind of military operation as much more simple than it will be.

I worry about violence of Cuban against Cuban. I know Cuban history. Times when there has been a change in government after an unpopular government, there has been violence of Cuban against Cuban, and I think there's a real possibility of that. So I worry about all of the above.

Rosin: Yeah. Can you set up the story of the memoir for us, which is also the story of your own life?

Ferrer: Yes. So I was born in Cuba in 1962, so a few years into the Cuban Revolution of Fidel Castro's rule. My father left while my mother was pregnant with me. She was seven months pregnant with me when he left and came to New York City, and my mother decided to join him with me. So my mother and I left Cuba in April--April 29, 1963.

She had to make the excruciating decision to leave behind her son, my half-brother, her son from her first marriage. He was nine-and-a-half years old. And the reason she left him was that his father, who was a member of the revolutionary police, thought it wouldn't look good for his son to go to the U.S. So he refused to grant permission for him to leave. So she left with me and left him behind, thinking that he would join us, that his father would relent and grant permission. And it didn't happen.

So from that decision that she made, my brother and I came to lead two very different lives. He was traumatized by her, by our departure, a separation that was meant to last a few months, maybe a year or two at most, stretched on for 17 years.

So he was 26 years old when he first arrived in the U.S. during the Mariel boatlift of 1980. and he got here as a damaged young man. And the memoir basically tells the story of that separation, of the family around it, who lived through that separation and were influenced by it, shaped by it.

And I think one of the things that that history did is that it made me a historian. I just became interested in understanding this place that was always so present for me while I was growing up. It was present in its absence, because I didn't get to go there until 1990 when I myself was 28.

But it just nurtured in me this intense curiosity about the place, but also about the people.

Rosin: Yeah. I mean, the main things I learned from reading your books is that this long and tortured relationship is almost as old as these two countries, including many periods of violence and a dominating impulse from the U.S. towards Cuba. So where does this start? Like, you mentioned Thomas Jefferson, third president of the United States, just like Trump, had his sights on Cuba. How was he talking about it then? How was the U.S. talking about it?

Ferrer: Back in the 19th century?

Rosin: Yes. Yes.

Ferrer: Well, it's a new country, right? It's a fresh republic, and it wants to extend its borders, and it wants to ensure its security. Cuba has the fortune or misfortune of lying in a very strategic place for that, right in the Gulf of Mexico.

One of the major ports in the 19th century was New Orleans, where so much went out of the Port of New Orleans to the Eastern Seaboard--this is before the days of railroad--out to Europe. And Havana sits right there. So whoever controlled Havana could block American commerce. So that was part of the interest of early American leaders of ensuring the prosperity of American commerce, et cetera.

And if you read what people like Jefferson and Adams were saying, to us it feels strange because they would say things like, The well-being of our republic rests on acquiring Cuba, and you think, Why was Cuba so important? It's an island in the middle of the Caribbean Sea. But that was how they thought about it.

And then a little bit later in the 19th century, you had people very invested in the institution of slavery in the United States, and Cuba, of course, was a slave society. It was, from the 1820s on, the largest producer of sugar in the whole world and one of the major slave societies of the Atlantic world in the 19th century.

So the slave power in the U.S. believed that if the U.S. acquired Cuba, it could incorporate it into the Union as multiple slave states, and that would increase the power of slavery in the United States. So those were the two things that were really important in the 19th century.

Rosin: So back in the 19th century, the U.S. leaders were talking about acquiring Cuba, essentially making Cuba part of the U.S. That was the idea. And then what about from within Cuba? Because what you've just described is an American projection: This is what we fear. This is what we need.

Ferrer: Yeah. Well, interesting, you know, history's always more complicated than we imagine from the outside or at the outset. There were people in Cuba who very strongly supported that idea, and they tended to be very wealthy men, powerful men. They were slaveholders.

And if you think about it, the 19th century was also a time of increasing abolitionism, and the British were very powerful. They were policing the slave trade. They had abolished their own slave trade and their own system of slavery in 1834. So part of what Americans feared and part of what Cuban elites feared was that Britain might either take control of Cuba or they would exercise power over a weakened Spain and enforce the end of the slave trade and the end of slavery.

So there were Cuban elites who saw the U.S. as an answer. It was a way to avoid the abolitionist activism of the British, and to protect slavery. So when slavery ended during the Civil War, that impetus to acquire Cuba waned.

Rosin: Right. Although the desire to dominate Cuba in some way never went away. Around the sugar trade, for example, where Cuba was essentially dependent on the U.S. to buy sugar, and the U.S. could use that dependence as a political tool.

I am pulling us into details of this history because when I was reading your books it became so clear--there are these recurring themes to this U.S.-Cuba relationship. And we may live them all over again. So I want our listeners to have that context. So what's the next critical moment?

Ferrer: The next really important moment, and in some ways the most important perhaps, the most important moment comes at the end of the 19th century when Cuba launches three different wars of independence against Spain. It's a process that began in 1868. And then the final war began in 1895, and it ended in 1898. And it ended with the intervention of the United States.

The U.S. declared war on Spain and fought against Spain and acquired the last remaining Spanish colonies, right? So that was when the U.S. acquired Puerto Rico, Guam, the Philippines. And with Cuba, for 30 years, people had been fighting for independence.

So the U.S., I think, knew that it couldn't just come in and take over Cuba, right? So the precondition for intervention was something called the Teller Amendment, which recognized that the sovereignty of Cuba lay with the Cuban people. And so what the Americans did was saying, We're going in for humanitarian reasons in aid of a sister country searching and seeking its independence. And once the island is pacified, we will leave because sovereignty rests with the Cuban people.

Of course, that didn't happen. The island was pacified, and they didn't leave. And then the Americans said, Okay, when Cubans prove themselves capable of self-government, we will leave. And then the Cubans had peaceful elections and drafted a constitution, and still they didn't wanna leave.

To leave in 1902, the U.S. set up this condition, which was called the Platt Amendment. And it forced Cubans to include it in their first constitution as an appendix. And the Platt Amendment said, among other things, that the U.S. had the right of intervention in Cuba.

So basically, if the U.S. thought life and liberty or American businesses were in danger, they could intervene militarily. It also prevented Cuba from entering into treaties with third countries, accruing debt from third countries. It also gave the U.S. the land that later became the Guantanamo Naval Base.

Rosin: So the themes that are getting set up in this period is the U.S. as a necessary savior maybe to Cuba and a thwarted desire for Cuban independence. It feels like those are the two sides here.

Ferrer: Yes, exactly. It's funny. You look at political cartoons from the era, and the American cartoons portray that--Uncle Sam helping the Cubans acquire independence. And the Cuban cartoons, many of them, not all of them, are very different.

Rosin: The period most people know about, the name most people know, and it's popping up again, is Fidel Castro. It's fair to say that at the very beginning, a young Castro was fighting for Cuban self-determination. It maybe wasn't that explicit, but was on the side of, We get to determine our own fate.

Ferrer: I think the Cuban Revolution of 1959 is a fascinating historical event. I think there's a lot of misunderstanding about the history of it. That revolution was fought explicitly against the dictatorship of Fulgencio Batista.

The rallying cry that united all different revolutionaries was not about self-determination, actually, and it wasn't about the U.S. It certainly wasn't about socialism or communism. It was that people wanted to restore the 1940 constitution. They wanted to restore democracy.

It was a very imperfect, flawed democracy, but that was the thing that united people. Get rid of Batista, who had taken power illegally, restore the 1940 constitution, and deal with the problem of corruption, which was rampant. So those were the unifying forces.

And then what happens is that Batista flees. By that point, Fidel has become the most important figure in the anti-Batista opposition. It wasn't like that in the beginning, but over time, for complicated reasons, he became the most important, visible figure. And the new government is set up, and they get to work right away. They pass something like 1,000 decrees in a week or something like that. The agrarian reform comes five months after taking power. The urban reform reduces rents by half. That was three months after taking power. And so it's a moment of euphoria, of hope for change, et cetera.

What begins to happen is that the new government begins to butt heads with the U.S. The agrarian reform in May of 1959, nationalizes some U.S.-owned land, and that begins that process. It's almost like in those first two years, one government will do something, the other government will respond. The other government responds with a little more oomph, then the other one does the same, and it just escalates until you have the U.S. Embassy in Havana closed, the Cuban Embassy in Washington closed. You have planning already for the Bay of Pigs invasion. You have Eisenhower and other folks in DC saying, We can't work with this government.

So the confrontation with the U.S. is not yet clear in January 1959. It becomes clear over the next months and the first year or two of the revolution.

Rosin: What's poignant and kind of tragic about this period is that the initial stages of the revolution seemed very amenable to an American vision: It's democratic. We want elections. It feels like something the U.S. could get behind. But then this enmity that you describe drives everyone into extremes.

It seems to drive Castro more sort of pro-communist and less interested in democracy. It's a momentum which--it's almost like the United States created a more communist Castro.

Ferrer: Historians love to debate, and there is a debate about that, right? Whether to what extent was Castro communist beforehand or leaning communist, right? So it doesn't all just come out of the blue, but I do think that the U.S. did things that pushed Castro further left.

Rosin: And I think it's important to articulate all of this because of the place where we're headed. We're headed to another moment like this where we're intervening, and so to be aware of the effects that that has within Cuba and to the relationship at this moment, I think is really important.

Your memoir, your latest book centers around your brother, and one thing that really jumped out is, as he's writing letters to your mother, just this intense longing, like for you, for his sister, for his mother. But also for the U.S., like an idea about the U.S. And just reading them, I was wondering how did that sit alongside a kind of deep Cuban pride and longing for self-determination and independence? Like, how those two things coincided with each other.

Ferrer: Yeah. I mean, they're both there. They're there in my brother's letters, but they're there in so many other kinds of sources, right? There's a fascination in Cuba with American culture. If you look at the period before the revolution, most consumer goods came from the U.S.

Many of the movies people watched were American movies. They listened to American music. There was regular ferry service between Key West and Cuba. Tourism was a lifeline of the economy from the 1920s forward, and most tourists were American tourists. So there was this fascination with American culture.

But then you had intellectuals who were very aware of U.S. political and economic influence on the island and wrote against it. But it wasn't ever a kind of blanket anti-Americanism.

Rosin: Right. It wasn't a cultural anti-Americanism. So given this incredibly complicated history that you are very familiar with, when you heard Donald Trump or even Marco Rubio talk about wanting to change Cuba or lead Cuba to freedom, what was your first thought?

Ferrer: Oh, where to begin? I had so many thoughts all at once. One thing that has struck me is the extent to which Rubio and Trump are talking less about freedom and democracy than I expected. I thought that that was all they would be talking about, and instead they seem also to be talking about economic negotiations, right? So that struck me.

Rubio did a speech to the Cuban people in Spanish, on May 20th, which is Cuban Independence Day, and he barely--I'm not sure he even mentioned freedom or democracy. He talked about GAESA, which is this military conglomerate in Cuba that controls most of the Cuban economy.

The thing I worry about is that the bellicose nature of Trump's rhetoric regarding Cuba is being matched on the other side by a Cuban rhetoric that's equally bellicose, right? So Cuban leaders are saying, We're not afraid. Just come. We'll match you. It'll be a bloodbath. You know, that kind of, We will resist. We will fight.

And I'm not sure the Cuban government is understanding that that is not probably as easy as they imagine because most people--it's not clear they have the food to fight. It's not clear they have the will to fight. They are so beaten down by how horrible things are right now. And so I think both sides are underestimating how difficult and how much more complicated the scenario is than they're admitting. And then I worry that sometimes that kind of combative rhetoric can create its own reality, right?

It mounts. So one side says something, the other side escalates, the other side escalates back, and it can create its own momentum. It can create its own sense of inevitability. It can create its own kind of reality, and that worries me.

[Music]

Rosin: Thank you so much for helping us to understand this moment better.

Ferrer: Thanks for having me.

[Music]

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

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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Jill Biden Worried Her Husband Was Drugged on Debate Night

In a new memoir, Jill Biden describes her own shock and fear over the president's calamitous performance.

by Toluse Olorunnipa

Thu, 28 May 2026




As she watched President Biden stumble through the most cringeworthy portion of his disastrous June 2024 debate, First Lady Jill Biden wondered if her husband had unknowingly ingested drugs or was having a medical episode on live television. "Is he short-circuiting?" Jill Biden thought. "Is this a stroke? I felt like we were watching an AI hologram of the man we knew, and the hologram was glitching. Has he been drugged?"

Her mind then wandered to a more personal anxiety, considering how his nonsensical word salads--one of which ended with "we finally beat Medicare"--might implicate her as the person best positioned to know if the man who appeared to disassemble onstage was privately prone to incoherence. "Oh God--will people watching assume this is how he is all the time?" she writes in her new memoir, View From the East Wing, a copy of which The Atlantic obtained ahead of its June 2 release date.

Part of Jill Biden's goal for writing a book about her four years as first lady, it seems, is to dispel bipartisan accusations that she was a hidden hand covering up her aging husband's cognitive decline and nudging him to cling to power longer than his mind and body could sustain. As his closest confidant and the person who saw him even when his staff was not around, the former first lady has faced a deluge of conspiracy theories that place her at the center of what critics describe as a grand cover-up. A spokesperson for the Bidens declined to comment.

That Jill Biden felt compelled, in her words, to "set the record straight" highlights how much that presidential debate nearly two years ago--and the ensuing months of political turbulence that led to President Trump's return to power--continues to reverberate within the Democratic Party. Even as its leaders struggle to find a potent counterattack to Trump's presidency, this memoir, which resurfaces many moments the party would like to forget, showcases the difficulty Democrats face in closing an embarrassing chapter.

The story of how Biden's presidency imploded, it seems, is destined to continuously be written and rewritten. View From the East Wing follows books by former Vice President Harris and Pennsylvania Governor Josh Shapiro, each of which shed an unflattering light on the president's condition as he sought reelection and the chaos that erupted after the debate. Last week, the Democratic National Committee released an autopsy report on the 2024 election, highlighting how Biden's presidency paved the way to Harris's doomed 107-day campaign and Trump's resurgence. Trump seems determined to keep Biden in the news as well, mentioning his predecessor almost daily.

But Biden's book may not deliver the kind of closure the party has been desperately, and repeatedly, seeking. Rather than offering an explosive political tell-all, the former first lady instead focuses on the nuances of navigating the politics of the White House's East Wing. She describes struggling with the "catch-22" of being first lady, a position in which knowing too little can make you "an embarrassment" and knowing too much can make you seem power hungry. She largely holds back from lashing out against her foes--including those who abandoned Biden after the debate--though at one point she faults former Attorney General Merrick Garland for his handling of the case that resulted in Hunter Biden's conviction on gun charges. (The president pardoned his son before leaving the White House.) While she writes that a "thought bubble above my head was full of expletives" after Harris attacked her husband over school busing during a June 2019 debate, by 2024, the first lady and vice president were professing their "love" for each other. The book does not dwell much on the current president, though it laments Trump's destruction of the East Wing, likening it to the slaughter of a "rare and precious animal."

Jill Biden concedes that her husband, who turned 80 shortly before announcing his reelection bid, "was definitely aging" in office, occasionally failing in his fight against fatigue and the physical demands of the presidency. He apparently battled "excruciating pain most days" from a November 2020 foot injury that never fully healed. She acknowledges that her husband had "privately floated the idea of voluntarily being a one-term, transitional president" during his 2020 campaign and, deep into his presidency, seriously considered whether pursuing a second term would be the right decision. At one point in January 2023, she writes, she "floated a hypothetical" and wondered if the Republicans would "continue to go after our family if you decided not to run?" (Hunter Biden's struggle with drug addiction and the political liability it created for his father take up a considerable portion of the book.) But the president did not think that was a good reason to forgo a presidential race, she says.

And besides, the president's political advisers--and his family members--insisted that he needed to run for reelection, pointing to polling showing him as the most formidable Democrat and laying out the stakes for what might happen if Republicans retook the White House.

But Jill Biden vehemently denies that her husband had been showing any signs of senility or dementia that would have foreshadowed such a painful-to-watch debate performance when he stood on the stage with Trump in Atlanta ("The truth was, Joe was not who he was on a day-to-day basis in that debate," she writes). So what happened? Even nearly two years later, Jill Biden seems to have more questions than answers.

"Nothing explained what I was seeing," she writes at one point about her husband's "strangely monochromatic" visage and lackluster performance.
 
 "To this day, I still don't know what happened. Why wasn't he making any sense? It was inexplicable to me," she says elsewhere in the book. Maybe he had rehearsed too much? Maybe he had traveled too much that month? Or was he just ill? The president had seemed exhausted earlier in the day and had told her that he was not feeling too well. Later, after positing that he may have unwittingly taken codeine cough syrup or Ambien to fight off a cold or to help him sleep, Jill Biden seems to rhetorically throw her hands in the air: "I only wish I had the answer." (You could forgive the reader for wondering, Well, did you ask him?) The first lady writes that she wished she had thought to ask for a blood test after the debate (and also says she suggested the president take a cognitive test to calm doubts, but was overruled by his advisers).

Jill Biden writes that on their bathroom mirror, she would at times leave inspirational messages like "You are my hero" or, on particularly tough days, "Get up, champ. Get up." Sometimes, she would sneak in messages on policy, relying on her ability to be frank and open with the leader of the free world in ways that others could not. During Israel's military offensive in Gaza, after an air strike killed seven people working for a humanitarian-aid group, she left a Post-it note on the mirror reading "Net has to stop," a reference to Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. Knowing that Biden and Netanyahu would be speaking the following day, she left another note the next morning, which read: "Be strong. Don't let BN use your goodness."

That bluntness apparently resurfaced in the moments after the debate. As the president walked off the stage, he whispered to his wife, "I really f**ked up, didn't I?" she writes. "'Yes, you did,' I whispered back."
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How <em>Hacks</em> Redefined Greatness

Over five seasons, the HBO comedy has explored what it means to succeed creatively.

by Sophie Gilbert

Thu, 28 May 2026




The first time we ever see Deborah Vance, she's onstage at her Vegas residency, delivering desultory jokes about an unappealing lover while wearing a jacket so bedazzled it seems to have its own energy field. The routine itself is much duller--Deborah (played by Jean Smart), when asked by her partner if she's close to orgasm, screeches that the only thing she's "close" to is late-onset lesbianism--but then we follow her offstage, majestic and unfussed, gliding serenely though chitchat with stagehands and showgirls. Only when she pauses in front of her illuminated mirror do we finally see her face, perfectly framed in the glow of the bulbs.

Late in her career of public flameouts and hard-fought comebacks, Deborah is as pampered as an empress and thoroughly numbed by complacency. When her manager, Jimmy (Paul W. Downs), suggests pairing her with Ava (Hannah Einbinder), a 25-year-old TV writer, to spark some fresher punch lines, the odd-couple setup ignites a question Hacks has been preoccupied with ever since: What does it mean to be a truly great artist? And can Deborah, a comedian who's long excelled at making herself the punch line, kick-start her secret creative ambitions and secure her spot in comedy's pantheon?

This is by no means all that Hacks has considered. During its five seasons, the HBO comedy has veered joyfully between different modes: generational comedy, acute Hollywood satire, whatever encapsulates the double act of straitlaced Jimmy and his unhinged assistant, Kayla (Meg Stalter). In its third season, Hacks dug into the tortured history of women on late-night television, scratching to gain access to a world that never wanted them. Late in Season 4, Deborah quits her late-night-host job--the gig of a lifetime--only to be stymied by an 18-month noncompete contract that left her doing translated shows at a casino resort in Singapore, and falling into resigned dejection. But after a faulty TMZ report declares Deborah dead, and she finds her obituaries to be wholly unsatisfying, she resolves to return to the United States and finally do something to secure her legacy.

Hacks' fifth and final season, which ends tonight, has danced around different visions of what that something might be, in ebullient and anarchic ways. Deborah becomes hell-bent on reaching EGOT status, recruiting her friend Tony Kushner (playing himself) to help write her memoir so she can record the audiobook. After she finds his process too slow, she determines through data analysis that the easiest path to win a Grammy is in the category of Regional Mexican Music Album (Including Tejano) category, then jumps into the studio with a rhinestone-studded hat, maracas, and boundless enthusiasm. She changes course again--"What is the biggest achievement for a comedian?" Ava asks her; "Beating a rape trial?" Deborah replies--and resolves to do a sold-out show at Madison Square Garden on the earliest date her noncompete expires, which happens to be September 11.

The paradox of Hacks, though, is that Deborah's comedy has never really been the show's selling point. Onstage, she can be riotous, irreverent, outrageous, but she's rarely unguarded or unpredictable. Smart endows Deborah with all the force and presence of a lifelong performer, but saves the core of the character for her offstage scenes, when the emotional compromises of a life spent chasing a dream come to the fore. In the Season 2 episode "Retired," Deborah and Ava head to a small gig at a county fair, where they encounter Susan, an old acquaintance and retired comedian whom Deborah thinks she drove out of the business after sabotaging her during a showcase. But Susan tells her it isn't true--she retired after seeing Deborah neglect her daughter while out on tour. "You were completely devoted to your work. You had to be! You were like a shark," Susan says. Facing someone else's unmistakable pity, Deborah wilts, but doesn't collapse. "I don't want to stop," she says to Ava later. "I like the work." She's spent her life with a single, relentless focus, and she isn't sorry for it. How many others can say the same?

Read: When your dream job is a lie

Sacrifice can be its own legacy, but in this season, Hacks has become much more convinced that the real measure of a great artist isn't how many tickets they sell, or how many vacation homes they can buy after selling out, or what kind of work they leave behind. Rather, it's what attainments and ambitions they can manage to pass on and foster in other people. When Hacks began, Deborah was calcified by her own fame and isolation; her relationships were hierarchical, and her endeavors were fundamentally selfish. But by the Season 5 episode "The Garden," everything has flipped. She's helping Marcus, her former employee, with his business dream; she's hiring Marty, a former nemesis, to help run the floor; she's inspired Ava to come up with her own pilot, a reboot of Deborah's '70s sitcom based on their own relationship. Deborah is much too unsentimental to opine on what any of this means, so Hacks lets Jimmy say it, when he explains to Kayla why he's sacrificing his dreams of running an agency to keep his clients on stable ground: "My talent is helping talent. When they win, I feel like I won."

This kind of altruistic vision is daring for a comedy about comedy, particularly in a moment when entertainment companies are consolidating, technology is ruthlessly eliminating jobs, and AI is redefining the creative process. The show is arguing that the work itself is not that important, and perhaps even fundamentally meaningless, without all the people who go into making it. Maybe a robot can manage to write a good joke, but to what end? "All I'm trying to do is make your life easier," the smarmy boss behind an AI company called Quikscribbl tells Deborah midway through Season 5, when he tries to license her work. "But it shouldn't be," she replies, adding, "Art is only art because of the humanity behind it."

I want to emphasize that Hacks is not a dreary or didactic show. No series so intent on skewering all its characters can get away with unbridled sincerity. Both Deborah and Ava have been self-serving and even ruthless in the past as they try to finesse what combination of truth, self-deprecation, connection, and audacity goes into a really good joke. But in the end, that specific alchemy matters less than what it generates. In the penultimate episode, Deborah's Madison Square Garden show flunks after another nemesis is revealed to have bought up the tickets in order to deprive her of an audience. She decides to put on a free performance in Central Park, and against all odds is able to swing it, not because of her clout, but because of her relationships. And right as she arrives onstage to begin her set--with a land acknowledgment, no less--right as we begin to wonder whether Deborah and Ava's partnership has finally yielded the kind of punchy but meaningful satire both have always dreamed of pulling off for an audience, the episode ends.
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The Lag Between an Iran Deal and Lower Oil Prices

The flow of oil through the Strait of Hormuz will take time to return to normal.

by Will Gottsegen

Wed, 27 May 2026




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

For months, Donald Trump has been desperate for Iran to loosen its grip on the Strait of Hormuz. Now he says it's happening; a deal to reopen the waterway "has been largely negotiated," per a Truth Social post on Saturday. Nothing has been finalized, and details are sparse; the White House claimed that a draft agreement released by Iranian state media today was a "complete fabrication." But even if an agreement does emerge, reestablishing normal ship traffic through the strait will take time--and energy markets won't necessarily be quick to respond.

Getting vessels through the strait isn't simply a matter of telling captains to start their engines. Before they can set sail, they need to know what routes they can reasonably take, and whether they might trigger any of the underwater mines still reportedly lingering in the area. Seafarers will need assurances of safe passage before oil, fertilizer, helium, aluminum, and other commodities can actually start to reach their ports and relieve global markets.

First, both shipping companies and energy traders will need to be convinced of a lasting peace that protects travel through the strait. Trump has falsely announced breakthroughs before: During the past three months of war, the president has claimed repeatedly that the conflict is effectively over and that much of Iran's military capacity has been destroyed. These statements are directly contradicted by the facts: The war continues--the U.S. launched strikes as recently as Monday--and Iran has proved its resilience. Last month, after Iran agreed to reopen the waterway amid a tentative cease-fire, Trump wrote on social media that Iran had "agreed to never close the Strait of Hormuz again," and that it would "no longer be used as a weapon against the World!" Iran closed the strait the next day.

In recent weeks, officials on both sides have claimed that they are inching closer to a deal to end the war and reopen the strait. But the announcement of a deal, if it comes, wouldn't be a guarantee of peace in the region. The U.S. has lately been escorting trapped vessels, and some crews have paid tolls in exchange for safe passage--yet as this week's strikes make clear, the conflict remains volatile even during a cease-fire. A deal could break down almost as quickly as it's announced. Claire O'Neill McCleskey, who previously led the compliance division at the Office of Foreign Assets Control, told me that "a Truth Social post is not going to be sufficient to convince people to take the risk."

If a lasting deal does materialize, immediate dangers could still persist. According to The New York Times, American officials signaled last month that Iran's military may not be able to locate all of the mines it has placed. Trump has said that the U.S. Navy cleared a portion of them out, but the fear that some mines remain could be enough to deter ships. (Captain Tim Hawkins, a spokesperson for U.S. Central Command, said on Monday that the renewed strikes on Iran were in part targeting boats trying to lay new mines.) The International Energy Agency reported this month that getting minesweeping resources into the region could take "several weeks," and the cleanup could take "a minimum of two to three months"  to "re-establish steady export operations."

Then there are the logistical concerns. Some ships are still operating with skeleton crews and will need to bring on new workers to restart operations; others will need to be cleaned of barnacles and algae. What lane should these ships use as they make their way through the strait, and in what order should they attempt to cross? Iran has been trying to reroute traffic closer to its shores, creating a new strategic choke point near Larak Island, which the country controls. It's unclear whether true freedom of navigation will eventually return to the region. Trump insisted during a Cabinet meeting today that "nobody's going to control" the strait, but Iranian officials are unlikely to give up their new power after leveraging it so successfully.

Resolving the larger problem--the most significant oil shock in history, by some estimates --could take longer still. When ship traffic starts up again, tankers headed for, say, East Asia, might take weeks to reach their destination. Another issue is the Middle East's reduced capacity to produce the oil that's loaded on these ships. Damaged refineries will need repairing (Ras Laffan, a large Qatari facility hit by drone and missile strikes, isn't expected to return to full capacity for three to five years), and closed-up wells will need to be carefully reopened, which could reportedly take as long as a few weeks.

Traders are already responding--Brent crude, the global benchmark for oil futures, fell almost 7  percent after Trump's social-media post this past weekend and jumped back up about 4 percent after news of the strikes broke on Monday evening. But prices are still far from normal. Brent crude is trading at about $95 a barrel, up $25 since the start of the war, and the average price of gas in the U.S. is nearly $4.50 a gallon. Robin Brooks, a senior fellow at the Brookings Institution, told me that should a "credible peace deal" come through today and oil prices decline, he'd expect that to affect gas prices within two to three weeks. The sheer number of variables here has led different experts to come up with very different guesses about what might happen to the oil market once the war ends. One CNN analyst recently suggested that gas won't return to the prewar national average of $3 a gallon until 2032.

The war is now approaching its fourth month; even Trump is tired of it. But because neither side's representations have exactly proved credible, seafarers may not know how to proceed if and when a deal is announced. Whatever they decide, they'll be moving carefully--and slowly.

Related:

	David Frum: Why Trump lost
 	Iran had a doomsday weapon all along.




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The pope grasps the limits of AI.
 	A frustrated president can't get the deal done.
 	John Cornyn lost with his boots off, Jonathan Chait writes. 
 	Read these books by the time you graduate.




Today's News

	President Trump said that Iran would not be able to "outwait" him in negotiations to end the war, dismissing concerns about the political impact of the war ahead of the midterms. "I don't care about the midterms," he said during today's Cabinet meeting.
 	Texas Attorney General Ken Paxton defeated Senator John Cornyn in a Republican-primary runoff last night, marking another victory for Trump, who endorsed Paxton last week.
 	Former President Biden sued the Justice Department to block the release of roughly 70 hours of audio recordings tied to former Special Counsel Robert Hur's classified-documents investigation, arguing that making them public would be unlawful. The recordings, made during conversations Biden had with the author of his memoir, became the subject of a Freedom of Information Act request from the Heritage Foundation.
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America Is Missing Out on the Ultimate Mosquito Weapon

By Ross Andersen

The announcement of the new "air defense" system was issued from Changzhou. A company called Photon Matrix Lab claimed to have developed a new technology for identifying and eliminating deadly threats mid-flight. A video on Indiegogo showed potential buyers how it works: After detecting a mosquito, the device fires off what looks like a blue-violet lightning bolt. When struck, the insect does not just fall straight down, no--it is more satisfying than that: Its body somersaults and tumbles out of the frame, bringing its career of vampiric air raids to a sudden end ...
 The bugs seem to have a primal knowledge of my whereabouts, and a craving for my blood that goes beyond mere thirst. In a span of minutes, they will perforate my skin 10 times with the dirty needles that protrude from their faces, and each micropuncture will swell up into an insomnia-inducing welt the size of a silver dollar.
 We are a secret society, those of us who attract this torment. When we meet one another at a barbecue, we bond over our shared longing for the mosquito's extinction. On behalf of my fellow victims, I decided to look into this new laser to see whether it might really deliver us from misery. I reached out to Photon Matrix Lab to arrange a call.


Read the full article.
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'We Have Not Seen Ugly Yet'

Paxton versus Talarico is already awful.&nbsp;&nbsp;

by Elaine Godfrey

Wed, 27 May 2026




Two things are as certain as bluebonnets in spring now that Ken Paxton is the Republican nominee for the Senate in Texas: Democrats have a better-than-usual chance of winning statewide. And the next 23 weeks are going to be hideous.

Paxton's big win comes days after President Trump stuck his finger into the wind, determined that incumbent, John Cornyn, was toast, and gave the attorney general his last-minute support. Even though the nearly 28-point margin was surprising, it was probably always going to be Paxton. A runoff tends to attract the hardest of the hard-core--the kind of determined voter who is willing not only to show up to vote in March, but to show up and vote in March, sit through 12 weeks of brutal attack ads, then head back out to the polls in May. The kind of Republican who might argue, as one woman did in Dallas when I spoke with her last week, that Paxton and Trump are bringing masculinity back to the party like Bambi's father "coming out of the forest with those huge antlers."

Now that these dutiful Republicans have secured the animated stag of their dreams, they will turn their attention to his general-election opponent: James Talarico, the 37-year-old Democratic state lawmaker and aspiring Presbyterian minister. In some ways, the two men have become avatars for their respective parties, which will spend the next five months ruthlessly attacking each other.

Paxton, a MAGA folk hero, seems even more committed to the movement than Trump himself is. As attorney general, he filed dozens upon dozens of lawsuits against Presidents Obama and Biden, and sued to overturn the 2020 election results. Paxton and Trump happen to share a strikingly similar ethical and legal rap sheet: Both men have been indicted (Paxton's charges involved securities fraud and were dismissed after he agreed to do community service and take an ethics class); both have been impeached (Paxton was suspended by the Texas House but later acquitted by the Senate); and both have been accused of--and deny--infidelity. (Angela Paxton is now divorcing Ken on "biblical grounds.")

Read: Ken Paxton is actually doing this

Although Talarico doesn't yet have Paxton's name recognition, he does have strong youth-pastor energy and, at least for now, the moral high ground. As a faith-forward economic populist, Talarico has a core campaign message of love triumphing over hate, and little guys taking on the billionaires. Republicans know that they've got a tough race ahead of them, which is why they've already settled on a strategy: make Talarico seem like a weird dude.

Unfortunately for Democrats, Talarico has been more than a little helpful in this effort. In 2021, the state lawmaker said that "God is nonbinary," a statement that is off-putting to some Christians, not because they believe that God is literally a man but because they can't fathom why someone would drag God into the earthly debate over gender identity. Talarico has also said that there are six biological sexes and that he supports access to abortion, in part, because God asked for consent when he blessed Mary with the baby Jesus. As a candidate in 2022, he pledged to run a "non-meat campaign," which was never going to play well in cattle country.

Lately, Talarico has been doing some backtracking. "I know there are two sexes, men and women. I also know there's a very small percentage of people who have these chromosomal abnormalities, and I believe they deserve to be treated with dignity and respect," he told CBS this week, adding that there are "some statements that I've made that I certainly regret." Whenever Talarico is accused of being insufficiently pro-meat, his campaign circulates a photo of the candidate gnawing on a turkey leg at the state fair.

Still, both sides have heaps of material to work with. Which is why the next few months promise a total inundation of negative advertising online, and on the airwaves in Texas. Democrats will hammer into voters Paxton's scandals--and the failures of Republican leadership. "Will Republicans get away with running a superficial attack campaign when Texans are really hurting?" Matt Angle, a state Democratic strategist, told me. "They've been in control for 30 years. If something's broke, they broke it." Meanwhile, Republicans are already parroting Paxton's proposed "Tala-freako" and "Low-T Talarico" nicknames. This morning, the Trump adviser Stephen Miller wrote on X that Democrats have nominated their "first transgender senate candidate." (Talarico is not transgender.) "We have not seen ugly yet," Vinny Minchillo, a Texas Republican strategist, told me. They're going to make Talarico "the woke DEI candidate of all woke DEI candidates. And pound him, pound him, pound him."

The task ahead will be tough for Talarico, who will have to decide when to counter these attacks directly--Define thyself lest ye be defined, as the political maxim goes--and when to remain firmly astride his moral high horse. He will also have to fend off the unprecedented amounts of money that Republicans are pumping into the race in order to protect their fragile Senate majority. Already, Paxton has secured the backing of the National Republican Senatorial Committee, which initially endorsed Cornyn and which, last night, dutifully scrubbed its website of all anti-Paxton press releases and ads.

Yet for Talarico, hope remains. No Texan needs reminding that inflation is high, or that the war in Iran has the whole world on edge and gas prices rising. Trump's polling is bad, and among Texans, Talarico has higher favorability numbers than both Paxton and the president. In what might end up being a particularly good year for Democrats, victory is not only possible but achievable.

Still, if Democrats have done one thing well in Texas over the past 30 years, it's dash hopes. The last time a Democrat came close to winning statewide in Texas was in 2018. Back then, Senator Ted Cruz beat Beto O'Rourke by roughly 215,000 votes. This time, the figure that Republicans have their eye on is 778,139, or the number of Texans who voted in the March GOP primary but who were not excited enough about either Republican candidate to vote in the runoff. A drop in turnout was expected. But a 36 percent decline "mirrors a lack of Republican enthusiasm we've seen in other states," Minchillo said. For Texas Republicans, that number is "distressing."

Last night on Truth Social, Trump congratulated Paxton and promised to hold a few rallies to help gin up some excitement. "Texas, this will be FUN!" the president teased. We'll see.
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No Way to Make a Deal

The agreement that Trump wants to strike with Iran keeps eluding him.

by Jonathan Lemire, Nancy A. Youssef

Wed, 27 May 2026




President Trump skipped his eldest son's wedding and held staff back in Washington over the holiday weekend, expecting that a deal with Iran that he said on Saturday was "largely negotiated" would soon be ready. His secretary of state, Marco Rubio, who was on a four-day trip to India, said on Sunday that a deal could come that day. Then he said the same thing on Monday. Yesterday, Rubio suggested the deal could take a "few more days." Then Trump scheduled a Cabinet meeting at Camp David, the site of previous landmark Middle Eastern peace accords, for today, heightening the sense of anticipation. But inclement weather forced the meeting back to the White House, and within the first 10 minutes, with the administration's top officials and their red baseball caps arrayed around him, Trump conceded he had nothing to unveil. "They want very much to make a deal," Trump said of the Iranians. "So far, they haven't gotten there."

Neither, of course, has Trump. The agreement under discussion--reportedly a one-page "memorandum of understanding"--would put negotiators on a 60-day clock to find a way to address Iran's nuclear ambitions and its enriched uranium, or "nuclear dust," as Trump calls it. Trump has grown deeply frustrated with his inability to get Iran to fully capitulate, aides told us, and angry at the commentators who have said the persistent stalemate has left him looking weak.

Trump's failure to make a deal doesn't stem from a lack of desire. He has spent weeks casting about for a way out of the conflict. He has tried to force Iran's surrender with a series of escalating threats and deadlines. But each time, Iran has called his bluff, and Trump has found ways to extend the cease-fire, which was put in place before Vice President Vance visited Islamabad in mid-April in hopes of securing a broader deal but returned empty-handed. Despite his frequent threats, Trump is reluctant to resume hostilities; aides told us he is mindful of depleted U.S. munitions supplies and fears that Iran would retaliate against the energy infrastructure of its Gulf neighbors, worsening the world's fuel crisis. Aides believe the U.S. blockade of the Strait of Hormuz, stopping Iranian oil exports, will eventually cause Iran to buckle. But Trump has expressed impatience with the process and has encouraged negotiators to intensify their efforts.

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

Leaders of Middle Eastern nations over the weekend urged Trump in a phone call to do what it takes to secure a deal quickly. The region has been hammered by Iranian strikes and by the crisis in the strait, a vital channel for Gulf energy exports. Iran effectively closed the strait soon after the war began, stranding hundreds of ships and prompting the United States to start its own blockade. After that call, Trump wrote on Truth Social that a deal was almost done. It was expected to include the resumption of shipping traffic through the Strait of Hormuz, an extended cease-fire in Israel's campaign against Hezbollah in Lebanon, and potential sanctions relief for Tehran, people familiar with the discussions told us.

Trump-supporting Iran hawks, already disappointed that the regime in Tehran is still intact, feared the president was rushing into a bad deal. "This combination of Iran being perceived as having the ability to terrorize the Strait in perpetuity" and the ability to "inflict massive damage to Gulf oil infrastructure is a major shift of the balance of power in the region and over time will be a nightmare for Israel," Senator Lindsey Graham said on X. Senate Armed Services Committee Chairman Roger Wicker posted on X that "the rumored 60-day ceasefire -- with the belief that Iran will ever engage in good faith -- would be a disaster."

A Trump aide told us the president was startled and annoyed by such pushback. But the public criticism, and behind-the-scenes lobbying from Graham and others, was one reason Trump changed his tune. Rather than hyping a deal as imminent, he began to stress on social media that the agreement was not quite done, and that he'd accept only a clear win--though he didn't specify what that would look like.

"As President Trump has said, negotiations are proceeding nicely and he has made his redlines clear," the spokesperson Olivia Wales told us in a statement. "President Trump will only make a good deal for the American people, which must ensure that Iran can never have a nuclear weapon."

Trump's instinct is always to go bigger, dressing up a setback with claims of larger deals on the horizon. In this case, advisers told us, he latched on to the long-shot idea to connect the Iran agreement with an expansion of the Abraham Accords--the pact that normalized relations between Israel and select Arab nations--to create the sense that he was striking a grand bargain and transforming the Middle East. But that outcome appears extremely unlikely, given widespread condemnation of Israel's recent conduct and the damage Gulf countries have sustained from the war.

Meanwhile, the Iran talks remain stalled. And the fact that the administration is having a tough time even getting Tehran to the starting gate for negotiations on Trump's biggest issue--stopping Iran's nuclear development--augurs poorly for eventual success.

In 2015, then-Secretary of State John Kerry testified before a Senate committee about a new deal to restrict Iran's nuclear development. After more than a year of talks, with Iran on one side and several nations--including the U.S., China, and Russia--on the other, an agreement was on the table, full of hyper-technical details about what Tehran could and couldn't do for the next two-plus decades. The U.S. had plenty of other complaints about Tehran. But Kerry said the talks had centered on one thing--"the nuclear issue"--for a reason. If other issues were included, Kerry told the senators, "it would be rope-a-dope, staying there forever, negotiating one aspect or another."

Trump in his first term ripped up that agreement and in his second term went to war with Iran to try to stop its nuclear program--but also to force regime collapse, eliminate Iran's missile capabilities, and destroy its proxy forces across the Middle East. Now, as the president seeks an off-ramp after a massive military campaign failed to achieve any of those goals, Trump appears to be in precisely the predicament Kerry warned about: Trying to tackle too many issues at once may mean none of them gets resolved.

Read: Six days of war, 10 rationales

Under the deal now being discussed through Qatari intermediaries, traffic through the Strait of Hormuz would ramp up, in stages, to prewar levels. But Iranian officials want the strait to remain under their oversight, possibly in partnership with Oman, even if sea traffic resumes. That may be a nonstarter for the United States, which has insisted that the strait must be a free and open waterway, as it was before the war. "The strait's going to be open to everybody. It's international waters," Trump told reporters at the Cabinet meeting.

The proposed deal may also include provisions for the release of some of Iran's assets that were frozen by international sanctions, which Iran sees as a form of war reparations, according to the people we spoke with who are familiar with the terms. But Trump appeared at the Cabinet meeting to play down that prospect: "We're not talking about any easing of sanctions," he said.

Whether Israel's campaign against Hezbollah in Lebanon will be included in the extended cease-fire was unclear. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said Monday that he had ordered strikes to increase, and Israeli forces ramped up their ground campaign.

The complex web of issues is one reason that a deal to end the war has been so elusive. Another is the administration's approach to the talks. Ultimately, Trump bears responsibility for both starting the war and ending it. Beyond that top line, though, it has been hard for the American public to tell where things stand. The only consistent source of information has been Trump's Truth Social posts, which aren't a model of clarity.

Since his return from Islamabad, Vance has largely focused on his anti-fraud campaign. Rubio--the first man to hold the portfolios of both secretary of state and national security adviser since Henry Kissinger--could have followed Kissinger's model of personally overseeing the U.S. exit from war. Back in the 1970s, Kissinger, with Nixon's blessing, bypassed the diplomatic apparatus to meet in secret with a North Vietnamese negotiator dozens of times before inking the Paris Peace Accords. But Rubio has not shown any Kissingerian inclination to get deeply and personally involved. He isn't even the administration's Iran point person in the way that Kerry was for the 2015 agreement during the Obama administration. Rather, Rubio has mostly kept to his lane of flexing U.S. muscle in Latin America, first with Venezuela and more recently with Cuba. After his four-day trip to India, he headed to Armenia to sign economic-cooperation deals.

The negotiations to end the Iran war have, instead, been added to the joint portfolio of Steve Witkoff, Trump's special Middle East envoy and real-estate friend, and Jared Kushner, the president's son-in-law, who holds no official administration role. The pair's track record as international peacemakers is mixed. They helped secure a deal for Gaza but have failed to end the war in Ukraine. They have said little publicly about the Iran discussions; the negotiations have been all the more opaque because Witkoff and Kushner, unlike secretaries of state, don't take any reporters on their travels and rarely hold press conferences to update the public.

Read: The end of diplomacy

Their Iranian counterparts, meanwhile, are skeptical that the envoys are genuine in their quest for peace, people familiar with the Iranians' thinking told us. During previous rounds of negotiations, Trump has twice ordered missile launches and has repeatedly threatened more. Earlier this week, the U.S. fired missiles at targets in southern Iran, citing the need for self-defense, which Iran said showed "bad faith and unreliability."

Trump has long been the master of asserting his own reality; he simply declares something a win, and his faithful supporters follow along. That approach is about to be tested anew. So far in this war, polls show that Americans are broadly unhappy with Trump's decision making, which has led to economic pain at home. The price of gas has soared, with visible, meaningful reminders posted on the service-station signs that dot roads and highways across America.

If a deal comes together, Trump will likely claim victory--he already has a few times--but that would be a dubious assertion. The hard-liners in Iran have been emboldened, and, even if the Strait of Hormuz reopens, Tehran has shown it can effectively close it in the future. At a minimum, the regime has a greater understanding of the economic weapon it wields. That gives Iran leverage even as Trump claims that any nuclear deal he will strike will be tougher than the Obama administration's 2015 agreement. "I didn't do this to get a crummy agreement," Trump told reporters at the Cabinet meeting.

The 2015 deal did not end the hostility between Washington and Tehran. But Obama-administration officials hoped that resolving their most consequential dispute would halt the cycle of escalation that had repeatedly brought the two countries to the brink. The deal, in some ways, was also a way to avoid a war with unpredictable geopolitical consequences. Trump didn't act with the same caution--and may now be wishing he had.
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America Is Missing Out on the Ultimate Mosquito Weapon

Bring on the lasers.

by Ross Andersen

Wed, 27 May 2026




The announcement of the new "air defense" system was issued from Changzhou. A company called Photon Matrix Lab claimed to have developed a new technology for identifying and eliminating deadly threats mid-flight. A video on Indiegogo showed potential buyers how it works: After detecting a mosquito, the device fires off what looks like a blue-violet lightning bolt. When struck, the insect does not just fall straight down, no--it is more satisfying than that: Its body somersaults and tumbles out of the frame, bringing its career of vampiric air raids to a sudden end.

Photon Matrix Lab had my attention. Under normal circumstances, a mosquito lives for just a few weeks, and in that time, its wings will carry it a few miles or so, at most, from the pond or puddle of its birth--but for some reason, I am almost always within range of one. The bugs seem to have a primal knowledge of my whereabouts, and a craving for my blood that goes beyond mere thirst. In a span of minutes, they will perforate my skin 10 times with the dirty needles that protrude from their faces, and each micropuncture will swell up into an insomnia-inducing welt the size of a silver dollar.

We are a secret society, those of us who attract this torment. When we meet one another at a barbecue, we bond over our shared longing for the mosquito's extinction. On behalf of my fellow victims, I decided to look into this new laser to see whether it might really deliver us from misery. I reached out to Photon Matrix Lab to arrange a call.

The mosquito-killing laser was not invented in China. It's as American as the Model T or the Colt Revolver. Lowell Wood, an astrophysicist who was the architect of President Ronald Reagan's Star Wars missile-defense system, first proposed the idea in 2006. He'd been invited to a brainstorm convened by Nathan Myhrvold, a polymath inventor. Myhrvold had served as chief technology officer at Microsoft before founding his own company, Intellectual Ventures, and had remained good friends with Bill Gates, who asked him to look into new technologies that might help prevent malaria.

Myhrvold, now 66 and still the CEO of Intellectual Ventures, is jolly and excitable in conversation. On a video call, he told me that he was immediately drawn to the idea of developing the laser system that Wood had proposed. Myhrvold thought the weapon could be safely used, because mosquitoes are so tiny. He marveled at their paltry biomass: "There's maybe 450,000 of them or 500,000 of them in a pound--whatever it is, that's a shitload of mosquitoes," he said. (In fact, there are about 180,000 mosquitoes in a pound.) Killing just one wouldn't require that much beamed energy, which meant the laser could be fired around people, dogs, and cats.

Read: Notes of a mosquito hunter

At the time, Gates was in his mosquito-net era, having come to realize that the insects are the most dangerous animals on Earth. The diseases they carry kill more of us on an annual basis than snakes, crocodiles, sharks, scorpions, polar bears, and all human murderers combined. The lethal nature of mosquitoes is ancient knowledge, encoded in some of our most sacred texts. In the Book of Exodus, the third deadly plague that God sends against Egypt is described as kinnim, a Hebrew word that is rendered in the King James Bible as "lice"--but which some early Greek translations seem to have taken to mean "mosquitoes." A few thousand years later, mosquitoes remain a plague on six of Earth's seven continents. In the tropics, the bugs will feast on human flesh year-round. In the summer, their range extends close to the poles. I have personally endured unholy swarms of them in the Siberian Arctic.

Myhrvold's team built a prototype of a "laser turret," and he showed it off onstage at a TED conference in 2010. He told me he thought that Disney theme parks, luxury resorts, and sports stadiums might be impressed and buy the turrets for their properties. If some big, early buyer could supply the team with enough revenue that it could keep working on the new technology, Myhrvold figured that it could be made affordable for hospitals and clinics in the developing world too. He also guessed that large farms might be among the early clients, so his team figured out what kind of laser it would take to kill a plague of locusts.

Or perhaps they'd try to tap the "Sharper Image market," on the theory that the people who buy high-end gadgets are the same ones who might derive some thrills from zapping a mosquito. "At the very least, it could be an entertaining conversation piece for someone's Fourth of July barbecue," Myhrvold said. None of it panned out: "We had discussions with potential investors and clients, and we even got some term sheets, but the deals all fell by the wayside."

The mosquito problem is only getting worse. In 1985, a breeding population of the black-and-white Aedes albopictus mosquito hitched a ride on a Japanese tire shipment bound for Texas. Nicknamed the Asian Tiger, it likes to bite ankles, and unlike other mosquitoes, which tend to hunt blood at dawn and dusk, it also does so in the late morning and afternoon. It's a better flyer too, on account of its smaller size; compared with other mosquitoes, which seem to dog-paddle through the air, it has the grace of a hummingbird. By 1990, the Asian Tiger was in 15 states, and it's been spotted in 40 today.

Yet it's China and not the United States that might soon become the world's lone mosquito-laser superpower. Last year, China suffered two of its largest outbreaks of dengue and chikungunya--mosquito-borne illnesses both--in its recent history. The country's citizens tend to be enthusiastic about technology. Chinese scientists have recently tried seeding local ponds and lakes with fish that eat mosquito larvae, and they've deployed aerial drones to follow up on their progress. Lasers are a natural next step.

Read: Your next mosquito repellent might already be in your shower

Jim Wong, the inventor of the Photon Matrix Lab device, was not available for an interview, so I spoke with Lawrence Leng, the company's director of sales. I asked whether the Indiegogo video of insects being lasered was authentic. (Some degree of showmanship has long been part of laser-turret marketing: One of the zapped mosquitos from Myhrvold's TED showcase was glued to a pin.) Leng claimed that the footage was real. He told me that Photon Matrix Lab has been buying thousands of target-practice mosquitos from a company that's situated farther up the Yangtze Delta. On TikTok, Photon Matrix posted a video of the device killing the mosquitoes at night and leaving only micro-puffs of smoke behind; the video has been viewed more than 70 million times.

Behind Leng, I could see people walking around in the office. "We now have 10 people in R&D," he said, gesturing in their direction. He noted that the company has received almost 4,000 preorders through Indiegogo, at a price of $638 a device. "They're mostly from your country," Leng told me. "People in America hate mosquitoes so much."

By the time I reached out to Myhrvold, he had already seen the viral videos from China, and he did not seem impressed. "Our laser had a 50-meter range; it was like artillery," he said. The Chinese company claims only that its device can zap mosquitoes up to six meters away. "It's more of a BB gun," Myhrvold said. But that was just his first impression, and he said he'd want to have a closer look at the device before offering a full review.

He may be waiting for a while. Last summer, Photon Matrix Lab announced that its mosquito lasers would start shipping by the end of 2025, but Leng told me that they're not yet in production. He said that the company's design patents have been "approved" by the U.S. and the European Union, but he later clarified that those applications have merely been submitted. The company is also waiting on safety certifications from multiple agencies.

Read: Shazam for mosquitoes

But all hope is not lost for the mosquito-afflicted. Scientists are experimenting with other futuristic technologies, including genetically modifying the insects themselves. A team led by Andrea Crisanti at Imperial College London has used CRISPR to genetically engineer a variant of the African malaria mosquito Anopheles gambiae that could bring that entire species to the brink of extinction. The modified males can produce viable embryos, but some of their female offspring can't bite or reproduce; their male offspring retain the same engineering and would pass the relevant genes to the next generation, and the next. In the lab, this reduced entire colonies to zero within a dozen generations. Luke Alphey, a professor of genetics at the University of York, told me that he's been working on a technique that would make these kinds of interventions hyperlocal--they would wipe out a particular disease-spreading population, not a whole species.

I prefer an abundance-agenda approach to our global mosquito problem. After all, a unique opportunity is now within our grasp. For millennia, mosquitos have been a problem to be suffered, not solved: Herodotus reported that at night, in the fields along the Nile Delta, the ancient Egyptians would climb into towers that rose above the bug line or, on the water, they'd wrap themselves in fishing nets, which doubled as mosquito netting. This was behavior befitting a superpower 2,500 years ago, but the U.S. and China can go much further. Both countries should be using full-blown industrial policy to fast-track their mosquito-killing technology. If we need an arms race to get it done, so be it. The 21st century will belong to the civilization that vanquishes the mosquito.
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'He May Be the Greatest Virtuoso That Jazz Has Ever Produced'

Sonny Rollins, who died this week, was the embodiment of the genre itself.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 27 May 2026




In August 1958, Esquire invited 58 jazz musicians to meet on a stoop in Harlem for a photo shoot. The resulting picture, now known as Harlem 1958, became legendary for collecting some of the genre's greatest talents, stretching from the swing era (Count Basie, Gene Krupa) to the peaks of bebop (Charles Mingus, Dizzy Gillespie). The assembled musicians may not have realized that rock and roll was on the verge of taking over pop music, thus sweeping jazz to the margins--but the fact that it was made this photo a historic snapshot.

The last living participant of that shoot was the tenor saxophonist Sonny Rollins, who died on Monday at the age of 95. By the end of his life, no jazz musician of his importance was left--but then again, hardly anyone ever reached Rollins's colossal stature. Rollins made his first recordings in 1949, when he was 18 years old, and over the next several decades, he played with nearly every modern great: Charlie Parker, Miles Davis, Thelonious Monk, Coleman Hawkins, John Coltrane. Rollins didn't just make some of the genre's finest recordings; his muscular sound and intense intellect turned him into an embodiment of jazz itself. "He may be the greatest virtuoso that jazz has ever produced," the influential critic Francis Davis once wrote.

A native New Yorker, Rollins emerged onto the local scene during the '40s, which is commonly viewed as the moment when jazz went from mass entertainment to something resembling a finer art. To hear Rollins in a concert hall, as was typical late in his career, could feel torturous, because his music made you want to stand up and move. Unlike many modern jazz compositions, his were hummable earworms--the sleazy strut of "Doxy"; the syncopated, funky "Oleo." His most famous piece, "St. Thomas," is a calypso-influenced number that epitomizes jazz's cosmopolitanism. Named for his mother's home in the Virgin Islands, the tune comes from a Caribbean lullaby she sang him, which, in turn, was derived from an 18th-century English folk song.

Whether writing a song or soloing, Rollins always had swing, that tough-to-define but essential quality possessed by any good jazz musician--the way they find a rhythmic groove, pulling the music along and getting toes tapping. "He could play a solo using one pitch that would swing so violently, you couldn't believe it," the trumpeter Wynton Marsalis said in Ken Burns's Jazz--a statement I assumed he meant hyperbolically until years later, when I heard Rollins's solo on "Sonnymoon for Two," from 1958's A Night at the Village Vanguard. That record demonstrated that Rollins didn't even need a full trio backing him to swing: He often played with just a bassist and a drummer, which placed more burden on him to fill the space but also meant he wasn't bound to follow someone else's chords.


Sonny Rollins in NYC, 1982. (Andy Freeberg / Getty)



Rollins was a playful improviser, a master of referencing other songs when performing a solo. When he really got going, he could shred as hard as any metal guitarist, playing for 10 or 20 minutes at a time. During a 1986 concert taped for a documentary, Rollins--then in his mid-50s--leapt from a stage during an unaccompanied solo and broke his heel, then lay on his back and resumed playing. He sported a mohawk in the '60s, long before the look was fashionable, and guested on the Rolling Stones's 1981 album, Tattoo You. As it gets going, his solo on the Stones's "Neighbours"s demonstrates an easy proficiency with honking rock idioms before careening in a weirder direction; Rollins was dismissive of the record but recounted hearing it at a supermarket and being intrigued by the horn work before realizing he was listening to himself.

Read: Sonny Rollins at sixty-eight

But Rollins wasn't just a great soloist. He was a serious and introspective musician, which made him able to relate to old-school jazzmen and upstart avant-gardists alike. Rollins was cocky enough to name a record Saxophone Colossus when he was just 27 years old but humble enough to leave the scene two years later, feeling that he had fallen behind newer players such as Coltrane on the New York scene. During this self-exile, he practiced for as many as 15 hours a day on the Williamsburg Bridge in all types of weather. (For years, the jazz fan Jeff Caltabiano has pushed to rename the bridge for Rollins. That didn't happen in his lifetime, but it's never too late.)

When Rollins returned to the scene in 1961, musicians were hotly debating new styles, including Ornette Coleman's "free jazz," which discarded the complicated harmonies of bebop. Many of Rollins's older peers dismissed Coleman's music as crude, but Rollins embraced it, recruiting members of Coleman's group to play with him. That commitment to exploration didn't dim with age. A half century later, at Rollins's birthday celebration in 2010, he announced that a guest would join him. When Coleman ambled onstage, the audience gasped and broke into applause. The men began a friendly saxophone joust--their first and only performance together--and Rollins demonstrated that even at 80, he could play as far out as anyone.

He was eventually forced to quit performing altogether in 2014 because of respiratory issues, but he came to a surprisingly zen conclusion about giving up an instrument he'd played for some 70 years. "When I had to stop playing it was quite traumatic," he said in 2020. "But I realized that instead of lamenting and crying, I should be grateful for the fact that I was able to do music all of my life."

After his retirement, he continued delivering wisdom--now through his words rather than his music. A frequent topic in those conversations was reincarnation, of which Rollins was sure. "I don't believe in reincarnation, I accept reincarnation," he told the journalist Justin Joffe. "I don't believe, I know." When someone so towering dies, we're accustomed to saying that we won't see their like again. But who are we to second-guess Sonny Rollins?
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Has Trump Corrupted the Military?

Representative Jason Crow on the chaos at Pete Hegseth's "Department of War." Plus: Trump's Iran defeat and James Boswell's <em>The Life of Samuel Johnson.</em>

by David Frum

Wed, 27 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 thoughts about the recently reported peace talks between the United States and Iran. David argues that these reported talks indicate the United States is losing the war in Iran, and that the loss highlights what has always been true: The presidency is too big a job for Donald Trump.

Then David is joined by Representative Jason Crow of Colorado to discuss Trump's politicization of the American military, lessons from the war in Iran, and the chaos at Pete Hegseth's so-called Department of War.

David ends with a discussion of James Boswell's classic biography, The Life of Samuel Johnson.

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 Jason Crow, who represents the Sixth District of Colorado in the United States House of Representatives. The book for discussion this week will be James Boswell's [The] Life of Samuel Johnson, a classic of English biography and English literature.

But before either the dialogue with Congressman Crow or the book discussion, some opening thoughts on news that is arriving this weekend that the United States and the Trump administration may have reached some kind of resolution in the war with Iran that began on February 28 of this year.

Now, this news is very much in flux. That accounts for the unfamiliar look of this podcast, if you are watching. I am not recording from my usual recording place in Washington, D.C. I'm in Ontario for the Memorial Day weekend and am improvising a recording studio here. If the news is accurate, what we hear, what has been reported so far, is the United States is reaching a settlement based on the idea that the Strait of Hormuz will be reopened, that oil will resume flowing out of the Persian Gulf, in return for which the United States will offer some kind of compensation to Iran. Maybe there'll be some kind of release of frozen Iranian assets. But the United States will get access to oil. The United States and the world will get access to oil. Iran will get money, and there'll be some kind of cease-fire and some kind of down-the-road-later return to the problem of the Iranian nuclear program.

If these reports are accurate, this is a pretty humbling defeat of America's goals in the war with Iran that started on February 28. When the war started, President Trump never declared formal war aims, but based on things the administration said, something like this seemed to be in their mind. They wanted a formal termination of the Iranian nuclear program that the United States had badly damaged through air strikes last summer. The United States wanted an end to the Iranian ballistic-missile program, something that was not covered by the Iranian treaty that the Obama administration negotiated a decade ago. That the Obama deal overlooked the ballistic-missile program; the Trump administration wanted some kind of termination of the ballistic-missile program.

The president of the United States had promised help is on the way to the tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands, of Iranian people who rose up against their terrorist, repressive, theocratic regime. And you might have thought that some kind of help for the Iranian people would be part of the outcome that the United States sought--and maybe some kind of end to Iran's practice of being the world's leading state sponsor of terrorism, a status it's held since the Iranian Revolution of 1979, with blood on its hands of people all over the world, including many Americans, from its terrorism and aggression. Some kind of change in the nature of the regime to make it less dangerous to its neighbors and its own people.

None of that happened, or none of that looks to have happened. All that looks to have happened is a reversion to the status quo as it was before the war started. If any of this is right, it is a pretty humbling climbdown.

How on earth did we get here?

The disparity in power between the United States and its ally Israel on the one hand, and an Iranian regime weakened, rocked by the challenge and the rebellion of its own people, would seem so overwhelming that it's hard to imagine how the United States could not have won this war, and yet it seems to have not won in strategic terms. Really, it lost. How did that happen?

Part of the answer--only part, but part of that answer--takes us to a disconcerting fact about the government of the United States right now, about the Trump administration and President Trump. And I think the best way to sort of sum up what the matter is, is by citing a statement President Trump made earlier in the month of May. He was talking to reporters, and they challenged him on his declining poll numbers, and especially his declining poll numbers among Republicans. And President Trump said, citing a story he had seen on CNN and misunderstood, he said, I have 100 percent support among Republicans.

Trump:  Although I do, I am at, according to CNN, 100 percent approval within the Republican Party. I'm at a hundred percent approval.

Now, President Trump mangled exactly what the poll said. None of that matters. The point was, the thing that had stuck in his mind and that he wanted people to know was that he believed, wrongly, but he believed he had 100 percent support among Republicans.

Now, if true, that'd be a pretty impressive number in one way--who gets a hundred percent of anything? But the urge to cite it shows something very peculiar about President Trump, which is, he's never thought of himself as a national leader. He's a factional leader. He's the leader of the MAGA movement that has seized power in the United States, and that attempted, actually, to hold power in 2021 by violence, then return to power in 2024 by legal means, and that is now looking for ways to hold on to power after the elections of 2026 through gerrymandering and other forms of rule bending. He has always seen himself as a movement leader who happened to arrive in the government of the United States--not as a national leader, not as the president of all the people.

Now, if what you want to do is, sort of, plunder the Treasury and deliver a few benefits to your supporters at the expense of the rest of the country, this is a kind of, perhaps, for the short term, workable political strategy. But if you want to lead the country to war, it is doomed to failure. Wars are big, costly, dangerous events full of shocks, full of bad news. And when a president makes the heavy decision to lead the country to a major war--and this war with Iran has been a major war involving massive expenditure, massive use of U.S. munitions, American loss of life, heavy loss of life on the Iranian side--when the president makes that decision, he needs to mobilize something more than his preexisting fragment of popular support. He needs to speak to the country as a whole, or at least try to.

Now, no president, maybe since Pearl Harbor, has been able to rally virtually every American to a single national cause. It's a democracy. There are a lot of different opinions, and that's as it should be. But presidents have tried. The presidents of the Cold War era tried. They tried to be something bigger than just the leader of a party. And that meant discipline upon them even when the country was not at war, that the president had to behave in certain ways that were recognized as presidential even by his opponents in order to retain the ability to speak to and for the whole nation when a real emergency appeared. And this is the one thing that I think most people would agree unites the chain of presidents from Franklin [D.] Roosevelt through [Harry] Truman, through [Dwight D.] Eisenhower into the later day, [Ronald] Reagan and [Barack] Obama and even [Joe] Biden tried to sound that music with his fainter voice.

But Trump has never thought that way, never tried to do it that way. And so long as things seem to go reasonably well, as they did for the first three or so years of Trump's first term, it didn't harm him much or didn't hamper his plans. He was not regarded by half the country--and more than half the country--as some kind of interloper, somebody who got into the office by a kind of trick and who represented the interest only of a minority of the country, and who in everything from disaster relief to his tax program made no pretense of caring about the people who hadn't voted for him.

But in this second term, where things have been bumpier, where the news has been worse, where he's made more mistakes, and where first there was the economic hardship caused by his crazy tariff program and then outright war, his inability to speak to and for the country, his inability to act the role of an American president, has become a major strategic liability for the United States because the United States was never able to accept any costs at all from the Iran war.

A different president operating for different reasons would have said, I want to lead the country into war with Iran. I hope you all understand that this will be an expensive and difficult undertaking. Obviously, the price of fuel and perhaps the price of food will rise. I believe, might say the president, this will be a short-term shock, but a shock it will be. I have various measures in mind to cushion the shock for those most in need, but this is important for all of our interests. Here's why. This is important for the peace of the world. Here's why. And I ask you to follow me and trust my leadership. That's what a normal president would try to do.

Because Trump had never tried to be that kind of president, he couldn't acknowledge any kind of suffering. He couldn't make the case for the war at all. He spoke to the nation at the State of the Union just a few days before leading the nation to war. He made almost no reference to Iran. He certainly gave no indication the war was coming, and he warned of nothing, and he asked for nothing. He asked for no support from Congress. He just went to war without any kind of consultation, no kind of authorization of the use of force, which his predecessors had done for large-scale military conflicts. Asking Congress for the use of force would mean that you would be subject to questioning by Congress. How much will this cost? How long will this last? What are the goals? Are they achievable? President Trump didn't wanna face any of that kind of questioning, so he didn't ask for authority. But that meant his war had no co-authors. It was entirely his own doing, a one-man show. So long as everything went smoothly, that might not be so much trouble, but, of course, things have not gone smoothly, and now they've ended very disappointingly, if not in outright defeat, and it's still the one-man show.

The presidency has always been too big a job for Donald Trump. He's never understood it. He's never tried to do it. He has never imagined, even imagined the lineaments of the job, what it would look like, what kind of person that he would have to have been in order to be a president of all the people, a president who sought to be the president of all the people, who sought to speak on behalf of all the people, not all of the time, but when it really counted.

Because of that lack in him, there has been a lack in the job, and because of that lack in the job, there was no realistic assessment of the costs of war, no realistic plan to deal with those costs, no realistic rally to the country to absorb those costs, and no ability in the country to bear those costs when they arrived. And the result is a war that has turned into defeat when it really didn't have to do so.

This loss is Donald Trump's fault and Donald Trump's doing as much as anything else that he has done in his two terms as president--more than anything else, because it is one of the most expensive consequences of his most characteristic deficiency as president of the United States.

And now my dialogue with Jason Crow.

[Music]

Frum: Jason Crow represents Colorado's Sixth District in the United States House of Representatives, centered on the city of Aurora, east of Denver. First elected in 2018, he serves on the House Permanent Select Committee on Intelligence and the House Armed Services Committee. He is also co-chair for candidate recruitment of the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee.

Crow is a veteran of both Iraq and Afghanistan. He fought with the 82nd Airborne Division and the 75th Ranger Regiment. He completed three tours of duty and rose to the rank of captain. He was awarded the Bronze Star. Crow earned his bachelor's degree from the University of Wisconsin at Madison in 2002 and a law degree from the University of Denver's College of Law in 2009. Congressman Crow, thank you so much for joining me today.

Jason Crow: Thanks for having me, David.

Frum: So we've all seen your televised tangles with the defense establishment and the wry humor you bring to those encounters. And I want to draw today on your knowledge of that establishment and especially of the part that tends to get kind of a pass in the Trump era: the uniform part. There's a lot of criticism of the civilian leadership, but the war in Iran seems to be not going very well from an operational point of view. Aircraft loss, bases struck, and very uncertain reports on the amount of damage to military targets that the military has actually been able to inflict. So I want to get your assessment as a veteran and as a member of the two most important committees of the House of Representatives on this question. From a military point of view, never mind the decision to go in the first place, how is this war proceeding?

Crow: Yeah, I look at it in two different ways. So the rank and file--those men and women in uniform who are carrying out the air strikes, who are conducting the operations--they're doing a remarkable job. This is, just operationally--taking out the politics, whether or not this is the right thing to be doing, operationally--our military is doing a remarkable job day to day in their mission, and it's highlighting how good they really are.

I will parse out of that, though, how I believe the senior commanders--those who are testifying before the Armed Services Committee, those who are briefing us--how they're performing, and I think in many cases they have been less than candid, at best. At worst, they've hidden the ball from us, haven't been straightforward. I just recently cross-examined the head of Central Command, which has responsibility over the war in Iran and wasn't giving me very basic answers to straightforward questions that weren't difficult questions at all.

So that is problematic to me because there is a history in America of our senior commanders--this is in Iraq, this is in Afghanistan, this is in Vietnam--simply looking at tactics and confusing tactics with strategy. A series of successful tactical missions do not make a strategy. And that is a big part of our problem right now.

Frum: There's a question about how, even tactically, how successful. I mean, the military seems to be caught by surprise again and again by things that shouldn't be surprises. It's not a surprise that the Iranians moved to close the Strait of Hormuz. I'm guessing the question of a U.S. conflict with Iran has been war-gamed annually since the spring of 1980.

Crow: Yeah.

Frum: And I assume that in those war games, the Iranian players' first or second go-to move is the Strait of Hormuz.

Crow: That's right.

Frum: After the United States assassinated the terrorist commander Qassem Soleimani, the Iranians hit back with missile attacks on U.S. bases, which did damage to individuals and to property. It shouldn't have been a surprise that there would be attacks on U.S. bases. And yet, in both cases, the U.S. military seems to have been taken by surprise.

Crow: Well, I think those are different examples. So the attacks on some of the bases, some of the logistics hubs, the communications and radar facilities that killed six service members in one instance--I think that is a good example of not being prepared. I don't think that those service members were protected by counter-drone capability. I don't think they had the battle-hardened cover that you need in a drone environment. And I think that's because we raced into this conflict.

Same with the Strait of Hormuz. I actually don't believe that our military commanders were caught by surprise by the closure of the strait. I actually know that's part of our contingency planning and what is likely in a scenario like this. But what I think happened is, you have the president and you have the secretary of defense, who make decisions impulsively, who don't listen to the best advice of their military commanders and say, Just go out and do something and do it now. And there are instances where our generals and our admirals say, Okay, you are the commander in chief. We will do this now, but we need two weeks, we need three weeks to get the minesweepers in place, to get air-defense capabilities in place. And if the president disregards that advice, then it puts our service members in a terrible position.

Frum: Well, there's another question about the uniformed military, which is, there has been notice since the beginning of full-scale fighting between Russia and Ukraine, in February of 2022, that warfare is shifting and that tanks and aircraft and ships are all much more vulnerable than they used to be to very cheap and very smart drones. The Ukrainians lead the world in this technology. The United States seems to have been hit by Iranian drones, and fighting in 2026, four years after the beginning of the Ukraine war, seems not to have been ready for that.

Crow: Yeah, our entire model of defense right now is not relevant to the current era of warfare. We've been shooting down $30,000 Shahed drones coming from Iran with $1 million missile interceptors. The math on that just doesn't work, right? We have a huge military and a huge defense budget, but even at that, our adversaries are at an advantage if they can just send swarm after swarm after swarm of cheap, attritable drones or missiles at us while we spend 10 to 20 times the cost of those same systems to knock them out. That's not good for the taxpayer, that's not good for our service members, and it's not good value for the money we're investing. Which is exactly why a $1.5 trillion defense budget, which is almost a 50 percent increase in our defense budget, is absolutely absurd right now, especially if it's not coupled with dramatic defense reform to change how we're buying things, how we're fielding things, and making sure that we're buying things that are actually cheaper and more effective.

Frum: President Trump and Secretary [Pete] Hegseth have had a year and a half since coming into office to remake the upper reaches of the military the way they want, and they seem to have done that in a very ambitious and aggressive way: firing lots of generals, hiring lots of generals. And they now have the high command of their wish. How do you assess the quality and merit of the high command that Hegseth and Trump have built?

Crow: So I think there's a really important point that I've been trying to make, and I'll reiterate here. It's not that they're moving troops around or shifting troop footprints or firing generals and admirals. That actually is within the purview of the commander in chief and our political leadership to put the right people in place--if it's done appropriately and for the right reasons. Right? I'm not just presumptively opposed to moving troops around Europe or prepositioning them and making sure that we're responding to threats, that we're keeping our people safe, or that if a general or admiral isn't performing, that we get somebody in place who does perform.

When it becomes my business, when it becomes Congress's business, is when that's being done for political reasons, or someone's being targeted for their race or their gender, or they're making these decisions based on political loyalty and not competency. And it appears as though many of those decisions are being made for those improper reasons, right? Shifting 5,000 troops out of Germany, right? Maybe we need to do that. Maybe we need to put troops into the Baltics, into Poland, into Romania, because we want to move things into the Eastern flank. But that's not what they're doing. They're moving them out because Donald Trump is pissed at the chancellor of Germany because he felt personally slighted, so he's making a decision to move a brigade of troops around. Same thing with the almost 30 generals and admirals who have been fired without cause, without reason. Some are out there dismissed, shown the door, sometimes with 24 hours' notice, and no explanation to Congress as to why that's happening other than a perceived lack of loyalty to Pete Hegseth and Donald Trump.

Frum: One of the most mysterious of those shifts, and perhaps you can share some insight into this, was: An admiral was removed from command over the forces in the Caribbean area shortly before there was a major change in the way the United States approached drug smuggling, where boats are to be blown out of the water summarily on the basis of who knows what kind of information. It looks as if--and I don't know this, but you may--that the admiral was removed because he had objected to these strikes. Can you shed any light on that story?

Crow: I've been trying to get information on that, and information right now is hard to come by, but I agree with you. It appears as though--this is what's called Southcom, Southern Command, right? Because the world is divided in the geographic regions called "combatant commands": Central Command, Africa Command, European Command, Southern Command, Northern Command, all of which have responsibility over those areas of the world, as you know, David, and they're the ones who do the war fighting. So when there are wars that are being fought or contingency operations, it's those combatant commanders. So what makes the dismissal of the Southern Command most suspicious is: (a) it happened right after the Caribbean operation started, and (b) this person was in office in their position for less than a year. So this is an out-of-cycle dismissal. So something happened here, what we're trying to get answers to, that led to this dismissal of this person right after they took the job and right after we launched a highly legally suspect operation. That, in my view, actually has been a violation of the law of war in several instances, including a shooting on a vessel that was clearly a shipwrecked vessel with noncombatants clinging to the side of it who were targeted and killed.

Frum: So you don't have conclusive information yet on that removal.

Crow: No, I don't. Same thing with the chief of staff of the Army, Randy George, also fired without cause, overnight, given almost no notice. Somebody who was in office before Donald Trump came to office and replaced, it seems, without any valid reason.

Frum: Do you have any suspicion--or I should say, we all have suspicions. Do you have any basis for suspicion that Donald Trump is trying to build a more politically pliable military?

Crow: No, clearly that's happening. Clearly it's happening. I think it's objectively true, right? They're holding campaign rallies at military bases with campaign apparel and gear. You have the secretary of defense, Pete Hegseth, literally this past week campaigning for a congressional campaign while sitting as the secretary of defense. It's unprecedented. It's a clear a breach of the lines between being a civil servant, a political appointee of our biggest agency, and in my view, the most consequential because we're carrying out our national-defense mission and responsible for the lives of millions of service members, taking time and actually going to campaign and stump for a pro-Trump member of Congress. It's crazy. It's crazy. Those lines have been more than blurred. They've been erased by this administration, and the consequence of that is several-fold. No. 1: What is so precious to me is that our military is a standard bearer, should be a standard bearer, of our values and should reflect the diversity of this country. We have civilian-military divide--we have civilian control, rather, of our military, which is precious--but our country has historically held our military in high esteem and had great confidence in it because it's nonpolitical, it's nonpartisan, it is run by career officers who have come up through that nonpartisan system. And it draws from our entire nation: Black, white, Asian, Hispanic, Republican, Democrat, independent, urban, rural. It looks like this country. And the moment it stops doing those things--being nonpartisan, drawing from the diversity of this country--it will be the moment that it does not have the trust of our nation and will no longer be the venerable institution that it has been for generations.

Frum: Do you worry about a scenario, and how confident are you that the military would resist this scenario, where President Trump announces a few days or weeks before the 2026 elections: He's got reports that antifa are planning to attack voting stations in all the districts that Republicans held but are afraid of losing, and he needs to deploy the military to protect voting against antifa and also to do a really thorough check of the identifications of anyone who looks to him as if they might be suspicious, might be antifa, might be an illegal voter--he just wants to have the military backing up the job because he doesn't trust local authorities to do that? If that kind of thought came into his head, how confident are you that the military would find a way not to do it?

Crow: You know, my job is not to have confidence. My job is to prepare for every contingency, every possibility, and to be ready to defend our country, defend our institutions and our democracy. Right? Hope is not a plan, David. I've learned to listen to the president, to listen to what he says, because he's tried to do many of the things that he's floated trial balloons for or said he's gonna do. And I think nothing is out of the realm of possibility for this man.

Which is exactly why last November I joined with several of my fellow veterans, and we filmed a video that has since been called the "Don't Give Up the Ship" video. But we simply reminded our service members of their obligation to follow the law and to abide by the Constitution. Which, you know, for folks in the military and veterans out there, there is nothing remarkable at all about that video, right? Because that's Military 101. You get drilled in that in boot camp. You learn about it throughout your career. It's a part of daily military life and you're deployed when you're at war. Nothing remarkable about it. But it did lead our president to threaten to have us executed and then tried for treason, in that order, by the way. So he messed up the order.


 Frum: Or not.

Crow: Yeah, or not. But you know, this is a man who has threatened to kill the families and children of terrorists, which is a violation of the law of war; who threatened a couple of weeks ago to wipe an entire civilization off the planet, right? Like, none of this is normal. And we have to--my obligation as a member of Congress now is to make sure that we're ready for anything that might be thrown our way.

Frum: So I want to repeat the question. You made the video. You restated what is the clear law. The president went into a fury. Legal action was threatened against the people who made the video. So how confident are you that the military would do what you said, which is to refuse an illegal order if it came from President Trump?

Crow: What I'm doing is I'm trying to prepare what we call in the military, "prepare the battlefield." I'm trying to send a message. This isn't based on confidence--or lack of confidence, for that matter. But what I'm trying to do is send a message and start a national conversation around what the obligation of our service members is. And maybe this is best illustrated with a very short story, if I may.

When I was getting my platoon ready for the invasion of Iraq, my platoon of paratroopers with 82nd Airborne Division--this was March of 2003--I was responsible for this platoon of paratroopers. And I had studied military leadership. I had studied the law of war. I had studied the Sand Creek Massacre, the My Lai Massacre, when military leadership failed and terrible things happened at war. So what I knew was that, again, hope was not a plan, that I had to prepare my paratroopers. So I actually rented the video Platoon, and I took all my paratroopers out of their rooms in their barracks, and I brought them down to the common room in the barracks, and I showed them the scene in the movie Platoon that depicted the My Lai Massacre. And then I led them in a discussion of how that happens: How do young men who come from places around this country end up doing something like that? That's so antithetical to their humanity, that is such a clear violation of their obligation, their oath and the law? How does that happen? How does, as Herman Melville often talked about, how he wrote about in Moby Dick, how do you become the monsters that you're chasing in those instances and lose sight of who you are and where you come from?

So we had that discussion, and then we did go to war, several weeks later. And my platoon was faced with fear, with uncertainty, with the loss of their friends, not knowing who the enemy was, where the enemy was. And months, months went on, and we grinded it out and the fatigue and the fear and the chaos just came down on us month after month. But my platoon did the right thing. We abided by our oath in the Constitution, and we came back with honor. And I don't think that was an accident. I think it's because we had those conversations, that I laid the groundwork to protect ourselves. And that's what I'm trying to do right now, is lay the groundwork, have that conversation, and get people ready for: What are they going to do in that moment where they have to make a split-second decision that will determine whether the law's followed or not, whether they pull a trigger or not? Because I'm not going to be standing there right next to those folks when they're asked to make that decision. But what I can do is talk to them now and start that national conversation. And that's what we've done.

Frum: Let's revert to a topic we touched on before, which is a place where war crimes may very well be happening even as we speak, and that is on the Caribbean Sea.

Now, you're both a warrior and a lawyer, and as you just said, you're a moviegoer. So you know that one of the biggest themes of American film is the rogue cop who sees that ordinary laws are no use against the most nefarious criminals, especially drug dealers, and goes outside the law to do a kind of primitive justice by killing people who the law can't otherwise reach. And that's, I think, what the government of the United States would like us to believe is happening on the Caribbean, that Here are all these terrible people doing terrible harm to Americans, smuggling the drugs that are killing Americans through fentanyl, and the ordinary channels of law just aren't equal to the challenge. And so they're taking the law into their own hands, just like the rogue cops in all those movies that you might have rented, and just killing first and trusting the people to see they've done the right thing.

And if Hollywood is any judge, Americans often go along with that way of thinking, at least when they're at the cinema. I don't know how they'd go along with it in real life. What's your answer? What does the answer do? Let's suppose that most of the people, or some of the people, or many of the people being killed genuinely are engaged in the smuggling, trafficking of drugs. Why not just kill them?

Crow: Well, you know, there is this cinematic myth of vigilantism, which plays out well on the screen. Like, it looks good. It feels good. I like those movies too. They're kind of fun to watch, right? And they viscerally feel good. The problem is: That's not who we are as a country. We're a country of rule of law, and we all benefit from rule of law. 'Cause vigilantism seems fine until you're on the wrong side of it. Because who gets to decide who's right or wrong? Who gets to decide who the judge, jury, and executioner is? Good thing is that in democracies, we have a system in place where you're presumed innocent. We have a system where there's a process to protect the innocent and adjudicate the guilty, that we're not a society of vigilantism, or we shouldn't be, outside of what happens in Hollywood. So that's No. 1.

No. 2 is: There's no doubt that fentanyl is destroying our communities. As a parent of young kids, it keeps me awake at night, this idea that my child could be one mistake away from death. And there's no shortage of parents in my community who I represent who have suffered that. And we absolutely need to stop it. We need to stop it. But we need a real strategy to stop it, one that actually still follows our laws, that's still consistent to who we are with a democracy.

And I also want to be really clear that what's happening in the Caribbean is not stopping it, because they're not blowing up fentanyl. That's point No. 3. They're literally not blowing up fentanyl. They're blowing up marijuana boats, right? So the price of marijuana is going up, but fentanyl doesn't come by boats. It doesn't come over the Caribbean Sea, and it doesn't come from the places in Venezuela where those boats are originating from.

What is going on is this administration wants a bunch of videos of boats being blown up so they can post them in real time on TV and say, Hey, look--we're the ones getting serious about combating fentanyl. But the fact is: They're not actually blowing up fentanyl. That is still flowing into our community. So how about we actually get serious about this and have a real counter-fentanyl program that addresses the flow of it, which is coming over land into the United States, and addresses the demand and the education side?

What I've done back in Colorado is: I've started a series of webinars with parents, teachers, students where I invite the FBI in, the DEA in, and education organizations, and we're doing educational webinars and forums that teach folks about the dangers of fentanyl, how to detect it, how to stop it, how to prevent it, at the same time as I've remained committed to a real counter-drug program in the United States.

Frum: Do you have any estimation of the number of people who have been killed in the Caribbean by U.S. strikes? And do you have any sense of how many of them are actually engaged in what they're accused of? And do you have any doubts that there are people who have been killed who are not engaged in the activity they're accused of?

Crow: I don't have the exact number, but we don't know. And that is the problem. Actually, that question proves my point. We don't know whether they are drug runners or not. Some of them are; we do know that. I'm not saying that drug boats haven't been blown up. What I'm saying is we just can't go blowing up boats without some kind of system in place to make sure these are the people who we want to go after (a), (b) we're not a country that just does things without making sure that we're following our own laws, and (c) we actually aren't dealing with fentanyl. That's another key point here. We're not stopping the flow. And we're trying to let people believe that we are, is the biggest problem. And that's doing a disservice to everybody.

Frum: So the person who's sort of the command chair for these decisions is Secretary Hegseth. I hope everyone has seen the fascinating videos of your encounters with him. But in a dispassionate moment when you're not sparring with your favorite sparring partner, can you give us an estimation of the job Secretary Hegseth is doing? I mean, Saturday Night Live makes fun of him. Is there anything good to be said about him?

Crow: No, I mean, I can't think of something, which is saying something, actually, right? Because I'm not--listen, I don't relish any of this. I don't feel good about the fact. This isn't just a game for me. I don't relish sparring with folks. I'm not doing it for cinematic effect. I'm doing it because I'm deeply disturbed by the conduct of this administration and department. I don't believe that there is leadership. I think leadership is MIA from the Department of Defense, which is responsible for the lives of millions of service members, who are sometimes at great risk daily because of the missions and the things that this administration is choosing to do. And we have, by all accounts, a secretary of defense who's unqualified, has never run an organization anywhere near this size or complexity, and spends most of his time performing stunts, taking joyrides in helicopters and F-16s, and filming workout videos of himself instead of actually doing the day-to-day job of the really hard day-to-day work of running a department like this. Right?

But last interaction I had with him, he chuckled mid interaction and he said, I know what you're doing. You're just playing gotcha like you do on TV, all the times I see you on TV. And I thought to myself, This guy's watching me on TV? Right? Like, yeah, maybe I like living rent-free in the guy's head, but I would rather other things be living in this guy's head, like: How do we run the department? How do we reform the DOD to be relevant to 2026? How do we actually execute a war in Iran that is successful? Those are all the things that should be occupying this guy's head.

Frum: You've got an important role in Democratic Party candidate recruitment. One of the questions about the Democratic Party in '26 and even more in '28 is: Is there a candidate-quality problem? Are forces that are sort of outside the party pushing far-left choices upon the party, or turning seats that are potentially winnable into seats that are less winnable? Is that something you worry about, and what measures do you have in place to safeguard yourself if you are worried?

Crow: Yeah, I'm worried about it a little bit, right? I'm the, as you said, the recruitment co-chair. So it's a big part of my job to find what I call that next generation of servant leaders. People are going to step up because if you want to change culture, if you want to change policy, if you want to change any organization and move it in the right direction--in my case, the Democratic Party, which I think has been moving in the wrong direction, if I want to get that back on the rails--you got to get the right people to do it. It's all about the people.

Right? So I've been going, you know, throughout this country, traveling, sitting in front of, you know, people in their living rooms and bars, and having meetings and zooms and endless calls, finding these folks and identifying them. And I can tell you, we have an incredible, incredible group of candidates. So by and large, we have amazing folks. There are some instances where I think there are people who are out of step with their community, that, you know, aren't going to be able to flip a seat in the way that we want to flip a seat.

But that's for primary voters to decide. I'm pro-primary. I think that's--it tests candidates. It makes them better. And we are a party that embraces that. I actually had my own really tough primary in my first election; it made me a better candidate. I don't shy away from that.

Frum: Well, let me ask you a specific question. So this is not somebody's who's in the congressional system, but the mayor of Seattle was caught on video speaking of businesses that were thinking of leaving Seattle because the taxes were too high. And she said, Well, bye. And the whole world has now seen that video, and it's created an image of the Democratic Party's attitude toward business and job creation. That's not your problem. She's not running for Congress, but how do you protect your congressional intake from people who say things like that and brand the Democratic Party as one that's hostile to job creation and business?

Crow: Yeah, it's actually really easy. And that is: Most of the people in the districts that I'm recruiting for--these are, you know, red rural areas--don't give a damn what's happening in New York City, in Seattle, in Boston. You know, that's an easy one. It's like, I don't know why people are so obsessed with mayors and members of Congress and districts on the coasts when, my community, what we're struggling with is we don't--we're not getting enough farm-irrigation money. We're not ready for wildfire season. We got too much lead in our drinking water in our schools. Our bridges are about to collapse. And by the way, you know, 100,000 people in my district are about ready to lose their health care.

So, you know, I let other folks worry about, you know, politicians thousands of miles away that are saying things that I wouldn't say and maybe I don't agree with. I'm just going to be relentlessly focused on my constituents and what we're trying to do in our community.

And that's leadership, that's what people need. So that's an easy one.

Frum: And one of the things I read you say about this was, you were interested in people with broad life experience that took them outside their comfort zone. Could you expand on what you mean by that and why that's important?

Crow: Yeah, so, you know, generally recruiting people who have come from outside of politics, right? America knows that our politics are broken. I mean, I know that, right? It doesn't take a genius to observe that our system is not working. So generally, electing career politicians is not the answer. And people want somebody different. People want to know that somebody has actually done something outside of politics successfully that's transcended political boundaries, right?

Have you built a business? Have you met a payroll? Have you led a military unit? Have you been in charge of a sheriff's office or a police department? Have you run a Parent-Teacher Organization or a community organization or a Rotary Club of Democrats, Republicans, independents? Right? Have you actually accomplished something that has brought people together, that has found common ground and built something and achieved something? And that can look like a lot of different things, but that those are the candidates who not only can win elections, but more importantly, who can actually do what we need to have done, and that is: rebuild our country, bring us back together, and be pragmatic. That is the bottom line for me. Those are the people who I'm looking for. And the good news is, they are stepping up in droves. This class is potentially an amazing class of servant leaders that can help break the fever that's gripping this country and move us in a better direction.

Frum: Congressman Jason Crowe, thank you so much for talking to me today. Bye-bye.

Crow: Yeah, thanks for having me, David. Goodbye.

[Music]

Frum:Thanks so much to Congressman Jason Crow for joining me this week on The David Frum Show. As mentioned at the top of the show, my book this week is James Boswell's [The] Life of Samuel Johnson, a classic of biography and of English literature. This is a book that has probably entered your consciousness and your vocabulary, even if you've never read it or haven't read it in a long time, or have barely even heard of it.

Sayings from the book include, "When a man is tired of London, he is tired of life," or that a second marriage is the "triumph of hope over experience," or, "No man but a blockhead ever wrote except for money." Chances are, you've heard or maybe even repeated these sayings without ever having read the book. Yet the book repays a revisit or a visit in the first place if you've never read it, because it says something, reveals something profound about the importance of literacy.

And one of the great themes of this segment of the program has been what we are losing as literacy recedes from our culture. And to understand the point I'm driving at, to understand what this book represents and what is lost as we lose contact with books like this, I want to begin by citing a famous negative review of the book by Thomas Macaulay, the great English historian of the early 19th century.

He wrote in 1831, very scathingly, not so much about the book but about the author of the book, James Boswell. He called him all kinds of names and described what Macaulay regarded as Boswell's mental feebleness and all of his other faults of character. And then he wrapped up by saying this: "Logic, eloquence, wit, taste, all those things which are generally considered as making a book valuable, were utterly wanting to him," that is Boswell. "He had, indeed, a quick observation and retentive memory. [These] qualities, if he had been a man of sense and virtue, would scarcely of themselves have sufficed to make him conspicuous; but because he was a dunce, a parasite, and a coxcomb, they have made him immortal."

Now, the reason Macaulay talks that way is because the character of James Boswell in Boswell's book is, indeed, revealed in very unflattering ways. He doesn't quite address some of the things that he shows in his diaries--his alcoholism, his sexual compulsiveness--but he does reveal a needy ego and a kind of naive sensibility. He makes himself a very small person and shows himself in all kinds of ridiculous situations in order to make Johnson, his subject, Samuel Johnson, look larger and more heroic.

But of course, if you read the book carefully and think about it, you realize that all of this is an act of artifice. All of this is a work of art, and the apparent spontaneity and naturalness of the book, the sense that you're simply overhearing Johnson in conversation, that's a literary construction achieved through great effort and skill, not a happy accident of a fool's compulsive note-taking.

Johnson is the author of the epigrams, but Boswell is very much the co-author. Did Johnson really say each of these things exactly in the polished, fine form that Boswell records them? Or did Boswell improve them? Did he compress the setup for some of the great sayings? Did he cast the spotlight in just the right way? Did he make, as a work of art, the rest of the scene more shadowy to make the central figure brighter? And of course, he did. Just as Dr. Watson is humbled to make Sherlock Holmes better, just as Plato humbles himself to make Socrates look better, so Boswell does the same literary construction to make his hero, Johnson, look better.

Now, as you read the book and reread the book, you notice that this is going on, and you realize how wrong Macaulay is in his naive reading that just takes the book as a straightforward matter and doesn't think about how is it made, how do we know it, how are we encountering it. The act of reading is an act of thinking about how the subject matter, the topic matter we are reading, was created in the first place. It makes us more critical consumers of what we enjoy. It forces us to reckon with something that if we purely subsist on short-term form video, we will not reckon. The camera always lies. The narrator is always part of the action. The narrator's job is to teach us to mistrust the narrator, and thus to teach us how to read, and by teaching us how to read, teach us how to think.

When we lose our literacy, we lose our cognitive skills. We lose our critical judgment. We lose our distance from the world. We lose our ability to understand through the power of the instruction not to trust.

Thanks so much for joining me today on The David Frum Show. If you are minded to support the work of the program, you can so valuably help us by sharing it on whatever platforms you use, subscribing to The Atlantic's YouTube channel.

And as ever, if you're minded to actually give material support to the program, the best way to do that is by subscribing to The Atlantic. That helps the work of all of my colleagues. Thanks so much for watching and listening to this week's David Frum Show. See you next week. Bye-bye.
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Images From Yellowstone: America's First National Park

Earlier this month, Mario Tama, a photojournalist with Getty Images, traveled to Yellowstone National Park to photograph some of its spectacular scenery and wildlife, ahead of upcoming commemorative events celebrating America's 250th anniversary.

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 27 May 2026


An aerial view of visitors walking around Grand Prismatic Spring in the Midway Geyser Basin on May 24, 2026, in Yellowstone National Park, Wyoming. Grand Prismatic Spring is the largest hot spring in the United States at more than 300 feet wide at its widest point, and more than 120 feet deep. The colors outside the pool's blue center are created by "thermophiles": heat-loving microscopic organisms that flourish in many of Yellowstone's hot springs. (Mario Tama / Getty)




A bison with molting (shedding) fur stands near a tree in Yellowstone National Park on May 19, 2026. (Mario Tama / Getty)




A view of the Lower Falls of the Yellowstone River, seen after a recent snowfall, in the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone on May 21, 2026 (Mario Tama / Getty)




Visitors gather as steam rises from the Midway Geyser Basin on May 16, 2026. (Mario Tama / Getty)




A "Bear Danger" sign is posted as visitors look for wildlife in Lamar Valley on May 18, 2026, in Yellowstone National Park. (Mario Tama / Getty)




A grizzly bear walks through grasslands on May 23, 2026, in Yellowstone. (Mario Tama / Getty)




Yellowstone visitors attempt to photograph and catch a glimpse of a grizzly bear on May 17, 2026. (Mario Tama / Getty)




The sun rises above Mammoth Hot Springs on May 19, 2026, in Yellowstone National Park. (Mario Tama / Getty)




A bison grazes near Midway Geyser Basin on May 23, 2026. (Mario Tama / Getty)




Visitors gather beneath an American flag in the Old Faithful Inn, a national historic landmark, on May 20, 2026. Completed in 1904, just a short walk from Old Faithful Geyser, the hotel stands as one of the world's largest log structures and features a 76-foot-tall lobby and 500-ton stone fireplace. (Mario Tama / Getty)




A person poses for a photo near a grazing bison on May 19, 2026. (Mario Tama / Getty)




Horseback riders participate in the Hell's A-Roarin' Horse Drive, a fundraiser for disabled veterans, in the gateway town of Gardiner on May 23, 2026, in Gardiner, Montana. Every Memorial Day weekend, Warren and Susan Johnson drive their horses and mules from the Gardiner Rodeo Grounds out to the Johnsons' ranch, located a half mile from Yellowstone National Park, for the summer. (Mario Tama / Getty)




An aerial view of the Hell's A-Roarin' Horse Drive passing through the gateway town of Gardiner on May 23, 2026. (Mario Tama / Getty)




A herd of elk, grazing in Yellowstone on May 19, 2026 (Mario Tama / Getty)




A National Park Service ranger on horseback patrols for elk to help keep them safe from grizzly bears during calving season, on May 20, 2026. (Mario Tama / Getty)




Bison walk along a roadway as drivers wait during a "bison jam" on May 19, 2026. (Mario Tama / Getty)




Memorial Day-weekend visitors wait in line to enter Yellowstone National Park on May 24, 2026, in West Yellowstone, Montana. (Mario Tama / Getty)




A bison grazes after a recent snowfall on May 21, 2026. (Mario Tama / Getty)




A young calf nuzzles an adult bison as snow falls in the Hayden Valley on May 21, 2026, in Yellowstone National Park. Affectionately known as "red dogs," bison calves are normally born in April or May in Yellowstone. (Mario Tama / Getty)




A bison stands while grazing, as snow falls in Hayden Valley on May 21, 2026. (Mario Tama / Getty)




People watch Castle Geyser erupt in Upper Geyser Basin on May 22, 2026, in Yellowstone National Park, in Wyoming. (Mario Tama / Getty)
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John Cornyn Lost With His Boots Off

Like fellow Republicans exiled by the president, he still accepted Trump's claim to inhabit the will of the party.

by Jonathan Chait

Wed, 27 May 2026




Just like nearly every other Republican has gone once Donald Trump decided to terminate their political career, John Cornyn went quietly.

The senator from Texas, one of his party's most effective fundraisers and influential legislators, devoted his losing campaign and most of the past decade in politics to a wan effort to portray himself as the president's faithful servant. He tweeted out a photo of himself reading The Art of the Deal, introduced a bill to rename a highway the "Trump Interstate," and even set up a campaign page reiterating his fealty that boasted, among other facts, that he had a "more than 99.2% voting record with President Trump--higher than Ted Cruz."

Ah, but that 0.8 percent made all the difference. Cornyn had warned in 2016 that Trump's presidential nomination could hurt the party. He voted to certify Joe Biden's 2020 election victory. And he privately urged Trump not to run in 2024. Even though Cornyn opposed both impeachments of Trump, ultimately backed him in the 2024 primaries, faithfully advanced his legislative agenda, and supported all of his controversial nominees, Trump could smell the faintest signs of discomfort or reluctance.

Read: Ken Paxton is actually doing this

Ken Paxton, who defeated Cornyn in yesterday's Republican primary, has pledged complete loyalty to the president. Paxton's liabilities include a list of ethical and legal violations too lengthy to summarize. Senator Susan Collins of Maine fretted earlier this month over the political risks of nominating a candidate she delicately called an "ethically challenged individual."

Yet from Trump's standpoint, Paxton's record constitutes an advantage. The president seemingly both relates to, and badly needs to rely on, allies who share his predilection for violating laws and human decency. Throughout his career in business and politics, Trump has surrounded himself with what Collins might call Americans experiencing ethical challenges. Cornyn's history of mild hesitation in the face of Trump's gravest offenses marked him as someone at risk of developing a genuine conscience.

Trump successfully targeted a spate of Republicans for elimination this year: Cornyn, Senator Bill Cassidy of Louisiana, Representative Thomas Massie of Kentucky, and five Indiana state legislators. The class of 2026 joins a roster of Republicans who either lost to Trump-supported challengers (Mark Sanford, Liz Cheney, Jaime Herrera Beutler, among others) or, more common, retired in the face of certain defeat for the same reason (Jeff Flake, Bob Corker, Richard Burr, Pat Toomey, to name a few).

Trump ended the career of virtually every Republican officeholder who voted to impeach him after his attempt to overturn the 2020 election. Now he is going after other Republicans guilty of even minor deviations from his commands. As he has relentlessly hunted the dissident Republicans to extinction, his prey has, like Cornyn, tried to depict the president's opposition as a tragic misunderstanding between friends. Even Massie put himself forward as a true Trump ally.

Cornyn, like so many of his fellow soon-to-be-ex-politicians, staked his survival on the hopeless tactic of trying to beat Trump's team in a contest over who loves Trump more. Overcoming Trump's hold on the rank and file is not easy, but the method his victims have chosen--essentially to beg for Trump's mercy, and then not receive it--saps them of their dignity without meaningfully increasing their odds of political survival.

Elizabeth Bruenig: Texans will decide if Jesus was a lefty

The 1940 novel Darkness at Noon is a fictionalized but highly realistic account of a Soviet official who is arrested under Stalin, is charged with wild anti-Soviet conspiracies, and ultimately chooses to give a public confession. The author, Arthur Koestler, wrote it to explore how a dedicated Communist could bring himself willingly to admit to absurd crimes. The answer--spoiler alert--is that the protagonist's ideology convinces him that his own false arrest must be a correct, scientific application of the Marxist dialectic.

Trump's intraparty victims are not true believers in MAGA thought, if such an ideology even exists. But they seem to have accepted Trump's claim to inhabit the will of the party and the nation, at least to the extent that they cannot bring themselves to break fully with him when he casts them out. They prefer to maintain the Republican part of their identity, even if that means prostrating themselves before their tormentor.

After losing in a blowout, Cornyn immediately pledged to support the ticket, including the opponent he had described as a fraud and a moral leper. Nobody expected anything else of him. The senator from Texas died, politically speaking, with his boots off.
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The Pope Grasps the Limits of AI

The Vatican's encyclical is actually about what technology can never do.

by Elizabeth Bruenig

Wed, 27 May 2026




After the Lord sent a great flood to rid the world of evil, people gathered in Babylonia and began baking bricks--a recent advancement. In those days all humans spoke the same language, and they used those bricks to build a tower that embodied their limitless ambitions. And so the Lord imposed a panoply of tongues, thereby deterring the creation of any new technology that might aspire to divine power and glory.

The Lord may have delayed such technologies, but he didn't preempt them entirely. The Vatican's recently released 250-page encyclical letter, Magnifica Humanitas--"magnificant humanity"--has been hailed as the first official Catholic document to wrestle with AI. But rather than deal strictly with its hazards, the letter, signed by Pope Leo XIV, has two overarching purposes: first, to defend humanity against those who have grown jaded about our shared nature and existence, and second, to warn society about the threats posed by the temptation to outsource human capabilities to computers. Championing not just human magnificence but human imperfection is a radical turn. The pope's insight that much of our beauty arises from limitation rather than limitlessness is a crucial intervention in the age of AI.

Magnifica Humanitas is not a Luddite document. Rather, it follows in a long tradition of Christian critiques of dazzling technologies that nevertheless smuggle in dangerous risks. The Industrial Revolution, for example, greatly increased productivity but also catalyzed a new form of exploitation for the profit of a handful of capitalists--prompting William Blake to wonder, in his 1804 poem "Jerusalem," whether the light of God had ever shone among "these dark satanic mills."

Francis X. Rocca: Pope Leo's unsettling vision of the AI future

AI raises similar questions. One of the pope's most surprising arguments is his insistence that humanity is fundamentally good--not in spite of, but because of the things that make us unlike machines. "Finitude, when truly accepted, does not diminish us but opens us to recognizing the face of God and others," he writes. "Indeed, precisely because we experience limits--vulnerability, suffering and failure--we can recognize the inviolable dignity of every person, both our own and that of others." He worries about any willingness to allow the human powers of reason, creativity, compassion, and care for fellow people to be usurped by machines.

This concern arrives at a moment when any faith in human goodness, judgment, and ingenuity seems to be under assault. Some of the loudest voices in Silicon Valley sound conflicted as to whether humans have anything of value to offer at all. Last year Peter Thiel, the billionaire venture capitalist, hesitated in a New York Times interview to answer the question of whether humanity ought to survive. He and other members of the tech-investor class have instead suggested that humans might be better off if we outsource more of our imperfect decision making--moral and otherwise--to superintelligent AI.

Their perspective tends to dismiss human limitations as liabilities, despite the fact that it is human imperfection that inspires compassion and reflection, and that lends great art its beauty. The literature created by AI is dull and devoid of any real poignance. (A chatbot might mimic Dostoevsky's prose style, for instance, but it cannot see, as he did, how sin casts goodness in heartbreaking relief.) Perfection is inhuman, and pretensions to it are both doomed and misbegotten.

Such pretensions to perfection are partly what make AI dangerous. Pope Leo points out that the creators and users of AI are already allowing the technology to make moral decisions--such as by using algorithms to figure out who to hire, whether to fund surgeries, or where to target bombs. This withers people's capacity to think through these problems on their own, and perhaps more worryingly places the ability to broadly influence these choices in the hands of those who train and control AI technologies. This means that the moral philosophies of tech gurus will steadily guide the moral decisions of ever more people as these technologies gain wider purchase in society.

The pope has not issued a decree to dispense with AI, nor a definitive ruling on whether it is good or evil. In fact, the document doesn't consider AI particularly special, though its specific risks are novel and serious. Instead, the pope positions the technology as merely one in a long lineage of such technologies, dating from the Tower of Babel, which promise power and glory at the expense of human uniqueness. Homogeneity, efficiency, and productivity are not what human life is about: Our calling isn't to operate like computers, but to do exactly what computers cannot, which is to love.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2026/05/pope-leo-ai-catholic-church/687298/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Latest Toys for Millennial-Parent Guilt

They can be high-tech, but crucially, are "screen-free."

by Ellen Cushing

Wed, 27 May 2026




Bondu is a stuffed dinosaur that speaks 27 languages. It--or, more precisely, the AI chatbot embedded inside it--can also play games, help with homework, and patiently answer a child's questions, even the really inane ones. Its "bedtime mode" includes breathing exercises and stories. Bondu, which costs $300 and comes in four colors, is marketed as a playmate, a confidant, a teacher, a quasi-caregiver. The ads take pains to talk up its safety controls, including an app that allows parents to review the conversations that Bondu is having with their child, as well as its ability to adapt to a child's mood, interests, and age. And they emphasize, repeatedly, that the product is "screen-free."

This is an odd and technicality-laden argument to make about an object that contains the kind of computing power that would have basically been science fiction even a couple of decades ago--sort of like marketing a hand grenade as "bullet-free." But Bondu knows its audience. What the toy is might be less important than what it isn't. In one testimonial posted to Bondu's website, a girl who looks to be about 4 years old chitchats about baby animals with her Bondu, whom she has named Rosie. The video cuts to a mom sitting cross-legged on the floor and smiling into a front-facing camera. "Camryn truly loves sharing about her day with her Bondu," she says. "And I love that it's something she can interact with that isn't a screen."

Screen time can be a problem--the American Academy of Pediatrics says so; many early-childhood educators say so; well-meaning in-laws do too. Unfortunately, screen time also rocks, in that it is about the only way to occupy a child while you wash the dishes or have a little lie-down or go to work or do any of the other necessary or pleasurable activities life demands and invites. The one thing that feels more urgently worse than plopping a kid in front of the TV is the desperation that forces it. And then, later, the guilt.

According to a survey conducted last year by Lurie Children's Hospital of Chicago, roughly half of the polled parents put screens in front of their kids daily, often because of issues securing or paying for child care. An even higher number--62 percent--felt guilty about their children's screen time. In group chats and parent forums, parents admit to letting their kids watch Sesame Street in the kind of hushed tones that might lead you to imagine they're giving their children black-tar heroin for breakfast. Some game out sophisticated avoidance strategies: skipping family gatherings with screen-addled grandparents; specifically choosing schools that ban devices. In the Facebook group "Screen Free Parenting Community," which has more than a quarter of a million members, the mood is something between a radical activist organization and a support group. Last month, one of the moderators posted a freaky video of lobotomized-looking toddlers screaming after their tablets had been taken away. A few posts down, a mother who was a month out from delivering her third child in four years begged for help, or for forgiveness, for letting her toddler watch TV while she was taking care of the newborn. "I feel like an absolute failure," she wrote. "I am scared about the repercussions this will have in the long term on my son. I pray that this isnt too late."

Read: The dumbest phone is parenting genius

Commerce is to anxiety as mosquitos are to standing water. So here we have a new class of "anti-screen-time" electronic devices that purport to entertain your kid just as much as a screen, without rotting their brain. Bondu is joined by several other stuffies that have been outfitted with large language models, and seem designed to capture children's attention and their attachment. Among them is a teddy bear that tells AI-generated bedtime stories; a saucer-eyed blue thing that employs "interactive AI features that make it feel more alive than a traditional stuffed animal"; an alien that can supposedly comfort a kid through a nightmare; and a plush rocket ship whose chatbot is voiced by the musician Grimes, a self-proclaimed busy mom.

Other products aim to satisfy the longing for screen-free parenting in less invasive and lower-tech ways, though they are still far from analog. The Yoto Player and Toniebox are rival audio devices that play music and short stories. The Tin Can is a Wi-Fi-enabled phone designed to look like a '90s-style landline; since debuting last year, it has regularly had a monthslong waitlist. There is a light-up "screen-free tablet," and a talking robot that will teach your child about STEAM, and an AI-powered "smart" sudoku board that promises "no apps, no tablets, no screen time battles." Major toy manufacturers are now getting into the market, too, adding 21st-century bells and whistles to 20th-century products, presumably in a bid to not be left behind. OpenAI recently announced a "strategic collaboration" with Mattel, and earlier this year, Lego introduced a line of "smart" bricks equipped with speakers, microchips, and LED lights.

No matter the approach, the sales pitch is similar. These toys make a point of eliminating many of the most psychically and aesthetically offensive aspects of phone- and tablet-based entertainment designed for children--the singsongy audio, the bizarrely planed cartoon faces, the abstruse algorithm, the infinite scroll. They are generally priced to convey attainable quality, and they tend to be aggressively marketed on Instagram: As soon as I started researching this story, I was bombarded by advertisements for them, right between the ones I was already receiving for smartphone-addiction tools made for people my age. The ads are careful to stress how educational these toys are, how fun they are--but not so fun that they will distract your toddler from building a meaningful life. If Sesame Street is heroin, this is methadone.



A few weeks ago, I ordered a Yoto. People in the Facebook group love the Yoto, as do many of my friends, and thousands and thousands of other people. I was hoping my son would, too, because, really, what my son loves is the television.

And the tablet. And playing stupid games on my phone while we wait for the subway. Once he stood so close to the TV for so long while I was doing work that I texted an ophthalmologist friend out of fear that he had permanently deep-fried his retinas under my supervision. Another time, he had to be dragged away screaming from a video display at a museum; only afterward did I notice that the exhibit was broken--he was staring slack-jawed at a screensaver. The tablet is the source of his greatest joy (when it is out) and his greatest heartbreak (when we take it away). The video with the screaming tablet kids could have been filmed in my house.

I do not know exactly how to feel about this. Like many of my peers, I grew up transfixed by screens too--but they were small, stuck to a wall or mounted on a desk, and designed to be gathered around as a family. The interaction was passive: no swiping, no skipping, no on-demand viewing, no advanced systems built by rooms full of well-paid people all working diligently to deepen rabbit holes and maximize time spent watching ads. YouTube arrived in 2005, the iPhone in 2007, and the iPad in 2010. In the decade-plus since, entertainment--for both kids and adults--has become much more algorithmic and much more absorbing. People are being directed by the technology, and not the other way around. The devices themselves have become better, more portable, and also completely essential to societal participation.

Read: The attention-span panic

And many of the adults who survived this transformation have begun to wonder what it did to them. They worry that they're no longer able to think independently, live authentically. They fret about their lost ability to spend time productively and uninterruptedly--to read a novel, appreciate a sunset, blast through a spreadsheet at work. In recent years, some adults have started to engage in ostentatious acts of self-restraint to reclaim their attention spans and mental real estate, some by buying dumbed-down products designed to import the functionality but not the itchy pull of a screen.

The people who personally experienced the smartphone revolution are precisely those who now have young kids. They are passing down the anxieties of their generation, like every generation does. The parents with Bricks are buying their kids Tin Cans. They (we) are old enough to remember a different world, and to worry about what kind their children are growing up in. I spend an average of five hours and 22 minutes a day staring into my phone. I love my son's mind more than anything on Earth--the last thing I want is for it to turn out like mine.



The Yoto works a bit like a first-generation iPod and looks a bit like an old-fashioned TV set, the cuboid kind that lived in the family room of my childhood home. (Like many screen-free products, it actually has a screen, just a janky one.) Much of its available narrative content--accessed by inserting playable cards into the device--also reminded me of the TV I grew up with: Although the hundreds of cards available for purchase in Yoto's online store include music, original stories, and adapted children's books, some of the most popular ones evoke IP that a child would know only from screenland--Mickey Mouse, Thomas & Friends, The Wizard of Oz.

That many of these products adopt nostalgic signifiers and model themselves off decades-old tech is intentional, I think, or at least a secret to their success. Of course we want the objects sucking up our kids' attention to at least kind of feel like the ones that used to suck up ours, even if they are equipped with computing power never before possible. Of course we want to be reminded of the good old days, the days before children or adults had to think about screen time.

Those days were defined by a fair bit of benign neglect, and also by the freedom engendered by a life less documented. On average, contemporary parents work much more and parent much more than previous cohorts. Child-rearing has become more intensive, more public, and more competitive. For a certain set of parents, smartphones and the internet ushered in an era not only of always-on work, but also of endless opportunities to compare themselves to others. (The screen-free parents group, after all, is a space made possible by screens.)

Bondu, according to the ads, is useful as a playmate--but it will also get your child to practice piano. Tin Can advertises "no distractions," which sounds appealing except that it's not entirely clear what, exactly, a child needs to worry about being distracted from. Ingesting this sales pitch, I was reminded of the way grown-ups talk about their screen anxiety. The discussion seems to be predicated on two baseline assumptions: that there is a right and wrong way to spend one's time, even when it's for leisure, and that screen-free activities are inherently more noble.

Read: Why are there so many 'alternative devices' all of a sudden?

Gazing at a sunset is good; taking a picture of it for Instagram is bad. Reading a novel on your Kindle is okay; reading it in paperback is better; scrolling BookTok is worse. Katie Davis, who co-directs the University of Washington's Center for Digital Youth, has noticed that many parents who feel guilt about letting their kids engage with screens tend to justify it by emphasizing the screen's educational value. They say things such as, "Oh, but you know, my kid was building worlds in Minecraft and learning to code," she told me, "because that type of thing is supposed to be okay." Many of the people concerned about their screen-wrecked brain's ability to focus at work are putting their kids in front of not-screen screens so that they, the parents, can do more work, probably on a screen. And all the while, they are worrying about their child's future ability to be successful at work, probably also on a screen, probably because of something they read on a screen.

Personally, I don't worry very much about what other parents are doing, nor about my son's competitiveness in the labor market (he's 3). But as I unboxed the Yoto in front of him, chirpily insisting that it was so cool, I did begin to wonder whom I was trying to convince, and of what. He listened to Peter Rabbit--which I first encountered as a picture book, so very long ago--and I thought about inheritance, and about what I was giving to him, and if I'd rather he grew up in thrall to screens or in thrall to screens and also beset by guilt. Then I got distracted by something on my phone and moved on.
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The Largest Undocumented Disparity in Maternal Health

Gestational-diabetes rates are high among Asian American populations, and Chinese Americans may be particularly at risk.

by Katherine J. Wu

Wed, 27 May 2026




For the past few years, George King, the director of research at Boston's Joslin Diabetes Center, has been following a medical mystery that has flown under the public-health radar--even, he told me, among most other diabetes experts. He and his colleagues have been alarmed by the skyrocketing rates of gestational diabetes they've seen among Chinese American populations, which mirror a similar phenomenon in mainland China and Taiwan.



For years, gestational diabetes has been ticking upward in people of Asian descent--both in countries in Asia and in highly multicultural nations such as the United States. In general, those rises have tracked with increases in type 2 diabetes, a condition with similar risk factors. But "one group is an outlier," King said. In recent years, gestational diabetes has climbed among people of Chinese descent at a rate that appears to outpace the rise in diabetes in that population, and "no one seems to know why," he said.



The data supporting this discrepancy are still just emerging, King and his colleagues told me, and they hope to collect more of the evidence themselves. By this fall, they plan to apply for federal funding to study an intervention they'd like to test in the greater Boston area to reduce rates of gestational diabetes among Asian Americans more broadly. If, along the way, they collect evidence that helps crack the mystery of whether Chinese Americans are at particularly high risk, that information could help clarify risk factors about gestational diabetes in general or sharpen their intervention further--perhaps allowing them to tailor it even better to some of the communities that need the most help.



Gestational diabetes is most simply understood as a form of type 2 diabetes that first crops up during pregnancy. "Pregnancy is a pressure test for your body," Tam Nguyen, a chronic-disease researcher at Boston College, told me--and it can catalyze health issues that might not have plagued people otherwise. Roughly half of people with gestational diabetes will go on to develop type 2 diabetes; the child, too, ends up at higher risk of metabolic issues.



Asian Americans develop gestational diabetes at notably high rates, but even among communities of Asian descent, that risk is little known, experts told me. "I think it's totally invisible," perhaps in part because people in those communities tend to develop diabetes at lower BMIs than white populations do, Nguyen said. Compared with other racial and ethnic populations, many people of Asian heritage tend to have less lean-muscle mass and carry more fat centrally, around their vital organs--a type of fat linked to many metabolic issues. That tricky combination leaves many cases undiagnosed early on and many individuals unaware of their own elevated risk.



That can be especially dangerous during pregnancy: Left unmanaged, gestational diabetes ups the chances of preeclampsia, premature birth, high birth weight, and stillbirth. At a meeting at Joslin earlier this month that I attended, Atif Adam, a research fellow at the center, described gestational diabetes among Asian American populations as "the largest undocumented disparity in maternal health."



Experts on this population have also long recognized that the umbrella of "Asian" encompasses many different groups with different genetics, physiologies, lifestyles, and cultural preferences--and, as a result, different vulnerabilities to disease, including gestational diabetes. South and Southeast Asians, for instance, tend to develop the condition at particularly high rates. The data on where people of Chinese descent may fall on this broad spectrum are a bit mixed, but King and Adam told me that at least a handful of recent reports--especially out of China and nearby Taiwan--suggest that rates of gestational diabetes in this population have risen markedly over time. And the pattern of growth, Adam said, "seems to be different from other ethnicities."



The exact reason for the rise has eluded researchers, though they've raised plenty of possibilities. In China, for instance, some experts think that at least part of the explanation is the implementation of the two-child policy, which bumped up the average maternal age at birth--a key risk factor for gestational diabetes. But that can't account for comparable rises in nations that haven't adopted such policies; average maternal age has also risen in countries around the world without tugging up gestational diabetes in the same way. King, for one, suspects that nutrition may be playing a particularly big role in Chinese communities, where Westernized menu items have made up a big part of the diet in recent years, including in China. Nguyen, though, said she thinks that researchers studying any emerging trends in gestational diabetes among Asian populations have to consider several variables at once. Subtle factors such as toxin exposure and the composition of the gut microbiome could contribute; so, too, could social stressors such as racism. (One recent study suggested, for instance, that the intense anti-Asian sentiment connected to COVID-19, which President Trump described as being caused by the "China virus," could help explain recent rises in gestational diabetes among Asian groups, including people of Chinese descent.)



Nailing down this trend and any reasons for it won't be easy. Researchers don't consistently disaggregate "Asian" populations into the many possible subgroups, and even when they do, different researchers have different approaches to categorizing people. That makes it challenging to tease apart problems that might be plaguing specific communities. And although several of the Boston-based researchers I spoke with are collecting some of their own population-specific evidence from local health centers, they aren't sure when data collection might improve more generally. A few years ago, the state of Massachusetts announced that it would begin collecting more detailed demographic data on racial and ethnic groups, including within the Asian community. But the implementation of that plan has been slow, and some locals have expressed discomfort with the idea of submitting more identifying information, Nguyen said. On the national scale, the U.S.'s National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey, a vital source of data on diabetes, has been purposefully oversampling Asian Americans since 2011, which has allowed researchers to dig deeper into trends in specific subpopulations. But last fall, the Trump administration fired core staff from the CDC division that runs the survey, leaving its future uncertain.



Even without more definitive data, Adam said, he and his colleagues are eager to design an intervention that could help any Asian group lower its gestational-diabetes risk, or better manage the condition once it arises. In broad strokes, the advice would mirror what the general population is told in the U.S. about avoiding and dealing with the condition: Eat well, exercise, avoid excessive weight gain. But it would be delivered more consistently, across health-care settings, and would be better tailored to certain groups' cultural preferences. For many families deeply embedded in Asian food culture, "it's difficult to be told to reduce white-rice intake," Nguyen pointed out; some people might also benefit from a discussion about incorporating familiar types of physical activity, such as walking and tai chi, into their routine, rather than vaguer cautions to work out more.



In the meantime, the researchers will keep observing what trends they can, to see whether certain Asian subgroups might warrant special attention. They feel confident that they know enough about what works and how to deliver it to make some impact. But any specific vulnerabilities are still worth narrowing in on, so that no vulnerable community risks being lost to an aggregated trend.
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The Pope Doubles Down on the Beautiful Struggle

Leo XIV's encyclical about artificial intelligence makes a strong argument in favor of human fallibility.

by Gal Beckerman

Wed, 27 May 2026




Does the pope have an editor? If I could presume to take on this role for a second, then I might have one little note for Leo XIV after reading his new encyclical about artificial intelligence: Great stuff, but lose the Tower of Babel. It's a tired cliche. Most of us have already been told that those who would seek to be like God will see their ambitions crash to the ground. And in this instance, the lesson has a limited audience. Sam Altman, Elon Musk, and the rest of the tower builders should have an image of the tower tattooed on their chest. But the rest of us, who mostly suffer the fallout from those godlike men and their aspirations, are just trying to get through our days.

Fortunately, Leo's encyclical, Magnifica Humanitas (or "Magnificent Humanity"), is much more than a slap at Silicon Valley. The pope does two very useful things in his screed: He identifies the threat of AI as a form of dehumanization, and then he asserts, with passion and clear eyes, what is actually worth saving about being human. This second part of the argument is often left vague--or left out--when people talk about the threat of AI. Many people feel uncomfortable with a technology that seems to be squeezing some essential-feeling elements, like thinking, out of our lives, but then don't spend a lot of time trying to articulate what is being lost.

The ideology of Silicon Valley is one of inevitability: History is moving, with Hegelian determinism, in one direction--toward superintelligent machines--and anyone who questions or worries about what this means is made to feel like they are waving their hands in the path of a freight train. I've had so many conversations with proselytizers that end with, Well, it's coming, so you better get used to it. What Leo does is push back against the inevitability.

He chose to release his encyclical on the anniversary of a previous Pope Leo's treatise, in 1891, which looked at the ways industrialization was flattening human beings. The current pope clearly wants to draw connections among various forms of dehumanization, based on more than a century's worth of new evidence, AI being only the latest assailant. These analogies, comparing the crushing weight of factory work or the inhumanity of totalitarianism to Silicon Valley's handwork, might seem disheartening (and even a little overwrought to some). But Leo's point is that people have always found ways to resist. They have advocated for laws to protect workers, demanded human- and civil-rights laws, chosen not to surrender. He is arguing against passivity. "Most people are watching and waiting, observing from afar and merely hoping for the best," the pope writes. But the stakes as he's describing them demand much more. He lists questions that "can no longer be avoided: Where are we going? Toward what goal do we wish to orient ourselves? What direction should we choose as a people and as a human community?"

First, he suggests, we need to appreciate what it means to be human, to know what we're defending. I wondered if the pope would offer anything more than the simple Christian response that God's presence resides in all of us. This would seem to make the case a fairly straightforward one. If we are each reflections of an ultimate divine entity, then it seems obvious why we should care to preserve what is small and fallible and slow about us. In spite of those weaknesses, God is in us, and therefore we should not mess with something that has that spark. We should protect our fallibility because it is part of an infallible order.

Read: The coming humanist renaissance

This is an element of Leo's argument, of course--he is, after all, head of the Catholic Church--but he also makes clear that humanity, as he describes it, should be exalted because of its "woundedness" just as much as its "grandeur." Our limitations are the key to understanding what makes humans special. "We must remember that humanity flourishes not despite limitations, but often through them," he writes. You don't even need to believe in God to appreciate that our uniqueness derives from the friction produced by our "vulnerability, suffering and failure." To smooth out this roughness would be to get rid of what is most essential about us. Along those lines, this is maybe my favorite passage from the encyclical:

To eliminate suffering entirely would mean, in the end, extinguishing love and desire as well. Those who love and desire cannot avoid passing through trial and suffering; and over the years, we carry within us lessons that leave their mark like scars, the memories of a journey shaped by freedom and failure, dreams and disappointments. It is only thanks to the interplay of these elements that the wonders of the soul occur within us, allowing us to sense the richness of our humanity. To renounce this adventure, both tragic and splendid, in the name of a presumed transcendence of all limits, could mean many things, but it would no longer be human.


I am not a Christian, and really not much of a believer at all, but this articulates so well what I feel AI is taking from us. What makes a human life valuable is struggle. The things we achieve, the love, the give-and-take of families and communities--all of it involves effort. What AI is offering to do is remove struggle and effort. You could argue, and many do, that it will help improve our quality of life in many realms--if it finds new lifesaving drugs more quickly, for example. But the pope's point is that no more than a small handful of people have control over how and where to apply AI. And they are letting the value of efficiency trump everything else. Dehumanization is what follows. And the only way to resist it is by exalting in our limitations, in our struggles, as a good thing.

I will always prefer reading a novel written by a human precisely because I know the limitations placed on a human brain. The opportunity to commune with such a brain, one that has pushed against those boundaries to create Middlemarch, is a thousand times more fulfilling than reading what a purportedly boundless machine has produced. The same could be said for any number of other areas of life--dating, traveling, working--in which the friction is what produces meaning. "For an algorithm, an error is a flaw to be corrected," Leo writes; "for a person, however, an error can be a catalyst for profound change."

Read: Pope Leo's unsettling vision of the future

Does it take a pope to say this? Of course not. But it matters that he did. People think of him as a moral counterweight to the political leaders who are full of promises yet short on guidance. What I took from Leo's words though had nothing to do with good and evil or the state of my soul or Christ's example. I thought about the pursuit of beauty, which is the closest I have to a faith. What I value most about being human is the infinite ways we have to make meaning for ourselves. This might be the culture we create or the cities we build or the stories we tell our children at night. All of it results from confronting our human condition with what we have at hand. If that goes away, if instead the machines, which have never had to put any effort into anything, are the ones developing our world, what will happen to beauty? (The pope, notably, couldn't resist naming some earthly art that was meaningful to him: "Beethoven's Ninth Symphony can be seen as a desire for unity; Guernica as a denunciation of dehumanization; Schindler's List as a call not to consign the past to oblivion.")

In addition to the Tower of Babel, Leo cites another biblical touchstone in his encyclical. As his editor, I would keep this one. It's from the Book of Nehemiah. In it, the prophet decides to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem, which was destroyed by the Babylonians. The pope calls out the fact that the rebuilding was a group effort, a human effort. I read the episode, and it's essentially an exhaustive list of the artisans and famous local families and priests who all lend a hand. There is no magic, no divine involvement, really--just lots of people sweating together and moving stones. How satisfying it must have been to complete the task, to know they did it themselves. "So we built the wall," Nehemiah writes. "For the people had a mind to work."
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Why Iran's Leaders Think They've Won

An interim deal promises to meet a lot of Iranian demands, but it won't solve the problems of peace.

by Arash Azizi

Wed, 27 May 2026




An interim agreement to end the U.S. and Israeli war against Iran looks likely, and it may very well find Donald Trump acceding to Iranian demands he has long resisted. Many in the Iranian regime are feeling triumphant, and understandably so, despite the exchange of some strikes in the Persian Gulf this week. But an end to the war will leave the Islamic Republic with a host of unsolved problems.

The deal is expected to open the Strait of Hormuz, lifting the blockades imposed by both Iran and the United States. But it may also include language asserting that sovereignty over the waterway is to be shared among Iran, Oman, and other countries in the region, a political consultant close to the Iranian side who is not authorized to speak about the negotiations publicly, told me. Iran won't get away with charging passing ships a toll per se, but it may be permitted to levy an environmental-protection fee and split the proceeds with Oman and perhaps other regional countries. The source also said that a portion of Iran's billions of dollars in frozen assets may be released.

The initial deal is to be followed by talks on the war's supposed casus belli, Iran's nuclear program. On that, too, Trump has publicly signaled a significant concession. The president has said that he might accept a commitment to dilute Iran's highly enriched uranium inside the country, as opposed to shipping it outside. (The consultant in Tehran told me two weeks ago that the United States had budged on this issue--Trump may now be making public what he had already agreed to privately.)

These are not unreasonable parameters for a compromise between the two countries. But if accurately conveyed, they are also a triumph for the Islamic Republic. The regime will not only have survived a major military onslaught from the U.S. and Israel but emerge with a deal better than any on offer before the war. No matter what happens, the Islamic Republic will not have an easy time reigning over its exhausted populace and rebuilding its economy and infrastructure. But its officials reportedly feel that Iran has won the war, or at least not lost it.

Read: Why Trump keeps getting rolled in negotiations

The security elites currently leading the country appear to have prevailed over the ultra-hard-liners, who coalesced around the conservative politician Saeed Jalili to oppose diplomacy with the United States. Mohammad Baqer Qalibaf, the leader of the Iranian negotiating team, was this week overwhelmingly reelected as speaker of Parliament. The anti-deal faction had hoped to remove him, and tried to delay the vote, but ultimately failed. According to an Iranian news outlet, Jalili has been so sidelined that he no longer attends the national-security-council meetings. (His team has denied this claim.)

As the regime finds some breathing space through its diplomacy with the U.S., it might well ease up on some of its most draconian wartime measures. Since January, when it killed tens of thousands of Iranian protesters in cold blood, the regime has blocked the internet. But the reformist President Masoud Pezeshkian said this week that the internet will be reopened soon, and he appears to have made a bureaucratic end run around a pro-censorship body dominated by hard-liners in order to enact this policy. On Wednesday, millions of Iranians reconnected to the internet.

None of this suggests that the regime is softening, however. It continues to prosecute dissidents and rough up political prisoners, dozens of whom have been executed in recent weeks on flimsy grounds. Four protesters arrested in 2022 were sentenced to death this week.

Iran's foreign-policy stance does not appear to be moderating, either. Almost three months after he was appointed as supreme leader, Mojtaba Khamenei has still not been seen publicly, nor has he released a single video or audio recording. He also hasn't used his wide-ranging constitutional powers to dismiss or appoint new officials--not even to fill vacancies, such as for the military's chief of general staff, or for his office's representatives on the security bodies. But in one message, published online and read on state television, Mojtaba warned neighboring countries that Iran would continue to target U.S. bases on their soil. He also reaffirmed the regime's eliminationist stance toward Israel: "The precarious Zionist regime, this cancerous tumor called Israel, has neared the end of its heinous life," he wrote. He repeated a 2015 boast by his father that Israel would be destroyed by 2040.

Read: Trump's endgame is surrender

But professing hatred for the U.S. and Israel won't solve Iran's problems. Neither will the interim agreement to end the war, even if it is as favorable to Iran as my sources project. Iran was apparently unable to secure a provision to end Israel's war on Hezbollah; instead, Israel has engaged in direct talks with Lebanon, much to Tehran's chagrin. And to get the sanctions relief that it will need to reconstruct its economy, Iran still has to come to a nuclear agreement with the U.S. Meanwhile, Iran has further alienated its Arab neighbors by attacking them, and Israel will not rest easy alongside an adversary committed to its destruction.

The Islamic Republic's leaders may soon learn that the problems of peace are the hardest to solve.
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Read These Books by the Time You Graduate

"Figuring things out" is a lifelong endeavor, but these titles offer inspiration for young adults finding their way.

by Anna Holmes

Wed, 27 May 2026




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

Young people on the cusp of adulthood are full of big questions: Who am I? Who do I want to be? And how do I find my way through the world? There aren't always firm answers to be found--I wish I'd understood, in my 20s, that "figuring things out" is a lifelong endeavor with no guarantee of success. But even though there's no one predetermined path to follow, that doesn't mean we can't learn from the examples of those who have come before us.

Notice that I said "examples," not "advice." As a recovering women's-magazine writer, I'm suspicious of anything that reeks of prescription or self-help. Most smug articles and books that claim to provide quick fixes come off as tone-deaf or even counterproductive. I believe that the best way to locate inspiration is by looking to writers who illustrate what you might want to emulate, rather than those who lead by edict or exhortation. The authors of the seven titles below all fit that bill. Their books demonstrate that preparing for the future requires understanding the past and developing a patient, attentive disposition toward the here and now.



On Writing, by Stephen King

King's memoir and writing manual is now older than most undergraduates, and, in some respects, it shows. But it remains an entertaining, accessible, and necessary read. Even those who aren't King fans or fellow writers will find something to take from it: the importance of persistence in one's work, the teachable moments that can come from negative experiences, the power of brevity. After recalling his own beginnings as a writer, King demystifies his process (don't force good ideas, he says, but "recognize them when they show up"). Most broadly applicable is his argument against overreliance on premeditation when trying to figure out how to get from A to B. Creative spontaneity is crucial, he contends, and narratives "pretty much make themselves," so the job of the writer "is to give them a place to grow." This, I think, is powerful advice for how we approach life. The point isn't that we can't chart our own paths--just that advance planning isn't everything.

Start Where You Are, by Pema Chodron

For some young adults, being set free to follow their dreams (while also needing to pay their bills) means coming to terms with their past and being honest about who they are in the present--which requires, yes, sweating the "small" stuff. Chodron's Start Where You Are may not be as well known as her later title When Things Fall Apart, but it is just as relevant--perhaps even more so--for younger readers, or anyone who feels like they just can't get beyond the struggles and indignities of their youth. This book guides readers toward the practice of cultivating compassion for ourselves and others, something that feels especially significant in a polarized society. Plus, it argues for a return to oneself, a reengagement with our instincts. After years of encouragement to lead with their mind via exams, theses, and admissions tests, new graduates might find it both clarifying and cleansing to learn how to lead with their heart.

Read: The best graduation speech is one nobody remembers



Devotions, by Mary Oliver

Oliver's most quoted line is so ubiquitous that it's become almost cloying. "Tell me, what is it you plan to do / with your one wild and precious life?" the Pulitzer Prize-winning poet asks in 1990's "The Summer Day." And although Oliver's inquiry is beloved for good reason--it challenges readers, directly yet generously, to be a passionate architect of their own experiences--a close read of the poem suggests she's communicating something softer and much less striving: that doing nothing, that simply existing, is a legitimate answer to that question. This is in keeping with the quiet ambition of the lines within Devotions, a 2017 collection representing more than half a century of Oliver's verse. This volume adorns a huge number of bedside tables for a reason. The poet's exquisite insights into nature drive home what she said in 2015: that by appreciating the small elements of the universe--a blade of grass, a meadowlark, a beetle, a resting grasshopper--she "got saved by the beauty of the world." May we all be so lucky.

The Source of Self-Regard, by Toni Morrison

The title of this collection of essays, public speeches, and "meditations," which bundles work from four decades of the Nobel Prize-winning author's career, comes from a lecture of the same name. Speaking about her 1987 novel, Beloved, at a 1992 lecture series in Portland, Oregon, Morrison detailed how the process of researching and writing that book imbued her with a renewed sense of pride and dignity, as she moved from "data to information to knowledge to wisdom." Throughout these writings, Morrison displays a powerful generosity of spirit in considering both her career and the world around her. This is a book of profound intellectual altruism and moral urgency that insists on summoning courage despite (or because of) societal and political cleavage. For young people, it may also serve as a blueprint for thinking critically about what it means to be part of a larger human community--and what community means in the first place.

Read: How a book can change a graduate's life



Little Women, by Louisa May Alcott

"I am not afraid of storms, for I am learning how to sail my ship," says Amy March, one of the four "little women" in this coming-of-age classic. Alcott's 19th-century portrait may seem like an odd choice for inclusion in a list of books for new graduates living in the 21st century, but it is a novel directly about growing up--and one that, uncharacteristically, foregrounds the American-female experience. "Experiences," I should say, because each of Alcott's March sisters is unique, though all are struggling with the frequently competing demands of home, family, labor, and art. Through Meg, Jo, Beth, and Amy, Alcott poses questions--about the essence of love, the potency of ambition, the importance of relationships, and the trade-offs among these things--that can be answered in many ways. But the fact that they are asked at all, and through the guise of what was once called "domestic" fiction, makes this a work of subversive American literature that explores what it means to go from child to adult.

Nature Writings, by John Muir

The irony of contemporary digital culture is that, although it democratizes communication and information, it also encourages circular rhetoric, ennui, and claustrophobia. I'm not the first person to lament the ubiquity of screens and the dangers of social media, though I may be the first to recommend the cleansing properties of Muir's Nature Writings to those in search of something beyond their smartphone. I'm confident in saying that this more-than-900-page book, full of the 19th-century naturalist's carefully written odes to the awe-inspiring forests and granite cathedrals of Central California, is pretty close to a perfect antidote to the cynicism undergirding so much digital slop. The essays and stories here argue for approaching life with unapologetic earnestness: The wonder of the Earth is yours for the taking (the taking-in, that is) if you just pay attention, Muir seems to be saying. I, for one, am listening.

Read: Graduation wisdom that never gets old



The Fire Next Time, by James Baldwin

This magisterial polemic demonstrates how what may appear to be distant American history remains acutely relevant. Published in 1963 (the same year as the March on Washington and the 100th anniversary of the Emancipation Proclamation), The Fire Next Time is made up of two "letters," one brief, one not so brief. The first, "My Dungeon Shook," is addressed to Baldwin's nephew, to whom the author writes of dignity and survival in the face of man's socially sanctioned inhumanity to other men. The beginning of this short but deeply human missive indicts the racial politics of the era and the shameful legacy of slavery. Then Baldwin addresses his own struggle to adequately articulate the cumulative effects of these cruelties. The ultimate message is simple: To accept others' narratives about one's worth as gospel is to forfeit not just truth but spiritual freedom. "I tell you this because I love you," he writes in the second letter. "And please don't you ever forget it."






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/2026/05/seven-books-graduate-young-adult-recommendations/687321/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Gas-Tax Reckoning

Pausing it would be a lose-lose proposition.

by Henry Grabar

Wed, 27 May 2026




In February, the average price of gas was less than $3 a gallon. Today it's nearly $4.50. Since the start of the Iran war, Americans have spent an extra $39 billion filling the tank.

As summer travel season arrives, Congress is considering suspending the 18.4-cent-per-gallon federal gas tax, which largely funds the nation's highway and transit capital spending, for the first time ever. Democratic Senators Mark Kelly and Richard Blumenthal proposed a "gas-tax holiday" in March; Republican Senator Josh Hawley introduced a bill to suspend the tax. Donald Trump has urged doing so. GOP Senator Mike Lee--who, as recently as 2022, said that letting Joe Biden pause the gas tax would be "treacherous" and "wrong"--wrote on X that it might as well be abolished altogether. Graham Platner, the Democratic U.S. Senate candidate from Maine, has proposed the same.

A pause is unlikely to happen: Several key senators are opposed. That it is being considered at all is a sign of the gas tax's zombie status, not yet dead but not really alive. "It's not as important as it used to be in any dimension," Severin Borenstein, a professor of public policy at UC Berkeley's Haas School of Business, told me. Pausing the tax is a lose-lose proposition: It won't do much to bring down the price at the pump--but it will accelerate a crisis of infrastructure funding that no one wants to solve.

Ian Bogost: The romance of the gas-station sign

It's a miracle the United States has a gas tax at all. Since its introduction nearly a century ago, the levy has been derided by the oil industry, the auto industry, AAA, trucking and manufacturing interests, and coalitions of governors. And yet, hidden from consumers at the pump, it has endured as the main way Washington sends road money to the states. Gas and diesel taxes contribute 83 percent of the approximately $64 billion that the Highway Trust Fund distributes every year.

Lately, however, the gas tax has been less effective. For one thing, the fee, which has not been raised since 1993, is too low to meaningfully discourage gas consumption. Gas prices exhibit what economists call low elasticity--meaning demand doesn't change much when prices fluctuate--because most Americans can't just stop driving. They will be going to work in their car whether gas is $4.50 or $4.32. For discretionary travel such as summer vacations, gas usually represents a small share of expenses, and few people shape their travel plans around small changes in price.

Many peer countries including Canada, Norway, and Australia have reduced or paused their fuel taxes this spring to give drivers a break. But they have the advantage of starting from a higher baseline. Canada's gas tax is about 37 Canadian cents a gallon. Australia's is nearly $2 (in Australian dollars). With more wiggle room, these countries can drop the price at the pump more significantly when oil prices spike--and still hold on to some revenue.

For the same reason the gas tax doesn't shift behavior, it has become insufficient to cover the federal outlay for highways and mass transit. Three decades of inflation, two decades of fuel-efficiency gains, and one decade of electric vehicles have sent tax revenue's purchasing power to its lowest point in more than 40 years. That means that Congress has grown accustomed to backfilling the Highway Trust Fund every few years--accepting the obsolescence of the gas tax rather than bringing it up to speed. With politicians hacking away at taxes on overtime, tips, property, and anything else they can see, the national mood could hardly be less conducive to hiking the gas tax. Last week, voters in Oregon rejected a state gas-tax hike to pay for infrastructure by the astounding margin of 83 to 17.

A decade from now, the collective shortfall for the fund's accounts is projected to rise to $294 billion. As a result, holiday or no holiday, Congress is trying to come up with some sort of replacement, exploring a tax on vehicle miles traveled or federal registration fees on electric cars. A new House bill intended to address this problem proposes an annual charge to EV owners starting at $130, nearly twice as high as the average driver's gas-tax burden. If that seems like the wrong incentive, it's of a piece with the GOP quest to crush Democratic policies that encourage fuel efficiency.

The faltering trust fund will have huge implications for infrastructure spending over the next few years if Congress doesn't come up with a solution. State leaders will have to make difficult choices between highway repair and expansion. Roads and transit that are automatically funded by gas, diesel, and tire taxes today will have to compete more and more with other spending priorities for general-fund revenue during budgeting.

That might not be such a bad outcome. Liberals have often viewed the gas tax as a small but significant force for good, a building block of the elusive carbon tax that encourages sustainable practices and holds people accountable for their wasteful habits, such as driving an F-150 40 miles to an office job each day. Long periods of high gas prices (of which the tax is a small piece) do seem to produce higher transit ridership, a shift to more fuel-efficient or electric vehicles, and more cautious choices about living far from work and amenities.

A 2025 paper by the urban planners Adam Millard-Ball and Erick Guerra, however, argues that the gas tax has not been such a friend of the environment, because it has dedicated so much money to highway expansion without any political trade-offs. Millard-Ball and Guerra estimate that about 40 percent of the 89,000 new urban-highway-lane miles built from 1981 to 2021 were funded by the gas tax, increasing urban-highway travel by 153 billion vehicle miles a year.

David Frum: Why Trump didn't predict the gas-price spike

"The U.S. is unusual in having a gas tax that is legally dedicated to transportation," Millard-Ball told me. "Most other countries, they have gas taxes, but it goes into a general fund and pays for schools, health care, and all the other functions of government." If transportation had to pay its own way, he suggested, we might choose our projects more carefully. We'd focus more on road repair than expansion, and more on transit projects that pass cost-benefit analysis than those that please elected officials.

As a "Pigouvian" tax aimed at discouraging behavior, the gas tax has a poorly tuned relationship to the externalities of driving, which include not just greenhouse-gas emissions but also local pollution, crashes, and congestion. "Driving in Manhattan at 8 a.m. has way worse impacts than driving in the middle of the night in North Dakota," Millard-Ball said. The gas tax treats both miles equally.

But more important, its designation for construction spending may undermine this power entirely, creating more and not less demand for gas. The gas tax is the silent force behind the ever-larger highway network that has reshaped our society in favor of driving everywhere, always. No wonder people get fed up when gas prices rise.
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The New Auteur of the Hallucinated Hellscape

With <em>Backrooms</em>, Kane Parsons brings the half-remembered dreams of the internet's collective consciousness to light.

by David Sims

Wed, 27 May 2026




In 2019, a mysterious post took off on 4chan, that ever-churning morass of anonymous commentary and internet peculiarities. In response to a yellowed picture of an empty, carpeted room (actually in a vacant HobbyTown store in Oshkosh, Wisconsin), a user wrote, "If you're not careful and you noclip out of reality in the wrong areas, you'll end up in the Backrooms." To "noclip" is to walk through solid surfaces in a video game, and the idea of blipping out of reality and into some odd, mundane parallel universe sparked instant intrigue--including for one 13-year-old named Kane Parsons.

Parsons was already deeply enmeshed in imagining, and visualizing, strange new worlds online. "It's nothing," Parsons told me recently, speaking of what drew him to the empty place shown in that particular viral photo. "But it's also kind of giving us everything."

Within seven years, he would expand the simple notion of "the Backrooms" into a complex saga. He developed the concept into a string of YouTube videos, which have attracted hundreds of millions of views since he began uploading them in 2022. Now he has adapted the endeavor, which he began for fun in high school, into something much bigger: a feature film, coming to theaters before his 21st birthday.

Parsons, who grew up in the Northern California countryside of Sonoma County, was given a hand-me-down laptop before he started middle school, and the internet quickly became what he describes as a third parent. ("That sounds really bad, but, you know," he added ruefully.) He was inspired to create not by movies or television, but by YouTube, where he was drawn to DIY visual-effects demos; he was astounded that seemingly anyone could teach themselves how to make inventive videos using easily accessible software. "When I was in school, the only thing I would think about all day was a random little explosion effect I wanted to achieve," he said. His eventual goal was to "make iPhone videos of things that didn't actually happen, and have a fictional story that doesn't describe itself as fictional."

Read: The eerie comfort of liminal spaces

Toying with the space between real and false memories is the artistic juice of projects such as Backrooms. Born from internet folk tales known as "creepypastas," these stories tend to be user-generated and build upon themselves, as amateur creators contribute to a backstory for one strange image. The notorious "Slenderman" myth--about a mysterious, tall monster who lurks in the background of photos--originated on a popular message board in 2009, leading to a found-footage-style YouTube show, feature films, and a real-life moral panic. The Syfy-channel TV show Channel Zero uses some of the best known of these fables as fodder for serialized storytelling. Parsons's Backrooms is perhaps the most high-profile entry yet in the creepypasta canon; it's an A24 movie starring highly regarded, Oscar-nominated actors (Chiwetel Ejiofor and Renate Reinsve) and it is receiving a wide release in late May, a peak time of year for moviegoing. It's already predicted to make back more than double its almost $10 million budget.

Backrooms follows Clark (played by Ejiofor), who owns a cavernous furniture store that has fallen on hard financial times. He stumbles across a portal to another dimension in the basement, filled with empty hallways and harsh fluorescent lighting; furniture and decorations are embedded in the walls and floors; bizarre, threatening creatures roam freely. His therapist, Mary Kline (Reinsve), is eventually drawn into the space too, as are his hapless store employees. Much of the film's success, however, derives not from the twists and turns of plot but from simply situating the viewer in the disquieting vibe of this bizarre place.

The movie's story requires zero initiation for new viewers, but it has deep ties to the narrative that Parsons built out with his YouTube shorts, including a subplot about research scientists; A24 seems hopeful about tapping those young online viewers to create a sleeper summer hit. Backrooms is far less visceral, however, than many of the studio's past horror-movie success stories, such as the director Ari Aster's haunting Hereditary and Midsommar. Parsons's film is headier; he's more comfortable letting the viewer tingle with fear as they watch characters get lost in the hallways of an inexplicable maze--using, at times, terrifying footage that comes from the first-person perspective of a shaky camcorder.

In conversation, Parsons comes off as serious and thoughtful; this is perhaps unsurprising, given that, as irrational as Hollywood can be, nobody's going to hand millions of dollars to any 20-year-old just because he or she has a lot of YouTube subscribers. Parsons seems less like a plucky boy wonder than a committed technician, someone who has ground out a skill set using tools that are still relatively new: the ability to conjure realistic environments using only your home computer. As he taught himself how to use free, open-source 3-D-animation software, he tried imagining proper stories for the graphics he was creating.


Kane Parsons (Michael Tyrone Delaney for The Atlantic)



His work first gained traction on YouTube in 2021, when he was posting videos inspired by the anime series Attack on Titan. Parsons also found viral fame with animations inspired by the video game Portal, which features an immersive and beautifully designed domain that is almost a sleeker version of Backrooms' setting; it mostly unfolds in a sequence of austere laboratories from which there's seemingly no exit. As a teen, Parsons spent much of his time on his computer, both because of the coronavirus pandemic and because he had arthritis that made walking around difficult (he said he's now on medication for the condition, which helped make the film production doable). Working at a standing desk, he started tinkering with the look and feel of what's known as liminal horror--the expansive genre suggested by that one 4chan post that has since filtered into the mainstream.

Liminal horror, although hard to define, blends the surreal and the prosaic, conceiving of spaces that look familiar in their blandness but have something indefinably "off" about them. "I latched on to it in the same way that most people did," Parsons said of the original post and the work it has inspired. (Examples include the TV show Severance, much of which is set in a purgatory-like workplace, and the video game turned film Exit 8, about a subway station whose layout subtly changes with every turn.) "That feeling of walking through a misremembered space from a dream, like your home, but it's not your own home, because your brain is synthesizing information weirdly." He compared the concept to wandering through "a Walmart, but your brain is saying it's your childhood home."

The aesthetic feels inextricably tied to the late 1990s and early 2000s--harshly lit office buildings with drop ceilings, vacant malls, the kinds of blank rooms tucked away in a complex that would host a kid's birthday party in the suburbs. That specific time period is key for Parsons, as are its aesthetic markers: "family media from our childhoods," such as "the color of digicam photos, the white balance being off, general graininess." The overall effect is, he mentioned, "a feeling of found media."

Liminal horror evokes "a past that no longer exists," Parsons explained. "These things no one talks about anymore, abandoned in the past, decaying or rotting away back there." The genre also, somewhat accidentally, coincided with the rise of generative-AI art. Image-creation models such as DALL-E started to gain a public foothold in 2021, summoning initially rudimentary pictures from simple text prompts; something is always "off" about them too, no matter how hard the technology works to imitate human creativity. "At the time, there was a lot of artistic intrigue for me from earlier generative-AI systems, when it was just a completely hallucinated hellscape," Parsons said, referring to his own experience with text-to-image models.

Read: Artists are losing the war against AI

But the movie he's made is not some anti-AI commentary, he stresses; it's speaking to the same feeling of disconnection from reality that AI has prompted. Both the endless sweep of the Backrooms and the limitless field of AI can represent "this big vomit pile of all the information we spit out as a species," as Parsons put it--composed of all the memories a person can conjure and fantasies they can express. In the film, the protagonists become wanderers in a landscape that seems to exist on its own space-time continuum, which appears to pull from the collective unconsciousness of everyone who explores it; the Backrooms somehow will their half-remembered dreams into being. The result is a grotesque, open-ended manifestation of its travelers' imaginations.

That sense of discomfort is the real horror of Backrooms, and why its curious atmosphere feels like a fresh take on ambient-inspired scares. It also might explain the original photo's allure: The internet makes it possible to bring the most ludicrous thought to life, to an almost overwhelming extent. Becoming trapped in a generic, seemingly empty world offers the opposite experience--frightening and yet, at the same time, maybe strangely appealing.
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<em>Atlantic</em> Trivia: Portmanteaus

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 27 May 2026

Welcome to today's trivia, which I hope is challenjoyable (challenging and enjoyable). Play on!

Find previous questions here, and to get Atlantic Trivia in your inbox every day, sign up for The Atlantic Daily. If you think up a question yourself, send it my way via trivia@theatlantic.com.
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Does Donald Trump Know Men Are Also Allowed to Leave His Cabinet?

I'm one of the last women standing, and I have some questions.

by Alexandra Petri

Tue, 26 May 2026




Mr. President! Let me start this Cabinet meeting by thanking you for hanging the moon and organizing the nation, and the universe, in such a perfect way. The moon looks great where you put it. Everything you touch turns to gold, unless you would prefer it to turn to brass.

Now that we have dispensed with the pleasantries, I do have a tiny question: Do you know that you are also allowed to fire men? Really, you are! Men are allowed to leave the Cabinet too.

As one of the last remaining women in this Cabinet, I felt compelled to ask. Not for me, of course. For my sisters!

I literally cannot think of a worse place to have a feminist awakening than as a member of Donald Trump's Cabinet, watching the departures of Pam Bondi but not Kash Patel, and Kristi Noem but not Pete Hegseth, and Lori Chavez-DeRemer but not Robert F. Kennedy Jr. Of course, that is not what this is. I would sooner die than have a feminist awakening. Obviously, I am aware of the patriarchy, but I have always believed that I could make it work for me, personally, if I just used the right hair products and smiled more.

I'm just wondering: Do I have a future here? I'm doing everything that everyone else is doing. I have a face. I have a jet. I have incompetence. I shower the president with praise at every Cabinet meeting. (See above.) But where is the ironclad job security, the sense that, no matter what I do, I am still an essential part of the team? Should I be drinking more? Snorkeling more? Both?

I will say I thought that it would be different when I agreed to serve. I thought, Well, this man has no respect for women. But he also has no respect for any type of person! I can build on that. "Put me in, Coach," I said then.

Now there are just four of us left. I really thought that Tulsi's willingness to conduct purges, peddle conspiracies, and cast doubt on the integrity of the last election would have endeared her to you more. But I also thought that about Pam.

Listen, if you were assembling a Cabinet purely on ability, none of us would be here. That's the great thing bringing all of us here today: Whether we are male or female, old or young, white or nonwhite, the one thing that binds us is our shared absence of merit.

But if I were eliminating people for doing a bad job, I would certainly pick either the guy who is bringing back measles or the guy who is bringing back the flu--two distinct guys, each of whom is putting millions of lives at stake. If you spun me around (please do not spin me around; my hair is not equipped) in this room and I pointed at random, I would hit someone deserving of being fired. Or a chair. Or one of several models of a ballroom or an arch.

I know you have said, "No scalps." Are you operating under the misapprehension that women don't have scalps? This seems like the kind of thing you might believe. I don't know anymore.

I'm no feminist. Obviously. I'm in the Trump Cabinet. But this is the kind of thing that makes me wonder about his outlook on the world! Not that we're trying to list birth control as an environmentally noxious substance. Not the increased level of joking-but-not-joking about removing our right to vote, or having households all vote together under the man's guidance. I know Pete Hegseth's pastor knows what I'm talking about!

I'm indifferent to all of that. I'm talking about my own personal career here, and I do have to wonder if you're holding the incompetent women in your Cabinet to the same standard as the incompetent men. Is this some sort of Women and Children First situation? Are you really going to wait for all of us to leave before anyone else is allowed to go?

I guess I just thought I would be safer here--that if I joined up, they wouldn't come for me. I am not supposed to be the one under the bus. I'm supposed to be the one throwing other women there.
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Why Trump Keeps Getting Rolled in Negotiations

The president will try to spin any Iran deal he makes, but he's ill-equipped to gain real concessions.

by David A. Graham

Tue, 26 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's reputation and political career were built on his dealmaking prowess, yet the president keeps demonstrating that he is a terrible negotiator.

Repeatedly over the past nine years, Trump has gotten rolled by counterparts during high-stakes exchanges. North Korea, Russia, Russia again, China, and China again have gotten the better of the United States. Trump has had to slink back to Washington without much to show except empty talk about friendship with whatever dictator has just run circles around him. He's had some success in brokering agreements when acting as a third party (though not nearly as much as he pretends) but much less luck when his own government is a participant. The one glaring exception came when he was effectively negotiating with himself, getting his own administration to set up a $1.8 billion slush fund for his political allies.

The newest example of Trump's artlessness is Iran. Let's review the past few days: Trump posted on Saturday that he was close to striking a deal with Tehran that would end the war he started earlier this year and reopen the Strait of Hormuz. As the outlines of the agreement began to emerge, it looked both incomplete and bad: Trump had postponed discussing the hardest issues--matters, such as nuclear weapons, that led him to go to war--in exchange for opening the strait, which was open before Trump started the war. Hawkish Trump allies promptly criticized the deal, and despite histrionic pushback from Trump aides, the president had begun backing off claims of an imminent agreement by Sunday. "If I make a deal with Iran, it will be a good and proper one, not like the one made by Obama," he posted. "Our deal is the exact opposite, but nobody has seen it, or knows what it is. It isn't even fully negotiated yet." Yesterday, in a sign that a deal might not be near at all, the U.S. military conducted what it called "self-defense strikes" against Iranian targets--directly contradicting the administration's previous claims about having wiped out any threats to the United States in Iran.

The situation demonstrates a few reasons that Trump is such a bad negotiator. My colleagues Tom Nichols and Robert Kagan have all written illuminating articles on the specific failures inherent or likely in any deal with Iran. But the incident also shows the structural problems with the president's approach.

First, Trump is unprepared. Some effective presidents (Dwight Eisenhower, George H. W. Bush) came to the White House with a history of deep engagement in public affairs and foreign relations, which made them ready to handle sensitive foreign negotiations. Others brought a formidable work ethic and a ruthless intellect (Barack Obama, Bill Clinton). Both types surround themselves with smart advisers whose input they take seriously. Trump is 0 for 3 on these conditions, which is one reason he wrote off the risk of Iran closing the strait in the first place: He both surrounds himself with less qualified aides than past presidents did and refuses to heed their counsel. The same failure of preparation extends to the frontline negotiators. Even after many of its top officials were killed in the war, Iran has maintained a hard-nosed corps of diplomats who have long been involved in foreign policy. Trump, by contrast, has dispatched a real-estate pal and his nepo-baby son-in-law. Secretary of State Marco Rubio, perhaps the best informed of Trump's aides, has been largely invisible.

Second, as the roller-coaster weekend demonstrates, Trump is mercurial. Keeping one's bottom line ambiguous in a negotiation is canny, but Trump doesn't appear to have any bottom line in his own mind. He has cycled through different rationales for the war, including regime change and stopping Iran's nuclear program, but hasn't landed on one. Lacking a goal in the war means he also lacks a goal in the peace talks. Iran may be able to use that to its advantage, but even if its leaders are eager to make a deal, they will be understandably reluctant to agree to anything that requires a leap of faith, because Trump may change his mind at any moment, as appeared to happen amid Republican backlash in recent days.

Third, Trump is desperate for a deal, and everyone knows it. His misjudgments have led him to corporate bankruptcies and cheap sales in business, and he's in a similar situation now. Every conflict between an autocracy and a democracy (however fragile this one may be) is asymmetric: Trump has to be concerned about public opinion, whereas Iran's leaders have shown not only that they are indifferent to the suffering of their people; they are willing to massacre them by the thousands. But as the war drags on with no positive resolution in sight, and the U.S. economy looks shakier, Trump has become visibly more frantic to reach a peace agreement. (The president also seemed eager to have something to show for his weekend, because he skipped his eldest son's wedding, ostensibly to work.) Iran, sensing Trump's need for a deal, has maintained a hard line.

All of these factors combine to mean that Trump is ill-equipped to win any negotiation, much less one that is the result of his own blundering into war. Trump is likely to muddle through, as he has so many times in his career, and reach some sort of agreement with Iran. He will surely say that it's a great triumph, but reality will be harder to ignore than it was when Trump's failures merely hurt his own bank accounts.

One of the ironies of The Art of the Deal, the book that made Trump's reputation as a clever businessman, is that Trump himself didn't write it. His ghostwriter, Tony Schwartz, has said that he cobbled the volume together after sitting at Trump's elbow while he conducted his daily business. Unfortunately, it's probably too late for Trump to hire a real professional to handle negotiations with Iran.

Related:

	Trump's endgame is surrender.
 	Trump's war is staggering to an incoherent defeat.
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Today's News

	Iran's Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps warned it would use a "decisive reciprocal response" against any violations of the cease-fire after U.S. Central Command said it had carried out strikes yesterday in southern Iran.
 	The Republican-majority South Carolina Senate blocked a White House-led effort to redraw the state's congressional map ahead of the midterms, dealing a setback to President Trump's redistricting agenda.
 	A federal court temporarily blocked Alabama from using a new congressional map that Republicans hoped would help them regain a Democratic-held House seat in the midterms, ordering the state to keep its current districts for now.
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The Advice I Hope You'll Never Need

By Zoe Weissman

If you're reading this, there's a chance that you have survived, witnessed, or somehow experienced a school shooting, which is a common enough occurrence in the United States that I felt compelled to write this essay. I myself have been through two school shootings: first in Parkland, Florida, when I was 12, and then at Brown University at the age of 20. As my university came together to cope with the tragedy we experienced on December 13, 2025, I noticed that sharing my prior experiences helped my peers feel understood and also made me feel better in the process.
 Since I was 13 years old, I've dedicated myself to fighting for the prevention of gun violence. Now I hope that by sharing what I have learned over the past eight years and two school shootings, perhaps even one person will feel less alone. If you are in the unfortunate position of being able to relate to what I went through, I hope these five pieces of advice bring you comfort.
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The Advice I Hope You'll Never Need

I survived two school shootings. This is what I learned.

by Zoe Weissman

Tue, 26 May 2026




If you're reading this, there's a chance that you have survived, witnessed, or somehow experienced a school shooting, which is a common enough occurrence in the United States that I felt compelled to write this essay. I myself have been through two school shootings: first in Parkland, Florida, when I was 12, and then at Brown University at the age of 20. As my university came together to cope with the tragedy we experienced on December 13, 2025, I noticed that sharing my prior experiences helped my peers feel understood and also made me feel better in the process.

Since I was 13 years old, I've dedicated myself to fighting for the prevention of gun violence. Now I hope that by sharing what I have learned over the past eight years and two school shootings, perhaps even one person will feel less alone. If you are in the unfortunate position of being able to relate to what I went through, I hope these five pieces of advice bring you comfort.

1. Surviving Looks Different for Everyone

When I speak publicly about my experiences, people tend to ask whether I really "qualify" as a survivor. This is a telling question. When I was 12, I was sitting outside at the middle school next to Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School--a few hundred feet away from where a former student took the lives of 17 people. While outside, I heard gunshots coming from the building and saw first responders rushing to the scene. Almost immediately--while we were still at school under lockdown--I began to see graphic videos of the shooting shared on social media. I subsequently developed post-traumatic stress disorder, which I still suffer from to this day. Some people use the word survivor to describe people who were physically injured or in the same room as a shooter, but everyone--including survivors themselves--has wildly different understandings of what it means to "survive" a traumatic event. The reality is that gun violence, especially school shootings, have a ripple effect that can extend to entire communities. For me, being a survivor of a school shooting means having witnessed the event firsthand in my school community. Whatever this definition looks like for you, no one needs a detailed explanation.

2. Trauma Returns in Odd Ways

I believe that it's really important to remember that regardless of whether you develop PTSD, you have still been through a deeply traumatic event. In the media, this trauma is often depicted as involving dramatic flashbacks or violent reactions to triggers, but real life is much more nuanced. Oftentimes, the ways that trauma shows up aren't easy to recognize. Sure, I experience the expected hypervigilance, paranoia, and flashbacks when I hear fireworks, but my trauma has changed my life in subtler ways as well, and in ways that may feel embarrassing or "stupid." I've realized that I tend to hyperfixate on shootings in the news, and will go so far as to watch old news coverage of the Parkland shooting. In restaurants, I always try to sit with my back against the wall. I prefer to fall asleep facing my door, just in case someone breaks in and I need to respond. I sometimes experience random waves of intense emotions, but I try to chalk it up to something else going on in my life ("I'm just sleep deprived"; "I'm on my period"). The most pervasive symptom I experience is a need to be prepared at all times. In any setting, my brain is going through hypothetical shootings that could occur at any moment and planning how I should react. This happens all day, every day, which means that I have unfortunately become quite accustomed to it. On the bright side, I have learned how to push these thoughts to my subconscious. But I still mention them because it's important to be transparent about just how pervasive trauma can be in its moment-to-moment impacts. I don't say all of this to imply that surviving a school shooting relegates you to a life of suffering, but rather to make you realize that all of these experiences and more are to be expected--and if you're experiencing this too, you may benefit from therapy or other professional treatment. PTSD, and trauma as a whole, can feel like such a stigmatizing experience, but it is not only a normal response to such an event but also an experience shared by others. You are not alone.

3. Move Beyond "Why Me?"

These questions have haunted me for more than eight years: Why did this all happen to me? Why was my childhood innocence destroyed in such a violent and swift manner? How did this happen to me twice, the second time being at the place I love the most? Why did the universe decide to inflict this upon me? I know these questions do not have logical answers, yet the idea that I don't deserve what I've been through is something that I--and maybe you-- have found myself pondering for quite some time. Even though most people in my generation are acutely aware of the increasing prevalence of school shootings, you still never think it will happen to you until it does. Asking yourself these types of questions is justified and understandable, but it's important to not get lost in them. There have been moments when my anger at the universe has led me down a path of nihilism and defeat, when I've convinced myself that karma, fate, or maybe even God is hell-bent on making me suffer. What's helped me escape this endless cycle of frustration and hopelessness was shifting my focus toward the systemic violence plaguing our country, and questions about how I could help improve the situation for my fellow Americans. I continue to ground myself in the reality that school shootings do not have to be our normal, and they didn't happen to me because of who I am as an individual, but rather because I grew up in America. This reality is still painful, but it allows more room for hope and optimism than "Why me?" ever will. Those who wish for the status quo rely on us giving up on reducing gun violence. It is therefore an act of resistance to maintain hope in the face of trauma.

4. You Are Not Alone


Although surviving a school shooting is still an incredibly rare experience, it has become an all too common occurrence in the lives of young Americans. Survival can feel extremely isolating. Even though Parkland and Brown both came together as communities in beautiful ways, I somehow still felt so alone. Whenever I was in public, I resented the people who seemed to be able to navigate life without the hypervigilance that has become my new normal. I would get frustrated with my parents and therapist, who clearly cared about what I was going through but never actually experienced what I did. What helped me finally kick this awful feeling was meeting survivors from different communities outside my own. These were people from Michigan, Texas, and elsewhere who all shared my grief, trauma, and anger. To this day, I am still close with many of those in our small but tight-knit community of school-shooting survivors involved in advocacy work. If activism isn't your preferred coping mechanism, social media and support groups have connected me with many other school-shooting survivors. These are the friends I turn to in difficult moments--in the aftermath of an assassination, as when Charlie Kirk was killed, or in anticipation of the Fourth of July, when we're all bracing for the sound of fireworks.

5. Give Yourself Grace

It can be hard for people who haven't gone through a school shooting to understand just how exhausting everyday life can become when you are constantly on alert or anxious about your own safety. The most difficult mental obstacle for me has had to do with managing my own expectations for myself. Sustained levels of hypervigilance take a physical toll that often goes unrecognized, contributing to everything from fatigue to poor academic performance and even chronic pain. This ties into the oft-cited trope of creating your "new normal," and as much as the term used to make me cringe, it's really true. Humans are not meant to endure the type of suffering that school shootings inflict, and it would be unfair to expect yourself to bounce right back to your previous level of functioning. Instead of viewing my recovery as something linear that will improve over time, I've learned that life can be far more enjoyable and fulfilling if I don't hold myself to unrealistic standards. I have good days and bad days, days when I rarely think about the shootings and days when they are all-consuming for seemingly no reason. To learn to live with your trauma, it's imperative that you be gentle with your mind and your body.

If I'd read an article like this when I was 12, I'd like to think I could have saved myself some time trying to figure out how to move forward. However, I also want to acknowledge the absurdity that a guide to coping with a school shooting is necessary in the first place. After the Parkland shooting, I developed a growing resentment toward anyone who continued to act "normal" despite the world-shattering trauma I had just endured. How could the world keep spinning when our government barely batted an eye at a teenager murdering 17 people in less than seven minutes in a school building? How did the media and politicians move on so quickly once the manhunt for the Brown University shooter came to its violent end? I used to think of these frustrations as a trauma response, but I now see that there's a more nuanced reason behind my anger: This country has abandoned those of us who bear the brunt of gun violence.

Our politicians have never had to experience monthly lockdown drills in school, or feel the unique fear of sitting in a classroom not knowing if your next moment will be your last. I hate that it takes life-changing trauma for people to feel compelled to speak out against gun violence. No more children should have to be shot in school at the expense of irresponsibly lax firearm regulations. Solving gun violence in America warrants not only a sweeping political response, but also a cultural reset. As Americans, why must we value the Second Amendment over our children, our future? Why must gun culture be so engrained in our national identity? And why must we remain complacent to an objectively solvable epidemic of gun violence? I hope that someday soon, the advice I've given you can become obsolete.
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Americans Have Entered the Age of the Needle

Americans' enthusiasm for injection has never been higher.

by Daniel Engber

Tue, 26 May 2026




My generation--which is to say, the pillbox generation--came of age during the 1990s. The number of adults who were taking five or more prescription drugs doubled in that decade; the use of medications for depression and cholesterol more than tripled. If pills had once been used from time to time to curb a headache or stifle an infection, now they were a daily ritual for tens of millions of Americans. Popping meds, whether by catapult or tweezers, became the norm.



In the 2020s, we're living through a second such transition: the dawning of the needle age.



For the past five years, the nation's shots have multiplied to levels never seen before. Injected medications were once unusual, and mostly limited to diabetics who needed insulin. Now millions of diabetics use syringes of Ozempic, and millions of other people are on Mounjaro for weight loss. In 2025, some 12 percent of all U.S. adults partook of these injections or others in their class. GLP-1 shots were so commonplace last year that they accounted for about 7 percent of all prescriptions in America.



Even this is just the tip of the needle. Americans' use of IVF has doubled in a decade, and now requires something on the order of 10 million to 20 million self-administered hormone shots a year. By 2024, 10 million rounds of Botox (or other wrinkle relaxants) were given out, along with 8 million filler treatments. Although some cosmetic shots are administered in doctors' offices, many of the rest are received at the 10,000 "medical spas" that have lately come to dot the country. These are puncture parlors, more or less, and they offer a growing list of services: not just treatments for the skin but also vitamin injections, IV-dripped electrolytes, and minerals delivered through a tube. One needle-forward wellness chain, called JECT, has locations in Miami Beach, West Hollywood, the Hamptons, and, as it happens, right around the corner from my house in Brooklyn. If I were ever in the mood, I could head over for a "24K gold micro-dosing" process that will supposedly inject my face 2,400 times a minute.



Read: No one in movies knows how to swallow a pill



These needle trend lines have been building for a while. Botox was approved for cosmetic use in 2002, and the first GLP-1-based drug for diabetes reached the market three years after that. But today's rampant culture of injection did not have its breakthrough moment until early summer 2021, when the FDA signed off on semaglutide, the ingredient in Ozempic, as a treatment for obesity. That kicked off the weight-loss-medication craze. A month later, Joe Rogan told his millions of podcast listeners that injecting peptides--not insulin or Ozempic, but other, less established ones--can have miraculous results. Rogan said he'd tried one in particular called BPC-157, which cured his elbow tendinitis in two weeks. Peptide fever built from there, on glowing testimonials from tech bros, celebrities, and eventually officials at the highest levels of the U.S. government. "I'm a big fan of peptides; I've used them myself," Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. told Rogan earlier this year. (RFK Jr. has also promised that regulators will soon be easing restrictions on the sale of peptides.)



The funny thing about our growing love for getting shots is how utterly at odds it is with human nature. Who, exactly, has any sort of love for getting shots? Needlephobia is natural and indeed appears to be widespread, even among grown-ups. Although formal research on the topic has been somewhat limited, a 2018 review of several dozen studies found that for adults under 40, the rate of needle fear may be as high as 30 percent. According to the same analysis, 16 percent may skip their flu shots simply to avoid the stress of an injection.



Read: Should your flu and COVID shots go in different arms?



This last point in particular was worried over in summer 2021, just as our needle age was starting. New vaccines had been developed to reduce the risk of death from COVID-19, and experts worried that anxiety over needle sticks would hamper uptake. One paper out that June concluded that one-tenth of all COVID-vaccine hesitancy could be explained in just this way. Some people even called for a needle-fear exemption to be added to the mandates for vaccines.



And yet none of this posed a challenge to the rollout that ensued, which became without a doubt the largest mass injection effort in the nation's history. By the end of 2021, more than half a billion doses of the COVID shots had been plunged into our deltoids. Let's put that in "24K gold micro-dosing" terms: Americans received an average of 1,000 COVID shots a minute, every single minute of that year.



Read: The good news about vaccine hesitancy



Yet a wariness about vaccines persists; perhaps it's even grown, in certain quarters, since we started getting immunized against COVID. Jennifer Reich, a medical sociologist at the University of Colorado at Denver, has found that some people who refuse vaccines may indeed be hung up on the thought of a needle entering their body. But they aren't simply squeamish; they're worried by the fact that injections are unnatural, that a shot administers medicine in a way that isn't right. "I would love it if they would put more research into edible vaccinations," one mother told her, "so that it goes through the digestive system rather than directly--bang!--into the bloodstream."



This framing of injection as a shortcut into people's bodies conveys another meaning, too: It suggests that shots have greater potency and purity than other forms of medication. As a medical technology, the needle "plays in these contradictory ways," Reich told me; what makes it scary also makes it strong. If you really want a given treatment, then you might prefer the needle version to a pill, so that it is delivered--bang!--into your bloodstream, where presumably it acts with greatest force. Inject that Botox straight into my wrinkles, please. Let me shoot this muscle-building peptide right into my butt.



In this way, America's needlephilia and needlephobia are tightly coupled, both across the culture and among individuals. "There's a huge overlap between people who sell the promise of wellness through alternative means and people who oppose vaccines," Reich said. Indeed, this overlap has been a hallmark of the age of injections: The same person who might "stack" half a dozen experimental peptide injections into his weekly regimen may also end up saying no to a COVID booster; the same person who will pay $900 for microneedling with salmon sperm may refuse a hepatitis B shot for her newborn baby.



This isn't quite a contradiction, though. People seem to draw a line between injections for the greater good and injections for their own well-being. When you're given a vaccine, you're participating in the work of public health, and hoping to stave off an illness that you may have never experienced and that may never pose a risk to you directly. When you take a dose of semaglutide, you're engaged in private care, and expecting to optimize your own health, visibly and quickly. That difference is reflected in the hand that holds the needle: A vaccine gets put into your arm by someone else; most GLP-1 drugs are self-injected. (Oral formulations of GLP-1s for weight loss have become available in recent months.) "I think that sense of control over the mode of administration might be really important," Reich said. The line between public health and private wellness also changes how the drugs are regulated: In the past two years the government has taken steps to raise the bar for demonstrating the safety of vaccines, while lowering it for peptides.



Reich told me that she thinks the needle is an emblem of a broader shift toward asking individuals to solve their own health problems. For some parents, even vaccines have been "recast as kind of an optimization technology," she said; they tell her how they pick and choose among the recommended shots, asking whether and how each one might personally benefit their children. In this worldview, the vaccine schedule may not look that different from the menu of services at JECT.



Maybe this is where we're headed next: injections as a vector for autonomy in medicine, vaccinations a la carte, home recipes for peptide shots, glucose sensors poking through your skin. This is health care in 2026. Welcome to the needle age.
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Jill Biden Worried Her Husband Was Drugged on Debate Night

In a new memoir, Jill Biden describes her own shock and fear over the president's calamitous performance.

by Toluse Olorunnipa

Thu, 28 May 2026




As she watched President Biden stumble through the most cringeworthy portion of his disastrous June 2024 debate, First Lady Jill Biden wondered if her husband had unknowingly ingested drugs or was having a medical episode on live television. "Is he short-circuiting?" Jill Biden thought. "Is this a stroke? I felt like we were watching an AI hologram of the man we knew, and the hologram was glitching. Has he been drugged?"

Her mind then wandered to a more personal anxiety, considering how his nonsensical word salads--one of which ended with "we finally beat Medicare"--might implicate her as the person best positioned to know if the man who appeared to disassemble onstage was privately prone to incoherence. "Oh God--will people watching assume this is how he is all the time?" she writes in her new memoir, View From the East Wing, a copy of which The Atlantic obtained ahead of its June 2 release date.

Part of Jill Biden's goal for writing a book about her four years as first lady, it seems, is to dispel bipartisan accusations that she was a hidden hand covering up her aging husband's cognitive decline and nudging him to cling to power longer than his mind and body could sustain. As his closest confidant and the person who saw him even when his staff was not around, the former first lady has faced a deluge of conspiracy theories that place her at the center of what critics describe as a grand cover-up. A spokesperson for the Bidens declined to comment.

That Jill Biden felt compelled, in her words, to "set the record straight" highlights how much that presidential debate nearly two years ago--and the ensuing months of political turbulence that led to President Trump's return to power--continues to reverberate within the Democratic Party. Even as its leaders struggle to find a potent counterattack to Trump's presidency, this memoir, which resurfaces many moments the party would like to forget, showcases the difficulty Democrats face in closing an embarrassing chapter.

The story of how Biden's presidency imploded, it seems, is destined to continuously be written and rewritten. View From the East Wing follows books by former Vice President Harris and Pennsylvania Governor Josh Shapiro, each of which shed an unflattering light on the president's condition as he sought reelection and the chaos that erupted after the debate. Last week, the Democratic National Committee released an autopsy report on the 2024 election, highlighting how Biden's presidency paved the way to Harris's doomed 107-day campaign and Trump's resurgence. Trump seems determined to keep Biden in the news as well, mentioning his predecessor almost daily.

But Biden's book may not deliver the kind of closure the party has been desperately, and repeatedly, seeking. Rather than offering an explosive political tell-all, the former first lady instead focuses on the nuances of navigating the politics of the White House's East Wing. She describes struggling with the "catch-22" of being first lady, a position in which knowing too little can make you "an embarrassment" and knowing too much can make you seem power hungry. She largely holds back from lashing out against her foes--including those who abandoned Biden after the debate--though at one point she faults former Attorney General Merrick Garland for his handling of the case that resulted in Hunter Biden's conviction on gun charges. (The president pardoned his son before leaving the White House.) While she writes that a "thought bubble above my head was full of expletives" after Harris attacked her husband over school busing during a June 2019 debate, by 2024, the first lady and vice president were professing their "love" for each other. The book does not dwell much on the current president, though it laments Trump's destruction of the East Wing, likening it to the slaughter of a "rare and precious animal."

Jill Biden concedes that her husband, who turned 80 shortly before announcing his reelection bid, "was definitely aging" in office, occasionally failing in his fight against fatigue and the physical demands of the presidency. He apparently battled "excruciating pain most days" from a November 2020 foot injury that never fully healed. She acknowledges that her husband had "privately floated the idea of voluntarily being a one-term, transitional president" during his 2020 campaign and, deep into his presidency, seriously considered whether pursuing a second term would be the right decision. At one point in January 2023, she writes, she "floated a hypothetical" and wondered if the Republicans would "continue to go after our family if you decided not to run?" (Hunter Biden's struggle with drug addiction and the political liability it created for his father take up a considerable portion of the book.) But the president did not think that was a good reason to forgo a presidential race, she says.

And besides, the president's political advisers--and his family members--insisted that he needed to run for reelection, pointing to polling showing him as the most formidable Democrat and laying out the stakes for what might happen if Republicans retook the White House.

But Jill Biden vehemently denies that her husband had been showing any signs of senility or dementia that would have foreshadowed such a painful-to-watch debate performance when he stood on the stage with Trump in Atlanta ("The truth was, Joe was not who he was on a day-to-day basis in that debate," she writes). So what happened? Even nearly two years later, Jill Biden seems to have more questions than answers.

"Nothing explained what I was seeing," she writes at one point about her husband's "strangely monochromatic" visage and lackluster performance.
 
 "To this day, I still don't know what happened. Why wasn't he making any sense? It was inexplicable to me," she says elsewhere in the book. Maybe he had rehearsed too much? Maybe he had traveled too much that month? Or was he just ill? The president had seemed exhausted earlier in the day and had told her that he was not feeling too well. Later, after positing that he may have unwittingly taken codeine cough syrup or Ambien to fight off a cold or to help him sleep, Jill Biden seems to rhetorically throw her hands in the air: "I only wish I had the answer." (You could forgive the reader for wondering, Well, did you ask him?) The first lady writes that she wished she had thought to ask for a blood test after the debate (and also says she suggested the president take a cognitive test to calm doubts, but was overruled by his advisers).

Jill Biden writes that on their bathroom mirror, she would at times leave inspirational messages like "You are my hero" or, on particularly tough days, "Get up, champ. Get up." Sometimes, she would sneak in messages on policy, relying on her ability to be frank and open with the leader of the free world in ways that others could not. During Israel's military offensive in Gaza, after an air strike killed seven people working for a humanitarian-aid group, she left a Post-it note on the mirror reading "Net has to stop," a reference to Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. Knowing that Biden and Netanyahu would be speaking the following day, she left another note the next morning, which read: "Be strong. Don't let BN use your goodness."

That bluntness apparently resurfaced in the moments after the debate. As the president walked off the stage, he whispered to his wife, "I really f**ked up, didn't I?" she writes. "'Yes, you did,' I whispered back."
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'We Have Not Seen Ugly Yet'

Paxton versus Talarico is already awful.&nbsp;&nbsp;

by Elaine Godfrey

Wed, 27 May 2026




Two things are as certain as bluebonnets in spring now that Ken Paxton is the Republican nominee for the Senate in Texas: Democrats have a better-than-usual chance of winning statewide. And the next 23 weeks are going to be hideous.

Paxton's big win comes days after President Trump stuck his finger into the wind, determined that incumbent, John Cornyn, was toast, and gave the attorney general his last-minute support. Even though the nearly 28-point margin was surprising, it was probably always going to be Paxton. A runoff tends to attract the hardest of the hard-core--the kind of determined voter who is willing not only to show up to vote in March, but to show up and vote in March, sit through 12 weeks of brutal attack ads, then head back out to the polls in May. The kind of Republican who might argue, as one woman did in Dallas when I spoke with her last week, that Paxton and Trump are bringing masculinity back to the party like Bambi's father "coming out of the forest with those huge antlers."

Now that these dutiful Republicans have secured the animated stag of their dreams, they will turn their attention to his general-election opponent: James Talarico, the 37-year-old Democratic state lawmaker and aspiring Presbyterian minister. In some ways, the two men have become avatars for their respective parties, which will spend the next five months ruthlessly attacking each other.

Paxton, a MAGA folk hero, seems even more committed to the movement than Trump himself is. As attorney general, he filed dozens upon dozens of lawsuits against Presidents Obama and Biden, and sued to overturn the 2020 election results. Paxton and Trump happen to share a strikingly similar ethical and legal rap sheet: Both men have been indicted (Paxton's charges involved securities fraud and were dismissed after he agreed to do community service and take an ethics class); both have been impeached (Paxton was suspended by the Texas House but later acquitted by the Senate); and both have been accused of--and deny--infidelity. (Angela Paxton is now divorcing Ken on "biblical grounds.")

Read: Ken Paxton is actually doing this

Although Talarico doesn't yet have Paxton's name recognition, he does have strong youth-pastor energy and, at least for now, the moral high ground. As a faith-forward economic populist, Talarico has a core campaign message of love triumphing over hate, and little guys taking on the billionaires. Republicans know that they've got a tough race ahead of them, which is why they've already settled on a strategy: make Talarico seem like a weird dude.

Unfortunately for Democrats, Talarico has been more than a little helpful in this effort. In 2021, the state lawmaker said that "God is nonbinary," a statement that is off-putting to some Christians, not because they believe that God is literally a man but because they can't fathom why someone would drag God into the earthly debate over gender identity. Talarico has also said that there are six biological sexes and that he supports access to abortion, in part, because God asked for consent when he blessed Mary with the baby Jesus. As a candidate in 2022, he pledged to run a "non-meat campaign," which was never going to play well in cattle country.

Lately, Talarico has been doing some backtracking. "I know there are two sexes, men and women. I also know there's a very small percentage of people who have these chromosomal abnormalities, and I believe they deserve to be treated with dignity and respect," he told CBS this week, adding that there are "some statements that I've made that I certainly regret." Whenever Talarico is accused of being insufficiently pro-meat, his campaign circulates a photo of the candidate gnawing on a turkey leg at the state fair.

Still, both sides have heaps of material to work with. Which is why the next few months promise a total inundation of negative advertising online, and on the airwaves in Texas. Democrats will hammer into voters Paxton's scandals--and the failures of Republican leadership. "Will Republicans get away with running a superficial attack campaign when Texans are really hurting?" Matt Angle, a state Democratic strategist, told me. "They've been in control for 30 years. If something's broke, they broke it." Meanwhile, Republicans are already parroting Paxton's proposed "Tala-freako" and "Low-T Talarico" nicknames. This morning, the Trump adviser Stephen Miller wrote on X that Democrats have nominated their "first transgender senate candidate." (Talarico is not transgender.) "We have not seen ugly yet," Vinny Minchillo, a Texas Republican strategist, told me. They're going to make Talarico "the woke DEI candidate of all woke DEI candidates. And pound him, pound him, pound him."

The task ahead will be tough for Talarico, who will have to decide when to counter these attacks directly--Define thyself lest ye be defined, as the political maxim goes--and when to remain firmly astride his moral high horse. He will also have to fend off the unprecedented amounts of money that Republicans are pumping into the race in order to protect their fragile Senate majority. Already, Paxton has secured the backing of the National Republican Senatorial Committee, which initially endorsed Cornyn and which, last night, dutifully scrubbed its website of all anti-Paxton press releases and ads.

Yet for Talarico, hope remains. No Texan needs reminding that inflation is high, or that the war in Iran has the whole world on edge and gas prices rising. Trump's polling is bad, and among Texans, Talarico has higher favorability numbers than both Paxton and the president. In what might end up being a particularly good year for Democrats, victory is not only possible but achievable.

Still, if Democrats have done one thing well in Texas over the past 30 years, it's dash hopes. The last time a Democrat came close to winning statewide in Texas was in 2018. Back then, Senator Ted Cruz beat Beto O'Rourke by roughly 215,000 votes. This time, the figure that Republicans have their eye on is 778,139, or the number of Texans who voted in the March GOP primary but who were not excited enough about either Republican candidate to vote in the runoff. A drop in turnout was expected. But a 36 percent decline "mirrors a lack of Republican enthusiasm we've seen in other states," Minchillo said. For Texas Republicans, that number is "distressing."

Last night on Truth Social, Trump congratulated Paxton and promised to hold a few rallies to help gin up some excitement. "Texas, this will be FUN!" the president teased. We'll see.
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Read These Books by the Time You Graduate

"Figuring things out" is a lifelong endeavor, but these titles offer inspiration for young adults finding their way.

by Anna Holmes

Wed, 27 May 2026




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

Young people on the cusp of adulthood are full of big questions: Who am I? Who do I want to be? And how do I find my way through the world? There aren't always firm answers to be found--I wish I'd understood, in my 20s, that "figuring things out" is a lifelong endeavor with no guarantee of success. But even though there's no one predetermined path to follow, that doesn't mean we can't learn from the examples of those who have come before us.

Notice that I said "examples," not "advice." As a recovering women's-magazine writer, I'm suspicious of anything that reeks of prescription or self-help. Most smug articles and books that claim to provide quick fixes come off as tone-deaf or even counterproductive. I believe that the best way to locate inspiration is by looking to writers who illustrate what you might want to emulate, rather than those who lead by edict or exhortation. The authors of the seven titles below all fit that bill. Their books demonstrate that preparing for the future requires understanding the past and developing a patient, attentive disposition toward the here and now.



On Writing, by Stephen King

King's memoir and writing manual is now older than most undergraduates, and, in some respects, it shows. But it remains an entertaining, accessible, and necessary read. Even those who aren't King fans or fellow writers will find something to take from it: the importance of persistence in one's work, the teachable moments that can come from negative experiences, the power of brevity. After recalling his own beginnings as a writer, King demystifies his process (don't force good ideas, he says, but "recognize them when they show up"). Most broadly applicable is his argument against overreliance on premeditation when trying to figure out how to get from A to B. Creative spontaneity is crucial, he contends, and narratives "pretty much make themselves," so the job of the writer "is to give them a place to grow." This, I think, is powerful advice for how we approach life. The point isn't that we can't chart our own paths--just that advance planning isn't everything.

Start Where You Are, by Pema Chodron

For some young adults, being set free to follow their dreams (while also needing to pay their bills) means coming to terms with their past and being honest about who they are in the present--which requires, yes, sweating the "small" stuff. Chodron's Start Where You Are may not be as well known as her later title When Things Fall Apart, but it is just as relevant--perhaps even more so--for younger readers, or anyone who feels like they just can't get beyond the struggles and indignities of their youth. This book guides readers toward the practice of cultivating compassion for ourselves and others, something that feels especially significant in a polarized society. Plus, it argues for a return to oneself, a reengagement with our instincts. After years of encouragement to lead with their mind via exams, theses, and admissions tests, new graduates might find it both clarifying and cleansing to learn how to lead with their heart.

Read: The best graduation speech is one nobody remembers



Devotions, by Mary Oliver

Oliver's most quoted line is so ubiquitous that it's become almost cloying. "Tell me, what is it you plan to do / with your one wild and precious life?" the Pulitzer Prize-winning poet asks in 1990's "The Summer Day." And although Oliver's inquiry is beloved for good reason--it challenges readers, directly yet generously, to be a passionate architect of their own experiences--a close read of the poem suggests she's communicating something softer and much less striving: that doing nothing, that simply existing, is a legitimate answer to that question. This is in keeping with the quiet ambition of the lines within Devotions, a 2017 collection representing more than half a century of Oliver's verse. This volume adorns a huge number of bedside tables for a reason. The poet's exquisite insights into nature drive home what she said in 2015: that by appreciating the small elements of the universe--a blade of grass, a meadowlark, a beetle, a resting grasshopper--she "got saved by the beauty of the world." May we all be so lucky.

The Source of Self-Regard, by Toni Morrison

The title of this collection of essays, public speeches, and "meditations," which bundles work from four decades of the Nobel Prize-winning author's career, comes from a lecture of the same name. Speaking about her 1987 novel, Beloved, at a 1992 lecture series in Portland, Oregon, Morrison detailed how the process of researching and writing that book imbued her with a renewed sense of pride and dignity, as she moved from "data to information to knowledge to wisdom." Throughout these writings, Morrison displays a powerful generosity of spirit in considering both her career and the world around her. This is a book of profound intellectual altruism and moral urgency that insists on summoning courage despite (or because of) societal and political cleavage. For young people, it may also serve as a blueprint for thinking critically about what it means to be part of a larger human community--and what community means in the first place.

Read: How a book can change a graduate's life



Little Women, by Louisa May Alcott

"I am not afraid of storms, for I am learning how to sail my ship," says Amy March, one of the four "little women" in this coming-of-age classic. Alcott's 19th-century portrait may seem like an odd choice for inclusion in a list of books for new graduates living in the 21st century, but it is a novel directly about growing up--and one that, uncharacteristically, foregrounds the American-female experience. "Experiences," I should say, because each of Alcott's March sisters is unique, though all are struggling with the frequently competing demands of home, family, labor, and art. Through Meg, Jo, Beth, and Amy, Alcott poses questions--about the essence of love, the potency of ambition, the importance of relationships, and the trade-offs among these things--that can be answered in many ways. But the fact that they are asked at all, and through the guise of what was once called "domestic" fiction, makes this a work of subversive American literature that explores what it means to go from child to adult.

Nature Writings, by John Muir

The irony of contemporary digital culture is that, although it democratizes communication and information, it also encourages circular rhetoric, ennui, and claustrophobia. I'm not the first person to lament the ubiquity of screens and the dangers of social media, though I may be the first to recommend the cleansing properties of Muir's Nature Writings to those in search of something beyond their smartphone. I'm confident in saying that this more-than-900-page book, full of the 19th-century naturalist's carefully written odes to the awe-inspiring forests and granite cathedrals of Central California, is pretty close to a perfect antidote to the cynicism undergirding so much digital slop. The essays and stories here argue for approaching life with unapologetic earnestness: The wonder of the Earth is yours for the taking (the taking-in, that is) if you just pay attention, Muir seems to be saying. I, for one, am listening.

Read: Graduation wisdom that never gets old



The Fire Next Time, by James Baldwin

This magisterial polemic demonstrates how what may appear to be distant American history remains acutely relevant. Published in 1963 (the same year as the March on Washington and the 100th anniversary of the Emancipation Proclamation), The Fire Next Time is made up of two "letters," one brief, one not so brief. The first, "My Dungeon Shook," is addressed to Baldwin's nephew, to whom the author writes of dignity and survival in the face of man's socially sanctioned inhumanity to other men. The beginning of this short but deeply human missive indicts the racial politics of the era and the shameful legacy of slavery. Then Baldwin addresses his own struggle to adequately articulate the cumulative effects of these cruelties. The ultimate message is simple: To accept others' narratives about one's worth as gospel is to forfeit not just truth but spiritual freedom. "I tell you this because I love you," he writes in the second letter. "And please don't you ever forget it."
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America Is Missing Out on the Ultimate Mosquito Weapon

Bring on the lasers.

by Ross Andersen

Wed, 27 May 2026




The announcement of the new "air defense" system was issued from Changzhou. A company called Photon Matrix Lab claimed to have developed a new technology for identifying and eliminating deadly threats mid-flight. A video on Indiegogo showed potential buyers how it works: After detecting a mosquito, the device fires off what looks like a blue-violet lightning bolt. When struck, the insect does not just fall straight down, no--it is more satisfying than that: Its body somersaults and tumbles out of the frame, bringing its career of vampiric air raids to a sudden end.

Photon Matrix Lab had my attention. Under normal circumstances, a mosquito lives for just a few weeks, and in that time, its wings will carry it a few miles or so, at most, from the pond or puddle of its birth--but for some reason, I am almost always within range of one. The bugs seem to have a primal knowledge of my whereabouts, and a craving for my blood that goes beyond mere thirst. In a span of minutes, they will perforate my skin 10 times with the dirty needles that protrude from their faces, and each micropuncture will swell up into an insomnia-inducing welt the size of a silver dollar.

We are a secret society, those of us who attract this torment. When we meet one another at a barbecue, we bond over our shared longing for the mosquito's extinction. On behalf of my fellow victims, I decided to look into this new laser to see whether it might really deliver us from misery. I reached out to Photon Matrix Lab to arrange a call.

The mosquito-killing laser was not invented in China. It's as American as the Model T or the Colt Revolver. Lowell Wood, an astrophysicist who was the architect of President Ronald Reagan's Star Wars missile-defense system, first proposed the idea in 2006. He'd been invited to a brainstorm convened by Nathan Myhrvold, a polymath inventor. Myhrvold had served as chief technology officer at Microsoft before founding his own company, Intellectual Ventures, and had remained good friends with Bill Gates, who asked him to look into new technologies that might help prevent malaria.

Myhrvold, now 66 and still the CEO of Intellectual Ventures, is jolly and excitable in conversation. On a video call, he told me that he was immediately drawn to the idea of developing the laser system that Wood had proposed. Myhrvold thought the weapon could be safely used, because mosquitoes are so tiny. He marveled at their paltry biomass: "There's maybe 450,000 of them or 500,000 of them in a pound--whatever it is, that's a shitload of mosquitoes," he said. (In fact, there are about 180,000 mosquitoes in a pound.) Killing just one wouldn't require that much beamed energy, which meant the laser could be fired around people, dogs, and cats.

Read: Notes of a mosquito hunter

At the time, Gates was in his mosquito-net era, having come to realize that the insects are the most dangerous animals on Earth. The diseases they carry kill more of us on an annual basis than snakes, crocodiles, sharks, scorpions, polar bears, and all human murderers combined. The lethal nature of mosquitoes is ancient knowledge, encoded in some of our most sacred texts. In the Book of Exodus, the third deadly plague that God sends against Egypt is described as kinnim, a Hebrew word that is rendered in the King James Bible as "lice"--but which some early Greek translations seem to have taken to mean "mosquitoes." A few thousand years later, mosquitoes remain a plague on six of Earth's seven continents. In the tropics, the bugs will feast on human flesh year-round. In the summer, their range extends close to the poles. I have personally endured unholy swarms of them in the Siberian Arctic.

Myhrvold's team built a prototype of a "laser turret," and he showed it off onstage at a TED conference in 2010. He told me he thought that Disney theme parks, luxury resorts, and sports stadiums might be impressed and buy the turrets for their properties. If some big, early buyer could supply the team with enough revenue that it could keep working on the new technology, Myhrvold figured that it could be made affordable for hospitals and clinics in the developing world too. He also guessed that large farms might be among the early clients, so his team figured out what kind of laser it would take to kill a plague of locusts.

Or perhaps they'd try to tap the "Sharper Image market," on the theory that the people who buy high-end gadgets are the same ones who might derive some thrills from zapping a mosquito. "At the very least, it could be an entertaining conversation piece for someone's Fourth of July barbecue," Myhrvold said. None of it panned out: "We had discussions with potential investors and clients, and we even got some term sheets, but the deals all fell by the wayside."

The mosquito problem is only getting worse. In 1985, a breeding population of the black-and-white Aedes albopictus mosquito hitched a ride on a Japanese tire shipment bound for Texas. Nicknamed the Asian Tiger, it likes to bite ankles, and unlike other mosquitoes, which tend to hunt blood at dawn and dusk, it also does so in the late morning and afternoon. It's a better flyer too, on account of its smaller size; compared with other mosquitoes, which seem to dog-paddle through the air, it has the grace of a hummingbird. By 1990, the Asian Tiger was in 15 states, and it's been spotted in 40 today.

Yet it's China and not the United States that might soon become the world's lone mosquito-laser superpower. Last year, China suffered two of its largest outbreaks of dengue and chikungunya--mosquito-borne illnesses both--in its recent history. The country's citizens tend to be enthusiastic about technology. Chinese scientists have recently tried seeding local ponds and lakes with fish that eat mosquito larvae, and they've deployed aerial drones to follow up on their progress. Lasers are a natural next step.

Read: Your next mosquito repellent might already be in your shower

Jim Wong, the inventor of the Photon Matrix Lab device, was not available for an interview, so I spoke with Lawrence Leng, the company's director of sales. I asked whether the Indiegogo video of insects being lasered was authentic. (Some degree of showmanship has long been part of laser-turret marketing: One of the zapped mosquitos from Myhrvold's TED showcase was glued to a pin.) Leng claimed that the footage was real. He told me that Photon Matrix Lab has been buying thousands of target-practice mosquitos from a company that's situated farther up the Yangtze Delta. On TikTok, Photon Matrix posted a video of the device killing the mosquitoes at night and leaving only micro-puffs of smoke behind; the video has been viewed more than 70 million times.

Behind Leng, I could see people walking around in the office. "We now have 10 people in R&D," he said, gesturing in their direction. He noted that the company has received almost 4,000 preorders through Indiegogo, at a price of $638 a device. "They're mostly from your country," Leng told me. "People in America hate mosquitoes so much."

By the time I reached out to Myhrvold, he had already seen the viral videos from China, and he did not seem impressed. "Our laser had a 50-meter range; it was like artillery," he said. The Chinese company claims only that its device can zap mosquitoes up to six meters away. "It's more of a BB gun," Myhrvold said. But that was just his first impression, and he said he'd want to have a closer look at the device before offering a full review.

He may be waiting for a while. Last summer, Photon Matrix Lab announced that its mosquito lasers would start shipping by the end of 2025, but Leng told me that they're not yet in production. He said that the company's design patents have been "approved" by the U.S. and the European Union, but he later clarified that those applications have merely been submitted. The company is also waiting on safety certifications from multiple agencies.

Read: Shazam for mosquitoes

But all hope is not lost for the mosquito-afflicted. Scientists are experimenting with other futuristic technologies, including genetically modifying the insects themselves. A team led by Andrea Crisanti at Imperial College London has used CRISPR to genetically engineer a variant of the African malaria mosquito Anopheles gambiae that could bring that entire species to the brink of extinction. The modified males can produce viable embryos, but some of their female offspring can't bite or reproduce; their male offspring retain the same engineering and would pass the relevant genes to the next generation, and the next. In the lab, this reduced entire colonies to zero within a dozen generations. Luke Alphey, a professor of genetics at the University of York, told me that he's been working on a technique that would make these kinds of interventions hyperlocal--they would wipe out a particular disease-spreading population, not a whole species.

I prefer an abundance-agenda approach to our global mosquito problem. After all, a unique opportunity is now within our grasp. For millennia, mosquitos have been a problem to be suffered, not solved: Herodotus reported that at night, in the fields along the Nile Delta, the ancient Egyptians would climb into towers that rose above the bug line or, on the water, they'd wrap themselves in fishing nets, which doubled as mosquito netting. This was behavior befitting a superpower 2,500 years ago, but the U.S. and China can go much further. Both countries should be using full-blown industrial policy to fast-track their mosquito-killing technology. If we need an arms race to get it done, so be it. The 21st century will belong to the civilization that vanquishes the mosquito.
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History Repeats in Cuba

Trump is not the first American president to think he can take it.

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 28 May 2026




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

Sometimes when President Trump talks about Cuba, he throws in compliments. "They have a nice landscape. You know it's a beautiful island," he said during a signing event at the Oval Office in March. "I do believe I'll be having the honor of taking Cuba. That'd be good. That's a big honor." Sometimes he toys with the idea of conquest a little more menacingly, such as when he said at the same event: "Whether I free it, take it--I think I could do anything I want with it." Almost as soon as U.S. commandos swiftly extracted Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro and flew him to the United States, some administration officials set their sights on the next target: Cuba.

Trump, per usual, is focused on business. His administration seems to have turned its attention to Cuba's nickel and cobalt deposits, in an effort to get ahead in the race with China for critical mineral deposits. In the case of Secretary of State Marco Rubio, the motivation for the U.S. to focus on Cuba seems more personal. Rubio's parents left Cuba shortly before Fidel Castro took power, and he has long harbored the dream shared by many Cuban exiles of regime change on the island. In a recent address from the State Department delivered in Spanish and intended for Cubans, Rubio promised them a "neuva via"--a new path.

From the Cuban perspective, the prospect of the U.S. bringing regime change is fraught, coming after centuries of conflict and colonial extraction. As the Cuba historian and Princeton professor Ada Ferrer describes it, American presidents dating back to Thomas Jefferson have dreamed of acquiring Cuba in one way or another. Now, as Cubans are suffering from sanctions and oil shortages and soaring food prices, she worries that the bellicose rhetoric from the White House could put U.S.-Cuba relations on an openly violent path.

On this week's Radio Atlantic, I speak with our staff writer Vivian Salama and Ferrer, author of the Pulitzer Prize-winning Cuba: An American History, as well as the new book Keeper of My Kin: Memoir of an Immigrant Daughter.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: For clues about what's on President Donald Trump's mind, sometimes it helps to track the movements of the USS Nimitz, oldest serving aircraft carrier in the world. Last year, she--the ship goes by "she" in military circles--was rerouted to the Middle East. In March of this year, she embarked on her final voyage, which has turned out to include a stop in the Caribbean. More specifically within striking distance of Cuba.

Janine Stanwood (WPLG): A new U.S. aircraft carrier is moving into the Caribbean amid more U.S. pressure against the Cuban government.


Rosin: Last week, Trump told reporters, "We have Cuba on our mind." That was just after the Justice Department charged Raul Castro, brother of Fidel, with murder for his role in the shooting down of two planes that killed four U.S. nationals 30 years ago. A few days ago he said we'll be, "freeing up Cuba."

Donald Trump: It's a failed country. Everybody knows it. Other presidents have looked at this for 50, 60 years doing something, and it looks like I'll be the one that does it.


Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. Trump is not the first president who's said he wanted to "save" Cuba. In fact, American leaders have dreamed about controlling the island in one form or another for over a century. But no U.S. president has really pulled it off. And yet, here we are again.

Ada Ferrer: This moment in U.S.-Cuban relations right now is unprecedented. No U.S. president has taken such a stark, combative, imperialist stance vis-a-vis Cuba certainly not in my living memory.


Rosin: That's Pulitzer Prize-winning historian Ada Ferrer. We'll talk to her later in the show.

First, staff writer Vivian Salama, who writes about politics and national security and who's been writing about Cuba for the last few months.

[Break]

Rosin: Vivian, welcome to the show.

Vivian Salama: Great to be with you, Hanna.

Rosin: President Trump tends to zero in on countries, as you know, Iran, Venezuela, and now it seems as if Cuba is next. When did you first start hearing administration officials talk about Cuba?

Salama: Almost the moment that Nicolas Maduro was seized in Venezuela about three days into this calendar year.

I wrote a story that said Cuba is next for The Atlantic because it seemed like almost immediately their attention, their interests, were diverting to Cuba, that Venezuela was, in a way, a domino where they would ultimately wanna topple the Cuban regime.

Secretary of State Marco Rubio, who is a central figure in anything we talk about regarding Cuba, this has been sort of a lifelong dream of his: topple the communist regime in Cuba--that Castro/post-Castro regime--and usher in a democratic future.

Rosin: So is that the kind of language they were using publicly even initially, this regime change-type language, Topple the regime, as opposed to say, Cuba's a danger to the U.S., or--there's many different ways they talk about countries that they set their sights on.

Salama: I mean, you say "they" and it really depends because President Trump packages everything differently from the way the rest of the folks in his administration do. Marco Rubio has been very blunt about toppling the Cuban regime in the past. He has said it very bluntly. He has been very clear about that.

Marco Rubio: The bottom line is their economy doesn't work. It's a nonfunctional economy. It's an economy that has survived on subsidies from the Soviet Union and now from Venezuela.
 They don't get subsidies anymore, so they're in a lot of trouble. And the people in charge are in, they don't know how to fix it. So they have to get new people in charge.


Salama: There's no ambiguity there. He has said multiple times over the course of the last few months that the Cuban regime needs to go. President Trump sort of waffles back and forth about it.

He kinda says, Cuba's next. We're going in there. Those guys are no good. But he's been a little noncommittal as far as what happens.

Because for President Trump, what he wants is a deal. He wants a transactional approach to Cuba, which is, If these guys stick around and they just let us invest, get money flowing between our two countries, then, I can live with them sticking around. We build some hotels on the coast. We go in and take their minerals, for example. And that's a satisfactory solution for President Trump.

And that's what we saw in Venezuela is that the regime didn't change, just the leader changed. But the same regime has stuck around and President Trump has been very satisfied with that.

He has praised the now acting president, Delcy Rodriguez, multiple times because she's letting American oil companies go in there and she's letting America do business in there once again. And that's enough for President Trump.

Rosin: And what about Rubio? Because we're used to Trump's interests steering policy. But the secretary of state has seemed unusually influential on this.

Salama: Marco Rubio is very influential in this administration.

In fact, it's pretty extraordinary how influential he's been, and we've been watching that now for a year and a half unfold. For him, this is an existential thing for Western Hemisphere politics. It's very close and personal to him. He comes from Cuban descent and grew up sort of with the stories of the communist revolution of 1959 and what it did to Cuba.

So for him, it's very personal, and this is something that he's built his political reputation on. And remember, Marco Rubio, there is a chance that he runs for president again in the future. And so achieving this not only would go down very well back home in Florida where he's from, but would also potentially prop him up as a lead contender for a GOP nomination, for example, whether that's 2028 or beyond.

Rosin: So he's the idealist in this situation. Trump is the dealmaker realist. You wrote this weekend about the mining industry in Cuba and how it plays into this latest conflict, which is, I suppose, what Trump is focused on. What is the story there?

Salama: So briefly speaking, minerals have been the bread and butter of the Cuban economy, nickel in particular.

Their mines have been very prosperous and they've been able to once upon a time sell their minerals to the Soviet Union. When the Soviet Union collapsed, a Canadian company stepped in and invested in their mines and did a joint venture with them so that they could mine their minerals and then they would export those minerals, primarily to China, but also a couple of places in Europe, as well.

And so they have been getting a really good amount of revenue from those sales. Now, in recent months, the Trump administration has been looking to squeeze every last financial lifeline away from the Cuban regime in order to basically allow them to collapse from within. We saw the embargo that has been put in, the blockade of oil. And that Venezuelan oil, was something that was really sustaining the Cuban regime.

So you cut off oil coming from Venezuela. He cut off oil coming from Mexico, and they were really suffering in the last couple of months. There have been mass blackouts across Cuba. Hospital generators are not working, and patients are on the brink. People are not able to get gas for their cars. There have been protests in the streets partially because of the fact that people have been struggling. And now they put sanctions on the mines. And that was a really key sort of final stroke to say, Okay, this is one of their last lifelines. We're gonna try to cut it off.

So this is twofold. It's cutting off the revenues that go into the Cuban regime. It's also trying to pull away critical minerals from China, which, I would argue, that's a bipartisan interest that the Biden administration was also very interested in doing similar activities.

Rosin: Yeah. I see. So there's tension always in all these motivations. It's like, We wanna bring down the regime. Marco Rubio cares more about that. But also, We wanna win this critical mineral fight, which is a self-interested motivation.

Salama: And that is something that President Trump himself is very interested in.

Rosin: Right. Okay. So we've brought up Venezuela a couple of times in the analogies. Recently, the Justice Department indicted Raul Castro, as you know, Fidel Castro's brother. They charged--

Salama: --who is turning 95 next week.

Rosin: Ninety-five. Wow. Okay. Okay. Well, they charged him with being involved in an aerial attack that killed Americans, which happened 30 years ago.

So I'm guessing this news is about having a pretext to arrest him the way they arrested Maduro? Has anyone connected all those dots all the way to, We're gonna do to him what we did to Maduro, or not quite yet?

Salama: A hundred percent they are connecting it. And in fact, when the Maduro operation took place in early January, everyone was talking about, Cuba would be next, in terms of what they describe as a law enforcement operation.

Very different from, let's say, the Iran operation, which is solely a military operation. This is a law enforcement operation, which means that the military supports what would be the arrest and extradition of the leaders. In this case, it's not the president who's being indicted like it was in Venezuela. It is the old guard, who is still very influential even at 95. When the Justice Department indicted him, they made no secret of the fact that they intend for him to face a jury of his peers and suggested, hinted at the fact that they would do something very similar to what they did to Nicolas Maduro.

And adding to that suspicion is the fact that, remember, so many military resources were dragged to the Middle East to support the Iran war. The USS Nimitz just arrived back in the Caribbean about a week ago. And so now you have a carrier near the shores of Cuba, which added to the speculation that something was coming that might suggest a military or a law enforcement operation of some kind in Cuba.

Rosin: I know you've been talking to foreign policy experts. How realistic a sense do you think they have of what it means to do regime change in Cuba?

Salama: So not only have I talked to experts, I've talked to folks in the administration who are very involved in this. And they are a lot more optimistic about the opportunities or the prospects of a regime change, that it can be done with a lot of planning. They insist that a lot of planning goes into any of these operations.

Obviously we kind of question it once they unfold, especially after Iran. But in the case of Cuba versus Venezuela, there's so many differences that make it so much more challenging. In particular, the fact that seven decades of socialist Castro regime have all but squeezed the opposition to a point that they are not a coherent, unified opposition. They're scattered all over. So many of them are operating out of, let's say, Florida or elsewhere in the diaspora. Those who are domestic are under very close watch by the regime because they don't take dissent well. There's a lot of disagreements among them.

And also, again, seven decades of one-party rule can really do a number on an opposition movement.

And so everyone I talk to, from the experts who are closely watching this say, Okay. You could stand up or lean on the Venezuelan opposition very easily because you know who the players are. They've even been elected by the people. But you don't have that in Cuba. So who are you gonna lean on?

And then the question becomes (a) do the people rally behind that leader? And (b) how do you ensure that it goes well? Any kind of regime change where the U.S. has propped up a leader that is not necessarily supported by the people has not gone well historically.

And so this is a major concern for people. You have the risk of migration flows if things start going to hell in a handbasket. All these other issues that could directly impact the United States if an operation in Cuba were to go poorly. The administration insists that's not gonna be the case, though.

And so it's a wait-and-see moment.

The Trump administration is so wrapped up in Iran right now that it's hard to imagine they have the bandwidth to fully kind of execute on a Cuba regime-change operation. But they insist that the situation is ripe for change.

Rosin: Well, Vivian, thank you so much for explaining this to us.

Salama: It's my pleasure.

Rosin: After the break, I talk to Princeton professor Ada Ferrer, author of the Pulitzer Prize-winning Cuba: An American History and her new book, Keeper of My Kin: Memoir of an Immigrant Daughter.

[Break]

Rosin: Professor Ferrer, welcome to the show.

Ferrer: Thanks for having me.

Rosin: So the way we've experienced the last few months is, newsflash, Trump has suddenly set his sights on Cuba. But from where you sit, which is a historian of Cuba and also a Cuban, I imagine the feeling is more like, Here we go again.

Ferrer: Yeah. Here we go again. The U.S. setting its sights on Cuba is not anything new. Ever since the days of Jefferson, American leaders have fantasized about taking Cuba in one way or another. But still, it feels different this time. It does feel new because there's never been a moment in my living memory where an American president has talked so crudely about taking Cuba. His famous statement back in March--

Trump: I do believe I'll be the honor of, having the honor of taking Cuba. That'd be good honor. That's a big honor.
 Reporter: Taking Cuba?
 Trump: Taking Cuba in some form, yeah. Taking Cuba. I mean, whether I free it, take it. I think I could do anything I want with it, you wanna know the truth.


Ferrer: No president has spoken that crudely about Cuba in over 100 years, so it is still startling to me.

Rosin: Okay, so let's make our way there. I really wanna understand how we landed in this moment and what's the historical context for it.

First, I know your latest book is a memoir, so I know you have a lot of family still in Cuba. What are you hearing from them at this moment?

Ferrer: Well, what I'm hearing is just that things are awful. There's no other way to say it. Even cousins in Havana are going 22, 23 hours without electricity a day. It comes and goes. It'll come for, like, a half hour, and then it disappears. I have family in the interior, which is even worse off than Havana, and they're going days at a time without electricity, and that means it's impossible to do anything. It's impossible to turn on a fan at night to sleep. It's impossible to store food for any length of time.

The price of food is just through the roof. There's no transportation. Garbage isn't being picked up. You may have seen videos of protests--some in Havana, but some in smaller cities around the island--where people just start banging pots and pans at night, and they're burning garbage because there's nothing else to do with it, 'cause no one is picking it up.

So it feels completely unsustainable, but it has felt unsustainable already for a while. The last time I was there was December '23, and there were already blackouts. You could see the garbage. But what it feels like now is just that on steroids with no apparent out, with no sense of what a solution will be.

Rosin: Yeah, so is that what you most worry about? That they'll be stuck in this situation for a while, or is there something worse that you worry about?

Ferrer: Oh, I'm a worrier, so I worry that, you know, people talk about collapse or something being unsustainable. But we know from history that collapse doesn't just happen and then something disappears. Things can keep getting worse. No matter how bad they are, they can still keep getting worse.

So I do worry about this spiral that never hits bottom and people suffering in the meantime. But then I'm also worried about the possibility of violence. I worry maybe leaders in the U.S. imagine regime change or some kind of military operation as much more simple than it will be.

I worry about violence of Cuban against Cuban. I know Cuban history. Times when there has been a change in government after an unpopular government, there has been violence of Cuban against Cuban, and I think there's a real possibility of that. So I worry about all of the above.

Rosin: Yeah. Can you set up the story of the memoir for us, which is also the story of your own life?

Ferrer: Yes. So I was born in Cuba in 1962, so a few years into the Cuban Revolution of Fidel Castro's rule. My father left while my mother was pregnant with me. She was seven months pregnant with me when he left and came to New York City, and my mother decided to join him with me. So my mother and I left Cuba in April--April 29, 1963.

She had to make the excruciating decision to leave behind her son, my half-brother, her son from her first marriage. He was nine-and-a-half years old. And the reason she left him was that his father, who was a member of the revolutionary police, thought it wouldn't look good for his son to go to the U.S. So he refused to grant permission for him to leave. So she left with me and left him behind, thinking that he would join us, that his father would relent and grant permission. And it didn't happen.

So from that decision that she made, my brother and I came to lead two very different lives. He was traumatized by her, by our departure, a separation that was meant to last a few months, maybe a year or two at most, stretched on for 17 years.

So he was 26 years old when he first arrived in the U.S. during the Mariel boatlift of 1980. and he got here as a damaged young man. And the memoir basically tells the story of that separation, of the family around it, who lived through that separation and were influenced by it, shaped by it.

And I think one of the things that that history did is that it made me a historian. I just became interested in understanding this place that was always so present for me while I was growing up. It was present in its absence, because I didn't get to go there until 1990 when I myself was 28.

But it just nurtured in me this intense curiosity about the place, but also about the people.

Rosin: Yeah. I mean, the main things I learned from reading your books is that this long and tortured relationship is almost as old as these two countries, including many periods of violence and a dominating impulse from the U.S. towards Cuba. So where does this start? Like, you mentioned Thomas Jefferson, third president of the United States, just like Trump, had his sights on Cuba. How was he talking about it then? How was the U.S. talking about it?

Ferrer: Back in the 19th century?

Rosin: Yes. Yes.

Ferrer: Well, it's a new country, right? It's a fresh republic, and it wants to extend its borders, and it wants to ensure its security. Cuba has the fortune or misfortune of lying in a very strategic place for that, right in the Gulf of Mexico.

One of the major ports in the 19th century was New Orleans, where so much went out of the Port of New Orleans to the Eastern Seaboard--this is before the days of railroad--out to Europe. And Havana sits right there. So whoever controlled Havana could block American commerce. So that was part of the interest of early American leaders of ensuring the prosperity of American commerce, et cetera.

And if you read what people like Jefferson and Adams were saying, to us it feels strange because they would say things like, The well-being of our republic rests on acquiring Cuba, and you think, Why was Cuba so important? It's an island in the middle of the Caribbean Sea. But that was how they thought about it.

And then a little bit later in the 19th century, you had people very invested in the institution of slavery in the United States, and Cuba, of course, was a slave society. It was, from the 1820s on, the largest producer of sugar in the whole world and one of the major slave societies of the Atlantic world in the 19th century.

So the slave power in the U.S. believed that if the U.S. acquired Cuba, it could incorporate it into the Union as multiple slave states, and that would increase the power of slavery in the United States. So those were the two things that were really important in the 19th century.

Rosin: So back in the 19th century, the U.S. leaders were talking about acquiring Cuba, essentially making Cuba part of the U.S. That was the idea. And then what about from within Cuba? Because what you've just described is an American projection: This is what we fear. This is what we need.

Ferrer: Yeah. Well, interesting, you know, history's always more complicated than we imagine from the outside or at the outset. There were people in Cuba who very strongly supported that idea, and they tended to be very wealthy men, powerful men. They were slaveholders.

And if you think about it, the 19th century was also a time of increasing abolitionism, and the British were very powerful. They were policing the slave trade. They had abolished their own slave trade and their own system of slavery in 1834. So part of what Americans feared and part of what Cuban elites feared was that Britain might either take control of Cuba or they would exercise power over a weakened Spain and enforce the end of the slave trade and the end of slavery.

So there were Cuban elites who saw the U.S. as an answer. It was a way to avoid the abolitionist activism of the British, and to protect slavery. So when slavery ended during the Civil War, that impetus to acquire Cuba waned.

Rosin: Right. Although the desire to dominate Cuba in some way never went away. Around the sugar trade, for example, where Cuba was essentially dependent on the U.S. to buy sugar, and the U.S. could use that dependence as a political tool.

I am pulling us into details of this history because when I was reading your books it became so clear--there are these recurring themes to this U.S.-Cuba relationship. And we may live them all over again. So I want our listeners to have that context. So what's the next critical moment?

Ferrer: The next really important moment, and in some ways the most important perhaps, the most important moment comes at the end of the 19th century when Cuba launches three different wars of independence against Spain. It's a process that began in 1868. And then the final war began in 1895, and it ended in 1898. And it ended with the intervention of the United States.

The U.S. declared war on Spain and fought against Spain and acquired the last remaining Spanish colonies, right? So that was when the U.S. acquired Puerto Rico, Guam, the Philippines. And with Cuba, for 30 years, people had been fighting for independence.

So the U.S., I think, knew that it couldn't just come in and take over Cuba, right? So the precondition for intervention was something called the Teller Amendment, which recognized that the sovereignty of Cuba lay with the Cuban people. And so what the Americans did was saying, We're going in for humanitarian reasons in aid of a sister country searching and seeking its independence. And once the island is pacified, we will leave because sovereignty rests with the Cuban people.

Of course, that didn't happen. The island was pacified, and they didn't leave. And then the Americans said, Okay, when Cubans prove themselves capable of self-government, we will leave. And then the Cubans had peaceful elections and drafted a constitution, and still they didn't wanna leave.

To leave in 1902, the U.S. set up this condition, which was called the Platt Amendment. And it forced Cubans to include it in their first constitution as an appendix. And the Platt Amendment said, among other things, that the U.S. had the right of intervention in Cuba.

So basically, if the U.S. thought life and liberty or American businesses were in danger, they could intervene militarily. It also prevented Cuba from entering into treaties with third countries, accruing debt from third countries. It also gave the U.S. the land that later became the Guantanamo Naval Base.

Rosin: So the themes that are getting set up in this period is the U.S. as a necessary savior maybe to Cuba and a thwarted desire for Cuban independence. It feels like those are the two sides here.

Ferrer: Yes, exactly. It's funny. You look at political cartoons from the era, and the American cartoons portray that--Uncle Sam helping the Cubans acquire independence. And the Cuban cartoons, many of them, not all of them, are very different.

Rosin: The period most people know about, the name most people know, and it's popping up again, is Fidel Castro. It's fair to say that at the very beginning, a young Castro was fighting for Cuban self-determination. It maybe wasn't that explicit, but was on the side of, We get to determine our own fate.

Ferrer: I think the Cuban Revolution of 1959 is a fascinating historical event. I think there's a lot of misunderstanding about the history of it. That revolution was fought explicitly against the dictatorship of Fulgencio Batista.

The rallying cry that united all different revolutionaries was not about self-determination, actually, and it wasn't about the U.S. It certainly wasn't about socialism or communism. It was that people wanted to restore the 1940 constitution. They wanted to restore democracy.

It was a very imperfect, flawed democracy, but that was the thing that united people. Get rid of Batista, who had taken power illegally, restore the 1940 constitution, and deal with the problem of corruption, which was rampant. So those were the unifying forces.

And then what happens is that Batista flees. By that point, Fidel has become the most important figure in the anti-Batista opposition. It wasn't like that in the beginning, but over time, for complicated reasons, he became the most important, visible figure. And the new government is set up, and they get to work right away. They pass something like 1,000 decrees in a week or something like that. The agrarian reform comes five months after taking power. The urban reform reduces rents by half. That was three months after taking power. And so it's a moment of euphoria, of hope for change, et cetera.

What begins to happen is that the new government begins to butt heads with the U.S. The agrarian reform in May of 1959, nationalizes some U.S.-owned land, and that begins that process. It's almost like in those first two years, one government will do something, the other government will respond. The other government responds with a little more oomph, then the other one does the same, and it just escalates until you have the U.S. Embassy in Havana closed, the Cuban Embassy in Washington closed. You have planning already for the Bay of Pigs invasion. You have Eisenhower and other folks in DC saying, We can't work with this government.

So the confrontation with the U.S. is not yet clear in January 1959. It becomes clear over the next months and the first year or two of the revolution.

Rosin: What's poignant and kind of tragic about this period is that the initial stages of the revolution seemed very amenable to an American vision: It's democratic. We want elections. It feels like something the U.S. could get behind. But then this enmity that you describe drives everyone into extremes.

It seems to drive Castro more sort of pro-communist and less interested in democracy. It's a momentum which--it's almost like the United States created a more communist Castro.

Ferrer: Historians love to debate, and there is a debate about that, right? Whether to what extent was Castro communist beforehand or leaning communist, right? So it doesn't all just come out of the blue, but I do think that the U.S. did things that pushed Castro further left.

Rosin: And I think it's important to articulate all of this because of the place where we're headed. We're headed to another moment like this where we're intervening, and so to be aware of the effects that that has within Cuba and to the relationship at this moment, I think is really important.

Your memoir, your latest book centers around your brother, and one thing that really jumped out is, as he's writing letters to your mother, just this intense longing, like for you, for his sister, for his mother. But also for the U.S., like an idea about the U.S. And just reading them, I was wondering how did that sit alongside a kind of deep Cuban pride and longing for self-determination and independence? Like, how those two things coincided with each other.

Ferrer: Yeah. I mean, they're both there. They're there in my brother's letters, but they're there in so many other kinds of sources, right? There's a fascination in Cuba with American culture. If you look at the period before the revolution, most consumer goods came from the U.S.

Many of the movies people watched were American movies. They listened to American music. There was regular ferry service between Key West and Cuba. Tourism was a lifeline of the economy from the 1920s forward, and most tourists were American tourists. So there was this fascination with American culture.

But then you had intellectuals who were very aware of U.S. political and economic influence on the island and wrote against it. But it wasn't ever a kind of blanket anti-Americanism.

Rosin: Right. It wasn't a cultural anti-Americanism. So given this incredibly complicated history that you are very familiar with, when you heard Donald Trump or even Marco Rubio talk about wanting to change Cuba or lead Cuba to freedom, what was your first thought?

Ferrer: Oh, where to begin? I had so many thoughts all at once. One thing that has struck me is the extent to which Rubio and Trump are talking less about freedom and democracy than I expected. I thought that that was all they would be talking about, and instead they seem also to be talking about economic negotiations, right? So that struck me.

Rubio did a speech to the Cuban people in Spanish, on May 20th, which is Cuban Independence Day, and he barely--I'm not sure he even mentioned freedom or democracy. He talked about GAESA, which is this military conglomerate in Cuba that controls most of the Cuban economy.

The thing I worry about is that the bellicose nature of Trump's rhetoric regarding Cuba is being matched on the other side by a Cuban rhetoric that's equally bellicose, right? So Cuban leaders are saying, We're not afraid. Just come. We'll match you. It'll be a bloodbath. You know, that kind of, We will resist. We will fight.

And I'm not sure the Cuban government is understanding that that is not probably as easy as they imagine because most people--it's not clear they have the food to fight. It's not clear they have the will to fight. They are so beaten down by how horrible things are right now. And so I think both sides are underestimating how difficult and how much more complicated the scenario is than they're admitting. And then I worry that sometimes that kind of combative rhetoric can create its own reality, right?

It mounts. So one side says something, the other side escalates, the other side escalates back, and it can create its own momentum. It can create its own sense of inevitability. It can create its own kind of reality, and that worries me.

[Music]

Rosin: Thank you so much for helping us to understand this moment better.

Ferrer: Thanks for having me.

[Music]

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

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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That's No Way to Run a Railroad

Reformed collective-bargaining laws would bring what unions want into better alignment with the public interest.

by Nicholas Bagley

Thu, 28 May 2026




What are public-sector unions for, exactly? What problem are they supposed to solve? That's the question I found myself asking earlier this month, when the best-paid railroad workers in America went on strike for three days.

To be clear, I get what the unions understand their purpose to be. It's to get the best deal for their members. That's what they're designed to do, and they do it well.

Salaries at the Long Island Rail Road--a commuter-train system that connects suburban residents to New York City--now average $121,646, which is 50 percent more than the median household income in New York City ($80,483). Work rules entitle engineers to double or even triple pay when they drive different types of trains on the same day or when they deliver a train to the maintenance yard after driving passengers. Last year, more than 300 LIRR workers each earned $100,000 in overtime--in addition to their base pay. Those extra wages in turn inflate their pensions, which they can take at the age of 55 after 30 years of service.

All of this is as good for union members as it is unimaginable for most American workers. But taxpayers and commuters are the ones who pay for those generous compensation packages, and it's reasonable to wonder whether they are getting a fair deal.

To her credit, Governor Kathy Hochul pushed back on the LIRR unions. But she quickly settled the strike on still-to-be-disclosed terms that will keep in place massive overtime payments, expensive work rules, and bloated pensions. That's business as usual in blue states and blue cities, where public-sector unions wield fearsome political power.

Michael Podhorzer: The paradox of the American labor movement

None of this is inevitable. Strong unions persist because roughly 30 states have passed laws requiring collective bargaining with public workers. If this process advanced the common good, all would be well. But the available research suggests that it doesn't. To the contrary, unions routinely insist on pay packages and work rules that degrade the efficiency and effectiveness of the public sector.

Our laws aren't doing a good job, in short, of aligning union incentives with the public interest. That's a big problem, especially as our most vibrant cities struggle to provide good schools, effective policing, and high-quality transit. Reform is long overdue. Thankfully, it's also achievable.

For many union members, it's completely obvious why we have collective-bargaining laws. "The training process for this job is over a year long," explained one LIRR engineer on the picket line. "It consists of multiple examinations. Some of the written ones are incredibly difficult. We are very qualified. And, you know, frankly we deserve this money."

We deserve this money. What should the public make of this argument?

In a market economy, compensation isn't normally keyed to what a worker deserves in the abstract. It's linked, instead, to what an employer has to pay to attract high-quality workers. An employer that pays too little will find itself with too few workers or workers who are bad at their jobs. An employer that pays too much risks being driven out of business by more cost-conscious rivals.

There's nothing intrinsically fair about the resulting wage distribution. Because, from an employer's perspective, the goal isn't fairness. It's running a successful business.

In the private sector, unions temper that unfairness by pushing corporate owners to split profits with workers. But private-sector unions can push only so hard: If they insist on compensation packages and work rules that make the business go bust, they could find themselves out of a job.

Matters are different in the public sector. The Long Island Rail Road, for example, is owned and operated by the government, much like public schools and police departments. As a result, the unions representing public workers aren't constrained by the possibility of corporate bankruptcy. They're constrained instead by politics.

Which means that politicians have to decide how to compensate government workers. One approach, favored by unions, is to depart from the baseline set by the market and pay workers what they deserve. It's an appealing idea. Public workers do crucial work and ought to be compensated fairly for it.

The trouble, of course, is that there's no end to claims about deservingness. Pretty much everyone thinks they're underpaid and underappreciated. Sometimes they're right; sometimes they're not. But I don't know what a teacher or a cop or a railroad engineer "deserves," nor does anyone else.

Giving public-sector workers what they think they deserve, moreover, clashes with how everyone else in the economy gets paid. Is it fair for one group to get special consideration just because they happen to work for the government? Especially when taxpayers--working people themselves--are picking up the tab?

During negotiations with the railroad union, Hochul suggested that the answer is no: "Workers deserve to be paid fairly for their work," she said. "But at the same time, we must be responsible with public funds and the fares paid by Long Island residents."

That's the right approach. When the government supplies public services, its goal should be to supply those public services as efficiently as possible--not run a tax-and-transfer system to aid the relatively small number of people lucky enough to be union members.

There is a better argument for public-sector unions, which is that unions have the leverage to demand compensation packages and work rules that are necessary to attract excellent public workers. Here's Randi Weingarten, the long-standing head of the American Federation of Teachers: "If we want to recruit and retain high-quality teachers, it starts with a fair wage, adequate working conditions, and the resources and support to succeed."

There's a lot to this. The public sector, like the private sector, is only as good as its workforce. If unions help attract better teachers and cops, collective bargaining might improve the quality of public services. We should be happy, on this view, that unions are fighting for government workers. We're all better off as a result.

Except that's not what the research shows.

Start with schools. Two comprehensive reviews of the available evidence, one from 2025 and one from 2015, find that teachers' unions reliably increase school spending, especially on salaries for veteran teachers. In general, however, they do not appear to help kids. "Most often," the 2025 review says, "teachers' unions have no impact or a slight negative impact on performance."

Recent experience in Wisconsin is revealing. In 2011, Republicans passed a law, Act 10, that curtailed collective-bargaining rights for teachers. In the immediate aftermath, student outcomes suffered, mainly because of a sharp increase in teacher turnover. But that dip was short-lived.

Since then, a series of studies have suggested that Act 10 has improved student performance. Barbara Biasi, an economics professor at Yale, found that test scores rose when districts ditched seniority-based pay in favor of a more flexible approach. Morgan Foy of the University of Illinois found similar gains in test scores and attendance even in districts that didn't adopt a flexible pay scale--because, he suspects, teachers worked harder when unions couldn't protect them from discipline. And E. Jason Baron at Duke has shown that the promise of higher entry-level wages enticed more young Wisconsinites to get a teaching degree, which has improved the talent pool.

Now consider policing. In 2003, sheriffs' deputies in Florida secured collective-bargaining rights because of an unanticipated court decision. Researchers at the University of Chicago Law School took advantage of that natural experiment by comparing sheriffs' offices with municipal police departments that were unaffected by the court decision. Collective bargaining, they found, caused a roughly 40 percent increase in violent misconduct in sheriffs' offices relative to police departments.

That's the opposite of what you'd expect to see if public-sector unions made public services better. But it's consistent with the general run of the evidence about policing. One forthcoming study, for example, finds that the extension of collective-bargaining rights significantly increased the number of civilians killed by police, especially nonwhite civilians, and "can explain 14 percent of all non-white civilian deaths by legal intervention between 1959 and 1988."

To put it mildly, these results are hard to square with the claim that public-sector unions improve the public sector. At least three factors seem to be driving those results.

First, unions often push for job protections that frustrate workplace accountability. In the study of Florida sheriffs' deputies, for example, collective bargaining appeared to cause a rise in violent misconduct, because of "a reduction in expected sanctions." In other words, sheriffs' deputies knew they could get away with it.

Second, unions push to equalize pay among their members based on seniority and credentials, not on quality of performance. That makes recruiting talented young people difficult, and rewarding good workers impossible. The Wisconsin reforms, for example, "led younger and less credentialed teachers to earn more on average, and older, more experienced teachers to earn less." That's bad for aging union members, but good for students.

Third, public-sector unions avidly negotiate for compensation in the form of pensions, not wages. But pensions are a poor recruitment tool: Starting wages matter much more to young people than pensions that will be paid out decades down the line. When unions use their power to boost pension payments, they aren't working to attract talented young people. They're working to reward their members.

If we want unions that actually improve the quality of public services, we're going to have to reform our collective-bargaining laws.

Jonathan Chait: The wrong way to win back the working class

As matters stand, those laws require state and local governments to negotiate with unions. But they also establish what those unions are entitled to negotiate over--what is "bargainable." And a very wide range of terms and conditions of employment are typically bargainable. That's how you get demands for job protections, pay equalization, and hefty pensions.

None of that is graven in stone. The laws could be amended to limit the scope of what's bargainable. Overtime, pensions, work rules, salary schedules--all of those would be off-limits. Unions would be left to negotiate over the one thing that is most likely to attract high-quality workers: base wages.

In that world, unions would still be powerful. They would still serve as a counterweight to local governments that might try to balance their budgets on the backs of middle-class workers. Their members would still receive job protections under civil-service laws. The unions just wouldn't be allowed to make demands that frustrate the delivery of high-quality, cost-effective public services.

Reformed collective-bargaining laws would bring what unions want into better alignment with the public interest. Otherwise, we're left with the LIRR engineer's argument about what the unions are for: We deserve this money. The engineer may be right about what he deserves. Surely we all deserve better in this fallen world. But it's no way to run a railroad.
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How <em>Hacks</em> Redefined Greatness

Over five seasons, the HBO comedy has explored what it means to succeed creatively.

by Sophie Gilbert

Thu, 28 May 2026




The first time we ever see Deborah Vance, she's onstage at her Vegas residency, delivering desultory jokes about an unappealing lover while wearing a jacket so bedazzled it seems to have its own energy field. The routine itself is much duller--Deborah (played by Jean Smart), when asked by her partner if she's close to orgasm, screeches that the only thing she's "close" to is late-onset lesbianism--but then we follow her offstage, majestic and unfussed, gliding serenely though chitchat with stagehands and showgirls. Only when she pauses in front of her illuminated mirror do we finally see her face, perfectly framed in the glow of the bulbs.

Late in her career of public flameouts and hard-fought comebacks, Deborah is as pampered as an empress and thoroughly numbed by complacency. When her manager, Jimmy (Paul W. Downs), suggests pairing her with Ava (Hannah Einbinder), a 25-year-old TV writer, to spark some fresher punch lines, the odd-couple setup ignites a question Hacks has been preoccupied with ever since: What does it mean to be a truly great artist? And can Deborah, a comedian who's long excelled at making herself the punch line, kick-start her secret creative ambitions and secure her spot in comedy's pantheon?

This is by no means all that Hacks has considered. During its five seasons, the HBO comedy has veered joyfully between different modes: generational comedy, acute Hollywood satire, whatever encapsulates the double act of straitlaced Jimmy and his unhinged assistant, Kayla (Meg Stalter). In its third season, Hacks dug into the tortured history of women on late-night television, scratching to gain access to a world that never wanted them. Late in Season 4, Deborah quits her late-night-host job--the gig of a lifetime--only to be stymied by an 18-month noncompete contract that left her doing translated shows at a casino resort in Singapore, and falling into resigned dejection. But after a faulty TMZ report declares Deborah dead, and she finds her obituaries to be wholly unsatisfying, she resolves to return to the United States and finally do something to secure her legacy.

Hacks' fifth and final season, which ends tonight, has danced around different visions of what that something might be, in ebullient and anarchic ways. Deborah becomes hell-bent on reaching EGOT status, recruiting her friend Tony Kushner (playing himself) to help write her memoir so she can record the audiobook. After she finds his process too slow, she determines through data analysis that the easiest path to win a Grammy is in the category of Regional Mexican Music Album (Including Tejano) category, then jumps into the studio with a rhinestone-studded hat, maracas, and boundless enthusiasm. She changes course again--"What is the biggest achievement for a comedian?" Ava asks her; "Beating a rape trial?" Deborah replies--and resolves to do a sold-out show at Madison Square Garden on the earliest date her noncompete expires, which happens to be September 11.

The paradox of Hacks, though, is that Deborah's comedy has never really been the show's selling point. Onstage, she can be riotous, irreverent, outrageous, but she's rarely unguarded or unpredictable. Smart endows Deborah with all the force and presence of a lifelong performer, but saves the core of the character for her offstage scenes, when the emotional compromises of a life spent chasing a dream come to the fore. In the Season 2 episode "Retired," Deborah and Ava head to a small gig at a county fair, where they encounter Susan, an old acquaintance and retired comedian whom Deborah thinks she drove out of the business after sabotaging her during a showcase. But Susan tells her it isn't true--she retired after seeing Deborah neglect her daughter while out on tour. "You were completely devoted to your work. You had to be! You were like a shark," Susan says. Facing someone else's unmistakable pity, Deborah wilts, but doesn't collapse. "I don't want to stop," she says to Ava later. "I like the work." She's spent her life with a single, relentless focus, and she isn't sorry for it. How many others can say the same?

Read: When your dream job is a lie

Sacrifice can be its own legacy, but in this season, Hacks has become much more convinced that the real measure of a great artist isn't how many tickets they sell, or how many vacation homes they can buy after selling out, or what kind of work they leave behind. Rather, it's what attainments and ambitions they can manage to pass on and foster in other people. When Hacks began, Deborah was calcified by her own fame and isolation; her relationships were hierarchical, and her endeavors were fundamentally selfish. But by the Season 5 episode "The Garden," everything has flipped. She's helping Marcus, her former employee, with his business dream; she's hiring Marty, a former nemesis, to help run the floor; she's inspired Ava to come up with her own pilot, a reboot of Deborah's '70s sitcom based on their own relationship. Deborah is much too unsentimental to opine on what any of this means, so Hacks lets Jimmy say it, when he explains to Kayla why he's sacrificing his dreams of running an agency to keep his clients on stable ground: "My talent is helping talent. When they win, I feel like I won."

This kind of altruistic vision is daring for a comedy about comedy, particularly in a moment when entertainment companies are consolidating, technology is ruthlessly eliminating jobs, and AI is redefining the creative process. The show is arguing that the work itself is not that important, and perhaps even fundamentally meaningless, without all the people who go into making it. Maybe a robot can manage to write a good joke, but to what end? "All I'm trying to do is make your life easier," the smarmy boss behind an AI company called Quikscribbl tells Deborah midway through Season 5, when he tries to license her work. "But it shouldn't be," she replies, adding, "Art is only art because of the humanity behind it."

I want to emphasize that Hacks is not a dreary or didactic show. No series so intent on skewering all its characters can get away with unbridled sincerity. Both Deborah and Ava have been self-serving and even ruthless in the past as they try to finesse what combination of truth, self-deprecation, connection, and audacity goes into a really good joke. But in the end, that specific alchemy matters less than what it generates. In the penultimate episode, Deborah's Madison Square Garden show flunks after another nemesis is revealed to have bought up the tickets in order to deprive her of an audience. She decides to put on a free performance in Central Park, and against all odds is able to swing it, not because of her clout, but because of her relationships. And right as she arrives onstage to begin her set--with a land acknowledgment, no less--right as we begin to wonder whether Deborah and Ava's partnership has finally yielded the kind of punchy but meaningful satire both have always dreamed of pulling off for an audience, the episode ends.
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The Latest Toys for Millennial-Parent Guilt

They can be high-tech, but crucially, are "screen-free."

by Ellen Cushing

Wed, 27 May 2026




Bondu is a stuffed dinosaur that speaks 27 languages. It--or, more precisely, the AI chatbot embedded inside it--can also play games, help with homework, and patiently answer a child's questions, even the really inane ones. Its "bedtime mode" includes breathing exercises and stories. Bondu, which costs $300 and comes in four colors, is marketed as a playmate, a confidant, a teacher, a quasi-caregiver. The ads take pains to talk up its safety controls, including an app that allows parents to review the conversations that Bondu is having with their child, as well as its ability to adapt to a child's mood, interests, and age. And they emphasize, repeatedly, that the product is "screen-free."

This is an odd and technicality-laden argument to make about an object that contains the kind of computing power that would have basically been science fiction even a couple of decades ago--sort of like marketing a hand grenade as "bullet-free." But Bondu knows its audience. What the toy is might be less important than what it isn't. In one testimonial posted to Bondu's website, a girl who looks to be about 4 years old chitchats about baby animals with her Bondu, whom she has named Rosie. The video cuts to a mom sitting cross-legged on the floor and smiling into a front-facing camera. "Camryn truly loves sharing about her day with her Bondu," she says. "And I love that it's something she can interact with that isn't a screen."

Screen time can be a problem--the American Academy of Pediatrics says so; many early-childhood educators say so; well-meaning in-laws do too. Unfortunately, screen time also rocks, in that it is about the only way to occupy a child while you wash the dishes or have a little lie-down or go to work or do any of the other necessary or pleasurable activities life demands and invites. The one thing that feels more urgently worse than plopping a kid in front of the TV is the desperation that forces it. And then, later, the guilt.

According to a survey conducted last year by Lurie Children's Hospital of Chicago, roughly half of the polled parents put screens in front of their kids daily, often because of issues securing or paying for child care. An even higher number--62 percent--felt guilty about their children's screen time. In group chats and parent forums, parents admit to letting their kids watch Sesame Street in the kind of hushed tones that might lead you to imagine they're giving their children black-tar heroin for breakfast. Some game out sophisticated avoidance strategies: skipping family gatherings with screen-addled grandparents; specifically choosing schools that ban devices. In the Facebook group "Screen Free Parenting Community," which has more than a quarter of a million members, the mood is something between a radical activist organization and a support group. Last month, one of the moderators posted a freaky video of lobotomized-looking toddlers screaming after their tablets had been taken away. A few posts down, a mother who was a month out from delivering her third child in four years begged for help, or for forgiveness, for letting her toddler watch TV while she was taking care of the newborn. "I feel like an absolute failure," she wrote. "I am scared about the repercussions this will have in the long term on my son. I pray that this isnt too late."

Read: The dumbest phone is parenting genius

Commerce is to anxiety as mosquitos are to standing water. So here we have a new class of "anti-screen-time" electronic devices that purport to entertain your kid just as much as a screen, without rotting their brain. Bondu is joined by several other stuffies that have been outfitted with large language models, and seem designed to capture children's attention and their attachment. Among them is a teddy bear that tells AI-generated bedtime stories; a saucer-eyed blue thing that employs "interactive AI features that make it feel more alive than a traditional stuffed animal"; an alien that can supposedly comfort a kid through a nightmare; and a plush rocket ship whose chatbot is voiced by the musician Grimes, a self-proclaimed busy mom.

Other products aim to satisfy the longing for screen-free parenting in less invasive and lower-tech ways, though they are still far from analog. The Yoto Player and Toniebox are rival audio devices that play music and short stories. The Tin Can is a Wi-Fi-enabled phone designed to look like a '90s-style landline; since debuting last year, it has regularly had a monthslong waitlist. There is a light-up "screen-free tablet," and a talking robot that will teach your child about STEAM, and an AI-powered "smart" sudoku board that promises "no apps, no tablets, no screen time battles." Major toy manufacturers are now getting into the market, too, adding 21st-century bells and whistles to 20th-century products, presumably in a bid to not be left behind. OpenAI recently announced a "strategic collaboration" with Mattel, and earlier this year, Lego introduced a line of "smart" bricks equipped with speakers, microchips, and LED lights.

No matter the approach, the sales pitch is similar. These toys make a point of eliminating many of the most psychically and aesthetically offensive aspects of phone- and tablet-based entertainment designed for children--the singsongy audio, the bizarrely planed cartoon faces, the abstruse algorithm, the infinite scroll. They are generally priced to convey attainable quality, and they tend to be aggressively marketed on Instagram: As soon as I started researching this story, I was bombarded by advertisements for them, right between the ones I was already receiving for smartphone-addiction tools made for people my age. The ads are careful to stress how educational these toys are, how fun they are--but not so fun that they will distract your toddler from building a meaningful life. If Sesame Street is heroin, this is methadone.



A few weeks ago, I ordered a Yoto. People in the Facebook group love the Yoto, as do many of my friends, and thousands and thousands of other people. I was hoping my son would, too, because, really, what my son loves is the television.

And the tablet. And playing stupid games on my phone while we wait for the subway. Once he stood so close to the TV for so long while I was doing work that I texted an ophthalmologist friend out of fear that he had permanently deep-fried his retinas under my supervision. Another time, he had to be dragged away screaming from a video display at a museum; only afterward did I notice that the exhibit was broken--he was staring slack-jawed at a screensaver. The tablet is the source of his greatest joy (when it is out) and his greatest heartbreak (when we take it away). The video with the screaming tablet kids could have been filmed in my house.

I do not know exactly how to feel about this. Like many of my peers, I grew up transfixed by screens too--but they were small, stuck to a wall or mounted on a desk, and designed to be gathered around as a family. The interaction was passive: no swiping, no skipping, no on-demand viewing, no advanced systems built by rooms full of well-paid people all working diligently to deepen rabbit holes and maximize time spent watching ads. YouTube arrived in 2005, the iPhone in 2007, and the iPad in 2010. In the decade-plus since, entertainment--for both kids and adults--has become much more algorithmic and much more absorbing. People are being directed by the technology, and not the other way around. The devices themselves have become better, more portable, and also completely essential to societal participation.

Read: The attention-span panic

And many of the adults who survived this transformation have begun to wonder what it did to them. They worry that they're no longer able to think independently, live authentically. They fret about their lost ability to spend time productively and uninterruptedly--to read a novel, appreciate a sunset, blast through a spreadsheet at work. In recent years, some adults have started to engage in ostentatious acts of self-restraint to reclaim their attention spans and mental real estate, some by buying dumbed-down products designed to import the functionality but not the itchy pull of a screen.

The people who personally experienced the smartphone revolution are precisely those who now have young kids. They are passing down the anxieties of their generation, like every generation does. The parents with Bricks are buying their kids Tin Cans. They (we) are old enough to remember a different world, and to worry about what kind their children are growing up in. I spend an average of five hours and 22 minutes a day staring into my phone. I love my son's mind more than anything on Earth--the last thing I want is for it to turn out like mine.



The Yoto works a bit like a first-generation iPod and looks a bit like an old-fashioned TV set, the cuboid kind that lived in the family room of my childhood home. (Like many screen-free products, it actually has a screen, just a janky one.) Much of its available narrative content--accessed by inserting playable cards into the device--also reminded me of the TV I grew up with: Although the hundreds of cards available for purchase in Yoto's online store include music, original stories, and adapted children's books, some of the most popular ones evoke IP that a child would know only from screenland--Mickey Mouse, Thomas & Friends, The Wizard of Oz.

That many of these products adopt nostalgic signifiers and model themselves off decades-old tech is intentional, I think, or at least a secret to their success. Of course we want the objects sucking up our kids' attention to at least kind of feel like the ones that used to suck up ours, even if they are equipped with computing power never before possible. Of course we want to be reminded of the good old days, the days before children or adults had to think about screen time.

Those days were defined by a fair bit of benign neglect, and also by the freedom engendered by a life less documented. On average, contemporary parents work much more and parent much more than previous cohorts. Child-rearing has become more intensive, more public, and more competitive. For a certain set of parents, smartphones and the internet ushered in an era not only of always-on work, but also of endless opportunities to compare themselves to others. (The screen-free parents group, after all, is a space made possible by screens.)

Bondu, according to the ads, is useful as a playmate--but it will also get your child to practice piano. Tin Can advertises "no distractions," which sounds appealing except that it's not entirely clear what, exactly, a child needs to worry about being distracted from. Ingesting this sales pitch, I was reminded of the way grown-ups talk about their screen anxiety. The discussion seems to be predicated on two baseline assumptions: that there is a right and wrong way to spend one's time, even when it's for leisure, and that screen-free activities are inherently more noble.

Read: Why are there so many 'alternative devices' all of a sudden?

Gazing at a sunset is good; taking a picture of it for Instagram is bad. Reading a novel on your Kindle is okay; reading it in paperback is better; scrolling BookTok is worse. Katie Davis, who co-directs the University of Washington's Center for Digital Youth, has noticed that many parents who feel guilt about letting their kids engage with screens tend to justify it by emphasizing the screen's educational value. They say things such as, "Oh, but you know, my kid was building worlds in Minecraft and learning to code," she told me, "because that type of thing is supposed to be okay." Many of the people concerned about their screen-wrecked brain's ability to focus at work are putting their kids in front of not-screen screens so that they, the parents, can do more work, probably on a screen. And all the while, they are worrying about their child's future ability to be successful at work, probably also on a screen, probably because of something they read on a screen.

Personally, I don't worry very much about what other parents are doing, nor about my son's competitiveness in the labor market (he's 3). But as I unboxed the Yoto in front of him, chirpily insisting that it was so cool, I did begin to wonder whom I was trying to convince, and of what. He listened to Peter Rabbit--which I first encountered as a picture book, so very long ago--and I thought about inheritance, and about what I was giving to him, and if I'd rather he grew up in thrall to screens or in thrall to screens and also beset by guilt. Then I got distracted by something on my phone and moved on.
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'He May Be the Greatest Virtuoso That Jazz Has Ever Produced'

Sonny Rollins, who died this week, was the embodiment of the genre itself.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 27 May 2026




In August 1958, Esquire invited 58 jazz musicians to meet on a stoop in Harlem for a photo shoot. The resulting picture, now known as Harlem 1958, became legendary for collecting some of the genre's greatest talents, stretching from the swing era (Count Basie, Gene Krupa) to the peaks of bebop (Charles Mingus, Dizzy Gillespie). The assembled musicians may not have realized that rock and roll was on the verge of taking over pop music, thus sweeping jazz to the margins--but the fact that it was made this photo a historic snapshot.

The last living participant of that shoot was the tenor saxophonist Sonny Rollins, who died on Monday at the age of 95. By the end of his life, no jazz musician of his importance was left--but then again, hardly anyone ever reached Rollins's colossal stature. Rollins made his first recordings in 1949, when he was 18 years old, and over the next several decades, he played with nearly every modern great: Charlie Parker, Miles Davis, Thelonious Monk, Coleman Hawkins, John Coltrane. Rollins didn't just make some of the genre's finest recordings; his muscular sound and intense intellect turned him into an embodiment of jazz itself. "He may be the greatest virtuoso that jazz has ever produced," the influential critic Francis Davis once wrote.

A native New Yorker, Rollins emerged onto the local scene during the '40s, which is commonly viewed as the moment when jazz went from mass entertainment to something resembling a finer art. To hear Rollins in a concert hall, as was typical late in his career, could feel torturous, because his music made you want to stand up and move. Unlike many modern jazz compositions, his were hummable earworms--the sleazy strut of "Doxy"; the syncopated, funky "Oleo." His most famous piece, "St. Thomas," is a calypso-influenced number that epitomizes jazz's cosmopolitanism. Named for his mother's home in the Virgin Islands, the tune comes from a Caribbean lullaby she sang him, which, in turn, was derived from an 18th-century English folk song.

Whether writing a song or soloing, Rollins always had swing, that tough-to-define but essential quality possessed by any good jazz musician--the way they find a rhythmic groove, pulling the music along and getting toes tapping. "He could play a solo using one pitch that would swing so violently, you couldn't believe it," the trumpeter Wynton Marsalis said in Ken Burns's Jazz--a statement I assumed he meant hyperbolically until years later, when I heard Rollins's solo on "Sonnymoon for Two," from 1958's A Night at the Village Vanguard. That record demonstrated that Rollins didn't even need a full trio backing him to swing: He often played with just a bassist and a drummer, which placed more burden on him to fill the space but also meant he wasn't bound to follow someone else's chords.


Sonny Rollins in NYC, 1982. (Andy Freeberg / Getty)



Rollins was a playful improviser, a master of referencing other songs when performing a solo. When he really got going, he could shred as hard as any metal guitarist, playing for 10 or 20 minutes at a time. During a 1986 concert taped for a documentary, Rollins--then in his mid-50s--leapt from a stage during an unaccompanied solo and broke his heel, then lay on his back and resumed playing. He sported a mohawk in the '60s, long before the look was fashionable, and guested on the Rolling Stones's 1981 album, Tattoo You. As it gets going, his solo on the Stones's "Neighbours"s demonstrates an easy proficiency with honking rock idioms before careening in a weirder direction; Rollins was dismissive of the record but recounted hearing it at a supermarket and being intrigued by the horn work before realizing he was listening to himself.

Read: Sonny Rollins at sixty-eight

But Rollins wasn't just a great soloist. He was a serious and introspective musician, which made him able to relate to old-school jazzmen and upstart avant-gardists alike. Rollins was cocky enough to name a record Saxophone Colossus when he was just 27 years old but humble enough to leave the scene two years later, feeling that he had fallen behind newer players such as Coltrane on the New York scene. During this self-exile, he practiced for as many as 15 hours a day on the Williamsburg Bridge in all types of weather. (For years, the jazz fan Jeff Caltabiano has pushed to rename the bridge for Rollins. That didn't happen in his lifetime, but it's never too late.)

When Rollins returned to the scene in 1961, musicians were hotly debating new styles, including Ornette Coleman's "free jazz," which discarded the complicated harmonies of bebop. Many of Rollins's older peers dismissed Coleman's music as crude, but Rollins embraced it, recruiting members of Coleman's group to play with him. That commitment to exploration didn't dim with age. A half century later, at Rollins's birthday celebration in 2010, he announced that a guest would join him. When Coleman ambled onstage, the audience gasped and broke into applause. The men began a friendly saxophone joust--their first and only performance together--and Rollins demonstrated that even at 80, he could play as far out as anyone.

He was eventually forced to quit performing altogether in 2014 because of respiratory issues, but he came to a surprisingly zen conclusion about giving up an instrument he'd played for some 70 years. "When I had to stop playing it was quite traumatic," he said in 2020. "But I realized that instead of lamenting and crying, I should be grateful for the fact that I was able to do music all of my life."

After his retirement, he continued delivering wisdom--now through his words rather than his music. A frequent topic in those conversations was reincarnation, of which Rollins was sure. "I don't believe in reincarnation, I accept reincarnation," he told the journalist Justin Joffe. "I don't believe, I know." When someone so towering dies, we're accustomed to saying that we won't see their like again. But who are we to second-guess Sonny Rollins?
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John Cornyn Lost With His Boots Off

Like fellow Republicans exiled by the president, he still accepted Trump's claim to inhabit the will of the party.

by Jonathan Chait

Wed, 27 May 2026




Just like nearly every other Republican has gone once Donald Trump decided to terminate their political career, John Cornyn went quietly.

The senator from Texas, one of his party's most effective fundraisers and influential legislators, devoted his losing campaign and most of the past decade in politics to a wan effort to portray himself as the president's faithful servant. He tweeted out a photo of himself reading The Art of the Deal, introduced a bill to rename a highway the "Trump Interstate," and even set up a campaign page reiterating his fealty that boasted, among other facts, that he had a "more than 99.2% voting record with President Trump--higher than Ted Cruz."

Ah, but that 0.8 percent made all the difference. Cornyn had warned in 2016 that Trump's presidential nomination could hurt the party. He voted to certify Joe Biden's 2020 election victory. And he privately urged Trump not to run in 2024. Even though Cornyn opposed both impeachments of Trump, ultimately backed him in the 2024 primaries, faithfully advanced his legislative agenda, and supported all of his controversial nominees, Trump could smell the faintest signs of discomfort or reluctance.

Read: Ken Paxton is actually doing this

Ken Paxton, who defeated Cornyn in yesterday's Republican primary, has pledged complete loyalty to the president. Paxton's liabilities include a list of ethical and legal violations too lengthy to summarize. Senator Susan Collins of Maine fretted earlier this month over the political risks of nominating a candidate she delicately called an "ethically challenged individual."

Yet from Trump's standpoint, Paxton's record constitutes an advantage. The president seemingly both relates to, and badly needs to rely on, allies who share his predilection for violating laws and human decency. Throughout his career in business and politics, Trump has surrounded himself with what Collins might call Americans experiencing ethical challenges. Cornyn's history of mild hesitation in the face of Trump's gravest offenses marked him as someone at risk of developing a genuine conscience.

Trump successfully targeted a spate of Republicans for elimination this year: Cornyn, Senator Bill Cassidy of Louisiana, Representative Thomas Massie of Kentucky, and five Indiana state legislators. The class of 2026 joins a roster of Republicans who either lost to Trump-supported challengers (Mark Sanford, Liz Cheney, Jaime Herrera Beutler, among others) or, more common, retired in the face of certain defeat for the same reason (Jeff Flake, Bob Corker, Richard Burr, Pat Toomey, to name a few).

Trump ended the career of virtually every Republican officeholder who voted to impeach him after his attempt to overturn the 2020 election. Now he is going after other Republicans guilty of even minor deviations from his commands. As he has relentlessly hunted the dissident Republicans to extinction, his prey has, like Cornyn, tried to depict the president's opposition as a tragic misunderstanding between friends. Even Massie put himself forward as a true Trump ally.

Cornyn, like so many of his fellow soon-to-be-ex-politicians, staked his survival on the hopeless tactic of trying to beat Trump's team in a contest over who loves Trump more. Overcoming Trump's hold on the rank and file is not easy, but the method his victims have chosen--essentially to beg for Trump's mercy, and then not receive it--saps them of their dignity without meaningfully increasing their odds of political survival.

Elizabeth Bruenig: Texans will decide if Jesus was a lefty

The 1940 novel Darkness at Noon is a fictionalized but highly realistic account of a Soviet official who is arrested under Stalin, is charged with wild anti-Soviet conspiracies, and ultimately chooses to give a public confession. The author, Arthur Koestler, wrote it to explore how a dedicated Communist could bring himself willingly to admit to absurd crimes. The answer--spoiler alert--is that the protagonist's ideology convinces him that his own false arrest must be a correct, scientific application of the Marxist dialectic.

Trump's intraparty victims are not true believers in MAGA thought, if such an ideology even exists. But they seem to have accepted Trump's claim to inhabit the will of the party and the nation, at least to the extent that they cannot bring themselves to break fully with him when he casts them out. They prefer to maintain the Republican part of their identity, even if that means prostrating themselves before their tormentor.

After losing in a blowout, Cornyn immediately pledged to support the ticket, including the opponent he had described as a fraud and a moral leper. Nobody expected anything else of him. The senator from Texas died, politically speaking, with his boots off.
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No Way to Make a Deal

The agreement that Trump wants to strike with Iran keeps eluding him.

by Jonathan Lemire, Nancy A. Youssef

Wed, 27 May 2026




President Trump skipped his eldest son's wedding and held staff back in Washington over the holiday weekend, expecting that a deal with Iran that he said on Saturday was "largely negotiated" would soon be ready. His secretary of state, Marco Rubio, who was on a four-day trip to India, said on Sunday that a deal could come that day. Then he said the same thing on Monday. Yesterday, Rubio suggested the deal could take a "few more days." Then Trump scheduled a Cabinet meeting at Camp David, the site of previous landmark Middle Eastern peace accords, for today, heightening the sense of anticipation. But inclement weather forced the meeting back to the White House, and within the first 10 minutes, with the administration's top officials and their red baseball caps arrayed around him, Trump conceded he had nothing to unveil. "They want very much to make a deal," Trump said of the Iranians. "So far, they haven't gotten there."

Neither, of course, has Trump. The agreement under discussion--reportedly a one-page "memorandum of understanding"--would put negotiators on a 60-day clock to find a way to address Iran's nuclear ambitions and its enriched uranium, or "nuclear dust," as Trump calls it. Trump has grown deeply frustrated with his inability to get Iran to fully capitulate, aides told us, and angry at the commentators who have said the persistent stalemate has left him looking weak.

Trump's failure to make a deal doesn't stem from a lack of desire. He has spent weeks casting about for a way out of the conflict. He has tried to force Iran's surrender with a series of escalating threats and deadlines. But each time, Iran has called his bluff, and Trump has found ways to extend the cease-fire, which was put in place before Vice President Vance visited Islamabad in mid-April in hopes of securing a broader deal but returned empty-handed. Despite his frequent threats, Trump is reluctant to resume hostilities; aides told us he is mindful of depleted U.S. munitions supplies and fears that Iran would retaliate against the energy infrastructure of its Gulf neighbors, worsening the world's fuel crisis. Aides believe the U.S. blockade of the Strait of Hormuz, stopping Iranian oil exports, will eventually cause Iran to buckle. But Trump has expressed impatience with the process and has encouraged negotiators to intensify their efforts.

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

Leaders of Middle Eastern nations over the weekend urged Trump in a phone call to do what it takes to secure a deal quickly. The region has been hammered by Iranian strikes and by the crisis in the strait, a vital channel for Gulf energy exports. Iran effectively closed the strait soon after the war began, stranding hundreds of ships and prompting the United States to start its own blockade. After that call, Trump wrote on Truth Social that a deal was almost done. It was expected to include the resumption of shipping traffic through the Strait of Hormuz, an extended cease-fire in Israel's campaign against Hezbollah in Lebanon, and potential sanctions relief for Tehran, people familiar with the discussions told us.

Trump-supporting Iran hawks, already disappointed that the regime in Tehran is still intact, feared the president was rushing into a bad deal. "This combination of Iran being perceived as having the ability to terrorize the Strait in perpetuity" and the ability to "inflict massive damage to Gulf oil infrastructure is a major shift of the balance of power in the region and over time will be a nightmare for Israel," Senator Lindsey Graham said on X. Senate Armed Services Committee Chairman Roger Wicker posted on X that "the rumored 60-day ceasefire -- with the belief that Iran will ever engage in good faith -- would be a disaster."

A Trump aide told us the president was startled and annoyed by such pushback. But the public criticism, and behind-the-scenes lobbying from Graham and others, was one reason Trump changed his tune. Rather than hyping a deal as imminent, he began to stress on social media that the agreement was not quite done, and that he'd accept only a clear win--though he didn't specify what that would look like.

"As President Trump has said, negotiations are proceeding nicely and he has made his redlines clear," the spokesperson Olivia Wales told us in a statement. "President Trump will only make a good deal for the American people, which must ensure that Iran can never have a nuclear weapon."

Trump's instinct is always to go bigger, dressing up a setback with claims of larger deals on the horizon. In this case, advisers told us, he latched on to the long-shot idea to connect the Iran agreement with an expansion of the Abraham Accords--the pact that normalized relations between Israel and select Arab nations--to create the sense that he was striking a grand bargain and transforming the Middle East. But that outcome appears extremely unlikely, given widespread condemnation of Israel's recent conduct and the damage Gulf countries have sustained from the war.

Meanwhile, the Iran talks remain stalled. And the fact that the administration is having a tough time even getting Tehran to the starting gate for negotiations on Trump's biggest issue--stopping Iran's nuclear development--augurs poorly for eventual success.

In 2015, then-Secretary of State John Kerry testified before a Senate committee about a new deal to restrict Iran's nuclear development. After more than a year of talks, with Iran on one side and several nations--including the U.S., China, and Russia--on the other, an agreement was on the table, full of hyper-technical details about what Tehran could and couldn't do for the next two-plus decades. The U.S. had plenty of other complaints about Tehran. But Kerry said the talks had centered on one thing--"the nuclear issue"--for a reason. If other issues were included, Kerry told the senators, "it would be rope-a-dope, staying there forever, negotiating one aspect or another."

Trump in his first term ripped up that agreement and in his second term went to war with Iran to try to stop its nuclear program--but also to force regime collapse, eliminate Iran's missile capabilities, and destroy its proxy forces across the Middle East. Now, as the president seeks an off-ramp after a massive military campaign failed to achieve any of those goals, Trump appears to be in precisely the predicament Kerry warned about: Trying to tackle too many issues at once may mean none of them gets resolved.

Read: Six days of war, 10 rationales

Under the deal now being discussed through Qatari intermediaries, traffic through the Strait of Hormuz would ramp up, in stages, to prewar levels. But Iranian officials want the strait to remain under their oversight, possibly in partnership with Oman, even if sea traffic resumes. That may be a nonstarter for the United States, which has insisted that the strait must be a free and open waterway, as it was before the war. "The strait's going to be open to everybody. It's international waters," Trump told reporters at the Cabinet meeting.

The proposed deal may also include provisions for the release of some of Iran's assets that were frozen by international sanctions, which Iran sees as a form of war reparations, according to the people we spoke with who are familiar with the terms. But Trump appeared at the Cabinet meeting to play down that prospect: "We're not talking about any easing of sanctions," he said.

Whether Israel's campaign against Hezbollah in Lebanon will be included in the extended cease-fire was unclear. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said Monday that he had ordered strikes to increase, and Israeli forces ramped up their ground campaign.

The complex web of issues is one reason that a deal to end the war has been so elusive. Another is the administration's approach to the talks. Ultimately, Trump bears responsibility for both starting the war and ending it. Beyond that top line, though, it has been hard for the American public to tell where things stand. The only consistent source of information has been Trump's Truth Social posts, which aren't a model of clarity.

Since his return from Islamabad, Vance has largely focused on his anti-fraud campaign. Rubio--the first man to hold the portfolios of both secretary of state and national security adviser since Henry Kissinger--could have followed Kissinger's model of personally overseeing the U.S. exit from war. Back in the 1970s, Kissinger, with Nixon's blessing, bypassed the diplomatic apparatus to meet in secret with a North Vietnamese negotiator dozens of times before inking the Paris Peace Accords. But Rubio has not shown any Kissingerian inclination to get deeply and personally involved. He isn't even the administration's Iran point person in the way that Kerry was for the 2015 agreement during the Obama administration. Rather, Rubio has mostly kept to his lane of flexing U.S. muscle in Latin America, first with Venezuela and more recently with Cuba. After his four-day trip to India, he headed to Armenia to sign economic-cooperation deals.

The negotiations to end the Iran war have, instead, been added to the joint portfolio of Steve Witkoff, Trump's special Middle East envoy and real-estate friend, and Jared Kushner, the president's son-in-law, who holds no official administration role. The pair's track record as international peacemakers is mixed. They helped secure a deal for Gaza but have failed to end the war in Ukraine. They have said little publicly about the Iran discussions; the negotiations have been all the more opaque because Witkoff and Kushner, unlike secretaries of state, don't take any reporters on their travels and rarely hold press conferences to update the public.

Read: The end of diplomacy

Their Iranian counterparts, meanwhile, are skeptical that the envoys are genuine in their quest for peace, people familiar with the Iranians' thinking told us. During previous rounds of negotiations, Trump has twice ordered missile launches and has repeatedly threatened more. Earlier this week, the U.S. fired missiles at targets in southern Iran, citing the need for self-defense, which Iran said showed "bad faith and unreliability."

Trump has long been the master of asserting his own reality; he simply declares something a win, and his faithful supporters follow along. That approach is about to be tested anew. So far in this war, polls show that Americans are broadly unhappy with Trump's decision making, which has led to economic pain at home. The price of gas has soared, with visible, meaningful reminders posted on the service-station signs that dot roads and highways across America.

If a deal comes together, Trump will likely claim victory--he already has a few times--but that would be a dubious assertion. The hard-liners in Iran have been emboldened, and, even if the Strait of Hormuz reopens, Tehran has shown it can effectively close it in the future. At a minimum, the regime has a greater understanding of the economic weapon it wields. That gives Iran leverage even as Trump claims that any nuclear deal he will strike will be tougher than the Obama administration's 2015 agreement. "I didn't do this to get a crummy agreement," Trump told reporters at the Cabinet meeting.

The 2015 deal did not end the hostility between Washington and Tehran. But Obama-administration officials hoped that resolving their most consequential dispute would halt the cycle of escalation that had repeatedly brought the two countries to the brink. The deal, in some ways, was also a way to avoid a war with unpredictable geopolitical consequences. Trump didn't act with the same caution--and may now be wishing he had.
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The Largest Undocumented Disparity in Maternal Health

Gestational-diabetes rates are high among Asian American populations, and Chinese Americans may be particularly at risk.

by Katherine J. Wu

Wed, 27 May 2026




For the past few years, George King, the director of research at Boston's Joslin Diabetes Center, has been following a medical mystery that has flown under the public-health radar--even, he told me, among most other diabetes experts. He and his colleagues have been alarmed by the skyrocketing rates of gestational diabetes they've seen among Chinese American populations, which mirror a similar phenomenon in mainland China and Taiwan.



For years, gestational diabetes has been ticking upward in people of Asian descent--both in countries in Asia and in highly multicultural nations such as the United States. In general, those rises have tracked with increases in type 2 diabetes, a condition with similar risk factors. But "one group is an outlier," King said. In recent years, gestational diabetes has climbed among people of Chinese descent at a rate that appears to outpace the rise in diabetes in that population, and "no one seems to know why," he said.



The data supporting this discrepancy are still just emerging, King and his colleagues told me, and they hope to collect more of the evidence themselves. By this fall, they plan to apply for federal funding to study an intervention they'd like to test in the greater Boston area to reduce rates of gestational diabetes among Asian Americans more broadly. If, along the way, they collect evidence that helps crack the mystery of whether Chinese Americans are at particularly high risk, that information could help clarify risk factors about gestational diabetes in general or sharpen their intervention further--perhaps allowing them to tailor it even better to some of the communities that need the most help.



Gestational diabetes is most simply understood as a form of type 2 diabetes that first crops up during pregnancy. "Pregnancy is a pressure test for your body," Tam Nguyen, a chronic-disease researcher at Boston College, told me--and it can catalyze health issues that might not have plagued people otherwise. Roughly half of people with gestational diabetes will go on to develop type 2 diabetes; the child, too, ends up at higher risk of metabolic issues.



Asian Americans develop gestational diabetes at notably high rates, but even among communities of Asian descent, that risk is little known, experts told me. "I think it's totally invisible," perhaps in part because people in those communities tend to develop diabetes at lower BMIs than white populations do, Nguyen said. Compared with other racial and ethnic populations, many people of Asian heritage tend to have less lean-muscle mass and carry more fat centrally, around their vital organs--a type of fat linked to many metabolic issues. That tricky combination leaves many cases undiagnosed early on and many individuals unaware of their own elevated risk.



That can be especially dangerous during pregnancy: Left unmanaged, gestational diabetes ups the chances of preeclampsia, premature birth, high birth weight, and stillbirth. At a meeting at Joslin earlier this month that I attended, Atif Adam, a research fellow at the center, described gestational diabetes among Asian American populations as "the largest undocumented disparity in maternal health."



Experts on this population have also long recognized that the umbrella of "Asian" encompasses many different groups with different genetics, physiologies, lifestyles, and cultural preferences--and, as a result, different vulnerabilities to disease, including gestational diabetes. South and Southeast Asians, for instance, tend to develop the condition at particularly high rates. The data on where people of Chinese descent may fall on this broad spectrum are a bit mixed, but King and Adam told me that at least a handful of recent reports--especially out of China and nearby Taiwan--suggest that rates of gestational diabetes in this population have risen markedly over time. And the pattern of growth, Adam said, "seems to be different from other ethnicities."



The exact reason for the rise has eluded researchers, though they've raised plenty of possibilities. In China, for instance, some experts think that at least part of the explanation is the implementation of the two-child policy, which bumped up the average maternal age at birth--a key risk factor for gestational diabetes. But that can't account for comparable rises in nations that haven't adopted such policies; average maternal age has also risen in countries around the world without tugging up gestational diabetes in the same way. King, for one, suspects that nutrition may be playing a particularly big role in Chinese communities, where Westernized menu items have made up a big part of the diet in recent years, including in China. Nguyen, though, said she thinks that researchers studying any emerging trends in gestational diabetes among Asian populations have to consider several variables at once. Subtle factors such as toxin exposure and the composition of the gut microbiome could contribute; so, too, could social stressors such as racism. (One recent study suggested, for instance, that the intense anti-Asian sentiment connected to COVID-19, which President Trump described as being caused by the "China virus," could help explain recent rises in gestational diabetes among Asian groups, including people of Chinese descent.)



Nailing down this trend and any reasons for it won't be easy. Researchers don't consistently disaggregate "Asian" populations into the many possible subgroups, and even when they do, different researchers have different approaches to categorizing people. That makes it challenging to tease apart problems that might be plaguing specific communities. And although several of the Boston-based researchers I spoke with are collecting some of their own population-specific evidence from local health centers, they aren't sure when data collection might improve more generally. A few years ago, the state of Massachusetts announced that it would begin collecting more detailed demographic data on racial and ethnic groups, including within the Asian community. But the implementation of that plan has been slow, and some locals have expressed discomfort with the idea of submitting more identifying information, Nguyen said. On the national scale, the U.S.'s National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey, a vital source of data on diabetes, has been purposefully oversampling Asian Americans since 2011, which has allowed researchers to dig deeper into trends in specific subpopulations. But last fall, the Trump administration fired core staff from the CDC division that runs the survey, leaving its future uncertain.



Even without more definitive data, Adam said, he and his colleagues are eager to design an intervention that could help any Asian group lower its gestational-diabetes risk, or better manage the condition once it arises. In broad strokes, the advice would mirror what the general population is told in the U.S. about avoiding and dealing with the condition: Eat well, exercise, avoid excessive weight gain. But it would be delivered more consistently, across health-care settings, and would be better tailored to certain groups' cultural preferences. For many families deeply embedded in Asian food culture, "it's difficult to be told to reduce white-rice intake," Nguyen pointed out; some people might also benefit from a discussion about incorporating familiar types of physical activity, such as walking and tai chi, into their routine, rather than vaguer cautions to work out more.



In the meantime, the researchers will keep observing what trends they can, to see whether certain Asian subgroups might warrant special attention. They feel confident that they know enough about what works and how to deliver it to make some impact. But any specific vulnerabilities are still worth narrowing in on, so that no vulnerable community risks being lost to an aggregated trend.
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The Phrase I Texted My Kids 133 Times

And all the things it didn't say

by Russell Shaw

Tue, 26 May 2026




Too loud.

Too loud. 

Too loud. 

If you were to scroll through my archive of texts with my children--from the start of the coronavirus pandemic, in 2020, to the end of last year--you would find that I sent 133 of these messages.

I discovered this a few weeks ago, sitting alone on the couch in my living room, when, on a whim, I searched for the phrase on my phone. My youngest daughter, age 19, has been the most frequent recipient of the text, though each of my three children appears in the archive. Typically, I sent these messages between 10 p.m. and 2 a.m. The backstory to each, I'm sure, was relatively consistent: I was in bed, thinking about my schedule for the next day--a board meeting, a difficult conversation I needed to have--when from downstairs came the noise. Shrieks of laughter. Trash talk escalating over a video game. A heated debate about a book or a TV show or a person, infused with teenagers' fierce intensity. Or perhaps it was someone deciding at 11 p.m. that they would absolutely die without a McFlurry, kicking off a negotiation over who should place the DoorDash order.

In every instance, it was the same routine: I picked up my phone. I typed two words. I put the phone back down.

About 80 percent of the time, the message really did say just that: Too loud. Sometimes, depending on my mood, I would write a little more: Too loud. Love you, good night. Or, when I was feeling more like a school administrator than a father: Too loud. Shouldn't you be working right now? Occasionally, someone would text back: Sorry. More often, the signals that the message had been received were subtler--a brief dip in the noise, maybe half an hour of relative quiet. Then the laughter would find its way back up the stairs. And I'd text again.

Read: In praise of 'difficult' kids

Read one way, the archive is exactly what it looks like: evidence of a dad who wanted to sleep and couldn't, a catalog of minor annoyances sent into the dark and mostly ignored. Only in hindsight have I realized that I had been keeping a record of the years my house was full.

The messages captured so many scenes: my youngest daughter and her friends in the dining room, doing homework, waiting for their food to arrive, making one another laugh over nothing in particular; my son, the eldest, and a couple of his friends, watching basketball and losing their minds over a last-second shot that sent a game into overtime; my middle daughter, often with a coed crew, playing a board game or debating The Secret History or doing that thing that teenagers do where they reconstruct a shared experience they all participated in and still can't quite believe happened.

My wife and I wanted them there. We loved the idea, and the reality, of a house full of kids. So we kept the pantry stocked with food they liked. Many of our children's friends had keys to our front door. Some days, I would come home from work to find teenagers in the living room--without any of my own children present. "Where's my daughter?" I might ask. "She's still at school; she'll be here soon," the kids might say. It didn't feel strange. It felt right.

My children knew, I think, that the Too loud texts were not quite what they appeared to be--that, yes, I was saying Keep it down, but what I meant was closer to I know you're there; I'm glad you're here. This was never spoken between us. I never thought to say it out loud. Instead, I kept stocking the pantry. Parental presence doesn't always look the same, and isn't typically announced. Sometimes it's just a house that says Please come in, no questions asked.

Read: Lighthouse parents have more confident kids

It turns out that research can help explain what my wife and I were doing. Homes in which parents are emotionally present without being controlling tend to draw teenagers in rather than push them out. The kids wind up confiding in their parents more. They bring more of their real lives home. The noise they make isn't incidental--it's evidence of the fact that they have chosen to be there.

To be clear, none of this was in my head when I was texting Too loud at 11:30 p.m., annoyed and half-asleep. I am not that thoughtful a parent. I'm not sure any of us are, in the moment. But never once did I think to myself, I wish they were at someone else's house. I also know that not every parent has space for this, literally or otherwise. Some kids live in small apartments, or they have parents with night-shift jobs, or parents whose constitutions don't do well with chaos. (Parents can, of course, show up for their kids in many ways other than keeping an open house.)

The last text I sent was dated January, during winter break. My two younger kids, who are still in college, were home, catching up with their high-school friends, doing the things that college students do: comparing notes on roommates, dorm food, and work loads; being teenagers again for a few weeks before going back to the place where they are trying to become adults. I was working by then--winter break for college students runs longer than it does for school heads--and was lying awake, thinking about the next day. I heard the noise from downstairs. I picked up my phone.

Too loud.

I didn't know it would be the last one. You never do.

What I know now is that so much was ending at once that I couldn't see any of it clearly. Next month I will step down as head of the school I have led for 16 years, ending a role that has become, over time, part of the architecture of my daily life. My wife has already moved to Colorado to begin her new job. The house that has spent years accumulating noise--a cacophony of laughter and debates and late-night snacking--will still be here. But the sounds that filled it have already moved out.

Read: When helicopter parents touch down--at college

Nearly all of those kids causing a ruckus on our first floor this past winter were students at my school. Over the years, out of all of the children it had been my duty to look after, a decent number had found their way to my living room, my pantry, my Friday-night Shabbat table. Leaving the job and leaving the house are different losses, but they are related ones. Both ask me to let go of roles that have become a part of my identity.

I've spent much of my career telling parents that their job, ultimately, is to make themselves less necessary to their kids--that growing up is supposed to look like this: children pulling away, needing you differently, building lives that don't require your constant presence. It's sound advice. I've given it for 30 years. I'm still learning how to take it.

Now I get into bed before 10 p.m. most nights. The house is quiet. Our dog leaps up beside me, which I'm grateful for. I pick up a book and read and feel something I can't quite name. Grief, maybe. But mostly a spaciousness where the noise used to be.

I don't think I'd change a thing about the way things were--not the sleep I lost, not the half-hour reprieves that never lasted. Actually, I would change this: I would have known, while it was happening, what I was in the middle of. I would have known that every time I typed Too loud I was also saying Don't go anywhere yet. But for most parents, that's probably not how any of this works. You don't know you're in the good years until you're standing in the quiet they left behind.
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Why Iran's Leaders Think They've Won

An interim deal promises to meet a lot of Iranian demands, but it won't solve the problems of peace.

by Arash Azizi

Wed, 27 May 2026




An interim agreement to end the U.S. and Israeli war against Iran looks likely, and it may very well find Donald Trump acceding to Iranian demands he has long resisted. Many in the Iranian regime are feeling triumphant, and understandably so, despite the exchange of some strikes in the Persian Gulf this week. But an end to the war will leave the Islamic Republic with a host of unsolved problems.

The deal is expected to open the Strait of Hormuz, lifting the blockades imposed by both Iran and the United States. But it may also include language asserting that sovereignty over the waterway is to be shared among Iran, Oman, and other countries in the region, a political consultant close to the Iranian side who is not authorized to speak about the negotiations publicly, told me. Iran won't get away with charging passing ships a toll per se, but it may be permitted to levy an environmental-protection fee and split the proceeds with Oman and perhaps other regional countries. The source also said that a portion of Iran's billions of dollars in frozen assets may be released.

The initial deal is to be followed by talks on the war's supposed casus belli, Iran's nuclear program. On that, too, Trump has publicly signaled a significant concession. The president has said that he might accept a commitment to dilute Iran's highly enriched uranium inside the country, as opposed to shipping it outside. (The consultant in Tehran told me two weeks ago that the United States had budged on this issue--Trump may now be making public what he had already agreed to privately.)

These are not unreasonable parameters for a compromise between the two countries. But if accurately conveyed, they are also a triumph for the Islamic Republic. The regime will not only have survived a major military onslaught from the U.S. and Israel but emerge with a deal better than any on offer before the war. No matter what happens, the Islamic Republic will not have an easy time reigning over its exhausted populace and rebuilding its economy and infrastructure. But its officials reportedly feel that Iran has won the war, or at least not lost it.

Read: Why Trump keeps getting rolled in negotiations

The security elites currently leading the country appear to have prevailed over the ultra-hard-liners, who coalesced around the conservative politician Saeed Jalili to oppose diplomacy with the United States. Mohammad Baqer Qalibaf, the leader of the Iranian negotiating team, was this week overwhelmingly reelected as speaker of Parliament. The anti-deal faction had hoped to remove him, and tried to delay the vote, but ultimately failed. According to an Iranian news outlet, Jalili has been so sidelined that he no longer attends the national-security-council meetings. (His team has denied this claim.)

As the regime finds some breathing space through its diplomacy with the U.S., it might well ease up on some of its most draconian wartime measures. Since January, when it killed tens of thousands of Iranian protesters in cold blood, the regime has blocked the internet. But the reformist President Masoud Pezeshkian said this week that the internet will be reopened soon, and he appears to have made a bureaucratic end run around a pro-censorship body dominated by hard-liners in order to enact this policy. On Wednesday, millions of Iranians reconnected to the internet.

None of this suggests that the regime is softening, however. It continues to prosecute dissidents and rough up political prisoners, dozens of whom have been executed in recent weeks on flimsy grounds. Four protesters arrested in 2022 were sentenced to death this week.

Iran's foreign-policy stance does not appear to be moderating, either. Almost three months after he was appointed as supreme leader, Mojtaba Khamenei has still not been seen publicly, nor has he released a single video or audio recording. He also hasn't used his wide-ranging constitutional powers to dismiss or appoint new officials--not even to fill vacancies, such as for the military's chief of general staff, or for his office's representatives on the security bodies. But in one message, published online and read on state television, Mojtaba warned neighboring countries that Iran would continue to target U.S. bases on their soil. He also reaffirmed the regime's eliminationist stance toward Israel: "The precarious Zionist regime, this cancerous tumor called Israel, has neared the end of its heinous life," he wrote. He repeated a 2015 boast by his father that Israel would be destroyed by 2040.

Read: Trump's endgame is surrender

But professing hatred for the U.S. and Israel won't solve Iran's problems. Neither will the interim agreement to end the war, even if it is as favorable to Iran as my sources project. Iran was apparently unable to secure a provision to end Israel's war on Hezbollah; instead, Israel has engaged in direct talks with Lebanon, much to Tehran's chagrin. And to get the sanctions relief that it will need to reconstruct its economy, Iran still has to come to a nuclear agreement with the U.S. Meanwhile, Iran has further alienated its Arab neighbors by attacking them, and Israel will not rest easy alongside an adversary committed to its destruction.

The Islamic Republic's leaders may soon learn that the problems of peace are the hardest to solve.
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The Pope Doubles Down on the Beautiful Struggle

Leo XIV's encyclical about artificial intelligence makes a strong argument in favor of human fallibility.

by Gal Beckerman

Wed, 27 May 2026




Does the pope have an editor? If I could presume to take on this role for a second, then I might have one little note for Leo XIV after reading his new encyclical about artificial intelligence: Great stuff, but lose the Tower of Babel. It's a tired cliche. Most of us have already been told that those who would seek to be like God will see their ambitions crash to the ground. And in this instance, the lesson has a limited audience. Sam Altman, Elon Musk, and the rest of the tower builders should have an image of the tower tattooed on their chest. But the rest of us, who mostly suffer the fallout from those godlike men and their aspirations, are just trying to get through our days.

Fortunately, Leo's encyclical, Magnifica Humanitas (or "Magnificent Humanity"), is much more than a slap at Silicon Valley. The pope does two very useful things in his screed: He identifies the threat of AI as a form of dehumanization, and then he asserts, with passion and clear eyes, what is actually worth saving about being human. This second part of the argument is often left vague--or left out--when people talk about the threat of AI. Many people feel uncomfortable with a technology that seems to be squeezing some essential-feeling elements, like thinking, out of our lives, but then don't spend a lot of time trying to articulate what is being lost.

The ideology of Silicon Valley is one of inevitability: History is moving, with Hegelian determinism, in one direction--toward superintelligent machines--and anyone who questions or worries about what this means is made to feel like they are waving their hands in the path of a freight train. I've had so many conversations with proselytizers that end with, Well, it's coming, so you better get used to it. What Leo does is push back against the inevitability.

He chose to release his encyclical on the anniversary of a previous Pope Leo's treatise, in 1891, which looked at the ways industrialization was flattening human beings. The current pope clearly wants to draw connections among various forms of dehumanization, based on more than a century's worth of new evidence, AI being only the latest assailant. These analogies, comparing the crushing weight of factory work or the inhumanity of totalitarianism to Silicon Valley's handwork, might seem disheartening (and even a little overwrought to some). But Leo's point is that people have always found ways to resist. They have advocated for laws to protect workers, demanded human- and civil-rights laws, chosen not to surrender. He is arguing against passivity. "Most people are watching and waiting, observing from afar and merely hoping for the best," the pope writes. But the stakes as he's describing them demand much more. He lists questions that "can no longer be avoided: Where are we going? Toward what goal do we wish to orient ourselves? What direction should we choose as a people and as a human community?"

First, he suggests, we need to appreciate what it means to be human, to know what we're defending. I wondered if the pope would offer anything more than the simple Christian response that God's presence resides in all of us. This would seem to make the case a fairly straightforward one. If we are each reflections of an ultimate divine entity, then it seems obvious why we should care to preserve what is small and fallible and slow about us. In spite of those weaknesses, God is in us, and therefore we should not mess with something that has that spark. We should protect our fallibility because it is part of an infallible order.

Read: The coming humanist renaissance

This is an element of Leo's argument, of course--he is, after all, head of the Catholic Church--but he also makes clear that humanity, as he describes it, should be exalted because of its "woundedness" just as much as its "grandeur." Our limitations are the key to understanding what makes humans special. "We must remember that humanity flourishes not despite limitations, but often through them," he writes. You don't even need to believe in God to appreciate that our uniqueness derives from the friction produced by our "vulnerability, suffering and failure." To smooth out this roughness would be to get rid of what is most essential about us. Along those lines, this is maybe my favorite passage from the encyclical:

To eliminate suffering entirely would mean, in the end, extinguishing love and desire as well. Those who love and desire cannot avoid passing through trial and suffering; and over the years, we carry within us lessons that leave their mark like scars, the memories of a journey shaped by freedom and failure, dreams and disappointments. It is only thanks to the interplay of these elements that the wonders of the soul occur within us, allowing us to sense the richness of our humanity. To renounce this adventure, both tragic and splendid, in the name of a presumed transcendence of all limits, could mean many things, but it would no longer be human.


I am not a Christian, and really not much of a believer at all, but this articulates so well what I feel AI is taking from us. What makes a human life valuable is struggle. The things we achieve, the love, the give-and-take of families and communities--all of it involves effort. What AI is offering to do is remove struggle and effort. You could argue, and many do, that it will help improve our quality of life in many realms--if it finds new lifesaving drugs more quickly, for example. But the pope's point is that no more than a small handful of people have control over how and where to apply AI. And they are letting the value of efficiency trump everything else. Dehumanization is what follows. And the only way to resist it is by exalting in our limitations, in our struggles, as a good thing.

I will always prefer reading a novel written by a human precisely because I know the limitations placed on a human brain. The opportunity to commune with such a brain, one that has pushed against those boundaries to create Middlemarch, is a thousand times more fulfilling than reading what a purportedly boundless machine has produced. The same could be said for any number of other areas of life--dating, traveling, working--in which the friction is what produces meaning. "For an algorithm, an error is a flaw to be corrected," Leo writes; "for a person, however, an error can be a catalyst for profound change."

Read: Pope Leo's unsettling vision of the future

Does it take a pope to say this? Of course not. But it matters that he did. People think of him as a moral counterweight to the political leaders who are full of promises yet short on guidance. What I took from Leo's words though had nothing to do with good and evil or the state of my soul or Christ's example. I thought about the pursuit of beauty, which is the closest I have to a faith. What I value most about being human is the infinite ways we have to make meaning for ourselves. This might be the culture we create or the cities we build or the stories we tell our children at night. All of it results from confronting our human condition with what we have at hand. If that goes away, if instead the machines, which have never had to put any effort into anything, are the ones developing our world, what will happen to beauty? (The pope, notably, couldn't resist naming some earthly art that was meaningful to him: "Beethoven's Ninth Symphony can be seen as a desire for unity; Guernica as a denunciation of dehumanization; Schindler's List as a call not to consign the past to oblivion.")

In addition to the Tower of Babel, Leo cites another biblical touchstone in his encyclical. As his editor, I would keep this one. It's from the Book of Nehemiah. In it, the prophet decides to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem, which was destroyed by the Babylonians. The pope calls out the fact that the rebuilding was a group effort, a human effort. I read the episode, and it's essentially an exhaustive list of the artisans and famous local families and priests who all lend a hand. There is no magic, no divine involvement, really--just lots of people sweating together and moving stones. How satisfying it must have been to complete the task, to know they did it themselves. "So we built the wall," Nehemiah writes. "For the people had a mind to work."
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The Pope Grasps the Limits of AI

The Vatican's encyclical is actually about what technology can never do.

by Elizabeth Bruenig

Wed, 27 May 2026




After the Lord sent a great flood to rid the world of evil, people gathered in Babylonia and began baking bricks--a recent advancement. In those days all humans spoke the same language, and they used those bricks to build a tower that embodied their limitless ambitions. And so the Lord imposed a panoply of tongues, thereby deterring the creation of any new technology that might aspire to divine power and glory.

The Lord may have delayed such technologies, but he didn't preempt them entirely. The Vatican's recently released 250-page encyclical letter, Magnifica Humanitas--"magnificant humanity"--has been hailed as the first official Catholic document to wrestle with AI. But rather than deal strictly with its hazards, the letter, signed by Pope Leo XIV, has two overarching purposes: first, to defend humanity against those who have grown jaded about our shared nature and existence, and second, to warn society about the threats posed by the temptation to outsource human capabilities to computers. Championing not just human magnificence but human imperfection is a radical turn. The pope's insight that much of our beauty arises from limitation rather than limitlessness is a crucial intervention in the age of AI.

Magnifica Humanitas is not a Luddite document. Rather, it follows in a long tradition of Christian critiques of dazzling technologies that nevertheless smuggle in dangerous risks. The Industrial Revolution, for example, greatly increased productivity but also catalyzed a new form of exploitation for the profit of a handful of capitalists--prompting William Blake to wonder, in his 1804 poem "Jerusalem," whether the light of God had ever shone among "these dark satanic mills."

Francis X. Rocca: Pope Leo's unsettling vision of the AI future

AI raises similar questions. One of the pope's most surprising arguments is his insistence that humanity is fundamentally good--not in spite of, but because of the things that make us unlike machines. "Finitude, when truly accepted, does not diminish us but opens us to recognizing the face of God and others," he writes. "Indeed, precisely because we experience limits--vulnerability, suffering and failure--we can recognize the inviolable dignity of every person, both our own and that of others." He worries about any willingness to allow the human powers of reason, creativity, compassion, and care for fellow people to be usurped by machines.

This concern arrives at a moment when any faith in human goodness, judgment, and ingenuity seems to be under assault. Some of the loudest voices in Silicon Valley sound conflicted as to whether humans have anything of value to offer at all. Last year Peter Thiel, the billionaire venture capitalist, hesitated in a New York Times interview to answer the question of whether humanity ought to survive. He and other members of the tech-investor class have instead suggested that humans might be better off if we outsource more of our imperfect decision making--moral and otherwise--to superintelligent AI.

Their perspective tends to dismiss human limitations as liabilities, despite the fact that it is human imperfection that inspires compassion and reflection, and that lends great art its beauty. The literature created by AI is dull and devoid of any real poignance. (A chatbot might mimic Dostoevsky's prose style, for instance, but it cannot see, as he did, how sin casts goodness in heartbreaking relief.) Perfection is inhuman, and pretensions to it are both doomed and misbegotten.

Such pretensions to perfection are partly what make AI dangerous. Pope Leo points out that the creators and users of AI are already allowing the technology to make moral decisions--such as by using algorithms to figure out who to hire, whether to fund surgeries, or where to target bombs. This withers people's capacity to think through these problems on their own, and perhaps more worryingly places the ability to broadly influence these choices in the hands of those who train and control AI technologies. This means that the moral philosophies of tech gurus will steadily guide the moral decisions of ever more people as these technologies gain wider purchase in society.

The pope has not issued a decree to dispense with AI, nor a definitive ruling on whether it is good or evil. In fact, the document doesn't consider AI particularly special, though its specific risks are novel and serious. Instead, the pope positions the technology as merely one in a long lineage of such technologies, dating from the Tower of Babel, which promise power and glory at the expense of human uniqueness. Homogeneity, efficiency, and productivity are not what human life is about: Our calling isn't to operate like computers, but to do exactly what computers cannot, which is to love.
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The Gas-Tax Reckoning

Pausing it would be a lose-lose proposition.

by Henry Grabar

Wed, 27 May 2026




In February, the average price of gas was less than $3 a gallon. Today it's nearly $4.50. Since the start of the Iran war, Americans have spent an extra $39 billion filling the tank.

As summer travel season arrives, Congress is considering suspending the 18.4-cent-per-gallon federal gas tax, which largely funds the nation's highway and transit capital spending, for the first time ever. Democratic Senators Mark Kelly and Richard Blumenthal proposed a "gas-tax holiday" in March; Republican Senator Josh Hawley introduced a bill to suspend the tax. Donald Trump has urged doing so. GOP Senator Mike Lee--who, as recently as 2022, said that letting Joe Biden pause the gas tax would be "treacherous" and "wrong"--wrote on X that it might as well be abolished altogether. Graham Platner, the Democratic U.S. Senate candidate from Maine, has proposed the same.

A pause is unlikely to happen: Several key senators are opposed. That it is being considered at all is a sign of the gas tax's zombie status, not yet dead but not really alive. "It's not as important as it used to be in any dimension," Severin Borenstein, a professor of public policy at UC Berkeley's Haas School of Business, told me. Pausing the tax is a lose-lose proposition: It won't do much to bring down the price at the pump--but it will accelerate a crisis of infrastructure funding that no one wants to solve.

Ian Bogost: The romance of the gas-station sign

It's a miracle the United States has a gas tax at all. Since its introduction nearly a century ago, the levy has been derided by the oil industry, the auto industry, AAA, trucking and manufacturing interests, and coalitions of governors. And yet, hidden from consumers at the pump, it has endured as the main way Washington sends road money to the states. Gas and diesel taxes contribute 83 percent of the approximately $64 billion that the Highway Trust Fund distributes every year.

Lately, however, the gas tax has been less effective. For one thing, the fee, which has not been raised since 1993, is too low to meaningfully discourage gas consumption. Gas prices exhibit what economists call low elasticity--meaning demand doesn't change much when prices fluctuate--because most Americans can't just stop driving. They will be going to work in their car whether gas is $4.50 or $4.32. For discretionary travel such as summer vacations, gas usually represents a small share of expenses, and few people shape their travel plans around small changes in price.

Many peer countries including Canada, Norway, and Australia have reduced or paused their fuel taxes this spring to give drivers a break. But they have the advantage of starting from a higher baseline. Canada's gas tax is about 37 Canadian cents a gallon. Australia's is nearly $2 (in Australian dollars). With more wiggle room, these countries can drop the price at the pump more significantly when oil prices spike--and still hold on to some revenue.

For the same reason the gas tax doesn't shift behavior, it has become insufficient to cover the federal outlay for highways and mass transit. Three decades of inflation, two decades of fuel-efficiency gains, and one decade of electric vehicles have sent tax revenue's purchasing power to its lowest point in more than 40 years. That means that Congress has grown accustomed to backfilling the Highway Trust Fund every few years--accepting the obsolescence of the gas tax rather than bringing it up to speed. With politicians hacking away at taxes on overtime, tips, property, and anything else they can see, the national mood could hardly be less conducive to hiking the gas tax. Last week, voters in Oregon rejected a state gas-tax hike to pay for infrastructure by the astounding margin of 83 to 17.

A decade from now, the collective shortfall for the fund's accounts is projected to rise to $294 billion. As a result, holiday or no holiday, Congress is trying to come up with some sort of replacement, exploring a tax on vehicle miles traveled or federal registration fees on electric cars. A new House bill intended to address this problem proposes an annual charge to EV owners starting at $130, nearly twice as high as the average driver's gas-tax burden. If that seems like the wrong incentive, it's of a piece with the GOP quest to crush Democratic policies that encourage fuel efficiency.

The faltering trust fund will have huge implications for infrastructure spending over the next few years if Congress doesn't come up with a solution. State leaders will have to make difficult choices between highway repair and expansion. Roads and transit that are automatically funded by gas, diesel, and tire taxes today will have to compete more and more with other spending priorities for general-fund revenue during budgeting.

That might not be such a bad outcome. Liberals have often viewed the gas tax as a small but significant force for good, a building block of the elusive carbon tax that encourages sustainable practices and holds people accountable for their wasteful habits, such as driving an F-150 40 miles to an office job each day. Long periods of high gas prices (of which the tax is a small piece) do seem to produce higher transit ridership, a shift to more fuel-efficient or electric vehicles, and more cautious choices about living far from work and amenities.

A 2025 paper by the urban planners Adam Millard-Ball and Erick Guerra, however, argues that the gas tax has not been such a friend of the environment, because it has dedicated so much money to highway expansion without any political trade-offs. Millard-Ball and Guerra estimate that about 40 percent of the 89,000 new urban-highway-lane miles built from 1981 to 2021 were funded by the gas tax, increasing urban-highway travel by 153 billion vehicle miles a year.

David Frum: Why Trump didn't predict the gas-price spike

"The U.S. is unusual in having a gas tax that is legally dedicated to transportation," Millard-Ball told me. "Most other countries, they have gas taxes, but it goes into a general fund and pays for schools, health care, and all the other functions of government." If transportation had to pay its own way, he suggested, we might choose our projects more carefully. We'd focus more on road repair than expansion, and more on transit projects that pass cost-benefit analysis than those that please elected officials.

As a "Pigouvian" tax aimed at discouraging behavior, the gas tax has a poorly tuned relationship to the externalities of driving, which include not just greenhouse-gas emissions but also local pollution, crashes, and congestion. "Driving in Manhattan at 8 a.m. has way worse impacts than driving in the middle of the night in North Dakota," Millard-Ball said. The gas tax treats both miles equally.

But more important, its designation for construction spending may undermine this power entirely, creating more and not less demand for gas. The gas tax is the silent force behind the ever-larger highway network that has reshaped our society in favor of driving everywhere, always. No wonder people get fed up when gas prices rise.
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The Great Depopulation

Why is the birth rate declining in every country on Earth?

by Derek Thompson

Tue, 26 May 2026




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

Why has the number of births declined everywhere, all at once?

Some blame technology, particularly smartphones and social media. Others blame a kind of 21st-century weltschmerz--a sadness about the state of the world and our uncertain future in it. A long essay in The New York Times by Anna Louie Sussman, titled "Why So Few Babies? We Might Have Overlooked the Biggest Reason of All," argues that today's generation is too anxious about the future to make the irreversible commitment of having a child.

So who is right? Is this about phones and technology, or is it a reflection of modern anxiety about the world? Or, perhaps, both?

Birth rates have been declining in developed countries for a long time, as child mortality has declined, as women's education has increased, as female labor-force participation has soared, as contraception use has proliferated, and as modern notions of feminism have empowered women to take more control over their bodies and their economic futures. And birth rates have continued to decline as smartphone usage has surged, as housing prices have increased, as time spent at home on the internet has grown, and as socialization and coupling have declined.

The decline is accelerating faster than almost anybody predicted. As John Burn-Murdoch recently observed in the Financial Times, United Nations demographers predicted that there would be 350,000 births in South Korea in 2023; the real figure came in at 230,000. The total fertility rate has fallen below the replacement level of 2.1 births per woman in almost every country in North America, South America, Europe, and southern and eastern Asia.

"Only two things are important right now in life: fertility and deep learning," the University of Pennsylvania economist Jesus Fernandez-Villaverde said at the conclusion of a recent lecture. "Everything else is noise. Once you start thinking about these, it's hard to start thinking about anything else." I recently spoke with Fernandez-Villaverde about why the birth rate is dropping, why it matters, and just how steep the decline is likely to get.

This interview has been condensed and lightly edited for clarity.

Derek Thompson: Why is fertility important?

Jesus Fernandez-Villaverde: The number of children born today will determine how our society will look in 30 to 40 years. The year 2023 was a unique year in the history of humanity, because it's the first time our total fertility rate as a planet fell below replacement rate. That has never happened before in 200,000 years. That means the world population will peak in another 30 years or so if the trend continues.

Thompson: Tell me what replacement level means and what total fertility rate means.

Fernandez-Villaverde: Imagine you have a population of 1 million people. How many children need to be born for that population to be constant at 1 million in the long run? It turns out that for every woman in that population, you need 2.1 kids.

Why 2.1 and not 2.0? Two reasons. First, there are a little more boys born than girls, around 105 boys for every 100 girls, if you don't do anything like selective abortions. Second, not all girls who are born will move on to become mothers themselves. They will die of accidents or other reasons before they enter their fertile ages. So you need every woman to have 2.1 kids on average to keep population constant. That's the replacement rate.

The total fertility rate is an estimate of how many children women will have in a given population. When we look at the U.S. right now, the fertility rate is around 1.57. That means the average American woman is having 1.57 kids. Because the replacement rate is 2.1, a way to think about it is that we have a shortfall of slightly over 0.5 kids. There is a subtlety I want the audience to understand. The total fertility rate is an estimate. It's slightly different from what we call "completed fertility." Completed fertility is when I go back to women who are already 50 years old and see how many kids they actually had. The problem with completed fertility, which is what we really care about in the very long run, is that by definition it takes decades before we can compute it. So if we are going to make any forecast about the future, we cannot rely on completed fertility.

Marc Novicoff: The fertility crisis isn't as bad as you've heard--it's worse

Thompson: Given your educated estimate, what is the decade when the global population will start its structural decline?

Fernandez-Villaverde: At this moment, I would say 2055. In 2055, the world population will start going down.

Thompson: If you go back to the 1960s and 1970s, it was common for public intellectuals to predict that the global population would rise and rise until the environment buckled and we suffered ecological disaster and widespread famine that wiped out billions of human souls. That has not happened. Global fertility has declined significantly. It's falling faster than practically anybody predicted, certainly folks like Paul Ehrlich, author of the infamous book The Population Bomb. Why do you think these so-called experts were both so confident and so wrong?

Fernandez-Villaverde: The wording of your question already tells you a lot about the answer, because you used the word public intellectuals. You didn't use the word demographers.

I'm a professor at Penn, and we have--sorry to brag--what I think is one of the best demographics groups in the world. Had you gone to our population study center in 1968 or 1969 and asked professional demographers what they thought about Ehrlich's book, they would have probably said, "Eh!" I would argue the book was not very good at the time, and what a lot of the public intellectuals were saying was not really what the best demographers were saying.

Thompson: But your research also seems to disagree strongly with expert demographers today. You've said that you think the United Nations is overestimating the total fertility rate of many countries. Why are today's experts wrong?

Fernandez-Villaverde: The Population Division of the United Nations was created because there was a serious concern that we were having a population bomb. It's very difficult for an institution that has spent 60 years saying we had a population bomb to wake up and say, "There is no population bomb."

In fact, the UN has three scenarios: low fertility, middle fertility, high fertility. My scenario and their low-fertility scenario are on top of each other. It's not that I'm very far away from the UN. We are already fighting about the second decimal. The problem is that these things, even at the second decimal, accumulate over half a century.

Thompson: I think a lot of people believe that falling fertility is mostly a rich-country phenomenon. But you point out that's a misconception. Total fertility rate is lower than that of the U.S. in Mexico, Brazil, Colombia, and Thailand. Why is this happening at a global level?

Fernandez-Villaverde: There are several hypotheses on the table, and I'm going to list them in what I think is their relative importance.

First, there's been a huge change in social norms worldwide. This probably has a lot to do with social media and cellphones. If you're in a country like South Korea, or in many Latin American countries, where household work allocation is very unequal, suddenly a lot of younger women are looking at the world and saying, "Why am I going to be working for my husband 24 hours a day?" Social media has really changed that perception.

Second, we have moved to an economy that is much more service-based. Service-based economies, even in India and Africa, mean people don't work in factories that much anymore, or even in agriculture. They work in shops; they work in offices. Those are jobs much easier for women to have, because they don't depend on physical strength. In Mexico, Brazil, or Colombia, if you are a woman 22 or 23 years old with a decent job in the service sector, and a guy comes to you and tells you, "If we get married, I'm going to be the macho in the home, ruling everything; you are going to work for me all the time, and we are going to have three kids," you tell the guy no.

Third is what I have called the educational arms race. People are staying much longer in school. They are marrying or forming partnerships much later in life. When they are thinking about their kids, they understand they will need to maintain their kids and educate their kids for many, many years. This is particularly true in Asia--in China, Korea, and Japan, where [there is pressure for] your kid to excel in high school and college. Those are the countries with the lowest fertility rates.

The last is housing. In many countries, not in all, housing is at historical heights in relative price. That also limits the ability of families to have more children.

Thompson: Two other issues I want to put on the table. First, contraception. Second, socialization rates in the West and throughout East Asia have gone down. People socialize less, they couple up less. When you put all of this together, having kids has gone from being a necessity or a predestination to a choice.

From the February 2025 issue: The anti-social century

Fernandez-Villaverde: At the very basic level, I fully agree. That's why I already forecast back in 2001 that fertility was going to drop a lot. But if you stopped the Jesus of 2001 and told him Colombia's fertility was 2.8 or 3 then, and asked me where I thought Colombia's fertility would be in 2026, given all these mechanisms, I would have probably said 1.8, 1.7. What the Jesus of 2001 would have been enormously surprised by is that it's not 1.8 or 1.7. It's 1.1.

That's what has surprised me, that we have not gone from seven to two. We have gone down much, much further.

You were mentioning contraception. The U.S. was around 1.9 in 2000. There was lots of contraception in the U.S. in 2000. And in 2000, the U.S. was already a service-based economy. It was already a world where women were empowered, maybe not as much as today, but not very different from today. So why have we gone from the 1.9 of 2000 to the 1.57 of today? That is the mystery.

Thompson: More education for women is good. More freedom for women is good. I'm very pro-access to contraception. So the reasons for the decline of fertility are a mix of, I think, quite clearly good things and arguably bad things. Similarly, the implications of the decline of fertility combine both upsides and downsides. Let's talk about the upsides first.

Fernandez-Villaverde: In a world where population doesn't grow or where population starts going down, we will consume less energy, or the growth of energy consumption will be smaller. That's good for the environment.

Second, it will help us redesign a lot of cities across the world. I'm originally from Madrid, in Spain. A lot of the residential neighborhoods in Madrid are ugly. People don't see those when they come to visit Madrid, but they are really ugly, because in the 1960s and 1970s when population was growing very fast, you had to build these horrible high-rises just to put people under a roof. We are not going to need those ugly high-rises. We can demolish them.

Thompson: What are the downsides?

Fernandez-Villaverde: The obvious thing that comes to mind is Social Security. Everything related to retirement benefits, Social Security payments, the equivalent of Medicare and similar health programs for the elderly across the world, that's going to impose a tremendous amount of cost on the planet. But also you are going to start being forced to close primary schools. The school district here in Philadelphia, where I live, was just forced to announce a couple of weeks ago that they are closing a lot of primary schools because there are no kids. That's a serious disruption for a lot of local communities. You will be forced to close hospitals. You will be forced to close a lot of other public services.

Finally, if fertility really stays at 1 or 1.1 for a long time, I don't think we appreciate how big a change this is. Now I'm going to make a crazy forecast, and I want everyone to understand this is a crazy forecast. Let's suppose Thailand keeps its current fertility rate of 0.8 for 200 years. Thailand right now has 63 million people. At the end of 200 years, it will be around 2 million people.

Thompson: Sorry, 2 million?

Fernandez-Villaverde: Two million. How do you wind down a society of 63 million people into 2 million? When population starts falling a lot, countries may do crazy subsidies for having kids--things can change. Maybe the people who are still having kids tend to have more kids, and they grow as a share of the population. All of those things can happen. I'm just highlighting that these things compound over time. You are going from a society that has 63 million people to a society that has 2 million. It means you need to close 98 percent of the hospitals of the country. It means you need to close 98 percent of the schools of the country.

Thompson: It also seems to me that the politics of immigration become a significant and unavoidable part of sustaining the welfare state, because what do you need to sustain a welfare state? You need taxable income. Where does the income come from? It comes from people. And if you're running out of people, you need to import people, and that's called immigration. But in my experience as someone who lives thousands of miles away from Europe, it seems to me like practically every country that allows immigrants to become a certain share of their population almost always has a populist backlash.

Slashing Social Security creates another backlash. So you find yourself in an environment where there is no long-term popular solution to your political problems. That's what I see as an outsider.

Fernandez-Villaverde: Exactly. Japan right now is around 98 percent ethnically Japanese. If we wanted to keep the population of Japan constant in 200 years through immigration, in 200 years Japan will be 5 percent Japanese and 95 percent non-Japanese. This is not about bringing in a few immigrants. This is about changing your country. That country will not be Japan. You may say, "I'm perfectly fine. I'm not attached to the idea of Japan in the abstract." But I can see a lot of Japanese say, "This is not about being a xenophobe. This is not about being anti-immigrant. This is about not having a country anymore."

In Spain, in addition to Spanish, we have regional languages like Catalan. The problem is Catalonia is getting a lot of immigrants. The immigrants are not Catalan speakers. Their kids may learn Catalan in school, but they don't speak Catalan. Given the current level of immigration, Catalan, I have forecast, is doomed as a language. It will not exist. Some people will always speak it in a small village in the mountains, but as a working language of day-to-day life, Catalan is doomed. If you're a native Catalan speaker, this is existential. So this is not about being anti-immigrant because I'm a nasty guy. This is not about being racist. This is just about saying, "Don't I have a right to my language to still exist?" I'm an immigrant myself, so it's not that I'm against immigration. But like everything, it needs to be within a reasonable degree.

Thompson: You said only two things matter in the world. One is fertility. The other one is deep learning--AI. How do these trends intersect?

Fernandez-Villaverde: They intersect to some degree, but not as much as sometimes people think. If, thanks to artificial intelligence and robotics, a lot of jobs can be done by computers and robots, and that generates a lot of economic growth and that helps us to pay for Social Security, that will make the transition much easier. I'm a bit of a techno-optimist in that sense, and I'm glad this is happening. I think it's going to give us more degrees of freedom to adapt our society.

But coming back to my point before, this is just not about GDP. My wife and I love to go to a small village in England to spend some time on vacation. It's a lovely English village. They recently closed the local pub because of population decline. The problem is the local pub in an English village is not just the place you go for a beer. It's the place where you meet your neighbors. It's the social gathering place of the village. How are you going to substitute that with artificial intelligence?



This article was adapted from a post on Derek Thompson's Substack.
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The Lag Between an Iran Deal and Lower Oil Prices

The flow of oil through the Strait of Hormuz will take time to return to normal.

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

For months, Donald Trump has been desperate for Iran to loosen its grip on the Strait of Hormuz. Now he says it's happening; a deal to reopen the waterway "has been largely negotiated," per a Truth Social post on Saturday. Nothing has been finalized, and details are sparse; the White House claimed that a draft agreement released by Iranian state media today was a "complete fabrication." But even if an agreement does emerge, reestablishing normal ship traffic through the strait will take time--and energy markets won't necessarily be quick to respond.

Getting vessels through the strait isn't simply a matter of telling captains to start their engines. Before they can set sail, they need to know what routes they can reasonably take, and whether they might trigger any of the underwater mines still reportedly lingering in the area. Seafarers will need assurances of safe passage before oil, fertilizer, helium, aluminum, and other commodities can actually start to reach their ports and relieve global markets.

First, both shipping companies and energy traders will need to be convinced of a lasting peace that protects travel through the strait. Trump has falsely announced breakthroughs before: During the past three months of war, the president has claimed repeatedly that the conflict is effectively over and that much of Iran's military capacity has been destroyed. These statements are directly contradicted by the facts: The war continues--the U.S. launched strikes as recently as Monday--and Iran has proved its resilience. Last month, after Iran agreed to reopen the waterway amid a tentative cease-fire, Trump wrote on social media that Iran had "agreed to never close the Strait of Hormuz again," and that it would "no longer be used as a weapon against the World!" Iran closed the strait the next day.

In recent weeks, officials on both sides have claimed that they are inching closer to a deal to end the war and reopen the strait. But the announcement of a deal, if it comes, wouldn't be a guarantee of peace in the region. The U.S. has lately been escorting trapped vessels, and some crews have paid tolls in exchange for safe passage--yet as this week's strikes make clear, the conflict remains volatile even during a cease-fire. A deal could break down almost as quickly as it's announced. Claire O'Neill McCleskey, who previously led the compliance division at the Office of Foreign Assets Control, told me that "a Truth Social post is not going to be sufficient to convince people to take the risk."

If a lasting deal does materialize, immediate dangers could still persist. According to The New York Times, American officials signaled last month that Iran's military may not be able to locate all of the mines it has placed. Trump has said that the U.S. Navy cleared a portion of them out, but the fear that some mines remain could be enough to deter ships. (Captain Tim Hawkins, a spokesperson for U.S. Central Command, said on Monday that the renewed strikes on Iran were in part targeting boats trying to lay new mines.) The International Energy Agency reported this month that getting minesweeping resources into the region could take "several weeks," and the cleanup could take "a minimum of two to three months"  to "re-establish steady export operations."

Then there are the logistical concerns. Some ships are still operating with skeleton crews and will need to bring on new workers to restart operations; others will need to be cleaned of barnacles and algae. What lane should these ships use as they make their way through the strait, and in what order should they attempt to cross? Iran has been trying to reroute traffic closer to its shores, creating a new strategic choke point near Larak Island, which the country controls. It's unclear whether true freedom of navigation will eventually return to the region. Trump insisted during a Cabinet meeting today that "nobody's going to control" the strait, but Iranian officials are unlikely to give up their new power after leveraging it so successfully.

Resolving the larger problem--the most significant oil shock in history, by some estimates --could take longer still. When ship traffic starts up again, tankers headed for, say, East Asia, might take weeks to reach their destination. Another issue is the Middle East's reduced capacity to produce the oil that's loaded on these ships. Damaged refineries will need repairing (Ras Laffan, a large Qatari facility hit by drone and missile strikes, isn't expected to return to full capacity for three to five years), and closed-up wells will need to be carefully reopened, which could reportedly take as long as a few weeks.

Traders are already responding--Brent crude, the global benchmark for oil futures, fell almost 7  percent after Trump's social-media post this past weekend and jumped back up about 4 percent after news of the strikes broke on Monday evening. But prices are still far from normal. Brent crude is trading at about $95 a barrel, up $25 since the start of the war, and the average price of gas in the U.S. is nearly $4.50 a gallon. Robin Brooks, a senior fellow at the Brookings Institution, told me that should a "credible peace deal" come through today and oil prices decline, he'd expect that to affect gas prices within two to three weeks. The sheer number of variables here has led different experts to come up with very different guesses about what might happen to the oil market once the war ends. One CNN analyst recently suggested that gas won't return to the prewar national average of $3 a gallon until 2032.

The war is now approaching its fourth month; even Trump is tired of it. But because neither side's representations have exactly proved credible, seafarers may not know how to proceed if and when a deal is announced. Whatever they decide, they'll be moving carefully--and slowly.
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Today's News

	President Trump said that Iran would not be able to "outwait" him in negotiations to end the war, dismissing concerns about the political impact of the war ahead of the midterms. "I don't care about the midterms," he said during today's Cabinet meeting.
 	Texas Attorney General Ken Paxton defeated Senator John Cornyn in a Republican-primary runoff last night, marking another victory for Trump, who endorsed Paxton last week.
 	Former President Biden sued the Justice Department to block the release of roughly 70 hours of audio recordings tied to former Special Counsel Robert Hur's classified-documents investigation, arguing that making them public would be unlawful. The recordings, made during conversations Biden had with the author of his memoir, became the subject of a Freedom of Information Act request from the Heritage Foundation.
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America Is Missing Out on the Ultimate Mosquito Weapon

By Ross Andersen

The announcement of the new "air defense" system was issued from Changzhou. A company called Photon Matrix Lab claimed to have developed a new technology for identifying and eliminating deadly threats mid-flight. A video on Indiegogo showed potential buyers how it works: After detecting a mosquito, the device fires off what looks like a blue-violet lightning bolt. When struck, the insect does not just fall straight down, no--it is more satisfying than that: Its body somersaults and tumbles out of the frame, bringing its career of vampiric air raids to a sudden end ...
 The bugs seem to have a primal knowledge of my whereabouts, and a craving for my blood that goes beyond mere thirst. In a span of minutes, they will perforate my skin 10 times with the dirty needles that protrude from their faces, and each micropuncture will swell up into an insomnia-inducing welt the size of a silver dollar.
 We are a secret society, those of us who attract this torment. When we meet one another at a barbecue, we bond over our shared longing for the mosquito's extinction. On behalf of my fellow victims, I decided to look into this new laser to see whether it might really deliver us from misery. I reached out to Photon Matrix Lab to arrange a call.


Read the full article.
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Has Trump Corrupted the Military?

Representative Jason Crow on the chaos at Pete Hegseth's "Department of War." Plus: Trump's Iran defeat and James Boswell's <em>The Life of Samuel Johnson.</em>
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On this week's episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with his thoughts about the recently reported peace talks between the United States and Iran. David argues that these reported talks indicate the United States is losing the war in Iran, and that the loss highlights what has always been true: The presidency is too big a job for Donald Trump.

Then David is joined by Representative Jason Crow of Colorado to discuss Trump's politicization of the American military, lessons from the war in Iran, and the chaos at Pete Hegseth's so-called Department of War.

David ends with a discussion of James Boswell's classic biography, The Life of Samuel Johnson.

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 Jason Crow, who represents the Sixth District of Colorado in the United States House of Representatives. The book for discussion this week will be James Boswell's [The] Life of Samuel Johnson, a classic of English biography and English literature.

But before either the dialogue with Congressman Crow or the book discussion, some opening thoughts on news that is arriving this weekend that the United States and the Trump administration may have reached some kind of resolution in the war with Iran that began on February 28 of this year.

Now, this news is very much in flux. That accounts for the unfamiliar look of this podcast, if you are watching. I am not recording from my usual recording place in Washington, D.C. I'm in Ontario for the Memorial Day weekend and am improvising a recording studio here. If the news is accurate, what we hear, what has been reported so far, is the United States is reaching a settlement based on the idea that the Strait of Hormuz will be reopened, that oil will resume flowing out of the Persian Gulf, in return for which the United States will offer some kind of compensation to Iran. Maybe there'll be some kind of release of frozen Iranian assets. But the United States will get access to oil. The United States and the world will get access to oil. Iran will get money, and there'll be some kind of cease-fire and some kind of down-the-road-later return to the problem of the Iranian nuclear program.

If these reports are accurate, this is a pretty humbling defeat of America's goals in the war with Iran that started on February 28. When the war started, President Trump never declared formal war aims, but based on things the administration said, something like this seemed to be in their mind. They wanted a formal termination of the Iranian nuclear program that the United States had badly damaged through air strikes last summer. The United States wanted an end to the Iranian ballistic-missile program, something that was not covered by the Iranian treaty that the Obama administration negotiated a decade ago. That the Obama deal overlooked the ballistic-missile program; the Trump administration wanted some kind of termination of the ballistic-missile program.

The president of the United States had promised help is on the way to the tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands, of Iranian people who rose up against their terrorist, repressive, theocratic regime. And you might have thought that some kind of help for the Iranian people would be part of the outcome that the United States sought--and maybe some kind of end to Iran's practice of being the world's leading state sponsor of terrorism, a status it's held since the Iranian Revolution of 1979, with blood on its hands of people all over the world, including many Americans, from its terrorism and aggression. Some kind of change in the nature of the regime to make it less dangerous to its neighbors and its own people.

None of that happened, or none of that looks to have happened. All that looks to have happened is a reversion to the status quo as it was before the war started. If any of this is right, it is a pretty humbling climbdown.

How on earth did we get here?

The disparity in power between the United States and its ally Israel on the one hand, and an Iranian regime weakened, rocked by the challenge and the rebellion of its own people, would seem so overwhelming that it's hard to imagine how the United States could not have won this war, and yet it seems to have not won in strategic terms. Really, it lost. How did that happen?

Part of the answer--only part, but part of that answer--takes us to a disconcerting fact about the government of the United States right now, about the Trump administration and President Trump. And I think the best way to sort of sum up what the matter is, is by citing a statement President Trump made earlier in the month of May. He was talking to reporters, and they challenged him on his declining poll numbers, and especially his declining poll numbers among Republicans. And President Trump said, citing a story he had seen on CNN and misunderstood, he said, I have 100 percent support among Republicans.

Trump:  Although I do, I am at, according to CNN, 100 percent approval within the Republican Party. I'm at a hundred percent approval.

Now, President Trump mangled exactly what the poll said. None of that matters. The point was, the thing that had stuck in his mind and that he wanted people to know was that he believed, wrongly, but he believed he had 100 percent support among Republicans.

Now, if true, that'd be a pretty impressive number in one way--who gets a hundred percent of anything? But the urge to cite it shows something very peculiar about President Trump, which is, he's never thought of himself as a national leader. He's a factional leader. He's the leader of the MAGA movement that has seized power in the United States, and that attempted, actually, to hold power in 2021 by violence, then return to power in 2024 by legal means, and that is now looking for ways to hold on to power after the elections of 2026 through gerrymandering and other forms of rule bending. He has always seen himself as a movement leader who happened to arrive in the government of the United States--not as a national leader, not as the president of all the people.

Now, if what you want to do is, sort of, plunder the Treasury and deliver a few benefits to your supporters at the expense of the rest of the country, this is a kind of, perhaps, for the short term, workable political strategy. But if you want to lead the country to war, it is doomed to failure. Wars are big, costly, dangerous events full of shocks, full of bad news. And when a president makes the heavy decision to lead the country to a major war--and this war with Iran has been a major war involving massive expenditure, massive use of U.S. munitions, American loss of life, heavy loss of life on the Iranian side--when the president makes that decision, he needs to mobilize something more than his preexisting fragment of popular support. He needs to speak to the country as a whole, or at least try to.

Now, no president, maybe since Pearl Harbor, has been able to rally virtually every American to a single national cause. It's a democracy. There are a lot of different opinions, and that's as it should be. But presidents have tried. The presidents of the Cold War era tried. They tried to be something bigger than just the leader of a party. And that meant discipline upon them even when the country was not at war, that the president had to behave in certain ways that were recognized as presidential even by his opponents in order to retain the ability to speak to and for the whole nation when a real emergency appeared. And this is the one thing that I think most people would agree unites the chain of presidents from Franklin [D.] Roosevelt through [Harry] Truman, through [Dwight D.] Eisenhower into the later day, [Ronald] Reagan and [Barack] Obama and even [Joe] Biden tried to sound that music with his fainter voice.

But Trump has never thought that way, never tried to do it that way. And so long as things seem to go reasonably well, as they did for the first three or so years of Trump's first term, it didn't harm him much or didn't hamper his plans. He was not regarded by half the country--and more than half the country--as some kind of interloper, somebody who got into the office by a kind of trick and who represented the interest only of a minority of the country, and who in everything from disaster relief to his tax program made no pretense of caring about the people who hadn't voted for him.

But in this second term, where things have been bumpier, where the news has been worse, where he's made more mistakes, and where first there was the economic hardship caused by his crazy tariff program and then outright war, his inability to speak to and for the country, his inability to act the role of an American president, has become a major strategic liability for the United States because the United States was never able to accept any costs at all from the Iran war.

A different president operating for different reasons would have said, I want to lead the country into war with Iran. I hope you all understand that this will be an expensive and difficult undertaking. Obviously, the price of fuel and perhaps the price of food will rise. I believe, might say the president, this will be a short-term shock, but a shock it will be. I have various measures in mind to cushion the shock for those most in need, but this is important for all of our interests. Here's why. This is important for the peace of the world. Here's why. And I ask you to follow me and trust my leadership. That's what a normal president would try to do.

Because Trump had never tried to be that kind of president, he couldn't acknowledge any kind of suffering. He couldn't make the case for the war at all. He spoke to the nation at the State of the Union just a few days before leading the nation to war. He made almost no reference to Iran. He certainly gave no indication the war was coming, and he warned of nothing, and he asked for nothing. He asked for no support from Congress. He just went to war without any kind of consultation, no kind of authorization of the use of force, which his predecessors had done for large-scale military conflicts. Asking Congress for the use of force would mean that you would be subject to questioning by Congress. How much will this cost? How long will this last? What are the goals? Are they achievable? President Trump didn't wanna face any of that kind of questioning, so he didn't ask for authority. But that meant his war had no co-authors. It was entirely his own doing, a one-man show. So long as everything went smoothly, that might not be so much trouble, but, of course, things have not gone smoothly, and now they've ended very disappointingly, if not in outright defeat, and it's still the one-man show.

The presidency has always been too big a job for Donald Trump. He's never understood it. He's never tried to do it. He has never imagined, even imagined the lineaments of the job, what it would look like, what kind of person that he would have to have been in order to be a president of all the people, a president who sought to be the president of all the people, who sought to speak on behalf of all the people, not all of the time, but when it really counted.

Because of that lack in him, there has been a lack in the job, and because of that lack in the job, there was no realistic assessment of the costs of war, no realistic plan to deal with those costs, no realistic rally to the country to absorb those costs, and no ability in the country to bear those costs when they arrived. And the result is a war that has turned into defeat when it really didn't have to do so.

This loss is Donald Trump's fault and Donald Trump's doing as much as anything else that he has done in his two terms as president--more than anything else, because it is one of the most expensive consequences of his most characteristic deficiency as president of the United States.

And now my dialogue with Jason Crow.

[Music]

Frum: Jason Crow represents Colorado's Sixth District in the United States House of Representatives, centered on the city of Aurora, east of Denver. First elected in 2018, he serves on the House Permanent Select Committee on Intelligence and the House Armed Services Committee. He is also co-chair for candidate recruitment of the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee.

Crow is a veteran of both Iraq and Afghanistan. He fought with the 82nd Airborne Division and the 75th Ranger Regiment. He completed three tours of duty and rose to the rank of captain. He was awarded the Bronze Star. Crow earned his bachelor's degree from the University of Wisconsin at Madison in 2002 and a law degree from the University of Denver's College of Law in 2009. Congressman Crow, thank you so much for joining me today.

Jason Crow: Thanks for having me, David.

Frum: So we've all seen your televised tangles with the defense establishment and the wry humor you bring to those encounters. And I want to draw today on your knowledge of that establishment and especially of the part that tends to get kind of a pass in the Trump era: the uniform part. There's a lot of criticism of the civilian leadership, but the war in Iran seems to be not going very well from an operational point of view. Aircraft loss, bases struck, and very uncertain reports on the amount of damage to military targets that the military has actually been able to inflict. So I want to get your assessment as a veteran and as a member of the two most important committees of the House of Representatives on this question. From a military point of view, never mind the decision to go in the first place, how is this war proceeding?

Crow: Yeah, I look at it in two different ways. So the rank and file--those men and women in uniform who are carrying out the air strikes, who are conducting the operations--they're doing a remarkable job. This is, just operationally--taking out the politics, whether or not this is the right thing to be doing, operationally--our military is doing a remarkable job day to day in their mission, and it's highlighting how good they really are.

I will parse out of that, though, how I believe the senior commanders--those who are testifying before the Armed Services Committee, those who are briefing us--how they're performing, and I think in many cases they have been less than candid, at best. At worst, they've hidden the ball from us, haven't been straightforward. I just recently cross-examined the head of Central Command, which has responsibility over the war in Iran and wasn't giving me very basic answers to straightforward questions that weren't difficult questions at all.

So that is problematic to me because there is a history in America of our senior commanders--this is in Iraq, this is in Afghanistan, this is in Vietnam--simply looking at tactics and confusing tactics with strategy. A series of successful tactical missions do not make a strategy. And that is a big part of our problem right now.

Frum: There's a question about how, even tactically, how successful. I mean, the military seems to be caught by surprise again and again by things that shouldn't be surprises. It's not a surprise that the Iranians moved to close the Strait of Hormuz. I'm guessing the question of a U.S. conflict with Iran has been war-gamed annually since the spring of 1980.

Crow: Yeah.

Frum: And I assume that in those war games, the Iranian players' first or second go-to move is the Strait of Hormuz.

Crow: That's right.

Frum: After the United States assassinated the terrorist commander Qassem Soleimani, the Iranians hit back with missile attacks on U.S. bases, which did damage to individuals and to property. It shouldn't have been a surprise that there would be attacks on U.S. bases. And yet, in both cases, the U.S. military seems to have been taken by surprise.

Crow: Well, I think those are different examples. So the attacks on some of the bases, some of the logistics hubs, the communications and radar facilities that killed six service members in one instance--I think that is a good example of not being prepared. I don't think that those service members were protected by counter-drone capability. I don't think they had the battle-hardened cover that you need in a drone environment. And I think that's because we raced into this conflict.

Same with the Strait of Hormuz. I actually don't believe that our military commanders were caught by surprise by the closure of the strait. I actually know that's part of our contingency planning and what is likely in a scenario like this. But what I think happened is, you have the president and you have the secretary of defense, who make decisions impulsively, who don't listen to the best advice of their military commanders and say, Just go out and do something and do it now. And there are instances where our generals and our admirals say, Okay, you are the commander in chief. We will do this now, but we need two weeks, we need three weeks to get the minesweepers in place, to get air-defense capabilities in place. And if the president disregards that advice, then it puts our service members in a terrible position.

Frum: Well, there's another question about the uniformed military, which is, there has been notice since the beginning of full-scale fighting between Russia and Ukraine, in February of 2022, that warfare is shifting and that tanks and aircraft and ships are all much more vulnerable than they used to be to very cheap and very smart drones. The Ukrainians lead the world in this technology. The United States seems to have been hit by Iranian drones, and fighting in 2026, four years after the beginning of the Ukraine war, seems not to have been ready for that.

Crow: Yeah, our entire model of defense right now is not relevant to the current era of warfare. We've been shooting down $30,000 Shahed drones coming from Iran with $1 million missile interceptors. The math on that just doesn't work, right? We have a huge military and a huge defense budget, but even at that, our adversaries are at an advantage if they can just send swarm after swarm after swarm of cheap, attritable drones or missiles at us while we spend 10 to 20 times the cost of those same systems to knock them out. That's not good for the taxpayer, that's not good for our service members, and it's not good value for the money we're investing. Which is exactly why a $1.5 trillion defense budget, which is almost a 50 percent increase in our defense budget, is absolutely absurd right now, especially if it's not coupled with dramatic defense reform to change how we're buying things, how we're fielding things, and making sure that we're buying things that are actually cheaper and more effective.

Frum: President Trump and Secretary [Pete] Hegseth have had a year and a half since coming into office to remake the upper reaches of the military the way they want, and they seem to have done that in a very ambitious and aggressive way: firing lots of generals, hiring lots of generals. And they now have the high command of their wish. How do you assess the quality and merit of the high command that Hegseth and Trump have built?

Crow: So I think there's a really important point that I've been trying to make, and I'll reiterate here. It's not that they're moving troops around or shifting troop footprints or firing generals and admirals. That actually is within the purview of the commander in chief and our political leadership to put the right people in place--if it's done appropriately and for the right reasons. Right? I'm not just presumptively opposed to moving troops around Europe or prepositioning them and making sure that we're responding to threats, that we're keeping our people safe, or that if a general or admiral isn't performing, that we get somebody in place who does perform.

When it becomes my business, when it becomes Congress's business, is when that's being done for political reasons, or someone's being targeted for their race or their gender, or they're making these decisions based on political loyalty and not competency. And it appears as though many of those decisions are being made for those improper reasons, right? Shifting 5,000 troops out of Germany, right? Maybe we need to do that. Maybe we need to put troops into the Baltics, into Poland, into Romania, because we want to move things into the Eastern flank. But that's not what they're doing. They're moving them out because Donald Trump is pissed at the chancellor of Germany because he felt personally slighted, so he's making a decision to move a brigade of troops around. Same thing with the almost 30 generals and admirals who have been fired without cause, without reason. Some are out there dismissed, shown the door, sometimes with 24 hours' notice, and no explanation to Congress as to why that's happening other than a perceived lack of loyalty to Pete Hegseth and Donald Trump.

Frum: One of the most mysterious of those shifts, and perhaps you can share some insight into this, was: An admiral was removed from command over the forces in the Caribbean area shortly before there was a major change in the way the United States approached drug smuggling, where boats are to be blown out of the water summarily on the basis of who knows what kind of information. It looks as if--and I don't know this, but you may--that the admiral was removed because he had objected to these strikes. Can you shed any light on that story?

Crow: I've been trying to get information on that, and information right now is hard to come by, but I agree with you. It appears as though--this is what's called Southcom, Southern Command, right? Because the world is divided in the geographic regions called "combatant commands": Central Command, Africa Command, European Command, Southern Command, Northern Command, all of which have responsibility over those areas of the world, as you know, David, and they're the ones who do the war fighting. So when there are wars that are being fought or contingency operations, it's those combatant commanders. So what makes the dismissal of the Southern Command most suspicious is: (a) it happened right after the Caribbean operation started, and (b) this person was in office in their position for less than a year. So this is an out-of-cycle dismissal. So something happened here, what we're trying to get answers to, that led to this dismissal of this person right after they took the job and right after we launched a highly legally suspect operation. That, in my view, actually has been a violation of the law of war in several instances, including a shooting on a vessel that was clearly a shipwrecked vessel with noncombatants clinging to the side of it who were targeted and killed.

Frum: So you don't have conclusive information yet on that removal.

Crow: No, I don't. Same thing with the chief of staff of the Army, Randy George, also fired without cause, overnight, given almost no notice. Somebody who was in office before Donald Trump came to office and replaced, it seems, without any valid reason.

Frum: Do you have any suspicion--or I should say, we all have suspicions. Do you have any basis for suspicion that Donald Trump is trying to build a more politically pliable military?

Crow: No, clearly that's happening. Clearly it's happening. I think it's objectively true, right? They're holding campaign rallies at military bases with campaign apparel and gear. You have the secretary of defense, Pete Hegseth, literally this past week campaigning for a congressional campaign while sitting as the secretary of defense. It's unprecedented. It's a clear a breach of the lines between being a civil servant, a political appointee of our biggest agency, and in my view, the most consequential because we're carrying out our national-defense mission and responsible for the lives of millions of service members, taking time and actually going to campaign and stump for a pro-Trump member of Congress. It's crazy. It's crazy. Those lines have been more than blurred. They've been erased by this administration, and the consequence of that is several-fold. No. 1: What is so precious to me is that our military is a standard bearer, should be a standard bearer, of our values and should reflect the diversity of this country. We have civilian-military divide--we have civilian control, rather, of our military, which is precious--but our country has historically held our military in high esteem and had great confidence in it because it's nonpolitical, it's nonpartisan, it is run by career officers who have come up through that nonpartisan system. And it draws from our entire nation: Black, white, Asian, Hispanic, Republican, Democrat, independent, urban, rural. It looks like this country. And the moment it stops doing those things--being nonpartisan, drawing from the diversity of this country--it will be the moment that it does not have the trust of our nation and will no longer be the venerable institution that it has been for generations.

Frum: Do you worry about a scenario, and how confident are you that the military would resist this scenario, where President Trump announces a few days or weeks before the 2026 elections: He's got reports that antifa are planning to attack voting stations in all the districts that Republicans held but are afraid of losing, and he needs to deploy the military to protect voting against antifa and also to do a really thorough check of the identifications of anyone who looks to him as if they might be suspicious, might be antifa, might be an illegal voter--he just wants to have the military backing up the job because he doesn't trust local authorities to do that? If that kind of thought came into his head, how confident are you that the military would find a way not to do it?

Crow: You know, my job is not to have confidence. My job is to prepare for every contingency, every possibility, and to be ready to defend our country, defend our institutions and our democracy. Right? Hope is not a plan, David. I've learned to listen to the president, to listen to what he says, because he's tried to do many of the things that he's floated trial balloons for or said he's gonna do. And I think nothing is out of the realm of possibility for this man.

Which is exactly why last November I joined with several of my fellow veterans, and we filmed a video that has since been called the "Don't Give Up the Ship" video. But we simply reminded our service members of their obligation to follow the law and to abide by the Constitution. Which, you know, for folks in the military and veterans out there, there is nothing remarkable at all about that video, right? Because that's Military 101. You get drilled in that in boot camp. You learn about it throughout your career. It's a part of daily military life and you're deployed when you're at war. Nothing remarkable about it. But it did lead our president to threaten to have us executed and then tried for treason, in that order, by the way. So he messed up the order.


 Frum: Or not.

Crow: Yeah, or not. But you know, this is a man who has threatened to kill the families and children of terrorists, which is a violation of the law of war; who threatened a couple of weeks ago to wipe an entire civilization off the planet, right? Like, none of this is normal. And we have to--my obligation as a member of Congress now is to make sure that we're ready for anything that might be thrown our way.

Frum: So I want to repeat the question. You made the video. You restated what is the clear law. The president went into a fury. Legal action was threatened against the people who made the video. So how confident are you that the military would do what you said, which is to refuse an illegal order if it came from President Trump?

Crow: What I'm doing is I'm trying to prepare what we call in the military, "prepare the battlefield." I'm trying to send a message. This isn't based on confidence--or lack of confidence, for that matter. But what I'm trying to do is send a message and start a national conversation around what the obligation of our service members is. And maybe this is best illustrated with a very short story, if I may.

When I was getting my platoon ready for the invasion of Iraq, my platoon of paratroopers with 82nd Airborne Division--this was March of 2003--I was responsible for this platoon of paratroopers. And I had studied military leadership. I had studied the law of war. I had studied the Sand Creek Massacre, the My Lai Massacre, when military leadership failed and terrible things happened at war. So what I knew was that, again, hope was not a plan, that I had to prepare my paratroopers. So I actually rented the video Platoon, and I took all my paratroopers out of their rooms in their barracks, and I brought them down to the common room in the barracks, and I showed them the scene in the movie Platoon that depicted the My Lai Massacre. And then I led them in a discussion of how that happens: How do young men who come from places around this country end up doing something like that? That's so antithetical to their humanity, that is such a clear violation of their obligation, their oath and the law? How does that happen? How does, as Herman Melville often talked about, how he wrote about in Moby Dick, how do you become the monsters that you're chasing in those instances and lose sight of who you are and where you come from?

So we had that discussion, and then we did go to war, several weeks later. And my platoon was faced with fear, with uncertainty, with the loss of their friends, not knowing who the enemy was, where the enemy was. And months, months went on, and we grinded it out and the fatigue and the fear and the chaos just came down on us month after month. But my platoon did the right thing. We abided by our oath in the Constitution, and we came back with honor. And I don't think that was an accident. I think it's because we had those conversations, that I laid the groundwork to protect ourselves. And that's what I'm trying to do right now, is lay the groundwork, have that conversation, and get people ready for: What are they going to do in that moment where they have to make a split-second decision that will determine whether the law's followed or not, whether they pull a trigger or not? Because I'm not going to be standing there right next to those folks when they're asked to make that decision. But what I can do is talk to them now and start that national conversation. And that's what we've done.

Frum: Let's revert to a topic we touched on before, which is a place where war crimes may very well be happening even as we speak, and that is on the Caribbean Sea.

Now, you're both a warrior and a lawyer, and as you just said, you're a moviegoer. So you know that one of the biggest themes of American film is the rogue cop who sees that ordinary laws are no use against the most nefarious criminals, especially drug dealers, and goes outside the law to do a kind of primitive justice by killing people who the law can't otherwise reach. And that's, I think, what the government of the United States would like us to believe is happening on the Caribbean, that Here are all these terrible people doing terrible harm to Americans, smuggling the drugs that are killing Americans through fentanyl, and the ordinary channels of law just aren't equal to the challenge. And so they're taking the law into their own hands, just like the rogue cops in all those movies that you might have rented, and just killing first and trusting the people to see they've done the right thing.

And if Hollywood is any judge, Americans often go along with that way of thinking, at least when they're at the cinema. I don't know how they'd go along with it in real life. What's your answer? What does the answer do? Let's suppose that most of the people, or some of the people, or many of the people being killed genuinely are engaged in the smuggling, trafficking of drugs. Why not just kill them?

Crow: Well, you know, there is this cinematic myth of vigilantism, which plays out well on the screen. Like, it looks good. It feels good. I like those movies too. They're kind of fun to watch, right? And they viscerally feel good. The problem is: That's not who we are as a country. We're a country of rule of law, and we all benefit from rule of law. 'Cause vigilantism seems fine until you're on the wrong side of it. Because who gets to decide who's right or wrong? Who gets to decide who the judge, jury, and executioner is? Good thing is that in democracies, we have a system in place where you're presumed innocent. We have a system where there's a process to protect the innocent and adjudicate the guilty, that we're not a society of vigilantism, or we shouldn't be, outside of what happens in Hollywood. So that's No. 1.

No. 2 is: There's no doubt that fentanyl is destroying our communities. As a parent of young kids, it keeps me awake at night, this idea that my child could be one mistake away from death. And there's no shortage of parents in my community who I represent who have suffered that. And we absolutely need to stop it. We need to stop it. But we need a real strategy to stop it, one that actually still follows our laws, that's still consistent to who we are with a democracy.

And I also want to be really clear that what's happening in the Caribbean is not stopping it, because they're not blowing up fentanyl. That's point No. 3. They're literally not blowing up fentanyl. They're blowing up marijuana boats, right? So the price of marijuana is going up, but fentanyl doesn't come by boats. It doesn't come over the Caribbean Sea, and it doesn't come from the places in Venezuela where those boats are originating from.

What is going on is this administration wants a bunch of videos of boats being blown up so they can post them in real time on TV and say, Hey, look--we're the ones getting serious about combating fentanyl. But the fact is: They're not actually blowing up fentanyl. That is still flowing into our community. So how about we actually get serious about this and have a real counter-fentanyl program that addresses the flow of it, which is coming over land into the United States, and addresses the demand and the education side?

What I've done back in Colorado is: I've started a series of webinars with parents, teachers, students where I invite the FBI in, the DEA in, and education organizations, and we're doing educational webinars and forums that teach folks about the dangers of fentanyl, how to detect it, how to stop it, how to prevent it, at the same time as I've remained committed to a real counter-drug program in the United States.

Frum: Do you have any estimation of the number of people who have been killed in the Caribbean by U.S. strikes? And do you have any sense of how many of them are actually engaged in what they're accused of? And do you have any doubts that there are people who have been killed who are not engaged in the activity they're accused of?

Crow: I don't have the exact number, but we don't know. And that is the problem. Actually, that question proves my point. We don't know whether they are drug runners or not. Some of them are; we do know that. I'm not saying that drug boats haven't been blown up. What I'm saying is we just can't go blowing up boats without some kind of system in place to make sure these are the people who we want to go after (a), (b) we're not a country that just does things without making sure that we're following our own laws, and (c) we actually aren't dealing with fentanyl. That's another key point here. We're not stopping the flow. And we're trying to let people believe that we are, is the biggest problem. And that's doing a disservice to everybody.

Frum: So the person who's sort of the command chair for these decisions is Secretary Hegseth. I hope everyone has seen the fascinating videos of your encounters with him. But in a dispassionate moment when you're not sparring with your favorite sparring partner, can you give us an estimation of the job Secretary Hegseth is doing? I mean, Saturday Night Live makes fun of him. Is there anything good to be said about him?

Crow: No, I mean, I can't think of something, which is saying something, actually, right? Because I'm not--listen, I don't relish any of this. I don't feel good about the fact. This isn't just a game for me. I don't relish sparring with folks. I'm not doing it for cinematic effect. I'm doing it because I'm deeply disturbed by the conduct of this administration and department. I don't believe that there is leadership. I think leadership is MIA from the Department of Defense, which is responsible for the lives of millions of service members, who are sometimes at great risk daily because of the missions and the things that this administration is choosing to do. And we have, by all accounts, a secretary of defense who's unqualified, has never run an organization anywhere near this size or complexity, and spends most of his time performing stunts, taking joyrides in helicopters and F-16s, and filming workout videos of himself instead of actually doing the day-to-day job of the really hard day-to-day work of running a department like this. Right?

But last interaction I had with him, he chuckled mid interaction and he said, I know what you're doing. You're just playing gotcha like you do on TV, all the times I see you on TV. And I thought to myself, This guy's watching me on TV? Right? Like, yeah, maybe I like living rent-free in the guy's head, but I would rather other things be living in this guy's head, like: How do we run the department? How do we reform the DOD to be relevant to 2026? How do we actually execute a war in Iran that is successful? Those are all the things that should be occupying this guy's head.

Frum: You've got an important role in Democratic Party candidate recruitment. One of the questions about the Democratic Party in '26 and even more in '28 is: Is there a candidate-quality problem? Are forces that are sort of outside the party pushing far-left choices upon the party, or turning seats that are potentially winnable into seats that are less winnable? Is that something you worry about, and what measures do you have in place to safeguard yourself if you are worried?

Crow: Yeah, I'm worried about it a little bit, right? I'm the, as you said, the recruitment co-chair. So it's a big part of my job to find what I call that next generation of servant leaders. People are going to step up because if you want to change culture, if you want to change policy, if you want to change any organization and move it in the right direction--in my case, the Democratic Party, which I think has been moving in the wrong direction, if I want to get that back on the rails--you got to get the right people to do it. It's all about the people.

Right? So I've been going, you know, throughout this country, traveling, sitting in front of, you know, people in their living rooms and bars, and having meetings and zooms and endless calls, finding these folks and identifying them. And I can tell you, we have an incredible, incredible group of candidates. So by and large, we have amazing folks. There are some instances where I think there are people who are out of step with their community, that, you know, aren't going to be able to flip a seat in the way that we want to flip a seat.

But that's for primary voters to decide. I'm pro-primary. I think that's--it tests candidates. It makes them better. And we are a party that embraces that. I actually had my own really tough primary in my first election; it made me a better candidate. I don't shy away from that.

Frum: Well, let me ask you a specific question. So this is not somebody's who's in the congressional system, but the mayor of Seattle was caught on video speaking of businesses that were thinking of leaving Seattle because the taxes were too high. And she said, Well, bye. And the whole world has now seen that video, and it's created an image of the Democratic Party's attitude toward business and job creation. That's not your problem. She's not running for Congress, but how do you protect your congressional intake from people who say things like that and brand the Democratic Party as one that's hostile to job creation and business?

Crow: Yeah, it's actually really easy. And that is: Most of the people in the districts that I'm recruiting for--these are, you know, red rural areas--don't give a damn what's happening in New York City, in Seattle, in Boston. You know, that's an easy one. It's like, I don't know why people are so obsessed with mayors and members of Congress and districts on the coasts when, my community, what we're struggling with is we don't--we're not getting enough farm-irrigation money. We're not ready for wildfire season. We got too much lead in our drinking water in our schools. Our bridges are about to collapse. And by the way, you know, 100,000 people in my district are about ready to lose their health care.

So, you know, I let other folks worry about, you know, politicians thousands of miles away that are saying things that I wouldn't say and maybe I don't agree with. I'm just going to be relentlessly focused on my constituents and what we're trying to do in our community.

And that's leadership, that's what people need. So that's an easy one.

Frum: And one of the things I read you say about this was, you were interested in people with broad life experience that took them outside their comfort zone. Could you expand on what you mean by that and why that's important?

Crow: Yeah, so, you know, generally recruiting people who have come from outside of politics, right? America knows that our politics are broken. I mean, I know that, right? It doesn't take a genius to observe that our system is not working. So generally, electing career politicians is not the answer. And people want somebody different. People want to know that somebody has actually done something outside of politics successfully that's transcended political boundaries, right?

Have you built a business? Have you met a payroll? Have you led a military unit? Have you been in charge of a sheriff's office or a police department? Have you run a Parent-Teacher Organization or a community organization or a Rotary Club of Democrats, Republicans, independents? Right? Have you actually accomplished something that has brought people together, that has found common ground and built something and achieved something? And that can look like a lot of different things, but that those are the candidates who not only can win elections, but more importantly, who can actually do what we need to have done, and that is: rebuild our country, bring us back together, and be pragmatic. That is the bottom line for me. Those are the people who I'm looking for. And the good news is, they are stepping up in droves. This class is potentially an amazing class of servant leaders that can help break the fever that's gripping this country and move us in a better direction.

Frum: Congressman Jason Crowe, thank you so much for talking to me today. Bye-bye.

Crow: Yeah, thanks for having me, David. Goodbye.

[Music]

Frum:Thanks so much to Congressman Jason Crow for joining me this week on The David Frum Show. As mentioned at the top of the show, my book this week is James Boswell's [The] Life of Samuel Johnson, a classic of biography and of English literature. This is a book that has probably entered your consciousness and your vocabulary, even if you've never read it or haven't read it in a long time, or have barely even heard of it.

Sayings from the book include, "When a man is tired of London, he is tired of life," or that a second marriage is the "triumph of hope over experience," or, "No man but a blockhead ever wrote except for money." Chances are, you've heard or maybe even repeated these sayings without ever having read the book. Yet the book repays a revisit or a visit in the first place if you've never read it, because it says something, reveals something profound about the importance of literacy.

And one of the great themes of this segment of the program has been what we are losing as literacy recedes from our culture. And to understand the point I'm driving at, to understand what this book represents and what is lost as we lose contact with books like this, I want to begin by citing a famous negative review of the book by Thomas Macaulay, the great English historian of the early 19th century.

He wrote in 1831, very scathingly, not so much about the book but about the author of the book, James Boswell. He called him all kinds of names and described what Macaulay regarded as Boswell's mental feebleness and all of his other faults of character. And then he wrapped up by saying this: "Logic, eloquence, wit, taste, all those things which are generally considered as making a book valuable, were utterly wanting to him," that is Boswell. "He had, indeed, a quick observation and retentive memory. [These] qualities, if he had been a man of sense and virtue, would scarcely of themselves have sufficed to make him conspicuous; but because he was a dunce, a parasite, and a coxcomb, they have made him immortal."

Now, the reason Macaulay talks that way is because the character of James Boswell in Boswell's book is, indeed, revealed in very unflattering ways. He doesn't quite address some of the things that he shows in his diaries--his alcoholism, his sexual compulsiveness--but he does reveal a needy ego and a kind of naive sensibility. He makes himself a very small person and shows himself in all kinds of ridiculous situations in order to make Johnson, his subject, Samuel Johnson, look larger and more heroic.

But of course, if you read the book carefully and think about it, you realize that all of this is an act of artifice. All of this is a work of art, and the apparent spontaneity and naturalness of the book, the sense that you're simply overhearing Johnson in conversation, that's a literary construction achieved through great effort and skill, not a happy accident of a fool's compulsive note-taking.

Johnson is the author of the epigrams, but Boswell is very much the co-author. Did Johnson really say each of these things exactly in the polished, fine form that Boswell records them? Or did Boswell improve them? Did he compress the setup for some of the great sayings? Did he cast the spotlight in just the right way? Did he make, as a work of art, the rest of the scene more shadowy to make the central figure brighter? And of course, he did. Just as Dr. Watson is humbled to make Sherlock Holmes better, just as Plato humbles himself to make Socrates look better, so Boswell does the same literary construction to make his hero, Johnson, look better.

Now, as you read the book and reread the book, you notice that this is going on, and you realize how wrong Macaulay is in his naive reading that just takes the book as a straightforward matter and doesn't think about how is it made, how do we know it, how are we encountering it. The act of reading is an act of thinking about how the subject matter, the topic matter we are reading, was created in the first place. It makes us more critical consumers of what we enjoy. It forces us to reckon with something that if we purely subsist on short-term form video, we will not reckon. The camera always lies. The narrator is always part of the action. The narrator's job is to teach us to mistrust the narrator, and thus to teach us how to read, and by teaching us how to read, teach us how to think.

When we lose our literacy, we lose our cognitive skills. We lose our critical judgment. We lose our distance from the world. We lose our ability to understand through the power of the instruction not to trust.

Thanks so much for joining me today on The David Frum Show. If you are minded to support the work of the program, you can so valuably help us by sharing it on whatever platforms you use, subscribing to The Atlantic's YouTube channel.

And as ever, if you're minded to actually give material support to the program, the best way to do that is by subscribing to The Atlantic. That helps the work of all of my colleagues. Thanks so much for watching and listening to this week's David Frum Show. See you next week. Bye-bye.
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Images From Yellowstone: America's First National Park

Earlier this month, Mario Tama, a photojournalist with Getty Images, traveled to Yellowstone National Park to photograph some of its spectacular scenery and wildlife, ahead of upcoming commemorative events celebrating America's 250th anniversary.

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 27 May 2026


An aerial view of visitors walking around Grand Prismatic Spring in the Midway Geyser Basin on May 24, 2026, in Yellowstone National Park, Wyoming. Grand Prismatic Spring is the largest hot spring in the United States at more than 300 feet wide at its widest point, and more than 120 feet deep. The colors outside the pool's blue center are created by "thermophiles": heat-loving microscopic organisms that flourish in many of Yellowstone's hot springs. (Mario Tama / Getty)




A bison with molting (shedding) fur stands near a tree in Yellowstone National Park on May 19, 2026. (Mario Tama / Getty)




A view of the Lower Falls of the Yellowstone River, seen after a recent snowfall, in the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone on May 21, 2026 (Mario Tama / Getty)




Visitors gather as steam rises from the Midway Geyser Basin on May 16, 2026. (Mario Tama / Getty)




A "Bear Danger" sign is posted as visitors look for wildlife in Lamar Valley on May 18, 2026, in Yellowstone National Park. (Mario Tama / Getty)




A grizzly bear walks through grasslands on May 23, 2026, in Yellowstone. (Mario Tama / Getty)




Yellowstone visitors attempt to photograph and catch a glimpse of a grizzly bear on May 17, 2026. (Mario Tama / Getty)




The sun rises above Mammoth Hot Springs on May 19, 2026, in Yellowstone National Park. (Mario Tama / Getty)




A bison grazes near Midway Geyser Basin on May 23, 2026. (Mario Tama / Getty)




Visitors gather beneath an American flag in the Old Faithful Inn, a national historic landmark, on May 20, 2026. Completed in 1904, just a short walk from Old Faithful Geyser, the hotel stands as one of the world's largest log structures and features a 76-foot-tall lobby and 500-ton stone fireplace. (Mario Tama / Getty)




A person poses for a photo near a grazing bison on May 19, 2026. (Mario Tama / Getty)




Horseback riders participate in the Hell's A-Roarin' Horse Drive, a fundraiser for disabled veterans, in the gateway town of Gardiner on May 23, 2026, in Gardiner, Montana. Every Memorial Day weekend, Warren and Susan Johnson drive their horses and mules from the Gardiner Rodeo Grounds out to the Johnsons' ranch, located a half mile from Yellowstone National Park, for the summer. (Mario Tama / Getty)




An aerial view of the Hell's A-Roarin' Horse Drive passing through the gateway town of Gardiner on May 23, 2026. (Mario Tama / Getty)




A herd of elk, grazing in Yellowstone on May 19, 2026 (Mario Tama / Getty)




A National Park Service ranger on horseback patrols for elk to help keep them safe from grizzly bears during calving season, on May 20, 2026. (Mario Tama / Getty)




Bison walk along a roadway as drivers wait during a "bison jam" on May 19, 2026. (Mario Tama / Getty)




Memorial Day-weekend visitors wait in line to enter Yellowstone National Park on May 24, 2026, in West Yellowstone, Montana. (Mario Tama / Getty)




A bison grazes after a recent snowfall on May 21, 2026. (Mario Tama / Getty)




A young calf nuzzles an adult bison as snow falls in the Hayden Valley on May 21, 2026, in Yellowstone National Park. Affectionately known as "red dogs," bison calves are normally born in April or May in Yellowstone. (Mario Tama / Getty)




A bison stands while grazing, as snow falls in Hayden Valley on May 21, 2026. (Mario Tama / Getty)




People watch Castle Geyser erupt in Upper Geyser Basin on May 22, 2026, in Yellowstone National Park, in Wyoming. (Mario Tama / Getty)
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The New Auteur of the Hallucinated Hellscape

With <em>Backrooms</em>, Kane Parsons brings the half-remembered dreams of the internet's collective consciousness to light.

by David Sims

Wed, 27 May 2026




In 2019, a mysterious post took off on 4chan, that ever-churning morass of anonymous commentary and internet peculiarities. In response to a yellowed picture of an empty, carpeted room (actually in a vacant HobbyTown store in Oshkosh, Wisconsin), a user wrote, "If you're not careful and you noclip out of reality in the wrong areas, you'll end up in the Backrooms." To "noclip" is to walk through solid surfaces in a video game, and the idea of blipping out of reality and into some odd, mundane parallel universe sparked instant intrigue--including for one 13-year-old named Kane Parsons.

Parsons was already deeply enmeshed in imagining, and visualizing, strange new worlds online. "It's nothing," Parsons told me recently, speaking of what drew him to the empty place shown in that particular viral photo. "But it's also kind of giving us everything."

Within seven years, he would expand the simple notion of "the Backrooms" into a complex saga. He developed the concept into a string of YouTube videos, which have attracted hundreds of millions of views since he began uploading them in 2022. Now he has adapted the endeavor, which he began for fun in high school, into something much bigger: a feature film, coming to theaters before his 21st birthday.

Parsons, who grew up in the Northern California countryside of Sonoma County, was given a hand-me-down laptop before he started middle school, and the internet quickly became what he describes as a third parent. ("That sounds really bad, but, you know," he added ruefully.) He was inspired to create not by movies or television, but by YouTube, where he was drawn to DIY visual-effects demos; he was astounded that seemingly anyone could teach themselves how to make inventive videos using easily accessible software. "When I was in school, the only thing I would think about all day was a random little explosion effect I wanted to achieve," he said. His eventual goal was to "make iPhone videos of things that didn't actually happen, and have a fictional story that doesn't describe itself as fictional."

Read: The eerie comfort of liminal spaces

Toying with the space between real and false memories is the artistic juice of projects such as Backrooms. Born from internet folk tales known as "creepypastas," these stories tend to be user-generated and build upon themselves, as amateur creators contribute to a backstory for one strange image. The notorious "Slenderman" myth--about a mysterious, tall monster who lurks in the background of photos--originated on a popular message board in 2009, leading to a found-footage-style YouTube show, feature films, and a real-life moral panic. The Syfy-channel TV show Channel Zero uses some of the best known of these fables as fodder for serialized storytelling. Parsons's Backrooms is perhaps the most high-profile entry yet in the creepypasta canon; it's an A24 movie starring highly regarded, Oscar-nominated actors (Chiwetel Ejiofor and Renate Reinsve) and it is receiving a wide release in late May, a peak time of year for moviegoing. It's already predicted to make back more than double its almost $10 million budget.

Backrooms follows Clark (played by Ejiofor), who owns a cavernous furniture store that has fallen on hard financial times. He stumbles across a portal to another dimension in the basement, filled with empty hallways and harsh fluorescent lighting; furniture and decorations are embedded in the walls and floors; bizarre, threatening creatures roam freely. His therapist, Mary Kline (Reinsve), is eventually drawn into the space too, as are his hapless store employees. Much of the film's success, however, derives not from the twists and turns of plot but from simply situating the viewer in the disquieting vibe of this bizarre place.

The movie's story requires zero initiation for new viewers, but it has deep ties to the narrative that Parsons built out with his YouTube shorts, including a subplot about research scientists; A24 seems hopeful about tapping those young online viewers to create a sleeper summer hit. Backrooms is far less visceral, however, than many of the studio's past horror-movie success stories, such as the director Ari Aster's haunting Hereditary and Midsommar. Parsons's film is headier; he's more comfortable letting the viewer tingle with fear as they watch characters get lost in the hallways of an inexplicable maze--using, at times, terrifying footage that comes from the first-person perspective of a shaky camcorder.

In conversation, Parsons comes off as serious and thoughtful; this is perhaps unsurprising, given that, as irrational as Hollywood can be, nobody's going to hand millions of dollars to any 20-year-old just because he or she has a lot of YouTube subscribers. Parsons seems less like a plucky boy wonder than a committed technician, someone who has ground out a skill set using tools that are still relatively new: the ability to conjure realistic environments using only your home computer. As he taught himself how to use free, open-source 3-D-animation software, he tried imagining proper stories for the graphics he was creating.


Kane Parsons (Michael Tyrone Delaney for The Atlantic)



His work first gained traction on YouTube in 2021, when he was posting videos inspired by the anime series Attack on Titan. Parsons also found viral fame with animations inspired by the video game Portal, which features an immersive and beautifully designed domain that is almost a sleeker version of Backrooms' setting; it mostly unfolds in a sequence of austere laboratories from which there's seemingly no exit. As a teen, Parsons spent much of his time on his computer, both because of the coronavirus pandemic and because he had arthritis that made walking around difficult (he said he's now on medication for the condition, which helped make the film production doable). Working at a standing desk, he started tinkering with the look and feel of what's known as liminal horror--the expansive genre suggested by that one 4chan post that has since filtered into the mainstream.

Liminal horror, although hard to define, blends the surreal and the prosaic, conceiving of spaces that look familiar in their blandness but have something indefinably "off" about them. "I latched on to it in the same way that most people did," Parsons said of the original post and the work it has inspired. (Examples include the TV show Severance, much of which is set in a purgatory-like workplace, and the video game turned film Exit 8, about a subway station whose layout subtly changes with every turn.) "That feeling of walking through a misremembered space from a dream, like your home, but it's not your own home, because your brain is synthesizing information weirdly." He compared the concept to wandering through "a Walmart, but your brain is saying it's your childhood home."

The aesthetic feels inextricably tied to the late 1990s and early 2000s--harshly lit office buildings with drop ceilings, vacant malls, the kinds of blank rooms tucked away in a complex that would host a kid's birthday party in the suburbs. That specific time period is key for Parsons, as are its aesthetic markers: "family media from our childhoods," such as "the color of digicam photos, the white balance being off, general graininess." The overall effect is, he mentioned, "a feeling of found media."

Liminal horror evokes "a past that no longer exists," Parsons explained. "These things no one talks about anymore, abandoned in the past, decaying or rotting away back there." The genre also, somewhat accidentally, coincided with the rise of generative-AI art. Image-creation models such as DALL-E started to gain a public foothold in 2021, summoning initially rudimentary pictures from simple text prompts; something is always "off" about them too, no matter how hard the technology works to imitate human creativity. "At the time, there was a lot of artistic intrigue for me from earlier generative-AI systems, when it was just a completely hallucinated hellscape," Parsons said, referring to his own experience with text-to-image models.

Read: Artists are losing the war against AI

But the movie he's made is not some anti-AI commentary, he stresses; it's speaking to the same feeling of disconnection from reality that AI has prompted. Both the endless sweep of the Backrooms and the limitless field of AI can represent "this big vomit pile of all the information we spit out as a species," as Parsons put it--composed of all the memories a person can conjure and fantasies they can express. In the film, the protagonists become wanderers in a landscape that seems to exist on its own space-time continuum, which appears to pull from the collective unconsciousness of everyone who explores it; the Backrooms somehow will their half-remembered dreams into being. The result is a grotesque, open-ended manifestation of its travelers' imaginations.

That sense of discomfort is the real horror of Backrooms, and why its curious atmosphere feels like a fresh take on ambient-inspired scares. It also might explain the original photo's allure: The internet makes it possible to bring the most ludicrous thought to life, to an almost overwhelming extent. Becoming trapped in a generic, seemingly empty world offers the opposite experience--frightening and yet, at the same time, maybe strangely appealing.
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Jill Biden Worried Her Husband Was Drugged on Debate Night

In a new memoir, Jill Biden describes her own shock and fear over the president's calamitous performance.

by Toluse Olorunnipa

Thu, 28 May 2026




As she watched President Biden stumble through the most cringeworthy portion of his disastrous June 2024 debate, First Lady Jill Biden wondered if her husband had unknowingly ingested drugs or was having a medical episode on live television. "Is he short-circuiting?" Jill Biden thought. "Is this a stroke? I felt like we were watching an AI hologram of the man we knew, and the hologram was glitching. Has he been drugged?"

Her mind then wandered to a more personal anxiety, considering how his nonsensical word salads--one of which ended with "we finally beat Medicare"--might implicate her as the person best positioned to know if the man who appeared to disassemble onstage was privately prone to incoherence. "Oh God--will people watching assume this is how he is all the time?" she writes in her new memoir, View From the East Wing, a copy of which The Atlantic obtained ahead of its June 2 release date.

Part of Jill Biden's goal for writing a book about her four years as first lady, it seems, is to dispel bipartisan accusations that she was a hidden hand covering up her aging husband's cognitive decline and nudging him to cling to power longer than his mind and body could sustain. As his closest confidant and the person who saw him even when his staff was not around, the former first lady has faced a deluge of conspiracy theories that place her at the center of what critics describe as a grand cover-up. A spokesperson for the Bidens declined to comment.

That Jill Biden felt compelled, in her words, to "set the record straight" highlights how much that presidential debate nearly two years ago--and the ensuing months of political turbulence that led to President Trump's return to power--continues to reverberate within the Democratic Party. Even as its leaders struggle to find a potent counterattack to Trump's presidency, this memoir, which resurfaces many moments the party would like to forget, showcases the difficulty Democrats face in closing an embarrassing chapter.

The story of how Biden's presidency imploded, it seems, is destined to continuously be written and rewritten. View From the East Wing follows books by former Vice President Harris and Pennsylvania Governor Josh Shapiro, each of which shed an unflattering light on the president's condition as he sought reelection and the chaos that erupted after the debate. Last week, the Democratic National Committee released an autopsy report on the 2024 election, highlighting how Biden's presidency paved the way to Harris's doomed 107-day campaign and Trump's resurgence. Trump seems determined to keep Biden in the news as well, mentioning his predecessor almost daily.

But Biden's book may not deliver the kind of closure the party has been desperately, and repeatedly, seeking. Rather than offering an explosive political tell-all, the former first lady instead focuses on the nuances of navigating the politics of the White House's East Wing. She describes struggling with the "catch-22" of being first lady, a position in which knowing too little can make you "an embarrassment" and knowing too much can make you seem power hungry. She largely holds back from lashing out against her foes--including those who abandoned Biden after the debate--though at one point she faults former Attorney General Merrick Garland for his handling of the case that resulted in Hunter Biden's conviction on gun charges. (The president pardoned his son before leaving the White House.) While she writes that a "thought bubble above my head was full of expletives" after Harris attacked her husband over school busing during a June 2019 debate, by 2024, the first lady and vice president were professing their "love" for each other. The book does not dwell much on the current president, though it laments Trump's destruction of the East Wing, likening it to the slaughter of a "rare and precious animal."

Jill Biden concedes that her husband, who turned 80 shortly before announcing his reelection bid, "was definitely aging" in office, occasionally failing in his fight against fatigue and the physical demands of the presidency. He apparently battled "excruciating pain most days" from a November 2020 foot injury that never fully healed. She acknowledges that her husband had "privately floated the idea of voluntarily being a one-term, transitional president" during his 2020 campaign and, deep into his presidency, seriously considered whether pursuing a second term would be the right decision. At one point in January 2023, she writes, she "floated a hypothetical" and wondered if the Republicans would "continue to go after our family if you decided not to run?" (Hunter Biden's struggle with drug addiction and the political liability it created for his father take up a considerable portion of the book.) But the president did not think that was a good reason to forgo a presidential race, she says.

And besides, the president's political advisers--and his family members--insisted that he needed to run for reelection, pointing to polling showing him as the most formidable Democrat and laying out the stakes for what might happen if Republicans retook the White House.

But Jill Biden vehemently denies that her husband had been showing any signs of senility or dementia that would have foreshadowed such a painful-to-watch debate performance when he stood on the stage with Trump in Atlanta ("The truth was, Joe was not who he was on a day-to-day basis in that debate," she writes). So what happened? Even nearly two years later, Jill Biden seems to have more questions than answers.

"Nothing explained what I was seeing," she writes at one point about her husband's "strangely monochromatic" visage and lackluster performance.
 
 "To this day, I still don't know what happened. Why wasn't he making any sense? It was inexplicable to me," she says elsewhere in the book. Maybe he had rehearsed too much? Maybe he had traveled too much that month? Or was he just ill? The president had seemed exhausted earlier in the day and had told her that he was not feeling too well. Later, after positing that he may have unwittingly taken codeine cough syrup or Ambien to fight off a cold or to help him sleep, Jill Biden seems to rhetorically throw her hands in the air: "I only wish I had the answer." (You could forgive the reader for wondering, Well, did you ask him?) The first lady writes that she wished she had thought to ask for a blood test after the debate (and also says she suggested the president take a cognitive test to calm doubts, but was overruled by his advisers).

Jill Biden writes that on their bathroom mirror, she would at times leave inspirational messages like "You are my hero" or, on particularly tough days, "Get up, champ. Get up." Sometimes, she would sneak in messages on policy, relying on her ability to be frank and open with the leader of the free world in ways that others could not. During Israel's military offensive in Gaza, after an air strike killed seven people working for a humanitarian-aid group, she left a Post-it note on the mirror reading "Net has to stop," a reference to Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. Knowing that Biden and Netanyahu would be speaking the following day, she left another note the next morning, which read: "Be strong. Don't let BN use your goodness."

That bluntness apparently resurfaced in the moments after the debate. As the president walked off the stage, he whispered to his wife, "I really f**ked up, didn't I?" she writes. "'Yes, you did,' I whispered back."
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'We Have Not Seen Ugly Yet'

Paxton versus Talarico is already awful.&nbsp;&nbsp;

by Elaine Godfrey

Wed, 27 May 2026




Two things are as certain as bluebonnets in spring now that Ken Paxton is the Republican nominee for the Senate in Texas: Democrats have a better-than-usual chance of winning statewide. And the next 23 weeks are going to be hideous.

Paxton's big win comes days after President Trump stuck his finger into the wind, determined that incumbent, John Cornyn, was toast, and gave the attorney general his last-minute support. Even though the nearly 28-point margin was surprising, it was probably always going to be Paxton. A runoff tends to attract the hardest of the hard-core--the kind of determined voter who is willing not only to show up to vote in March, but to show up and vote in March, sit through 12 weeks of brutal attack ads, then head back out to the polls in May. The kind of Republican who might argue, as one woman did in Dallas when I spoke with her last week, that Paxton and Trump are bringing masculinity back to the party like Bambi's father "coming out of the forest with those huge antlers."

Now that these dutiful Republicans have secured the animated stag of their dreams, they will turn their attention to his general-election opponent: James Talarico, the 37-year-old Democratic state lawmaker and aspiring Presbyterian minister. In some ways, the two men have become avatars for their respective parties, which will spend the next five months ruthlessly attacking each other.

Paxton, a MAGA folk hero, seems even more committed to the movement than Trump himself is. As attorney general, he filed dozens upon dozens of lawsuits against Presidents Obama and Biden, and sued to overturn the 2020 election results. Paxton and Trump happen to share a strikingly similar ethical and legal rap sheet: Both men have been indicted (Paxton's charges involved securities fraud and were dismissed after he agreed to do community service and take an ethics class); both have been impeached (Paxton was suspended by the Texas House but later acquitted by the Senate); and both have been accused of--and deny--infidelity. (Angela Paxton is now divorcing Ken on "biblical grounds.")

Read: Ken Paxton is actually doing this

Although Talarico doesn't yet have Paxton's name recognition, he does have strong youth-pastor energy and, at least for now, the moral high ground. As a faith-forward economic populist, Talarico has a core campaign message of love triumphing over hate, and little guys taking on the billionaires. Republicans know that they've got a tough race ahead of them, which is why they've already settled on a strategy: make Talarico seem like a weird dude.

Unfortunately for Democrats, Talarico has been more than a little helpful in this effort. In 2021, the state lawmaker said that "God is nonbinary," a statement that is off-putting to some Christians, not because they believe that God is literally a man but because they can't fathom why someone would drag God into the earthly debate over gender identity. Talarico has also said that there are six biological sexes and that he supports access to abortion, in part, because God asked for consent when he blessed Mary with the baby Jesus. As a candidate in 2022, he pledged to run a "non-meat campaign," which was never going to play well in cattle country.

Lately, Talarico has been doing some backtracking. "I know there are two sexes, men and women. I also know there's a very small percentage of people who have these chromosomal abnormalities, and I believe they deserve to be treated with dignity and respect," he told CBS this week, adding that there are "some statements that I've made that I certainly regret." Whenever Talarico is accused of being insufficiently pro-meat, his campaign circulates a photo of the candidate gnawing on a turkey leg at the state fair.

Still, both sides have heaps of material to work with. Which is why the next few months promise a total inundation of negative advertising online, and on the airwaves in Texas. Democrats will hammer into voters Paxton's scandals--and the failures of Republican leadership. "Will Republicans get away with running a superficial attack campaign when Texans are really hurting?" Matt Angle, a state Democratic strategist, told me. "They've been in control for 30 years. If something's broke, they broke it." Meanwhile, Republicans are already parroting Paxton's proposed "Tala-freako" and "Low-T Talarico" nicknames. This morning, the Trump adviser Stephen Miller wrote on X that Democrats have nominated their "first transgender senate candidate." (Talarico is not transgender.) "We have not seen ugly yet," Vinny Minchillo, a Texas Republican strategist, told me. They're going to make Talarico "the woke DEI candidate of all woke DEI candidates. And pound him, pound him, pound him."

The task ahead will be tough for Talarico, who will have to decide when to counter these attacks directly--Define thyself lest ye be defined, as the political maxim goes--and when to remain firmly astride his moral high horse. He will also have to fend off the unprecedented amounts of money that Republicans are pumping into the race in order to protect their fragile Senate majority. Already, Paxton has secured the backing of the National Republican Senatorial Committee, which initially endorsed Cornyn and which, last night, dutifully scrubbed its website of all anti-Paxton press releases and ads.

Yet for Talarico, hope remains. No Texan needs reminding that inflation is high, or that the war in Iran has the whole world on edge and gas prices rising. Trump's polling is bad, and among Texans, Talarico has higher favorability numbers than both Paxton and the president. In what might end up being a particularly good year for Democrats, victory is not only possible but achievable.

Still, if Democrats have done one thing well in Texas over the past 30 years, it's dash hopes. The last time a Democrat came close to winning statewide in Texas was in 2018. Back then, Senator Ted Cruz beat Beto O'Rourke by roughly 215,000 votes. This time, the figure that Republicans have their eye on is 778,139, or the number of Texans who voted in the March GOP primary but who were not excited enough about either Republican candidate to vote in the runoff. A drop in turnout was expected. But a 36 percent decline "mirrors a lack of Republican enthusiasm we've seen in other states," Minchillo said. For Texas Republicans, that number is "distressing."

Last night on Truth Social, Trump congratulated Paxton and promised to hold a few rallies to help gin up some excitement. "Texas, this will be FUN!" the president teased. We'll see.
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Why Trump Lost

The president failed to deliver on his Iran bluster, and in the end fooled only himself.

by David Frum

Sun, 24 May 2026




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


The first surprising thing about President Trump's impending defeat in the 2026 Iran war is that he already fought and won a successful war against Iran last year. In June 2025, U.S. and Israeli air strikes badly damaged the Iranian nuclear program in 12 days of bombardment. Exactly how badly remains controversial. But they didn't do nothing. If Trump had quit while ahead, he could have banked his gains from last June as a solid if imperfect win.

The second surprising thing about Trump's impending defeat is that he does not seem to have cared at all about the only evident reason to resume fighting in 2026: the Iranian people's rebellion against their brutal oppressors. Trump has never given any evidence of caring about Iranian democracy or human rights. He promised the Iranian people "Help is on the way" on January 13, but military operations did not commence until thousands were dead and the rebellion was already effectively crushed. During military operations, Trump made clear that he sought a deal with the existing regime. He made no effort to support or cooperate with Iranian dissidents before, during, or after the uprising.

The third surprising thing about Trump's impending defeat is that even he himself seems never to have understood why he went back to war against Iran. What exactly did he think he would achieve? He kept saying that he wanted to ensure that Iran never developed a nuclear weapon. He also insisted that he had effectively prevented it from doing so in August. He seemed genuinely to believe that claim. If so, why resume the fighting? If, however, those words were wrong, then why not simply hit the nuclear sites again? Why the need for this bigger war?

Trump started the February 28 war for reasons of personality, not strategy. He is on his way to losing the war for the same reasons of personality.

Trump is arrogant. Think how often Trump mocks his predecessors as "dumb" and praises himself as "smart." Those predecessors, from Jimmy Carter through Ronald Reagan to Joe Biden, all had to ponder military responses to Iranian terrorism and aggression. They all ultimately decided not to wage a major war against Iranian national territory. Among the prime deterrents to action: the Strait of Hormuz problem. Trump apparently decided that a problem that was too hard for everybody else would magically disappear for him, because he is tough and growls in his official photographs.

Trump is reckless. Trump is not a plan-ahead guy. He plunges into desperate adventures without any clear endgame in mind. What really was Trump's plan on January 6, 2021? After Mike Pence was seized by rioters and forced at gunpoint to recite the magic words Trump wanted him to say, what was supposed to happen then? The 81 million American majority who'd voted against Trump in 2020 would submit? The military, CIA, and FBI would follow blatantly illegal orders? In 2021, Trump provoked violence and hoped it would all somehow work out. He followed the same approach again in 2026.

Trump hates procedure. A lot of the apparatus of the modern presidency exists to force confrontations with unwelcome realities. Cabinet officers are confirmed by the Senate to assure the country that major offices are filled by people of character and competence. The National Security Council is supposed to process challenging data to ensure that the president receives necessary information. But to run the Department of Defense, Trump nominated and the Senate approved Pete Hegseth. Instead of choosing a national security adviser to replace Mike Waltz after Waltz's resignation on May 1, 2025, Trump tapped Secretary of State Marco Rubio to take on the role. But to double up that particular job dooms the job not to be done at all, especially because Trump has shriveled the NSC's staff and subjected it to loyalty tests demanded by his most screwball supporters.

Trump is panicky. For all his bluster and boasting, Trump cannot take the heat. Presidents who believe in their decisions ride out bad polls. Trump panics and reverses course. Trump has been signaling since mid-March that he wants an end to the Iran war at almost any price. The Iranians have read those signals. For all the damage the U.S. military inflicted on Iran, the Iranians seem to have gambled that they could outlast Trump. They've been proven right.

Trump is gullible. As Trump's present secretary of state observed back in 2016, Trump is most fundamentally a con artist. But Trump is often a self-defeating con artist who falls victim to his own con. Trump demanded "unconditional surrender" from Iran. Instead, he's negotiating an exit that concedes most of Iran's demands and leaves Iran in a more dominant position over Persian Gulf oil traffic than it occupied before the war. But Trump seems genuinely to have convinced himself that he's won a mighty victory, and he seems truly baffled that others decline to endorse his flim-flam.

Trump can't lead. Trump's method of governance is command. He cannot work across party lines, and he cannot speak to any part of the American nation beyond his MAGA base. A war leader, however, must be a national leader. War imposes costly sacrifices. Leaders who take the nation to war must explain those costs and inspire those sacrifices. Trump simply cannot do any of that work, and he has no idea how it could be done.

For three years in his first term, Trump benefited from the strong economy that he inherited. Then the pandemic struck, and his first instinct was to hunt for someone to blame. In this second presidency, his main work has been spectacular self-enrichment, even as the economy has sagged under the weight of his catastrophic trade wars. He made no case for an Iran war to the public and never sought approval by Congress. There are some Iran hawks on the Democratic side, especially in the Senate. Trump never tried to ally with them.

Trump's vision of the presidency is authoritarian and kleptocratic: Issue orders, grab money, luxuriate in flattery, erect monuments to oneself. That's no way to lead a nation through the hazards and difficulties of war. Now the war is ending on disadvantageous terms for the United States. Trump's old methods will be turned to a new task: trying to deceive the American people and the world into believing that the war he lost was really a big win, the biggest ever, so big you cannot believe it. He's likely to discover that, indeed, nobody does believe it.
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Out of the Gerrymandering Darkness, a New Hope for Reform

Some think it could lead to a change in the political system.

by Russell Berman

Sat, 23 May 2026




Representatives Brian Fitzpatrick and Tom Suozzi occupy a lonely space in Congress. Their respective parties--Fitzpatrick is a Republican from Pennsylvania, Suozzi a Democrat from New York--are waging a nationwide gerrymandering fight that neither wants any part in. With the seat-for-seat battle expanding to new states seemingly by the day, Fitzpatrick and Suozzi are calling for a truce--if only anyone would listen.

"There's got to be people that come to the table and agree that it's in the best interest of our nation to not do this, that it's a race to the bottom," Fitzpatrick told me.

National leaders in both parties, however, are in no mood for peace. President Trump has directed Republicans to seize every opportunity to draw House seats in their favor, in hope that the GOP can create a buffer big enough to overcome the president's sagging poll numbers in the midterm elections this fall. The Supreme Court's decision to weaken the Voting Rights Act last month freed Republicans to redistrict even more aggressively across the Deep South, building on the party's gains in Texas and a handful of other states last fall.

Democrats, who hit back in California but lost a court fight in Virginia, have vowed their own escalation in blue states next year. "We're going to win in November," House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries vowed to reporters last week, before adopting a bit of fantasy-flick hyperbole: "And then we're going to crush their souls as it relates to the extremism that they are trying to unleash on the American people."

The gerrymandering frenzy will likely extend for at least two more years, which in turn will only exacerbate the polarization and partisanship that has gripped Congress and steadily diminished its standing. "We've just made this so bad for our country," Suozzi told me. "We have got to address this problem, or we're going to fall further into this spiral, this death spiral."

Fitzpatrick and Suozzi are co-chairs of the bipartisan Problem Solvers Caucus, a group that in an ideal world might comprise the entirety of Congress--after all, what else is a legislative body for?--but in these dysfunctional times make up a few dozen lawmakers along the center political axis of both parties. With the House so closely divided over the past decade, the caucus has occasionally exerted influence over policy--when it's been able to avoid its own issues. I spoke with Fitzpatrick and Suozzi in a joint phone interview earlier this week, during which they told me that the caucus had resolved to make a concerted push against gerrymandering.

Both Fitzpatrick and Suozzi have some incentive to make this stand, as do many of their problem-solving colleagues. Fitzpatrick represents one of just three GOP-held districts that voted for Kamala Harris in 2024, whereas Trump narrowly carried Suozzi's Long Island constituency. Their purple seats are the kind that both parties target in redistricting, and the two hope that demonstrating their distaste for partisan warfare can help them win crossover voters in November.

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

The Problem Solvers Caucus met inside the Capitol last week to discuss what to do about the redistricting "death spiral," at a gathering that took place a short walk away from where House Democrats were beginning to plot their next round of revenge on gerrymandering Republicans. The challenge for the Problem Solvers is that they are constrained both by an internal struggle for consensus and by their relatively narrow view of Congress' power to regulate a practice that's nearly as old as the republic.

Fitzpatrick joined every other Republican in opposing a Democratic bill in 2022 that would have, among many other things, banned partisan gerrymandering nationwide and forced states to use independent redistricting commissions to draw House maps. Although he supports independent commissions, he told me that Congress couldn't require their use. Instead, he said, Congress would have to use its funding power to encourage political reforms such as nonpartisan redistricting and open primaries--another popular idea to combat polarization. But the caucus has yet to endorse even that proposal. "We haven't come to a decision as to what we're going to advocate for yet," Suozzi told me when I asked what the caucus planned to do about gerrymandering. "We've come to a decision that it's a problem."

Outside Congress, election reformers are even glummer about the gerrymandering race, but they have far grander ideas about how to fix the nation's politics. A few of them think--or at least hope--that Americans will grow so infuriated by the whole mess that a new opportunity for change will emerge.

In early 2020, the political scientist Lee Drutman published a book in which he decried the "doom loop" created by the nation's two major parties. Seven years later, he says that the system is now even "doomier and loopier." He told me that he is not sure how much worse Congress can get. "Things are pretty ugly and pretty nasty and pretty bitter," Drutman said, "but I guess you should never underestimate how low the floor can go."

Read: The fight-club rule on gerrymandering

Drutman advocates for a system known as proportional representation, in which each House district elects not just one but multiple members determined by the percentage of the vote each party receives. Congress would include representatives from several parties, as opposed to its current configuration of Republicans, Democrats, and a small number of independents who align with one caucus or the other. The idea might seem like a pipe dream, but it has been drawing more discussion in the past few years (including in this magazine). Last week Harris, who is considering another White House bid, mentioned multimember districts during an interview in which she called for the party to hold a "no-bad-ideas brainstorm" to "strengthen democracy" and respond to the gutting of the Voting Rights Act.

The Court's decision in Louisiana v. Callais, written by Justice Samuel Alito and joined by five other conservatives, set off a fresh rush by Republican-dominated states to gerrymander in advance of the midterm elections, and threatened to decimate the ranks of Black representatives from the South in Congress. Tennessee eliminated its lone majority-minority district barely a week later, and GOP leaders in both Louisiana and Alabama announced new elections so that they could redraw districts currently held by Black Democrats. (Louisiana suspended a primary election that was already under way to do so.) South Carolina Republicans are now debating whether to carve up the district long held by Representative James Clyburn; in Georgia, Governor Brian Kemp called a special session of the legislature so that the GOP majority--which Democrats hope to displace in November--could redistrict for the 2028 election while the party still holds power in the state.

Drutman said that the Callais ruling could end up being the "hinge point" in the debate over systemic political reform. It was a moment in which "the rules changed," he said. Aside from proportional representation, Drutman mentioned other ideas that have gained currency in recent years, particularly on the left. They include increasing the size of the House from its current 435 members and expanding the nine-member Supreme Court, along with campaign-finance and ethics reforms.

Democrats considered some of those changes when they last held power in Congress, and Harris mentioned Supreme Court expansion as part of her proposed brainstorm. (She also cited the possibility of statehood for the District of Columbia and Puerto Rico.) As the party seeks to reclaim both the White House and durable congressional majorities over the next few years, it must debate whether to prioritize reforms that will enhance its power or those intended to decrease partisanship in the system as a whole.

The voters who stand to lose the most in the power struggle between Republicans and Democrats are those who don't register with either party--and who represent the fastest-growing share of the national electorate. In a Gallup poll released earlier this year, 45 percent of respondents identified themselves as independents, the highest percentage Gallup has ever recorded. As the two parties shrink in stature, they are trying to consolidate their power, in part by drawing districts stacked in their favor and also by closing primary elections to independent voters and opposing efforts to open them up. In a gerrymandered district where only voters registered with a party can participate in the primaries, candidates aim to appeal to a small slice of the electorate that tends to be much more partisan than the population as a whole, deepening the divide across the country.

To many reformers, changing primary rules to expand access for independent voters is a more effective way of combatting polarization than farther-reaching proposals such as proportional representation and increasing the size of the House. The parties' "push to maximize partisan advantage in ways that silence voters will lead to a populist backlash, and I think in that backlash is our opportunity," Nick Troiano, the executive director of Unite America, a group that opposes closed-party primaries, told me.

Unite America invested heavily in statewide ballot initiatives to replicate Alaska's unique voting system, in which four candidates advance from a nonpartisan primary to a general election run on ranked-choice voting. The campaigns lost nearly everywhere they were on the ballot in 2024, but Troiano thinks that had they been before voters this year, in the midst of this redistricting brawl, they might have fared better. "I don't think that strategy was a failure. I think the timing was off," he said.

The trouble for any election reform in this hyperpartisan moment is that as soon as one party--or even a prominent party leader, such as Harris--takes a liking to a proposal, the other party becomes more skeptical of the idea. (Ranked-choice voting, which for a while enjoyed bipartisan appeal, fell victim to this dynamic after its adoption in Maine coincided with Democratic victories.)

Open primaries face resistance among leaders of both parties because the model  explicitly challenges their dominance. In California, top Democrats have never loved the state's voter-approved nonpartisan primary, and the risk that the party might get shut out of the runoff election in the governor's race this November has prompted a new effort to scrap it. Democratic leaders in Colorado and Nevada opposed primary-reform ballot campaigns. Louisiana Republicans ditched the state's so-called jungle primary in 2024.

But at least a few Republicans are entertaining the idea of open primaries as a partial remedy to polarization and the legislative paralysis it can cause. Fitzpatrick has said that if Pennsylvania had an open primary, he'd run for Congress as an independent rather than as a Republican. A closed primary, he told me, effectively disenfranchises more than one-third of voters. "As a matter of justice, it's wrong," Fitzpatrick said. "And it has a corrosive effect on the House floor. You can tell the people who live in closed-primary states. They conduct themselves very differently." (Fitzpatrick ran unopposed in his primary on Tuesday, but his occasional breaks with Trump have attracted the president's attention. "He likes voting against Trump," the president told Fox News's Jacqui Heinrich, who is engaged to Fitzpatrick. "You know what happens with that? It doesn't work out well.")

Listen: America has always had a gerrymandering problem. This is new.

Garret Graves, a Republican from Louisiana who served in the House for a decade until last year before an earlier round of redistricting split up his district, shared a similar perspective on closed primaries. "There were hundreds of times where I had members of Congress, both Democrats and Republicans, who said to me, in summary, I know this vote is the right thing to do, but I can't do it, because I'll get primaried," Graves told me. Closed primaries, he said, "distort democracy. They distort free markets."

Yet Graves was looking not to his former colleagues in the House but to the public and even the courts for a solution. He suggested that a lawsuit challenging closed primaries as unfairly disenfranchising voters could succeed. "I would really welcome something like that," Graves said. As for Congress, he seemed to think that the chances it would act on closed primaries were as small as the likelihood that the parties would lay down their arms on gerrymandering anytime soon. "I have zero hope," Graves said.
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What Is Hunter Biden Doing?

The former president's son tearfully met with Candace Owens, who once called him a "degenerate."

by Matt Viser

Fri, 22 May 2026




It was something of a political hall of mirrors: Hunter Biden arriving at Candace Owens's house, sitting in a book-filled room decorated with a crucifix and orchids in the shape of a heart, holding a coffee cup labeled conspiracy theorist, and answering a range of questions from a podcast host who has called him "an alleged sex predator" and "A DEGENERATE THAT SHOULD BE IN PRISON" who comes from a "SCUM family." The first question: "The cocaine that was found at the White House, was it yours?"

To say this was an unusual pairing is an understatement. To claim it was Frost/Nixon is an overstatement. But it said something about modern-day politics--and the weirdness of online culture--that the son of a former Democratic president and a right-wing podcaster were sitting there together, conversing for nearly two hours, finding common ground on being misunderstood, on being targeted by a powerful president, and on questioning the circumstances of Charlie Kirk's death and whether the assassination attempts against Donald Trump were staged.

Owens apologized for treating Biden like "a caricature" and joining the "political machine" that attacked him during one of the lowest moments of his life ("I'm really sorry that I contributed to that. Like, I just feel really shitty"). He lavished her with praise ("You're probably the most effective communicator I've ever heard behind the microphone"). She encouraged him to spend time in confession ("Don't worry," he responded, "I've been to confession"), and he giddily proposed that they go see Pope Leo XIV together: "For real, let's go to the Vatican." Biden offered book recommendations ("Have you ever read The Devil's Chessboard?"), and Owens complimented his intelligence ("Not to be rude, but I thought you were dumb").

Much of the conversation focused on Biden's recovery story, human details of which Owens seemed largely unaware. "I just didn't even consider: He's a crackhead. That's actually a very relatable thing," she said at one point. (Never mind that in December 2024 she devoted a segment to President Biden pardoning his son, in which she mentioned "crack" more than two dozen times over about 20 minutes.) To anyone who has read Hunter Biden's 2021 memoir, followed his federal court cases, or heard him in previous interviews, there were a lot of familiar themes: The guy who has long had addiction issues, and been in and out of rehab through much of his adult life. The guy who spiraled further after his brother died. The guy who watched as compromising photos, his private text messages, and more than a decade of emails became public fodder and complicated his dad's campaign and presidency. "It forced me into a choice," he said. "And the choice was: Do I get out of bed and live, or do I die? And it became that much of a dichotomy. And I chose to live, and it wasn't easy."

Biden has spent years living under Republican attacks. Owens herself led many of them alongside other fixtures of the hard right. Former Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene once, during a congressional hearing, held up graphic images of Biden engaged in sex acts. Yet earlier this week, Greene wrote on social media, "I am so interested in this interview. This is what real journalism looks like along with where the political underground of America is moving." Both Owens and Greene have been repeatedly criticized for making anti-Semitic comments, downplaying the Holocaust, and playing into anti-Jewish tropes.

The most revealing moment came toward the end, as Biden recounted the attacks he faced. "They tore off all my clothes, tarred and feathered me, and put me in the center of town, and said, 'Look at him.' And I survived," he said. Owens locked eyes with him and apologized several times. "Genuinely, I'm so sorry," she said. "I did partake in just the inhumanity of just Look at this guy at the worst moment of his life, with prostitutes. He's on crack, he's on drugs, and we should make fun of him." Biden began tearing up, wiping his eyes. "For you to say that to me, I truly mean it, just from a purely selfish point of view, means the world. And I truly didn't come here for that."

But why was he there? Why did he recently reactivate his account on X? And what's next for the man many Republicans have loved to hate and many Democrats have hoped would disappear?

I have gotten to know Hunter Biden quite well over the past few years. I spent months in 2021 combing through a copy of his hard drive--the product of an infamous laptop that he allegedly dropped off at a computer-repair shop and never retrieved--and learned way more about him than I cared to. The research produced a number of stories about his business pursuits, about his relationship with Tucker Carlson, and about how he benefited from his family name.

I also wrote about Biden's attempts to become an artist, along with the ethical concerns his ambitions raised in the White House and the congressional investigations that followed. That all can seem quite quaint now. For some time, Biden has been privately angry about the Trump family and their business pursuits that involve far more money and foreign countries, pose far more conflicts of interest--and get far less scrutiny. That anger burst out in the interview with Owens.

Read: MAGA's next top influencer

"I had two shows and probably sold a total of 20 paintings," he said. "And you had a problem--not you; well, you too--had a problem with me being this emblem of corruption?" Owens agreed, and said she would forever distance herself from the Trump family and now sees their business pursuits on a far different scale of corruption. "I wish I could go back to the days where I thought, like, Hunter Biden's art was the most corrupt deal that was done in politics," she responded.

Owens largely steered clear of the topic of Joe Biden, explaining that it would be "completely demonic" to try to get Hunter to say anything bad about his dad. Not that he would. He views himself as something of a defender of the Biden legacy at a time when so many Democrats have ridiculed the former president for deciding to run for reelection. But Owens did try to get him to address the subject of Kamala Harris, who replaced his dad on the ticket. Biden demurred, saying that he didn't know her well and that she was always nice to him. "I'm not dodging the question," Biden said, "but I don't want to shit on the vice president."

The free-ranging interview also provided a window into what I've long seen as Biden's willingness to entertain ideas that can seem far-fetched, his deep skepticism of certain parts of the federal government, and a worry over the vindictiveness of the current administration.

Although his father granted a sweeping pardon to him for crimes committed in the past, Biden expressed worry about being framed or targeted by Trump in the future. Before getting on flights, he said that he has a witness watch him pack his bags, afraid that someone might plant drugs. Given his track record, he said, no one would believe that he's clean and sober.

At one point, Biden asked to keep one of Owens's trademark coffee mugs (the ones with Conspiracy theorist on them), and they both suggested that the assassination attempts against Trump and the murder of Kirk, a close friend to Owens, could have been staged. They have every right, the pair agreed, to question whether they were. "It's almost as if they're just saying, like, eff you," Biden said of those who dismiss their questions.

Read: Finally, a Democrat who could shine on Joe Rogan's show

"It's so disrespectful that we're not even getting good psyops anymore," Owens responded. "Like, we're supposed to believe he's survived four--what are we at, four assassination attempts? The first president that's ever survived four assassination attempts? They lie to us about things."

The two also think something else has changed. "There is a meanness. A willingness to adopt very, very un-American tactics against our opponents because it's become a zero-sum game," Biden said. "It's not just, I disagree with you. It's, You need to be punished. You need to be punished for what you believe."

As to Owens's first question about the cocaine found at the White House in July 2023--which, at the time, spawned its own conspiracy theories--Biden said it most certainly wasn't his. He's been sober, he said, since June 1, 2019. "I'm an easy target. And understandably so. I've been, I think, probably the most famous addict--and famous person, because of the grace of God, in recovery."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/05/hunter-biden-candace-owens-podcast/687271/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Ken Paxton Is Actually Doing This

The Texas Senate primary exists in an alternate reality.

by Elaine Godfrey

Fri, 22 May 2026




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

President Trump took 11 weeks to choose between Senator John Cornyn and State Attorney General Ken Paxton in the Texas Senate primary runoff--so long that most people figured he'd never actually decide. Which is why, when Trump finally endorsed Paxton on Tuesday, the news hit a crowd of Republican retirees at a Tex-Mex restaurant like manna from the MAGA heavens.

Paxton was due that day for a meet-and-greet at Matt's Rancho Martinez in Allen, but he was running late. Suddenly, the sound system, which had been vibrating gently with a selection of the Country Top 40, began blasting "Y.M.C.A." People read Trump's Truth Social post aloud from their phones and waved their arms in time with the president's unofficial anthem. A man near me with slicked-back hair shouted into his phone, "We did it!" And by the time the next song came on--Thunderstruck! Ahh-ahh!--waiters were circulating with trays of free margaritas. "I have chills!" one elderly woman told me happily. Another lifted her plastic cup to the sky and shouted over the din, "What a time to be alive!"

It really is. Donald Trump is a historically unpopular politician. Gas prices, high inflation, and the war with Iran have all systems flashing fire-engine red for Republicans in November. Yet here was the president, throwing his political weight behind Paxton--a man who has been indicted, impeached, and allegedly unfaithful to his wife. In Washington, D.C., Senate Republicans were apoplectic at the president's casual betrayal of one of their own. But here at the Rancho, an endorsement from Trump was welcomed like a hug from Oprah or the title of "Sole Survivor," an American prize of inestimable value. These Texas Republicans love their attorney general the way that they love Trump: wholeheartedly, with no questions asked.

By choosing Paxton, the president is rewarding his--and his base's--unwavering devotion. He is likely also guaranteeing Paxton a primary victory over Cornyn. And in so doing, Trump may have cemented a set of very difficult circumstances for his party. If Paxton wins on Tuesday, Democrats will probably be better positioned to win statewide in Texas than they've been in the past 40 years.

In the beginning, there was a pen. A $1,000 Montblanc, to be specific, the writing instrument of choice for celebrities, heads of state, and other kinds of people who recognize the cultural cachet of a customizable gold nib. Paxton apparently knows a good pen when he sees one, and in 2013, then-State Senator Paxton did see one--next to a metal detector at the Collin County Courthouse, where a fellow attorney had accidentally left it behind. Paxton picked it up and pocketed it. Later, after a call from an officer, Paxton returned the pen to its rightful owner; it had been a misunderstanding, a simple mistake, a Paxton spokesperson said. But that didn't stop the ads. "This is Attorney General Ken Paxton, rummaging through the metal-detector trays and stealing that $1,000 pen," the narrator says in one from 2018.

Texas hadn't seen anything yet.

Over the next decade, Paxton would build a rap sheet of legal and ethical entanglements so long and complex that it is difficult to quickly sum up. I'll try: In 2015, his first year as attorney general, Paxton was charged with defrauding investors in a tech company. (The charges were dismissed after Paxton agreed to do community service and take an ethics class.) In 2020, some of Paxton's aides reported their boss to the FBI, accusing him of using his office to benefit a particular donor; Paxton later fired those staffers, who sued, alleging retaliation. (The FBI investigated Paxton, but the Justice Department ultimately declined to prosecute. A judge did find that the attorney general had violated the state Whistleblower Act, and Texas paid the aides $6.6 million.) In late 2020, Paxton became a star player in Trump's "Stop the Steal" attempt to overturn the results of the presidential election, by suing to invalidate the results in four states that Joe Biden won.

By 2023, Paxton was the subject of a full-blown impeachment investigation based in part on the above allegations. Ultimately, the Texas House, including the majority of Republicans, voted to impeach him. Paxton was eventually acquitted by the Senate, with Trump's help. But during the Senate trial, sordid details about his personal life spilled out, including witness testimony that Paxton had cheated on his wife, State Senator Angela Paxton. Later, in 2025, Angela announced that she was divorcing Paxton on "biblical grounds," which is the Baptist way of saying that Ken was at it again. (Paxton has denied allegations of an affair.)

Despite all of this, Paxton continues to win. He's been reelected twice since 2014, serving 11 years as attorney general. Cornyn has run attack ads, but the rushing river of Paxton controversies is tough to channel. Earlier this year, the Cornyn campaign released a six-minute ad unpacking all of Paxton's corruption allegations that no voter could reasonably be expected to sit through. Later, the campaign tried a different approach, publishing an AI-generated spot centered on Paxton's alleged infidelity that was both hard to follow and painfully campy.

Ask any Paxton supporter what they make of these accusations, and they will usually reply with some version of "Fake news!" or "He who is without sin can cast the first stone." Many of them simply seem exasperated. "Who cares?" a man named Eric told me in Allen. "We've got bigger fish to fry!" The truth is that grassroots conservatives in Texas stand by Paxton because he has consistently stuck by them. By the time Trump entered the White House, Paxton had already positioned himself as an enemy of the establishment, a warrior against the deep state. As attorney general, he sued the Obama administration more than a dozen times, with mixed success; later, he filed more than 100 lawsuits against the Biden administration. (Both of these facts are applause lines in Paxton's stump speech.)

As attorney general, Paxton sues like he breathes. This month, he won a $10 million settlement from the Texas Children's Hospital that required it to stop gender-transition surgeries for minors. He also ordered Texas public schools to show proof that they were displaying copies of the Ten Commandments in classrooms, which, considering the quantity and credibility of all the allegations against him, is a bit like the fox giving the henhouse a lesson on etiquette.

Paxton's superpower is that he is highly adaptable to the changing dynamics of his party and, like the president, appears to be completely lacking in shame. He has always simply "ignored electability as a concern," Brandon Rottinghaus, a political-science professor at the University of Houston, told me. "He has no brakes."

Voters I interviewed proudly made the same comparison. People thought Trump couldn't win in 2016, a man named Doug Snyder told me after writing a $1,000 check for Paxton in Dallas. "Guess what? We've got the hats. And we've been to Mar-a-Lago," he said.

Politics needs more leaders like Paxton and Trump, Diane Truitt told me at the same event--alpha males, she elaborated, like Bambi's dad "coming out of the forest with those huge antlers."

Which brings us, as always, back to Trump. Senate Republicans had urged the president to endorse Cornyn, who has been in the Senate for 23 years, and whose white-haired politesse evokes a bygone congressional era. Last week, in an apparently desperate effort to secure Trump's affections, Cornyn tried to rename a highway after him. But Trump was not to be swayed. "John Cornyn is a good man, and I worked well with him, but he was not supportive of me when times were tough," the president wrote on Truth Social.

Paxton's supporters can rattle off Cornyn's sins without even pausing to think: He was slow to endorse Trump in 2016, and wasn't enthusiastic enough about Trump's efforts to build the border wall. Worse, he voted with Democrats to pass a gun-control package after the 2022 school shooting in Uvalde. He is, in short, a RINO, or Republican in Name Only. Paxton's advertising campaign against Cornyn has been ugly. This month, the attorney general put out an ad arguing that the incumbent senator supports "Muslim mass immigration" and featuring Cornyn saying "Inshallah." ("Ken Paxton has never said anything in Arabic," a spokesperson for Paxton told me.)

Next week's primary will be close, but Trump's endorsement will probably give Paxton the edge. Whichever man wins will go up against James Talarico, a baby-faced state lawmaker and Presbyterian seminarian whose campaign has centered on faith and economic populism. Talarico is, in some ways, eminently attackable: He has said, for example, that "God is nonbinary" and argued that opposition to abortion isn't rooted in scripture. Paxton is already workshopping nicknames for him, including "Six-Gender Jimmy" and "Low-T Talarico."

But many Texas political observers and strategists believe that Cornyn would be better-positioned than Paxton to beat Talarico in November, given Cornyn's ability to fundraise and his palatability among general-election voters. Especially in a year when the political environment seems so favorable to Democrats, running someone as controversial as Paxton, they argue, would be risky. The Cook Political Report has already said that if the attorney general wins next week, "Texas would move into a fully competitive race."

This is, of course, the outcome that many Republicans dread most: that Paxton will be unable to win over the moderate Republican and independent voters he'll need to succeed in November--and that Texas will make Talarico the first Democratic senator it's elected since 1988. If Paxton is the nominee, "we're in deep kimchi, which is Korean for 'shit,'" Jerry Patterson, a Republican, former Texas land commissioner, and Cornyn supporter, told me. (Patterson is evidently not a fermented-vegetable fan.) "We've excited a new group of voters," he added, referring to Trump and Paxton supporters, "and now we're paying the price for it."

At least for now, the voters Patterson is talking about seem to exist in an alternate reality--a place where Donald Trump's endorsement can only be a good thing, where MAGA reigns and margaritas abound. "I don't know where they're getting those numbers from," a woman named Mary told me in Allen, when I asked about the president's dwindling national popularity. At the Rancho, voters don't see Ken Paxton as an electoral liability any more than they believe that Joe Biden won the 2020 election fair and square. For them, November is looking particularly bright.
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Two Futures for the American Left

The dustup over Marjorie Taylor Greene isn't really about tactical coalitions. It's about values.

by Arash Azizi

Fri, 22 May 2026




In a spat between Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and Marjorie Taylor Greene, which side would American leftists take? Until recently, this might have sounded like a ludicrous question. By any measure, AOC is one of America's most left-wing politicians. Greene is a self-described Christian nationalist who once belonged to the right-wing Freedom Caucus.

But two weeks ago, AOC described Greene as "a proven bigot and anti-Semite" who shouldn't be trusted, and many American leftists flocked to Greene's corner, condemning AOC for her comments. They included the activist Cenk Uygur, the journalists Glenn Greenwald and Ryan Grim, the Palestinian writers Susan Abulhawa and Mohammed el-Kurd, and the Democratic strategist Peter Daou, to name a few.

The newfound love for Greene on the left is explained primarily by one factor: Israel. MTG has changed sides on the issue. In the past she evinced strong support for "our ally Israel," criticized AOC on the grounds that the representative "hates Israel," and complained about "Israel-hating radicals." Now Greene has broken with Donald Trump and come to condemn the "genocide in Gaza."

Greene hasn't become more tolerant: She greeted the election of Zohran Mamdani, New York's first Muslim mayor, last year with an X post that showed the Statue of Liberty in a burka. And she hasn't abandoned conspiracism: Just last week, with regard to COVID-19, she claimed that the pharmaceutical company Moderna had helped "manipulate the virus (bioweapon), make the vaccine (poison), and then make the profits."

Yair Rosenberg: Four simple questions for Marjorie Taylor Greene

But Israel tops all concerns for some leftists, so Greene's reversal on the issue is enough to win their support, and AOC's refusal to embrace her is seen as a counterproductive purity test. Uygur, for instance, claimed that AOC had done "exactly what Israeli supporters want--split the anti-war movement and critics of Israel's genocide."

The AOC-MTG dustup is not really about how big a tent the American left should erect, however. It's not even about whether left-wingers should occasionally collaborate with those on the right. Rather, it presents a choice between two irreconcilable futures for the leftist movement itself.

One of these two visions involves building on America's liberal tradition while attempting to push it toward democratic socialism. This approach has a long history in the United States. In the late 1930s, the Communist Party gave vociferous support to Franklin D. Roosevelt even while recruiting thousands of people to its own ranks. The Port Huron Statement of 1962--the defining document of the American New Left--called for the movement to "include liberals and socialists, the former for their relevance, the latter for their sense of thoroughgoing reforms in the system."

Institutionally and electorally, this version of the left relies on a grand coalition of trade unions and civil-rights groups advancing the rights of women and Black Americans--in other words, the historic constituency of the post-1970s Democratic Party. It would work to gain back the working-class votes that the party has lost in recent years.

Such a path is essentially that of Bernie Sanders, who has managed to both oppose the two-party system and make himself a core part of the Democratic Party, occupying top positions and helping shape its platform. AOC has made similar choices: She's stayed on good terms with the Democratic leadership, even while being enormously popular within the country's largest leftist organization, the Democratic Socialists of America.

The alternative to this vision for the left is very different. It envisages a future anchored in populist anti-elitism rather than in defined values or political traditions. It would unite those angry at "the system," including by opposing the post-1945 world order and liberalism itself, in search of an alliance of the far left and the far right. Hence Greenwald, once on the left, now makes common cause with his right-wing counterparts, such as Alex Jones and Candace Owens. A popular pro-Palestinian account on X endorsed both a leftist Democratic-primary candidate in Michigan and Dan Bilzerian, a Holocaust denier who is running for Congress in Florida. As an emotional wedge issue, Israel is ideal for this trans-spectrum populism. Those on the left embrace hostility toward Israel as an anti-imperialist cause, while those on the right advocate an American nationalism suspicious of entanglements abroad, such as the steadfast U.S. support for Israel.

Some of the responses to AOC's remarks about MTG made clear that her critics weren't just suggesting that she tactically align with Greene, but that they preferred Greene's politics to AOC's, especially on Israel. Daou, for instance, averred that Greene had "far more intellectual honesty" and "far more courage on the defining moral issue of our time," namely, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Abulhawa, too, asserted that for her, "as a leftie," Greene had "more credibility and honor" on that issue. In fact, AOC has one of the most pro-Palestinian records in Congress. But the populist wing of the left distrusts her commitment largely because of her association with the Democratic Party establishment. Greene, since her rift with Trump, can be cast as an outsider.

The writer Sohrab Ahmari, who combines Catholic conservative social values with populist economic views, recently wrote about AOC's criticism of Greene in the British magazine UnHerd. He called on AOC to view society as divided into two camps--underdogs versus those in power--and to mobilize the former against the latter.

But this kind of populism does not have a track record of success for the left. Perhaps the most significant force to have tried it is the Spanish party Podemos, founded in 2014, which attempted to ignite a left-right groundswell against an ill-defined establishment that it called "the caste." But this message didn't resonate with Spanish voters. No grand populist coalition came to be; instead, Podemos wound up allying with the Socialist and Communist Parties, and it currently backs Spain's Socialist-led government.

David Frum: The new blood libel

Populism has, at the same time, proved stunningly successful on the right. And as far-right populist parties consolidate power in one country after another, many on the global left find themselves drawn to join them in a shared anti-liberalism. Last year, Perry Anderson, the grand old theorist of the British New Left, offered an account of populism that strongly suggested that its purveyors on the right and left could pursue a common agenda.

But a far left that put aside its significant differences with the far right to unite over a joint opposition to "the system" and obsession with Israel would no longer be recognizable. It would be forced to abandon or heavily de-emphasize defining values, such as gender equality, anti-racism, and the need for action on climate change, without necessarily finding common ground with the right on its economic agenda.

This is thus a struggle over the American left's identity. The 2010s, following the 2008 global financial crisis, gave rise to anti-establishment forces across the world. In the U.S., these included both the Tea Party and Occupy Wall Street. The former's success eventually transformed the Republican Party and brought about the Trump presidency. The left, in turn, has done much to transform the Democratic Party: Despite losing two primaries in 2016 and 2020, Sanders, once a lonely voice on the fringe, has become a major force, and some polls show AOC leading among potential Democratic candidates for president in 2028. A DSA member is now mayor of America's largest city.

But the American left must choose. It can help transform the Democratic Party into a broad liberal-socialist coalition that encompasses the politics of Sanders and AOC. Or it can try to compete for the right's populist voters by dissolving its political and historical identity into an unrecognizable mash of anti-elite anger. In the process, it will become ever more like Marjorie Taylor Greene.
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Homeland Security's Plan to Squeeze International Flights

DHS Secretary Markwayne Mullin told travel executives he may target airports in cities that don't help ICE.

by Nick Miroff

Thu, 21 May 2026




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

In early April, shortly after Markwayne Mullin took over the Department of Homeland Security, he floated an idea on Fox News that wasn't taken seriously; it sounded, in fact, like a proposal from someone very new on the job: Mullin threatened to cut federal screening of international passengers and cargo at airports in cities with "sanctuary" policies, which limit cooperation with Immigration and Customs Enforcement. Such a move would trigger flight cancellations to airports in New York, Los Angeles, Chicago, and other major cities and force airlines to reroute to other destinations. Mullin's proposal seemed more like a wild swing than a real plan.


The new secretary is pushing forward anyway. Last Wednesday, Mullin convened a small group of airline and travel-industry executives at DHS headquarters in Washington and told them he may reduce Customs and Border Protection staffing at major airports that serve sanctuary jurisdictions. Mullin told the executives the locations could include Portland International Airport, in Oregon; New York City-area airports such as John F. Kennedy International Airport and Newark Liberty International Airport; and Washington Dulles International Airport, according to two people with knowledge of the discussion who were not authorized to speak publicly. Mullin did not indicate when DHS would begin the pullback, but it would likely occur sometime after the United States finishes hosting the World Cup in July, the two people told me.


Travel executives are alarmed, and have told DHS that international travelers and cargo cannot be easily routed elsewhere, these people said. The disruption would cause chaos in major U.S. airports and inflict significant economic damage beyond the cities Mullin is seeking to pressure, executives have told the department. "The message was this is a real proposal that is being considered by the administration," one of the people with knowledge of the meeting told me, calling the potential impact on the airline industry "devastating."


When Mullin first mentioned the idea during the interview on Fox News, he described it as a creative way to pressure the cities to comply with ICE. The Trump administration wants access to city and county jails so ICE officers can take custody of potential deportees before they are released. "If they're a sanctuary city and they're receiving international flights, and we're asking them to partner with us at the airport, but once they walk out of the airport, they're not going to enforce immigration policy--maybe we need to have a really hard look at that," Mullin said. "I'm going to have to be forced to make hard decisions."


Mullin's proposal appears to reflect a thin grasp of global-travel logistics, as well as an inflated sense of the government's ability to impose economic pain on specific cities, according to industry executives and former DHS officials I spoke with. The U.S. airports where international travelers and cargo first arrive are often not their final destination. A German business traveler flying into JFK may be en route to a meeting in Cincinnati. A Korean family landing at Los Angeles International Airport could be headed for Disney World. The proportion of economic pain imposed on sanctuary cities might be relatively small compared with the wider ripple effects on the U.S. travel industry.


"If you thought the economy was bad with Trump's war driving prices at the pump up ... just wait until international travel is halted at some of the busiest airports in the world," California Governor Gavin Newsom's press account posted to X after Mullin first mentioned the proposal. "Talk about a stupid idea."


DHS declined to respond to questions about Mullin's meeting with the travel executives, instead pointing me to his interview with Fox News six weeks ago. One senior administration official told me no decision on the airport plan has been made, but DHS is looking at several ways to gain more leverage over sanctuary cities. Those options could include curbing federal benefits programs for legal immigrants through U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services, such as green-card processing or citizenship naturalizations. The official, who spoke on condition of anonymity to describe the internal discussions, said those options remain preliminary.


Mullin and other administration officials have been looking for new ways to revive the mass-deportation campaign President Trump promised in 2024. The administration last year tried pressuring sanctuary cities--including Los Angeles, Chicago, and Minneapolis--by flooding their streets with thousands of Border Patrol agents and ICE officers. That phase of the campaign came to an end, at least for now, after the killing of two protesters in Minneapolis, Renee Good and Alex Pretti.


Since then the administration has been trying to shift attention away from ICE; Mullin told lawmakers during his confirmation hearing in March that he didn't want DHS in the headlines every day. Greg Bovino, the brash Border Patrol commander who led the roving crackdown, was removed from the job and has now retired. Trump ousted his first DHS secretary this term, Kristi Noem, in March and replaced her with Mullin. Tom Homan, the White House border czar, has been mentoring Mullin on ICE operations and immigration politics. From the moment Trump sent Homan to defuse public anger in Minneapolis, the border czar has sought to shift blame to sanctuary policies and insisted that cooperation with ICE is urgent for public safety.


Homan has not been able to shield himself, or Mullin, from attacks by immigration hard-liners on the right--including Bovino--who say the administration has backed off the president's mass-deportation promises. ICE statistics show arrests and deportations are down slightly since January. Homan has blamed the 76-day DHS-funding shutdown this spring. Both he and Mullin say ICE is taking a smarter, more targeted approach that prioritizes violent criminals and public-safety threats over mass roundups.


Read: Kristi Noem is gone. Now mass deportations can really begin.

Getting more cooperation from sanctuary cities, even on a limited basis, would amount to a political win for Mullin and Homan. Trump officials are suing many of these cities in federal court and have threatened to withhold federal grants, but Mullin's airport proposal goes a step further, enlisting the travel industry in the pressure campaign.


John Rose, a risk analyst and consultant for the travel company Altour, told me he was struggling to understand how Mullin's proposal would work. "It doesn't really give the government a lot of leverage over those cities," Rose said. "It hurts the airlines. It hurts the airports. But I don't know if it'll put a lot of pressure on the cities."


Rose told me it would not be a simple matter for an airline to shift its international flights to airports in Texas or Florida or another non-sanctuary destination. Those locations have neither the capacity nor the personnel to absorb much traffic from large airports such as JFK and LAX. "There are only so many gates. There are only so many connection-availability options possible for travelers," Rose said.


The restrictions would hit the tourism industry hard. "If travelers abroad want to go to New York, they won't be able to fly there, and will have to fly somewhere else first," Rose told me. But it's not as if the burden would fall solely on foreign visitors. A traveler living in the New York City metro area would potentially have to fly to another U.S. city in a non-sanctuary jurisdiction just to leave the country.


Another challenge is that most of the country's largest coastal cities have adopted sanctuary policies, so restricting travel to some might simply benefit the others. If, for example, Mullin began implementing his plan in a relatively small city such as Portland, where local leaders are staunch defenders of sanctuary policies, the flights would need to divert elsewhere. The Portland International Airport has routes to Mexico, Canada, and several European cities, although international flights account for only about 4 percent of operations, according to the most recent data. International travelers traveling to Portland would potentially have to connect through other West Coast hubs such as Seattle, San Francisco, or Los Angeles. But all of those cities are sanctuary jurisdictions, too, and they would end up benefiting at Portland's expense, by the logic of Mullin's proposal.


One senior DHS official I am in touch with--who is not authorized to speak to the media--said he remains skeptical Mullin will go forward with the plan. It risks drawing the administration into a new fight over immigration policy with Democrats at a time when the polls show Trump's approval ratings on the issue have dropped. Trump created havoc at international airports at the beginning of his first term with his "Muslim ban" on travelers from majority-Muslim nations, and more recently, his administration didn't appear to convince a majority of Americans that long security lines at airports during the congressional shutdown were the fault of Democrats. It may not be eager to produce a third airport debacle.


Read: 78 Super Bowls

DHS officials first need to get through the World Cup, which the United States will co-host with Mexico and Canada. DHS says that it is preparing to process as many as 7 million international travelers during the tournament, and Mullin has likened the security responsibilities of hosting the matches to protecting "78 Super Bowls." There are worries about long waits for screening at airports and land-border crossings for fans traveling back and forth to matches in Canada and Mexico. DHS has been under significant strain as it recovers from the shutdown and scrambles to prepare for the tournament. But even when the World Cup is over, there may not be much appetite to use American airports and international-arrival halls as tools of political leverage.
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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




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

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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Kash Patel's Personalized Bourbon Stash

The FBI director has been leaving an unusual calling card.

by Sarah Fitzpatrick

Wed, 06 May 2026


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



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

But then came Kash Patel.

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

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

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

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


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



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

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

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

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

Listen: The Kash Patel fallout

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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



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

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

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

Read: Trump's purge may be just beginning

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

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

Marie-Rose Sheinerman contributed to this report.
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Why Iran's Leaders Think They've Won

An interim deal promises to meet a lot of Iranian demands, but it won't solve the problems of peace.

by Arash Azizi

Wed, 27 May 2026




An interim agreement to end the U.S. and Israeli war against Iran looks likely, and it may very well find Donald Trump acceding to Iranian demands he has long resisted. Many in the Iranian regime are feeling triumphant, and understandably so, despite the exchange of some strikes in the Persian Gulf this week. But an end to the war will leave the Islamic Republic with a host of unsolved problems.

The deal is expected to open the Strait of Hormuz, lifting the blockades imposed by both Iran and the United States. But it may also include language asserting that sovereignty over the waterway is to be shared among Iran, Oman, and other countries in the region, a political consultant close to the Iranian side who is not authorized to speak about the negotiations publicly, told me. Iran won't get away with charging passing ships a toll per se, but it may be permitted to levy an environmental-protection fee and split the proceeds with Oman and perhaps other regional countries. The source also said that a portion of Iran's billions of dollars in frozen assets may be released.

The initial deal is to be followed by talks on the war's supposed casus belli, Iran's nuclear program. On that, too, Trump has publicly signaled a significant concession. The president has said that he might accept a commitment to dilute Iran's highly enriched uranium inside the country, as opposed to shipping it outside. (The consultant in Tehran told me two weeks ago that the United States had budged on this issue--Trump may now be making public what he had already agreed to privately.)

These are not unreasonable parameters for a compromise between the two countries. But if accurately conveyed, they are also a triumph for the Islamic Republic. The regime will not only have survived a major military onslaught from the U.S. and Israel but emerge with a deal better than any on offer before the war. No matter what happens, the Islamic Republic will not have an easy time reigning over its exhausted populace and rebuilding its economy and infrastructure. But its officials reportedly feel that Iran has won the war, or at least not lost it.

Read: Why Trump keeps getting rolled in negotiations

The security elites currently leading the country appear to have prevailed over the ultra-hard-liners, who coalesced around the conservative politician Saeed Jalili to oppose diplomacy with the United States. Mohammad Baqer Qalibaf, the leader of the Iranian negotiating team, was this week overwhelmingly reelected as speaker of Parliament. The anti-deal faction had hoped to remove him, and tried to delay the vote, but ultimately failed. According to an Iranian news outlet, Jalili has been so sidelined that he no longer attends the national-security-council meetings. (His team has denied this claim.)

As the regime finds some breathing space through its diplomacy with the U.S., it might well ease up on some of its most draconian wartime measures. Since January, when it killed tens of thousands of Iranian protesters in cold blood, the regime has blocked the internet. But the reformist President Masoud Pezeshkian said this week that the internet will be reopened soon, and he appears to have made a bureaucratic end run around a pro-censorship body dominated by hard-liners in order to enact this policy. On Wednesday, millions of Iranians reconnected to the internet.

None of this suggests that the regime is softening, however. It continues to prosecute dissidents and rough up political prisoners, dozens of whom have been executed in recent weeks on flimsy grounds. Four protesters arrested in 2022 were sentenced to death this week.

Iran's foreign-policy stance does not appear to be moderating, either. Almost three months after he was appointed as supreme leader, Mojtaba Khamenei has still not been seen publicly, nor has he released a single video or audio recording. He also hasn't used his wide-ranging constitutional powers to dismiss or appoint new officials--not even to fill vacancies, such as for the military's chief of general staff, or for his office's representatives on the security bodies. But in one message, published online and read on state television, Mojtaba warned neighboring countries that Iran would continue to target U.S. bases on their soil. He also reaffirmed the regime's eliminationist stance toward Israel: "The precarious Zionist regime, this cancerous tumor called Israel, has neared the end of its heinous life," he wrote. He repeated a 2015 boast by his father that Israel would be destroyed by 2040.

Read: Trump's endgame is surrender

But professing hatred for the U.S. and Israel won't solve Iran's problems. Neither will the interim agreement to end the war, even if it is as favorable to Iran as my sources project. Iran was apparently unable to secure a provision to end Israel's war on Hezbollah; instead, Israel has engaged in direct talks with Lebanon, much to Tehran's chagrin. And to get the sanctions relief that it will need to reconstruct its economy, Iran still has to come to a nuclear agreement with the U.S. Meanwhile, Iran has further alienated its Arab neighbors by attacking them, and Israel will not rest easy alongside an adversary committed to its destruction.

The Islamic Republic's leaders may soon learn that the problems of peace are the hardest to solve.
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The Magician of the Kremlin

Kirill Dmitriev will do anything to stay close to power.

by Robert F. Worth

Mon, 25 May 2026




For the past 18 months, Vladimir Putin's efforts to negotiate an end to the war in Ukraine have been led by a man with no diplomatic background or expertise. Kirill Dmitriev, a banker who is under sanctions for his role in financing the war, has been shuttling from Moscow to Florida to meet with Steve Witkoff and Jared Kushner in and around the exclusive island known as Billionaire Bunker. His pitch during these rendezvous is that the United States should sell out Ukraine's sovereignty in exchange for glittering billion-dollar projects for Russian and American companies--digging for precious minerals in the Arctic, say, or joint missions to Mars.

These fantasies are rooted in the idea that the Americans can be talked into ignoring some of the most salient facts about contemporary Russia. What sane investor would put long-term money into a country where the law is a facade, where the intelligence services can expropriate your business as soon as it looks profitable, and where another neo-imperial war might flip the chessboard at any given moment?

Putin chose Dmitriev for this job not only because of his reassuring American credentials--degrees from Stanford and Harvard Business School, work experience at McKinsey and Goldman Sachs--but because his profile matches that of his two main American interlocutors. He is an oligarch whose glamorous blond wife is close friends with Putin's younger daughter. That makes him a virtual son-in-law of the ruler, and it may be the reason his real-estate holdings alone have soared from some $5 million to $100 million over the past decade.

But Dmitriev is more than just a gifted Kremlin illusionist. He is living proof that if you squint hard enough, you can blur out the difference between a free society and one ruled by fear. You can convince yourself that everything Ukrainians have been fighting for since 2014--democracy, civic rights, a European future--is meaningless.

Anne Applebaum: Putin's war comes home to Moscow

Not so long ago, Dmitriev was making a very different pitch to Western investors. He was among the most prominent spokespeople for economic reform, a man who talked up Russia as a place where the rule of law would prevail, where corruption and Mafia tactics would be tamed, where foreign capital would be safe from the oligarchs. He wanted what the Ukrainians want.

Dmitriev seems to have willed himself to forget all of this, just as he has willed himself to forget that he was born and raised in Ukraine, and that some of his former schoolmates are among those fighting and dying on the front lines. And he wants Witkoff and Kushner and President Trump, and the rest of us, to forget it all too. If Alexei Navalny is the defining figure of what it takes to resist tyranny in our time, Dmitriev may someday be remembered as his opposite: the man who will do anything to stay close to power.



Matthew Murray, an American lawyer, recalls that Dmitriev approached him at the annual St. Petersburg International Economic Forum in 2011. Murray lived in Moscow at the time and was representing a nonprofit called the Center for Business Ethics and Corporate Governance, which he had co-founded a decade earlier.

Dmitriev wanted Murray's advice. He had just been given the job of running a new sovereign wealth fund, and he wanted to hold it to the highest international standards, he told Murray. The fund would lead efforts to modernize and diversify the Russian economy away from its dependence on oil and gas, partly by investing in public health and manufacturing.

Luring big investors may have been Dmitriev's primary motive. But he also seemed interested in improving Russia's dilapidated roads, airports, and hospitals while making the system more transparent. He asked Murray if he would draw up a model ethics code for use at the new Russian Direct Investment Fund, saying that he also hoped to promote other Russian companies.

Dmitriev got some of America's biggest private-equity figures to sign on as advisers: Stephen Schwarzman of the Blackstone Group, David Bonderman of TPG, and Leon Black of Apollo Global Management. One of the early joint investments with American firms was in a chain of well-run hospitals in Russia called Mother and Child.

Dmitriev wasn't doing this because he was brave, or had principles. He preached economic reform because the wind was blowing that way. Everyone I spoke with about Dmitriev emphasized his sheer ordinariness, his bland charm, his ability to adapt to the moment. "He was so invisible," one former business partner said (like many people who still have dealings with Russia, she asked for anonymity). Dmitriev appears to have had the full support of Russia's then-president, Dmitry Medvedev, who was sitting in for Putin, and who often struck the same notes about honesty and transparency. Russia was on the verge of joining the World Trade Organization in 2011, an effort that had taken almost two decades.

In other words, Russia's current degree of kleptocratic tyranny wasn't necessarily preordained; the country might have moved in a somewhat more liberal direction. Dmitriev would no doubt have been very happy with that, and he would have been able to keep his American friends and investors.

But the protests that began in Kyiv in late 2013 seem to have touched a nerve with Putin. The dream of an open economy--what the Ukrainian protesters were demanding, and what Dmitriev was preaching in Moscow--was ever more clearly a threat to the Kremlin's control of Ukraine and other former Soviet lands, because that control depended on maintaining a rigged system dominated by Moscow-friendly oligarchs.

So Putin made his choice. After he annexed Crimea and began sending his proxies into eastern Ukraine, the United States and the European Union imposed sanctions. That scared off the illustrious Western advisers at the Russian Direct Investment Fund, and Dmitriev's moment as an apostle of ethics and transparency came to an end.

He then deftly retooled the RDIF into a political vehicle that would serve two purposes for Putin: placating oligarchs at home and charming autocrats abroad. Dmitriev became a frequent visitor to Riyadh and Abu Dhabi, where he persuaded Mohammed bin Salman and Mohamed bin Zayed to pledge billions in investments to the RDIF. The fund provides almost no information about its investments, so whether any of its projects made money is impossible to know.

It may not have mattered. For the Emiratis, the largesse "was about political overlay and optics more than money," a source familiar with the Emirati leadership's thinking but not authorized to speak about it publicly told me. "The idea was partly to put some guardrails on the Iranian regime, via Russia and China." In other words, the Emiratis hoped that investing substantial money into those two countries--which have important relationships with Iran--might lead them to restrain Iran from harming Emirati interests.

That did not pan out. Instead, Russia provided Iran with targeting information on U.S. military assets in the Middle East during the recent war. Most of these are located in the Gulf countries.

Back home in Russia, Dmitriev was dutifully transforming the RDIF from a vehicle for economic reform into a slush fund. In 2015, it moved $1.75 billion of pension money from Russia's National Welfare Fund to Sibur, a petrochemical giant controlled by oligarchs, including one who was Putin's son-in-law at the time. Later, Dmitriev shared information about the fund's upcoming deals with that same son-in-law, according to leaked documents published by the Latvia-based Russian reporting platform iStories.

Dmitriev was becoming part of the Putin family circle. His wife, the TV presenter and onetime model Natalia Popova, is both a friend and a business associate of Putin's daughter Katerina Tikhonova, who is listed alongside her on the boards of a number of companies. That may help to explain Dmitriev's sudden acquisition of a large personal fortune: According to an investigation by Navalny's Anti-Corruption Foundation, his $100 million in real estate is far more than what he has made from his salary and board positions.

By 2016, Putin trusted Dmitriev so much that he sent him on a diplomatic mission that had nothing to do with finance. On the day after Trump's election, Dmitriev flew to New York, where he planned to attend the World Chess Championship final. On the way, he sent a series of urgent texts to George Nader, a Lebanese American political fixer and convicted sex offender who had strong ties to the Trump campaign.

Dmitriev texted that if there was "a chance to see anyone key from Trump camp," he "would love to start building for the future." In another text, Dmitriev writes: "My boss sends you his warmest regards." He meant Putin. The trip went well, and two months later--still before the inauguration--Dmitriev sat at a hotel bar in the Seychelles, talking to Erik Prince, the Blackwater founder and Trump ally, about how the United States and Russia could drop their differences and make money together.

We know about Dmitriev's texts because they were published in 2019 in the Mueller report on Russia's efforts to interfere in the 2016 election. That high-profile investigation put a damper on Dmitriev's efforts, but he never lost Putin's confidence.

In 2020, Putin assigned Dmitriev to lead the production and export of Sputnik, Russia's COVID vaccine. A financier with no experience in public health was an odd choice for that position. Dmitriev worked hard on a flashy publicity campaign, with very mixed results. Sputnik was ultimately provided to several dozen countries, but its rollout was plagued by accusations of profiteering and broken promises. In a number of countries in Africa, Asia, and South America, Dmitriev gave exclusive distribution rights to a brand-new company, registered in the United Arab Emirates to a member of the Dubai ruling family, which made a fortune by doubling the price for each dose. The government of Ghana canceled a contract to buy Sputnik amid accusations of corruption and nondelivery of doses; Kenya blocked use of the vaccine for similar reasons.

When Trump regained the presidency in 2024, Putin again sent Dmitriev--now part of his inner circle--to the United States. Dmitriev had prepped for his reentry by adopting an online persona that was pure MAGA: frequent snarky posts on X about the idiocy of the "globalists," obsequious praise of Trump and Elon Musk. His pinned tweet as of this writing is a link to an interview on Fox News in which he declares that the Trump team "stopped World War Three from happening."

This time Dmitriev was working on a larger canvas: He was in effect Russia's lead diplomat on the "peace talks" with which Putin hopes to advance his takeover of Ukraine. Dmitriev appears to have had a hand in drafting the 28-point plan that Trump urged Volodymyr Zelensky to sign last November, and that would have required Ukraine to cede large territories to Russia and drastically shrink the size of its army. The icing on this cynical proposal was Dmitriev's specialty: a host of "mutually beneficial corporate opportunities" for the United States and Russia.



Dmitriev has an unusual qualification for leading these diplomatic talks, though it is one he rarely ever mentions: He grew up in Kyiv, the son of prominent scientists. The family was not rich, but Dmitriev's father, a cell biologist, held high positions in the Communist Party of Ukraine in the 1980s. Two former friends at the Kyiv Natural-Scientific Lyceum No. 145--one of the most competitive secondary schools in the former Soviet Union--told me that Dmitriev was likable, if a little arrogant. He was a good student and athlete who stood out mainly for his ambition.

Phillips Payson O'Brien: Ukraine has finally given up on Trump

"He talked all the time about how to get away from this gray Soviet reality and get a good education in the U.S.A.," said Volodymyr Ariev, who was in the same class and is now a member of Parliament.

Dmitriev's family connections got him a place on a school trip to the United States, where he later returned and spent almost a decade, earning his degrees from Stanford and Harvard before moving to Moscow in 2000.

Dmitriev's father still lived in Kyiv in early 2022, when the Russian army was massing on the Ukrainian border. Many prominent people in Ukraine and Russia--including Zelensky--thought Putin was bluffing. It may be a measure of Dmitriev's closeness to the Russian leader that he was not fooled. A few days before the invasion, his father abruptly left the country, most likely at his urging, according to neighbors of the family who spoke with the Ukrainian channel TSN last year.

When I spoke with Dmitriev's former classmates, I thought they would express some surprise at what has happened to their old friend. Instead, they responded with a weary familiarity. "We have a name for people like this," Ariev said. The word--yanichar--originated centuries ago, when the Ottoman officials who controlled parts of what is now Ukraine would kidnap boys to indoctrinate and train in the imperial capital before sending them back as men to crush local rebellions by their former compatriots. "Traitor" is probably too weak a translation.

Oleksandr Lisnichenko, another former classmate, said that one of Dmitriev's closest childhood friends was seriously wounded at the front. That friend refused my request to speak.

"He said, 'I don't want to talk about Kirill,'" Lisnichenko told me. "'I just want to shoot him in the knees.'"
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The Ahmadinejad Option

The idea that Israel and the United States might back Mahmoud Ahmadinejad in a coup has drawn guffaws from several different groups.

by Graeme Wood

Fri, 22 May 2026




Earlier this week, The New York Times reported that at the outset of the war, the United States and Israel sought to install former President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad as Iran's leader, after the anticipated fall of the Islamic Republic. The inauspicious first step in this brilliant plan was to blow up part of Ahmadinejad's compound in an air strike on February 28 in the Narmak district of Tehran. Days later, I noted that the attack--then assumed to be an assassination attempt--may have been intended to free him from house arrest imposed by the Iranian regime. The Times confirms this interpretation. It says that Israel and the United States had "consulted" Ahmadinejad about this plan, but that he "became disillusioned" with it after the strike.

The idea that Israel and the United States might back Ahmadinejad in a coup has drawn guffaws from several different groups. The first is people who stopped paying attention to Ahmadinejad in 2010. Americans and reform-oriented Iranians reviled then-President Ahmadinejad for his Holocaust denial, his backward attitudes about gay people, and his advocacy of a strong, nuclear-armed, expansionist theocratic state. For Israel to support him in 2026 is ironic, even hilarious. But Ahmadinejad began breaking with the hard-liners in 2011, and the government kept him under guard because they knew his dissent was real and potentially significant.

The second group to scoff at this plan is much better informed. Fully aware of Ahmadinejad's turn, they note instead his irrelevance. Reformists still despise him because he blocked them as president. The regime despises him because of his dissent. He has not held office since 2013. "It is difficult to understand how anyone could have believed that Ahmadinejad might become Iran's next ruler," the Iran analyst Raz Zimmt wrote on X, "given his complete lack of an organizational support base upon which he could rely to serve as a genuine alternative to the Islamic regime."

This second group is correct: Backing Ahmadinejad as a coup leader is like backing a coup against Donald Trump led by Al Gore. If the United States and Israel believed that Ahmadinejad could storm the headquarters of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps and subdue tens of thousands of armed men, then the intelligence directorates of both countries should be closed and replaced by drunken baboons, or the Quincy Institute. But I doubt the plan was as foolish as that.

Graeme Wood: Why Mahmoud Ahmadinejad is still useful

Immediately before the war, I spoke with a longtime supporter and associate of Ahmadinejad, Jaber Rajabi, who described two potential outcomes for a regime-change operation, depending on how Iran's enemies went about it. The method he warned against was wiping out the whole government and handing the country to the former shah's son, Reza Pahlavi, to oversee the mass imprisonment or even execution of those who worked for the former regime. Rather than acquiesce to this fate, Rajabi told me, the regime would fight to the last man. But he contended that regime change was not only possible but potentially achieved with just a few killings--he suggested the number might be as small as a dozen--using a different approach: amnesty for almost everyone else. Ahmadinejad's value as a leader depended on which plan Iran's enemies chose.

Rajabi's politics are influenced by having fought against the United States in Iraq, and having watched his enemy founder there because it wrecked Saddam Hussein's government rather than preserving and reforming it. To change the regime in Iran, he said, one would have to leave it basically intact. The new government would need a caretaker figure with broad popular support to declare that the war was over, that the new Iran no longer wants to destroy any other country, that it welcomes investment and relations with most or all of its former enemies, and that it would soon hold internationally monitored elections. Rajabi did not say that Ahmadinejad would be that caretaker, but he did say that networks closely aligned with Ahmadinejad were ready to put such a plan into action.


Explosions in Tehran, Iran in February 2026 (Arash Khamooshi / The New York Times / Polaris / Redux)



In the early phases of the war, had the regime buckled as some thought it might, Ahmadinejad would indeed have been a handy option for Israel and the United States. But quickly it became clear that the actual strategy would be the devastation of the government and economy on all fronts. Instead of killing a few, Israel and the U.S. killed many. Instead of leaving most of the Iranian government and security forces intact, they aimed for obliteration. Instead of Ahmadinejad being freed so he could preside over a transition like South Africa's, he was freed in the midst of a war that looked more like an Iraq-style regime change that would leave the state in shambles.

If Ahmadinejad had signed on not as the leader of a coup, nor as the ruler of a dystopian kingdom of rubble, then his disillusionment after the war's early phases would be expected.

From the May 2026 issue: Someday in Tehran

Finally, one should consider the story itself and its confirmation by U.S. officials. If they were once fond of Ahmadinejad, these officials' attitude must have changed, because the predictable consequence of their reporting will be grim for Ahmadinejad and anyone tied to him. The story says that he recently traveled to Hungary and Guatemala, two countries friendly to Israel. Working with Ahmadinejad was until recently grounds for suspicion by the regime. Now that he is an accused foreign asset, it might become grounds for much worse, possibly even execution.

Whoever leaked or confirmed this report must be at best indifferent to this possibility. The two groups most threatened by Ahmadinejad (or indeed by anyone who might be part of a third way, between total regime change and total regime preservation) are the regime itself--which can now justify the most severe persecution of its opponents--and regime opponents who would be glad to see eliminated a rival who would, if permitted, have let much of a hated regime survive. Life is tough when you have enemies on all sides.
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Trump's Endgame Is Surrender

He seems to hope to slip away without Americans noticing the magnitude of this defeat.

by Robert Kagan

Thu, 21 May 2026




The outlines of President Trump's endgame in the Iran war are now emerging. In a phone call with Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu yesterday, Trump reportedly explained that the United States was negotiating a "letter of intent" with Iran that would "formally end the war and launch a 30-day period of negotiations" on Iran's nuclear program and the reopening of the Strait of Hormuz. The purpose and effect of such an agreement should be clear: The United States is walking away from the crisis. Trump may launch another limited strike to look tough and satisfy the demands of the war's supporters, but it would be a performative gesture. Endgame in this case is a euphemism for "surrender."

Trump has blinked many times in the confrontation with Iran--ever since March 18, when Israel attacked the Pars gas field and Iran retaliated with a strike against Qatar's most important natural-gas-production facility. Trump then called for a halt on U.S. and Israeli targeting of Iran's energy infrastructure, and the war effectively ended.

Trump's repeated threats to resume attacks since then have proved to be bluffs. The leaders in Tehran have been calculating for two months that Trump would not launch another attack, and for this reason they have made no concessions despite the damage they suffered from 37 days of relentless strikes. On the contrary, their terms for a settlement are those of a victor: They demand war reparations, no limits on uranium enrichment, recognized control of the strait, and an end to sanctions.

Robert Kagan: Checkmate in Iran

For Trump to respond to this defiance by now calling for another 30 days of cease-fire and talks is a tacit admission of defeat. If he does launch a performative attack in the next few days, the Iranians will understand it for what it is. No one believes that he is going to resume a full-scale war a month from now. Among other reasons, with 30 more days to heal, rearm, and fill its coffers with tolls, Iran will be a more formidable adversary.

In 30 days, moreover, the new Iranian strait regime may already be firmly in place. As the Institute for the Study of War reports, Iran has been using the cease-fire period to "normalize" its control over the strait by "compelling oil-importing countries" to establish transit agreements with Tehran and charging fees on vessels from nations without such deals. According to Iranian officials, the new strait regime will give Iran's strategic partners, such as Russia and China, priority and allow nations friendly to Iran, such as India and Pakistan, to negotiate their own transit agreements. Vessels associated with nations that Iran regards as an adversary will be denied access to the strait entirely.

Several nations, including South Korea, Turkey, and Iraq, are reportedly already negotiating at least temporary transit agreements. Now that Trump has made clear he has no intention of fighting to reopen the strait, the stampede to get good terms with Tehran will begin. All nations heavily dependent on energy from the Persian Gulf will want to cut their deal quickly to get the oil and gas and other commodities flowing and rescue their battered economy. Those nations currently allied with the United States and friendly to Israel will feel pressure to distance themselves and make their peace with Iran. The international sanctions against Iran will collapse, and even more money will pour into the country's accounts as its newly central role in the global economy becomes normalized. By the end of 30 days, most of the world will have a stake in the new arrangement and will oppose any resumption of hostilities, even in the unlikely event that Trump wanted to go back to war.

Trump no doubt hopes that he can slip away without Americans noticing the magnitude of this defeat. The financial markets may stabilize if it is clear that oil will eventually start flowing again through a reopened strait, even if under the new Iran-controlled system. A major strategic setback for the United States need not affect Wall Street. The president may also hope that he can change the subject by launching another military operation, this time against the government in Cuba. And the news media have indeed begun writing more about Cuba than about the unfolding disaster in Iran.

Missy Ryan: Trump ditched hearts and minds in the Iran war

According to one U.S. official, Netanyahu's "hair was on fire" after the call with Trump--for good reason. The Iran war may end up as the single most devastating blow to Israel's security in its brief history. On the present trajectory, Iran will emerge from the conflict many times stronger and more influential than it was before the war. It will exercise leverage with dozens of the richest nations in the world, all of which will have an acute interest in keeping Iran happy. They will be unlikely to take Israel's side in any conflict that it has with Tehran or with its proxies in Lebanon and Gaza, because Iran will have the means to punish them if they do. Israel will emerge more isolated than it has been at any time in its history--and not least from its only reliable protector, the United States. When Trump turns his back on Israel, as he must do to implement this policy, MAGA will gladly follow. The bipartisan anti-Israel consensus in the United States will grow and harden.

Will Israel go gentle into this good night? That is the wild card that may disrupt the financial markets' dreams of a new stability in the Gulf. A stronger, richer, more influential Iran will mean new life for Hamas and Hezbollah. It will mean the end of the Abraham Accords, as the Gulf States will have to make their own peace with Tehran so that their economies can survive. Trump says that Netanyahu "will do whatever I want him to do." But can Israel stand by while Iran replaces the United States as the arbiter of power in the region?

Most likely, the new normal in the Persian Gulf will be chronic instability and frequent disruptions in shipping. That's what happens when the hegemon cedes hegemony.
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America Is Missing Out on the Ultimate Mosquito Weapon

Bring on the lasers.

by Ross Andersen

Wed, 27 May 2026




The announcement of the new "air defense" system was issued from Changzhou. A company called Photon Matrix Lab claimed to have developed a new technology for identifying and eliminating deadly threats mid-flight. A video on Indiegogo showed potential buyers how it works: After detecting a mosquito, the device fires off what looks like a blue-violet lightning bolt. When struck, the insect does not just fall straight down, no--it is more satisfying than that: Its body somersaults and tumbles out of the frame, bringing its career of vampiric air raids to a sudden end.

Photon Matrix Lab had my attention. Under normal circumstances, a mosquito lives for just a few weeks, and in that time, its wings will carry it a few miles or so, at most, from the pond or puddle of its birth--but for some reason, I am almost always within range of one. The bugs seem to have a primal knowledge of my whereabouts, and a craving for my blood that goes beyond mere thirst. In a span of minutes, they will perforate my skin 10 times with the dirty needles that protrude from their faces, and each micropuncture will swell up into an insomnia-inducing welt the size of a silver dollar.

We are a secret society, those of us who attract this torment. When we meet one another at a barbecue, we bond over our shared longing for the mosquito's extinction. On behalf of my fellow victims, I decided to look into this new laser to see whether it might really deliver us from misery. I reached out to Photon Matrix Lab to arrange a call.

The mosquito-killing laser was not invented in China. It's as American as the Model T or the Colt Revolver. Lowell Wood, an astrophysicist who was the architect of President Ronald Reagan's Star Wars missile-defense system, first proposed the idea in 2006. He'd been invited to a brainstorm convened by Nathan Myhrvold, a polymath inventor. Myhrvold had served as chief technology officer at Microsoft before founding his own company, Intellectual Ventures, and had remained good friends with Bill Gates, who asked him to look into new technologies that might help prevent malaria.

Myhrvold, now 66 and still the CEO of Intellectual Ventures, is jolly and excitable in conversation. On a video call, he told me that he was immediately drawn to the idea of developing the laser system that Wood had proposed. Myhrvold thought the weapon could be safely used, because mosquitoes are so tiny. He marveled at their paltry biomass: "There's maybe 450,000 of them or 500,000 of them in a pound--whatever it is, that's a shitload of mosquitoes," he said. (In fact, there are about 180,000 mosquitoes in a pound.) Killing just one wouldn't require that much beamed energy, which meant the laser could be fired around people, dogs, and cats.

Read: Notes of a mosquito hunter

At the time, Gates was in his mosquito-net era, having come to realize that the insects are the most dangerous animals on Earth. The diseases they carry kill more of us on an annual basis than snakes, crocodiles, sharks, scorpions, polar bears, and all human murderers combined. The lethal nature of mosquitoes is ancient knowledge, encoded in some of our most sacred texts. In the Book of Exodus, the third deadly plague that God sends against Egypt is described as kinnim, a Hebrew word that is rendered in the King James Bible as "lice"--but which some early Greek translations seem to have taken to mean "mosquitoes." A few thousand years later, mosquitoes remain a plague on six of Earth's seven continents. In the tropics, the bugs will feast on human flesh year-round. In the summer, their range extends close to the poles. I have personally endured unholy swarms of them in the Siberian Arctic.

Myhrvold's team built a prototype of a "laser turret," and he showed it off onstage at a TED conference in 2010. He told me he thought that Disney theme parks, luxury resorts, and sports stadiums might be impressed and buy the turrets for their properties. If some big, early buyer could supply the team with enough revenue that it could keep working on the new technology, Myhrvold figured that it could be made affordable for hospitals and clinics in the developing world too. He also guessed that large farms might be among the early clients, so his team figured out what kind of laser it would take to kill a plague of locusts.

Or perhaps they'd try to tap the "Sharper Image market," on the theory that the people who buy high-end gadgets are the same ones who might derive some thrills from zapping a mosquito. "At the very least, it could be an entertaining conversation piece for someone's Fourth of July barbecue," Myhrvold said. None of it panned out: "We had discussions with potential investors and clients, and we even got some term sheets, but the deals all fell by the wayside."

The mosquito problem is only getting worse. In 1985, a breeding population of the black-and-white Aedes albopictus mosquito hitched a ride on a Japanese tire shipment bound for Texas. Nicknamed the Asian Tiger, it likes to bite ankles, and unlike other mosquitoes, which tend to hunt blood at dawn and dusk, it also does so in the late morning and afternoon. It's a better flyer too, on account of its smaller size; compared with other mosquitoes, which seem to dog-paddle through the air, it has the grace of a hummingbird. By 1990, the Asian Tiger was in 15 states, and it's been spotted in 40 today.

Yet it's China and not the United States that might soon become the world's lone mosquito-laser superpower. Last year, China suffered two of its largest outbreaks of dengue and chikungunya--mosquito-borne illnesses both--in its recent history. The country's citizens tend to be enthusiastic about technology. Chinese scientists have recently tried seeding local ponds and lakes with fish that eat mosquito larvae, and they've deployed aerial drones to follow up on their progress. Lasers are a natural next step.

Read: Your next mosquito repellent might already be in your shower

Jim Wong, the inventor of the Photon Matrix Lab device, was not available for an interview, so I spoke with Lawrence Leng, the company's director of sales. I asked whether the Indiegogo video of insects being lasered was authentic. (Some degree of showmanship has long been part of laser-turret marketing: One of the zapped mosquitos from Myhrvold's TED showcase was glued to a pin.) Leng claimed that the footage was real. He told me that Photon Matrix Lab has been buying thousands of target-practice mosquitos from a company that's situated farther up the Yangtze Delta. On TikTok, Photon Matrix posted a video of the device killing the mosquitoes at night and leaving only micro-puffs of smoke behind; the video has been viewed more than 70 million times.

Behind Leng, I could see people walking around in the office. "We now have 10 people in R&D," he said, gesturing in their direction. He noted that the company has received almost 4,000 preorders through Indiegogo, at a price of $638 a device. "They're mostly from your country," Leng told me. "People in America hate mosquitoes so much."

By the time I reached out to Myhrvold, he had already seen the viral videos from China, and he did not seem impressed. "Our laser had a 50-meter range; it was like artillery," he said. The Chinese company claims only that its device can zap mosquitoes up to six meters away. "It's more of a BB gun," Myhrvold said. But that was just his first impression, and he said he'd want to have a closer look at the device before offering a full review.

He may be waiting for a while. Last summer, Photon Matrix Lab announced that its mosquito lasers would start shipping by the end of 2025, but Leng told me that they're not yet in production. He said that the company's design patents have been "approved" by the U.S. and the European Union, but he later clarified that those applications have merely been submitted. The company is also waiting on safety certifications from multiple agencies.

Read: Shazam for mosquitoes

But all hope is not lost for the mosquito-afflicted. Scientists are experimenting with other futuristic technologies, including genetically modifying the insects themselves. A team led by Andrea Crisanti at Imperial College London has used CRISPR to genetically engineer a variant of the African malaria mosquito Anopheles gambiae that could bring that entire species to the brink of extinction. The modified males can produce viable embryos, but some of their female offspring can't bite or reproduce; their male offspring retain the same engineering and would pass the relevant genes to the next generation, and the next. In the lab, this reduced entire colonies to zero within a dozen generations. Luke Alphey, a professor of genetics at the University of York, told me that he's been working on a technique that would make these kinds of interventions hyperlocal--they would wipe out a particular disease-spreading population, not a whole species.

I prefer an abundance-agenda approach to our global mosquito problem. After all, a unique opportunity is now within our grasp. For millennia, mosquitos have been a problem to be suffered, not solved: Herodotus reported that at night, in the fields along the Nile Delta, the ancient Egyptians would climb into towers that rose above the bug line or, on the water, they'd wrap themselves in fishing nets, which doubled as mosquito netting. This was behavior befitting a superpower 2,500 years ago, but the U.S. and China can go much further. Both countries should be using full-blown industrial policy to fast-track their mosquito-killing technology. If we need an arms race to get it done, so be it. The 21st century will belong to the civilization that vanquishes the mosquito.
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The Latest Toys for Millennial-Parent Guilt

They can be high-tech, but crucially, are "screen-free."

by Ellen Cushing

Wed, 27 May 2026




Bondu is a stuffed dinosaur that speaks 27 languages. It--or, more precisely, the AI chatbot embedded inside it--can also play games, help with homework, and patiently answer a child's questions, even the really inane ones. Its "bedtime mode" includes breathing exercises and stories. Bondu, which costs $300 and comes in four colors, is marketed as a playmate, a confidant, a teacher, a quasi-caregiver. The ads take pains to talk up its safety controls, including an app that allows parents to review the conversations that Bondu is having with their child, as well as its ability to adapt to a child's mood, interests, and age. And they emphasize, repeatedly, that the product is "screen-free."

This is an odd and technicality-laden argument to make about an object that contains the kind of computing power that would have basically been science fiction even a couple of decades ago--sort of like marketing a hand grenade as "bullet-free." But Bondu knows its audience. What the toy is might be less important than what it isn't. In one testimonial posted to Bondu's website, a girl who looks to be about 4 years old chitchats about baby animals with her Bondu, whom she has named Rosie. The video cuts to a mom sitting cross-legged on the floor and smiling into a front-facing camera. "Camryn truly loves sharing about her day with her Bondu," she says. "And I love that it's something she can interact with that isn't a screen."

Screen time can be a problem--the American Academy of Pediatrics says so; many early-childhood educators say so; well-meaning in-laws do too. Unfortunately, screen time also rocks, in that it is about the only way to occupy a child while you wash the dishes or have a little lie-down or go to work or do any of the other necessary or pleasurable activities life demands and invites. The one thing that feels more urgently worse than plopping a kid in front of the TV is the desperation that forces it. And then, later, the guilt.

According to a survey conducted last year by Lurie Children's Hospital of Chicago, roughly half of the polled parents put screens in front of their kids daily, often because of issues securing or paying for child care. An even higher number--62 percent--felt guilty about their children's screen time. In group chats and parent forums, parents admit to letting their kids watch Sesame Street in the kind of hushed tones that might lead you to imagine they're giving their children black-tar heroin for breakfast. Some game out sophisticated avoidance strategies: skipping family gatherings with screen-addled grandparents; specifically choosing schools that ban devices. In the Facebook group "Screen Free Parenting Community," which has more than a quarter of a million members, the mood is something between a radical activist organization and a support group. Last month, one of the moderators posted a freaky video of lobotomized-looking toddlers screaming after their tablets had been taken away. A few posts down, a mother who was a month out from delivering her third child in four years begged for help, or for forgiveness, for letting her toddler watch TV while she was taking care of the newborn. "I feel like an absolute failure," she wrote. "I am scared about the repercussions this will have in the long term on my son. I pray that this isnt too late."

Read: The dumbest phone is parenting genius

Commerce is to anxiety as mosquitos are to standing water. So here we have a new class of "anti-screen-time" electronic devices that purport to entertain your kid just as much as a screen, without rotting their brain. Bondu is joined by several other stuffies that have been outfitted with large language models, and seem designed to capture children's attention and their attachment. Among them is a teddy bear that tells AI-generated bedtime stories; a saucer-eyed blue thing that employs "interactive AI features that make it feel more alive than a traditional stuffed animal"; an alien that can supposedly comfort a kid through a nightmare; and a plush rocket ship whose chatbot is voiced by the musician Grimes, a self-proclaimed busy mom.

Other products aim to satisfy the longing for screen-free parenting in less invasive and lower-tech ways, though they are still far from analog. The Yoto Player and Toniebox are rival audio devices that play music and short stories. The Tin Can is a Wi-Fi-enabled phone designed to look like a '90s-style landline; since debuting last year, it has regularly had a monthslong waitlist. There is a light-up "screen-free tablet," and a talking robot that will teach your child about STEAM, and an AI-powered "smart" sudoku board that promises "no apps, no tablets, no screen time battles." Major toy manufacturers are now getting into the market, too, adding 21st-century bells and whistles to 20th-century products, presumably in a bid to not be left behind. OpenAI recently announced a "strategic collaboration" with Mattel, and earlier this year, Lego introduced a line of "smart" bricks equipped with speakers, microchips, and LED lights.

No matter the approach, the sales pitch is similar. These toys make a point of eliminating many of the most psychically and aesthetically offensive aspects of phone- and tablet-based entertainment designed for children--the singsongy audio, the bizarrely planed cartoon faces, the abstruse algorithm, the infinite scroll. They are generally priced to convey attainable quality, and they tend to be aggressively marketed on Instagram: As soon as I started researching this story, I was bombarded by advertisements for them, right between the ones I was already receiving for smartphone-addiction tools made for people my age. The ads are careful to stress how educational these toys are, how fun they are--but not so fun that they will distract your toddler from building a meaningful life. If Sesame Street is heroin, this is methadone.



A few weeks ago, I ordered a Yoto. People in the Facebook group love the Yoto, as do many of my friends, and thousands and thousands of other people. I was hoping my son would, too, because, really, what my son loves is the television.

And the tablet. And playing stupid games on my phone while we wait for the subway. Once he stood so close to the TV for so long while I was doing work that I texted an ophthalmologist friend out of fear that he had permanently deep-fried his retinas under my supervision. Another time, he had to be dragged away screaming from a video display at a museum; only afterward did I notice that the exhibit was broken--he was staring slack-jawed at a screensaver. The tablet is the source of his greatest joy (when it is out) and his greatest heartbreak (when we take it away). The video with the screaming tablet kids could have been filmed in my house.

I do not know exactly how to feel about this. Like many of my peers, I grew up transfixed by screens too--but they were small, stuck to a wall or mounted on a desk, and designed to be gathered around as a family. The interaction was passive: no swiping, no skipping, no on-demand viewing, no advanced systems built by rooms full of well-paid people all working diligently to deepen rabbit holes and maximize time spent watching ads. YouTube arrived in 2005, the iPhone in 2007, and the iPad in 2010. In the decade-plus since, entertainment--for both kids and adults--has become much more algorithmic and much more absorbing. People are being directed by the technology, and not the other way around. The devices themselves have become better, more portable, and also completely essential to societal participation.

Read: The attention-span panic

And many of the adults who survived this transformation have begun to wonder what it did to them. They worry that they're no longer able to think independently, live authentically. They fret about their lost ability to spend time productively and uninterruptedly--to read a novel, appreciate a sunset, blast through a spreadsheet at work. In recent years, some adults have started to engage in ostentatious acts of self-restraint to reclaim their attention spans and mental real estate, some by buying dumbed-down products designed to import the functionality but not the itchy pull of a screen.

The people who personally experienced the smartphone revolution are precisely those who now have young kids. They are passing down the anxieties of their generation, like every generation does. The parents with Bricks are buying their kids Tin Cans. They (we) are old enough to remember a different world, and to worry about what kind their children are growing up in. I spend an average of five hours and 22 minutes a day staring into my phone. I love my son's mind more than anything on Earth--the last thing I want is for it to turn out like mine.



The Yoto works a bit like a first-generation iPod and looks a bit like an old-fashioned TV set, the cuboid kind that lived in the family room of my childhood home. (Like many screen-free products, it actually has a screen, just a janky one.) Much of its available narrative content--accessed by inserting playable cards into the device--also reminded me of the TV I grew up with: Although the hundreds of cards available for purchase in Yoto's online store include music, original stories, and adapted children's books, some of the most popular ones evoke IP that a child would know only from screenland--Mickey Mouse, Thomas & Friends, The Wizard of Oz.

That many of these products adopt nostalgic signifiers and model themselves off decades-old tech is intentional, I think, or at least a secret to their success. Of course we want the objects sucking up our kids' attention to at least kind of feel like the ones that used to suck up ours, even if they are equipped with computing power never before possible. Of course we want to be reminded of the good old days, the days before children or adults had to think about screen time.

Those days were defined by a fair bit of benign neglect, and also by the freedom engendered by a life less documented. On average, contemporary parents work much more and parent much more than previous cohorts. Child-rearing has become more intensive, more public, and more competitive. For a certain set of parents, smartphones and the internet ushered in an era not only of always-on work, but also of endless opportunities to compare themselves to others. (The screen-free parents group, after all, is a space made possible by screens.)

Bondu, according to the ads, is useful as a playmate--but it will also get your child to practice piano. Tin Can advertises "no distractions," which sounds appealing except that it's not entirely clear what, exactly, a child needs to worry about being distracted from. Ingesting this sales pitch, I was reminded of the way grown-ups talk about their screen anxiety. The discussion seems to be predicated on two baseline assumptions: that there is a right and wrong way to spend one's time, even when it's for leisure, and that screen-free activities are inherently more noble.

Read: Why are there so many 'alternative devices' all of a sudden?

Gazing at a sunset is good; taking a picture of it for Instagram is bad. Reading a novel on your Kindle is okay; reading it in paperback is better; scrolling BookTok is worse. Katie Davis, who co-directs the University of Washington's Center for Digital Youth, has noticed that many parents who feel guilt about letting their kids engage with screens tend to justify it by emphasizing the screen's educational value. They say things such as, "Oh, but you know, my kid was building worlds in Minecraft and learning to code," she told me, "because that type of thing is supposed to be okay." Many of the people concerned about their screen-wrecked brain's ability to focus at work are putting their kids in front of not-screen screens so that they, the parents, can do more work, probably on a screen. And all the while, they are worrying about their child's future ability to be successful at work, probably also on a screen, probably because of something they read on a screen.

Personally, I don't worry very much about what other parents are doing, nor about my son's competitiveness in the labor market (he's 3). But as I unboxed the Yoto in front of him, chirpily insisting that it was so cool, I did begin to wonder whom I was trying to convince, and of what. He listened to Peter Rabbit--which I first encountered as a picture book, so very long ago--and I thought about inheritance, and about what I was giving to him, and if I'd rather he grew up in thrall to screens or in thrall to screens and also beset by guilt. Then I got distracted by something on my phone and moved on.
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AI-Writing Scandals Are Getting Very Confusing

What counts as an acceptable use of AI has never been fuzzier.

by Will Oremus

Sat, 23 May 2026




Steven Rosenbaum has decided that the real villain behind the bogus quotes in his book is a chatbot. Earlier this week, The New York Times reported that The Future of Truth, Rosenbaum's much-discussed book about how AI shapes reality, contains more than half a dozen fake or misattributed quotes. Rosenbaum pinned some of them on his use of AI. He claimed responsibility for the errors and said he was investigating what went wrong. By the time I spoke with him on Thursday, though, he was pointing his finger elsewhere. ChatGPT "fucked up the book," Rosenbaum said.



Rosenbaum, a media entrepreneur and the executive director of the Sustainable Media Center, said he came to rely on AI tools as both a resource and a conversation partner while he worked on the book (which he also notes in the book's acknowledgements). During our conversation, Rosenbaum struggled to reconcile AI's sometimes staggering capacities with its penchant for head-scratching hallucinations--such as an imaginary quote from the tech journalist Kara Swisher that he included in the book without verifying it. In recent days, he has come to feel "seduced and betrayed" by AI, suggesting at one point that it might have undermined him on purpose. "Depending on your paranoia level, it's either quirky or evil or sneaky," he said.



It's been a rough week for human authorship all around. On Monday, a viral post showed a Nobel-winning novelist seemingly admitting to using AI to sharpen her story ideas, before later claiming she had been misunderstood. On Tuesday, allegations mounted that the Trinidadian author Jamir Nazir had used AI to write "The Serpent in the Grove," which won the Commonwealth Short Story Prize. By Wednesday, two of the other five prize winners had come under similar scrutiny. (The Commonwealth Foundation, which administers the prize, initially said in a statement that it had confirmed that none of the winning writers had used AI. Yesterday, the foundation issued another statement saying it "takes seriously the allegations" and was reviewing the evidence.)

Read: This literary AI scandal changes everything

Since ChatGPT arrived, automated writing has become ubiquitous: A recent working paper estimated that more than half of all new books released on Amazon now contain AI-generated text. Chatbots' prose has generally been good enough to fool schoolteachers and inflate Amazon product ratings--not earn glowing blurbs from prominent authors and win literary prizes. Recently, something has changed. As AI tools have improved and gone mainstream, the technology has penetrated intellectual spaces once thought to be fortified against its advances. This spate of scandals is forcing a fresh reckoning over what to do about the crisis.



One response has been to call for a redoubling of efforts to root out AI writing and reinforce the stigma against it. If shame won't stop people from using AI to do the hard work of writing, maybe ridicule will. In Defector, Patrick Redford derided the "pathetic behavior" of writers who use AI. "You idiots!" he wrote. "Those models are the enemy!"



Treating any use of AI in serious writing as taboo is understandable. Up until now, it's been relatively easy to use the hallmarks of AI-generated prose as a proxy for shoddy writing and thinking. Maybe we can keep that up a while longer. As I read The Future of Truth, I ran across an unusual amount of clunky repetition, formulaic transitions, and perplexing passages. One particularly tinny paragraph begins, "As we delve deeper into the mechanisms of misinformation, it's essential to understand how it not only proliferates but also profits." I ran the 146-word passage through Pangram, an AI-detection tool that is imperfect but reputed to be less flawed, at least, than some others. It registered the writing as 100 percent AI-generated. When I asked Rosenbaum whether he had let AI write any parts of his book, he said, "Absolutely not." When I mentioned the Pangram result, he said, "I'm not going to get into that game."



The bigger challenge may be that "AI writing" is not just one thing. There's a wide spectrum between text that is untouched by machine intelligence and writing that is concocted entirely by a chatbot. At the maximalist end, most of us can agree that a writer wouldn't deserve a prize for typing, "Write a haunting, 3,000-word literary short story set in Trinidad" into Claude and then slapping his name on whatever it spits out. On the minimalist side, it's presumably fine for a writer to do some Googling in the process of researching a piece that is otherwise entirely her own. Then again, what they find may still be imbued with AI: Google search is answering more questions directly via chatbot, and the results are turning up more AI-written web pages. Good information comes from primary sources, not synthetic text.

Generic chatbots have been joined by purpose-built AI research and writing tools that can carry out complex tasks. A growing number of professional writers, following the lead of software developers, openly profess to incorporating AI tools into their workflows. The tech reporter Alex Heath, for instance, trained a version of Claude Cowork to write in his style and crank out first drafts of his stories, as Wired reported in March. My own use of AI is comparatively primitive but worth disclosing here: In line with The Atlantic's internal guidelines, I sometimes use chatbots like a slightly smarter thesaurus to suggest the most apt word to plug into a given sentence, and I occasionally ask them to suggest expert sources on a specific topic. I also use an AI-powered tool to transcribe interviews, backstopped by my own notes.

Read: The human skill that eludes AI

Exactly where to draw the line on acceptable uses of AI is not as obvious as it might seem. In Rosenbaum's case, the scandal can't just be that he used AI while working on his book, because he acknowledged that up front. He got in trouble because he had used AI badly, failing to check its work on a task at which it is famously unreliable. Or consider that The New York Times, which has endured a spate of AI writing scandals, maintains two different standards. Its freelancers can use AI tools for "high-level brainstorming" and almost nothing else. Newsroom employees are encouraged to experiment with what the paper's guidelines tout as "a powerful tool that, like many technological advances before it, may be used in service of our mission." The leading trade group for book authors, the Authors Guild, eschews edicts but warns of the ethical risks of various AI uses.



Condoning AI for research but forbidding any use of its prose might be the most intuitive stance. It is certainly the most convenient: We have no reliable way to tell when AI was used to brainstorm ideas, research facts, or help a writer shape the framing of a story. But as the neuroscientist Tim Requarth pointed out in Slate, it is those hidden uses of AI in the writing process that give rise to our most valid concerns. The real threat the technology poses is not the overuse of the word delve in academic papers or the profusion of strained metaphors in literary fiction. It's that we lose something essential when we outsource to machines the hard work of discovering the truth and interpreting the world around us (or, in the case of fiction, the worlds within us). It's that the biases embedded in language models trained on dubious sources and controlled by tech companies will seep into the narratives that shape our understanding of reality. Are we sure that using AI to turn a phrase is worse than using it to decide what to write about in the first place?

If nothing else, the pileup of scandals should force us to think more precisely about what it is we fear from AI writing. If the problem were simply that it was bad, then its steady improvement would be cause for relief rather than alarm. On the contrary, the problem seems to be that AI tools are getting too good, at least superficially, and that people are placing too much faith in them. Even though Rosenbaum cursed ChatGPT, he told me he couldn't imagine giving it up. That feeling might pose a greater threat to writing than anything he lays out in his book.
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There's Never Been a Better Time to Study Computer Science

Even as AI progresses, coders aren't doomed.

by Lila Shroff

Sat, 23 May 2026




It's a weird time to be studying computer science. Recent grads have a higher unemployment rate than those in just about every other major--yes, even philosophy. The internet is littered with rants from newly minted programmers who can't find work. On one such YouTube video, the top comment reads: "Your first mistake is not being born earlier." Students, meanwhile, are fleeing the field. Undergraduate enrollment in computer science dipped by more than 8 percent last year, representing the largest absolute decline across any major in several years. The falloff at the graduate level--14 percent--was even more severe.



Learning to code was supposed to be a ticket to a good tech job. It wasn't just Silicon Valley that spread the gospel of computer science: "Support tha american dream n make coding available to EVERYONE!!" Snoop Dogg once tweeted. Now the decision to major in CS is more complicated. Nowhere has AI refashioned work as dramatically as it has for programmers. Coding bots have become much more powerful over the past few years, and they excel at precisely the kind of programming that might previously have been delegated to entry-level workers. An Anthropic co-founder, Jack Clark, recently warned that "the value of more junior people is a bit more dubious," as some 90 percent of the company's new code is apparently now AI-generated.



The popular narrative around CS has flipped to such a degree that some Silicon Valley insiders are now actively discouraging people against the major. John Coogan, a co-host of TBPN, a popular tech-news podcast, recently asked if it would be a "contrarian move" to study computer science "at a time when coding jobs are going away." But studying computer science is not contrarian, and the major's waning relevance has been overstated.



It's true that the work situation is more dicey than it once was. "Forget Python, study Plato," The Economist advised students last week. But although the unemployment rate for new CS grads is spiking, they have a relatively low rate of underemployment--that is, comparatively few are working in jobs that don't usually require a college degree. (Consider that nearly half of philosophy majors are underemployed.) When it comes to wages, new computer-science grads are also still significantly outearning their peers. One explanation for why CS majors have such high unemployment rates is that they may be less likely to settle for lower-paid roles. If you're optimizing for earnings, trading software for Socrates might not make so much sense after all.

Read: The computer-science bubble is bursting

None of this is to dismiss the AI threat to software jobs. The aforementioned employment data tracks students who graduated in 2024. AI has improved significantly since then, and the capabilities are likely to continue to increase, allowing bots to take on more sophisticated work. But the decline of manual programming--that is, writing code by hand--doesn't obviate the need for computer scientists. Even as AI tools become more powerful, leveraging bots to build reliable and secure software still takes training and expertise. With the AI revolution in full swing, we are hurtling toward a future in which even more of the global economy is mixed up with the software industry. If anything, the AI-ification of work seems likely to require more people who understand computer systems at a deep level. Across the tech industry, demand for mid- and senior-career engineers is rising. The trouble, then, is how to adjust today's computer-science programs to equip students for work when the field is changing so fast--especially when entry-level coding jobs that once were guaranteed are now far less certain.



"I don't know where the world is going," Michael Hilton, a computer scientist at Carnegie Mellon University, told me, "but I know the things I taught three years ago are not the right things to teach today." As bots have become more capable, Hilton keeps updating his curriculum--he encourages students to use AI for coding. Other professors are moving in the opposite direction. Valerie Barr, a computer scientist at Bard College, told me that in her introductory class, coursework is now mostly done on paper. "I'm back to how I taught in the 1980s, when we didn't have laptops and there was one computer lab for the whole campus," she said. Barr believes that students who learn coding fundamentals the old-fashioned way will be the ones to come out ahead. "You cannot make effective use of AI tools if you don't know something about what you're asking the tools to do," she said. In much the same way, grade schoolers learn how to do basic algebra by hand before they are allowed to use calculators.



The split over whether to embrace coding tools points to a larger divide in the discipline: Is studying computer science about training students to be good software developers, or teaching them the computational theory that underpins the field? As coding becomes automated, we might see a further fracturing between the two domains. On the theory side, the AI boom has put a premium on highly skilled researchers with a deep understanding of machine learning. Future students may enroll in new AI-related majors that take the conventional CS major and then layer in more specialized AI training. Such programs already exist at several colleges: MIT introduced an AI major in 2022, and it's already become the second-most-popular major on campus--behind computer science. And some students who are interested in CS for its own sake will still go deep in other non-AI subfields, such as cryptography. Today's AI boom is possible only because people pursued neural networks when they were uncool.



At the same time, new courses could offer students an introduction to software development without the theoretical baggage and proof-writing they might have otherwise had to wade through. Geoffrey Challen, a computer scientist at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, plans to offer a new course this fall in which he will teach students to develop software "without writing, reading, debugging, or viewing a single line of code," he told me. Northwestern is also slated to offer an "entry-level creative coding" class for students without technical backgrounds. For all the talk of AI-literacy programs that teach students how to use chatbots, the real innovation might be in developing courses that train students in basic software-development skills. Most colleges require introductory writing courses because it's understood that clear written communication is an important cross-disciplinary skill--even for students who plan to study physics or math. Classes that teach students how to use AI coding tools could become commonplace, providing students of all backgrounds with a baseline software-engineering skill set.



The days of computer-science grads being all but guaranteed cushy tech jobs may be coming to an end, and the next few years will almost certainly be tumultuous as the job market continues to adjust. But we're on the precipice of a new era when learning to develop software will be easier than ever, opening the door to students who might not otherwise have chosen to study computing. Perhaps a new golden age of CS education has only just begun.
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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 repellent. 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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Hegseth's Leadership of the U.S. Military

Panelists joined to discuss how the defense secretary may be reshaping the Pentagon, and more.

by The Editors

Sat, 23 May 2026




Last night on Washington Week With The Atlantic, panelists joined to examine Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth's role and influence in the Trump administration, and what his leadership may reveal about how he's trying to reshape the U.S. military.

Over time, there has been "a tradition where defense secretaries attempt to minimize their overtly partisan behavior," Missy Ryan, a staff writer at The Atlantic, said last night. "Because they are the safeguards of America's sons and daughters, they try to, in the name of national security, act more as a nonpartisan actor." But Hegseth, she argued, "has totally discarded that tradition, and we're seeing him lean into his role as a partisan fighter."

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Helene Cooper, a national-security correspondent at The New York Times; Jonathan Karl, the chief Washington correspondent at ABC News; Ryan; Vivian Salama, a staff writer at The Atlantic.

Watch the full episode here.
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The Largest Undocumented Disparity in Maternal Health

Gestational-diabetes rates are high among Asian American populations, and Chinese Americans may be particularly at risk.

by Katherine J. Wu

Wed, 27 May 2026




For the past few years, George King, the director of research at Boston's Joslin Diabetes Center, has been following a medical mystery that has flown under the public-health radar--even, he told me, among most other diabetes experts. He and his colleagues have been alarmed by the skyrocketing rates of gestational diabetes they've seen among Chinese American populations, which mirror a similar phenomenon in mainland China and Taiwan.



For years, gestational diabetes has been ticking upward in people of Asian descent--both in countries in Asia and in highly multicultural nations such as the United States. In general, those rises have tracked with increases in type 2 diabetes, a condition with similar risk factors. But "one group is an outlier," King said. In recent years, gestational diabetes has climbed among people of Chinese descent at a rate that appears to outpace the rise in diabetes in that population, and "no one seems to know why," he said.



The data supporting this discrepancy are still just emerging, King and his colleagues told me, and they hope to collect more of the evidence themselves. By this fall, they plan to apply for federal funding to study an intervention they'd like to test in the greater Boston area to reduce rates of gestational diabetes among Asian Americans more broadly. If, along the way, they collect evidence that helps crack the mystery of whether Chinese Americans are at particularly high risk, that information could help clarify risk factors about gestational diabetes in general or sharpen their intervention further--perhaps allowing them to tailor it even better to some of the communities that need the most help.



Gestational diabetes is most simply understood as a form of type 2 diabetes that first crops up during pregnancy. "Pregnancy is a pressure test for your body," Tam Nguyen, a chronic-disease researcher at Boston College, told me--and it can catalyze health issues that might not have plagued people otherwise. Roughly half of people with gestational diabetes will go on to develop type 2 diabetes; the child, too, ends up at higher risk of metabolic issues.



Asian Americans develop gestational diabetes at notably high rates, but even among communities of Asian descent, that risk is little known, experts told me. "I think it's totally invisible," perhaps in part because people in those communities tend to develop diabetes at lower BMIs than white populations do, Nguyen said. Compared with other racial and ethnic populations, many people of Asian heritage tend to have less lean-muscle mass and carry more fat centrally, around their vital organs--a type of fat linked to many metabolic issues. That tricky combination leaves many cases undiagnosed early on and many individuals unaware of their own elevated risk.



That can be especially dangerous during pregnancy: Left unmanaged, gestational diabetes ups the chances of preeclampsia, premature birth, high birth weight, and stillbirth. At a meeting at Joslin earlier this month that I attended, Atif Adam, a research fellow at the center, described gestational diabetes among Asian American populations as "the largest undocumented disparity in maternal health."



Experts on this population have also long recognized that the umbrella of "Asian" encompasses many different groups with different genetics, physiologies, lifestyles, and cultural preferences--and, as a result, different vulnerabilities to disease, including gestational diabetes. South and Southeast Asians, for instance, tend to develop the condition at particularly high rates. The data on where people of Chinese descent may fall on this broad spectrum are a bit mixed, but King and Adam told me that at least a handful of recent reports--especially out of China and nearby Taiwan--suggest that rates of gestational diabetes in this population have risen markedly over time. And the pattern of growth, Adam said, "seems to be different from other ethnicities."



The exact reason for the rise has eluded researchers, though they've raised plenty of possibilities. In China, for instance, some experts think that at least part of the explanation is the implementation of the two-child policy, which bumped up the average maternal age at birth--a key risk factor for gestational diabetes. But that can't account for comparable rises in nations that haven't adopted such policies; average maternal age has also risen in countries around the world without tugging up gestational diabetes in the same way. King, for one, suspects that nutrition may be playing a particularly big role in Chinese communities, where Westernized menu items have made up a big part of the diet in recent years, including in China. Nguyen, though, said she thinks that researchers studying any emerging trends in gestational diabetes among Asian populations have to consider several variables at once. Subtle factors such as toxin exposure and the composition of the gut microbiome could contribute; so, too, could social stressors such as racism. (One recent study suggested, for instance, that the intense anti-Asian sentiment connected to COVID-19, which President Trump described as being caused by the "China virus," could help explain recent rises in gestational diabetes among Asian groups, including people of Chinese descent.)



Nailing down this trend and any reasons for it won't be easy. Researchers don't consistently disaggregate "Asian" populations into the many possible subgroups, and even when they do, different researchers have different approaches to categorizing people. That makes it challenging to tease apart problems that might be plaguing specific communities. And although several of the Boston-based researchers I spoke with are collecting some of their own population-specific evidence from local health centers, they aren't sure when data collection might improve more generally. A few years ago, the state of Massachusetts announced that it would begin collecting more detailed demographic data on racial and ethnic groups, including within the Asian community. But the implementation of that plan has been slow, and some locals have expressed discomfort with the idea of submitting more identifying information, Nguyen said. On the national scale, the U.S.'s National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey, a vital source of data on diabetes, has been purposefully oversampling Asian Americans since 2011, which has allowed researchers to dig deeper into trends in specific subpopulations. But last fall, the Trump administration fired core staff from the CDC division that runs the survey, leaving its future uncertain.



Even without more definitive data, Adam said, he and his colleagues are eager to design an intervention that could help any Asian group lower its gestational-diabetes risk, or better manage the condition once it arises. In broad strokes, the advice would mirror what the general population is told in the U.S. about avoiding and dealing with the condition: Eat well, exercise, avoid excessive weight gain. But it would be delivered more consistently, across health-care settings, and would be better tailored to certain groups' cultural preferences. For many families deeply embedded in Asian food culture, "it's difficult to be told to reduce white-rice intake," Nguyen pointed out; some people might also benefit from a discussion about incorporating familiar types of physical activity, such as walking and tai chi, into their routine, rather than vaguer cautions to work out more.



In the meantime, the researchers will keep observing what trends they can, to see whether certain Asian subgroups might warrant special attention. They feel confident that they know enough about what works and how to deliver it to make some impact. But any specific vulnerabilities are still worth narrowing in on, so that no vulnerable community risks being lost to an aggregated trend.
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Americans Have Entered the Age of the Needle

Americans' enthusiasm for injection has never been higher.

by Daniel Engber

Tue, 26 May 2026




My generation--which is to say, the pillbox generation--came of age during the 1990s. The number of adults who were taking five or more prescription drugs doubled in that decade; the use of medications for depression and cholesterol more than tripled. If pills had once been used from time to time to curb a headache or stifle an infection, now they were a daily ritual for tens of millions of Americans. Popping meds, whether by catapult or tweezers, became the norm.



In the 2020s, we're living through a second such transition: the dawning of the needle age.



For the past five years, the nation's shots have multiplied to levels never seen before. Injected medications were once unusual, and mostly limited to diabetics who needed insulin. Now millions of diabetics use syringes of Ozempic, and millions of other people are on Mounjaro for weight loss. In 2025, some 12 percent of all U.S. adults partook of these injections or others in their class. GLP-1 shots were so commonplace last year that they accounted for about 7 percent of all prescriptions in America.



Even this is just the tip of the needle. Americans' use of IVF has doubled in a decade, and now requires something on the order of 10 million to 20 million self-administered hormone shots a year. By 2024, 10 million rounds of Botox (or other wrinkle relaxants) were given out, along with 8 million filler treatments. Although some cosmetic shots are administered in doctors' offices, many of the rest are received at the 10,000 "medical spas" that have lately come to dot the country. These are puncture parlors, more or less, and they offer a growing list of services: not just treatments for the skin but also vitamin injections, IV-dripped electrolytes, and minerals delivered through a tube. One needle-forward wellness chain, called JECT, has locations in Miami Beach, West Hollywood, the Hamptons, and, as it happens, right around the corner from my house in Brooklyn. If I were ever in the mood, I could head over for a "24K gold micro-dosing" process that will supposedly inject my face 2,400 times a minute.



Read: No one in movies knows how to swallow a pill



These needle trend lines have been building for a while. Botox was approved for cosmetic use in 2002, and the first GLP-1-based drug for diabetes reached the market three years after that. But today's rampant culture of injection did not have its breakthrough moment until early summer 2021, when the FDA signed off on semaglutide, the ingredient in Ozempic, as a treatment for obesity. That kicked off the weight-loss-medication craze. A month later, Joe Rogan told his millions of podcast listeners that injecting peptides--not insulin or Ozempic, but other, less established ones--can have miraculous results. Rogan said he'd tried one in particular called BPC-157, which cured his elbow tendinitis in two weeks. Peptide fever built from there, on glowing testimonials from tech bros, celebrities, and eventually officials at the highest levels of the U.S. government. "I'm a big fan of peptides; I've used them myself," Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. told Rogan earlier this year. (RFK Jr. has also promised that regulators will soon be easing restrictions on the sale of peptides.)



The funny thing about our growing love for getting shots is how utterly at odds it is with human nature. Who, exactly, has any sort of love for getting shots? Needlephobia is natural and indeed appears to be widespread, even among grown-ups. Although formal research on the topic has been somewhat limited, a 2018 review of several dozen studies found that for adults under 40, the rate of needle fear may be as high as 30 percent. According to the same analysis, 16 percent may skip their flu shots simply to avoid the stress of an injection.



Read: Should your flu and COVID shots go in different arms?



This last point in particular was worried over in summer 2021, just as our needle age was starting. New vaccines had been developed to reduce the risk of death from COVID-19, and experts worried that anxiety over needle sticks would hamper uptake. One paper out that June concluded that one-tenth of all COVID-vaccine hesitancy could be explained in just this way. Some people even called for a needle-fear exemption to be added to the mandates for vaccines.



And yet none of this posed a challenge to the rollout that ensued, which became without a doubt the largest mass injection effort in the nation's history. By the end of 2021, more than half a billion doses of the COVID shots had been plunged into our deltoids. Let's put that in "24K gold micro-dosing" terms: Americans received an average of 1,000 COVID shots a minute, every single minute of that year.



Read: The good news about vaccine hesitancy



Yet a wariness about vaccines persists; perhaps it's even grown, in certain quarters, since we started getting immunized against COVID. Jennifer Reich, a medical sociologist at the University of Colorado at Denver, has found that some people who refuse vaccines may indeed be hung up on the thought of a needle entering their body. But they aren't simply squeamish; they're worried by the fact that injections are unnatural, that a shot administers medicine in a way that isn't right. "I would love it if they would put more research into edible vaccinations," one mother told her, "so that it goes through the digestive system rather than directly--bang!--into the bloodstream."



This framing of injection as a shortcut into people's bodies conveys another meaning, too: It suggests that shots have greater potency and purity than other forms of medication. As a medical technology, the needle "plays in these contradictory ways," Reich told me; what makes it scary also makes it strong. If you really want a given treatment, then you might prefer the needle version to a pill, so that it is delivered--bang!--into your bloodstream, where presumably it acts with greatest force. Inject that Botox straight into my wrinkles, please. Let me shoot this muscle-building peptide right into my butt.



In this way, America's needlephilia and needlephobia are tightly coupled, both across the culture and among individuals. "There's a huge overlap between people who sell the promise of wellness through alternative means and people who oppose vaccines," Reich said. Indeed, this overlap has been a hallmark of the age of injections: The same person who might "stack" half a dozen experimental peptide injections into his weekly regimen may also end up saying no to a COVID booster; the same person who will pay $900 for microneedling with salmon sperm may refuse a hepatitis B shot for her newborn baby.



This isn't quite a contradiction, though. People seem to draw a line between injections for the greater good and injections for their own well-being. When you're given a vaccine, you're participating in the work of public health, and hoping to stave off an illness that you may have never experienced and that may never pose a risk to you directly. When you take a dose of semaglutide, you're engaged in private care, and expecting to optimize your own health, visibly and quickly. That difference is reflected in the hand that holds the needle: A vaccine gets put into your arm by someone else; most GLP-1 drugs are self-injected. (Oral formulations of GLP-1s for weight loss have become available in recent months.) "I think that sense of control over the mode of administration might be really important," Reich said. The line between public health and private wellness also changes how the drugs are regulated: In the past two years the government has taken steps to raise the bar for demonstrating the safety of vaccines, while lowering it for peptides.



Reich told me that she thinks the needle is an emblem of a broader shift toward asking individuals to solve their own health problems. For some parents, even vaccines have been "recast as kind of an optimization technology," she said; they tell her how they pick and choose among the recommended shots, asking whether and how each one might personally benefit their children. In this worldview, the vaccine schedule may not look that different from the menu of services at JECT.



Maybe this is where we're headed next: injections as a vector for autonomy in medicine, vaccinations a la carte, home recipes for peptide shots, glucose sensors poking through your skin. This is health care in 2026. Welcome to the needle age.
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The Man Behind the Trump Administration's Favorite Psychedelic

W. Bryan Hubbard is the Republican psychedelics whisperer.

by Shayla Love

Sun, 24 May 2026

W. Bryan Hubbard speaks a lot about divinity. He thinks that psychedelic drugs have divine origin and can put you in touch with a higher power. He also believes that his role in catalyzing the most prominent political action supporting psychedelics to date was divinely orchestrated.

And so meeting him at Trinity United Methodist Church in downtown Denver felt natural. The late-April light streamed through stained-glass windows while Hubbard, a broad-shouldered man with straight posture, settled into a pew. His brown hair was pulled back into a low bun, and he wore a plaid shirt and blue jeans. In a southern lilt, he described how he's been generating previously unheard-of Republican enthusiasm for psychedelics, in particular for a drug called ibogaine. Though robust data from U.S.-based clinical trials about this drug are lacking, some researchers--along with a number of enthusiasts--believe that ibogaine may help people with opioid addiction and withdrawal, and perhaps PTSD and traumatic brain injuries too.

On a Saturday morning a couple of weeks before Hubbard and I met, Donald Trump signed an executive order that directed several federal agencies to accelerate research on psychedelics--including ibogaine--as treatments for mental-health conditions. Rumors about such an order had circulated among psychedelics insiders since the beginning of April, when Joe Rogan had hosted Hubbard and former Texas Governor Rick Perry on his podcast. When the headphones came off, Hubbard told me, he decided to ask Rogan for a favor: Would he contact the president about ibogaine? As Rogan recounted at the Oval Office, "Trump's reply was, 'Sounds great. Do you want FDA approval?'" (At the signing, Trump didn't know at first how to pronounce the word ibogaine, though he did jokingly ask if he could have some.)

From the beginning of Trump's second presidency, many psychedelics enthusiasts hoped that his administration would be favorable to the medical use of psychedelic drugs. MDMA for PTSD and psilocybin for treatment-resistant depression seemed to be the likeliest candidates, given that both regimens are in the late phases of clinical trials. But the final push for Trump's most consequential psychedelics policy was linked to a drug whose benefits are supported by only a handful of preclinical studies and a single Phase 1 trial.

That strange turn speaks to Hubbard's advocacy over the past few years. His success can be partly attributed to the fact that a meat-eating southerner and lifelong Republican is not the typical psychedelics spokesperson. But it also reflects a bigger shift in the political culture of psychedelics since the days of LSD-taking environmentalists and anti-Vietnam War protesters. Perry, a conservative as well, has been a prominent ibogaine supporter since he tried the drug in a Mexican medical clinic in 2023. Many high-profile combat veterans want medical access to ibogaine. Hubbard, who had posters of Ronald Reagan in his childhood bedroom, said that these days, he has more success proselytizing for ibogaine on the right than on the left. "I have been able to talk to the most religiously fundamentalist, white, Republican conservatives that you would imagine," he told me. And many of them are on board.



In the dimly lit sanctuary of the church, Hubbard explained how he used to have the "typical conservative" view of psychedelics: "that these were a bunch of subversive, hippie drugs that made people roll around in the mud naked, and they had no beneficial or helpful purpose." Then, in 2018, he read a Scientific American article that mentioned research on psilocybin for the treatment of alcohol-use disorder that piqued his curiosity. He estimated he had about a dozen psilocybin trips over the next four years.

In 2022, Hubbard, a lawyer, was offered a position as chair of the Kentucky Opioid Abatement Advisory Commission, in charge of distributing nearly $1 billion in settlement money from opioid companies to programs for addiction prevention, treatment, and recovery. Hubbard hosted town halls, where, he told me, "the sum-total message from the people who came to attend, was, We don't think that you have either the competence or the honesty to do anything that's going to help us." Hubbard, eager for a new solution, turned to a psychedelics Substack writer he admired to ask if she knew of any compound that might help with opioid addiction. As he tells it, she responded, "Have you ever heard of ibogaine?"

Ibogaine is derived from a shrub called Tabernanthe iboga, which grows in Central and West Africa. In Gabon, iboga root is used in ritualistic ceremonies in the Bwiti tradition. Those ceremonies mark the transition to adulthood and can be grueling. "The experience was intended as a kind of temporary death," the French anthropologist Julien Bonhomme wrote in a chapter of the book Expanding Mindscapes: A Global History of Psychedelics.

After the compound was isolated in Europe at the turn of the 20th century, an ibogaine-based drug was sold in France as a mild stimulant (low doses can increase energy), but it stopped being manufactured after athletes took it to enhance their performance. In 1962, an American with a heroin addiction, Howard Lotsof, received a gift of ibogaine from a chemist friend and noticed that his cravings disappeared after he took the drug. He shared it with other people who had heroin addictions and found that some of them also reduced their use and sidestepped major withdrawal symptoms. Some quit using entirely. Thanks to stories like Lotsof's, even today, "ibogaine comes with this tremendous amount of mythology around its benefits for opioid disorder," Joji Suzuki, an addiction psychiatrist at Brigham and Women's Hospital, told me.

Lotsof tried to get scientists around the world to set up a proper clinical trial. But by the 1990s, such attempts had mostly stalled. Instead, advocacy groups raised money to send people desperate for addiction treatment, and later veterans, to ibogaine clinics outside the U.S., including in Saint Kitts, Mexico, and the Netherlands. In those settings, ibogaine leads to a trip that lasts anywhere from 12 to 36 hours. At first, a person has vivid, dreamlike hallucinations, often scenes from their own life. That's followed by periods of contemplation, energized wakefulness, and, purportedly, a vanishing of withdrawal symptoms. The drug can also induce nausea and vomiting and has serious cardiac risks. Using it safely requires continuous heart monitoring, and some clinics now offer intravenous magnesium to reduce the chances of heart complications.

Few studies have examined ibogaine's effects on opioid-use disorder and other conditions, and they tend to be on very small groups of people, many of whom sought out ibogaine on their own. In one observational study, 88 people who had gone to a clinic in Mexico between 2012 and 2015 filled out a survey. A majority said that ibogaine reduced their opioid-withdrawal symptoms, and at the time of the survey, 41 percent were abstinent. In a more recent, often-cited paper from Stanford, researchers scanned the brains of veterans with traumatic brain injuries before and after they went to a clinic in Mexico. Most of the veterans' symptoms significantly improved. But the study had no control group, and the participants were atypical: male former Special Operations Forces veterans who were motivated enough to pay to travel for the treatment. Without further study, it's hard to say how the effects they experienced might generalize to other populations.

Read: Tripping on nothing

Despite the scant hard evidence, Hubbard saw ibogaine as the solution his state needed. Within a year of learning about the drug, he drafted a proposal to dedicate 5 percent of the state's opioid-settlement funds to researching ibogaine for opioid-use disorder. In addition to its potential to treat addiction, Hubbard believed ibogaine to be the ideal political candidate for state-funded psychedelics research in general. LSD and mushrooms came with baggage--notably the belief that they would make you go crazy or start wearing tie-dye--but no one had heard of ibogaine. It wasn't a recreational drug, and had little potential to become one thanks to its often-punishing physical side effects. "I thought there was an opportunity to introduce ibogaine as a blank slate," Hubbard said. In November of 2023, Hubbard and his wife even traveled to a clinic in Mexico to try ibogaine for themselves.

But then, political turnover killed the project. In late 2023, Hubbard alleges, a new state attorney general, Russell Coleman, pushed him out. "He expressed great displeasure with my public advocacy for ibogaine in Kentucky," Hubbard wrote in his resignation letter. (Coleman did not respond to requests for comment.)

Hubbard, though, remained convinced that the need for new opioid-addiction treatments, as well as the potential benefits for veterans, made ibogaine the ultimate bipartisan psychedelic. In 2025, he and Perry founded their nonprofit, Americans for Ibogaine, and successfully lobbied for Texas to pass a $50 million fund-matching bill for ibogaine research. AFI has also been lobbying for a multistate partnership that would create a nationwide ibogaine trial. Lawmakers in red states--including Tennessee, Missouri, Oklahoma, Mississippi, and West Virginia--have led the charge on introducing, and in some cases passing, laws that support research on ibogaine. Even Kentucky recently passed a framework to study the use of ibogaine to treat substance-use disorders. Hubbard called it "full-circle justice."



Psychedelics come with no inherent ideologies, of course. "Psychedelics seem to appear throughout history at moments when people are deeply questioning something," Erika Dyck, a historian of medicine and psychedelics at the University of Saskatchewan, in Canada, told me.

This is how Hubbard understands any Republican acceptance of psychedelics. The new support coming from the right, he believes, mirrors the left's mindset in the 1960s: a response to the widespread distrust of powerful people and federal institutions, and the resulting sense of disillusionment. "The right's embrace of psychedelics is its own countercultural response," he said. (The fact psychedelics may help American service members is certainly a helpful selling point too.)

Hubbard told me that his own politics are informed by his ancestors, who were coal miners from the mountains of Virginia, western North Carolina, and East Kentucky. One of his greatest influences, he said, is the United Mine Workers of America, a union that organized around improving working conditions and increasing wages. He said his great-great-grandfather, along with four of his brothers, crossed the Ohio River to fight against the South during the Civil War. Psychedelics, by his reckoning, are crucial for "everybody who wants to have a shot at living with any measure of freedom or dignity."

Listening to Hubbard muse about universal human rights and freedom, it's easy to understand why he's frequently compared to a preacher. His remarks about the medical benefits of ibogaine quickly morph into pronouncements of the sacredness of humankind. "I see the science as a gateway to the spirituality," he said. The 4,202-pipe organ gleamed over us.

Psychedelics and religion are no strangers. These compounds are used as religious sacraments in both Indigenous traditions and contemporary psychedelic churches. The author Aldous Huxley, who wrote about his own mescaline experience in The Doors of Perception, went on to argue that psychedelics would lead to mass spiritual evolution. (More recently, psychedelics researchers and advocates have said the same.) One of the most infamous studies of the 1960s involved a Harvard Ph.D. student giving mushrooms to divinity students because of the drugs' ability to reliably induce mystical experiences. Lucas Richert, a historian of medicine and pharmacy at the University of Wisconsin at Madison, told me Hubbard is so effective because he taps into that legacy. Hubbard's advocacy becomes "as much a moral argument or a nationalistic argument, as a biomedical or regulatory argument," Richert said. Hubbard is also not the only 21st-century conservative making the connection: Perry recently wrote the foreword for a book called The Christian's Guide to Psychedelics.

For all his success with the right, Hubbard worries he's not reaching, and is maybe even alienating, essential groups, including public-health experts and medical professionals. The American Psychiatric Association, for example, released a response to Trump's executive order welcoming federal investment in research, but cautioning that there was "currently inadequate scientific evidence for endorsing the use of psychedelics to treat any psychiatric disorder except within the context of approved investigational studies." Other psychedelics researchers have expressed wariness at how simplistically advocates like Hubbard sometimes present the drugs: as quick, miraculous cures, rather than difficult psychological and physical experiences that don't work for everyone and can come with challenging side effects.

Opinions may be shifting even among the public-health establishment. Nora Volkow, the longtime director of the National Institute on Drug Abuse, said in 2024 that ibogaine was unlikely to ever receive approval as a treatment for opioid addiction. But at the American Psychiatric Association conference earlier this month, her presentation included positive remarks on ibogaine and other psychedelics, the industry news site Psychedelic Alpha reported. Still, Hubbard remains concerned about his audience. The week after we met, he testified at the Ohio capitol in support of legislation to establish ibogaine research in the state. When I asked him how it went, he said, "I wish that some of the audiences that I had the opportunity to speak to had a lot more Democrats and were a lot less white. That's probably my biggest preoccupation right now."

Read: The horseshoe theory of psychedelics

Suzuki, too, told me he worries about the politicization of psychedelics. If Republican enthusiasm can remove bureaucratic barriers to research on ibogaine and other drugs, he said, "I'm fully in support of it." But too much partisan support could risk undermining the credibility of his and other researchers' work. "The impression that I would want to avoid is that this particular project or that particular drug is being approved only because of their alignment with the current administration."

In an ideal world, politics wouldn't be able to soil good research. But partisan strife has a long reach. In Denver, I had originally arranged to meet Hubbard at a different church nearby. But the day before the scheduled appointment, I got a rush of emails and calls from a woman who worked there. She told me that after searching Hubbard's name online, she would not be willing to host us. The church is progressive, and Hubbard, thanks to his association with Trump and Rogan, could alienate the congregation.

When I relayed this story to Hubbard, he momentarily appeared taken aback, then recovered. The woman's reluctance, he said, was a sign of how divided the country is--exactly why psychedelics were needed to "restore the nation's soul." Before we left the church, I looked back at stained-glass windows depicting Jesus rising from the dead, winged and crowned, representing a link between the divine and humankind. Psychedelics, I thought, are undergoing a resurrection of their own. But it's unclear if their worshippers will be willing to gather under the same roof.
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The U.S.'s Most Concerning Anti-Vaccine Policy

The Trump administration is slow-walking immunization for kids around the world.

by Katherine J. Wu

Thu, 21 May 2026




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

Midway into 2026, the most overt attacks on vaccines in the United States have stopped. With the midterm elections looming, the White House reportedly asked Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. to quiet his anti-vaccine rhetoric--publicly, at least. But protections against infectious disease are continuing to falter, both domestically and abroad, through sheer neglect. Although the full impact of the U.S.'s disinterest has only started to play out, one effect is already clear: When vaccines' reach is eroded, the poorest, least well-served people feel the brunt of that loss first.



Paring back the CDC's national childhood immunization schedule, for instance, has limited more Americans' access to shots; Kennedy's haphazard reconstitution of the nation's top vaccine advisory panel led to that expert group being put on hiatus, imperiling immunizations for children from underinsured families. When the White House dismantled the U.S. Agency for International Development, accusing the organization of waste and abuse, it compromised efforts to deliver vaccines around the world; when it stopped funding the World Health Organization, citing the group's mishandling of the coronavirus pandemic, it put global immunization campaigns at risk. But among the more than half a dozen experts I spoke with for this story, the chief concern was for Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance, the world's largest initiative supporting immunization access in lower-income countries.
 
 Since last year, the U.S. has been withholding hundreds of millions in funds from the organization. The U.S. played a vital role in Gavi's founding and has historically been one of its heaviest funders: In 2024, under President Biden, the country pledged nearly $1.6 billion to Gavi, to be meted out over five years. That contribution should have covered roughly 13 percent of the organization's funding through 2030. But the U.S. State Department hasn't sent the $600 million that Congress budgeted for Gavi in fiscal years 2025 and 2026. (If left unused, the funds will expire on September 30; earlier this month, senators from both parties called on the State Department to relinquish the appropriated money to Gavi.)



Kennedy himself is not in charge of the State Department's funds, but a spokesperson for the State Department wrote in an email that "President Trump entrusted Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. to manage the U.S. government's relationship with Gavi." And Kennedy has repeatedly accused Gavi, without evidence, of having "ignored the science" on immunizing children, of being lax on vaccine safety issues, and for relying on a combination diphtheria-tetanus-pertussis vaccine (known as DTwP) that he has accused of causing brain damage in kids, despite data to the contrary. The Trump administration's policies toward Gavi have also, at times, mirrored Kennedy's agenda at the Department of Health and Human Services: Several months ago, officials asked Gavi to halt its use of vaccines that contain the preservative thimerosal, a compound that Kennedy helped push to phase out of U.S. flu shots last year and that he and many of his anti-vaccine allies argue can cause autism, despite a lack of data showing any such connection; at the time, an HHS official told Reuters that future funding for Gavi would be withheld until "a plan for removal of thimerosal-containing vaccines is developed and the plan initiated."



In an email, Andrew Nixon, HHS's Deputy Assistant Secretary for Media Relations, wrote that HHS and State are still "cautiously optimistic" that ongoing discussions with Gavi could yield "a constructive path forward," but that "Gavi has not provided the United States with the specific data, studies, or detailed accounting needed to fully evaluate how U.S. taxpayer funds are being used."



The U.S. itself has largely or entirely replaced DTwP and thimerosal with newer, more expensive alternatives that, in some cases, have fewer short-term side effects. But in lower-income, lower-resource places, where medical facilities are short on money, refrigeration, and space, some of these older vaccines are the best options, simply because the alternative is no vaccination at all. So whereas Kennedy's attacks on these particular tools of vaccination have had a relatively marginal effect on immunization in the U.S., they have the potential to significantly curtail vaccination in other countries, and potentially lead to countless unnecessary deaths.



To vaccinate widely in low-resource settings, "you need inexpensive products, and you also need products that don't require a lot of boosters," Seth Berkley, an infectious-disease expert who previously led Gavi, told me. Using the cheaper vaccines can have trade-offs; all vaccines do. The DTwP shot, for instance, is more likely to cause short-lived fevers and pain than other formulations of the vaccine. But it protects people for far longer than those other immunizations and requires fewer total shots--which is to say, fewer follow-up visits. The World Health Organization has continued to recommend the vaccine, citing its popularity, price point, and excellent efficacy--and noted that it works well even in situations where vaccination is interrupted or pared back, as it often is in countries with reduced health-care access; in the past 50 years, DTwP is estimated to have saved some 40 million lives. The case for using thimerosal also rests on practicality: It allows clinicians to safely immunize more people without wasting freezer space, because it stamps out contamination in vials that contain multiple doses of the vaccine.



The U.S. is now effectively holding funds hostage until Gavi changes up its vaccination strategy--a change that Gavi can't make overnight. And abruptly halting the distribution of vaccines with thimerosal now would mean depriving people of protection against a whole host of dangerous illnesses. "That condition is going to cause kids in the developing world to die," Bruce Gellin, the former president of Global Immunization at the Sabin Vaccine Institute, told me. Gavi has already begun the process of transitioning to some newer, thimerosal-free alternative immunizations, Berkley said. But such switches would come with costs--and the holdup in payment from the U.S. "has hampered and slowed down these efforts," a Gavi spokesperson wrote over email.



Gavi's funding shortfalls will hold back immunization in other ways, too. In recent years, the organization has helped several nations roll out vaccines against HPV and malaria, with more introductions planned by 2030. But those plans are fracturing. Kate O'Brien, the director of the WHO's Department of Immunization, Vaccines and Biologicals, told me she worries especially about the malaria program, which is now confronting a nearly 30 percent budget deficit. Essentially, that means that Gavi can support the number of doses that will cover only about 70 percent of its targeted moderate- and high-transmission malaria regions, O'Brien said--calling for "some really tough decisions." She added: "Who are the 30 percent of communities that are actually not going to get this vaccine?" (The Gavi spokesperson said the funding cuts would limit the potential of malaria vaccination efforts and that, more generally, reductions in funding risk depleting vaccine stockpiles for a number of deadly infectious diseases and diminished the organization's capacity for preventing outbreaks.)



Global vaccination was already on shaky ground. Emergency conditions at the height of the coronavirus pandemic disrupted supply chains and health-care delivery, which impeded access to  routine vaccinations and set the conditions for major outbreaks of diseases such as diphtheria. In many parts of the world, countries still have not returned to their pre-COVID immunization baseline, Anita Shet, a pediatrician and an infectious-diseases researcher at Johns Hopkins' Bloomberg School of Public Health, told me. As funding shrinks, communities in hard-to-reach regions, where immunizing children is more expensive to begin with, may inadvertently lose out, exacerbating existing health disparities. Within the U.S., where health care is privatized, vaccine access for low-income and rural families is already wobbling: The paring-back of the national immunization schedule has prompted insurers and states to reconsider which vaccines to cover, and the Vaccines for Children Program, which covers underinsured kids, depends on an expert vaccine panel that the Trump administration's decisions have rendered nonfunctional.

Many lower-income countries, particularly on the African continent, have been working to independently finance vaccination, so that they are "no longer reliant on donations from high-income countries," Abdu Adamu, a vaccine-implementation researcher based in Nigeria, told me. And in some ways, the abruptness with which American leaders have rescinded their support serves to only further motivate those efforts. But countries cannot instantaneously achieve immune sovereignty--and part of the tragedy here is how quickly the U.S. is undoing years of work. "We've made so much progress in the past 20 years, to bring low- and middle-income countries closer to where high-income countries are in terms of access to vaccines," Chizoba Wonodi, a global vaccination expert at the Bloomberg School of Public Health, told me. A regression could happen much more rapidly, and then take far longer to recover from.



In the meantime, the U.S.'s retreat from global vaccination could set this country back, too. Whatever infectious diseases spread more widely abroad could cross borders to threaten Americans, especially as vaccination rates here continue to waver and dip. Vaccine manufacturers facing resistance here could take their business elsewhere, putting other wealthy nations first in line to receive novel vaccines, Gellin said. Global well-being depends intimately on cooperation and trust. And when infectious threats inevitably crop up in the future, other countries won't soon forget how quickly U.S. leaders broke their commitment to public health.
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The Lag Between an Iran Deal and Lower Oil Prices

The flow of oil through the Strait of Hormuz will take time to return to normal.

by Will Gottsegen

Wed, 27 May 2026




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

For months, Donald Trump has been desperate for Iran to loosen its grip on the Strait of Hormuz. Now he says it's happening; a deal to reopen the waterway "has been largely negotiated," per a Truth Social post on Saturday. Nothing has been finalized, and details are sparse; the White House claimed that a draft agreement released by Iranian state media today was a "complete fabrication." But even if an agreement does emerge, reestablishing normal ship traffic through the strait will take time--and energy markets won't necessarily be quick to respond.

Getting vessels through the strait isn't simply a matter of telling captains to start their engines. Before they can set sail, they need to know what routes they can reasonably take, and whether they might trigger any of the underwater mines still reportedly lingering in the area. Seafarers will need assurances of safe passage before oil, fertilizer, helium, aluminum, and other commodities can actually start to reach their ports and relieve global markets.

First, both shipping companies and energy traders will need to be convinced of a lasting peace that protects travel through the strait. Trump has falsely announced breakthroughs before: During the past three months of war, the president has claimed repeatedly that the conflict is effectively over and that much of Iran's military capacity has been destroyed. These statements are directly contradicted by the facts: The war continues--the U.S. launched strikes as recently as Monday--and Iran has proved its resilience. Last month, after Iran agreed to reopen the waterway amid a tentative cease-fire, Trump wrote on social media that Iran had "agreed to never close the Strait of Hormuz again," and that it would "no longer be used as a weapon against the World!" Iran closed the strait the next day.

In recent weeks, officials on both sides have claimed that they are inching closer to a deal to end the war and reopen the strait. But the announcement of a deal, if it comes, wouldn't be a guarantee of peace in the region. The U.S. has lately been escorting trapped vessels, and some crews have paid tolls in exchange for safe passage--yet as this week's strikes make clear, the conflict remains volatile even during a cease-fire. A deal could break down almost as quickly as it's announced. Claire O'Neill McCleskey, who previously led the compliance division at the Office of Foreign Assets Control, told me that "a Truth Social post is not going to be sufficient to convince people to take the risk."

If a lasting deal does materialize, immediate dangers could still persist. According to The New York Times, American officials signaled last month that Iran's military may not be able to locate all of the mines it has placed. Trump has said that the U.S. Navy cleared a portion of them out, but the fear that some mines remain could be enough to deter ships. (Captain Tim Hawkins, a spokesperson for U.S. Central Command, said on Monday that the renewed strikes on Iran were in part targeting boats trying to lay new mines.) The International Energy Agency reported this month that getting minesweeping resources into the region could take "several weeks," and the cleanup could take "a minimum of two to three months"  to "re-establish steady export operations."

Then there are the logistical concerns. Some ships are still operating with skeleton crews and will need to bring on new workers to restart operations; others will need to be cleaned of barnacles and algae. What lane should these ships use as they make their way through the strait, and in what order should they attempt to cross? Iran has been trying to reroute traffic closer to its shores, creating a new strategic choke point near Larak Island, which the country controls. It's unclear whether true freedom of navigation will eventually return to the region. Trump insisted during a Cabinet meeting today that "nobody's going to control" the strait, but Iranian officials are unlikely to give up their new power after leveraging it so successfully.

Resolving the larger problem--the most significant oil shock in history, by some estimates --could take longer still. When ship traffic starts up again, tankers headed for, say, East Asia, might take weeks to reach their destination. Another issue is the Middle East's reduced capacity to produce the oil that's loaded on these ships. Damaged refineries will need repairing (Ras Laffan, a large Qatari facility hit by drone and missile strikes, isn't expected to return to full capacity for three to five years), and closed-up wells will need to be carefully reopened, which could reportedly take as long as a few weeks.

Traders are already responding--Brent crude, the global benchmark for oil futures, fell almost 7  percent after Trump's social-media post this past weekend and jumped back up about 4 percent after news of the strikes broke on Monday evening. But prices are still far from normal. Brent crude is trading at about $95 a barrel, up $25 since the start of the war, and the average price of gas in the U.S. is nearly $4.50 a gallon. Robin Brooks, a senior fellow at the Brookings Institution, told me that should a "credible peace deal" come through today and oil prices decline, he'd expect that to affect gas prices within two to three weeks. The sheer number of variables here has led different experts to come up with very different guesses about what might happen to the oil market once the war ends. One CNN analyst recently suggested that gas won't return to the prewar national average of $3 a gallon until 2032.

The war is now approaching its fourth month; even Trump is tired of it. But because neither side's representations have exactly proved credible, seafarers may not know how to proceed if and when a deal is announced. Whatever they decide, they'll be moving carefully--and slowly.

Related:

	David Frum: Why Trump lost
 	Iran had a doomsday weapon all along.




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The pope grasps the limits of AI.
 	A frustrated president can't get the deal done.
 	John Cornyn lost with his boots off, Jonathan Chait writes. 
 	Read these books by the time you graduate.




Today's News

	President Trump said that Iran would not be able to "outwait" him in negotiations to end the war, dismissing concerns about the political impact of the war ahead of the midterms. "I don't care about the midterms," he said during today's Cabinet meeting.
 	Texas Attorney General Ken Paxton defeated Senator John Cornyn in a Republican-primary runoff last night, marking another victory for Trump, who endorsed Paxton last week.
 	Former President Biden sued the Justice Department to block the release of roughly 70 hours of audio recordings tied to former Special Counsel Robert Hur's classified-documents investigation, arguing that making them public would be unlawful. The recordings, made during conversations Biden had with the author of his memoir, became the subject of a Freedom of Information Act request from the Heritage Foundation.




Evening Read
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America Is Missing Out on the Ultimate Mosquito Weapon

By Ross Andersen

The announcement of the new "air defense" system was issued from Changzhou. A company called Photon Matrix Lab claimed to have developed a new technology for identifying and eliminating deadly threats mid-flight. A video on Indiegogo showed potential buyers how it works: After detecting a mosquito, the device fires off what looks like a blue-violet lightning bolt. When struck, the insect does not just fall straight down, no--it is more satisfying than that: Its body somersaults and tumbles out of the frame, bringing its career of vampiric air raids to a sudden end ...
 The bugs seem to have a primal knowledge of my whereabouts, and a craving for my blood that goes beyond mere thirst. In a span of minutes, they will perforate my skin 10 times with the dirty needles that protrude from their faces, and each micropuncture will swell up into an insomnia-inducing welt the size of a silver dollar.
 We are a secret society, those of us who attract this torment. When we meet one another at a barbecue, we bond over our shared longing for the mosquito's extinction. On behalf of my fellow victims, I decided to look into this new laser to see whether it might really deliver us from misery. I reached out to Photon Matrix Lab to arrange a call.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Why Iran's leaders think they've won
 	The largest undocumented disparity in maternal health
 	The pope doubles down on the beautiful struggle.
 	The gas-tax reckoning
 	The David Frum Show: Has Trump corrupted the military?
 	Alexandra Petri: Does Donald Trump know men are also allowed to leave his Cabinet?




Culture Break


Illustration by Cecile Cuny



Explore. A new class of toys has a very susceptible target audience: the parent with lots and lots of screen-time guilt, Ellen Cushing writes.

Reminisce. The tenor saxophonist Sonny Rollins, who died this week, was the embodiment of jazz itself, David A. Graham 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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Does Donald Trump Know Men Are Also Allowed to Leave His Cabinet?

I'm one of the last women standing, and I have some questions.

by Alexandra Petri

Tue, 26 May 2026




Mr. President! Let me start this Cabinet meeting by thanking you for hanging the moon and organizing the nation, and the universe, in such a perfect way. The moon looks great where you put it. Everything you touch turns to gold, unless you would prefer it to turn to brass.

Now that we have dispensed with the pleasantries, I do have a tiny question: Do you know that you are also allowed to fire men? Really, you are! Men are allowed to leave the Cabinet too.

As one of the last remaining women in this Cabinet, I felt compelled to ask. Not for me, of course. For my sisters!

I literally cannot think of a worse place to have a feminist awakening than as a member of Donald Trump's Cabinet, watching the departures of Pam Bondi but not Kash Patel, and Kristi Noem but not Pete Hegseth, and Lori Chavez-DeRemer but not Robert F. Kennedy Jr. Of course, that is not what this is. I would sooner die than have a feminist awakening. Obviously, I am aware of the patriarchy, but I have always believed that I could make it work for me, personally, if I just used the right hair products and smiled more.

I'm just wondering: Do I have a future here? I'm doing everything that everyone else is doing. I have a face. I have a jet. I have incompetence. I shower the president with praise at every Cabinet meeting. (See above.) But where is the ironclad job security, the sense that, no matter what I do, I am still an essential part of the team? Should I be drinking more? Snorkeling more? Both?

I will say I thought that it would be different when I agreed to serve. I thought, Well, this man has no respect for women. But he also has no respect for any type of person! I can build on that. "Put me in, Coach," I said then.

Now there are just four of us left. I really thought that Tulsi's willingness to conduct purges, peddle conspiracies, and cast doubt on the integrity of the last election would have endeared her to you more. But I also thought that about Pam.

Listen, if you were assembling a Cabinet purely on ability, none of us would be here. That's the great thing bringing all of us here today: Whether we are male or female, old or young, white or nonwhite, the one thing that binds us is our shared absence of merit.

But if I were eliminating people for doing a bad job, I would certainly pick either the guy who is bringing back measles or the guy who is bringing back the flu--two distinct guys, each of whom is putting millions of lives at stake. If you spun me around (please do not spin me around; my hair is not equipped) in this room and I pointed at random, I would hit someone deserving of being fired. Or a chair. Or one of several models of a ballroom or an arch.

I know you have said, "No scalps." Are you operating under the misapprehension that women don't have scalps? This seems like the kind of thing you might believe. I don't know anymore.

I'm no feminist. Obviously. I'm in the Trump Cabinet. But this is the kind of thing that makes me wonder about his outlook on the world! Not that we're trying to list birth control as an environmentally noxious substance. Not the increased level of joking-but-not-joking about removing our right to vote, or having households all vote together under the man's guidance. I know Pete Hegseth's pastor knows what I'm talking about!

I'm indifferent to all of that. I'm talking about my own personal career here, and I do have to wonder if you're holding the incompetent women in your Cabinet to the same standard as the incompetent men. Is this some sort of Women and Children First situation? Are you really going to wait for all of us to leave before anyone else is allowed to go?

I guess I just thought I would be safer here--that if I joined up, they wouldn't come for me. I am not supposed to be the one under the bus. I'm supposed to be the one throwing other women there.
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Why Trump Keeps Getting Rolled in Negotiations

The president will try to spin any Iran deal he makes, but he's ill-equipped to gain real concessions.

by David A. Graham

Tue, 26 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's reputation and political career were built on his dealmaking prowess, yet the president keeps demonstrating that he is a terrible negotiator.

Repeatedly over the past nine years, Trump has gotten rolled by counterparts during high-stakes exchanges. North Korea, Russia, Russia again, China, and China again have gotten the better of the United States. Trump has had to slink back to Washington without much to show except empty talk about friendship with whatever dictator has just run circles around him. He's had some success in brokering agreements when acting as a third party (though not nearly as much as he pretends) but much less luck when his own government is a participant. The one glaring exception came when he was effectively negotiating with himself, getting his own administration to set up a $1.8 billion slush fund for his political allies.

The newest example of Trump's artlessness is Iran. Let's review the past few days: Trump posted on Saturday that he was close to striking a deal with Tehran that would end the war he started earlier this year and reopen the Strait of Hormuz. As the outlines of the agreement began to emerge, it looked both incomplete and bad: Trump had postponed discussing the hardest issues--matters, such as nuclear weapons, that led him to go to war--in exchange for opening the strait, which was open before Trump started the war. Hawkish Trump allies promptly criticized the deal, and despite histrionic pushback from Trump aides, the president had begun backing off claims of an imminent agreement by Sunday. "If I make a deal with Iran, it will be a good and proper one, not like the one made by Obama," he posted. "Our deal is the exact opposite, but nobody has seen it, or knows what it is. It isn't even fully negotiated yet." Yesterday, in a sign that a deal might not be near at all, the U.S. military conducted what it called "self-defense strikes" against Iranian targets--directly contradicting the administration's previous claims about having wiped out any threats to the United States in Iran.

The situation demonstrates a few reasons that Trump is such a bad negotiator. My colleagues Tom Nichols and Robert Kagan have all written illuminating articles on the specific failures inherent or likely in any deal with Iran. But the incident also shows the structural problems with the president's approach.

First, Trump is unprepared. Some effective presidents (Dwight Eisenhower, George H. W. Bush) came to the White House with a history of deep engagement in public affairs and foreign relations, which made them ready to handle sensitive foreign negotiations. Others brought a formidable work ethic and a ruthless intellect (Barack Obama, Bill Clinton). Both types surround themselves with smart advisers whose input they take seriously. Trump is 0 for 3 on these conditions, which is one reason he wrote off the risk of Iran closing the strait in the first place: He both surrounds himself with less qualified aides than past presidents did and refuses to heed their counsel. The same failure of preparation extends to the frontline negotiators. Even after many of its top officials were killed in the war, Iran has maintained a hard-nosed corps of diplomats who have long been involved in foreign policy. Trump, by contrast, has dispatched a real-estate pal and his nepo-baby son-in-law. Secretary of State Marco Rubio, perhaps the best informed of Trump's aides, has been largely invisible.

Second, as the roller-coaster weekend demonstrates, Trump is mercurial. Keeping one's bottom line ambiguous in a negotiation is canny, but Trump doesn't appear to have any bottom line in his own mind. He has cycled through different rationales for the war, including regime change and stopping Iran's nuclear program, but hasn't landed on one. Lacking a goal in the war means he also lacks a goal in the peace talks. Iran may be able to use that to its advantage, but even if its leaders are eager to make a deal, they will be understandably reluctant to agree to anything that requires a leap of faith, because Trump may change his mind at any moment, as appeared to happen amid Republican backlash in recent days.

Third, Trump is desperate for a deal, and everyone knows it. His misjudgments have led him to corporate bankruptcies and cheap sales in business, and he's in a similar situation now. Every conflict between an autocracy and a democracy (however fragile this one may be) is asymmetric: Trump has to be concerned about public opinion, whereas Iran's leaders have shown not only that they are indifferent to the suffering of their people; they are willing to massacre them by the thousands. But as the war drags on with no positive resolution in sight, and the U.S. economy looks shakier, Trump has become visibly more frantic to reach a peace agreement. (The president also seemed eager to have something to show for his weekend, because he skipped his eldest son's wedding, ostensibly to work.) Iran, sensing Trump's need for a deal, has maintained a hard line.

All of these factors combine to mean that Trump is ill-equipped to win any negotiation, much less one that is the result of his own blundering into war. Trump is likely to muddle through, as he has so many times in his career, and reach some sort of agreement with Iran. He will surely say that it's a great triumph, but reality will be harder to ignore than it was when Trump's failures merely hurt his own bank accounts.

One of the ironies of The Art of the Deal, the book that made Trump's reputation as a clever businessman, is that Trump himself didn't write it. His ghostwriter, Tony Schwartz, has said that he cobbled the volume together after sitting at Trump's elbow while he conducted his daily business. Unfortunately, it's probably too late for Trump to hire a real professional to handle negotiations with Iran.

Related:

	Trump's endgame is surrender.
 	Trump's war is staggering to an incoherent defeat.




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Tom Nichols: Trump's missing ambassadors are a sign of a deeper problem.
 	Derek Thompson: The great depopulation
 	Pope Leo's unsettling vision of the AI future
 	Americans have entered the age of the needle.




Today's News

	Iran's Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps warned it would use a "decisive reciprocal response" against any violations of the cease-fire after U.S. Central Command said it had carried out strikes yesterday in southern Iran.
 	The Republican-majority South Carolina Senate blocked a White House-led effort to redraw the state's congressional map ahead of the midterms, dealing a setback to President Trump's redistricting agenda.
 	A federal court temporarily blocked Alabama from using a new congressional map that Republicans hoped would help them regain a Democratic-held House seat in the midterms, ordering the state to keep its current districts for now.




Evening Read


Illustration by Alisa Gao / The Atlantic. Source: Joe Raedle / Getty.



The Advice I Hope You'll Never Need

By Zoe Weissman

If you're reading this, there's a chance that you have survived, witnessed, or somehow experienced a school shooting, which is a common enough occurrence in the United States that I felt compelled to write this essay. I myself have been through two school shootings: first in Parkland, Florida, when I was 12, and then at Brown University at the age of 20. As my university came together to cope with the tragedy we experienced on December 13, 2025, I noticed that sharing my prior experiences helped my peers feel understood and also made me feel better in the process.
 Since I was 13 years old, I've dedicated myself to fighting for the prevention of gun violence. Now I hope that by sharing what I have learned over the past eight years and two school shootings, perhaps even one person will feel less alone. If you are in the unfortunate position of being able to relate to what I went through, I hope these five pieces of advice bring you comfort.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	A sweeping theory of everything is revolutionizing the Democratic Party.
 	Russell Shaw: The phrase I texted my kids 133 times
 	Chris Jones: The night my marriage fell apart
 	The U.S. brain surgeon volunteering at Ukraine's most frantic hospital
 	The magician of the Kremlin
 	What happened to Rudy Giuliani?




Culture Break


Illustration by Johanna Goodman



Reflect. A new book, Dekonstructing the Kardashians, is an opportunity to reflect on the reality stars' rise--and what their power says about the people watching them, Megan Garber argues.

Take a look. Athletes at the Enhanced Games were bigger--but not exactly better, Ellen Cushing 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 Perfect Show That Doesn't Make Sense

Culture and entertainment recommendations including <em>One Piece</em>, writing by George Will, and more

by Michael Scherer

Sun, 24 May 2026




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

Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer or editor reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is Michael Scherer, a staff writer who has covered how Robert F. Kennedy Jr. became the most powerful man in science and the challenge that rising political violence poses to journalists; he has also done a sit-down interview with Donald Trump about his political comeback.

Michael's recommendations include reading any piece of writing from George Will, whom he considers to be the preeminent political columnist; listening to electronic-music sets on SoundCloud; and watching the late climber Dean Potter's miraculous ascents in The Dark Wizard.

-- Stephanie Bai, senior associate editor



Something delightful introduced to me by a kid in my life: I thought my generation had played out the self-referential wink-wink with shows such as Scrubs and Arrested Development. Then a representative of Gen Z showed me the Netflix live-action show One Piece, a rollicking pirate tale that is pulled from manga, and that is also a '90s teen sitcom, a high-school theater production, and a fantasy-canon blender. The sets make Disneyland look real, and the acting is the opposite of method. The kids fire muskets and swing katanas in printed T-shirts and plastic jewelry. None of it made sense, until I realized that playing with the expectations of genre remains a great way to celebrate the timelessness of youth. (For a counterpoint, the self-appointed theologian Peter Thiel has other thoughts on One Piece's insights on the Antichrist.)

A musical artist who means a lot to me: I've lately fallen down the rabbit hole of electronic music--the kind that plays in clubs while I'm sleeping, for people on drugs I don't take. Most interesting DJs post uninterrupted, multi-hour sets on SoundCloud. (If you are curious for a place to start, look up Dekmantel Podcast, episode 267, with Djrum, circa 2020.) There are those who work in beats of black and white, slotting in gray industrial math, and those whose songs experiment with color and shapes. I prefer the latter. This led me to Avalon Emerson, a DJ who has more recently taken a turn toward bedroom pop. Her new album, Written Into Changes, is a Skittles rainbow of emo flavors.

A good recommendation I recently received: Subscribe to County Highway, the bimonthly broadsheet for magazine lovers. The masthead's motto is perfect: "America's only newspaper."

My favorite way of wasting time on my phone: "Wasting time" suggests agency, which I lack. As Robert F. Kennedy Jr. once told me about his own addiction struggle, When you dance with a gorilla, the gorilla decides when you stop. The moment I find myself without intent, the device attacks my brain and spits out the pieces. I keep X and Bluesky for work but deleted Instagram and TikTok for sanity. The rest of my screentime is spent reading the news and doing Wordle with my wife.

The last thing that made me cry: The final scene of Train Dreams, the adaptation of Denis Johnson's novella. "You just go through what you go through," the Forest Service worker Claire Thompson says early in the film. "In the forest, every least thing's important. It's all threaded together so you can't tell where one thing ends and another begins."

A favorite story I've read in The Atlantic: I started Caity Weaver's May cover story about the best free restaurant bread in America thinking it would be a fun romp, only to find unmistakable proof that the heyday of magazine writing has not passed.

A piece of journalism that recently changed my perspective on a topic: "America's secret weapon is a blue note in a minor key," The New York Times declared in 1955. Soundtrack to a Coup d'Etat, the 2024 documentary about the State Department's use of jazz diplomacy in Africa amid CIA assassination plots, sets Nikita Khrushchev's fist and Allen Dulles's deceit against the Cold War's swinging anti-colonial score. Never seen a documentary so ambitious.

An author I will read anything by: I thought conservatives in bow ties were baffling, like dogs in handbags, when I first arrived in Washington. Two decades on, I have come to see George Will, a pioneer of the look, as the finest political columnist of my lifetime, for the scalpel point of his pen and his unwavering commitment to the American project. (At 85, he still churns out articles twice a week.) Even when I disagree, I learn.

Will was recently asked in a Substack interview about H. L. Mencken, the all-time heavyweight champion of the newspaper column who made the medium a devastating literary sport by targeting all manner of clodpoll, mountebank, and booboisie. "I think he's ruined a lot of promising writers," Will responded. "Because they try to write like him, in that tone of voice. And the tone of voice was okay for him, but he wasn't a very attractive person." Will knows that we still live in Mencken's "carnival of buncombe," a political comedy run by unmitigated scoundrels. But may we also retain Will's understanding of the essential pull toward decency.

The television show I'm most enjoying right now: The Dark Wizard, on HBO Max. There are adventure-sports documentaries about athletic achievement, or the world's wild edges, or the agony of defeat. This one is about someone who viewed "the death consequence" more as a medication than a spiritual pursuit. The late climber Dean Potter, once Yosemite's king, is not cast as a hero, a heel, a messiah, or a particularly good friend. But like James Salter did in his 1979 novel, Solo Faces, the filmmakers find the human condition laid bare on high granite walls.

A quiet song that I love, and a loud song that I love: Jerry Garcia played "Sugaree" in concert with the Grateful Dead more than 350 times, but never better than on May 19, 1977, at the Fox Theatre in Atlanta--a locked-in band, three epic guitar solos, 16 minutes of bliss. At a higher volume, I still play Pavement's 1992 edition of its debut single, "Summer Babe (Winter Version)"--perhaps the best drum groove in rock, with an 11-second howl like no other. Every time I sit around, I find I'm shot.

A poem, or line of poetry, that I return to: I got to see Czeslaw Milosz read "Esse" back in 1998 or 1999, a poem that starts with a fleeting infatuation on a metro train and ends up comparing love's desire to the writer's task: "A sponge, suffering because it cannot saturate itself; a river, suffering because reflections of clouds and trees are not clouds and trees." But we keep trying.



The Week Ahead

	Spider-Noir, a Marvel series starring Nicolas Cage about an alternative-universe Spider-Man, set in New York City during the Great Depression (out Wednesday on Prime Video)
 	The Breadwinner, a comedy movie about a man with three young daughters becoming a stay-at-home dad (in theaters Friday)
 	The Land and Its People, an essay collection by the humorist David Sedaris on travel, family, and caregiving (out Tuesday)




Essay


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



The Typo Vibe Shift

By Michael Waters

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 full article.



More in Culture

	This literary AI scandal changes everything.
 	The richest cat in the world
 	Hit them where it hurts.
 	A perfect Gilded Age confection
 	The book that plunges you into messy American history
 	Olivia Rodrigo's baby-doll dress was a Rorschach test.




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	Why Thomas Massie thought he was different
 	What the Pentagon didn't say about a deadly crash
 	A different kind of fading president




Photo Album


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



Cuba--currently under intense economic pressure from the Trump administration--is suffering through prolonged blackouts and fuel shortages that affect nearly every aspect of daily life.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

Play our daily crossword.

Explore all of our newsletters.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Don't Put Too Much Pressure on Your Summer Vacation

There is no single right way to enjoy a family trip--but there can be a lot of expectations.

by Rafaela Jinich

Sat, 23 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.


With summer around the corner, now's the time when many families begin imagining the version of themselves they want to be for just a few months. Some people book elaborate international trips. Others return to the same beach every year, or pile into the car to hit the road with no real itinerary at all.

There is no single right way to spend summer as a family. What makes this season meaningful is often less about the trips taken and more about what families want from them: a break from routine, time together, or simply a few weeks that feel different from the rest of the year.

Today's newsletter explores stories about summer travel and the strange expectations attached to family vacations.



On Vacationing

The New Millennial Parenting Anxiety

By Faith Hill

For those determined to pass down their globe-trotting values, vacations have become ever more ambitious and goal-oriented--and exhausting. (From 2025)


Read the article.

How to Have Your Most Fulfilling Vacation Ever

By Arthur C. Brooks

Turning your leisure into learning offers the happiest holiday experience of all. (From 2023)


Read the article.

The New Family Vacation

By Michael Waters

More and more Americans are traveling with multiple generations--and, perhaps, learning who their relatives really are. (From 2023)


Read the article.



Still Curious?

	Beach vacationers are doing it wrong. To really take a break, try vigorous exercise, Richard A. Friedman argued in 2022
 	On failing the family vacation: "How I got dumped, went on a cruise, and embraced radical self-acceptance," Kim Brooks wrote in 2024.




Other Diversions

	The richest cat in the world
 	The goodbye Stephen Colbert wanted to say
 	A nervy thriller for the scam era




PS


Courtesy of Myriam K.



My colleague Isabel Fattal recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. Today the submission came from my own grandmother, who was very excited to share her picture. "Climbing the mountain near my house in Bogota, a little higher up at 2,600 meters, the tropical nature thrives in a climate that can drop to 3 degrees Celsius at dawn. The bromeliads bloom beautifully," Myriam K. from Bogota, Colombia, writes.

We'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Rafaela




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2026/05/summer-vacation-family-travel-pressure/687267/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Surprising Lesson of the <em>Granta</em> Controversy

Literary organizations might need to get more familiar with AI if they want to protect against its encroachment.

by Boris Kachka

Fri, 22 May 2026




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


As cliches go, "Know your enemy" is a pretty good one--a little melodramatic, sure, but widely applicable. It could, for instance, come in handy for authors and editors worried about artificial intelligence damaging their profession. This week, at least three distinct controversies popped up regarding AI use in literature: The Nobel Prize-winning novelist Olga Tokarczuk said that she uses AI while developing her novels; a nonfiction book about AI titled The Future of Truth was found to contain muddled quotes generated by chatbots; and a prize-winning story published in Granta, an august British literary magazine, was widely accused of being machine-made. Writing about the Granta case for The Atlantic this week, Vauhini Vara suggested that the online sleuths who suspected that the short story came from a large language model might be "more discerning than prize committees," in part because the former were more likely to use--and therefore understand--AI.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	The book that plunges you into messy American history
 	How Cuban history broke a family
 	The perfect Gilded Age confection
 	"Sonnet for the Tendered Garden," a poem by Jill Bialosky


Early this week, readers began pointing out common signs of AI writing in "The Serpent in the Grove," which won a Commonwealth Short Story Prize and, with it, publication on Granta's website. Its author, Jamir Nazir, has not publicly responded to the affair. But both the Commonwealth Foundation and Granta released noncommittal statements. Granta's, in particular, evinced a shaky understanding of the tools used to detect AI. Its publisher, Sigrid Rausing, wrote that the magazine had fed Nazir's story into the chatbot Claude--which said that it suspected AI use, although its assessment wasn't easy to parse. (The story was "almost certainly not produced unaided by a human," the LLM wrote, but it might have a "human core.")

This is not the ideal way to go about investigating such suspicions. As Vara noted, "Claude is a general chatbot, not a tool designed for AI detection." The most frequently used platform for detection, Pangram, is considered the industry standard. It certainly has its biases, as Vara acknowledges; such tools have been found to have a higher "false-positive rate for text written by non-native-English speakers," which would describe many Commonwealth Prize winners. But when she used Pangram to test all Commonwealth Prize-winning stories dating back to 2012, the tool flagged no suspected AI among honorees prior to last year. By contrast, 100 percent of "The Serpent in the Grove" was flagged as likely to have been produced by AI; among this year's four other winners, Pangram flagged 100 percent of one story as likely machine-generated and 89 percent of another. One winner from 2025 had 88 percent of its text flagged.

Like many organizations, Granta and the Commonwealth Foundation are in a very tough spot: To advance their noble goal of promoting exciting work, they need to build trusting, protective relationships with writers even as they hold them to exacting standards, all in the face of unprecedented challenges to literary integrity.

But managing the risks of LLM technology requires understanding it.  Vara was able to apply better tools because, as a tech reporter and a novelist, she understands AI better than most people. For her 2025 book, Searches: Selfhood in the Digital Age, Vara prompted a chatbot to expand on a personal essay she'd already published; she then included excerpts of the LLM's writing and some of her exchanges with it. She was deliberately trying to show how AI can lead us astray, and her experiment worked: The results, she writes, are deeply flawed, both literally and spiritually false.

One lesson a reader could draw from Searches is that artificial intelligence is too compromising for a writer to use casually, especially at a time when, as Vara writes in The Atlantic, "so much of our language has been colonized by algorithms." Asking a chatbot to generate ideas can easily slip into asking it to edit sentences--and before you know it, the words on the page might no longer be wholly your own. And yet, for an editor, or, say, a literary-prize judge, being ignorant of this process amounts to abdicating a new and essential duty of figuring out exactly where and how to hold the line. In order to protect human writing, they might have to get more familiar with their enemy.






This Literary AI Scandal Changes Everything

By Vauhini Vara

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

Read the full article.



What to Read

Wicked Enchantment, by Wanda Coleman

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

From our list: The summer reading guide





Out Next Week

? The Land and Its People, by David Sedaris

? Taormina, by Yves Ravey


? Unpaid: The Past, Present, and Future of Wage Theft, by Matthew Cole







Your Weekend Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



The Typo Vibe Shift

By Michael Waters

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 repellent. 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.

Read the full article.





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


Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.


Explore all of our newsletters.
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What's Behind the New Trump Child-Savings Accounts

The policy has bipartisan appeal--but there are factors that could inhibit its success.

by Will Gottsegen

Thu, 21 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.

Earlier this year, Nicki Minaj asked her fans to "go out there and make some babies." Sitting onstage at a D.C. auditorium, the rapper and recent MAGA convert wasn't just talking about the wonders of parenthood--she was plugging President Trump's new child-savings accounts.

The 530A accounts, better known by their other official name, Trump Accounts, are set to launch on July 4. Much like existing child-savings accounts, these are essentially tax-advantaged investment vehicles. During tax season, any parents of kids up to 18 years old can open a Trump Account on behalf of their child, regardless of their income level; if the child was born in the years 2025 to 2028, they can also receive $1,000 in their account automatically, straight from the federal government. The money can be invested only in American companies, and parents are the account's custodians until their child turns 18. According to Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent, more than 5 million children have already been enrolled in the program this year.

Trump Accounts have attracted wealthy backers from the private sector, who have agreed to supplement the accounts by offering additional money to qualifying kids. The tech billionaires Michael and Susan Dell are donating $6.25 billion to the program, which will put $250 into the accounts of certain children across the country who are too old to get the $1,000. Ray Dalio, the founder of Bridgewater Associates, is donating $75 million for a similar initiative in Connecticut, which can go to kids who do qualify for the $1,000, and Altimeter Capital CEO Brad Gerstner has said he's planning on doing something comparable in Indiana. (Minaj also pledged to donate between up to $300,000 exclusively for her fans, but she hasn't clarified how that might work.) Whatever amount your child qualifies for, you can add an additional $5,000 of your own money to the pot each year. All of it is meant to appreciate as the American economy does, snowballing into something that can give kids a head start when they come of age.

From a financial-planning perspective, taking free money from the government is a no-brainer. And the policy has the potential for bipartisan appeal--although, as Michael Sherraden, a social-development professor at Washington University in St. Louis, told me, the concept of giving children a certain amount of seed money has been "more a Democratic idea than a Republican idea" in recent years. Because of that, Trump Accounts could be "on better footing than most other policy discussions" in terms of their ability to outlast the current administration, he said.

But the way the account is set up could hinder its success. One challenge is that not every child eligible for a Trump Account will get one, because parents have to opt into it on their tax forms. Research has shown that it's much harder to get people to opt into a policy than to opt out: When Maine launched a similar opt-in program for children born in-state, less than half of parents signed up after five years. Once the program was modified to become opt-out, participation shot up to 100 percent. Families that don't file taxes--typically those with the lowest incomes--won't have a chance to check the box. And because eligibility for the private donors' money is decided according to zip code, per Treasury Department rules, lower-income kids in higher-income areas could miss out, as Time notes.

Trump Accounts draw heavily from decades of existing child-savings-account policies (see: UGMAs, UTMAs, 529 accounts, and "baby bonds" programs), which means that parents have plenty of additional options for their kids. The distinction with Trump Accounts is the MAGA packaging (you'll need to fill out "Form 4547" in order to sign up), and the specific investment strategy. As research from Vanguard notes, this money is parked exclusively in U.S. companies, meaning that it's mapped to the ebbs and flows of one country's economy. If some kind of black-swan event tanks those stocks, these accounts could be vulnerable; other child-savings-account policies give parents the option to invest in both U.S. and international stocks. Donors may also end up shaping the portfolio: According to The New York Times, U.S. officials are considering letting wealthy donors load up these accounts with stock in their own companies, which could exacerbate that portfolio-diversity problem (investments in individual stocks are usually riskier than broad index funds).

The program also happens to be in line with one of the president's convenient rhetorical fictions. Despite being, fundamentally, a figure of the establishment--a real-estate billionaire in the ranks of Manhattan's ultra-wealthy and ultra-powerful--Trump came to power in 2016 by selling Americans a faux-populist economic platform. The broad coalition of voters that spurred both of his elections included portions of the working class and some of his fancy friends. Few of the policies Trump has pursued while in office can really be labeled populist (the legislation he's pushed tends to benefit the wealthy), but he has occasionally made overtures to his working-class base, including in the "big, beautiful bill" and his executive orders.

Trump has always purported to support American families; he once labeled himself, somewhat disturbingly, the "fertilization president." Trump Accounts theoretically represent the kind of pro-child policy that both parties could unite around, but the branding may be a liability. At a time when a majority of the country disapproves of--or actively reviles--the president, his name alone could end up limiting the program's success.

Related:

	The Santa presidency
 	A very Trumpian plan to close the wealth gap




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	David Frum: The new blood libel
 	Robert Kagan: Trump's endgame is surrender.
 	Homeland Security's plan to strong-arm "sanctuary" cities
 	A Department of Justice for an age of conspiracy theories




Today's News

	The Democratic National Committee released a report examining the party's 2024 election losses after months of internal pressure, despite earlier efforts to keep it private. The report's author argues that Democrats lost voter trust and failed to project strength and unity, while DNC Chairman Ken Martin acknowledged that he mishandled the process and apologized for trying to suppress the document.
 	The Commission of Fine Arts approved President Trump's proposal to build a 250-foot triumphal arch in Washington, D.C., despite objections to decorative elements including  golden eagles and a winged angel atop the structure.
 	Trump announced plans to ease restrictions on hydrofluorocarbons, powerful greenhouse gases used in air conditioners and refrigerators, slowing a bipartisan effort to phase out "super pollutants."




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: Will Americans ever lose their grip on the handshake? This default greeting isn't always as friendly and egalitarian as it seems, Tom Bartlett writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Alisa Gao / The Atlantic*



Trump Is Missing the Entire Point of Arches

By Tyler Green

From nearly the beginning of the United States, Americans have used arches to make visual arguments about the nation's ideals.
 When George Washington arrived in Philadelphia after his election as president in 1789, he was welcomed by an arch of laurels and evergreens. Among its erectors was the painter Charles Willson Peale, who also made a 46-foot arch of painted canvas and wood that briefly stood in front of the city's President's House, where Washington would live for the bulk of his two terms. Arches, a form that linked the new North American nation to the classical Europe that had informed the Founding Fathers' republicanism, helped give the U.S. a legitimizing past.
 Ever since, artists have used arches to celebrate U.S. republicanism, including to alert us to the plutocratic and autocratic forces that might corrupt it. In other words, they have issued warnings against the very qualities that the latest proposed arch--which President Trump wants to build across the Potomac River from Washington, D.C.--would embody.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Radio Atlantic: Colleges are at a breaking point.
 	The U.S. is holding global vaccination efforts hostage.
 	The glorification of mass murder
 	What the 18th century can teach the 21st
 	Jemele Hill: Hit them where it hurts.




Culture Break


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani / The Atlantic



Explore. Granta magazine's response to accusations of publishing AI-generated fiction points to a new phase in the struggle to keep literature human, Vauhini Vara writes.

Proofread (or don't). To some, typos are no longer a sign of laziness but evidence of human touch, Michael Waters writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Will Americans Ever Lose Their Grip on the Handshake?

This default greeting isn't always as friendly and egalitarian as it seems.

by Tom Bartlett

Thu, 21 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 February 1896, when the germ theory of disease was still fairly new, an Atlantic writer wondered whether the "good old-fashioned hand-shake" would survive into the next century: "Will it some time be as obsolete as the curtsy with which our grandmothers greeted the beaux of their day, or the kiss that the gallant impressed on the fragile hand that he raised so respectfully to his lips?"

Yet all these years later, the handshake remains the default form of greeting in America. We continue to reach out--thumbs up, fingers relaxed, palms turned to the side--whenever we make someone's acquaintance or seal a deal. Even the coronavirus pandemic couldn't kill the handshake, though it seemed for a moment like it might. In 2020, Anthony Fauci, then the director of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, encouraged Americans to discard the unhygienic practice for the sake of our collective health (another infectious-disease expert went as far as deeming the handshake a "bioweapon"). And, for a time, some strangers did keep their distance. But eventually the vaccines were released, the masks came off, and the flesh continued to be pressed.

My own aversion to the handshake is rooted less in worry about viral transmission and more in the tendency of certain fellow men--and, in my experience, it is invariably a male phenomenon--to use the gesture as an opportunity to assert dominance. Their handshakes aren't merely firm; they're vice-like. This character was dubbed the "knuckle-cruncher" in these pages by the writer David Hammarstrom Jr. in 1977. Hammarstrom insisted that the secret to defending against aggression masquerading as civility was to "get your hand into his as quickly and snugly as you could, before he had the chance to turn you into a lefty."

That tactic might spare your digits, but you're still left vulnerable to the equally abhorrent arm-wrencher--i.e., the guy who doesn't shake your hand so much as attempt to separate your shoulder from its socket. President Trump is the best-known practitioner of this technique, and you could see it on display recently when he welcomed King Charles III to the White House (though, as others have noted, it appeared that the British monarch, aware of the president's proclivity, had braced himself for--apologies--the Yank's yank). In 2020, The Atlantic's Megan Garber argued that the handshake wasn't as friendly and egalitarian as it seemed, and that a grip deemed weak or clammy could undermine a first impression. "Respect for the other" is "the basis of etiquette," she wrote. "The handshake no longer fits that ethos."

But then there's the problem of what does fit that ethos. A hug is too intimate for strangers. A head nod is too distant for close friends. It's hard to imagine Americans agreeing en masse to start bowing to one another; likewise, the light kiss on the cheek is probably too alien to our national sensibilities to ever fully catch on. A number of novel alternatives have been proposed, including touching shoes and tapping elbows, but most of them look and feel ridiculous. The most viable option is the fist bump. In 2013, James Hamblin made the case that the move satisfies our desire for physical contact ("I'm extending my arm to touch you") without engaging in full-on, palm-to-palm intimacy.

As for what to do if the other person declines to meet your knuckles with theirs, Hamblin offers this suggestion: "If they don't acknowledge your fist and match it, you can whisper 'Think of the children.'" (For the record, although the fist bump sometimes gets called a "dap," the latter is a far more expansive and playful category. As Ta-Nehisi Coates wrote in 2008, the dap originated in the Black community--likely during the Vietnam War, according to some accounts; today you can witness the most impressively elaborate variants exchanged before NBA games.) Still, it's reasonable to worry whether the fist bump--of which I'm an advocate--is appropriate in more serious settings. Do you really want to risk fist bumping the person interviewing you for a job?

The handshake is undeniably a mainstay of American etiquette, for better and worse, and that probably means that it will endure. Those of us who aren't fans can carry on with our fist bumps, side hugs, or whatever else we come up with, in hopes that society might one day settle on a preferable substitute. But the old-fashioned standard may just be impossible to shake.
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