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'You Slap Me in the Face, I'll Slap You Right Back'

Nancy Pelosi on gerrymandering, the midterms, and her 39 years in Congress

by Kevin Townsend

Thu, 18 Jun 2026




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

Democrats fall in love. Republicans fall in line. Or at least that's the old joke.

The quote, often attributed to Bill Clinton, spoke to a political reality. After all, in a contest of tradition versus change, it's no surprise that the party of tradition more easily comes to consensus than the one seeking change.

But where the "falling in love" of politics once implied progressive dreams of one change figure or another, it now seems to apply most to the cult of personality around President Trump. And the passion on the right has led to a kind of pragmatism on the left. In a world where Democrats fall in line, few people have been more successful at making that happen than Nancy Pelosi.

The longtime California member of Congress is the only woman to ever serve as speaker of the House. And her tenure was marked by uncommon party unity, even before Trump became the party foil he is. She says she did this with consensus, listening rather than telling.

"Democrats know what they have to be, and that is we are not a monolith," she told the Radio Atlantic host Hanna Rosin earlier this month at the Cascade PBS Ideas Festival, in Seattle. "I can't go in there and say, Everybody should be like me because I'm from San Francisco, and this is the right thing to do. We have to listen to other people's views and, hopefully, across the aisle."

On this week's episode of Radio Atlantic, that live conversation with Pelosi. She shares her thoughts on gerrymandering, the midterms, the progressive wing of the party, and her 39 years in Congress.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Hey. Before we get started today, we have an announcement. This show is adding three new dimensions. Number one, episodes now every Monday in addition to the Thursday episode. Number two, we have a new host, Adam Harris. You have probably heard him on the show. He's co-hosted. He's also been a guest on the show. And number three, the Monday show is gonna be on video. You can watch it on YouTube.

Adam, how you feeling about that? You looking good?

Adam Harris: I am feeling great. It's been really exciting to get this show off the ground, and I'm excited to get started.

Rosin: So if you had to make a show right now--this week--what would it be about?

Harris: There's just so much in the news. You have the Iran deal. You have the sort of ongoing, unfolding dimensions of the Jeffrey Epstein scandal. You have the start of the World Cup. I think one of the reasons why I was really interested in coming back and joining you as a co-host on Radio Atlantic is because there is so much to explore. And there's just so much news to cover. And so it's honestly a bit of a blessing that we're able to look at the world through this lens of this magazine that's been around for 170 years.

Rosin: But let's say you could do a show about literally anything you wanted. lt wouldn't even have to be news related. Would you create an alternate reality where the Spurs won?

Harris: 100 percent.

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Harris: 100 percent. Both in 2017 and now.

Rosin: Got it.

Harris: (Laughs.)

[Music]

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

Nancy Pelosi is a lot of things. But one thing a lot of people can agree on is that she knows how to get things done. And if she doesn't like you--especially if you're a president she disagrees with--she won't try to hide it.

Pelosi was a key figure in pushing through the Affordable Care Act under President Obama as speaker of the House. An icon of Democratic politics for the last few decades: whipping up votes, negotiating bills, and, in one memorable moment from 2020, ripping up a speech at the State of the Union.

News anchor (from NBC News): A stunning moment here at the end of the president's speech, Nancy Pelosi tearing up what appeared to be a copy of the president's speech.


Rosin: Earlier this month, I sat down with Pelosi at the Cascade PBS Ideas Festival in Seattle. We talked about the midterms, if the Democrats could win back the House, possibly the Senate. We talked about gerrymandering and the future of the Democratic Party--just as she is about to retire from it officially.
 
 (Audience claps.)

Rosin (in interview): So we're coming on--it's 39 years--

Rep. Nancy Pelosi: Yeah.

Rosin: --about, which is amazing.

Pelosi: June 9. Next week.

Rosin: June 9 is the anniversary of your swearing in, right?

Pelosi: Right.

Rosin: Yeah. Amazing.

(Audience claps.)

Rosin: Which means you have five months to go.

Pelosi: Right.

Rosin: How are you liking the term emerita? Do you feel relieved, like, Oh, I don't have to do this anymore? Or do you feel panicked, like, What do I do now?

Pelosi: Well, I'm only there for one reason right now, in addition to meeting the needs of my constituents, but my purpose is to win the House for the Democrats.

(Audience claps.)

Pelosi: And that's it. That's it. So right now, it's like every day counts and you have to make every day count. And so I'm not looking in terms of five months or what. That's what it is. Five months minus about three days, and we will have the election. And we wanna make sure that everybody knows that the election will be safe and will be protected, that we will win the election, and what we will do when we do. So I'm busy.

Rosin: Yeah. I knew you weren't gonna sound like a person who's five months from--the way a lot of us would sound if we were five months from retirement. It's just impossible to imagine: When I think Nancy Pelosi, I think action verbs, like wrangling. There are things we associate with you, and none of them are fishing.

So looking at the House map, help us understand from your perspective: is looking at the map of the nation and winning the House--do you think of it the same way you think of winning a vote, like gathering your people? Is it the same kind of thing?

Pelosi: Well, let's define our terms. When we say winning the House, let's think back to our founders. As we celebrate--mostly--celebrate the 250th anniversary of [our] July 4, 1776, and then what they did after that to write the Constitution. They wrote in the Constitution very clearly about the House and its purpose. So in order to talk about what we want to do, it's important to note this: Our founders thought that the House of Representatives should be a reflection of the American people, and that's why there's proportional representation.

The Senate at the time--you know, we have 40 million people in California. We have two senators. Some other states have one million persons, and they have two. But that's what we take an oath to protect and defend. And they were, at the time, just appointed by the state legislature, just to go back in history a bit.

But the founders, the one thing that they had total agreement on is they did not want a monarch. So the way they set up the Constitution for the election was: the president would have a four-year term and the House would have a two-year term. So people ask me all the time, including members, How come we have to run every two years? It's because that's the genius of our founders. They wanted the race for the House in two years to be a referendum on the executive. And that's exactly how it turns out.

So when we say we have to win the House, that means we have to be a referendum, as our founders intended, that we not have a monarch. So we fully intend to do just that.

Rosin: What would you put the chances of Democrats winning the House right now?

Pelosi: Not only are we going to win the House--

(Audience laughs.)

Pelosi: --we're going to win big, and that's what our plan is.

(Audience claps.)

Rosin: So that number of 100. That's 100.

Pelosi: I guarantee you Hakeem Jeffries will be the speaker of the House, and he will be great. And right now he's planning how we win, how we protect the election, and what we will do when we win.

Rosin: What about the Senate? I know the House is your baby and you love the House more, but just asking: What about the Senate?

Pelosi: That's true. But I only speak about what I really know, and I know on the ground what is happening with the House. People say, Are you being a little arrogant? I said, No, I'm being confident. We're gonna win the House.

The Senate has real possibilities. The bigger we win the House, the better chance for them to win the Senate. But if we win both, that would be a dream come true for our founders. That's what they had in mind.

(Audience claps.)

Rosin: So the person you've been alluding to but not mentioned by name, I remember hearing you on a podcast right before the presidential election--and this is painful to read now--what you said was, "I can't even envision a situation where he could win. If he were to win, and we didn't win the House, imagine how horrible it would be. I can hardly sleep at night as it is, but that would be unthinkable, impossible for our country."

Now, your wish did not come true, so the question is: Has it been just as you expected?Worse than you expected? How has it rolled out?

Pelosi: Let us again define our terms.

(Audience laughs.)

Pelosi: You're talking about what's-his-name?

Rosin: He Who Shall Not Be Named.

Pelosi: He shall not be named.

Rosin: Since you're not naming him, I'll take your lead, yeah.

Pelosi: No, it's worse. This is worse. The fact is that I didn't come here to talk about him, I came here to talk about me. But okay, we'll talk about him.

(Audience laughs.)

Pelosi: No, I'm teasing. Look what is at stake: a constitution where people are represented, where freedom of the press, freedom of speech, all democratic freedoms in the Bill of Rights. And then you have rule of law, due process, separation of powers--my personal favorite: independent judiciary, Supreme Court. So there's so much at stake in this election coming. Not that we can change the Court right now, but this is an election we must win.

But I say to people--because there are people who are concerned about our democracy, and we need to be--but I said, When we campaign, we just can't be talking about--we save our democracy at the kitchen table. This is about lowering the cost and increasing the availability and accessibility of health care, and it's about ending the corruption that is going on in Washington, D.C. That's what people vote on. We always have to make a distinction, Hanna, between what is important--and we can all agree on so many important things--and what people vote on, which is what is important to them at that time: the cost of living, affordability. And that's the fight that we are in.

Rosin: In your book, The Art of Power, you talk about managing George Bush. You talk about John McCainjust how you handle each one, your intuition. How did you handle Donald Trump? Like, if you had to strategize or you had to get something done or sort of you needed the White House for some reason, how did you do it?

Pelosi: Well, I didn't manage any of those people, but I respected them. You always want the President of the United States to succeed. And for the most part, Democratic or Republican, that was never an issue. We always were patriots, and as I say, you want the president to succeed.

In order for there to be cooperation and all the rest, there has to be some truth--I guess that's the best word I could say--some validity as to what that person's agenda might be for our country. So we're having a difference of opinion on policy. I'd rather not talk personally about...

(Audience laughs.)

Rosin: I am genuinely curious because you're so strategic in the book. You're so good at reading people--

Pelosi: Yeah.

Rosin: --understanding what you need from each person and how to get it, to get everything on everybody, all the House members. It's so many people. It's like you have 10,000 children and you have to get them all in line. It's kind of amazing.

So I did wonder about when you're faced with a situation like this, but you do have some duty to the country--did you have any personal interactions or any insights about, well, how do you get something done here?

Pelosi: Well, the first term was better than the second term.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Pelosi: You know? But then we had to impeach him twice, so.

(Audience laughs.)

Rosin: So he wasn't a fan.

Pelosi: A fan? No, no. (Laughs.) But the thing is, somebody said to me the other day, I fought really hard for you to impeach the president. I said, You didn't do any such thing. There's only one person responsible for the two impeachments of Donald Trump, and that person's name is Donald Trump.

[Music]

Rosin: After the break: Nancy Pelosi on that moment when she ripped up a copy of Donald Trump's speech.

[Break]

Rosin: Do you all remember the moment that Representative Pelosi ripped up the speech? Okay--

(Audience claps.)

Rosin: It was so meme-able. I feel like it's just gonna be around forever. Did you think of that on the spot?

Pelosi: Yeah, I did.

Rosin: Really?

Pelosi: I'll tell you, on a couple spots. One, here's the way it was.

(Audience laughs.)

Pelosi: We go to the State of the Union, and again, wanna be respectful. They're guests in our House, the House of Representatives. So anyway, when the president comes in, you probably notice that they hand a copy of the speech [to] the vice president, a copy to the speaker. So I had my copy there, and he starts to speak, and what I was hearing was not consistent with fact. So I tore a little piece and I said, I have to remember that on this page it wasn't true.

(Audience laughs.)

And then the next page, it wasn't true. And then the next page, it wasn't true. The whole speech was really a manifesto of misrepresentations. So at the end I thought, I have to tear this speech up, because the whole thing--every single page--had misrepresentation. But worse than misrepresentation--lies.

But it's on parchment, so you just can't do this. You have to do this and this, and... (Laughs.) But I'll tell you something, I go all over the world, and I'm like, We're so proud of the Affordable Care Act and all these things that we did legislatively. All people wanna do is...

(Audience laughs.)

Pelosi: But also they don't like when I point--this past week, for some reason, today I was in the airport and a young woman came up to me and she said--she had her phone with a picture on it--and she said, I'm the person who took this picture of you in the Cabinet office pointing at the president.

Wow. I didn't know who took that picture. But in that picture, everybody tells me, That's the one I want autographed. That's the one I want autographed. Because in that picture I'm saying to the president, I'm leaving this meeting now because with you, Mr. President, which I called him, all roads lead to Putin.

So that to me was a more serious assault on what he had to say than just tearing up his manifesto of misrepresentations. Lies.

(Audience laughs.)

Rosin: I wanna talk about Congress more broadly. What do you think about the gerrymandering war that has opened up? Your successor, Hakeem Jeffries, has said, "Maximum warfare everywhere all the time." The Democrats have definitely jumped into the gerrymandering war. How do you feel about that?

Pelosi: Oh.Let me back up on that. When we won the majority in '18--so '19 we went in and then when President Biden was elected in '20--our first bill was H.R.1, For the People Act. And one of the major provisions of the bill was no more partisan gerrymandering.

We have to get to that place. Now--

Rosin: But the Democrats don't seem to take that position anymore, not really.

Pelosi: No, no. They do. You slap me in the face, I'll slap you right back. So they did what they did in Texas. Winning this election is too important, so we did what--we didn't wanna do what we did in California. But if they're gonna try to take five seats in Texas, we'll take five seats in California. Let me say this--

Rosin: But that is partisan.

Pelosi: --I would rather not have done that, but I'm not gonna let them get away with taking five seats and then going here and going there.

(Audience claps.)

Pelosi: I know some people like to say, Turn the other cheek. No. I'll turn once I punch you in yours.

(Audience laughs.)

Rosin: Okay. I feel like I wanna rip up my speech just for--

(Audience laughs.)

Pelosi: (Laughs.) No, I don't mean to sound that way, but that is our bill. We have in California commission redistricting. And we said we will take this departure right now because what they did in Texas--and return to commission redistricting. We have to have it in every state of the union so that everybody knows that's not what it's about anymore. It's about not politicians choosing their constituents. It's about constituents choosing their elected officials, and that's where it has to be.

(Audience claps.)

Rosin: After the last election, there was a lot of handwringing among Democrats: Who do we need to be? What do we need to evolve into? What should our policies be? What should our message be so that this doesn't happen again? Do you have a clear answer to that? What the Democrats need to evolve into or change?

Pelosi: No. I think the Democrats know what they have to be, and that is we are not a monolith.

Your job title and your job description, one and the same: representative. So I can't go in there and say, Everybody should be like me because I'm from San Francisco, and this is the right thing to do. We have to listen to other people's views and, hopefully, across the aisle. So there are elements, exuberances in the party now that should be heard and the rest.

But when we have that vote the first couple of days of January, we will all--not me, 'cause I won't be there--they will all be voting for Hakeem Jeffries for speaker. And then they will--you build the consensus. You recognize the importance of every voice, and everybody doesn't think alike. We are the Democratic Party.

The Republican Party has a different attitude. They just do what they're told. That's not what we are. That's not what we are.

Rosin: One theory that I hear a lot, and which I am dying to hear your response to, is there's a powerful young generation of politicians whose style is different. It's sort of movement, grassroots politics plus social media influence. AOC is the most prominent example.

There was a perception, maybe a media perception initially, that you were maybe resistant to that because it would fracture the Democratic Party or it would somehow not keep the party together. Is that perception true? And has your view evolved on how to bring in this new style of politics?

Pelosi: Well, let us again define our terms. I was not for candidates coming in and running against our incumbents because we needed to win the House. In other words, weighing the equities, we had to win because we were the referendum on that executive in the White House. We had to win. So no, I wasn't happy about people saying, Let's spend a whole lot of money challenging Democrats. You wanna do that, do that. But don't think that that's something that is good for this year. Do it a year when we have the luxury of having the majority. You can't gain by losing.

So AOC is wonderful. She's much more operational than I think people may think. So that wasn't the case. The big difference is just social media--

Rosin: How? How? How do you notice that?

Pelosi: One of the tragedies or the victims of social media is truth. There's nothing that is sort of, We all agree that this is the choice that we have. It's a lot of misrepresentation. But with all due respect to whatever you're quoting there, we're gonna win this election.

There will be those, like in San Francisco--we just had a race where there's a guy who was going after Hakeem, going after me, going after da-da-da. It's over for him. Okay?

(Audience laughs.)

Mm-hmm. Because that's not--I mean, what is the point? You have to be respectful of all that new energy and young people coming and seeing things in a different way. But the idea is that there will be those who will be out there to just take down the incumbents when this is our year to honor the Constitution of the United States. I'm not for that.

You run any time you want and do whatever you wanna do. But don't expect that to be welcome when we've gotta stay completely focused on saving the Constitution,but more importantly, helping people at the kitchen table. But that's, again, that's the Democratic Party. Look, I was chair of the party in California before I was ever in Congress. And I loved it because I would prepare candidates to go out there and win, and I knew how to win elections.

But I'm a progressive leftie--San Francisco. I had the left-left on my case all the time, and that's their right. But it doesn't mean that I'm against them when you say, Have you changed your mind? No, I haven't changed my mind. I'm for winning.

(Audience laughs.)

Rosin: We're out of time. There's gonna be a lot of debate about your legacy, everything that you've accomplished for a long time after you leave the House. I will say, for me, personally, one of the great legacies that you've left for me in my life is the Nancy Pelosi clap, which I employ all of the time. So let's give Nancy Pelosi a Nancy Pelosi clap.

(Audience claps.)

Rosin: Thank you so much.

Pelosi: Let's thank Hanna for putting up with me all this time.

(Audience claps.)

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West. It was edited by Kevin Townsend. Genevieve Finn fact-checked. Rob Smierciak engineered and provided original music.

Audio and video recordings by Fremont Studios and the Cascade PBS Ideas Festival.

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. And don't forget: We now have a show on Monday morning with new co-host Adam Harris.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/podcasts/2026/06/nancy-pelosi-democrats-midterms/687575/?utm_source=feed
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The Religion That's Very Ready for Aliens

<em>Disclosure Day</em> treats extraterrestrial life as a challenge to faith. It's not.

by Luis Parrales

Thu, 18 Jun 2026




Late in Steven Spielberg's new film, Disclosure Day, a former nun-to-be calls the abbess of the convent she left behind. The world is about to learn that aliens have been living on Earth for decades. Although Jane, the onetime novitiate, is no longer religious, she still thinks that the idea of God is what "keeps whole civilizations together." She's worried that when people find out that humans aren't the only intelligent beings in the universe, they'll lose their faith, and society will crumble.

"Genesis says we're his supreme creation," Jane begins, but Sister Maura interrupts her: "On Earth," the nun clarifies. "It says we are God's supreme creation on Earth."

In other words, Jane shouldn't be afraid. The existence of aliens does not necessarily conflict with belief in God. As Sister Maura says later in the conversation, "Why would he make such a vast universe yet save it only for us?" Jane seems not to have heard this perspective before, and it reassures her. But centuries of Catholic writing and thinking about the universe demonstrate that Sister Maura's view on God and aliens is hardly novel.

Read: An alien movie for a post-truth moment

Although the Catholic Church takes no official position on the existence of extraterrestrial life, past and present Catholic figures have explored the possibility and not found it threatening. The 15th-century cardinal Nicholas of Cusa surmised that "none of the other regions of the stars are empty of inhabitants" and even that some said inhabitants might be "brilliant, illustrious, and intellectual." In 1821, the Catholic philosopher Joseph de Maistre puzzled over the fact that some of his contemporaries regarded other planets as "mere globes, destitute of life and beauty, which the Almighty has launched into space, apparently like a tennis-player, for his amusement solely." And in a 2010 interview, the former head of the Vatican Observatory, Brother Guy Consolmagno, said that he would be "delighted" if humans were to discover intelligent life beyond our world.

Consolmagno's reasoning helps explain why proof of extraterrestrial life hasn't shaken the faith of many Catholic thinkers. "I love the physical universe, and I'm not embarrassed to be in love with the physical universe," he said, adding: "Creation is the place where we find God." This same conviction was part of what drove the Austrian priest Gregor Mendel to study garden peas and lay the foundation for modern genetics, and the Belgian priest Georges Lemaitre to pioneer the Big Bang theory. If Earth and the heavens reflect the "creative freedom of God," as another head of the Vatican Observatory put it, then exploring them is a way to witness that creativity.

This attitude also applies to considering the existence of aliens. Theologians have gone so far as to wonder how Catholic teaching would apply to hypothetical extraterrestrial life. Some of these thinkers have suggested that if aliens existed, they might not commit original sin, or if they did sin, they would be saved by Christ, or by a yet-to-come incarnation of God in their universe. These are speculative questions for Catholics, yet Christopher Baglow, the director of the Science & Religion Initiative at the University of Notre Dame, has written that they are useful because they can prompt the faithful to reflect on humanity's relationship to divinity.

Read: The blockbuster that captured a growing American rift

In Disclosure Day, Jane's worrying is curious, coming from someone who meant to become a nun. She shows little familiarity with Catholicism's long history of comfort with the supernatural--with angels and demons, miracles and apparitions--that could make some believers especially prepared to accept the arrival of unfamiliar life from other worlds. The Catholic astronomer and Harvard professor Karin Oberg has proposed that the existence of aliens doesn't affect God's relationship with humanity any more than the size of humanity affects his relationship with a particular human. "If we end up having alien 'siblings,'" Oberg said in a 2022 lecture, "that does not mean that God cares or loves us any less."

In the lead-up to Disclosure Day's release, Breitbart, The Babylon Bee, and a barrage of conspiracist anons accused Spielberg of making a film intent on having Christians "second-guessing their faith." They're wrong. Disclosure Day is a movie for believers: believers in empathy, transparency, aliens (of course), and, yes, religion--for its ability to help many people in their search for truth. It's strange, then, that the film spends so much time treating alien life as a threat to believers' trust in God. Just as Spielberg has in so many of his films, Catholics throughout the centuries have looked around at the cosmos not in fear, but in awe.
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A Close-Up Look at the Waste of Modern Life

A new memoir by a Montreal garbageman shows the actual work of cleaning up the world's junk.

by Lily Meyer

Thu, 18 Jun 2026




Like many small children, my daughter reveres garbage trucks. In the mornings, she goes to the window and asks, eyes shining, whether today will be a "garbage-truck day." When she sees or hears one, she reacts with a giddy, half-afraid delight that I imagine she'll reserve, someday, for roller coasters or getting a body part pierced. Once, I had to spend half an hour teaching her the concept of synonyms because she was so upset that I'd referred to the sacred trucks' contents as "trash," not "garbage."

According to the Montreal garbageman Simon Pare-Poupart, toddler garbage fandom is a manifestation of the age-old human appreciation of strength and daring. In his memoir, Trash!, a French-language hit recently translated into English by Pablo Strauss, Pare-Poupart explains that children are "so impressed by the truck that they worship the man who seems to tame its force." But really, his book argues, garbagemen wage war against a force far more powerful than any engine or trash compactor: their fellow humans' tendency to acquire more stuff than they need. Pare-Poupart loves his job, but he also knows that by tidying up the "detritus of the most polluting civilization in human history," he and his colleagues make it too easy for everyone else to forget how much waste they really create. In Trash!, he challenges his readers to pay more attention--to see the age of DoorDash and same-day delivery as garbagemen do.

It doesn't look good. Trash! is a street-level portrait of both lack and excess, an expose of rich societies' overconsumption and waste. Every day, Montreal's garbagemen throw the results of too much buying into their trucks and receive too little in return: low wages, long hours, no job security, no aid for the athlete-level wear and tear that come with the job. And they don't get much respect, never mind that if they weren't there to clean up the city, it would grind to a sick, smelly, rat-infested halt.

Pare-Poupart takes Francophone literature to particular task for leaving his colleagues out of the cohort of "'working-class heroes' celebrated in popular culture, from Quebec's novels of rural life to Emile Zola's miners. Nobody writes novels about garbagemen." He seems to be writing for those who need to imagine, not remember, what it's like to take an accidental "shower in compost bin juice" or have the man whose garbage cans you're wrangling sneer at you, "I went to school so I wouldn't have to do a job like that."

Read: The interior lives of hoarders

Trash! is an intriguing attempt to broaden the parameters of this kind of book. Pare-Poupart has a distinctly 21st-century knack for swirling together theoretical and visceral language: Rene Descartes on one page, and grubs "wriggling and swarming in every garbage bag" on the next. His grab-bag writing is reminiscent of the internet at its rare, educational best. Pare-Poupart's style gives his book a rambunctious spirit, a sense of a hungry, catholic mind at work. All sorts of dilemmas come together in Trash!, which reveals them to be expressions of the same core issue. Pare-Poupart shows readers a society whose members, with too few exceptions, seem to treat both their belongings and the workers who ultimately handle them as disposable.



Pare-Poupart is, by his own account, an unconventional garbageman. As a teenager, he was a Dungeons & Dragons devotee with academic dreams unusual for his middle-class community, in which "liking school didn't command respect." His family wanted him to go to college, but only because doing so would lead to higher pay. What his stepfather really valued, at least, was masculinity: While Pare-Poupart was still in high school, he got hired to run behind garbage trucks after his stepdad challenged him to "be a man." (In Quebec, trucks often drive at a crawl while collectors jog after them, tossing in trash.)

Garbage put Pare-Poupart through college and graduate school in sociology, and even as he pursued work in research and social services after earning his degrees, he kept "right on throwing trash, where the physical challenge, camaraderie, and steady income balance out the intellectual satisfactions of other jobs." In Trash!, he brings his two careers together, although he never allows the writer side of himself to outshine the garbageman. Take his critique of recycling, which he describes as a "magic trick, or more properly a sleight of hand." It's an illusion, in both Quebec and the United States, that most plastic really goes anywhere except an enormous drift in the ocean or a giant heap in one of the poorer countries that buy rich ones' refuse. To Pare-Poupart, this reality is not just a planetary insult but also a personal one. The contaminated plastic that recycling companies ship from Montreal to India, he writes, includes "recyclables I picked up with my own two hands."

Elsewhere, too, Pare-Poupart takes care to explain the links between trash and garbagemen's working and living conditions. Citing the sociologist Zygmunt Bauman, he writes that our "world generates a glut of both actual garbage and what Bauman terms 'human waste," meaning those whom society has rejected or deemed unproductive--or, as Pare-Poupart has it, anyone who "never had a chance." He includes most garbagemen in this category, and his evocation of their rough lives is potent evidence of profound social lack. In Quebec, waste collectors historically haven't had strong labor rights or protections. Many struggle with poverty; Pare-Poupart mentions one garbageman whose truck meets him daily on the corner where he sleeps.

Pare-Poupart describes this man, and others like him, with grace and admiration, though he can veer into idealization. Of a 52-year-old nicknamed "Beaujeunehomme" who generally arrives at work "in a state of inebriation that would make even the hardest drinkers stagger," Pare-Poupart writes, "Everyone in the garbage business accepts him just the way he is, unconditionally, few questions asked." And then he adds, "Beaujeunehomme is a castoff who feels right at home surrounded by garbage." Trash! regularly expresses this vision of garbagemen as rebels united by their work, which can be unsettling when Pare-Poupart is writing about men with much less social mobility than he has. He doesn't convince me that Beaujeunehomme is accepted, not trapped.

If Trash! were exclusively stories of Montreal's Beaujeunehommes alongside that of Pare-Poupart himself, it might seem unsavory. Its author's education--and, more important, his power as the lone narrator of his world--already risks creating too much of a divide, on the page if not necessarily in person, between him and the men he writes about. Its intellectual components are the reason it works. Even though I'm skeptical of Trash!'s account of Beaujeunehomme, I can appreciate its analysis of--and anger at--the conditions garbagemen deal with on the job, which Pare-Poupart often puts in cerebral as well as anecdotal terms. It's when he combines these two modes that his argument grows most convincing.

Consider Pare-Poupart's discussions of garbageman strength: He describes one man who can "ride a garbage truck like a human flag"--as in, hanging onto it while his torso projects horizontally over the street--and another who was once seen to "pick up a washing machine and throw it into the hopper, with one hand, without stepping off the truck's running board." As far as he's concerned, these men's work "resembles elite sports for its combination of performance, toil, and pushing yourself to new feats," but rather than the men being rewarded with massive contracts and advertising deals, "workers' strength is a commodity to be exploited until their dying day, with no regard for their well-being or will." As is often the case in Pare-Poupart's book, the string of connections here--garbagemen showing off, pro athleticism, and some pretty Marxist language--is unusual enough to jar readers, which is an excellent strategy for getting them to stop to really consider how taxing trash collection must be.

Read: A better way of buying--and wanting--things

But Trash!, for better and worse, is never content to make a point without putting it into perspective. After explaining that the highest praise among garbage collectors is to say that someone is strong enough to work a grueling shift like a machine, Pare-Poupart asks, "Isn't the fact that we're forced to work at this inhuman pace a sure sign that we're drowning in waste?" In his view, the answer is so evidently yes that he's given up on consumption to the extent that he can: He writes that he scavenges and salvages nearly everything, and believes that repairing rejected goods is the only plausible reaction to living in an overproducing, overdiscarding world.

Pare-Poupart's constant need to connect and contextualize can be a little exhausting, as I imagine his dumpster-diving lifestyle might be. Still, the book is exhilarating (also like dumpster diving?) on every page. Pare-Poupart's hyperactive, genre-mixing writing suggests that writing about contemporary labor and its place in consumer societies may benefit from being associative and capacious. Whether the work is online or in the physical world, it is ever more influenced by the too-much-ness of the current era, and seems to call for a different writing style than the methodical, thorough one that 19th- and early 20th-century authors used to evoke the slaughterhouse or the factory--or, to return to Zola, the mine.

Of course, Zola was hyperactive in his own way. Germinal, his book about coal miners, belongs to a 20-novel cycle that follows a sprawling family through the reign of Napoleon III. Germinal is perhaps the most famous of the series, but I first encountered it through The Ladies' Paradise, which came out in 1883 and explored the then-brand-new world of the department store. It's a tale of greedy bosses and exploited workers in a society that urges anyone who can to shop endlessly. Although Pare-Poupart might not like the comparison, it came to me as I read Trash!, which demonstrates that garbagemen, like miners and shopgirls, can be literary heroes too.
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What Did You Expect?

Perhaps this was always how Trump's ill-conceived war was destined to end.

by Daniel B. Shapiro

Wed, 17 Jun 2026




The whiplash is jarring.

President Trump exulted over every bomb that dropped on Iran, every naval interdiction, and every joint U.S.-Israeli operation. Before that, he spent years preaching a policy of "maximum pressure" sanctions on the Islamic Republic. And before that, he harshly disparaged the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, the Iran nuclear deal reached by Barack Obama, from which Trump withdrew the United States in 2018.

And now? With a misguided war going poorly, with global economic chaos spreading, with Iran handed maximum leverage by its closure of the Strait of Hormuz, in an instant, Trump has upended every pillar of his approach to a still-dangerous Iran.

Let's count the ways.

Nuclear: A core goal of the war was to ensure that Iran's nuclear program could never produce a nuclear weapon. Israeli and U.S. strikes in June 2025 advanced that goal by destroying key nuclear facilities and burying Iran's enriched uranium, setting back the program significantly.

Jonathan Lemire: Trump in defeat

But little had changed in the nuclear program by the time this war was launched this past February, and little has changed since. Now, in exchange for an oft-repeated pinky promise that Iran will never acquire a nuclear weapon, Trump has agreed to delay negotiations on the key goals of removing Iran's enriched uranium and banning further enrichment, and the verification measures needed to guarantee that those commitments are upheld. These talks are punted to a second phase that may never arrive or never end.

Sanctions: Trump long advocated maximum-pressure sanctions, and beat his chest during the war about the cost to Iran of the U.S. naval blockade.

But now we will pay for reopening the Strait of Hormuz--simply, at best, restoring the prewar status quo--by approving the release of tens of billions of dollars of Iranian foreign assets and waiving sanctions to permit Iranian oil sales. More goodies are in store for the regime, in the form of fees paid by ships transiting the strait and a shockingly large $300 billion reconstruction fund. (The latter, supposedly to be funded by Gulf states, recalls the worst of former Secretary of State John Kerry's post-JCPOA diplomacy, when he sought to drum up investment in the corrupt economy of a still-adversarial regime.)

With no change in the regime's character or ideological outlook, it is being rewarded with a shift from maximum pressure to maximum windfall. There is no reason to think that the money will flow to schools and hospitals or provide any benefit to the Iranian people that the regime still suppresses. It will, instead, almost certainly fund more missiles, drones, and support for terrorists at home and abroad--threats about which the memorandum of understanding is silent.

Lebanon and Hezbollah: The war, misguided though it was, represented the zenith of U.S.-Israeli military cooperation, with unprecedented combined operations and ample praise by Trump for the partnership. Trump voiced recognition of the genuine threats Iran posed to Israel, not least from its network of terrorist proxies.

But Israelis have been aghast at the speed of Trump's turnabout. Israeli officials were excluded from negotiations on the MOU, and were not even given the opportunity to review the text. Meanwhile, as U.S. and Israeli interests diverged, Trump barked expletives at Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and adopted the Iranian demand to impose restrictions on Israeli operations against Hezbollah in Lebanon--even as the militia continues to attack northern Israeli communities--as part and parcel of the broader cease-fire.

Regime: Trump also long correctly identified the Iranian regime as uniquely dangerous and evil, with the blood of many Americans, Israelis, Arabs, and its own citizens on its hands. Israel's decapitation strike enabled by Trump on the war's opening day gave clear expression to that understanding. One did not need to endorse this war--I opposed it--to recognize the imperative of containing and weakening the regime of the mullahs and the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps until such time as the Iranian people could overthrow it.

But in a flash, Trump and his weirdly credulous vice president have discovered the putative moderation, reasonableness, and, dare we say, decency of what is, if anything, an even more hard-line crop of Iranian leaders. Most states in the region, and soon in Europe, see which way the wind is blowing and are moving to improve their relations with Iran. Regime leaders must be chortling over their surprising and unearned new international legitimacy.

To those at home and abroad whose necks are snapping and whose heads are spinning, I have to ask an obvious but uncomfortable question: What did you expect?

This debacle is, at the end of the day, classic Donald Trump.

In multiple ways, we are seeing Trump's essential characteristics playing out on a national-security matter of the highest stakes.

First, he is utterly assured that he can do anything, that he can will any reality into being, despite all evidence and expertise to the contrary. Seduced by the overnight success of the removal of President Nicolas Maduro from Venezuela, he convinced himself that he could bring about the rapid collapse of the Iranian regime. His own intelligence experts and Cabinet officials counseled otherwise. Yet he pressed ahead.

Second, he deepened his self-deception through his childish belief in the invincibility of U.S. military power. A testosterone-infused operation name--Epic Fury--and a daily video diet of buildings going boom reinforced his delusion. The members of the United States military are fearsome and highly professional, and they carried out their assigned tasks with precision and effectiveness, degrading various Iranian capabilities. But Trump was incapable of aligning those operations with achievable strategic objectives. His mind doesn't work that way.

Third, when the going got tough, Trump started to flail. One day he threatened to wipe out Iranian civilization, the next (and the next and the next) he promised that a deal was just around the corner. Never a detail man (for policy, anyway; he goes deep on architectural trimmings), he confessed to being bored with the war. And as when his business ventures veered toward bankruptcy, with better off-ramps in the rearview mirror, he grasped for any way out, damn the costs to U.S. credibility, alliances, and influence.

Fourth, he was susceptible to flattery, especially from strongmen. Remember his fruitless exchange of love letters with Kim Jong Un? They produced no breakthrough in nuclear diplomacy with North Korea. Somehow, without even an 80th-birthday card from Iran, Trump flattered himself into believing that he was the leader who could recognize, and cultivate, a new spirit of cooperation coming from the "very rational" and "not radicalized" leaders now in charge in Tehran.

Fifth, as always, Trump is out for Trump. He stumbled by entering a war that Americans broadly opposed, and their opposition increased as they felt it in their pocketbooks at the pump and the grocery store. But it soon became clear, with a midterm-election disaster looming, that Trump would pull the plug. Again, ending the war was necessary; giving away the store while doing so was panic-induced self-preservation.

Laura Secor: The betrayal of the Iranian people

Finally, Trump swaggered into the war, and will skulk out of it, with total confidence in the slavish support of his political base. His faith will probably be justified. Remember their discovery of the absolutely essential national-security imperative that we grab Greenland? (Wait for it: Cuba is next.) The hurrahs for Trump the conqueror will soon transform into oohs and aahs toasting Donald the diplomat. A few lonely, honest critics of the JCPOA--a flawed but workable deal that verifiably set back Iran's nuclear program--will resist the demand to tie themselves into pretzels, and instead acknowledge that Trump's deal makes the JCPOA look ironclad.

No doubt, Trump's visibly advancing age has also played a role. As with all of us, time intensifies his most fundamental personality traits: ego, vanity, self-delusion, impatience, panic under pressure.

And so here we are. A war that should not have been fought. An enemy that was hit hard but remains unrelentingly hostile and is now reaping unexpected strategic gains. The credibility of the U.S. in tatters and its military readiness compromised. Alliances and partnerships under stress. The global economy in tumult, inflicting financial pain on American citizens that will linger even as oil prices decline. A fine and avoidable mess all around.

Indeed, what did anyone expect?
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A Robin Hood You May Not Want to Root For

A mournful new film reimagines the classic do-gooder as an antihero.

by David Sims

Wed, 17 Jun 2026




What if you took a folk figure or a popular comic-book character--someone beloved enough to be the star of, say, a Disney cartoon--and made a film that cast them in a dark, even antiheroic light? Call it the "grim and gritty" take, or perhaps the "untold true story"; it's the kind of reimagining that has befallen several storybook figures on-screen, such as Peter Pan and Hansel and Gretel. The saga of Robin Hood, the British outlaw, is particularly popular, and has been told many times over at this point. He has been a swashbuckling do-gooder from Hollywood's Golden Age, as well as a cute animated fox. But of late, cinema has tried to cast a shadow over the man, not one of those depictions murkier than the director Michael Sarnoski's The Death of Robin Hood.

This new rendition stars Hugh Jackman, who is no stranger to roughening up an established protagonist. He most famously played the X-Men character Wolverine as a fading but bloodthirsty old cowboy in Logan, the acclaimed comic-book adaptation. The Death of Robin Hood is based on the English ballad Robin Hood's Death, a poetic Middle English telling of the bandit's final days. But whereas the original tale is romantic and melancholic, Sarnoski's take has a much harder edge--so much so that I was genuinely aghast at the brutal, blunt violence of its first act. This is not a film striving to make Robin Hood a more complex figure. It first presents him starkly as an amoral villain, almost monstrous, then challenges the audience to accept that such a creature could be worthy of any redemption.

So far in his fledgling career, Sarnoski has found himself drawn to fairly downbeat narratives. His feature debut was the excellent Pig, in which he cast Nicolas Cage as a grumpy, battered hermit drawn back into the frightening subculture of the Portland food scene he'd once escaped (trust me, it makes sense in context). His big-budget follow-up was A Quiet Place: Day One, a prequel to the silent horror film A Quiet Place; I found it surprisingly sensitive, elegantly setting a story of one woman's mortality against the backdrop of the end of the world. Yet somehow, The Death of Robin Hood makes Sarnoski's previous work look like a cheerful stroll in the park.

Read: Peter Pan has lost its magic

The film opens by introducing Robin Hood: a bow-wielding outlaw, living atop some mountain in remote Britain, clad in animal furs; he's sporting a shaggy mane and fulsome beard that renders him nigh-indistinguishable from a polar bear. A youngster then tries to sneak up on him, seeking revenge for a family member Robin killed long ago. Initially, the plot seems to follow the "unlikely father" arc that a lot of these realistic reboots do--after all, even Logan is about a plucky little girl bringing an aged X-Man out of his shell for one last mission.

That sweet father-daughter behavior is absent in The Death of Robin Hood, though. Robin quickly and viscerally dispatches his foe, before going up against a larger swath of enemies who are targeting his former partner-in-banditry Little John (played by Bill Skarsgard). No alliances are revived, and no sense of kinship develops; what happens is motivated by only survival and greed, the implication being that these were always Robin Hood's incentives--any social redistribution happened merely by accident. Sarnoski shoots everything with overwhelming but legible intensity, neither shying away from the violence nor making an effort to glorify it, and Jackman is similarly stoic in his performance. Were it not for the name and the bow and arrow, finding anything that resembles past Robin Hoods in Jackman's interpretation would have been hard.

Just as surprising as all of the nastiness is the turn that happens mid-movie. This is when the mournful balladry of the film's source material actually comes into play: Wounded and in danger, Robin retires to a healing community run by nuns, led by the thoughtful but steely Sister Brigid (Jodie Comer); the action dissipates, never to return. The back half is not redemptive, exactly, but it's certainly meditative, forcing the main character to sit in his misdeeds as the end of his journey draws near. I was initially thrown by this shift while watching, and expected a conclusive bit of fighting to wrap up the story, but that conclusion never arrives; Sarnoski's intentions are much more pensive.

Read: Why is Hugh Jackman still underappreciated?

Any larger Hollywood studio would have likely insisted on a grander finale, but The Death of Robin Hood, produced by A24, left me pondering the foolishness of my need for such a denouement. Instead, Sarnoski and Jackman take a name associated with heroic antics and remove that element, asking the viewer to engage with smaller, more human stakes. The gambit is daring, but it's never uninteresting.
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Netanyahu Finally Learns the Truth About Trump

An alliance with the president was the Israeli prime minister's selling point. Now it may be his downfall.

by Yair Rosenberg

Wed, 17 Jun 2026




In 2019, Benjamin Netanyahu draped buildings with giant banners that depicted him shaking hands with a grinning Donald Trump. Captioned with the words Another League, the posters presented Netanyahu's ties with the American president as an argument for the Israeli prime minister's reelection. No one else, Netanyahu's campaign implied, could deliver the mercurial man in the White House.

That was then. Today, Netanyahu's boast has boomeranged, transformed from an electoral asset into an advertisement of his diminished influence. In June alone, Trump has labeled him "fucking crazy" and said that he has "no fucking judgment." The reprimands have gone beyond rhetoric. According to Israeli and American reports, over the past week, the president forced Israel to abort imminent retaliatory strikes on Iran and demanded that the country restrict its response to Hezbollah fire from Lebanon that has pummeled the Israeli north. Trump also reportedly denied Israel's request to view the memorandum of understanding that his administration negotiated with Iran until it was already a fait accompli. Desperate for a deal to wind down his ill-conceived war, the president effectively offered Israeli concessions to his Iranian interlocutors.

Trump has railed against Netanyahu in the past, most famously after the Israeli leader congratulated Joe Biden on his 2020 election victory. But the current contretemps has much higher stakes and comes at the worst possible time for Netanyahu. Israel's elections are slated for either September or October, and Trump has placed the Israeli prime minister in a fiendish vise that jeopardizes his political future.

Jonathan Lemire: Trump in defeat

For years, Netanyahu has built his brand on two promises to the Israeli electorate: that he alone could withstand international pressure to compromise on Israeli security, and that he alone could handle Trump. Now the president is forcing Netanyahu to choose between the two. Either he defies Trump's diktats about Lebanon and Iran to save his reputation as a stalwart security hawk, or he folds to preserve the perception of his alliance with the president. Whatever path Netanyahu picks, he will imperil Israel's geopolitical standing and undermine his own case to Israeli voters.

Those voters already aren't buying what Bibi has been selling. Netanyahu's coalition of far-right and ultra-Orthodox parties received just 48.4 percent of the vote in Israel's last election and obtained a parliamentary majority only due to a quirk of the country's electoral system. Even before the horrors of October 7, 2023, polls had showed Netanyahu and his allies losing the next election. For years after, about two-thirds of Israelis regularly told pollsters that they wanted the prime minister to resign. A similar number today don't want him to run for reelection. Israel's opposition is leaderless and fragmented--but nonetheless projected to win markedly more seats than the current government. (Whether it can cobble together a viable coalition is another question.)

Israel's failed forever wars in Iran and Lebanon have further eroded Netanyahu's prospects. At the outset of the joint U.S.-Israeli campaign against Iran, the Israel Democracy Institute found that some 70 percent of Israeli Jews believed that the operation could succeed in destroying Iran's nuclear and ballistic-missile programs, and 61 percent thought that it would topple the Iranian regime. These expectations, stoked by Netanyahu and his media allies, were always unrealistic and have predictably curdled into disillusionment. The institute's most recent survey found that less than a third of Israeli Jews expected a U.S.-Iran agreement to dismantle the ballistic-missile program or the Iranian regime, and just 29 percent believed that ending the war under current conditions was compatible with Israel's security interests.

According to Amit Segal, a journalist well sourced on the Israeli right, Netanyahu had hoped to host Trump in Israel before the looming election, in what would essentially have been a campaign rally in diplomatic disguise. Today, such festivities seem fantastical. After the interim Iran accord was announced, the Likud party reportedly canceled a planned electoral blitz meant to highlight its leader's close ties to Trump. But as a student of power who has done everything he can to hoard it, Netanyahu should have seen this rug pull coming.

As the president has demonstrated time and again, the only person whose interests matter to Trump is Trump. Those interests have often aligned with Netanyahu's, but this was always a marriage of convenience. Like many of his party and generation, Trump has long held generally pro-Israel inclinations. He cares little for the aspirations of the Palestinian people and has openly fantasized about invading Iran since the 1980s. Tilting toward Israel played to the president's evangelical-Christian base, as Trump noted when he declared that he recognized Jerusalem as Israel's capital "for the evangelicals."

Yair Rosenberg: Netanyahu's very useful war

But Trump's interests were bound to diverge from Netanyahu's as the Iran war stretched on without resolution. Netanyahu needed military achievements to pitch to voters at the ballot box; Trump needed the markets to calm before the midterms. And so when the campaign failed to produce quick results, Trump pulled the plug, first acceding to a cease-fire in early April, then restraining Israel from bombing Iran and Lebanon this month, and today moving toward an interim accord that lifts sanctions on Iran even as it does little about its nuclear program and says nothing about its ballistic missiles or support for terrorist proxies. That 60-day accord is tentative and fragile and may yet collapse into renewed hostilities. But if the president chooses to see it through, the Israeli leader can do very little about it. As Trump put it today, "We're the big partner, and he's the very small partner."

For Netanyahu, who is finally facing a reckoning before the Israeli electorate, this is a disaster on his doorstep. For Trump, it's someone else's problem.
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What Color Is the Reflecting Pool? An Investigation.

President Trump wanted an American-flag-blue Reflecting Pool. Instead, he got a swamp.

by Matt Viser

Wed, 17 Jun 2026




Workers on the National Mall, desperate to turn the Reflecting Pool to President Trump's preferred shade of blue, poured jug after jug of hydrogen peroxide into the water yesterday morning. As they did so, members of the National Guard, deployed to clean up crime, looked on. The water, at that moment, matched their mossy-green fatigues.

The Reflecting Pool now evokes the joy of a Green Bay Packers victory. Or a high-school prank. Or St. Patrick's Day in Chicago. It most certainly is not the gleaming American-flag blue that Trump's repainting of the pool was supposed to produce. That project--the one that cost taxpayers at least $16.4 million and came with a nanobubbling system that promised to kill off algae growth--is hidden under 18 to 30 inches of swamp water dense with scraggly plumes of algae.

"Yeah, it's gross!" said one woman passing by.

"Quite green," remarked another.

A woman visiting from Fort Worth, Texas, told me she just hopes it's fixed in time for America's 250th birthday, on July 4: "We came and expected it to be blue, and we're like, What is all this green junk in there?"

It's a question that has ignited internet memes and conspiracy theories, posing the latest political Rorschach test to a divided nation. A not insignificant number of federal workers have now been mobilized to fight the green junk and answer questions about whether the green junk is under control. After the morning doses of hydrogen peroxide came the midday deployment of half a dozen National Park Service workers in bright-yellow vests, many with long-poled contraptions that they swept through the water. "Is that ... a vacuum?" a passing man wondered aloud. Yes, he was told. It is a vacuum.

By evening, the situation had escalated: Workers strapped on waders, grabbed handfuls of tubing, and got in the pool. Generators hummed; water pumped; workers scraped. By dusk, some areas--though by no means all--had transformed to a hopeful shade of teal. Aerial views, as some noted, made it look like a painting by the abstract artist Mark Rothko.

So it's come to this: A nation launched on the Founding Fathers' grand dreams about democracy--one that survived a civil war and foreign attacks, that endured depressions and recessions and assassinations--is celebrating its semiquincentennial by watching to see whether we can clean the water in a century-old concrete pool. Even a stone-faced Abraham Lincoln is looking on.

Trump's second term has been all about attempting tasks big and small that presidents before him failed to accomplish--or never thought of in the first place. That includes his pledge to freshen the water in the Reflecting Pool, an issue that has bedeviled administrations for decades. In April, he announced a solution: a swimming-pool liner. A blue one. To complete the project before July 4, the Trump administration awarded no-bid contracts to redo the base of the pool and install a nanobubbling system that was meant to kill off algae growth. "This was highly sophisticated material, industrial strength, that could last for 100 years, applied by very talented people," Trump explained on Truth Social on June 5. "The material is thick, strong, flexible, and has a natural, beautiful color, the dark blue of the American Flag!"

But it didn't take long for the algae to reappear.

Read: Inside America's ugly birthday battle

The cloudiness of the pool has triggered a predictable descent into polarizing politics: Some Trump supporters have claimed that the water isn't actually green, and others have suggested there's some outside force trying to undermine the pool renovation--and, by extension, Trump himself. Fox News dispatched the producer Johnny Belisario to the National Mall to interview tourists and mock anyone critical of the project. "And the Democrats, they're going to tell you, Oh, there's green algae; it looks soooo bad," he said. "But there's pool guys cleaning it up right now. No other president would do that."

Grant Stinchfield, a conservative host on the Real America's Voice network, made his own trip to the pool and concluded that the water was, in fact, green--but he found that fact suspicious and decided to do some investigating. He interviewed a woman who noticed that the water at the nearby World War II memorial was fine. "I feel like it's sabotage!" Stinchfield concluded. "Is it nefarious? I tend to think so. You wouldn't have so much algae that you see in here--you would not have that that quickly unless somebody did something. I'm telling you! I think they want Trump to fail so badly that they'll come out here and do anything."

I took it upon myself to clear up any murkiness by speaking with some of the country's foremost experts on algae. They were in universal agreement: There's no conspiracy. All of this was utterly predictable. Trump undertook this transformation during the hottest part of the year, when algae flourish, and he made the cement dark blue, which retains even more heat, turning the shallow pool into an algae incubator.

"Algae, particularly blue-green algae, like it hot. So this time of year is their optimal growth period. It's sort of Biology 101," Hans Paerl, a professor of marine and environmental sciences at the University of North Carolina, told me. "This is not rocket science." Don Anderson, the director of the U.S. National Office for Harmful Algal Blooms at the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution, told me that the shallow water in warm weather created the perfect conditions for algae to flourish, and he's baffled why no one appeared to anticipate that, either by using water with fewer of the nutrients that help algae grow, or by sealing the system to prevent residual algae from seeping back into the pool. "This is a pretty simple system to control," he said. "It's the same idea as keeping a swimming pool clean, but it's much larger."

It would have been better to do a project like this one in the fall or winter. As it is, Paerl said he was doubtful that the situation could be reversed. Hydrogen peroxide is one option, he said, but it is expensive to use effectively in a 4-million-gallon pool. In warm weather, multiple applications and enormous quantities may be required. Climate change, he noted, has made these problems only more acute.

Read: Donald Trump's paint jobs

"I think we're just going to have to appreciate that it's green right now," he told me. "And it'll turn blue later. And hopefully the algae blooming in there are not toxic." Oh yes, there's a chance this situation gets even worse. The experts I spoke with were uncertain what species of algae has been growing in the pool but warned that some could be harmful to pets and other animals if they drink it, especially when it's laced with hydrogen peroxide. And that hydrogen peroxide? It may be killing the algae, causing them to release pigments that make the water more blue, but not without side effects. "When you get dead algae in water, there's lots of other problems. It can get stinky," Paerl told me. "It sounds like a horror story that never ends. But it will, in the winter, when the water cools."

Again, all of this was avoidable, Wayne Carmichael, a professor emeritus of biological sciences at Wright State University, told me. "The rush to get it done combined with not using a company that understood pool-water management, plus a serious injection of political hubris, allowed the bloom to happen," he said.

The stink over the Reflecting Pool happens to coincide with a congressional fight over reauthorization of the Harmful Algal Bloom and Hypoxia Research and Control Act. (Yes, really.) Some scientists hope they can use the new petri dish on the Mall as part of their lobbying campaign, but concern is also simmering that the fight against the kind of algae that can harm drinking water, fisheries, and tourism--a topic that has enjoyed bipartisan support--may now enter the political vortex.

No one wants to take responsibility for this money-sucking algae bloom. Eddie Wood--an owner of Atlantic Industrial Coatings, which was paid $14.7 million to line the pool--told me his company is not at fault because they were "only responsible for the installation of a waterproof liner." Representatives from Green Water Solutions--that is the actual name of the company--which provided the $1.7 million nanobubbling system, did not respond to requests for comment. That system is supposed to inject nanobubbles containing the powerful oxidant ozone that can kill algae and break down the organic material they have produced, including their toxins. One of the experts, Anderson, told me that the product can be effective but isn't in all situations, making this particular project "a very expensive trial."

Read: Thank you for your attention to this birthday

The Department of Interior blamed the Obama administration for an earlier renovation "that resulted in massive algae clumps taking over the pool's surface following years of construction that cost taxpayers millions upon millions, only to be broken and disgusting days later." In a lengthy response to my questions, the department's press team stated that the National Park Service is properly maintaining the Reflecting Pool. "Due to deploying the advanced nanobubbler technology, the algae is dead and being vacuumed up as we speak," they wrote in a statement. "We thank President Trump for fixing the Reflecting Pool for good."

Taylor Rogers, a White House spokesperson, said that the new lining "will permanently seal the Reflecting Pool, which previously leaked 16 million gallons per year and wasted countless taxpayer dollars." Given some time, Rogers suggested, the color will improve: "A high-tech nanobubble ozone technology will be deployed to kill the algae and keep the Reflecting Pool crystal clear."

Steve Padler, a Washington local who was watching the cleanup operation, told me he empathized with a problem that has vexed several presidents. But he's frustrated that the Trump administration spent such an "absurd" amount of money trying to find a quick fix to a problem not so easily solved. "It looks like it did before," he said. "It's green."

One of the workers vacuuming the water yesterday told me that he thought their efforts were having an impact, having noticed a difference in the small corner he was working on. Aerial views showed some progress along the edges of the pool, and Reuters launched a livestream for those wanting to watch in real time. Meanwhile, tourists as well as locals are now coming to check out the latest Washington attraction, which reflects not the majesty of the Mall but something more humbling: how clumps of aquatic plant matter foiled the wishes of the most powerful man in the world. And how the president who said he'd drain the swamp has instead created the conditions for a new one.
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All the Sad Hawks

Neoconservatives are struggling to reconcile their hopes for Trump with the failure of his Iran war.

by Jonathan Chait

Wed, 17 Jun 2026




An irony of the Iran war is that Donald Trump, whose patience for written texts and policy details is famously negligible, came to grasp the reality of the situation more quickly and clearly than his neoconservative supporters who spent years obsessing over the issue. Trump, recognizing that America has suffered a historic defeat, has abandoned his demands for unconditional surrender, and is trying to buy his way out with a memorandum of understanding that reportedly promises Tehran billions of dollars to restore the status quo ante. By contrast, the neocons, the coterie of interventionists who long ago developed a reputation as the brains of the conservative movement, have been rather slow on the uptake.

"I suspect the MOU may be less awful than the administration's disastrous sales pitch," Mark Dubowitz of the Foundation for the Defense of Democracies posted on X yesterday. (Later he conceded the deal was not better at all but, in fact, "even worse than I assumed.") The pundit Batya Ungar-Sargon hypothesized that Trump might be "in a fugue state." Marc Thiessen, a Washington Post columnist who has tried to steer Trump toward hawkery through relentless obsequiousness, termed the MOU the "Vance peace deal," as if the anti-interventionist veep had staged a coup. An especially plaintive moment took place during Commentary's podcast when Eli Lake, the hawkish foreign-policy analyst, cried, "What's going on? What's going on?"

What's going on is that the neocons misapprehended both the geopolitical situation and the president they trusted to resolve it.

The defining trait of neoconservative thought is a near-boundless faith in the efficacy of U.S. military power. This faith caused the neocons to recoil in from the Obama administration's 2015 nuclear deal with Iran. A tougher president, they believed, would have used the threat of American might to make Iran accept much stricter terms.

Jonathan Lemire: Trump in defeat

At the time, the neocons insisted that their plan would not involve actually employing force. "There is an alternative, and it isn't war," Dubowitz wrote in 2015. "It's a better deal."

Trump tore up Barack Obama's deal, but the threat of war did not produce a better deal. So Dubowitz and his allies came to believe that military force would accomplish their ends. When Trump's 2025 bombing campaign failed to eliminate Iran's nuclear threat, they decided a more extensive military campaign would force the country to make concessions. The campaign has come, but the concessions have not. The harsh reality is that Iran's regime has a tight grip on power, does not care about suffering by their people, and buried its nuclear material and much of its conventional military power underground where air power could not easily destroy it.

Another mistake the neocons made was to misjudge Trump. The president may have appeared to share their goals, given his frequently expressed contempt for the Obama administration's handling of the issue. But the reason Trump hated Obama's nuclear deal is that it was made by Obama, a figure he regards with a pathological mix of envy and racial disgust.

While the neoconservative impetus to prevent a nuclear Iran is rooted in a hatred and fear of its radical government, Trump has never held an ideological grudge against a foreign power. His geopolitical vision is personal. To the extent that a country's authoritarian character factors into his assessment, it is generally a plus.

By suppressing mass protests and then outmaneuvering Trump at the negotiating table, the Iranian regime began to elevate itself into the same category as Russia, China, North Korea, and other "strong" dictatorships that he admires. "I never cared about regime change," he said yesterday at the G7 summit. "We're dealing with people that I think are very rational people," Trump said of the Iranian leadership. "They were nice to deal with. They were strong people, smart people."

If Iran's rulers are so rational and nice, one wonders why their potential acquisition of a nuclear weapon would so concern the United States. Indeed, Trump floated the notion that seizing Iran's nuclear material no longer mattered very much. "You could make the case, why even bother?" he mused, adding, "It's not very valuable stuff."

Despite his boasts, Trump has never been a brilliant dealmaker. His specialty is finding ways to strip out short-term value while foisting long-term costs on others, while manipulating public opinion so that he can always find a new round of suckers. Nothing about this skill set suggested an ability or even a willingness to tackle a problem such as Iran's nuclear ambitions, especially if doing so imposed extended costs. As soon as it became clear that he would not enjoy a quick and cheap victory, Trump's calculation was always going to be that expensive gasoline is his problem, and a future nuclear-armed Iran is somebody else's.

Trump's desperation to get out of the war has been obvious for more than two months. The war supporters have had to process this reality by progressing through the Kubler-Ross stages of grief at various speeds. They all started in the denial stage. "It is astonishing to me that so many seem to have concluded that the US clearly caved to Iran's unacceptable demands (a US non-aggression guarantee, acceptance of enrichment, full sanctions relief, unfrozen Iranian assets, and a total US withdrawal from the Middle East) while Iran obviously balked at ours (no ballistic missile program, no nuke program, no proxies, hand over enriched materials)," National Review's Noah Rothman insisted in early April, dismissing as implausible the emerging contours of the deal.

Read: The U.S. had no choice but diplomacy--yet again

"I would say this to the President: I personally know that you will do the right thing," the hawkish commentator Mark Levin said in early April, when the cease-fire began. He added: "I have complete faith in this man." A month later, the Fox News personality Jesse Watters still clung to hope. "The commander in chief must believe the Iranians are serious about surrendering," he said. "The president," Watters went on, "must know what he's doing."

At the moment, the dominant sentiment among hawks is stage two: anger. Trump "has choked, he has chickened out, he has bled himself dry," Podhoretz complained earlier this week. "The greatest superpower to ever exist brought to its knees by a few mines. Just a disaster for America," Ungar-Sargon wrote on X today.

Some have progressed into the bargaining stage. "Smartest thing for Trump to do is lull Iran into complacency with this deal and then let Israel do another decapitation strike," the podcaster Erick Erickson said yesterday. The conservative activist Will Chamberlain suggested, "President Trump should renege." For those concerned about hawkish loved ones, the next stages are depression and then acceptance.

Achieving this final won't come easily, though. When Trump announced the war, he warned, "The regime's conventional ballistic missile program was growing rapidly and dramatically, and this posed a very clear colossal threat to America and our forces stationed overseas." But speaking in Europe today, he said Iran had to keep its ballistic missiles, since Saudi Arabia had its own, and mocked advisers who suggested otherwise ("I don't think they're smart").

Meanwhile, the administration is attempting to make its supporters forget a decade of claims that Obama betrayed the country by handing "pallets of cash" to Iran as it permits the country to recover billions immediately, by suspending sanctions, and possibly far more in "reconstruction" funds that Iran views, not inaccurately, as reparations. The dread pallets seen in endless Fox News clips transferred $1.7 billion to Tehran, a minuscule figure compared with the $12 billion in unfrozen assets, not to mention the potential $300 billion reparations.

Obama "gave them $1.7 billion in cash, green cash," Trump said this morning, in a video clip shared by his rapid-response team. It is as if Trump's sole objection to the JCPOA was not the sums of money involved but the use of actual greenbacks. After all, $300 billion worth of cash would be impractically heavy to transfer by pallet.

Perhaps the hawks will realize that their preferred policy was wrong, that regime change by airpower was impossible, and that Trump was unfit to lead in the first place. Or perhaps they'll appear on Fox News one day soon praising Trump's wise and generous dealmaking with our Iranian friends, in contrast to the tacky gifts from the miserly Obama.
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The Apotheosis of Donald Trump

On the president's 80th birthday, it became clear that he has entered his decline.

by Peter Wehner

Wed, 17 Jun 2026




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


It took 250 years and 45 presidents, but cage fighting has finally come to the White House.


Donald Trump's 80th birthday was in many ways the apotheosis of the Trump administration--the Ultimate Fighting Championship held a seven-fight card on the South Lawn of the White House, with the president and members of his family in attendance.

The event was garish, lurid, and crass--perfectly calibrated to appeal to the president. A massive military flyover. The use of honor guards to usher UFC fighters into the cage. "Octagon Girls" in sequined red-white-and-blue costumes parading around the cage between rounds. A UFC fighter, during a post-fight interview with Joe Rogan, praising "my Lord and savior Jesus Christ" before repeating a long-running conspiracy theory: "Michelle Obama is a man!" This smear seemed to bring a half smile to Trump's face. The main event, a lightweight championship bout between Justin Gaethje and Ilia Topuria, left Topuria bloodied and battered, his face mangled, his vision so impaired that he was hospitalized after the fight. As my colleague Gal Beckerman put it, "Not a single one of these seven fights was even won on points. They all resulted in one man's rage and another man's pain and humiliation."

Gal Beckerman: The theory that explains Trump's UFC fight

It was Trump's version of the Roman imperial games--state-sponsored brutality as public entertainment, staged to please the emperor and his courtiers, desecrating a public space. He clearly relished every second of it. But the MAGA movement--and the 80-year-old man who leads it--is breaking apart.

THE UFC EVENT captured an essential truth of Trump's second term. He believes that he made a mistake the first time around by hiring too many subordinates who did not allow Trump to be Trump. He wanted full fealty. By discarding institutional restraints, he was convinced he could deliver what he had promised. Trump has always been a man of epic indiscipline, but in Trump 2.0 there would be no brakes. It would be all improv.

Jonathan Rauch and I have argued that, as a result, the world now faces something new and frightening: a psychotic state. The administration is consistently detached from reality; the normal policy process we have seen in past administrations is nonexistent in this one. No one around the president even hints that anything he does is inappropriate, unpopular, or unwise. His Cabinet meetings have become exercises in self-abasement, with one member after another obsequiously groveling, each trying to outdo the next in their adoration. Trump, left on his own without adult supervision, has lurched from blunder to catastrophe.

He started a war with Iran and then, within a matter of months, managed to lose it. He is in the process of breaking NATO, one of the greatest military alliances in history. Inflation is rising. The economy is slowing. And his tariff policies have been a disaster.

The Trump administration has gutted medical research, cut research funding to universities because of political disputes, and triggered a "brain drain" that is dismantling in two years what took 80 to build. It shut down USAID and gutted PEPFAR, the George W. Bush program targeting AIDS that is credited with saving more than 25 million lives. This is producing what public-health researchers project will be hundreds of thousands of preventable deaths--the largest reversal of American humanitarian commitment in modern history.

Trump put an anti-vaccine activist, Robert F. Kennedy Jr., in charge of public health and a fool, Pete Hegseth, in charge of the world's most powerful military. He has weaponized the Department of Justice against his political enemies and pardoned January 6 defendants who attacked the Capitol and wanted to hang his vice president. He has transformed ICE from an immigration-enforcement agency into a domestic paramilitary force. Migrants were shipped to foreign prisons without due process. Trump has also converted the presidency into an instrument of self-enrichment on a scale no predecessor came close to matching.

As a result, Trump's approval ratings have cratered. Consumer confidence has fallen to historic lows. Public sentiment is in "complete collapse" on key issues. The mood of ordinary Americans has soured, with many more dissatisfied than satisfied. For the first time, we're seeing signs that Republicans in Congress may resist the will of the president. And Trump's MAGA coalition, which until now has been cultlike in its loyalty, is fracturing and turning on itself. And then there is the matter of age.

FOR HIS ENTIRE ADULT LIFE, Donald Trump has displayed patterns of behavior--grandiosity, lack of empathy, impulsivity, an obsession with power and dominance, a continuous need for adulation, hypersensitivity to perceived slights, a habit of demonizing those who disagree with him, exploitive interpersonal relationships, a chronic distortion of reality to preserve self-image, and an indifference to truth--that reflect his disordered personality.

What's newer to the mix are the clear signs of his advancing age. His need for adulation is more desperate than in the past; the vanity projects are more grandiose. He's more disinhibited and impulsive. His rage is more easily triggered, and his displays of temper less intentional and less strategic. He's more detached than ever from reality. His cruelty and the delight he takes in it, including celebrating the death of people he considered his enemies, is more pronounced now than before. And his environment is populated almost solely by sycophants.

Cullen Murphy: Trump's gladiator delusion

The signs of Trump's decline are everywhere: meandering soliloquies during Cabinet meetings, unplanned strolls on the White House roof, getting up and wandering to the windows in the East Room during meetings with oil executives. His obsessive fixation on the White House ballroom. The increasing number of deranged, middle-of-the-night Truth Social posts. The fury and indignation at routine questions from the press. And the steady narrowing of his vocabulary, his simplified syntax and reliance on a small number of stock phrases and superlatives. There's no effort by Trump's advisers to hide any of this. He won't allow it.

What must be especially hard on Trump, a man of renowned vanity, are the signs of physical decay--his bruised hands that makeup cannot wholly conceal, his swollen ankles, his stooped posture and slowed gait, his weight, and his face turning the color of a Halloween pumpkin. It is as if these are the outward signs of inward ruin.

The day after Trump was inaugurated in 2017, I wrote, "A man with illiberal tendencies, a volatile personality and no internal checks is now president. This isn't going to end well." How it will end is beginning to come more clearly into focus. Trump is seeing the world he has wounded turn against him. He's discovering that the whirligig of time brings in his revenges. And like another old ruler, vain and volatile, who divided his kingdom and whose reign ended in ruin, Donald Trump is bellowing at the storm, raging at his enemies, raging into the night.
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The Pentagon Might Win the Lottery

But even $1.5 trillion won't solve its problems.

by Nancy A. Youssef

Wed, 17 Jun 2026




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


Given the challenges the Pentagon faces with Iran, Russia, China, and the southern border, one might assume that granting it $1.5 trillion--that's trillion, with a t--in annual funding could only strengthen America's overstretched military. "President Trump's historic defense budget guarantees that we keep our competitive edge across every sector," Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth says in a video posted on his Facebook page. But, much like the lottery winners who haul in megamillions and then see their lives deteriorate, that influx of funding could actually be the worst thing to happen to the Defense Department.

Such overwhelming abundance would allow the president and the Pentagon to postpone the hard strategic choices modern warfare requires. An administration flush with cash can afford the illusion that it can prepare simultaneously for every possible threat--large-scale war with China, attacks by terrorist groups, Russian land grabs in Europe, missile strikes from North Korea, maritime competition in the Arctic, asymmetric warfare with lesser powers--without deciding which missions to prioritize. The windfall would pay for the military to attempt to be everywhere without answering whether the military should be.

The current budget, which has cleared both the House and the Senate Armed Services Committees, calls for more than $1.15 trillion for personnel, weapons, and readiness, up from a $848-billion funding request last year. Separate legislation includes roughly $350 billion in additional funding and a still-unknown amount for the Iran war and to repair damaged U.S. facilities in the Middle East.

The sheer scale of the budget sets up the Pentagon to invest in multiyear contracts that it may struggle to fund in the future should there be less political appetite to spend like there are no limits. And if the budget passes and that elevated base number becomes a permanent fixture, the Pentagon will have to spend more every year than the GDP of 170-plus nations.

The White House argues that the spending surge is needed to modernize the military in a world filled with threats. Democrats have cast the spending, which would dedicate almost 16 percent of federal taxpayer dollars to defense, as a dangerous splurge at the expense of domestic priorities. Even some Republicans--particularly those facing competitive midterm races--have voiced unease over the $73 billion in cuts to nondefense spending that are also part of the package, including to education, energy, and housing.

The administration appears to have calculated that spending on defense instead of domestic programs is a necessary trade-off. During an Easter lunch at the White House shortly after the proposed budget was unveiled, Trump recalled telling the Office of Management and Budget Director Russell Vought, "Don't send any money for day care, because the United States can't take care of day care. That has to be up to a state ... We're fighting wars; we can't take care of day care."

That may not be what American voters want to hear amid skepticism about overseas military missions. An ABC News / Washington Post / Ipsos poll last month found that 61 percent of Americans believe that the decision to use military force in Iran was a mistake. The same poll found that 40 percent of adults feel they are not as well off financially as they were when Trump became president last year, up from 33 percent in February, just before the Iran war started. That war is supposed to end on Friday with the signing of a pact in Geneva that will tee up more comprehensive negotiations over the following 60 days. But at least for now, the U.S. military will remain in the Persian Gulf.

Ukraine and Iran have provided one common lesson about the future of warfare: the importance of asymmetry. In Ukraine, tanks--the backbone of 20th-century armies--have become sitting ducks for drones. Iran may have suffered more than 13,000 missile strikes, but Tehran can claim a victory of sorts from its ability to use cheap drones and fast boats to close the Strait of Hormuz.

Earlier this month, an Iranian drone costing less than $30,000 lodged itself between the two pilots of a $40 million Apache helicopter, leading to the chopper's crash. (The pilots were then rescued by a naval drone.) The U.S. and Israel often met Iran's cheap improvisation with multimillion-dollar missiles fired from air-defense systems designed to counter more sophisticated weaponry.

Read: The glaring oversight in the U.S. war plan

The proposed budget includes up to $75 billion for drones and autonomous systems that are central to fighting such an asymmetric conflict. But without a clear strategy, a flood of money allows the Pentagon to buy now and decide later what best defends the nation, a potentially wasteful approach. It could also allow the Pentagon to indulge its penchant for bespoke, high-end systems, instead of going for the sort of cheap, easily mass-produced drones that have proved so effective in Ukraine.

Defense hawks argue that because the U.S. is facing the greatest period of geopolitical instability since 1945, the imperative is to move boldly and quickly. "Is there a danger of waste? Yes. But does the geostrategic environment require us to sprint because China's PLA is sprinting? Absolutely," Bradley Bowman, a senior defense expert at the Foundation for Defense of Democracies, told me, referring to the People's Liberation Army.

The average U.S. Air Force aircraft is more than 30 years old, making the fleet the oldest in American history and older than many of the airmen at the controls. If Washington wants to deter a conflict over Taiwan or maintain freedom of navigation in the Pacific, the U.S. Navy needs more destroyers, submarines, and other assets--and the means to maintain them. (The budget proposal also calls for more than $65 billion for shipbuilding, a sharp increase from the previous year.) And the Iran war drained U.S. missile stockpiles at a rate that will take years to replenish. In the war's first few weeks, the U.S. fired roughly 1,000 Tomahawk missiles, but it can produce fewer than 100 annually, Mackenzie Eaglen, a defense-budget expert at the American Enterprise Institute, told me.

Some of the funding would be dedicated to costly traditional systems that already appear out of date before they've been built, such as a new Trump-class warship and a new generation of F-47 fighter aircraft (the 47 is a nod to Trump, America's 47th president). These may be luxuries that only an almost-unlimited budget would countenance.

"We are trying to be the dominant military even though that is no longer an option thanks to technology proliferation and commercialization," Bryan Clark, a defense expert at Hudson Institute, told me. "And we are also trying to be a more flexible military by fielding a wide array of autonomous systems. You can't have it both ways." He added: "The $1.5 trillion creates a false perception that you don't have to make any choices."

Clark wrote in a recent paper that the Pentagon itself needs to restructure to be more agile. Nimble is not a word usually used to describe the Pentagon. A 2024 Government Accountability Office report found that the Defense Department needs major digital transformation, including significant changes to processes, policies, the workforce, and technology, among other things.

Over the past year, the Pentagon has started addressing some of those shortcomings, partnering with defense-technology start-ups such as Integrate. In 2025, the Seattle-based company signed a five-year, $25-million contract with the Space Force to improve the management and coordination of space programs. "A lot of investment from the government is going into software to fix a long-running problem around securing real-time, continuous data to inform decision making," John Conafay, Integrate's chief executive, told me. But the Pentagon is not there yet. Would it not make sense to have better systems in place before even more money is fed in?

One problem that no amount of money can fix is political inertia. The administration's request is more than double the official amount the military spent in 2022 and represents a more than 40 percent increase over 2026. But the Pentagon has not always received its funding predictably, making long-term planning and weapons procurement difficult. From 2010 through 2021, the Defense Department started the fiscal year under continuing resolutions--temporary funding measures--for 11 of those 12 years, according to the Government Accountability Office.

The result was a boom-and-bust cycle. Periods of constrained funding were followed by major spending increases, which in turn allowed administrations and Congress to avoid trade-offs and to fund a wide range of programs instead.

At the same time, presidents from both parties have promised to slim down defense spending only to change course once in office. President Biden promised a less militarized foreign policy, one that worked for the middle class. But by the end of his term, he had sent billions of dollars in weapons to Ukraine and Israel and conducted strikes on Iranian-backed groups. Trump promised to focus on threats at the border, to keep U.S. forces out of the Middle East, and to force European allies to take more responsibility for their own defense. But the second Trump administration has so far conducted strikes in Venezuela, Iran, Syria, Nigeria, Iraq, Somalia, and Yemen, with another potential campaign in Cuba. For all the promises to streamline the use of force, "everybody uses the military nonstop," Eaglen told me.

Read: So this is what 'America First' looks like

Congress has struggled to pin down the costs of Trump's most recent use of the military. Only after being asked several times did Jules Hurst, the acting Pentagon comptroller, tell lawmakers at a hearing in May that the price of the Iran war to that point was $29 billion. (By comparison, the entire State Department and other international programs' annual budget request was $35.6 billion, a roughly 30 percent cut from a year ago.)

The administration has been unwilling to share other key details with lawmakers or the public about the war's effects, including civilian casualties, the deployment of munitions, and the stress on the thousands of personnel rushed to the region. During last week's markup of the defense budget, Democrats on the Senate Armed Services Committee pushed for additional transparency. But the upshot is that the White House is asking Congress for unspecified billions for a war Congress wasn't asked to approve and has largely been kept in the dark about--perhaps not the healthiest environment for the Pentagon to receive record funding.

A 2020 Swedish study of thousands of lottery winners over two decades found that winners were generally happier, because money can buy greater security. But the study also found that huge influxes of money seldom led to a fundamental change in a winner's mental state. The Pentagon may have drawn a winning ticket, but that's unlikely to be enough unless it can change the way it thinks, and solve its deeper problems.
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Photos: The Passion of World Cup Fans

The 2026 World Cup is under way, and fans around the world are gathering in stadiums, pubs, and even churches--both at home and in the three host countries--to cheer for their teams and ride the emotional roller coasters as they watch.

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 17 Jun 2026


A fan cheers before a press conference announcing Brazil's 26-player squad for the 2026 FIFA World Cup in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, on May 18, 2026. (Daniel Ramalho / Xinhua / Getty)




An aerial view of football fans gathered to watch the 2026 FIFA World Cup Group D match between Australia and Turkey on a giant screen in the 2,000-year-old historic Antiphellos theater, in the Kas district of Antalya, Turkey, on June 14, 2026. The actual match took place at the BC Place Stadium in Vancouver, Canada. (Talip Demirci / Anadolu / Getty)




In Arlington, Texas, Japan fans cheer in the stands during the Group F match between Netherlands and Japan at Dallas Stadium on June 14, 2026. (Charlotte Wilson / Getty)




In Kansas City, Missouri, fans of Argentina, one of whom wears a llama costume, cheer outside Kansas City Stadium before the Group J match between Argentina and Algeria on June 16, 2026. (Steph Chambers / FIFA / Getty)




A figurine of the baby Jesus is dressed in a jersey of the Mexican national team and arranged at the Metropolitan Cathedral, where fans visit and pray for their team to advance in the 2026 FIFA World Cup, in Mexico City, Mexico, on June 16, 2026. (Quetzalli Nicte-Ha / Reuters)




In Los Angeles, fans of Team USA celebrate after their team's first goal during the Group D match against Paraguay, at Los Angeles Stadium, on June 12, 2026. (Matt McNulty / FIFA / Getty)




Fans arrive for the FIFA World Cup match between Belgium and Egypt at Seattle Stadium on June 15, 2026. (Paul Christian Gordon / ZUMA Press Wire / Reuters)




In Los Angeles, Mexico fans at a watch party at the Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum celebrate a goal scored by Julian Quinones during the match between Mexico and South Africa on opening day of the tournament, on June 11, 2026. (Apu Gomes / AFP via Getty)




In Mexico City, Mexico, fans cheer for their team during a match against South Africa in Estadio Azteca on June 11, 2026. (Hannah McKay / Reuters)




In Arlington, Texas, a sea of Netherlands fans gather around the double-decker Dutch Orange Bus as they prepare to leave from Choctaw Stadium and make their way to the match against Team Japan at Dallas Stadium on June 14, 2026. (Tom Fox / The Dallas Morning News / Getty)




A Canada fan arrives ahead of the World Cup 2026 Group B match between Canada and Bosnia and Herzegovina at Toronto Stadium on June 12, 2026, in Toronto, Ontario. (Joosep Martinson / FIFA / Getty)




In Zapopan, Mexico, a fan of Team South Korea poses before the Group A match between South Korea and the Czech Republic at the Guadalajara Stadium on June 11, 2026. (Ulises Ruiz / AFP / Getty)




Scotland's Tartan Army marches to Boston's Fenway Park for a Scottish celebration at a Red Sox game, a day after Team Scotland defeated Haiti in a Group C World Cup match at Boston Stadium, on June 14, 2026. (Bob Dechiara / Imagn Images / Reuters)




Brazil fans react in front of a video screen on Copacabana beach in Rio de Janeiro, as they watch their team play against on Morocco at New York New Jersey Stadium on June 13, 2026. (Tita Barros / Reuters)




Bangladeshi fans of Team Argentina watch the Group J match between Argentina and Algeria on a giant screen in Dhaka, Bangladesh, on June 17, 2026. (Kazi Salahuddin Razu / NurPhoto / Getty)




A fan of Team Curacao, seen inside Houston Stadium before a match against Team Germany, on June 14, 2026 (Phil Noble / Reuters)




Fans of Argentina celebrate after the World Cup match between Argentina and Algeria on June 16, 2026, in Kansas City. (Joel Marklund / Bildbyran / Reuters)




Football fans watch the World Cup Group E match between Germany and Curacao in a church in Bad Cannstatt in Stuttgart, Germany on June 14, 2026. (Thomas Niedermueller / Getty)




Fans of Team Iran smile for a photo before the World Cup Group G soccer match against New Zealand in Inglewood, California, on June 15, 2026. (Andre Penner / AP)




In Los Angeles, fans of Team USA watching the match at the FIFA Fan Festival at the Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum cheer after the U.S. scored its first goal in the World Cup match against Paraguay on June 12, 2026. (Mario Tama / Getty)




In Miami Gardens, Florida, a Team Uruguay fan cheers before the match against Saudi Arabia at Miami Stadium on June 15, 2026. (Amanda Perobelli / Reuters)




A fan of Team South Africa cheers for their team during the 2026 World Cup Group A football match agains Mexico at Mexico City Stadium on June 11, 2026. (Alfredo Estrella / AFP / Getty)




In Kansas City, Missouri, fans cheer with Argentina's Lionel Messi as he celebrates scoring the team's first goal against Algeria at Kansas City Stadium on June 16, 2026. (Denny Medley / Imagn Images / Reuters)
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Cuba Is Collapsing. Will Trump Invade?

The CNN international correspondent Patrick Oppmann on Trump's fixation on Cuba, the current state of the Cuban government, and what happens next. Plus: J. D. Vance's presidential aspirations, and <em>Othello</em>.

by David Frum

Wed, 17 Jun 2026




Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube

In this episode of "The David Frum Show," The Atlantic's David Frum opens with his thoughts on Trump's new Iran deal and how it affects the future of the Republican Party and J. D. Vance's presidential aspirations. David discusses the predicament that Vance finds himself in as the administration's most vocal Iran War skeptic.

Then, David is joined by CNN's Patrick Oppmann, who has been reporting from Cuba since 2012. Patrick and David discuss the current state of the country, the pressure that the Trump administration is putting on the ruling regime, and whether or not America will invade Cuba.

Finally, David ends the episode with a discussion of Shakespeare's Othello and how ancient plays can emancipate readers from some of their modern prejudices.

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 Patrick Oppmann, the CNN bureau chief in Havana, and we will be talking about the horrific energy and economic crisis on the island of Cuba. My literary discussion this week will be the play Othello, and I'll be offering some thoughts on how ancient plays can emancipate us from some of our modern prejudices.

But before either the dialogue or the literary discussion, some opening thoughts on the news of a looming or apparent agreement or cease-fire, maybe some kind of deal, between the United States and Iran. I'm not going to talk about the specifics of that deal, which remain a little murky as I record this program. I want to talk instead about one of the characters who's coming out of this war possibly a big winner and possibly a big loser, and that is Vice President J. D. Vance.

Now, Vance has played the Iran war very much with an eye to his future political career. He talks more to the press than many people do in the Trump administration, where a lot of people talk a lot to the press. He has let it be known that he was a very loyal supporter of President Trump's, of course, but a big skeptic about the war. And because there's a gathering consensus that the war did not end well for the United States, this position of "loyal but skeptical" looks like the sweet spot for an opportunistic political actor to land.

But there's a problem that he's got, which is that other people in the administration, including maybe some potential rivals, have noticed that he's in the sweet spot and are determined to move him out of the sweet spot by making him the face of the deal. That he's going to be the person who's going to have to travel to sign the deal, and he's on TV presenting and defending the deal, including some of its pretty shocking elements, like rumors or reports of a massive fund for Iranian reconstruction if certain conditions are met. And J. D. Vance is on TV having to defend what I think to many Americans would seem a pretty amazing outcome to this war, if that is the outcome to the war.

Vance's predicament is a severe one, and I wanna think about it with you together today. One of the things that has happened under this war is Trump's popularity has taken such a shock that all this earlier talk in the first year that Trump would in some unconstitutional way reach for a third term as president--violating the Constitution and the constitutional amendments that limited the terms after the presidency of Franklin Delano Roosevelt--that third-term talk looks pretty tinny at this point. Trump is with his approval in the mid- to upper 30s, with cracks in his own coalition. He's not in a position to try to seek the third term. If he were to find some gap or loophole in the Constitution that allowed him to try, he would surely be in terrible trouble, and anyway, the Constitution is ironclad, and he's not gonna find his party very eager to help the author of the Iran war find some way to run three times.

So in that sense, J. D. Vance is ahead. And he has reason to feel pretty good about his position in the order of things. Of the 50 [people] who have served as vice president--Vance is the 50th--15 became president. So you have to like those odds. But it's worth noting--and this takes us back to the deeper problem that Vance faces, and gives us some deeper inklings about the American political future--of the 15 vice presidents who became president, nine succeeded because the president died in office or resigned from office. Of the other six who won office on their own, that is, there was some kind of electoral transition after the presidency in which they had served, they became president by means of some kind of election, three--John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, and [Martin] Van Buren--served in the very different circumstances of the American party system before the Civil War.

Since the Civil War, same-party electoral succession has become very difficult. We've got one case since the Civil War of a vice president coming to the presidency of the same party by means of an election. And that one occasion, [George] H. W. Bush succeeding Ronald Reagan, was in circumstances where, well, Reagan was just enormously popular. When Reagan left office at the end of 1988, he had an approval rating in the low 60s, which is a dozen points better than Trump's best number in either of Trump's terms, and almost 25 points above where Trump is now.

Now, other vice presidents have become president by means of election after a lapse. Richard Nixon, Eisenhower's vice president, ran in 1960, lost, tried again in '68, and won. Joe Biden, President Obama's vice president, was discouraged from running in 2016, ran in 2020, and won with an interval. And maybe Vance has something like that in mind. But his problem, if he wants to run in 2028, is: He's dealing with this massively unpopular presidency.

The secret of Trump's power has been that Trump has had this extraordinary dominance over his political party. He's an enormously popular figure within a segment of American society. But he's paid for that power over his party by weakness in the country, and that has been a persistent problem through two presidential terms.

Now, Vance doesn't even have that kind of power over the party. He's the leader of a faction within the party--the faction that is more authoritarian, more ideological, more nationalist, more chauvinist, more isolationist. That doesn't represent all Republicans. It represents some. And he's paying for that power within a faction by being mistrusted in the party. And that's why, if I'm right that he's being shoved out there to be the face of the Iran deal, that's why someone is doing that shoving.

It's a reminder that there is nothing magical about what Donald Trump has done to American society. It's not because of some deep connection that he has with the American people that he's able to do all the things he's done--both the few good, the many bad--and has been able to engage in these extraordinary acts of plunder and spectacle and self-aggrandizement, including turning the 250th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence into a "me, me, me, celebrate me" party. He's done it all by a grip on a party that is now cracking up, and a grip that is now slackening. And those who were his successors, who are trying to repeat the same trick, are going to find themselves doing it under even more adverse circumstances, and with even less basis.

So American politics is maybe coming back to life. There is real room for possibility in the future that we can see opening up after the failure of the Iran war. In many ways, Trump's failure in Iran opens the way to a new kind of future for America. It's a terrible price, both for the Iranians and for the American people to pay, to liberate themselves and to restore more normal kinds of government. But the weakness of the most likely successor to Donald Trump is a harbinger of something very different coming, maybe not so far away for the American future.

And now my dialogue with Patrick Oppmann.

[Music]

Frum: Patrick Oppmann has reported for more than a decade from one of the most closed societies on Earth. He is CNN's Havana bureau chief. He moved to Havana in 2012 and has been there ever since. Lately, he's been chronicling the island's deepening energy crisis and the desperation that crisis is producing.

Before that, he covered the largest anti-government protest since the revolution, the 2016 death of Fidel Castro, and the 2014 restoration of diplomatic ties between Washington and Havana. Patrick, thank you so much for joining The David Frum Show today.

Patrick Oppmann: Hello from Havana. Great to be with you.

Frum: Well, let me start by asking about that. Not only is it one of the most closed societies on Earth, but it's now one of the most energy-pressed, economically pressed societies on Earth. How do you possibly do television reporting from Cuba under today's circumstances? How do you do your job?

Oppmann: You know, it's never been easy. And we're getting to a level where I think it's soon gonna be impossible because, you know, you need to have power. You need to have gasoline in your car. I have so much more resources than just about anybody else on this island, and yet if there's no gasoline, there's no gasoline. So if you can find it these days, it's maybe $9 a liter on the black market. That's $300 to fill up your car. Try getting that through your accounting department. But you're lucky if you can find it, frankly. If someone has gasoline, you immediately buy it.

Power goes out; internet is constantly down. With the Cuban government, there's only one cell-phone provider in the country, because that's how they manage to keep control. But when that cell-phone provider goes down, then there's no data. So you are spending longer and longer periods where you don't have any connectivity, which is very worrying as a journalist. And then you have other periods where you just don't have any power for hours, sometimes an entire day, and it's not something you can predict or really plan your life around. So, that gets tricky.

I live here with my family, our four kids. We try to keep them in good shape, and it's just getting harder and harder. Of course, for the Cuban people, their life has gone really from bad to worse in just a period of a few months, and you're seeing a desperation that you didn't see before. On the flip side--people have become a lot more blunt in their criticisms of the government and feel they have nothing left to lose, which makes it a fascinating time to be here.

Frum: So I don't wanna give short change at all to the sufferings of the Cuban people, and we'll return to that. But I want to sort of bust the frame of the box a little bit first, just so we understand how the information that you provide us through your amazing reporting on CNN, how it is that we are able to see and hear from you. I want to keep focused on that. How do we see and hear from you? Do you arrive with satchels full of dollar bills, and that's how you get your work done? How do you get money into the country? Is there a banking system?

Oppmann: There's no banking system anymore, per se. And I think after the latest sanctions, which have been very targeted, have been very effective, what was left of the banking system will simply cease to exist. Because no bank anywhere in the world is really gonna want to touch Cuba these days, because it is such a radioactive country.

So we are doing it very much the old-school style of satchels of money coming in, and we have a local staff here that we, of course, want to pay. And you just get to problems, and you get together with the other journalists here, and you say, "How are you resolving this?" And a lot of times there's no solution now.

So if you live in a country where the government decides who gets internet and how fast it is, there's no workaround to that. And obviously they don't allow Starlinks and things like that in this country. So there are just levels of complexity. And, you know, we've had days where you spend an entire night just trying to send that video out that your show wants right away. And the internet will collapse, the power goes down, and it's a lot of those logistical problems that you pull your hair out over. And yet, at the end of the day, other than getting on a plane or a boat, there's really nothing you can do. You just have to sort of be creative and be one step ahead. I have solar panels in my house now. I have batteries. We're trying to do the same for my office. When the power goes out, we're six flights up in our building, so I've done those stairs too many times. Which is not a bad thing, necessarily. But it is just a level of complexity now that I don't think anyone's ever experienced.

And people who've come to Cuba say, Oh, it's always been tough. You know, there's no gasoline for tourists now. We were filming the other day at a line just for tourist cars, which are a specific category. And those people are waiting a full day in a gas line because there's no gas to be had.

Sometimes I get a request for a story, and I say, Okay, but we might use up the last of our gas on this. Are you sure this is what we wanna spend that on? And so it becomes kind of picking and choosing which stories you can do. They're all great stories, but if you do this one, then you might not be able to do that one. You always wanna have a quarter tank of gas if you have to get to the office in the middle of the night because something comes up. You know, this is a country that is facing U.S. military threats, so you have to keep making plans. How is that gonna unfold? What's that look like? How will you do your best job to cover it? But also knowing that we may be here and just may not be able to cover it as we would in another country because you don't have different internet providers; you don't have the banking system like you mentioned. I think we'll probably run out of gas before anything like that happens.

And you can have an electric car, which people do. But then if there's no power, then you can't charge your electric car, electric motorcycle. When the big day comes, I might be riding a bike to work. So, those are the kinds of things you try to think out and plan.

But I've come to the realization--at this point, there's only so much you can do. Even with all the resources that CNN has, there's only so much you can do. There's only so much planning. It's gonna unfold the way it's gonna unfold.

Frum: Well, when you mention those resources, that raises a question. Is personal safety any kind of issue? I mean, you have access to things that so many people in Cuba do not have. There does seem to be a breakdown of some kinds of law and order on the island. Do you have to worry about any kind of organized or disorganized violence? Or predation against you or the people you are responsible for?

Oppmann: You hear a lot of stories now. So I recently had my car broken into. They were trying to steal the gasoline, and little did they know that I was on fumes at that point. But they smashed the window, and they couldn't quite get the gas tank open. And so I had to deal with getting a Cuban police officer to my house. They didn't have gasoline either, and all these headaches. And one thing the rental-car company told me is that they have this epidemic of crime where people break into your house, they get underneath the car, and then they drill a hole to siphon out the gasoline that way. And you think, What an insane crime to do. And yet gasoline being so rare and worth what it is here, of course, people have nothing left to lose. It's worth it for them to do.

But you also have this breakdown in society where the Cuban police just seem like they care less and less. They're making maybe $10 a month when you take the Cuban peso to the black-market rate, and you can't live off that. So everyone's just barely squeaking by. People are not really doing their jobs anymore. But then, maybe they just don't have the fuel to do their job.

So, the day of my car getting broken into--which is a very small event, but certainly was a warning bell for me--we had to go find the police officer, bring him to our house, give him some coffee. I gave him some cookies with his coffee, and he said, Oh, this is the first thing I had to eat today. Thank you. He filled out the police report. Then we went and got the window replaced, because there was a lot full of broken cars because so many cars had become broken into. So before, this was a police state--and the only benefit of that was no one dared to commit crimes, particularly against a foreigner. And now you hear about it on an increasingly alarming basis where, because we have something, and if someone else has nothing then they are gonna be perhaps willing to try and take that. And they also for the first time realize there may not be any consequences.

But even more tragically than that, you see people eating trash now. You didn't see that before. You see kids going through trash now. You didn't see that before. You see people openly begging on the streets. I mean, the police wouldn't have allowed at stoplights that kind of thing, wouldn't have allowed [it] in the past. So it is a country that is breaking down more and more each day. And you see signs of that in a way you didn't just weeks ago, each day.

Frum: One last question about you. Are you able to work in freedom? Are you under any kind of censorship or restriction? When you talk to people, do you feel like there might be repercussions for the people you interview if you talk to them?

Oppmann: There absolutely could be repercussions for the people that talk to me. I'm always so impressed, and I value so much when someone speaks to me openly. Because I don't know if I would have that courage, and people more and more are speaking to me openly. We go out to protests, and people there talk to us. People who are blaming their own government more than they blame the United States government for the situation this country is in--which is striking because, of course, the U.S. has played a role in wrecking Cuba's economy too. But increasingly you hear people saying, But our government could have done this. Our government could have opened up the economy more. They could have liberalized more, and that's really why we are where we are. And so, I always appreciate it when people are brave enough to speak to me.

We don't have any censorship. We wouldn't operate in that kind of environment. Certainly the government in the past has kicked out foreign journalists, and they could do so in my case. They haven't. Not yet. But that is really not a concern for me when, like you, I have colleagues that are working in war zones in much tougher situations.

It is difficult here. It is concerning about what's gonna happen next. How much more will this country break down? We've seen in previous years people take to the sea if they lose all hope. There's been a long history of political violence here that sort of ended with the revolution, but over times has cropped up again. But it is a country on the breaking point, and we just don't know how that's gonna manifest itself. If there will be a U.S. military intervention. If people will just try to flee to Florida, even though it's obviously an administration in Washington that's not gonna accept any refugees. But at this point, what you hear from people every day is they have nothing left to lose.

Our building is in the same building with the Spanish consulate, and every morning to get into the building I have to fight my way through. It feels a little bit like Casablanca, where people are just doing anything they can to get a visa to any country that will take them, because they feel that there's no future for them left here. And at this point, if you're Cuban and you're sitting in your house, there's no power, your food is spoiling, and you know if you go out and protest the government will probably lock you up for a long time. And so the answer that most people have arrived at is: It's just time to get out of here, however you can.

Frum: Now let's shift the camera to the plight of the people that you've been giving us so many wonderfully vivid advanced glimpses of. A lot of the reporting on the American side emphasizes that there's kind of a break in January of 2026 with the seizure of Nicolas Maduro. Oil shipments from Venezuela cease to Cuba. And that is presented, in much of the American reporting, as a decisive moment. From your point of view, having been there so long, was this going off the cliff in January? Or is this a more of a long, gradual slide leading up to the crisis of this year?

Oppmann: You're absolutely right that there was a long, gradual slide. I think ever since Raul Castro sort of retired--he's not involved so much with the day-to-day--you've had a government that's kind of been frozen and has not been willing to lead to the economic reforms. Certainly, there haven't been any political reforms. But there were some economic reforms happening under Raul Castro. He allowed private businesses to expand their purview, have more employees. Cubans didn't have cell phones before Raul Castro, or internet in their homes. You know, such basic things around the world that everyone else takes for granted, but people didn't have that here.

And then you had a government that came in, and because it was a younger generation, there's really been some doubt about how much they're really running. Is it the Cuban military that's really running the country? Is it the Cuban president, Miguel Diaz-Canel? He has not made many sweeping reforms, any sweeping reforms. He doesn't seem like a very decisive leader at this point. And so things have been frozen, and so that has been the slow, gradual decline of ... they could have done so much more. If they'd just done the reforms they promised, we'd be in a better position. But the most basic reforms seem to require years of discussion and back-and-forth and watering down.

And then you had this really amazing moment where the U.S. did go in [to apprehend Maduro], despite the Cubans guarding him. They were the last line of defense--and 32 Cuban soldiers, intelligence officials, were essentially massacred trying to protect Maduro. And the U.S. seized him, took him out. Completely changed the paradigm in Venezuela, in that they have a government there that seems to go along with just about everything they demand of them--but also has completely cut off Cuba from these oil shipments were the lifeblood of the economy here, kept the government going. You know, some experts say the Cuban government even resold some of that oil; that that was one of their main sources of income.

But certainly, that was the oil that kept things going here. And the Cuban government was sending thousands, if not tens of thousands, of doctors to Venezuela as part of this really unusual agreement of sending medical personnel, intelligence officials, sports trainers for so much oil. You know, billions of dollars' worth of oil over the years. That got cut off. There's been one shipment of oil, it's been Russian oil, in the course of this year.

So, there have been times here, even though Cuba produces some of its oil, it's not nearly enough. And we've had days, if not weeks, where you just cannot find any gas; where the power is off more than it's on. And the situation is certainly getting worse, not better.

I think the psychological impact of that raid on Venezuela as well for Cubans, it showed that their soldiers were not up to the level of what the government has always told them they were. That they really couldn't contend with the U.S. and U.S. Special Forces' much more sophisticated weaponry and tactics.

And then, as well, that the leadership in Venezuela, which is still a Chavista leadership, Maduro's closest allies, that they turned their back on Cuba literally overnight. And that the rest of the region, if not the rest of the world, has essentially decided to say, "Okay, you know, this is a government we told..." The Vietnamese have come here, the Russians have come here. They've suggested things the Cuban government could do, reforms they could do, business ventures they could do. And they just don't happen, for whatever reason. There's an inertia here that is so strong, a bureaucracy here that is so strong, in one of the last communist governments in the world.

And the Cuban government would say, "Well, we've maintained control, so that shows we've done the right things." But they're losing control at this point, and there's a deep, deep level of dissatisfaction--even among people that I know who have been supporting the government out of nationalism, out of pride for being Cuban, for many, many years. They look and say, This government has made so many mistakes. And they essentially bet the entire country's economy on tourism. That has failed. There's no tourists to be found at this point.

And then, as well, they were so dependent on Venezuelan oil. They didn't diversify into solar or wind or other energy sources, and that they really thought this very improbable agreement with Venezuela was gonna last forever. And then in January, with that raid on Nicolas Maduro, poof, it was gone.

Frum: Weren't they also getting a lot of aid from Claudia Sheinbaum's Mexico, at least last year? Has that stopped too?

Oppmann: They were. They were. And it was a similar type agreement; not as much as Venezuela. Venezuela was disrupted with some of the sanctions on them. But Claudia Sheinbaum, and before her [Andres Manuel] Lopez Obrador, in Mexico, they are of that left wing of Latin American politics where they sort of look at Cuba as an example still. It's really kind of a dying view, but Claudia Sheinbaum was sending aid. But that was such an easy one for [U.S. Secretary of State] Marco Rubio, when Mexico's economy is so dependent on the U.S.

And so that was really quite an easy one for someone who's been a lifelong opponent of the Cuban government, like Marco Rubio, to essentially say, You know, you keep doing this--of giving oil, which has not been very popular with the Mexican populace, because it's hundreds of millions of dollars of oil per shipment. And so I think it almost gave her an out, because she sent some food shipments.

There's no naval blockade off Cuba right now that prevents any oil shipments from coming in. But I think a lot of governments know that they're not gonna get paid for it, because the Cuban government has debts around the world. But, as well, it's gonna invite the wrath of the Trump government, Trump administration, and they don't wanna do that. So I think a lot of these governments are kind of happy to have the excuse, or accepting the excuse, of, If we get involved in this, it's going to really infuriate the Trump administration, and there'll be consequences.

But on top of that, it's throwing good money after bad. We're not gonna get paid. This seems to be very much a government that essentially has very few resources, is bankrupt. We are seeing the few companies who are doing business here fleeing en masse every day.

Frum: I want to ask you--this is a kind of grim question, but about gradations of misery. And we're going to have to be a little clinical about this, and without forgetting that there are real human beings that we're talking about here who are suffering all kinds of deprivation.

But there are differences between being impoverished, being hungry, being in famine conditions. Are people getting new clothes once a year or never? Can you give us a sense of--you mentioned children rooting in the garbage looking for something. Is that a pervasive phenomenon? Do most people get sufficient calories, even if the food is unattractive? Or is there really a calorie deficiency, as well as everything else?

Oppmann: The great Cuban writer Leonardo Padura used to say, We don't get to choose what we eat, but no one goes hungry.

Under the Communist system, they sort of made the food they had available, and you would eat pork until you were so bored of it, or rice and beans, that kind of thing. None of that is available anymore. People might get one meal a day. You see people that you haven't seen in a while, and they've clearly lost weight. If you take someone out for lunch, it's a Cuban friend, they'll look at the menu and say, My goodness, every dish on the menu is worth more than I make in a month, if they have a state job. And so, if it were not for Cuban family members abroad sending back food, sending back money however they can, this island would have already collapsed.

And one of the great ironies of what's taken place here is that the people who fled--that Fidel Castro cursed as they left, called them worms--they're the ones who are supporting not only their family members, but through the money they spend here, the government. And it's the Cuban exiles that want to have change. And so you've seen kind of a campaign in Miami and other places of Stop sending your relatives food and money, because it'll be better to have this collapse in the short term. Well, of course, if it's your mother or your grandmother or your kids that you're supporting, people are gonna continue to send whatever aid they can.

But when I first started coming here 30 years ago, people were poor, but they were not miserable. Now you see misery, and you see increased poverty, and you see people that don't have power, that don't have water. All the basic services that a government should provide are no longer provided here.

There used to be a very strong ration-book system, where they gave you tons of sugar, tons of cooking oil, rice and beans, cigarettes sometimes. But things you could trade here. And now people don't get anything through the ration book, hardly. This is a government that has collapsed in all but name.

They would take issue with that. They would say, We're still in charge here. But the basic things that a government needs to provide, like picking up trash, they don't do anymore. There's trash all throughout the city, which used to be the Paris of the Caribbean. It's just drowning in trash, which, of course, creates flies and mosquitoes and other things. But every day I see people rooting through the trash, something you would never see before. Regular people looking for something to eat. You see women holding children in the street, just knocking on your window, and that's something the government wouldn't have allowed before. Now they really don't have a choice.

So we have not seen these massive breakdowns in times past, where people take to the sea in the rafts because they have nothing left to lose, and things have gotten that bad. But we have seen people go out at night and protest with pots and pans--something the government doesn't allow here, but they at this point haven't cracked down on.

And you hear about towns outside of Havana that might go two or three days without any power. And particularly in the summer months now, as we're getting into the hotter months, it's just misery. And people go out and sleep outside, and they get eaten by mosquitoes. And this is a very educated population, a very proud population, and everyone will tell you this is kind of the worst period they can ever remember experiencing in their lives.

Frum: Well, let me ask you a bookended pair of questions about the relationship between the government and the people. So on the one hand, the world now offers many examples, not many, but examples of Communist regimes--China, Vietnam--that have opened their economy and generated prosperity without sharing power, political power, with the population. That they've discovered all the apparatus of repression can be retained even as you make the economy work better. Why did Cuba not succeed in that direction?

And then the second bookend is as the people are immiserated, do these protests. Is there any sign that they are converting into an actual political movement? A demand for real change or overthrow of the government, or radical change in the government and the bringing in of a new kind of political system?

Oppmann: So the first question, which is something; the Vietnamese and the Chinese have come and apparently been their toughest critics. We know everything you're doing is not gonna work, because we did it. And this is what you need to do, and you have a short window to do this. I always think about Raul Castro sort of trying to bring in Cuba for a landing, and he clearly wasn't able to. But Raul Castro would bring up all these examples of Vietnam, of how Cuba sent their experts, after the war with the U.S., to teach them how to grow coffee. And now Cuba is importing coffee from Vietnam. It doesn't make sense. They brought Vietnamese experts to teach Cubans how to grow rice--something Cubans are more than capable of if they had a government that was able to open up their agricultural sector and allow people to, like, import a tractor. Which they can't do. Or import seed, which they cannot do. They have to do all that through the government. The government doesn't have any money, and you know the end result.

So there's a lot of frustration here among supporters of the government. Look what China's done. Look what Vietnam has done. The government officials that I talk to say, Well, they didn't have their largest enemy right off their coasts. There's a lot more they could have done here, and just because of inertia, bureaucracy, they didn't do.

But I also think it's a matter of control. In Vietnam and China, they made a conscious decision. Some people--and we'll make it that they're loyal people--but they're gonna get rich. And they will have thousands of employees. They will have a power center. And every now and then we'll have to arrest somebody for being too overtly corrupt. But we're gonna allow people to get richer. The government here has not crossed that Rubicon of allowing people to be successful.

To this day, now, if you're Cuban and you want to own a hotel, you can't do it in your own country. I know Cubans who do it outside of Cuba. You can have a limit of only, like, 200 employees. I had a great quote from someone recently where they said, You know, if Steve Jobs had been born in Cuba, he would still be working in his garage. And it's true. If you have these limitations on how big you can grow, and no contract you sign with the government can be enforced, and at any point the government could come in and say, Oh, you've gotten too big.

It happens all the time. And that's not what we envisioned. You're too successful. It's more of a danger in this country if you're a businessperson to be too successful than to be unsuccessful. People are worried if their business gets too big here, because they could get shut down. Or someone from the government says, Oh, I'm gonna take that over. And then they run it into the ground is what inevitably happens.

So, there has to be this decision, change in mentality at the top here. Where they look and say, People who are in private business are not the enemy; they're actually helping us. And there's still a lot of suspicion, because the people at the top here--they were prepared for a world where the Soviet Union was gonna win the Cold War. That's what they grew up thinking was gonna happen. And so they still haven't assimilated the lessons of Vietnam and China that you can open up, but you have to give up some control of your economy. They say, to this day, private businesses, private enterprises are gonna be complementary to the Cuban economy. The heart of the Cuban economy will still be the state-run enterprises, all of which are incredibly inefficient, don't work, provide terrible service. And so you wonder how that could lead to a prosperous economy. It can't.

On the protests: You know, the government here has been very effective here in making sure anybody who could possibly be an opposition leader is either tossed in jail or, more often than not, encouraged to leave the country or forced to leave the country. And so that is what happened. You don't really have a leadership here. I think, as well, a lot of the people who are opposition figures, they look more to Miami, rather than their own internal population, because that's where the money might come from.

It's striking that you have people going out and protesting--but they don't really have a leadership, and what they're doing right now is they're just trying to get the lights turned on in their neighborhood, water perhaps delivered to their neighborhood. People are exhausted here. They're living day to day. No one's really thinking down the road, the future. And they also know that if they start calling for political changes, that's gonna probably lead to exile or a jail cell. But within the political system, there's absolutely no room, that I can see at least, for dissent, for advocating for change.

Things seem very much frozen, politically. You know, if you've risen your whole life to have a job here where the power's not cut to your house, where you have food in your fridge, why would you wanna change anything? You don't wanna change things. You're the 1 percent.

Frum: Why do the police and the security services obey if they're not being paid, or not being paid in any way that allows them to buy anything?

Oppmann: Before, they would have advantages. They would get a box of chicken, usually that comes from the U.S. They might get a little gasoline now--but all those little sort of side things they got that made them better off than their neighbors are rapidly vanishing. And so I think maybe there's some loyalty; maybe there's fear that If I'm the first to speak out, what will happen to me? But, I think the day we see a police officer take off his uniform and throw it down in anger, then that's it for them. They still have a very effective apparatus that goes from on high, in terms of making sure the military is loyal, to that the cop on the street corner is loyal.

But what we're seeing on the neighborhood level--because I live in a neighborhood with Cuban neighbors--is there's more and more crime taking place, and the police aren't doing anything about that. They're only really reacting when there's protests and something that will get the government's attention. It's almost like the government has sort of given up on crime. And thankfully guns aren't widespread here. There isn't, at this point, a widespread drug problem or organized crime, but what you just have is kind of a relentless petty crime. And people have learned, one, they have the desperation to drive them to do it, but also they've learned that there are no consequences.

So that is one of the things that absolutely concerns me, as someone who has gas in my tank or money in my pocket. Am I gonna be a target? And I certainly, now, when you go out at night and the power could be off in all of Havana, and it gives you pause about where you go and what you do. You certainly take much more care now. It's always been one of the safest cities in Latin America, and you can feel that changing on a day-to-day basis.

Frum: Let's shift now to the U.S.-Cuba relationship. A tense relationship; a lot of a lot of accusations back and forth. Do you feel that some kind of direct U.S. intervention is imminent? Is the United States looking for a slow squeeze under Trump and Secretary of State Rubio? Or are they imagining some kind of Venezuelan solution, where they do a deal with some elements of the regime to, without changing the nature of the regime, to bring it more into an American orbit?

Oppmann: This is the question that I spend all my day thinking about. That everyone I get together with, for a meal or drink or cigar, whatever, talks about. It's the one conversation everyone is having on Cuba, at all different levels of society.

Certainly the Trump administration has threatened to do what you said, the military solution. And it's hard to see how that just wouldn't lead to an outright collapse of the government, if not society, here. Even if they just started striking military bases, military targets; there are not many at this point. But it would be incredibly disrupting. And I don't think you can discount anything at this point. Donald Trump has said, Well, what if I just put an aircraft carrier off the coast? And everyone saw this aircraft carrier. What would the reaction be? 

The Cuban government is certainly planning for this. They've spent, ever since the Bay of Pigs invasion, they've spent decades telling people an invasion is coming. People stopped believing in it 'til now. They're taking preparations. They call it "the war of the entire populace"--sort of a Vietnam-style resistance where they arm everybody and they're putting people through military training. Every week they release videos of kind of the latest provincial action. You look at some of the weapons they're using, they are older than either of us. They are early days of the Cuban Revolution, you know, weapons that came from the Soviet Union. There was one video where they're pulling an anti-aircraft weapon with oxen.

So, it is not a pretty picture when you match the military might of the United States up against what remains of the Cuban military--which used to be one of the strongest in the region but has fallen on hard times, like anything else here.

And I think there's just a general apathy. Whereas before, Fidel Castro was this young leader who was so inspirational. There's no figure like that today. More and more you hear people say, Let's just get it over with. If it were gonna happen, let it happen tomorrow--so the suffering can end, and we can begin to rebuild this country, and Cuban exiles could come back and reinvest, and people would see some change at last in their lifetimes.

I think what's more likely is the slow squeeze, what you mentioned. Just wait for them to completely run out of power; cause mass protests to take place, if that's still possible. Because of course, as long as the military and the police are loyal to the government, protests really don't seem to have a chance here.

But I think if you got to a point where the power's off and just stayed off--and we're getting very close to that point, the power's off in most of the island most of the time now. So if you got to a point where these aging Soviet-era power plants just died, or they had no fuel to power them anymore? Then that could be the moment where the Trump administration--obviously trying to please the Cuban-American vote that has been so supportive of Donald Trump and helped Marco Rubio become the first Cuban American secretary of state. Someone who, this is his issue his entire life. He has been one of the fiercest opponents to the communist government here.

And so, you talk to people in Miami--and whether they're right or wrong, they think this is the moment. This is as close as they've ever come to bringing down the government, and they would not be satisfied with a Venezuela-type solution that leaves somebody in power who's a former regime official or would sort of keep a similar-type government in power here. They want Eastern Europe[-style] full collapse.

I think everyone could end up getting disappointed here, because how do you do that without putting troops on the ground? I think it would be very, very difficult. At the end of the day, the power structure that's here--they're the only people that still know how to run this country, make things work. They can restore order if they need to. So I think that would be the sanest way out of what otherwise could be the collapse of a country is find somebody in the government who, like Delcy Rodriguez, is more willing to make deals.

At this point, the negotiations have not gone anywhere. The government has been very resistant to the idea, of You don't get to tell us who leads our country, what our internal policies are gonna be. They think they can outwait and outlast the Trump administration, and they've done it up until now with every other administration that's come before them. So they think, We'll arm our people. We'll get ready for an invasion, and we'll call Trump's bluff. But they may be making a historic error here.

Frum: Cuba has historically used emigration to the United States both as a safety valve for the regime and also as a kind of weapon--like in the Mariel boatlift of 1980, where the United States wanted a few thousand people released, and the Cubans allowed hundreds of thousands of people to come, overwhelming the city of Miami.

The Trump administration has closed that safety valve and in fact sent people back. What have been the implications for Cuban society and for Florida of the end of that emigration pathway?

Oppmann: And I've covered some of those deportation flights, which, despite the tensions, are still taking place. Of course, there's many more Cubans that could be deported than the government here is willing to accept. But you do speak to people--and sometimes they're people who had families in the U.S. or married to U.S. citizens. And then, like so many other cases we've heard in other countries, they get picked up, and days later they're back here in a country they hadn't been to in years, in really the lowest economic point in anyone's memory. So that's very disrupting.

Cubans, of course, in South Florida got used to this idea that We're not migrants--we're refugees. We're exiles, and we have this special status. This could come back to hurt Trump in Florida, because it's been shocking for Cubans, both here and there, to see deportations. To see the end of these policies that allowed them to come. Basically, anyone who wanted to come to the U.S. from Cuba could, and that's no longer the case. But what you've heard Cuban American leadership tell their constituents is: This is an administration, the Trump administration, that is gonna go farther, has already gone farther--I mean, they've indicted Raul Castro--than any other administration in the past has. And our ultimate goal has to be the complete upheaval of communism taking back our country. And so it's worth it. And it's worth it for us, if this is part of the strategy, then it's worth it.

And I think, as well, people were seeing a different class of Cuban come in recent years. And they would get residence in the U.S. and immediately come back here and send more money here; come here on vacations. They were not the traditional exiles that said, I'll never return until the Castros are gone. And so I think that generational shift really struck the hard-line people in a way that they said, These are not really our allies. They have a different view of the government. They can't imagine a Cuba without the government.

And so people would leave, and then they would immediately come back and set up businesses here, invest in the island. Which is, of course, they would say is their right as Cubans.

But the hard-line elements in Miami--which is, at the end of the day, where the political power is, where the money is--they are looking at this and saying, We are as close as we ever have been, and the economic opportunities in a free Cuba would be tremendous in terms of tourism, in terms of infrastructure. But to get that, it can't be the kind of this half-step toward economic freedom. We need a full economic opening.

And of course, it's been such a mixed message from Washington. But the one consistent thing you've heard from Trump is: The economy has to open. Cuban exiles need to be able to come back and invest freely--and not have this kind of treatment the Cuban government gives any foreign investor, but particularly Cuban American investors, which is: You have to partner with us. It's kind of a 50/50 proposition. We can take it away from you whenever we want. We can change the rules on you in the middle of the game. At any point, we can take back the property, because you don't really own it.

There needs to be full property ownership, is what the Trump administration says. They need to open up the economy, particularly to Cuban Americans coming back. They need to have some sort of special status, and that the government's stranglehold on the economy here needs to end. And that's something the government so far has really resisted. The counterproposals have fallen far short of what the Trump administration, and in particular Marco Rubio--who knows the system here inside and out--are demanding. And so, that's where negotiations really have not been successful, because the Trump administration is basically negotiating with a gun to their head here. And the government here is saying, You can pull the trigger, but we're not gonna blink.

The thing they yell after every speech here is patria o muerte--"fatherland or death"--and a lot of people still claim to mean that. That they're willing to die for their government, you know? Hopefully it won't come to that. But you wonder if it does, like in Venezuela, do people have a change of opinion once the bombs start falling? I don't know. They've had a long, long time here. People are very indoctrinated, but they also love their country, and they don't wanna go back to sort of being a plaything of the U.S. All the suffering and sacrifice has had to be for something. And just to kowtow and bow to the U.S. would kind of be an ignominious end to the revolution that is still--you know, Raul Castro is 95, but he still seems to be the one who's calling the shots here and is the ultimate authority. And for someone like him, at the end of his life, to betray his brother's revolution and political movement--it doesn't seem to be in the cards.

Frum: The reporting in the United States about Cuba, or the commentary, often suggests that there is tremendous resentment in Cuba of the exiles, and an unwillingness to see them return and reinvest and maybe try to reclaim things that used to belong to them.

And underneath this--and this point is sometimes hinted at, sometimes made more specifically--Cuba was, for a long time, a slave society. It was a slave society for a generation longer even than the United States. Remained a slave society. And while the Cuban revolutionary elite is very European in origin--just look at the Castro brothers--that one way to describe what happened in Cuba was the people who got out and came to Florida and did well tended to be either descendants of the slave owners, or in some ways working for the slave system. And the people who got trapped behind--and who are now the impoverished mass of the remaining Cuban population--are the descendants of the slave population, or those who intermarried with the slave population. And there's this racial angle that creates enormous resentment, fear, tension, anger, hate between the descendants of the exiles and the descendants of those who remain behind.

What do you think of that line of commentary? How much truth is it? Are people so desperate now that they would welcome anything that came back and offered them a way to a better life?

Oppmann: I think people are more desperate than they've ever been in their lives. And I always say that the smartest thing any invading army could do here would be to distribute food and not drop bombs, because that is something their government is unable to do.

But, backing up--you're absolutely right. The people who left in the first years of the revolution were lighter-skinned, and they came to the U.S. and did very, very well in a way migrants usually don't do. But these were very educated people. They were doctors; they were people who owned banks in Cuba. Some of them left with resources, other people left with the clothes on their backs. Like, my mother-in-law is Cuban. They left with what they had in their suitcases. But they did very well, because her father was an architect and was able to teach in the U.S.

But that was one of the selling points that Fidel Castro had--is, for the poor people, for the people who were descendants of slaves, You had nothing. Many times you lived in rural communities that didn't even have electricity, and we've educated you, we gave you electricity, we've given you social mobility. But that's a distant memory at this point, I think, for most people. And yes, you do talk to people who are in their sort of 70s and 80s and they have some memory. But certainly, you watch any old movie with a Cuban, and they're just shocked by how [much] better things looked then. How there was no trash in the streets, how the streets weren't broken, how the buildings weren't collapsing, how this was one of the richest societies in Latin America. And yes, you had a huge disparity in income, but now you have a 1 percent here that are in the government or connected to the government, and you have a 99 percent here that are approaching levels of poverty that are just as bad, perhaps, as we saw before the revolution.

And so I think right now, if you're hungry and you have no power in your house and perhaps you have no water in your house--which is a very big problem here--you're not blaming it on the U.S., because these are issues that have been such a long time coming. And the Cuban government does blame everything on the embargo, and they certainly have a case that a lot of the problems here are a result of that. But not all of the problems. And I think one of their errors has always been to blame everything on the embargo, and I think people have kind of gotten fed up with that excuse--and you can't constantly point to what life was, how terrible life was like before the revolution, because even the leadership or even supporters of the revolution are old enough to remember it. They know that there were things here that were better then.

But I think what the biggest thing is, has been, is you have so many people that have left in recent years. Some people say 20 percent of the population, and they are connected of course to the internet. And more importantly, people are connected here to the internet in a way they haven't been. And they're shocked when Cubans leave and they go to Mexico, which is a country they've always been told is a poor country, and they see how much better things are there. Or they go to Brazil, or they go to Spain. Of course, so many people here have Spanish descendants, because Spain was the economic basket case and people were coming here because it was a richer country up until the revolution. And so they go to these countries, and they can show their relatives here what life is like in these countries--where they've only ever heard bad things about these countries, and they see that's not the case.

And I think people here kind of feel like they've been lied to by the government for so long. They don't believe anything anymore. That's a problem when you lose credibility. You don't believe anything that you're told anymore, whether it's true or not. And people are online. I know people who are supporters of the government, and the first thing they do is read exile websites every day about Cuba, because they don't feel the government tells them the truth about anything anymore.

And so all media on this island is state-run media. The message is the same across. There's no real debate. There's no one coming out and saying anything different than what the government tells them to do. And people joke about all the things to do with a newspaper here other than read it, whether it's toilet paper or wrap fish in it. Or, you know, I just had one of my kids' birthdays, and we made a papier-mache pinata out of a lot of my old copies of Granma that we keep at the office. But no one really reads it anymore, and so they're getting their information from outside of Cuba--which tends to focus on how mismanaged the government is, how completely sort of frozen in time they are.

But I think the main thing is people see a relative who, like them, was struggling, and they leave. And Cubans are very creative, hardworking people, and they do very well outside of Cuba. And so then the question is: Well, why can't they have that same success inside of Cuba? And I think the answer, again and again, is to blame the government for the severe, severe restrictions they've put on their own people. That, for whatever reason, they only are now beginning to talk about lifting. But this is something they could have done a long time ago, that would've really helped lift so many people out of poverty, and they've just been so reluctant to do.

Frum: Last question, or it's a double-barreled one. How long do you intend to spend in Cuba yourself? How much more of your career do you intend to devote to the island? And do you imagine that when that time comes, that the regime will still be there, or that Cuba will be something different?

Oppmann: I would like to see a change here. Because during the Obama years, where the U.S. opened up--Cuba didn't open up as much, but at least it took away the excuse of "the embargo is to blame for everything"--and you saw a very short-lived Cuban spring, where businesses were opened up. People were, particularly artists, doing politically charged things that the government didn't know how to react to. You had Cubans moving back here with some of the know-how they picked up from living abroad, and really changing things in a way that people had never seen here in their lifetimes. And you just breathe an air that you don't anymore.

And so I would like to get back to that, however we can. And certainly I would not like to see my country, the U.S., attack the country that I've chosen to live in most of my life. I don't know. It doesn't make sense to be here anymore on a rational level. And yet, you know, ration is left. I love this country. I want to see it have a better future. Hopefully that will come sooner rather than later. One that doesn't involve violence, preferably. If the government could open up--and certainly you would like to see a place where people can pick their leadership, know what their leadership stands for, have elections with more than one candidate.

I think we can all agree, no democracy is perfect, but that is a better way to pick your leaders, have a sense of what they're for, have real political debates. And so, this is really the most interesting moment, the hardest moment, but the most interesting moment that I can ever remember living in Cuba--having spent so much of my life and now most of my career here. So I wanna see what happens next.

I have friends here the same way. Their families have left. They're having a very difficult time. They could leave, and they say I wanna see what happens next. I know from people who have left that then write me every day: What's going on? What's happening? And they wanna know.

I also know that there could come a point here where it just doesn't make sense, or I can't do my job here. And at that point, I don't think I'd be doing anyone any favors by being here. But as you mentioned, CNN has had remarkable luck and fortitude by lasting out; the correspondents before me as well, who spent difficult years here as well. And so I'm sort of carrying the torch for that. And Ted Turner was the one who opened up our bureau here, and so I would like to see it through. And we have that luxury and that privilege of telling people what's happening in Cuba as best as we can. And so I would like to continue doing so, for as long as I can.

Frum: Patrick Oppmann, thank you so much for being the world's eyes and ears into Cuba, such a difficult place to work. Your work is so important, and we're all so grateful for it. Thank you for joining me today on The David Frum Show.

Oppmann: Well, thank you. Appreciate the kind words.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Patrick Oppmann for joining me today on The David Frum Show. As mentioned at the top of the show, my literary discussion this week will be the play Othello by William Shakespeare.

The play came to mind because I happened to see a very powerful and emotional performance of the play this past weekend at Washington, D.C.'s Shakespeare Theatre Company. If you have a chance to go, I strongly recommend it. The title role is played by Wendell Pierce.

Othello is a play that drives home a message that I often think about when engaging with ancient literature--which is that by engaging with plays written before our time, we can emancipate ourselves, forcibly emancipate ourselves, from some of the trammels of living in our time, and escape some of the habits of mind that make us very conventional in our thinking and open the way to broader thoughts.

Now, I assume everybody knows the plot of Othello. The great general, he's a Moor from the southern shore of the Mediterranean Sea. He has found himself in Venice after many harrowing adventures, including a spell in servitude. He is accepted by the Venetians. They make him commander of their armies, and they welcome him into the homes of powerful people. But they don't quite want him marrying their daughters. Nevertheless, Othello and the daughter of an important senator fall in love. Othello and Desdemona. They get married, and the play commences just after their marriage, as Othello succumbs to pangs of jealousy, fanned by his aide, Iago, who--motivated for reasons that are actually kind of obscure--is determined to destroy Othello and Desdemona alike. He succeeds in igniting Othello's jealousy to the point where Othello murders Desdemona. And indeed, by the end of the play, about four people are dead on stage, someone else is dying offstage, and there are a couple of wounded men bleeding. It is quite a pileup of carnage at the end of the act.

Now, one of the problems with the production of Othello, if you're a director or an actor who has to work with it, is that the material with which Iago has to work to get Othello to the point of murderous jealousy is pretty flimsy. The plot turns on the mystery of a handkerchief that Othello gives to Desdemona. Desdemona loses it, or it's stolen from her. Iago then plants the handkerchief in the lodging of another man, and with that, he convinces Othello that his wife has been massively and serially unfaithful to him, to the point of murder.

It's not a very good plot contrivance. It's so notoriously bad that one 17th-century critic of the play said the moral of the play was, "Ladies, look to your linen. If you lose a handkerchief, you could be dead." So if you're a director or actor working your way through this problem, you've got, it seemed to me on my way home, three solutions, three exits, to the problem of the flimsiness of the plot leading to these calamitous consequences.

One is to emphasize Iago--the guileful, insinuating convincingness of this malicious supervillain, who works on Othello to the point where any reasonable man would be deceived and fooled and worked into a rage that can lead to such a catastrophe. So exit one: Emphasize Iago, the supervillain.

Exit two is to de-emphasize the heroism of Othello and to say, you know what, maybe Iago wasn't a supervillain. Maybe Othello was primed and ready to be worked into a murderous rage. There was something wrong with him, a crack on the inside; the first encounter with outward pressure could snap and destroy.

And the third exit from the plot is to work a little bit of tension with the written lies in the play, and to make Desdemona a more seductive and tempting character than maybe Shakespeare wrote her to be; to play her in ways that give Othello some reason to inspire his jealousy and thus to set the plot in motion.

So Iago, the supervillain, working on Othello. Othello, the flawed hero easily worked upon. Or Desdemona, the flirtatious woman about whom a man could have suspicions.

But the problem with all of these exits is they touch powerful pain points in our modern outlook and habit of mind. If you make Iago the supervillain, you sort of make Othello, the Moor, rather dim and gullible, and that's kind of working on some stereotypes that are uncomfortable. If you make Othello a flawed hero who is easily manipulated, well, that suggests that he's kind of emotional and irrational and excitable, and that plays on some stereotypes. And, of course, if you make Desdemona flirty and seductive, then you're suggesting what? She deserved it, she was asking for it, she brought it upon herself? That is also uncomfortable.

These discomforts are so intense that one of the great actors who's played the part of Othello--Hugh Quarshie, a British Black actor--gave a lecture in 1998 suggesting that as a Black actor, he would wanna not do Othello at all. He gave a lecture in which he said, "I am left with a nagging doubt. If a Black actor plays Othello, does he not risk making racial stereotypes seem legitimate and even true? When a Black actor plays a role written for a white actor in Black makeup, and for a predominantly white audience, does he not encourage the white way, or rather the wrong way, of looking at Black men? Namely, that Black men, or Moors, are overemotional, excitable, and unstable." And Hugh Quarshie concludes: "Of all the parts in the canon," the Shakespeare canon, "perhaps Othello is the one which should most definitely not be played by a Black actor."

Now despite this, 17 years later, Quarshie took the role himself, and did play it at the Royal Shakespeare Company. And he had the ingenious idea of pairing the Moor Othello with a Black actor playing Iago, so that both the protagonists were themselves--both the emotional one, the one who's worked upon, and the one who does the working--challenging the stereotypes together.

But as you think about these stereotypes and expectations, here's the thought that came to me again on the rest of the way home--that maybe the problem isn't the play. Maybe the problem is the audience, and maybe the problem is that as we grapple with the three exits from the dilemma of the flimsiness of the proof--the supervillainous Iago, the flawed Othello, or the flirtatious Desdemona--that the reason we don't readily put our hand on any of the doorknobs to those exits is because we are so fearful of the prejudices in ourselves that we don't want to see a logical exit from the dilemma that might in any way appeal to the prejudices which are in us. And maybe not in the play, and maybe not in Shakespeare's mind, but in our minds. And as we confront why is this plot so difficult, and how do we get out of it, we are forced to confront: Why am I uncomfortable? What is wrong with me that I am uncomfortable with the literary solution to a logical problem of human psychology? Maybe I need to look not to change the play, but to change myself.

These plays long predate us and long outlast us. They are produced under social conditions very different from our own, and they'll continue to be watched under social conditions very different from our own. And that reminds us that we ourselves--we're the accidental and contingent factor here. And that maybe the things that we believe and so strongly fear, and so strongly believe to be true, maybe those are just passing shadows, too, and that we are ourselves products of a society that will change after we are gone, and that was changed before we arrived.

Before saying goodbye, I need to make a correction to two mistakes I made in last week's program with David Blight, where we talked about the 14th Amendment and my pre- preliminary monologue about Brexit. I made a mistake in the Brexit segment, where I said that Norway was a member of the European Customs Union but not the European Single Market. In fact, it was the other way around. I should've said that Norway's a member of the European Single Market, but not a member of the Customs Union. I just misread my notes glancing up and down. I have no excuse. It was correct in the notes. I bungled it, and I apologize. And to the astute experts on Norwegian participation in the European Union, thank you for bringing this mistake to my attention.

The second mistake I made, I made without notes, and this one is really inexcusable, that at a couple of points in the discussion with David Blight, I said that it took two-thirds of the states to ratify a constitutional amendment to the United States Constitution. In fact, it takes two-thirds votes in both the House of Representatives and the United States Senate, and then ratification by three-quarters of the states. And again, I have no excuse for that mistake, and I regret my error. And thanks to the many people who brought that mistake to my attention. I winced with every repetition, because of course I don't know how I made it, the mistake. It's just a reminder of the danger of speaking rather than writing. And I thank everyone who brought it to my attention.

That's it for this week's program. Thanks to Patrick Oppmann for joining me today. Thanks to all of you for watching and for listening. Remember, if you are minded to support the program, the best way to do so is by subscribing to The Atlantic, where you see all the work of all of my colleagues. Please consider sharing and subscribing to this program on whatever platform you use. Thanks so much for watching and listening to The David Frum Show. See you next week. Bye-bye.
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An Ascendant Constitutional Theory Is a Threat to American Science

The idea of a "unitary executive" is now being extended to America's scientific establishment, with potentially devastating effects.

by Mark Histed

Wed, 17 Jun 2026




One principle has governed science funding in the United States for decades: that scientific judgement should not be supplanted by political pressures. That is the basis upon which the country's enormous scientific achievements--progress in lifesaving treatments, a university system that is the envy of the world, and a vibrant technology-and-biotech sector--have been built.

But that principle is under attack. Late last month, the Office of Management and Budget in the Donald Trump White House proposed a new regulation that would shift control over the allocation of public science funding away from scientists and toward political appointees, who will have the power not only to decide which projects receive that money but also to, at any time, cancel grants that have already been awarded.

This isn't merely an attack on science; it is part of a deeper ideological vision that many within the Trump administration have been championing for years: moving power from Congress and executive-branch agencies to the president and his appointees. This vision of increased presidential power permeates Project 2025--a plan co-authored by Russell Vought, now the OMB head. And it is backed by a legal idea known as the unitary-executive theory, which asserts, as Justice Antonin Scalia put it in 1988, that the president possesses all federal executive power. The unitary-executive theory, in its fullest form, means that the president can review and direct all executive-branch actions and that Congress cannot restrain that power unless otherwise laid out in the Constitution.

Alexander Furnas and Dashun Wang: The Republicans made peace with science

The Supreme Court has in recent years issued a series of decisions in line with the unitary-executive theory, many of which are about the president's power to fire agency officials. The same theory is also behind numerous Trump-administration actions taken in apparent conflict with congressional action or intent, such as the president's orders to dismantle the Department of Education and bulldoze the East Wing of the White House to build a ballroom. The administration is fighting a battle over what Congress in legislation can direct agency experts to do, versus what the president has the power to control. Now the proposed OMB rule would extend unitary-executive logic to grantmaking, including at America's science agencies, the foundation of its medical and industrial achievements.

Elias Zerhouni, the National Institutes of Health director under President George W. Bush, earlier this year described what's at stake. "When I was at NIH, it never occurred to me that I could say we're not paying for something that Congress had appropriated money for because it was not in line with my policies," he said. "But if that power is given to the executive branch to use whenever it wants, then all bets are off."

I have worked at NIH for more than a decade, running a neuroscience lab that investigates how the trillions of connections in brains control thought and action, work aimed at understanding conditions such as schizophrenia and autism. Before last January, scientists like me could set our own scientific goals and follow data where they led, subject to regular evaluation by a panel of external scientific leaders, who would assess our progress and the value of our work. Now what I see in all of the changes reported at NIH this year--speaking for myself, not the agency--is the addition of presidential control and review steps at many levels and decision points. The proposed OMB rule in fact would formalize many things already happening inside NIH, such as grant cancellations, political review of grant awards, control over staff on panels that review scientific programs, even the forced alteration of words in grant proposals. An extreme assertion of executive power is bad enough when the issue is a ballroom; it is far more destructive when the target is American science.

Advocates for presidential control of agencies--including Chief Justice John Roberts--have argued that the president must have fine-grained control over the whole executive branch, because only the president (along with the vice president) has the accountability of being elected by the whole nation. But the science agencies' great success has come while they have drawn democratic accountability from the public via Congress. The legislative process has set long-term agency priorities, and civil servants at the agencies have carried them out. The president has played a constitutional role in signing or vetoing legislation affecting the agencies, but beyond that, his power has been indirect: as an advocate who could pressure Congress but who did not take action directly himself.

For example, in 1971, when President Richard Nixon wished to launch a "war on cancer," he did not do so by directing NIH to change its priorities. Instead, he announced his plan at a State of the Union address, and then worked with Congress to enact a law, the National Cancer Act, that established a national research effort. The president did have the power to appoint the head of the National Cancer Institute (as well as the head of the NIH), but he did not exert control over the minutiae of the agencies' work.

Beyond their accountability to the public via the legislature, science agencies such as NIH and the National Science Foundation have also been accountable to another constituency: the scientific community. NIH and NSF rely heavily on advisory input from outside scientists. Peer-review panels with rotating expert members perform review of grants. (In 2023, nearly 30,000 people served as NIH peer reviewers.) External scientists invest large amounts of their time in careful reviews, and those reviews heavily shape funding decisions. Advisory councils and ad hoc committees of external scientists approve new research priorities, provide a second-level review of grants, and advise the agency in setting scientific directions.

Drawing on the expertise of the scientific community for funding decisions has been a key part of U.S. scientific success. Just as in economics, in which markets allow the decentralized knowledge of many individuals to be harnessed, in science, relying on peer review allows the expertise of many scientists to be brought to bear. Central planning of science via the White House and political appointees would cast aside the enormous collective expertise of the American scientific community.

As the Trump administration has reorganized U.S. science, it has justified the need for change by citing long-standing critiques. For example, critics of grant peer review, even before this administration, have noted that the practice can lead scientists to be conservative and avoid pursuing high-risk, blue-sky work--because getting a group of reviewers to agree on the value of a risky idea is hard. But I know from my own experience writing and reviewing grants--and a team including the former NIH director Harold Varmus noted as much more than a decade ago--that the factor that cuts most acutely against big ideas is low funding rates. When 30 percent of grant applications were funded, there was plenty of room for peer reviewers to have differing views, and for review panels to endorse some moonshot projects alongside safe projects. Now, because the success rate has fallen in some cases to 5 percent, near unanimity among reviewers is required, and only the projects that reviewers see as most certain of success will receive a green light. Shifting the science system to presidential control will do little to address this issue. What's more, big discoveries are less likely to come from projects chosen by political appointees, who are prone to picking flashy and well-marketed work instead of unusual-sounding but promising ideas that experienced scientists could identify.

The OMB's proposed rule has already created outcry in the science world. Scientific societies have condemned the rule and called on their members to comment. Holden Thorp, the editor in chief of Science, said in an editorial that "the time to act is now. The scientific community needs to flood OMB with responses."

Hana Kiros: The Trump administration is done with social science

But returning control of scientific decision making to the scientific community will not be simple. The proposed rule is just one step in the Trump administration's efforts to put science under the president's thumb, and is aligned with the Roberts Court's vision. The unitary-executive theory implies that presidential appointees must have final say over agency decisions, no matter what laws Congress passes.

America is in the middle of a major shift in what the separation of powers means. A president focused on taking power for himself is backed by a Supreme Court majority that has supported that agenda. And this means that restoring American science's vitality will need bigger thinking than just a response to this proposed rule. Scientists and allies must create a new vision for how science agencies should be run, and that vision must itself be part of a bigger rethinking of how the American government should be run. The Roberts Court is unlikely to agree with that approach, but it is worth fighting for--not just for science's sake, but for America's too.
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The Feel-Good Story of the World Cup Is Too Good to Be True

Some of the people celebrating American excess are not what they seem.

by Will Oremus

Wed, 17 Jun 2026




Every World Cup propels a breakout star into the firmament; this year's might just be a seemingly random German soccer fan who goes by Freddy. In the World Cup's opening week, his X posts extolling a Taco Bell as "the holy land" and chronicling his rapturous 1 a.m. visits to a Waffle House and a Buc-ee's have attracted more attention--from Americans, at least--than most of the actual matches.



Freddy from Germany is the standard-bearer of an emergent social-media genre: A World Cup visitor from overseas encounters American culture and excess--and loves it. The Spanish soccer wunderkind Lamine Yamal loaded up a grocery cart at a Walmart in Georgia. "Why did no one tell me ranch sauce is like crack?" a Swedish fan posted on X from an Indiana diner. "EUROPE WE NEED RANCH ASAP." A Japanese man raved about Texas Roadhouse steak. Freddy's Buc-ee's post showed customers flowing into the cavernous convenience store, its cartoon-beaver logo a towering beacon that illuminated the night sky. In another photo, a row of pumps stretched, like a horizon, beyond both sides of the frame. Freddy was overawed: "DUDE LMAO THIS IS A GAS STATION???," he wrote.



Americans, of course, are eating it up with a spork. "This is genuinely making me patriotic," one wrote of a video showing a rotund New Jersey-deli guy dancing with a visitor from London and giving him a chicken-parm sandwich on the house. Another observed: "It's sick to see how many Europeans came over here to actually enjoy US culture. Saw a guy look at a Buc-ee's gas station the same way I'd look at Stonehenge." The caption on a video of an Italian's astonished reaction to unlimited soda refills captured the half-winking exceptionalism in a familiar meme: "The European mind cannot comprehend this."



The videos have been covered in the media as a refreshing antidote to our polarized political moment and as an indication that American greatness resides at least partly in conveniences we take for granted. It's a nice thought. But not all of the videos, or the people behind them, are quite what they seem.



Take the Swedish soccer fan who swooned over ranch dressing. Elsa Thora, a photogenic 24-year-old blonde, has been featured in a number of news stories about foreign soccer fans' American exploits, exuding a gee-whiz gusto for the country's food and culture. "I feel like I'm in a movie," she posted, holding bags of Hostess Twinkies and cheese-stuffed Combos outside a convenience store. "OK so Amish people are real," she marveled.



What many of the news stories have failed to mention is that Thora is not new to the social-media spotlight. She's a star on the adult platform OnlyFans and a fixture in the British tabloids, where she's made headlines for expressing her desire to have sex in space, to birth Elon Musk's first baby on Mars, and to sleep with a player from every English Premier League soccer club. ("Three down, 17 to go," she told The Irish Sun in 2024.) She already has some 388,000 followers on Instagram. When I reached her by phone, on her way to Los Angeles, she told me that she works in digital marketing but that the trip to the States was just for fun and the love of soccer. She acknowledged that her posts here have raised her social-media profile but insisted that she isn't trying to monetize them: Her enthusiasm for American culture is genuine, she said.



Thora may have more to gain from gushing than an ordinary soccer fan, but at least she's a real person who's really here for the World Cup. The same cannot be said for Nobunaga, a user whose viral X post purports to recount a Japanese visitor's experiences at an American hibachi restaurant. "I witnessed a ritual I have never seen in eight hundred years of being Japanese," begins a deadpan story that goes on to describe the chef building a flaming volcano of onion rings and hurling a shrimp through the air for the narrator to catch with his mouth.



The post is part of a series in which Nobunaga takes on the persona of a samurai traveling around the world and into space. (The account shares a name with Oda Nobunaga, a powerful, 16th-century samurai.) Running the posts through Pangram, an AI-detection tool, yields a consistent verdict of "100% AI." Nobunaga told me via X message that the aim of the stories is comedy, not "realism, journalism, or persuasion." But at least in the context of the World Cup, some of the account's audience seems to have taken its American-restaurant reviews at face value. "I am enjoying your posts with enthusiasm and a few tears," a woman, whose X bio identifies her as a Trump supporter and patriot, replied to the hibachi post.



Between the influencers and the AI-slop accounts lies a spectrum of inauthenticity. The New Jersey-deli guy, for instance, is real, but the Parkwood Deli's 400,000-follower Instagram account suggests that the shop is canny about marketing his old-school charm. And in fact, the deli first posted the clip of his interaction with the London couple on Instagram in April, which suggests it had nothing to do with the World Cup, despite its current popularity. (Parkwood Deli did not respond to my request for comment.)



Also real is the Japanese man who praised Texas Roadhouse for its steak. The account's owner, who told me his name is Keisuke Yamanaka, really does enjoy Texas Roadhouse, and he isn't a professional influencer. But he also isn't in the United States for the World Cup, and the image he posted wasn't his own, he acknowledged. "To be completely honest, when I posted the tweet, I never imagined it would reach millions of people," Yamanaka said. "I simply wanted to share a restaurant recommendation with Japanese fans traveling to the United States for the World Cup."



Then there's Freddy. A month ago, he had an unremarkable social-media presence, posting almost exclusively in support of the legendary Portuguese forward Cristiano Ronaldo. An April post on X about his upcoming trip to the World Cup in the United States got a modest 60 likes. Then he landed in Atlanta, his starting point for a road trip to Houston with his unnamed companions, and his profile achieved liftoff. He snapped those pictures of the Taco Bell and got 48,000 likes. On June 8, he bestowed a 10/10 rating on his Waffle House visit--109,000 likes. And then, on June 10, the Buc-ee's blockbuster: 305,000 likes, more than 25 million views.



Suddenly Freddy was a rock star. He started taking requests for places to visit next. He hit up a Bass Pro Shops that he said had a shooting range inside it. By June 12, he was fending off fake Freddies who had sprung up on Instagram and TikTok to try to cash in on his newfound fame. In New Orleans, he was given free tours of the Saints and Pelicans facilities. A sign on the highway at the Louisiana border reads Welcome to Louisiana; below it was a hand-painted banner: Welcome Freddy. In Houston, Freddy hype took on a life of its own. The police department posed with him for a photo op. The mayor met him at an Astros game. The American-football star J. J. Watt bought him a lavish hotel stay and a care package full of swag. By Tuesday, he was at NASA's Johnson Space Center getting a personal tour of the Orion capsule from the astronaut Anne McClain. Freddy did not take a time-out from the ride of his life to respond to my request for comment.



Posts like Freddy's and Thora's tell a story that's flattering to Americans--that unfettered consumerism has gotten a bad rap; that, contrary to conventional wisdom, there is such a thing as American culture; that it deserves celebration, even adoration. But telling people what they want to hear is exactly what today's attention economy is designed to do. Algorithms don't guarantee that those posts will reflect reality. As long as the demand for the content is genuine, the supply doesn't have to be.



No doubt at least some of the mutual enthusiasm between Americans and visiting football fans is sincere. Bostonians joined Scotland's "Tartan Army" as it marched through their city, blaring bagpipes and drinking its pubs dry. Philadelphians embraced a crowd of raucous Ecuadorans who draped their national team's yellow jersey over the city's beloved Rocky statue (a classic blunder, as it turns out). It's probably not a coincidence that so much American hospitality has been showered on Freddy, the character whose story feels the closest to authentic of the bunch. I verified with spokespeople for both the Houston police and mayor's office that his interactions with them really happened.



Yet even Freddy is keeping close control of his own story and has studiously stayed anonymous, at least to online fans. He has been careful not to show his face in any of his posts and has not disclosed his real name. Whatever his initial intentions for posting through his World Cup trip, his great American adventure has gathered a momentum that professional influencers dream of. When Freddy found the care package from Watt in his hotel room, he was moved. "This is all so insane... I genuinely don't understand how it got to this point," he posted. "We're just normal World Cup tourists.??" If that was ever true, it isn't anymore.
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The <em>Toy Story</em> Franchise Forgot Its Own Message

Pixar made a classic trilogy about growing up. At that point, the studio should have left its toys behind.

by Jacob Stern

Wed, 17 Jun 2026




Has there ever been a greater trilogy? The Godfather, monumental as its first two installments are, peters out in Part III. Same with Alien and Terminator. Back to the Future and Indiana Jones more or less land the plane, but the follow-ups never hit the heights of the originals. Richard Linklater's Before trilogy and Krzysztof Kieslowski's Three Colors trilogy are masterpieces start to finish, but they lack the operatic scale and mainstream appeal of, say, Star Wars or Lord of the Rings. Those latter two franchises both have a credible claim to the title, but the glut of subpar sequels and spin-offs has diluted their magic. For my money, none of them measures up to Toy Story.

Is this an entirely neutral and clear-eyed assessment? Well, let's just say that as a child I owned no fewer than nine Buzz Lightyear action figures. This much, though, is beyond dispute: Financially, culturally, artistically--by any metric, really--the original Toy Story trilogy is a triumph. The first movie, released in 1995, practically invented computer animation and became the first animated film to earn a Best Screenplay nomination at the Oscars. The next two installments, out in 1999 and 2010, were just as good. Each ranked among the three highest-grossing films worldwide in the year of its release; Toy Story 3 was the first animated feature to crack $1 billion at the box office. They were successful in part because the films appeal to both children and adults. They are about friendship and existential angst. They combine the prelinguistic appeal of bright colors and physical comedy with a peppering of allusions to Jurassic Park, The Shining, The Wizard of Oz, and innumerable other classics. Taken as a whole, the trilogy captures what it's like to grow up in all of childhood's ambivalent complexity.

The epic begins with a birthday party. In the opening scene of Toy Story, 6-year-old Andy unwraps a new Buzz Lightyear action figure, and Woody, a mid-century cowboy doll with a sheriff's badge and a pullstring ("There's a snake in my boot!"), is forced to reckon with the reality of having been displaced as Andy's favorite toy. Buzz, meanwhile, with his pop-out wings and red laser gun, must come to terms with the fact that he is not, as he initially believed, a real space ranger. ("You. Are. A. Toy!!!" an exasperated Woody shouts at him.) The characters spend much of the movie's brief runtime bickering and brawling, but they follow parallel arcs: Both, in their way, must accept that things change and the world does not revolve around them.

Heavy stuff for a kids' movie--but Toy Story 2 goes even darker. On its face, the second film is a rescue-mission adventure, but it's also, absurd as this may sound, a meditation on loss, finitude, and mortality. Woody confronts a choice between spending his life behind glass in a toy museum, forever admired by masses of anonymous children, and returning to Andy, who he knows will one day grow up and leave him behind. Whereas, in the original Toy Story, the toys stand for children, here they're more like parents. "I can't stop Andy from growing up," Woody says at the movie's emotional climax, "but I wouldn't miss it for the world."

Read: The bizarre tragedy of children's movies

Saying that when Andy is 8 years old is one thing; facing the reality when he's 17 is another. "We all knew this day was coming," Woody reassures his fellow toys at the beginning of Toy Story 3. "Yeah," Hamm the ever-acerbic piggy bank replies, "but now it's here!" Andy's off to college, and the toys have to figure out what that means for them. If Toy Story 2 is about accepting the inevitability of the end, then Toy Story 3 is about experiencing its arrival.

Because the Toy Story franchise is about growing up, it is also, necessarily, about being left behind. In the first movie, Woody has to overcome his fear that Buzz will replace him (a sly metacommentary by a studio that was itself upending the animation industry). The villain of the second, an adult toy-obsessive who steals Woody and nearly ships him to the toy museum, is almost literally stuck in the past: He drives a vintage 1950s car and falls asleep watching old black-and-white newsreels, like nostalgia incarnate. And the third is explicitly about letting go of the things you loved as a child. In the movie's final scene, Andy gives his toys away to a little girl named Bonnie, then, after playing with them one last time, drives off to college. Buzz and Woody sit side by side on the stoop, watching him go. "So long, partner," Woody says--to Andy and, it seemed, to us.

No one could have known at the time, but Toy Story 3 marked the end not just of Andy's childhood but also of Pixar's golden age. In the 15 years following the release of the original, the studio delivered an unbroken series of classics: Toy Story 2, Finding Nemo, The Incredibles, Ratatouille, WALL-E, Up, and finally Toy Story 3. After that, Pixar still produced some hits--most notably 2015's Inside Out--but its imprimatur no longer carried the same guarantee. The studio, struggling for the first time to connect with original stories, returned to the well.

Toy Story 4, which came out in 2019, broke $1 billion at the worldwide box office and also won Best Animated Feature at the Oscars. There's a lot to love about it. The movie's animation is so rich that at times it verges on photo-realism; the way it captures the bokeh shimmer of porch lights on wet pavement is genuinely gasp-inducing. And it ventures into new thematic territory, tackling heady metaphysical questions that the original trilogy only gestured at: Where do these toys' consciousness come from? Where, for that matter, does ours?

In a vacuum, Toy Story 4 is a very good movie. But it exists in a world already graced by its predecessors, and in advancing a new plot and exploring new themes, knocks the original trilogy off its axis.

The Toy Story universe is premised on the idea that toys want more than anything to be played with--that a deep bond with a child is what gives a toy's existence meaning. "No owners means no heartbreak," the evil purple teddy bear Lotso assures the other toys as he welcomes them to Sunnyside Daycare at the beginning of Toy Story 3. "We don't need owners at Sunnyside. We own ourselves! We're masters of our own fate." Maybe so, the toys learn, but the love is worth the heartbreak. Toys must throw themselves into the relationship with their child, even though they know that the child will one day leave them behind, and then the toy must do the same thing with another child, and another, and another. Toy Story 4 undermines this core emotional drama of the Toy Story franchise by imagining that toys can simply strike out on their own--that they can be, in Lotso's words, masters of their own fate. It imagines them less as toys than as people. To me, it will always be non-canon.

Read: A radical message for a kids' movie

The movie's gravest sin, though, might be its very existence. The arrival of Toy Story 4 signaled that the original trilogy's success had, in a way, compromised its own message. A story about growing up and leaving your toys behind had shaped a generation that had grown up and now could not leave it behind. Pixar can't leave its toys behind, either (as the release of the 2022 spin-off, Lightyear--a box-office and critical dud--drove home). Of the four upcoming projects the studio has announced, three are sequels. The first of those, set for release later this week, is Toy Story 5.

I say all of this with the deepest reverence for the Toy Story franchise--and also as a total hypocrite. I've seen the first two movies, which came out around the time I was born, dozens of times. As a child in the early aughts, I wore my Buzz Lightyear costume (with wings and all) virtually every day. On a trip to Disney World at age 4, I spotted an animatronic Buzz and shouted, "See, Daddy, I told you Buzz Lightyear was real!" Fourteen years later, as a high-school graduation gift, my parents got me life-size replicas of the main Toy Story toys, and, like Andy, I wrote my name in black marker on the right foot of each one. To this day, "You've Got a Friend in Me" moves me at a subcortical level. When it comes to nostalgia, I am not immune.

On Friday, Toy Story 5 hits theaters. The movie, which reunites the gang in a battle against an iPad-like antagonist named Lilypad, has a strong premise, and its dynamic, watercolor-style rendering of playtime is a big step forward animation-wise. But the plot feels overstuffed, the character development rushed, and the themes recycled. The movie works best when it focuses on Jessie, the spunky-but-anxious cowgirl doll introduced in Toy Story 2--this is her story, not Buzz's or Woody's. And it delivers one truly great moment near the end that, if you have any investment in the franchise, I challenge you not to cry at. But I wonder whether it will connect for kids. At my screening, parental chuckles far outnumbered kid giggles. On my way out, I heard a mom with two small children tell another parent, "I loved it--it was too spicy for them, though."

The truth is, no matter how good it was or could have been, a part of me wishes that it weren't happening. Some things are perfect as they are, and the Toy Story trilogy is one of them.

But I'm not naive. I know that as long as Toy Story movies keep grossing 10 figures, Pixar will keep making them, and I, against my better judgment, will keep watching them. Andrew Stanton, the director of Toy Story 5 and the member of the Pixar braintrust most consistently involved with the franchise, has defended the studio's decision to continue beyond Toy Story 3. "Nobody's being robbed of their trilogy. They can have that and never watch another if they don't want to," he said in a November interview. "But I've always loved how this world allows us to embrace time and change. There's no promise that it stays in amber."

We're not the ones clinging to our toys, Stanton argues. You are! Maybe he has a point. If Toy Story 5 brings joy to a new generation of children, who am I to object because it messes with my beloved trilogy? Much as it offends my principles, I can reconcile myself to the continuation of the franchise--so long as it doesn't come at the expense of Pixar investing in original stories.

Sometimes, when I'm at my parents' house, I visit the toys they gave me for graduation, which now live on a bookshelf in my childhood bedroom. As I get them in order--adjusting Woody's cowboy hat, dusting Buzz's helmet--I always feel an absurd pang of guilt for keeping them on the shelf, the very place that, in the movies, they most dread.

In these moments, I take some solace imagining that I might one day have a child to share them with. If she wants to play with them, I will let her. And if she wants to make them her own, I will let them go.
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Are You There, God? It's Me, J. D. Vance, and I Have Some Notes.

A convenient conversion story

by Alexandra Petri

Wed, 17 Jun 2026




"I don't worry about what I will find on the other side of eternal sleep," J. D. Vance writes in his new book, Communion. "Even as a child, I never feared hell." Charming sentences to find in a book by the sitting vice president of the United States! One that in no way makes me want to run screaming off a cliff!

The book is full of many such humdingers. Here's Vance, explaining why he prefers Catholicism to therapy: "I found liberation in guilt." (Men would literally rather ... well, you know.) Here's Vance, explaining why he felt ready to join the Catholic Church even as it was "going through a tough time," when headline after headline was recounting all of the ways it had "screwed up" in covering up child sexual abuse: "If the Titanic is going down, I'd rather be on board than hop on a lifeboat."

Here's Vance on the one kind of acceptable immigration: "It is true that immigration can bring benefits to the host country in its own right. Just think of Elon Musk and the hundreds of thousands of jobs that trace directly to his decision to come to the United States." He adds: "Some populations assimilate more easily than others."

Here's Vance's gloss on the Book of Job and the problem of suffering: "We are like golden retrievers trying to understand how an iPhone functions." Well, the Book of Job left me troubled, but that golden-retriever analogy has fixed things!

"People sometimes talk about the size of the universe and how small they feel compared to the infinite stars many light-years away," Vance writes. "I had never shared that feeling." This, you can certainly tell. For a man who so often professes to be humble--what made him change his mind about Donald Trump? "Well, Joy, a little humility, actually," he told Joy Behar on The View--he has very little actual humility on display. Put it this way: Vance's book is about how he finally decided that Catholicism met his exacting standards.

Whenever he experiences regret, it is for saying something the wrong way. His sister takes offense when he complains that the cereal she serves is pure sugar. "Whatever the merits of my argument--there is some virtue in not eating Froot Loops every day, though I should have raised this more artfully," he concedes, "it showed how far I was drifting from my roots." This is as much of a retraction as Vance ever gives us! His regret about the "childless cat ladies" comment? "I could have made that point much more effectively, and with the benefit of showing a little charity to the many Americans who--some for reasons beyond their control--don't have children."

If only he'd said it better! He was right, but he didn't say so in a way that allowed people to understand how right he was. That was the problem.

There are moments in Communion when you almost feel for him. A more deft cynic would simply describe a dramatic come-to-Jesus moment. In lieu of that, Vance offers the following: At one point, his car rolls to a stop on a slippery road short of hitting a guardrail. This experience does nothing for him at the time, but it remains in the back of his mind. Don't worry! God has more in store. Later, he is discussing theological questions with a Catholic friend when--I am not making this up--a wine glass falls off a shelf behind a bar. ("Suddenly a wineglass seemed to leap from a stable place behind the bar and crashed on the floor in front of us.")

But wait! There's more! Once, he was listening to a psalm, and then, when he went to church--this will knock you over with a feather--they were also singing that same psalm. This is especially miraculous when you realize that there is a finite number of psalms and that churches sing or recite one at pretty much every service. (Vance quotes Pulp Fiction: "You don't judge s*** like this based on merit.")

If I were Vance, I would be a little offended that God was not putting in more effort to recruit me. But after reading the book, I had some sympathy for God's approach. What does faith mean to this man? one imagines God asking. Will he alter anything about his life or his choices because of his beliefs, or will becoming Catholic just mean that he feels he can give notes to the Holy See?

This question also seemed to be on the minds of the hosts of The View when they spoke with Vance yesterday afternoon. ("I'm here to sell books!" he piped up, as the show cut to the first commercial.) How, one panelist asked, does he square his faith with what the administration is doing to immigrants? How can he explain this to his kids? Please go and visit a detention facility, Ana Navarro urged him. "Over 50 people have died in ICE custody. There are thousands of children, 6,200, being held in places like the Dilley detention center." "You've thrown a lot at me!" Vance responded. "I see we got 30 seconds left here!"

"By their fruits ye shall know them" is a refrain to which Vance keeps returning in the course of Communion. The fruits--families, peace of mind--that his believer friends seem to be experiencing are what first make a faith-filled life appeal to him. But the fruits-first approach also turns out to be very convenient for Vance. If he likes the outcome of a thing, then perhaps it is more just than he initially thought. Hence, Donald Trump.

The only problem comes when others (even the leaders of his new creed) do not seem to think as highly of the fruits as he does. A conundrum, this! Probably, they are just not using the right words to explain the situation. "I still found our conversation unsettling," he complains, writing about his visit to Rome. "Not because the Vatican expressed skepticism of the Trump administration's migration policies, but because of how generic its position was. The diplomats acknowledged that the United States had the right to control its borders, but they also encouraged us to treat migrants humanely. What did they take issue with, exactly?"

I am going to go out on a limb and guess: the inhumane treatment of migrants. I am going to guess: migrants being warehoused in literal warehouses, and in tents in the Florida sun, with inadequate food, water, and access to medical care. Vance, though, cannot muster a guess.

More important, now that Vance has faith, he wants everyone else to reap the benefits.

He quotes a prayer by President Dwight Eisenhower, then laments that "when national politicians invoke God that much today, we're warned that The Handmaid's Tale has come to life." But be not afraid! If this sounds ominous, it is simply one of those iPhone-golden retriever situations. Vance (I'm sorry--God) has a plan.

Unrelated to that Handmaid's Tale thing: Our society needs more children! He writes, "We want more children in our society because children are profoundly good."

Who will be making those children? Will they be consulted? We'll start "winning people over," Vance continues, by "reflecting Christian charity in the way we champion the unborn. Examples are everywhere. All over the country, pregnancy resource centers help young women afford food and diapers, and support young mothers through the inevitable chaos of an unexpected pregnancy." (This was not a winning message in Ohio, he concedes.) "And we'll need to make a better Christian argument, about building the kind of culture and economy that can actually sustain young families and the life they bring into the world."

Ah! If only we'd said it better! Then people would understand! We just need better words to smooth over any objections to the "inevitable chaos."

More children! More people in the pews of churches! More religion! But absolutely not more immigrants. Fortunately, Vance has faith enough to square it all.

"Of course, critics of the Trump administration say we're too tough," Vance writes. "The point is not to litigate this issue on these pages but to highlight that any application of moral principles in the real world requires a constant evaluation of trade-offs. Undoubtedly, that's what the Christian faith demands of us."
 
 Undoubtedly! Not feeding the hungry, not tending to the sick, not clothing the naked, not welcoming the refugee. Not seeing the face of God in suffering. A constant evaluation of trade-offs! I think that's in the Sermon on the Mount. ("Blessed are the meek, for they are best positioned to evaluate the trade-offs.")

Now Vance has made his peace. The churches must be filled. The books must be sold. This is about as much faith as can fit in a shattered wine glass. No wonder God didn't send anything fancier.
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A New Generation of Moms Who Get High

Weed, they say, is what helps them survive full-time parenting. But at what cost?

by Sarah Levy

Wed, 17 Jun 2026




Taylor Mitchem's baby was born in March 2020. By the time they both left the hospital, the world had shut down. Mitchem had no extended family nearby, no friends who could visit. Her husband was around, but because he was nervous about the newborn's fragility, she felt responsible for most of the child care. Her postpartum days were endless and isolating, the challenges heightened by the day-to-night transition of infant care, she said--"seeing the sun come up and then seeing the sun go down and knowing you're in it, nowhere to go, no escape."

Eventually, infant pressures were replaced by toddler demands; she still felt isolated and yearned for support even more. Before pregnancy and breastfeeding, Mitchem told me, she sometimes turned to weed to feel more balanced when she struggled with anxiety and ADHD. So by the time her kid was two and a half, she decided to resume her old morning ritual: She began to smoke daily--"gardening," as she calls it. Parenting, she said, became less stressful. "Life is hard," she said. "If you can have something that can take the edge off a little bit, why not?"

Mitchem, a 36-year-old based in Colorado, now calls herself a "garden momma." She posts about her cannabis routine to more than 120,000 followers on TikTok, where more than 76,000 videos feature the "#gardenmom" label. "Coffee and coughy," a morning ritual of smoking before the children wake up, is a common genre; other videos show moms using cannabis during nap time or before the dinner-bath-bedtime witching hour. For some, posting about the lifestyle has led to influencer status and brand partnerships; many garden moms use the same Millennial-chic glass gravity bongs, sharing discount codes and #ad hashtags. As these women frame it, cannabis is not escape but preparation, the "medicine" they need to take before their work as mothers begins.

Read: The unglamorous truth about the average tradwife

The potential risks of parenting while high are obvious. The American Academy of Pediatrics recommends that adults avoid using cannabis in front of children and that they keep all products locked and out of reach. Children who grow up seeing drug reliance may be more likely to develop an addiction themselves, and sooner. Even when safety measures are taken, some child-development experts worry about how daily use might impair a parent's reaction time and ability to respond to an emergency. And although most states have laws that allow for medical or recreational use of cannabis, the drug remains illegal at the federal level. Parents risk intervention if a child-protection agency determines that their drug use has impaired their ability to parent. (Here, racial dynamics can come into play. Most of the mothers posting "coffee and coughy" videos online are white; the people most likely to be punished for cannabis use are not.)

Mitchem and other mothers I spoke with insisted that they were not putting weed first. Rather, they said, lacking meaningful parenting help from other adults, they were prioritizing their family by using cannabis as a tool: to help them stay patient, to respond neutrally to their children, to be present without becoming overwhelmed--essentially, to be better moms. They talked about smoking not to get randomly stoned but to get through specific situations, and only under certain conditions. They would not smoke while pregnant or breastfeeding, for instance, and they would always wait a certain number of hours after smoking before undertaking activities such as driving their child to school.

For many garden moms, daily cannabis use is a balm for the impossible math of modern motherhood, where the demands are high and support systems tend to be meager. But when a substance becomes a requirement for managing the ordinary needs of caring for children, the line between beneficial use and overreliance can be hard to discern.



The desire for a reprieve from parenting--and the use of substances to get it--is hardly new. In the 1950s and '60s, the tranquilizer Miltown was widely prescribed to housewives for anxiety and stress. Later, Valium (dubbed "mother's little helper") became the go-to prescription. More recently, "wine mom" culture has become so normalized that you can find onesies embroidered with lines such as I'm the reason mommy drinks.

In the era of intensive parenting, garden moms tend to classify cannabis use less as an indulgence and more as an opportunity for self-care. Mid-century mothers commonly left their children alone with little oversight; today's mothers, according to a 2016 sociology study of the United States and some European countries, spend nearly twice as much time on active child care as they did in the 1960s. And many practice versions of "gentle" parenting, which emphasizes empathy and connection with kids and eschews punishment. The combination means that lots of mothers feel that they must not only offer constant supervision but also stay joyful and patient through repetitive activities that can be, frankly, exhaustingly boring for adults.

As the bar for what constitutes "good parenting" rises, many people are reaching for coping strategies, Alan E. Kazdin, a psychology and child-psychiatry professor at Yale University, told me. So it's perhaps unsurprising to see moms reaching for pot: Some of the psychological effects of cannabis--decreased inhibition, feelings of relaxation--happen to encourage behavior touted by proponents of gentle parenting.

Mitchem said that after smoking, she has an easier time sprawling on the floor and being goofy with her 6-year-old, happily answering the same questions over and over again. Meg, 33, who lives in New York and asked to go by only her first name, told me that when she was a kid, a raised voice was the standard response when she acted out. The gentle approach appeals to her because she wants to parent differently--but it doesn't always come naturally, especially when her 3-year-old is melting down. Using cannabis in this scenario, she said, is "the most beneficial thing I can do as a parent."

Read: This influencer says you can't parent too gently

Isolation, and the struggles of handling parenting largely on their own, is also a theme for garden moms. They typically don't work outside the home, and their videos portray their weed use as a solitary ritual: a mother with her gravity bong before sunrise, or standing in the kitchen blowing smoke into the oven vent while her kids play in the other room.

But a sense of community comes from the comments: On garden-mom videos, thousands of mothers validate one another's choices, in a tone that skews less judgmental than the comments on traditional mom-influencer pages. Unlike many other influencer posts, garden-mom videos generally lack polish. They're filmed in unfinished basements or drafty garages; mothers wear bulky winter coats over pajamas, their hair sometimes appearing unwashed, their desperation for a moment alone palpable. When so much of motherhood is carefully curated and aspirationally filtered online, the responses on garden-mom videos can read like the commenters are experiencing a collective sigh of relief.

Mitchem told me that cannabis has even helped her start weaning off of Zoloft. "What I'm doing is allowing me to make sure that my house is taken care of, that I'm taken care of, that my kids are taken care of," she said, "and to set the tone for my day."



Chances are, these women are indeed feeling some comfort from using weed, Margaret Haney, the director of Columbia University's Cannabis Research Laboratory, told me. Anxiety, sleep, and pain, she said, "all have an extraordinarily high placebo-response rate, meaning that if you think you're taking something helpful, you do feel better." But there is "no good evidence" that cannabis helps with anxiety or depression, she said. Addiction is also a very real potential consequence. At least one in 10 regular cannabis users develops a dependency, a rate comparable to alcohol, and signs of addiction are similar too: escalating or morning use; difficulty stopping; withdrawal symptoms including irritability, sleep disruptions, and anxiety when trying to quit.

Daily use of cannabis also has the potential to worsen anxiety and depression over time. What feels like cannabis helping a garden mom cope may actually be the drug treating the withdrawal symptoms it's created, Haney said. And someone who "wakes and bakes" may be engaging in particularly problematic use. "We were in reefer madness for so long that there's been this enormous pendulum shift to everything cannabis being good," Haney said. "There's a middle ground."

The potency of today's cannabis makes these concerns hard to dismiss. With THC levels in some products reaching up to 90 percent--compared with roughly 4 percent in the 1990s--the drug these mothers are using is fundamentally different from previous generations'. Higher concentrations of THC are associated with faster development of tolerance and a greater likelihood of dependence.

Read: Marijuana is too strong now

But apprehension about garden moms' use can extend beyond dependency. Although many of these women report turning to cannabis to help them practice gentle parenting, the science suggests that the drug may actually be working against them. Being chemically calm is not the same as being fully present or prepared to act quickly if something goes wrong, Kirby Deater-Deckard, a professor at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst who studies stress in parents, told me. Psychology research shows that a parent's ability to emotionally regulate involves reading their child in real time and responding with thoughts, words, and behaviors that are sensitive to what he or she needs in a particular moment. Relying on a substance, Deater-Deckard said, can interfere with that fuller response, even when it produces the desired effect of a seemingly unruffled parent.

The more than $30 billion cannabis industry has a stake in mothers believing that their daily habits are a valuable tool; according to one 2020 study, Americans who use cannabis every or nearly every day represent more than 40 percent of the market and account for about 80 percent of all sales. Josh Camitta, the chief brand officer for the cannabis-accessory wholesaler Medusa Distribution, told me that the company has seen a notable uptick in inbound interest from garden-mom-influencer partners compared with other brand partners--a sign, he said, of a new or growing customer segment.

Mitchem has heard the warnings before, and acknowledged that some garden moms are "just in the garage smoking all day." "There's a really delicate way to do it," she said, "and then there's a way to abuse it." But she believes that cannabis can be used in a responsible way while one parents, she said: "I just need that little dimmer switch."

I'm not a garden mom--I've been sober for eight years--but at the same time, I could sympathize with many of the women I spoke with. What keeps me calibrated is not a substance but a set of circumstances I'm lucky to have: a partner who shows up, grandparents who live nearby, child care, access to therapy, and a recovery community that has taught me that feelings are survivable. Still, I have moments when the weight of parenting lands squarely on my chest. I understand how the expectations for mothers can feel unsustainable: Be always serene; spend abundant time with your children; never show a glimmer of frustration. At a certain point, the ideal can begin to feel as if it requires a disappearing act. In the quest to be the best, a mother is asked to abandon herself and her own emotional responses--and for some moms, apparently, the only way through is to feel a little less.
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AI Is Taking Over Hospitals

This is health care's Uber moment.

by Benjamin Mazer

Wed, 17 Jun 2026




Every knowledge-based profession may one day reach the point when AI outperforms the human experts. In medicine, that day appeared to come in April. A group of primarily Harvard and Stanford researchers announced the results of a study that pitted ChatGPT against hundreds of physicians in a diagnostic obstacle course involving written medical mysteries and information from real-world patients. The bot had won, and the humans weren't entirely happy about it.

"I get a little bit queasy about how some of these results might be used," Adam Rodman, a lead author on the study, said at a press conference just ahead of its publication in the journal Science. The work had amounted to an academic exercise, he told reporters; as thorough as it may have been, it did not prove that ChatGPT or any other AI tool was ready to become a standard part of medical practice. His caution was in line with that of other experts, yet as Rodman knew, most people will ignore the warning. AI has already wormed its way into the U.S. health-care system, evidence and safeguards be damned.

Even as I was watching Rodman's press conference, I got a message on my phone from the administrators at the medical center where I work as a pathologist. They'd emailed me to say that an "AI-powered clinical reasoning tool" was now available for me to use. This wasn't the first time I'd gotten this sort of email; it wasn't the second or third time either. In fact, I've lost count of how many generative-AI products have been rolled out to us in recent years, none of which has been approved for medical use by the FDA.

This enthusiasm feels unprecedented. Health care is typically among the last fields to adopt a new technology; I still use a pager, and I send faxes on a regular basis. (Younger readers can ask Claude to explain what these things are.) A tendency toward simple tech is in part a product of doctors' safety-focused culture: We know that any ill-timed glitch has the potential to turn deadly. But these days, clinicians are allowed--encouraged, even--to run wild with the latest software, guided by a generic warning that "AI can make mistakes."

Those mistakes can be consequential. Although Rodman's research shows that generative AI can help diagnose rare diseases or make sense of unusual symptoms, a randomized trial that was published in NEJM AI just the week before found that intentionally erroneous output from an AI model can easily lead doctors astray. Nonprofessionals could be similarly misled. A recent study by Oxford scientists found that using AI did not significantly improve patients' ability to diagnose themselves or others. Another one, led by researchers at Mount Sinai, suggested that chatbots may fail to alert users to potential medical emergencies.

Read: Drink whole milk, eat red meat, and use ChatGPT

Misdiagnosis is not the only concern. As AI permeates the health-care system, errors are cropping up in unexpected places. When I spoke with Rodman by phone after his press conference, he told me that he'd been surprised one day to find that his hospital, Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center, had enlisted AI to draft messages to patients on his behalf--sometimes producing output for his review that he described as "completely absurd." (Sarah Finlaw, a spokesperson for Beth Israel Lahey Health, told me that use of AI tools is voluntary and subject to hospital training and support. She also said that any output from AI tools must be approved by a physician.)

Part of the problem is that health-related AI products can be deployed without any vetting by officials at the FDA. If a software package that is intended for physicians is classified as a "clinical decision support tool," and not a medical device, it usually avoids the agency's oversight. To be counted in this category, an AI-powered app generally must rely on the existing medical literature, avoid analyzing medical scans or images, explain its reasoning, and leave diagnosis and treatment up to a physician.  Most of the generative-AI products that doctors use today seem to meet these criteria.

Consumer-wellness apps and devices may also bypass FDA review so long as they are intended for "maintaining or encouraging a healthy lifestyle" and not for diagnosing or treating specific conditions. With this in mind, Microsoft, OpenAI, Anthropic, and xAI all warn users that their health-related chatbots are not meant to provide medical care or issue diagnosis and treatment recommendations. In practice, though, the distinction isn't always clear. Elon Musk encourages people to use his Grok chatbot to generate second medical opinions and interpretations of their X-ray and MRI images; a marketing video for ChatGPT Health shows the app reassuring people that their lab results are in a healthy range and encouraging them to continue taking cholesterol medication.

Most of these apps also invite users to connect their medical records and wearable health devices. AI companies wouldn't need to gobble up all of these data just to offer generic health information. A new product from the medical start-up Hims & Hers, called Labs AI, goes so far as to help interpret the results from "up to 130 biomarker tests" for its users and then provide a "deep, personalized, and actionable analysis on whole body health, risks, and patterns." I, too, analyze a patient's lab results and then give personalized, actionable advice. What's the difference?

When I reached out to the makers of these products, they reaffirmed that no actual medical advice is being given out to users. Dominic King, the vice president of health at Microsoft AI, told me in an emailed statement that its Copilot app provides "helpful information and support for conversations with clinicians" and not "a single, firm diagnosis." Patrick Carroll, the chief medical officer of Hims & Hers, told me that Labs AI does not diagnose or recommend treatment: "That responsibility belongs to clinicians, and Labs is designed to reinforce that boundary." Anthropic and xAI did not respond to my inquiries. OpenAI declined to comment for this article.

Perhaps that boundary--between doctor and algorithm--is somewhat artificial to begin with. One idea kicking around the medical literature is to stop treating AI products as if they were merely standard medical devices. Given their humanlike ability to learn new information and tailor answers to individual patients, medical AIs may function more like doctors than defibrillators--so perhaps they should be evaluated in the same way that physicians are. Instead of requiring FDA approval for each and every function it can perform, a chatbot might be asked to pass a medical-licensing exam and undergo a period of supervision akin to a medical residency.

Read: The ChatGPT symptom spiral

For the moment, though, that idea remains on the fringe. Haider Warraich, a cardiologist and program manager at the Advanced Research Projects Agency for Health, the U.S. government's program for developing advanced health technology, is leading a major effort to get medical chatbots approved in the traditional way. His agency is providing funding for the development of an AI tool that is tailor-made for heart conditions, and then to send it through a full FDA-authorization process. Warraich's hope is that by undergoing such a rigorous evaluation, the chatbot will be able to safely evaluate and treat patients without the involvement of a doctor. Rodman praised this approach but warned that the process is going to take years, during which time a plethora of new health AIs will have slipped into the market with little scrutiny.

In this way, the emergence of today's AI health products remind me of the rise, in the 2010s, of ride-sharing services such as Uber and Lyft. The taxi industry is heavily regulated, making it difficult for new players to enter the market. Yet by skirting and at times ignoring those rules, ride-sharing companies were able to acquire a critical mass of users in a short period of time. Pretty soon, governments had little choice but to adjust their laws to match what had by then become the status quo. The same pattern could end up playing out in medicine. Will regulations meant to ensure that medical products are safe and effective remain in force? Or will they instead be weakened or removed to clear the path for tools that everyone is already using?

We'll soon find out. The health-care system is not going to "slow down and wait for the evidence to accrue," Rodman told me. Eighty percent of doctors are already using AI tools in their job, according to a 2026 survey by the American Medical Association. Patients aren't far behind. The benefits of AI may remain uncertain, but they're already too enticing to pass up.
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Trump in Defeat

The president went to war triumphant and will likely leave greatly weakened.

by Jonathan Lemire

Wed, 17 Jun 2026




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


Updated at 11:05 a.m. ET on June 17, 2026

President Trump lost. The war he waged against Iran promises to conclude in a humbling whimper with the signing of a cease-fire agreement later this week. The United States is left weaker--diminished militarily, strategically, economically, and perhaps morally.

The war, which the United States fought alongside Israel, accomplished none of the goals that Trump named at the outset. Instead, it only empowered the hard-liners in Tehran and arguably emboldened them to someday seek a nuclear weapon. Despite that, the president was so desperate for the war to end that he repeatedly backed off his threats--allowing Iran to call his bluff--and upbraided his close ally Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu for responding to attacks in the region in a manner that jeopardized the negotiations.

Trump won't admit to any of this. He has spent recent days furiously spinning the tentative deal as a clear win, and has seethed at unflattering comparisons with the deal that President Obama struck with Iran more than a decade ago, aides and outside advisers told me. Trump, they said, has privately denounced Iran hawks, some of whom are among his closest allies in the Republican Party, for questioning the strength of the agreement. Within the administration, there is a divide on the deal, but Trump sided with those advocating for the war to wind down, no matter the terms, as fears mount about the economic toll on Americans and the political costs for Republicans in the midterms.

Trump's own anger masks a desperate desire to find an off-ramp from a conflict that did not go the way he had planned, an outcome that has threatened to leave the United States--and Trump--reduced in the eyes of the world. For a decade, Trump has dominated the global stage and wielded extraordinary executive power. But now he is saddled with low poll numbers and unhappy Republicans, and he may soon have to contend with a Democratic Congress. His evolution into a lame duck is accelerating, and the political world is poised to soon look beyond him and focus on the 2028 contenders hoping to succeed him. World leaders, who were once cowed, have begun to defy him. Trump's defeat in Iran, and the way he lost, may hasten his irrelevance.

It's not usually a vote of confidence for your deal when you won't let anyone else read it. But Trump and his team have threatened to not release the Iran agreement until after it is signed in Geneva on Friday. Officials have said that the deal will extend the cease-fire over the next 60 days and that Iran will reopen the Strait of Hormuz, allowing the U.S. to drop its naval blockade and oil to flow from the region again. Although Iran has agreed to not collect fees on the strait for the next 60 days, it has (according to Iranian state media) left open the door to doing so afterward--and the deal delays addressing Iran's uranium-enrichment program, despite Trump having cast it as his urgent motivation for war. The president's lead negotiators, Jared Kushner and Steve Witkoff, have supported the agreement, as has Vice President Vance, who has been promoting it during preplanned TV appearances to sell his new book. Secretary of State Marco Rubio, Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth, CIA Director John Ratcliffe, and others have expressed quiet reservations with how the deal will be implemented, according to four outside advisers and senior White House officials who, like others, spoke with me on the condition of anonymity to discuss private conversations.

Read: Trump might already be a lame duck

The deal has also alarmed the GOP's Iran hawks. Mark Levin, the right-wing radio host who championed the case for war, posted on social media his disbelief that Trump had rebuked Netanyahu and that the agreement remained shrouded in secrecy: "I have asked for days, why can't we, the people, see the damn MOU?'" Senator Lindsey Graham has also made his reservations known, although he has carefully avoided blaming Trump and tried to pin responsibility on Vance, who was the lead American negotiator in the early stages of the talks. Erick Erickson, a conservative commentator, went so far as to declare that "Trump has surrendered to Iran." And Marc Thiessen, a former President George W. Bush aide with whom the White House consulted during the war, has been one of many conservative voices warning that Trump's emerging framework looks a lot like the Obama deal.

That notion has infuriated the president. A longtime Trump confidant told me that Trump "was incensed by the dissent"--particularly the Obama comparison--from once-loyal Republicans. Trump has reflexively tried to tear up anything associated with the former president. He mocked the 2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, which aimed to constrain Iran's nuclear program, during his first presidential campaign and withdrew from it in his first term. But that decision allowed Iran to work on its enrichment program. That, in turn, prompted Trump, one year ago next week, to authorize a massive bombing campaign that leveled uranium-enrichment facilities. Despite Trump's claim at the time that Iran's nuclear stockpiles were obliterated, negotiations resumed early this year over the fate of Tehran's program--until they were scuttled when the United States and Israel launched a surprise attack on Iran in late February.

In the first days, the strikes, which were pushed by Netanyahu, killed Iran's supreme leader and inflicted extraordinary damage on its military and artillery. But Iran proved resilient, attacking its neighbors in the Persian Gulf, seizing control of the Strait of Hormuz, and plunging the world into an energy crisis. The price of gas skyrocketed globally, including in the United States. Trump's poll numbers, already teetering, fell further, and he began looking for a way out. He tried to intimidate Iran into taking a deal, at one point vowing to destroy its "whole civilization," but walked away from each threat, leaving him open to mockery from Tehran.

As the war dragged on, it became clear that Trump's goals for the conflict were going unfulfilled. The Iranian navy was damaged, but Tehran's ballistic-missile capability survived, as did its ties to militia proxy groups such as Hezbollah and the Houthis. The hard-line regime in Tehran appears poised to sell oil again and receive up to $300 billion in funding from Gulf states that it could use to rebuild. Iran has tightened its grip on the Strait of Hormuz and demonstrated that it can close the waterway at will. Although Tehran has promised not to build a nuclear weapon, no enforcement mechanism has been established. And to the shock of some Iran hawks, Trump yesterday seemed to back off his previous pledge to seize the uranium, saying, "You could make the case, 'Why are you even bothering?' Because it's not really valuable."

Read: The Doha connection

Iran has seemingly come out of the conflict with an ability to check Israel's freedom to strike Lebanon and potentially elsewhere; in recent days, Trump has blasted Netanyahu for endangering the cease-fire and demanded that he call off an attack on Beirut. Trump's broadsides, including calling the prime minister "a very difficult guy," threaten to widen a rift between the U.S. and its longtime ally in the Middle East. Despite Trump's reprimands, Netanyahu has insisted that Israel will continue to authorize attacks that it deems necessary for self-defense.

"The president has made the decision that this is over," one of the senior administration officials told me. "That's all that matters now. And Netanyahu will have to listen, period."

The White House, in defending the deal, has stressed that any financial relief to the Iranians is performance-based, that Tehran will see the funding only if it keeps the strait open and maintains its pledge to not develop a nuclear weapon. Olivia Wales, a White House spokesperson, told me in a statement that "what the President has achieved on the battlefield and at the negotiating table is nothing short of remarkable and will strengthen American security for many years to come."

The war has cost Trump. It has rattled the nation's economy. The Pentagon estimated that it had spent roughly $29 billion on the conflict by mid-May, but independent experts believe that it has spent tens of billions more. The U.S. military's munitions supply has been depleted, putting at risk its ability to defend its interests in Asia and Europe. The United States' failure, despite its overwhelming military might, to bring Iran to its knees could encourage China, Russia, or North Korea to take aggressive action. In the eyes of many, Washington has hurt its moral standing around the globe; promises to help the Iranian people rise up went unfulfilled, and more than 170 people, mostly children, were killed by a U.S. strike on a girls' school in the war's first hours. Overall, more than 3,000 people in Iran were killed in the conflict, according to Iranian officials. Thirteen U.S. service members were also killed.

The war's outcome may usher in a new phase of Trump's presidency. He is unlikely to abandon his adventurism on the world stage, and aides told me that he is eager to pivot to Cuba soon--looking for regime change, likely through economic pressure, but not ruling out military force--and he may revisit a bid for Greenland. This week at the G7 summit, he also resurfaced his ambition to help end the Russia-Ukraine war. His triumph in Venezuela feels like a distant memory. Leaders in Europe are now standing up to him. China's president, Xi Jinping, has not given him the trade deal he wants.

Read: Oil prices might not go back to normal anytime soon

Back home, Trump is still the most powerful figure in politics. But those small acts of Republican defiance are adding up. He has had a series of losses in the courts, including in his efforts to remake the nation's capital in his own image. Democrats are favored to capture at least one house of Congress this November, which would give them the ability to slow Trump's agenda and open investigations into his administration. Once the midterms conclude, the race to replace Trump will begin. Although that will further diminish Trump, it is unlikely that he will go out with a whimper.



This article originally stated that the official cost estimate for the conflict had not been updated since the end of April. In fact, it was updated in mid-May, when the Pentagon put the cost at roughly $29 billion.
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Trump Does Not Understand the War He Lost

The president's comments at the G7 summit revealed that he doesn't understand the war he started--or the words that come out of his own mouth.

by Tom Nichols

Tue, 16 Jun 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 arrived in France yesterday for this morning's G7 summit and promptly confirmed America's capitulation to Iran. Instead of merely repeating the outlines of what looks to be a terrible peace deal, however, Trump made a series of statements so bizarre, even by his usual standards, that they raise the question of whether the president still understands the words that come out of his own mouth.

The president began with a classic Trumpian move, daring his listeners to forget today what they knew yesterday. Just this winter, Trump had promised the Iranian people that the tyrants who ruled them would be gone. But now? "I never cared about regime change," he told reporters, waving away his failure to achieve a primary strategic goal by denying that it had ever been a goal at all.

Things got a little weirder, however, when he described the Iranians who have stepped in to replace the regime leaders killed in U.S. strikes: "We're dealing with people that I think are very rational people. And they were nice to deal with."

"They were strong people, smart people," he added. And then he dropped this remarkable claim: "They're not radicalized, and they're, you know, looking to help their country."

This definitely not-radicalized group that Trump seems to like includes the new supreme leader, Mojtaba Khamenei (whose father, wife, and son were killed by U.S. strikes), and the still-standing Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, all of whom have shown no compunction about lashing out in any direction during Trump's "cease-fire," the make-believe pause in the war during which no one actually ceased firing.

Trump's description of the current regime in Tehran as a bunch of swell guys was brewed in a heavy-duty vat of wishful thinking. It's an extreme version of Trump's tendency, when he's been outplayed by powerful enemies, to describe his opponents as basically reasonable people. (He has done the same over the years with dictators and autocrats in North Korea, Russia, and China, among other countries.) This is his way of assuring the public that he did not get taken to the cleaners--because, of course, his affable partners would never do that.

Trump fared no better talking about the Iranian nuclear program. Iran's stockpile of highly enriched uranium exists largely because Trump unilaterally called off U.S. participation in the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, the 2015 agreement that was meant to prevent Iran from enriching uranium beyond minimal levels for civilian uses. After the U.S. and Israeli attacks last year, and yet more pounding during Operation Epic Fury, that uranium remains underground, either hidden in storage or buried beneath tons of rubble; some of it can likely be recovered and enriched for military uses. Trump has said, repeatedly, that Iran must hand it over.

Until today.

"I call it the nuclear dust, their enriched material, right?" Trump said. (Why he calls it this remains a mystery.) Does America still insist on its removal from Iran? Well, maybe.

"The whole mountain has collapsed on top. We have cameras on it," Trump said. "You could make the case 'Why are you even bothering?' 'cause it's not really valuable. It's, you know, it's probably half a million dollars' worth. It's not very valuable stuff, but I think psychologically we wanna get it."

The United States and Israel ostensibly went to war with Iran last summer over the prospect of the Tehran regime developing a bomb, and that same threat has supposedly been at the center of America's largest military operation in decades--but now the highly enriched uranium isn't very valuable? The president wants it for "psychological" reasons? (This is reminiscent of his comment that America should seize Greenland because it was "psychologically" important to him.) Does the commander in chief understand what he's saying? More important, will Iran keep tons of highly enriched uranium under this new deal or not?

"The biggest thing," Trump said today, is that "Iran will not have a nuclear weapon." That's fine, except that it didn't have one before, either, and now it has an even greater incentive to get one. But nuclear issues are very complex and technical, so let's move on to Trump's comments about something less complicated: Middle Eastern politics.

Once again, the president seemed unable to comprehend either the situation or his own words. No one outside of the Trump administration has yet seen the final memorandum of understanding that Trump and the Iranians have signed, least of all, according to some reports, the Israelis. If the outlines of the deal are in line with the administration's own talking points, it's bound to cause serious agita in Jerusalem: The terms reportedly require a cessation of Israeli hostilities with Hezbollah in Lebanon, a tricky condition considering that Israel was not a party to the negotiations. This is probably why Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu announced yesterday that Israel would maintain its presence in Gaza, Lebanon, and Syria for "as long as necessary."

Trump, in other words, is trying to deal away Israel's right to defend itself, treating it less as a sovereign country and more as a kind of 51st U.S. state run by an annoying governor who needs to get with the program. But what if Iran's proxy Hezbollah attacks Israel? According to the president, the Israelis need to calm down, and he minimized Hezbollah as "a little pinprick out there that constantly rears its head."

Besides, Trump has an answer for the problem of Hezbollah: Outsource its elimination to the Syrian leader Ahmed al-Sharaa. Trump said that he suggested to Israel to "let Syria take care of Hezbollah, 'cause to be honest with you, I think they do a better job of doing it."

It's true that Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, the organization now in power in Syria, has plenty of experience fighting against Hezbollah. But Syria, a regime still trying to get its legs under it, is not going to march next door and pacify Lebanon--especially not with Israel occupying parts of Syria.

Trump has never shown very much concern about the conduct of Israeli military operations anywhere (including the war in Gaza, which he viewed primarily as a public-relations problem). But now that he needs to rein in Jerusalem at Tehran's behest, he has taken the position that the Israelis are causing too much damage in Lebanon. And in a stunning reminder that alliances for Trump are only expedients, he pivoted to praising al-Sharaa and criticizing Israel, saying that if Israel "can't do the job without killing everyone else, he'll do the job."

This kind of flip-flop illustrates Trump's view of global politics: States are just a bunch of playing cards that he can rearrange at will, which makes watching him talk about foreign policy this way like watching someone cheating at solitaire. Even now, after many years as president, he is constantly frustrated to find out how little leverage he has when other nations refuse to abandon their own interests and do as he commands.

Trump's comments about the Middle East may not make any sense, but one thing that has emerged in 4K clarity is that the only world leader who got pantsed worse than Trump in all of this was Netanyahu. No one should pity Israel's prime minister: He brought this situation upon himself and his nation. Netanyahu, along with the Iran-war hawks in the United States, somehow thought that he could be smart or flattering or persuasive enough to avoid the inevitable burn that comes from trusting Donald Trump. Netanyahu refused to see that Trump, when it comes to self-interest, is as predictable as a sunrise: When something he's involved with goes bad, he walks away and lets others suffer the chaos he's created.

In the past, Trump has tried to conjure new circumstances by speaking them aloud and attempting to wish them into existence. His tired garble in France, however, is something different. It suggests that Trump, more than ever, is unable to fathom what's happening in the world around him and has been reduced to turning all of his previous statements upside down: A regime that was once the epitome of evil is now a reasonable partner; nuclear material that once represented an existential threat to America might now sit in Iran forever; Syria and Iran and Israel and Lebanon will now do things that they would never do, just because he wants them to.

None of this makes any sense, except as desperate rationalizations from a man who cannot face facts and admit defeat. Trump has always had a tenuous relationship with the truth, but evidence is mounting that on the most important questions of war and peace, the president of the United States seems to be losing his grip on reality itself.

Related:

	Trump celebrates while America capitulates. 
 	The U.S. had no choice but diplomacy--yet again.
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	Five people were charged after the FBI stopped an alleged plan to attack the Ultimate Fighting Championship event at the White House on Sunday, according to the Department of Justice.
 	The Trump administration announced that several core functions of two major agencies in the Department of Education, the Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services and the Office for Civil Rights, will be moved to the Department of Health and Human Services and the Department of Justice, respectively.
 	The Department of Justice released charges against 15 people in Minneapolis who allegedly conspired "to impede or injure federal officers" during the federal immigration-enforcement crackdown in the state earlier this year.
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There's a Name for the People Who Drain You

By Olga Khazan

One of the most repeated truisms in social-science research is: "The No. 1 best thing for your well-being is your relationships." Despite using this line myself many times, I've nevertheless questioned its universality. Who hasn't nodded along in recognition while listening to a story about a nightmare roommate, or had a narcissistic relative who makes everything about himself? The Subreddit r/FriendshipAdvice would be a ghost town if everyone's relationships were truly enhancing their quality of life.
 An emerging body of research validates my sense that surely not all social ties are beneficial. Relationships with people who are draining, critical, or otherwise difficult can compromise our mental and physical health. Shira Offer, a sociologist at Bar-Ilan University, in Israel, who has studied these so-called negative social ties, told me, "For a long time, social scientists have focused on the positive aspects of relationships. And finally, we're also seriously dealing with the negative aspects."
 Researchers have even come up with a term for the people who wear us down: hasslers.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Illustration by Jonelle Afurong. Source: Angel Studios.



Get ready. Young Washington, a new biopic in theaters July 3, is a pre-Revolutionary War movie about George Washington that says something interesting about America's national identity, James Parker writes.

Look closer. Frederic Church, a painter known for his massive, immersive landscapes, had a career that coincided with a paradigm shift in visual art--a change in not just what pictures mean but how that meaning is conveyed, Susan Tallman argues.

Play our daily crossword.

Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

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




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2026/06/trump-g7-comments-misunderstsand-middle-east/687569/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Doha Connection

Trump's off-ramp from war with Iran runs through Qatar.

by Shane Harris

Tue, 16 Jun 2026




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


Several countries can claim some credit for the tentative memorandum of understanding to end the war between Iran and the United States, which officials from both countries plan to sign later this week. Pakistan had for some time led negotiations. Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Oman were involved in elements of the talks. But to hear Donald Trump tell the story, the whole deal might not have materialized without the intervention of a crucial friend in the neighborhood.

"Working with Qatar and the people of Qatar was really a pleasure," Trump reflected today as he met with the Qatari emir on the sidelines of the G7 summit in Evian, France. "They were tough; they were strong. You know, they are the closest to Iran physically. So with other countries, I noticed they had to travel about 45 minutes to get there. With you, you could walk right across the border." Not quite. A roughly 100-mile stretch of the Persian Gulf separates Qatar from Iran. The Qataris are skilled negotiators, but they do not walk on water.

That water, in fact, is essential. What's underneath it forms the basis of Qatar's unique relationship with Iran: the single largest deposit of natural gas on the planet, which extends into each country's territory. And the Strait of Hormuz, which Iran has effectively controlled for the past four months of war, is the sole transit point for the liquefied natural gas that fuels Qatar's economy and has helped make its tiny population among the richest per capita in the world.

Perhaps no country was better suited than Qatar to open a channel of communication between Iran and the United States. Qatar hosts the largest American military base in the Middle East, and for three decades, Washington has been its most important global ally. Before the war began, Qatari officials were in Tehran trying to broker meetings with the Trump administration to preempt the conflict. "I do have to say, you fought and you helped us and with great bravery," Trump told the emir, Tamim bin Hamad Al Thani, who sat impassively, dressed in a sober gray suit. "So I just want to compliment you on that, and, uh, you'll always be my friend."

It was not hard to imagine the screams emanating from Jerusalem and Riyadh. Qatar's regional rivals have long seen Doha as a political and financial enabler of Iran-backed extremism throughout the Middle East. Qatar characterizes its ties to Tehran as a relationship of necessity, based on geography and shared economic interests, but its neighbors see something far more cynical and sinister. What Doha calls neutrality in its foreign policy, they call hedging bets and buying influence, particularly through lobbying spending in Washington that is out of proportion for a country of only about 300,000 citizens. Qatar's gift to Trump of a luxury jetliner last year was such an ostentatious display of influence that it chagrined even some Qatari officials. (The country insists that it always intended to sell the plane, valued at about $400 million, to the Defense Department.) Qatar's diplomatic and cultural ties to Iran, as well as its decision to host the political offices of Hamas, make it a unique troublemaker in Israel's eyes.

Allies of Qatar acknowledge that it plays all sides, but they also say that Qatar does this better than anyone. "The Qataris are the best diplomats in the region," one U.S. official told my colleague Vivian Salama. Qatar's credibility with the Trump administration gave it leverage in Tehran: "By empowering them, the people in Iran who wanted to make a deal took them seriously," the official said.

Read: A turning point in the Iran war

Whether you call Qatar's strategy duplicity or diplomacy, as far as Trump is concerned, the Qataris helped seal an agreement that the president desperately wanted, and they remain at the top of his "nice" list.

Al Thani might have preferred that Trump didn't draw too much attention to the fact that his emissaries had spent the past few months shuttling from Doha and Tehran to Washington, D.C., and Miami. It was the Qatari delegation that got talks moving again after they had stalled out in the spring, diplomats familiar with the matter told me. They added that after a tentative cease-fire took hold in April, Washington and Tehran asked the Qataris to help get the process on track to ultimately reach a deal.

This is territory that Qatar knows well. The country has turned international-conflict mediation into its most vital national industry behind energy production. Last year, Qatari teams were participating in a dozen separate negotiations at once, officials told me.

The memorandum that Qatar helped hammer out reportedly includes sanctions relief for Iran, a pathway to diluting or removing stockpiles of highly enriched uranium from the country, and a plan for reopening the Strait of Hormuz to shipping. That last point was especially crucial for Qatar, which has not produced or shipped liquefied natural gas since the war began.

When it was the Qatari emir's turn to speak at the G7 summit today, he said almost nothing about his own country's mediation role and instead praised Trump for his leadership. He also took the opportunity to note Qatar's planned investments in the United States totaling more than $1.2 trillion. (The Qataris have learned better than most to speak Trump's favorite language.)

"I think it was a very critical time," Al Thani said. "You took the right decision."

If the deal holds, Trump will have finally found his off-ramp. It ran through Doha.

Vivian Salama contributed reporting for this story. 
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Oil Prices Might Not Go Back to Normal Anytime Soon

There's a big difference between reopening the Strait of Hormuz on paper and actually resuming the flow of oil through it.

by Roge Karma

Tue, 16 Jun 2026




"Ships of the World, start your engines," Donald Trump declared on Truth Social on Sunday. "Let the oil flow!"

This was the president's way of announcing that the United States and Iran had reached an agreement to end their war and reopen the Strait of Hormuz. Although the exact details have not been released, the deal reportedly includes a 60-day cease-fire during which the two sides will negotiate a more permanent settlement. Since the announcement, the price of oil has fallen to about $80 a barrel, the lowest point since early March. But there's a big difference between reopening the Strait of Hormuz on paper and actually resuming the flow of oil through it. A return to the pre-war status quo is still very far off--if it ever happens at all.

The most obvious barrier to the smooth flow of oil is that the two sides seem to have conflicting accounts of what the deal actually says, calling into question whether it will be honored. The Trump administration has insisted that it will consider the strait reopened only if Iran agrees not to impose tolls on passing ships. But yesterday, after the cease-fire was announced, Iranian officials said that they would charge "fees" on transiting ships--which sounds an awful lot like a toll. Another point of contention: Iranian officials have said that the cease-fire agreement includes a cessation of Israel's military activities in Lebanon, whereas American officials have said the opposite.

Read: The U.S. and Iran might actually have a deal

If these disagreements are not settled, the deal could collapse before it is even implemented. And even if the deal is implemented, it could collapse down the line. The two sides are far apart on crucial issues, including Iran's nuclear program. Trump told The New York Times on Sunday, for example, that if Iran does not agree to end the program, attacks on Tehran will resume.

The result is a veil of uncertainty that could dissuade oil producers from resuming operations, insurance companies from reducing currently sky-high rates, and "Ships of the World" from starting their engines. Several shipping executives have told reporters that they will need weeks or months of assurances before they send ships back to the Persian Gulf.

The situation in the strait could come to resemble the one in the Red Sea. Although Yemen's Houthi rebels formally halted their two-year rocket campaign against Western ships in the area last November, just half as many oil tankers are making the passage compared with 2023. "If you're a shipping company, do you really want to send in your vessels knowing the deal could fall apart and they could be stuck for who knows how long?" Jason Bordoff, the founding director of Columbia University's Center on Global Energy Policy, told me. "If you're an oil producer, do you really want to put in all the money and effort to restart your production, only to have to shut it down again? These are the kinds of trade-offs everyone will need to weigh."

Even if the confidence of the oil industry is restored, major challenges will remain. The most immediate concern is that the strait is littered with Iranian naval mines. Nobody, including the Iranians themselves, appears to be aware of exactly how many mines are out there or where they are located. Most experts estimate that mine-sweeping will take at least a few weeks. A leaked Pentagon briefing to Congress in April was more pessimistic: It estimated that clearing the strait of mines would take up to six months. On top of that are the various logistical hurdles involved in restarting a global industry as complicated as oil. "We learned this lesson the hard way during COVID: When you shut down big, complex global supply chains, they take time to come back," Arnab Datta, a managing director at the think tank Employ America who specializes in energy markets, told me. Last month, the head of the Abu Dhabi National Oil Company told the Atlantic Council that "even if this conflict ends tomorrow, it will take at least four months to get back to 80 percent of pre-conflict flows" and that "full flows will not return before the first or even second quarter of 2027."

Read: The U.S. had no choice but diplomacy--yet again

Once the oil supply gets back to normal, prices might not. "Everyone now knows Iran can close the strait whenever they want," Gregory Brew, the Eurasia Group's senior analyst for Iran and energy, told me. That risk will be built into oil prices moving forward. Meanwhile, countries that have dipped into their oil reserves during the conflict will need to replenish them. (U.S.-government stockpiles, for example, are at their lowest level since the early 1980s.)

Countries that didn't have big reserves in the first place, such as India, will look to build them. This could create elevated demand for oil that will send prices higher for the foreseeable future. "Prior to this war, oil prices were headed to $40 to $50 per barrel," Rory Johnston, an oil-markets analyst who writes the widely cited newsletter Commodity Context, told me. "Now it would be miraculous if we got below $70."

These predictions might turn out to be overly pessimistic. When the Iran war broke out, analysts almost unanimously warned that a three-month closure of the Strait of Hormuz would be a doomsday scenario for the global oil system. They were wrong. Prices spiked, but far less than the experts had predicted. The oil market turned out to be surprisingly resilient. It could surprise everyone again. But if it doesn't, the economic consequences of the Iran war will be felt for many years to come.
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Assume You Will Be Hacked

AI is enabling a deluge of cyberattacks the likes of which we've never seen before.

by Matteo Wong

Tue, 16 Jun 2026




Late last month, I began to consider withdrawing some money from my savings account to buy gold. It's the first time I've ever thought about panic-buying. For all of the firewalls and two-factor-authentication codes, the safety of the internet is starting to falter. Hackers are gaining the upper hand over organizations around the world--hospitals, energy grids, government agencies, and, yes, banks.



As AI tools have become extremely good at writing code, they've also become extremely good at pulling off cyberattacks. (Malware, after all, is still software.) The result has been a change in the scale, speed, and sophistication of hacks that is difficult to overstate: Among its tens of thousands of clients, the cybersecurity firm Palo Alto Networks identified a fourfold increase in daily attacks from 2024 to 2025. Hackers are developing AI-enhanced computer viruses that adapt on the fly to avoid detection. They are automating cyber-espionage campaigns on foreign governments. They are stealing data in minutes instead of hours. "There's a crazy amount of offensive activity happening right now," Alex Stamos, a former chief security officer of Yahoo and Facebook, told me. "Companies are getting hacked every single day."



If the NSA is perturbed by the rise in cyberattacks, which it apparently is, then surely my savings are vulnerable. There could be any number of weaknesses in my bank's IT systems to directly hack. Or perhaps an AI-written phishing email targeted at an employee, personalized to sound like a family member or manager, could let hackers into the back end to empty my coffers. Even if the bank has great cybersecurity, an attack on another business--a medical clinic I visited, a car-rental company, a newsletter subscription--could steal my payment information and, potentially, much more. The attack angles are seemingly infinite. And no one is adequately prepared.





The term software engineering has always been an insult to the level of rigor demanded of mechanical, civic, and other engineers. Computer programs can be riddled with vulnerabilities and run just fine for years or decades--and much of the software underlying the web has done just that. "We've just been writing software in a totally slapdash and insecure way for decades now," Stamos, who is now the chief security officer at the AI-coding company Corridor, said. With some small, high-stakes exceptions--such as software used on the International Space Station or nuclear submarines--code is written and deployed without much rigorous testing. If a bug is reported, it gets patched.



Such a relaxed security posture has been more or less fine because discovering vulnerabilities is hard and skilled hackers are few in number: Either nobody found the bugs or nobody was able to exploit them. But traditional cybersecurity methods don't cut it anymore. Before, you might scramble for a week to patch a hole, Giovanni Vigna, a cybersecurity expert at UC Santa Barbara, told me. "Now you could have hundreds of those every week." Moody's Ratings has found that the time attackers take to exploit a publicly known vulnerability (the digital equivalent of a robber plotting how to get around a bank's guards and cameras after obtaining a key) fell from more than 700 days in 2020 to just 44 days in 2025--faster than the average time cybersecurity teams take to patch the bug.



Governments and major companies are on high alert for AI-enabled cyberwarfare. The wake-up call came this spring, with the announcement of two extremely advanced cyber models--Claude Mythos Preview from Anthropic, and the analogous GPT-5.5-Cyber from OpenAI soon after. Many independent cybersecurity experts have told me that these models are as or nearly as skilled as elite human hackers, which is why Anthropic and OpenAI didn't release them publicly. Instead, the AI labs have granted a small number of partner organizations and government agencies exclusive access to the unrestricted versions of these cyber models in the hopes of shoring up their IT systems. And this month, Donald Trump signed an executive order to expedite just that.


 Read: Claude Mythos Is Everyone's Problem



Organizations can guard against the coming deluge of AI-enabled hacks, most notably by using AI to detect and resolve vulnerabilities before cybercriminals can exploit them. Anthropic has itself used Claude Mythos Preview to find thousands of bugs in open-source-software packages--many of which went undetected for years or decades--that undergird much of the internet. Mozilla used Mythos to fix more than 400 bugs in the Firefox web browser in April, roughly 20 times more than it fixes in a typical month. And having an AI agent monitoring for intruders 24/7 could be far more effective than periodic cybersecurity audits. If you've noticed more updates in your web browser, work software, and smartphone apps, it may well be because software companies are using AI to scan for bugs.



But, if anything, these efforts are late. Even though they're not as powerful as Mythos, plenty of free and open-source AI hacking tools are allowing criminals with little technical experience to marshal an army of hackers at their fingertips. Tools from Google, Anthropic, and OpenAI have guardrails intended to prevent them from being used for hacks, but they are not perfect: All three companies have reported more, and more sophisticated, hacking attempts using their AI models. When the courseware Canvas was hacked last month, upending classrooms in thousands of schools and universities worldwide, AI likely played a role--and the criminal group responsible, a notorious hacking ring called ShinyHunters, is known for using AI in all sorts of scams. Just weeks later, Google cybersecurity researchers reported that ShinyHunters had hacked into an Oracle HR system and may have stolen data from more than 100 organizations. Meanwhile, the Trump administration has forced Anthropic to revoke all public access to the latest version of Mythos--taking away perhaps the most powerful cyberdefense tool we have from both the government and the private sector.


 Read: The White House is ratcheting up its war against Anthropic



That does not mean you should withdraw your life's savings and buy gold (although, well). But a tremendous amount of change needs to happen in a very short period of time; open-source AI models will soon catch up to Mythos and GPT-5.5. The internet needs upgrades "at a Y2K-like scale," Raffi Krikorian, the chief technology officer at Mozilla, told me, referring to a widespread fear that computer programs interpreting the digits "00" to mean the year 1900, rather than 2000, would bring down the web. But IT professionals spent years preparing for and ultimately avoiding a Y2K apocalypse, he said; with AI, we have months. No one company or government can demand the requisite collective action rapidly enough to completely secure our digital infrastructure. "There's no way organizations across the globe are going to patch everything that needs to occur within the next three to five months," Wendi Whitmore, the chief security intelligence officer at Palo Alto Networks, told me.







At the same time that bots are making hackers more capable, the technology is also making the web less robust to attacks. Coding agents, due to their propensity to hallucinate, frequently write insecure code--and humans, in the thrall of vibe-coding, usually don't take the time to verify it. Spotty AI code has, for instance, reportedly caused multiple outages in Amazon's e-commerce services. Meanwhile, the AI models being integrated across the web--into Amazon, Google, your bank's customer-service department, and more--are themselves new, untested, and vulnerable to all manner of creative attacks that allow hackers to request passwords and personal information. A few weeks ago, a group of cybercriminals basically just asked Meta's customer-service AI to give them access to some 30,000 Instagram accounts (including the Sephora corporate account and the defunct Obama White House account), and the AI obliged. ("Some of our internal backend checks failed in this instance, but it wasn't due to the AI agent itself, and we've addressed the underlying cause," Andy Stone, a Meta spokesperson told me.)

The near future is very likely to involve more frequent, and more severe, outages and hacks just like those affecting Canvas, Meta, and Amazon. "We will see more of these disruptions," Vigna said. "I think it's inevitable in the short term." Smaller but crucial companies and organizations that are not web-native--think power plants, municipal-government agencies, credit unions--are especially vulnerable. They may be running all sorts of clunky legacy code, and lack the IT capacity or financial resources to make the necessary upgrades. In many cases, the person who wrote the bulk of an organization's software might be retired or dead.



Take hospitals, many of which are already struggling to combat data breaches and ransomware attacks. Hospital IT systems are full of valuable health and financial data, and the incentive to pay a ransom is high when patients' lives are on the line. "It's not a matter of will to increase cybersecurity for hospitals," John Riggi, the national adviser for cybersecurity and risk for the American Hospital Association, told me. "It is a matter of resources and capabilities." AI, he said, will make everything worse. And the greater burden is always on the side of the defense: Missing just a single vulnerability can permit a catastrophic attack. An Anthropic spokesperson told me that "hospitals, utilities, and smaller banks run on software built by others," which Mythos is helping secure. "Software upstream protects the organizations downstream that don't have resources to staff their own security research team.")



A worst-case scenario over the next year or so might look like "blackouts across the United States, telecommunications companies being hacked," Krikorian said, or "our banking systems dealing with people losing money left and right." Every cybersecurity expert I spoke with for this story concurred: The next few months, couple of years, or even longer will be rough. "I hope that it's not a catastrophic outage, but I am concerned that 2026 really could be the year that we see some sort of attack like that become very successful," Whitmore said. Anthropic estimates that a major cyberattack on just one of its 200 or so partner organizations could affect at least 100 million people.



Collective action aside, some precautions exist that individuals can take short of liquidating into gold. Many of them are basic: using a password manager that auto-generates long passwords, keeping software updated, restarting devices to wipe viruses from their short-term memory. Be extra wary of all sorts of phishing texts and other low-level scams. And you might consider simplifying your digital life by switching to a Chromebook, certain tablets, or another gadget that is a "thin client," meaning that very little software and data are stored on the device.



Even in the most catastrophic of scenarios, perhaps we can ride out the AI hacks. No one knows just how many bugs are out there. If there's a limited pool of vulnerabilities online, things will settle down once they are all found, whether by hackers or security audits. But it's also possible that every time the top AI models reach a new threshold of capabilities, Stamos said, they discover a new pool of still more complex hacks. And so the chaos begins anew.
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Why July 4 Turned Into a Trump Rally

The president has never accepted that the head of state and the leader of the Republican Party are separate roles.

by Jonathan Chait

Tue, 16 Jun 2026




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


The president of the United States announced last month that, in place of performances by Martina McBride, Young MC, the surviving members of the Commodores, one member of Poison, and other sought-after musicians who had dropped out after being recruited on apparently false pretenses, he would personally provide the entertainment for a 250th-anniversary celebration of American independence.

"On Wednesday, June 24th, at 7 P.M., in magnificent Washington, D.C., now totally beautified, and one of the Safest Cities anywhere in the World, and in celebration of our Country's 250 Year History, we will be bringing you, LIVE, the Greatest Rally, EVER!" Donald Trump wrote on Truth Social. "It will be special at every level--A Rally to end all Rallies!"

This week, he announced another rally, to take place July 4. "We are going to host the most spectacular TRUMP RALLY of them all, a 'TRIBUTE TO AMERICA.'" The Rally to end all Rallies will apparently end them for a mere week and a half.

The shambolic decision to turn the quarter-millennium anniversary of the Declaration of Independence into yet another rally is, perhaps, an inevitable outgrowth of Trump's megalomania, which renders him unable to keep separate the functions of party leader and head of state. In merging the two, he has trashed the latter.

Head of state and leader of the governing party are two different roles that, in many countries, are held by different people. In the United Kingdom, the head of state is a monarch. In Israel, it is a president. Both positions differ from the more political role of the prime minister.

The United States gives both roles to the president. Traditionally, presidents have responded to this burden by tailoring the part to the occasion. They would act as a party leader when, say, giving a routine press conference, but as head of state when, for example, meeting foreign leaders or addressing the country during a national disaster or a war. In some cases, the division is marked by rules or norms, which Trump characteristically disregards. There is a law, called the Hatch Act, that limits the use of the presidency for political activities (say, holding a political convention at the White House), which the Trump administration systematically violated during his 2020 reelection campaign.

Read: Inside America's ugly birthday battle

The wall Trump began dismantling in his first term has been obliterated in the second. Presidents are not supposed to give partisan speeches to active-duty military, but Trump instructed soldiers in February that "you have to vote for us." Trump has treated the federal government as an extension of his party, which in turn is an extension of himself. He has draped government buildings with his likeness, and he celebrated his birthday with free admission to national parks and an Army parade. The putative excuse for the Army parade, that it was for the branch's 250th birthday, is rendered dubious in the extreme by the absence of any similar observance for the same birthday of the Navy or Marines.

Trump has commissioned a Trump Gold Card for wealthy immigrants, Trump Accounts for children, TrumpRx for prescription drugs, and a "Trump class" battleship. He renamed the U.S. Institute for Peace and the Kennedy Center after himself, and when a judge ordered him to remove his name from the latter, Trump installed a tarp to cover John F. Kennedy's, too.

My colleague Michael Scherer reported on the administration's decision to supersede America250, a nonpartisan organization dedicated to celebrating this year's Independence Day, with a partisan analogue, Freedom 250. This process accomplished in a more formal and bureaucratized fashion the same objective Trump has carried out informally by treating the presidency as a vehicle for personal glorification and profit. The problem Freedom 250 set out to solve was that Congress had planned a patriotic celebration (one that would cast the president in a head-of-state role) when he preferred an event that would highlight MAGA values (Trump as party leader).

His goal in all of these maneuvers has been to convert a public asset--in this case, the prestige of the presidency--into a private holding. By doing so, however, he has devalued the currency. That is why Freedom 250 was reduced to booking acts one level above the bar-mitzvah tier--many entertainers would be flattered to perform at a ceremony honoring the nation, but far fewer would accept a gig at one designed explicitly to glorify Trump. Vanilla Ice, one of the last remaining musical acts willing to appear at the rally, explained, "You play for your fans. And I'll go play for Putin, and I'll play in Iran if you want. It don't matter." For the talent to compare the president to, respectively, a notorious dictator and a regime that he has sought to topple with military force was probably not the message Trump had in mind when he planned the event.

David Frum: Trump's 250th celebration is a fiasco

Trump's predecessors were hardly saints. They understood that performing nonpartisan roles conferred on them a dignity and measure of good feeling that had political side benefits. During his term, Joe Biden visited Kentucky after a tornado and told the people he met that he was there to support them regardless of whether they voted for him. He surely believed that idealistic message, but he also understood that it made him appear presidential. Occasionally being above politics is good politics.

If Trump were smarter, he would understand that husbanding the political capital of the office of the presidency pays off eventually. But this calculation would require him to think long term, rather than to greedily snatch whatever reward presents itself to him in the moment. Sadly, Trump's inability to forgo immediate fulfillment is as pronounced an aspect of his personality as his megalomania. Well, nobody's perfect.
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The Butterfly Longevity Diet

Researchers aren't sure why <em>Heliconius</em> butterflies live so long, but pollen may be part of the answer.

by Katherine J. Wu

Tue, 16 Jun 2026




For most butterfly species, an adult's life is brief and--with all due respect to butterflies--unextraordinary. After emerging from its chrysalis, a butterfly will stretch its new wings and set off in search of nectar and sex, spending the rest of its days flitting among flowers, mates, and spots to lay eggs. Within a few weeks, it'll be dead.



Not so for Heliconius butterflies. Adults in this genus can survive for many months after metamorphosizing, which ranks them among the longest-lived butterflies ever documented. In one case, scientists observed a Heliconius species in a butterfly house living close to a year--25 times longer than relatives in a similar genus. From the human perspective, that's the rough equivalent of another great-ape species surviving for more than a millennium.



Through their final moments, too, these butterflies maintain an unusual vivacity. In experiments, aged Heliconius feed, flap, and lay eggs just as vigorously as their younger peers; even their muscle strength doesn't measurably deteriorate, according to a new paper, published today in Nature Communications, from Jessica Foley, a researcher at Tufts University studying aging, and her colleagues. Foley has seen Heliconius butterflies zooming around their cage all day, only to find them dead come nightfall. "I not sure how they're declining," or really if they are at all, she told me. The butterflies seem to defy the typical process of aging.



Other long-lived animals have evolved strategies to minimize or counteract life's wear and tear. Naked mole rats and bowhead whales are particularly good at repairing damage to their DNA; elephants have extra cancer-suppressing genes; bats limit the buildup of cellular waste in their body both by tamping down potentially damaging immune responses and by slowing their metabolism to a near-halt during hibernation. Researchers are still working out Heliconius butterflies' secret, but they do know that the insects have a very unusual diet: As adults, they supplement sugary nectar with hearty pollen, chock full of fats and amino acids.



Read: Bats could hold the secret to better, longer human life



How exactly Heliconius manages to unlock those nutrients is still mysterious. "No other butterfly does it," Stephen Montgomery, a biologist at the University of Bristol and one of the paper's authors, told me. Other animals can crush the ultra-tough shells of pollen grains with teeth, jaws, or other similar body parts; butterflies have only a proboscis, a flexible, strawlike structure usually reserved for sipping liquid. Heliconius butterflies do devote an enormous amount of time and resources to finding and processing pollen. The parts of their brain dedicated to learning and memory are much bigger than those of other butterflies, which may help them repeatedly return to the same caches. They'll then collect pollen on their proboscis and slowly furl and unfurl their mouth parts like a paper party horn--maybe rubbing the grains against one another until they fracture, or relying on special enzymes in their saliva for help--sometimes for hours at a time, then slurp the resulting slurry.



The butterflies' devotion to this special longevity diet pays off. When the researchers deprived Heliconius butterflies of pollen, the insects' lifespan dropped by about 25 percent, and they more quickly lost weight as they aged. Those butterflies were also weaker than their pollen-fed kin. But gorging on pollen alone wasn't enough to lengthen a life. The researchers also fed pollen to a close relative of Heliconius, called Dryas, by spiking their sugar water with it; Dryas typically live for just a few weeks after metamorphosizing, and the pollen didn't change that.  The Dryas butterflies also continued to lose weight and strength as they aged, no matter what they ate. And although Heliconius butterflies fared more poorly when their pollen was taken away, they still lived longer than their Dryas kin.



Outside of their particular pollen habit, the butterflies spend their extra time on the same basic routine until the day they die: They wake early in the morning and forage; after a brief respite to digest, they mate, perhaps lay eggs, and maybe feed once again, then turn in alongside the setting sun. "It's a great life," Montgomery said. Compared with many other butterflies, Heliconius butterflies tend to lay relatively few eggs each day--on the order of 10--for months; meanwhile, shorter-lived Dryas butterflies can lay dozens a day. That carries some risk for Heliconius. An adult might, say, get eaten or crushed before maxing out its reproductive potential. But focusing on relatively few offspring at a time may allow Heliconius females to be choosier about where they lay their eggs, increasing the chances that caterpillars will survive, Andre Freitas, a butterfly biologist at the University of Campinas, in Brazil, who wasn't involved in the new research, told me.



Read: The DNA fix for aging



As they age, Heliconius butterflies remain full of vigor and vim, but no creature can forestall damage indefinitely. The oldest butterflies do "look a bit rubbish," Montgomery said. The scales on their wings fleck off and can't be replaced. Their vibrant appendages become tattered and dull. This kind of weathering may be what kills some Heliconius individuals, whose wings get so banged up or shredded that they can no longer fly or escape predation, Montgomery said. At the same time, Freitas has seen Heliconius butterflies "with broken wings, almost colorless, still flying and sometimes still laying eggs." In general, Foley said, she isn't sure what ultimately kills these hardy butterflies. They seem to manage to live every day as they did their previous one, up until the moment they die.
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The Apotheosis of Donald Trump

On the president's 80th birthday, it became clear that he has entered his decline.

by Peter Wehner

Wed, 17 Jun 2026




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


It took 250 years and 45 presidents, but cage fighting has finally come to the White House.


Donald Trump's 80th birthday was in many ways the apotheosis of the Trump administration--the Ultimate Fighting Championship held a seven-fight card on the South Lawn of the White House, with the president and members of his family in attendance.

The event was garish, lurid, and crass--perfectly calibrated to appeal to the president. A massive military flyover. The use of honor guards to usher UFC fighters into the cage. "Octagon Girls" in sequined red-white-and-blue costumes parading around the cage between rounds. A UFC fighter, during a post-fight interview with Joe Rogan, praising "my Lord and savior Jesus Christ" before repeating a long-running conspiracy theory: "Michelle Obama is a man!" This smear seemed to bring a half smile to Trump's face. The main event, a lightweight championship bout between Justin Gaethje and Ilia Topuria, left Topuria bloodied and battered, his face mangled, his vision so impaired that he was hospitalized after the fight. As my colleague Gal Beckerman put it, "Not a single one of these seven fights was even won on points. They all resulted in one man's rage and another man's pain and humiliation."

Gal Beckerman: The theory that explains Trump's UFC fight

It was Trump's version of the Roman imperial games--state-sponsored brutality as public entertainment, staged to please the emperor and his courtiers, desecrating a public space. He clearly relished every second of it. But the MAGA movement--and the 80-year-old man who leads it--is breaking apart.

THE UFC EVENT captured an essential truth of Trump's second term. He believes that he made a mistake the first time around by hiring too many subordinates who did not allow Trump to be Trump. He wanted full fealty. By discarding institutional restraints, he was convinced he could deliver what he had promised. Trump has always been a man of epic indiscipline, but in Trump 2.0 there would be no brakes. It would be all improv.

Jonathan Rauch and I have argued that, as a result, the world now faces something new and frightening: a psychotic state. The administration is consistently detached from reality; the normal policy process we have seen in past administrations is nonexistent in this one. No one around the president even hints that anything he does is inappropriate, unpopular, or unwise. His Cabinet meetings have become exercises in self-abasement, with one member after another obsequiously groveling, each trying to outdo the next in their adoration. Trump, left on his own without adult supervision, has lurched from blunder to catastrophe.

He started a war with Iran and then, within a matter of months, managed to lose it. He is in the process of breaking NATO, one of the greatest military alliances in history. Inflation is rising. The economy is slowing. And his tariff policies have been a disaster.

The Trump administration has gutted medical research, cut research funding to universities because of political disputes, and triggered a "brain drain" that is dismantling in two years what took 80 to build. It shut down USAID and gutted PEPFAR, the George W. Bush program targeting AIDS that is credited with saving more than 25 million lives. This is producing what public-health researchers project will be hundreds of thousands of preventable deaths--the largest reversal of American humanitarian commitment in modern history.

Trump put an anti-vaccine activist, Robert F. Kennedy Jr., in charge of public health and a fool, Pete Hegseth, in charge of the world's most powerful military. He has weaponized the Department of Justice against his political enemies and pardoned January 6 defendants who attacked the Capitol and wanted to hang his vice president. He has transformed ICE from an immigration-enforcement agency into a domestic paramilitary force. Migrants were shipped to foreign prisons without due process. Trump has also converted the presidency into an instrument of self-enrichment on a scale no predecessor came close to matching.

As a result, Trump's approval ratings have cratered. Consumer confidence has fallen to historic lows. Public sentiment is in "complete collapse" on key issues. The mood of ordinary Americans has soured, with many more dissatisfied than satisfied. For the first time, we're seeing signs that Republicans in Congress may resist the will of the president. And Trump's MAGA coalition, which until now has been cultlike in its loyalty, is fracturing and turning on itself. And then there is the matter of age.

FOR HIS ENTIRE ADULT LIFE, Donald Trump has displayed patterns of behavior--grandiosity, lack of empathy, impulsivity, an obsession with power and dominance, a continuous need for adulation, hypersensitivity to perceived slights, a habit of demonizing those who disagree with him, exploitive interpersonal relationships, a chronic distortion of reality to preserve self-image, and an indifference to truth--that reflect his disordered personality.

What's newer to the mix are the clear signs of his advancing age. His need for adulation is more desperate than in the past; the vanity projects are more grandiose. He's more disinhibited and impulsive. His rage is more easily triggered, and his displays of temper less intentional and less strategic. He's more detached than ever from reality. His cruelty and the delight he takes in it, including celebrating the death of people he considered his enemies, is more pronounced now than before. And his environment is populated almost solely by sycophants.

Cullen Murphy: Trump's gladiator delusion

The signs of Trump's decline are everywhere: meandering soliloquies during Cabinet meetings, unplanned strolls on the White House roof, getting up and wandering to the windows in the East Room during meetings with oil executives. His obsessive fixation on the White House ballroom. The increasing number of deranged, middle-of-the-night Truth Social posts. The fury and indignation at routine questions from the press. And the steady narrowing of his vocabulary, his simplified syntax and reliance on a small number of stock phrases and superlatives. There's no effort by Trump's advisers to hide any of this. He won't allow it.

What must be especially hard on Trump, a man of renowned vanity, are the signs of physical decay--his bruised hands that makeup cannot wholly conceal, his swollen ankles, his stooped posture and slowed gait, his weight, and his face turning the color of a Halloween pumpkin. It is as if these are the outward signs of inward ruin.

The day after Trump was inaugurated in 2017, I wrote, "A man with illiberal tendencies, a volatile personality and no internal checks is now president. This isn't going to end well." How it will end is beginning to come more clearly into focus. Trump is seeing the world he has wounded turn against him. He's discovering that the whirligig of time brings in his revenges. And like another old ruler, vain and volatile, who divided his kingdom and whose reign ended in ruin, Donald Trump is bellowing at the storm, raging at his enemies, raging into the night.
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'You Slap Me in the Face, I'll Slap You Right Back'

Nancy Pelosi on gerrymandering, the midterms, and her 39 years in Congress

by Kevin Townsend

Thu, 18 Jun 2026




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

Democrats fall in love. Republicans fall in line. Or at least that's the old joke.

The quote, often attributed to Bill Clinton, spoke to a political reality. After all, in a contest of tradition versus change, it's no surprise that the party of tradition more easily comes to consensus than the one seeking change.

But where the "falling in love" of politics once implied progressive dreams of one change figure or another, it now seems to apply most to the cult of personality around President Trump. And the passion on the right has led to a kind of pragmatism on the left. In a world where Democrats fall in line, few people have been more successful at making that happen than Nancy Pelosi.

The longtime California member of Congress is the only woman to ever serve as speaker of the House. And her tenure was marked by uncommon party unity, even before Trump became the party foil he is. She says she did this with consensus, listening rather than telling.

"Democrats know what they have to be, and that is we are not a monolith," she told the Radio Atlantic host Hanna Rosin earlier this month at the Cascade PBS Ideas Festival, in Seattle. "I can't go in there and say, Everybody should be like me because I'm from San Francisco, and this is the right thing to do. We have to listen to other people's views and, hopefully, across the aisle."

On this week's episode of Radio Atlantic, that live conversation with Pelosi. She shares her thoughts on gerrymandering, the midterms, the progressive wing of the party, and her 39 years in Congress.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Hey. Before we get started today, we have an announcement. This show is adding three new dimensions. Number one, episodes now every Monday in addition to the Thursday episode. Number two, we have a new host, Adam Harris. You have probably heard him on the show. He's co-hosted. He's also been a guest on the show. And number three, the Monday show is gonna be on video. You can watch it on YouTube.

Adam, how you feeling about that? You looking good?

Adam Harris: I am feeling great. It's been really exciting to get this show off the ground, and I'm excited to get started.

Rosin: So if you had to make a show right now--this week--what would it be about?

Harris: There's just so much in the news. You have the Iran deal. You have the sort of ongoing, unfolding dimensions of the Jeffrey Epstein scandal. You have the start of the World Cup. I think one of the reasons why I was really interested in coming back and joining you as a co-host on Radio Atlantic is because there is so much to explore. And there's just so much news to cover. And so it's honestly a bit of a blessing that we're able to look at the world through this lens of this magazine that's been around for 170 years.

Rosin: But let's say you could do a show about literally anything you wanted. lt wouldn't even have to be news related. Would you create an alternate reality where the Spurs won?

Harris: 100 percent.

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Harris: 100 percent. Both in 2017 and now.

Rosin: Got it.

Harris: (Laughs.)

[Music]

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

Nancy Pelosi is a lot of things. But one thing a lot of people can agree on is that she knows how to get things done. And if she doesn't like you--especially if you're a president she disagrees with--she won't try to hide it.

Pelosi was a key figure in pushing through the Affordable Care Act under President Obama as speaker of the House. An icon of Democratic politics for the last few decades: whipping up votes, negotiating bills, and, in one memorable moment from 2020, ripping up a speech at the State of the Union.

News anchor (from NBC News): A stunning moment here at the end of the president's speech, Nancy Pelosi tearing up what appeared to be a copy of the president's speech.


Rosin: Earlier this month, I sat down with Pelosi at the Cascade PBS Ideas Festival in Seattle. We talked about the midterms, if the Democrats could win back the House, possibly the Senate. We talked about gerrymandering and the future of the Democratic Party--just as she is about to retire from it officially.
 
 (Audience claps.)

Rosin (in interview): So we're coming on--it's 39 years--

Rep. Nancy Pelosi: Yeah.

Rosin: --about, which is amazing.

Pelosi: June 9. Next week.

Rosin: June 9 is the anniversary of your swearing in, right?

Pelosi: Right.

Rosin: Yeah. Amazing.

(Audience claps.)

Rosin: Which means you have five months to go.

Pelosi: Right.

Rosin: How are you liking the term emerita? Do you feel relieved, like, Oh, I don't have to do this anymore? Or do you feel panicked, like, What do I do now?

Pelosi: Well, I'm only there for one reason right now, in addition to meeting the needs of my constituents, but my purpose is to win the House for the Democrats.

(Audience claps.)

Pelosi: And that's it. That's it. So right now, it's like every day counts and you have to make every day count. And so I'm not looking in terms of five months or what. That's what it is. Five months minus about three days, and we will have the election. And we wanna make sure that everybody knows that the election will be safe and will be protected, that we will win the election, and what we will do when we do. So I'm busy.

Rosin: Yeah. I knew you weren't gonna sound like a person who's five months from--the way a lot of us would sound if we were five months from retirement. It's just impossible to imagine: When I think Nancy Pelosi, I think action verbs, like wrangling. There are things we associate with you, and none of them are fishing.

So looking at the House map, help us understand from your perspective: is looking at the map of the nation and winning the House--do you think of it the same way you think of winning a vote, like gathering your people? Is it the same kind of thing?

Pelosi: Well, let's define our terms. When we say winning the House, let's think back to our founders. As we celebrate--mostly--celebrate the 250th anniversary of [our] July 4, 1776, and then what they did after that to write the Constitution. They wrote in the Constitution very clearly about the House and its purpose. So in order to talk about what we want to do, it's important to note this: Our founders thought that the House of Representatives should be a reflection of the American people, and that's why there's proportional representation.

The Senate at the time--you know, we have 40 million people in California. We have two senators. Some other states have one million persons, and they have two. But that's what we take an oath to protect and defend. And they were, at the time, just appointed by the state legislature, just to go back in history a bit.

But the founders, the one thing that they had total agreement on is they did not want a monarch. So the way they set up the Constitution for the election was: the president would have a four-year term and the House would have a two-year term. So people ask me all the time, including members, How come we have to run every two years? It's because that's the genius of our founders. They wanted the race for the House in two years to be a referendum on the executive. And that's exactly how it turns out.

So when we say we have to win the House, that means we have to be a referendum, as our founders intended, that we not have a monarch. So we fully intend to do just that.

Rosin: What would you put the chances of Democrats winning the House right now?

Pelosi: Not only are we going to win the House--

(Audience laughs.)

Pelosi: --we're going to win big, and that's what our plan is.

(Audience claps.)

Rosin: So that number of 100. That's 100.

Pelosi: I guarantee you Hakeem Jeffries will be the speaker of the House, and he will be great. And right now he's planning how we win, how we protect the election, and what we will do when we win.

Rosin: What about the Senate? I know the House is your baby and you love the House more, but just asking: What about the Senate?

Pelosi: That's true. But I only speak about what I really know, and I know on the ground what is happening with the House. People say, Are you being a little arrogant? I said, No, I'm being confident. We're gonna win the House.

The Senate has real possibilities. The bigger we win the House, the better chance for them to win the Senate. But if we win both, that would be a dream come true for our founders. That's what they had in mind.

(Audience claps.)

Rosin: So the person you've been alluding to but not mentioned by name, I remember hearing you on a podcast right before the presidential election--and this is painful to read now--what you said was, "I can't even envision a situation where he could win. If he were to win, and we didn't win the House, imagine how horrible it would be. I can hardly sleep at night as it is, but that would be unthinkable, impossible for our country."

Now, your wish did not come true, so the question is: Has it been just as you expected?Worse than you expected? How has it rolled out?

Pelosi: Let us again define our terms.

(Audience laughs.)

Pelosi: You're talking about what's-his-name?

Rosin: He Who Shall Not Be Named.

Pelosi: He shall not be named.

Rosin: Since you're not naming him, I'll take your lead, yeah.

Pelosi: No, it's worse. This is worse. The fact is that I didn't come here to talk about him, I came here to talk about me. But okay, we'll talk about him.

(Audience laughs.)

Pelosi: No, I'm teasing. Look what is at stake: a constitution where people are represented, where freedom of the press, freedom of speech, all democratic freedoms in the Bill of Rights. And then you have rule of law, due process, separation of powers--my personal favorite: independent judiciary, Supreme Court. So there's so much at stake in this election coming. Not that we can change the Court right now, but this is an election we must win.

But I say to people--because there are people who are concerned about our democracy, and we need to be--but I said, When we campaign, we just can't be talking about--we save our democracy at the kitchen table. This is about lowering the cost and increasing the availability and accessibility of health care, and it's about ending the corruption that is going on in Washington, D.C. That's what people vote on. We always have to make a distinction, Hanna, between what is important--and we can all agree on so many important things--and what people vote on, which is what is important to them at that time: the cost of living, affordability. And that's the fight that we are in.

Rosin: In your book, The Art of Power, you talk about managing George Bush. You talk about John McCainjust how you handle each one, your intuition. How did you handle Donald Trump? Like, if you had to strategize or you had to get something done or sort of you needed the White House for some reason, how did you do it?

Pelosi: Well, I didn't manage any of those people, but I respected them. You always want the President of the United States to succeed. And for the most part, Democratic or Republican, that was never an issue. We always were patriots, and as I say, you want the president to succeed.

In order for there to be cooperation and all the rest, there has to be some truth--I guess that's the best word I could say--some validity as to what that person's agenda might be for our country. So we're having a difference of opinion on policy. I'd rather not talk personally about...

(Audience laughs.)

Rosin: I am genuinely curious because you're so strategic in the book. You're so good at reading people--

Pelosi: Yeah.

Rosin: --understanding what you need from each person and how to get it, to get everything on everybody, all the House members. It's so many people. It's like you have 10,000 children and you have to get them all in line. It's kind of amazing.

So I did wonder about when you're faced with a situation like this, but you do have some duty to the country--did you have any personal interactions or any insights about, well, how do you get something done here?

Pelosi: Well, the first term was better than the second term.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Pelosi: You know? But then we had to impeach him twice, so.

(Audience laughs.)

Rosin: So he wasn't a fan.

Pelosi: A fan? No, no. (Laughs.) But the thing is, somebody said to me the other day, I fought really hard for you to impeach the president. I said, You didn't do any such thing. There's only one person responsible for the two impeachments of Donald Trump, and that person's name is Donald Trump.

[Music]

Rosin: After the break: Nancy Pelosi on that moment when she ripped up a copy of Donald Trump's speech.

[Break]

Rosin: Do you all remember the moment that Representative Pelosi ripped up the speech? Okay--

(Audience claps.)

Rosin: It was so meme-able. I feel like it's just gonna be around forever. Did you think of that on the spot?

Pelosi: Yeah, I did.

Rosin: Really?

Pelosi: I'll tell you, on a couple spots. One, here's the way it was.

(Audience laughs.)

Pelosi: We go to the State of the Union, and again, wanna be respectful. They're guests in our House, the House of Representatives. So anyway, when the president comes in, you probably notice that they hand a copy of the speech [to] the vice president, a copy to the speaker. So I had my copy there, and he starts to speak, and what I was hearing was not consistent with fact. So I tore a little piece and I said, I have to remember that on this page it wasn't true.

(Audience laughs.)

And then the next page, it wasn't true. And then the next page, it wasn't true. The whole speech was really a manifesto of misrepresentations. So at the end I thought, I have to tear this speech up, because the whole thing--every single page--had misrepresentation. But worse than misrepresentation--lies.

But it's on parchment, so you just can't do this. You have to do this and this, and... (Laughs.) But I'll tell you something, I go all over the world, and I'm like, We're so proud of the Affordable Care Act and all these things that we did legislatively. All people wanna do is...

(Audience laughs.)

Pelosi: But also they don't like when I point--this past week, for some reason, today I was in the airport and a young woman came up to me and she said--she had her phone with a picture on it--and she said, I'm the person who took this picture of you in the Cabinet office pointing at the president.

Wow. I didn't know who took that picture. But in that picture, everybody tells me, That's the one I want autographed. That's the one I want autographed. Because in that picture I'm saying to the president, I'm leaving this meeting now because with you, Mr. President, which I called him, all roads lead to Putin.

So that to me was a more serious assault on what he had to say than just tearing up his manifesto of misrepresentations. Lies.

(Audience laughs.)

Rosin: I wanna talk about Congress more broadly. What do you think about the gerrymandering war that has opened up? Your successor, Hakeem Jeffries, has said, "Maximum warfare everywhere all the time." The Democrats have definitely jumped into the gerrymandering war. How do you feel about that?

Pelosi: Oh.Let me back up on that. When we won the majority in '18--so '19 we went in and then when President Biden was elected in '20--our first bill was H.R.1, For the People Act. And one of the major provisions of the bill was no more partisan gerrymandering.

We have to get to that place. Now--

Rosin: But the Democrats don't seem to take that position anymore, not really.

Pelosi: No, no. They do. You slap me in the face, I'll slap you right back. So they did what they did in Texas. Winning this election is too important, so we did what--we didn't wanna do what we did in California. But if they're gonna try to take five seats in Texas, we'll take five seats in California. Let me say this--

Rosin: But that is partisan.

Pelosi: --I would rather not have done that, but I'm not gonna let them get away with taking five seats and then going here and going there.

(Audience claps.)

Pelosi: I know some people like to say, Turn the other cheek. No. I'll turn once I punch you in yours.

(Audience laughs.)

Rosin: Okay. I feel like I wanna rip up my speech just for--

(Audience laughs.)

Pelosi: (Laughs.) No, I don't mean to sound that way, but that is our bill. We have in California commission redistricting. And we said we will take this departure right now because what they did in Texas--and return to commission redistricting. We have to have it in every state of the union so that everybody knows that's not what it's about anymore. It's about not politicians choosing their constituents. It's about constituents choosing their elected officials, and that's where it has to be.

(Audience claps.)

Rosin: After the last election, there was a lot of handwringing among Democrats: Who do we need to be? What do we need to evolve into? What should our policies be? What should our message be so that this doesn't happen again? Do you have a clear answer to that? What the Democrats need to evolve into or change?

Pelosi: No. I think the Democrats know what they have to be, and that is we are not a monolith.

Your job title and your job description, one and the same: representative. So I can't go in there and say, Everybody should be like me because I'm from San Francisco, and this is the right thing to do. We have to listen to other people's views and, hopefully, across the aisle. So there are elements, exuberances in the party now that should be heard and the rest.

But when we have that vote the first couple of days of January, we will all--not me, 'cause I won't be there--they will all be voting for Hakeem Jeffries for speaker. And then they will--you build the consensus. You recognize the importance of every voice, and everybody doesn't think alike. We are the Democratic Party.

The Republican Party has a different attitude. They just do what they're told. That's not what we are. That's not what we are.

Rosin: One theory that I hear a lot, and which I am dying to hear your response to, is there's a powerful young generation of politicians whose style is different. It's sort of movement, grassroots politics plus social media influence. AOC is the most prominent example.

There was a perception, maybe a media perception initially, that you were maybe resistant to that because it would fracture the Democratic Party or it would somehow not keep the party together. Is that perception true? And has your view evolved on how to bring in this new style of politics?

Pelosi: Well, let us again define our terms. I was not for candidates coming in and running against our incumbents because we needed to win the House. In other words, weighing the equities, we had to win because we were the referendum on that executive in the White House. We had to win. So no, I wasn't happy about people saying, Let's spend a whole lot of money challenging Democrats. You wanna do that, do that. But don't think that that's something that is good for this year. Do it a year when we have the luxury of having the majority. You can't gain by losing.

So AOC is wonderful. She's much more operational than I think people may think. So that wasn't the case. The big difference is just social media--

Rosin: How? How? How do you notice that?

Pelosi: One of the tragedies or the victims of social media is truth. There's nothing that is sort of, We all agree that this is the choice that we have. It's a lot of misrepresentation. But with all due respect to whatever you're quoting there, we're gonna win this election.

There will be those, like in San Francisco--we just had a race where there's a guy who was going after Hakeem, going after me, going after da-da-da. It's over for him. Okay?

(Audience laughs.)

Mm-hmm. Because that's not--I mean, what is the point? You have to be respectful of all that new energy and young people coming and seeing things in a different way. But the idea is that there will be those who will be out there to just take down the incumbents when this is our year to honor the Constitution of the United States. I'm not for that.

You run any time you want and do whatever you wanna do. But don't expect that to be welcome when we've gotta stay completely focused on saving the Constitution,but more importantly, helping people at the kitchen table. But that's, again, that's the Democratic Party. Look, I was chair of the party in California before I was ever in Congress. And I loved it because I would prepare candidates to go out there and win, and I knew how to win elections.

But I'm a progressive leftie--San Francisco. I had the left-left on my case all the time, and that's their right. But it doesn't mean that I'm against them when you say, Have you changed your mind? No, I haven't changed my mind. I'm for winning.

(Audience laughs.)

Rosin: We're out of time. There's gonna be a lot of debate about your legacy, everything that you've accomplished for a long time after you leave the House. I will say, for me, personally, one of the great legacies that you've left for me in my life is the Nancy Pelosi clap, which I employ all of the time. So let's give Nancy Pelosi a Nancy Pelosi clap.

(Audience claps.)

Rosin: Thank you so much.

Pelosi: Let's thank Hanna for putting up with me all this time.

(Audience claps.)

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West. It was edited by Kevin Townsend. Genevieve Finn fact-checked. Rob Smierciak engineered and provided original music.

Audio and video recordings by Fremont Studios and the Cascade PBS Ideas Festival.

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. And don't forget: We now have a show on Monday morning with new co-host Adam Harris.
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Netanyahu Finally Learns the Truth About Trump

An alliance with the president was the Israeli prime minister's selling point. Now it may be his downfall.

by Yair Rosenberg

Wed, 17 Jun 2026




In 2019, Benjamin Netanyahu draped buildings with giant banners that depicted him shaking hands with a grinning Donald Trump. Captioned with the words Another League, the posters presented Netanyahu's ties with the American president as an argument for the Israeli prime minister's reelection. No one else, Netanyahu's campaign implied, could deliver the mercurial man in the White House.

That was then. Today, Netanyahu's boast has boomeranged, transformed from an electoral asset into an advertisement of his diminished influence. In June alone, Trump has labeled him "fucking crazy" and said that he has "no fucking judgment." The reprimands have gone beyond rhetoric. According to Israeli and American reports, over the past week, the president forced Israel to abort imminent retaliatory strikes on Iran and demanded that the country restrict its response to Hezbollah fire from Lebanon that has pummeled the Israeli north. Trump also reportedly denied Israel's request to view the memorandum of understanding that his administration negotiated with Iran until it was already a fait accompli. Desperate for a deal to wind down his ill-conceived war, the president effectively offered Israeli concessions to his Iranian interlocutors.

Trump has railed against Netanyahu in the past, most famously after the Israeli leader congratulated Joe Biden on his 2020 election victory. But the current contretemps has much higher stakes and comes at the worst possible time for Netanyahu. Israel's elections are slated for either September or October, and Trump has placed the Israeli prime minister in a fiendish vise that jeopardizes his political future.

Jonathan Lemire: Trump in defeat

For years, Netanyahu has built his brand on two promises to the Israeli electorate: that he alone could withstand international pressure to compromise on Israeli security, and that he alone could handle Trump. Now the president is forcing Netanyahu to choose between the two. Either he defies Trump's diktats about Lebanon and Iran to save his reputation as a stalwart security hawk, or he folds to preserve the perception of his alliance with the president. Whatever path Netanyahu picks, he will imperil Israel's geopolitical standing and undermine his own case to Israeli voters.

Those voters already aren't buying what Bibi has been selling. Netanyahu's coalition of far-right and ultra-Orthodox parties received just 48.4 percent of the vote in Israel's last election and obtained a parliamentary majority only due to a quirk of the country's electoral system. Even before the horrors of October 7, 2023, polls had showed Netanyahu and his allies losing the next election. For years after, about two-thirds of Israelis regularly told pollsters that they wanted the prime minister to resign. A similar number today don't want him to run for reelection. Israel's opposition is leaderless and fragmented--but nonetheless projected to win markedly more seats than the current government. (Whether it can cobble together a viable coalition is another question.)

Israel's failed forever wars in Iran and Lebanon have further eroded Netanyahu's prospects. At the outset of the joint U.S.-Israeli campaign against Iran, the Israel Democracy Institute found that some 70 percent of Israeli Jews believed that the operation could succeed in destroying Iran's nuclear and ballistic-missile programs, and 61 percent thought that it would topple the Iranian regime. These expectations, stoked by Netanyahu and his media allies, were always unrealistic and have predictably curdled into disillusionment. The institute's most recent survey found that less than a third of Israeli Jews expected a U.S.-Iran agreement to dismantle the ballistic-missile program or the Iranian regime, and just 29 percent believed that ending the war under current conditions was compatible with Israel's security interests.

According to Amit Segal, a journalist well sourced on the Israeli right, Netanyahu had hoped to host Trump in Israel before the looming election, in what would essentially have been a campaign rally in diplomatic disguise. Today, such festivities seem fantastical. After the interim Iran accord was announced, the Likud party reportedly canceled a planned electoral blitz meant to highlight its leader's close ties to Trump. But as a student of power who has done everything he can to hoard it, Netanyahu should have seen this rug pull coming.

As the president has demonstrated time and again, the only person whose interests matter to Trump is Trump. Those interests have often aligned with Netanyahu's, but this was always a marriage of convenience. Like many of his party and generation, Trump has long held generally pro-Israel inclinations. He cares little for the aspirations of the Palestinian people and has openly fantasized about invading Iran since the 1980s. Tilting toward Israel played to the president's evangelical-Christian base, as Trump noted when he declared that he recognized Jerusalem as Israel's capital "for the evangelicals."

Yair Rosenberg: Netanyahu's very useful war

But Trump's interests were bound to diverge from Netanyahu's as the Iran war stretched on without resolution. Netanyahu needed military achievements to pitch to voters at the ballot box; Trump needed the markets to calm before the midterms. And so when the campaign failed to produce quick results, Trump pulled the plug, first acceding to a cease-fire in early April, then restraining Israel from bombing Iran and Lebanon this month, and today moving toward an interim accord that lifts sanctions on Iran even as it does little about its nuclear program and says nothing about its ballistic missiles or support for terrorist proxies. That 60-day accord is tentative and fragile and may yet collapse into renewed hostilities. But if the president chooses to see it through, the Israeli leader can do very little about it. As Trump put it today, "We're the big partner, and he's the very small partner."

For Netanyahu, who is finally facing a reckoning before the Israeli electorate, this is a disaster on his doorstep. For Trump, it's someone else's problem.
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What Color Is the Reflecting Pool? An Investigation.

President Trump wanted an American-flag-blue Reflecting Pool. Instead, he got a swamp.

by Matt Viser

Wed, 17 Jun 2026




Workers on the National Mall, desperate to turn the Reflecting Pool to President Trump's preferred shade of blue, poured jug after jug of hydrogen peroxide into the water yesterday morning. As they did so, members of the National Guard, deployed to clean up crime, looked on. The water, at that moment, matched their mossy-green fatigues.

The Reflecting Pool now evokes the joy of a Green Bay Packers victory. Or a high-school prank. Or St. Patrick's Day in Chicago. It most certainly is not the gleaming American-flag blue that Trump's repainting of the pool was supposed to produce. That project--the one that cost taxpayers at least $16.4 million and came with a nanobubbling system that promised to kill off algae growth--is hidden under 18 to 30 inches of swamp water dense with scraggly plumes of algae.

"Yeah, it's gross!" said one woman passing by.

"Quite green," remarked another.

A woman visiting from Fort Worth, Texas, told me she just hopes it's fixed in time for America's 250th birthday, on July 4: "We came and expected it to be blue, and we're like, What is all this green junk in there?"

It's a question that has ignited internet memes and conspiracy theories, posing the latest political Rorschach test to a divided nation. A not insignificant number of federal workers have now been mobilized to fight the green junk and answer questions about whether the green junk is under control. After the morning doses of hydrogen peroxide came the midday deployment of half a dozen National Park Service workers in bright-yellow vests, many with long-poled contraptions that they swept through the water. "Is that ... a vacuum?" a passing man wondered aloud. Yes, he was told. It is a vacuum.

By evening, the situation had escalated: Workers strapped on waders, grabbed handfuls of tubing, and got in the pool. Generators hummed; water pumped; workers scraped. By dusk, some areas--though by no means all--had transformed to a hopeful shade of teal. Aerial views, as some noted, made it look like a painting by the abstract artist Mark Rothko.

So it's come to this: A nation launched on the Founding Fathers' grand dreams about democracy--one that survived a civil war and foreign attacks, that endured depressions and recessions and assassinations--is celebrating its semiquincentennial by watching to see whether we can clean the water in a century-old concrete pool. Even a stone-faced Abraham Lincoln is looking on.

Trump's second term has been all about attempting tasks big and small that presidents before him failed to accomplish--or never thought of in the first place. That includes his pledge to freshen the water in the Reflecting Pool, an issue that has bedeviled administrations for decades. In April, he announced a solution: a swimming-pool liner. A blue one. To complete the project before July 4, the Trump administration awarded no-bid contracts to redo the base of the pool and install a nanobubbling system that was meant to kill off algae growth. "This was highly sophisticated material, industrial strength, that could last for 100 years, applied by very talented people," Trump explained on Truth Social on June 5. "The material is thick, strong, flexible, and has a natural, beautiful color, the dark blue of the American Flag!"

But it didn't take long for the algae to reappear.

Read: Inside America's ugly birthday battle

The cloudiness of the pool has triggered a predictable descent into polarizing politics: Some Trump supporters have claimed that the water isn't actually green, and others have suggested there's some outside force trying to undermine the pool renovation--and, by extension, Trump himself. Fox News dispatched the producer Johnny Belisario to the National Mall to interview tourists and mock anyone critical of the project. "And the Democrats, they're going to tell you, Oh, there's green algae; it looks soooo bad," he said. "But there's pool guys cleaning it up right now. No other president would do that."

Grant Stinchfield, a conservative host on the Real America's Voice network, made his own trip to the pool and concluded that the water was, in fact, green--but he found that fact suspicious and decided to do some investigating. He interviewed a woman who noticed that the water at the nearby World War II memorial was fine. "I feel like it's sabotage!" Stinchfield concluded. "Is it nefarious? I tend to think so. You wouldn't have so much algae that you see in here--you would not have that that quickly unless somebody did something. I'm telling you! I think they want Trump to fail so badly that they'll come out here and do anything."

I took it upon myself to clear up any murkiness by speaking with some of the country's foremost experts on algae. They were in universal agreement: There's no conspiracy. All of this was utterly predictable. Trump undertook this transformation during the hottest part of the year, when algae flourish, and he made the cement dark blue, which retains even more heat, turning the shallow pool into an algae incubator.

"Algae, particularly blue-green algae, like it hot. So this time of year is their optimal growth period. It's sort of Biology 101," Hans Paerl, a professor of marine and environmental sciences at the University of North Carolina, told me. "This is not rocket science." Don Anderson, the director of the U.S. National Office for Harmful Algal Blooms at the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution, told me that the shallow water in warm weather created the perfect conditions for algae to flourish, and he's baffled why no one appeared to anticipate that, either by using water with fewer of the nutrients that help algae grow, or by sealing the system to prevent residual algae from seeping back into the pool. "This is a pretty simple system to control," he said. "It's the same idea as keeping a swimming pool clean, but it's much larger."

It would have been better to do a project like this one in the fall or winter. As it is, Paerl said he was doubtful that the situation could be reversed. Hydrogen peroxide is one option, he said, but it is expensive to use effectively in a 4-million-gallon pool. In warm weather, multiple applications and enormous quantities may be required. Climate change, he noted, has made these problems only more acute.

Read: Donald Trump's paint jobs

"I think we're just going to have to appreciate that it's green right now," he told me. "And it'll turn blue later. And hopefully the algae blooming in there are not toxic." Oh yes, there's a chance this situation gets even worse. The experts I spoke with were uncertain what species of algae has been growing in the pool but warned that some could be harmful to pets and other animals if they drink it, especially when it's laced with hydrogen peroxide. And that hydrogen peroxide? It may be killing the algae, causing them to release pigments that make the water more blue, but not without side effects. "When you get dead algae in water, there's lots of other problems. It can get stinky," Paerl told me. "It sounds like a horror story that never ends. But it will, in the winter, when the water cools."

Again, all of this was avoidable, Wayne Carmichael, a professor emeritus of biological sciences at Wright State University, told me. "The rush to get it done combined with not using a company that understood pool-water management, plus a serious injection of political hubris, allowed the bloom to happen," he said.

The stink over the Reflecting Pool happens to coincide with a congressional fight over reauthorization of the Harmful Algal Bloom and Hypoxia Research and Control Act. (Yes, really.) Some scientists hope they can use the new petri dish on the Mall as part of their lobbying campaign, but concern is also simmering that the fight against the kind of algae that can harm drinking water, fisheries, and tourism--a topic that has enjoyed bipartisan support--may now enter the political vortex.

No one wants to take responsibility for this money-sucking algae bloom. Eddie Wood--an owner of Atlantic Industrial Coatings, which was paid $14.7 million to line the pool--told me his company is not at fault because they were "only responsible for the installation of a waterproof liner." Representatives from Green Water Solutions--that is the actual name of the company--which provided the $1.7 million nanobubbling system, did not respond to requests for comment. That system is supposed to inject nanobubbles containing the powerful oxidant ozone that can kill algae and break down the organic material they have produced, including their toxins. One of the experts, Anderson, told me that the product can be effective but isn't in all situations, making this particular project "a very expensive trial."

Read: Thank you for your attention to this birthday

The Department of Interior blamed the Obama administration for an earlier renovation "that resulted in massive algae clumps taking over the pool's surface following years of construction that cost taxpayers millions upon millions, only to be broken and disgusting days later." In a lengthy response to my questions, the department's press team stated that the National Park Service is properly maintaining the Reflecting Pool. "Due to deploying the advanced nanobubbler technology, the algae is dead and being vacuumed up as we speak," they wrote in a statement. "We thank President Trump for fixing the Reflecting Pool for good."

Taylor Rogers, a White House spokesperson, said that the new lining "will permanently seal the Reflecting Pool, which previously leaked 16 million gallons per year and wasted countless taxpayer dollars." Given some time, Rogers suggested, the color will improve: "A high-tech nanobubble ozone technology will be deployed to kill the algae and keep the Reflecting Pool crystal clear."

Steve Padler, a Washington local who was watching the cleanup operation, told me he empathized with a problem that has vexed several presidents. But he's frustrated that the Trump administration spent such an "absurd" amount of money trying to find a quick fix to a problem not so easily solved. "It looks like it did before," he said. "It's green."

One of the workers vacuuming the water yesterday told me that he thought their efforts were having an impact, having noticed a difference in the small corner he was working on. Aerial views showed some progress along the edges of the pool, and Reuters launched a livestream for those wanting to watch in real time. Meanwhile, tourists as well as locals are now coming to check out the latest Washington attraction, which reflects not the majesty of the Mall but something more humbling: how clumps of aquatic plant matter foiled the wishes of the most powerful man in the world. And how the president who said he'd drain the swamp has instead created the conditions for a new one.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/06/reflecting-pool-green-blue-trump/687573/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Religion That's Very Ready for Aliens

<em>Disclosure Day</em> treats extraterrestrial life as a challenge to faith. It's not.

by Luis Parrales

Thu, 18 Jun 2026




Late in Steven Spielberg's new film, Disclosure Day, a former nun-to-be calls the abbess of the convent she left behind. The world is about to learn that aliens have been living on Earth for decades. Although Jane, the onetime novitiate, is no longer religious, she still thinks that the idea of God is what "keeps whole civilizations together." She's worried that when people find out that humans aren't the only intelligent beings in the universe, they'll lose their faith, and society will crumble.

"Genesis says we're his supreme creation," Jane begins, but Sister Maura interrupts her: "On Earth," the nun clarifies. "It says we are God's supreme creation on Earth."

In other words, Jane shouldn't be afraid. The existence of aliens does not necessarily conflict with belief in God. As Sister Maura says later in the conversation, "Why would he make such a vast universe yet save it only for us?" Jane seems not to have heard this perspective before, and it reassures her. But centuries of Catholic writing and thinking about the universe demonstrate that Sister Maura's view on God and aliens is hardly novel.

Read: An alien movie for a post-truth moment

Although the Catholic Church takes no official position on the existence of extraterrestrial life, past and present Catholic figures have explored the possibility and not found it threatening. The 15th-century cardinal Nicholas of Cusa surmised that "none of the other regions of the stars are empty of inhabitants" and even that some said inhabitants might be "brilliant, illustrious, and intellectual." In 1821, the Catholic philosopher Joseph de Maistre puzzled over the fact that some of his contemporaries regarded other planets as "mere globes, destitute of life and beauty, which the Almighty has launched into space, apparently like a tennis-player, for his amusement solely." And in a 2010 interview, the former head of the Vatican Observatory, Brother Guy Consolmagno, said that he would be "delighted" if humans were to discover intelligent life beyond our world.

Consolmagno's reasoning helps explain why proof of extraterrestrial life hasn't shaken the faith of many Catholic thinkers. "I love the physical universe, and I'm not embarrassed to be in love with the physical universe," he said, adding: "Creation is the place where we find God." This same conviction was part of what drove the Austrian priest Gregor Mendel to study garden peas and lay the foundation for modern genetics, and the Belgian priest Georges Lemaitre to pioneer the Big Bang theory. If Earth and the heavens reflect the "creative freedom of God," as another head of the Vatican Observatory put it, then exploring them is a way to witness that creativity.

This attitude also applies to considering the existence of aliens. Theologians have gone so far as to wonder how Catholic teaching would apply to hypothetical extraterrestrial life. Some of these thinkers have suggested that if aliens existed, they might not commit original sin, or if they did sin, they would be saved by Christ, or by a yet-to-come incarnation of God in their universe. These are speculative questions for Catholics, yet Christopher Baglow, the director of the Science & Religion Initiative at the University of Notre Dame, has written that they are useful because they can prompt the faithful to reflect on humanity's relationship to divinity.

Read: The blockbuster that captured a growing American rift

In Disclosure Day, Jane's worrying is curious, coming from someone who meant to become a nun. She shows little familiarity with Catholicism's long history of comfort with the supernatural--with angels and demons, miracles and apparitions--that could make some believers especially prepared to accept the arrival of unfamiliar life from other worlds. The Catholic astronomer and Harvard professor Karin Oberg has proposed that the existence of aliens doesn't affect God's relationship with humanity any more than the size of humanity affects his relationship with a particular human. "If we end up having alien 'siblings,'" Oberg said in a 2022 lecture, "that does not mean that God cares or loves us any less."

In the lead-up to Disclosure Day's release, Breitbart, The Babylon Bee, and a barrage of conspiracist anons accused Spielberg of making a film intent on having Christians "second-guessing their faith." They're wrong. Disclosure Day is a movie for believers: believers in empathy, transparency, aliens (of course), and, yes, religion--for its ability to help many people in their search for truth. It's strange, then, that the film spends so much time treating alien life as a threat to believers' trust in God. Just as Spielberg has in so many of his films, Catholics throughout the centuries have looked around at the cosmos not in fear, but in awe.
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What Did You Expect?

Perhaps this was always how Trump's ill-conceived war was destined to end.

by Daniel B. Shapiro

Wed, 17 Jun 2026




The whiplash is jarring.

President Trump exulted over every bomb that dropped on Iran, every naval interdiction, and every joint U.S.-Israeli operation. Before that, he spent years preaching a policy of "maximum pressure" sanctions on the Islamic Republic. And before that, he harshly disparaged the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, the Iran nuclear deal reached by Barack Obama, from which Trump withdrew the United States in 2018.

And now? With a misguided war going poorly, with global economic chaos spreading, with Iran handed maximum leverage by its closure of the Strait of Hormuz, in an instant, Trump has upended every pillar of his approach to a still-dangerous Iran.

Let's count the ways.

Nuclear: A core goal of the war was to ensure that Iran's nuclear program could never produce a nuclear weapon. Israeli and U.S. strikes in June 2025 advanced that goal by destroying key nuclear facilities and burying Iran's enriched uranium, setting back the program significantly.

Jonathan Lemire: Trump in defeat

But little had changed in the nuclear program by the time this war was launched this past February, and little has changed since. Now, in exchange for an oft-repeated pinky promise that Iran will never acquire a nuclear weapon, Trump has agreed to delay negotiations on the key goals of removing Iran's enriched uranium and banning further enrichment, and the verification measures needed to guarantee that those commitments are upheld. These talks are punted to a second phase that may never arrive or never end.

Sanctions: Trump long advocated maximum-pressure sanctions, and beat his chest during the war about the cost to Iran of the U.S. naval blockade.

But now we will pay for reopening the Strait of Hormuz--simply, at best, restoring the prewar status quo--by approving the release of tens of billions of dollars of Iranian foreign assets and waiving sanctions to permit Iranian oil sales. More goodies are in store for the regime, in the form of fees paid by ships transiting the strait and a shockingly large $300 billion reconstruction fund. (The latter, supposedly to be funded by Gulf states, recalls the worst of former Secretary of State John Kerry's post-JCPOA diplomacy, when he sought to drum up investment in the corrupt economy of a still-adversarial regime.)

With no change in the regime's character or ideological outlook, it is being rewarded with a shift from maximum pressure to maximum windfall. There is no reason to think that the money will flow to schools and hospitals or provide any benefit to the Iranian people that the regime still suppresses. It will, instead, almost certainly fund more missiles, drones, and support for terrorists at home and abroad--threats about which the memorandum of understanding is silent.

Lebanon and Hezbollah: The war, misguided though it was, represented the zenith of U.S.-Israeli military cooperation, with unprecedented combined operations and ample praise by Trump for the partnership. Trump voiced recognition of the genuine threats Iran posed to Israel, not least from its network of terrorist proxies.

But Israelis have been aghast at the speed of Trump's turnabout. Israeli officials were excluded from negotiations on the MOU, and were not even given the opportunity to review the text. Meanwhile, as U.S. and Israeli interests diverged, Trump barked expletives at Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and adopted the Iranian demand to impose restrictions on Israeli operations against Hezbollah in Lebanon--even as the militia continues to attack northern Israeli communities--as part and parcel of the broader cease-fire.

Regime: Trump also long correctly identified the Iranian regime as uniquely dangerous and evil, with the blood of many Americans, Israelis, Arabs, and its own citizens on its hands. Israel's decapitation strike enabled by Trump on the war's opening day gave clear expression to that understanding. One did not need to endorse this war--I opposed it--to recognize the imperative of containing and weakening the regime of the mullahs and the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps until such time as the Iranian people could overthrow it.

But in a flash, Trump and his weirdly credulous vice president have discovered the putative moderation, reasonableness, and, dare we say, decency of what is, if anything, an even more hard-line crop of Iranian leaders. Most states in the region, and soon in Europe, see which way the wind is blowing and are moving to improve their relations with Iran. Regime leaders must be chortling over their surprising and unearned new international legitimacy.

To those at home and abroad whose necks are snapping and whose heads are spinning, I have to ask an obvious but uncomfortable question: What did you expect?

This debacle is, at the end of the day, classic Donald Trump.

In multiple ways, we are seeing Trump's essential characteristics playing out on a national-security matter of the highest stakes.

First, he is utterly assured that he can do anything, that he can will any reality into being, despite all evidence and expertise to the contrary. Seduced by the overnight success of the removal of President Nicolas Maduro from Venezuela, he convinced himself that he could bring about the rapid collapse of the Iranian regime. His own intelligence experts and Cabinet officials counseled otherwise. Yet he pressed ahead.

Second, he deepened his self-deception through his childish belief in the invincibility of U.S. military power. A testosterone-infused operation name--Epic Fury--and a daily video diet of buildings going boom reinforced his delusion. The members of the United States military are fearsome and highly professional, and they carried out their assigned tasks with precision and effectiveness, degrading various Iranian capabilities. But Trump was incapable of aligning those operations with achievable strategic objectives. His mind doesn't work that way.

Third, when the going got tough, Trump started to flail. One day he threatened to wipe out Iranian civilization, the next (and the next and the next) he promised that a deal was just around the corner. Never a detail man (for policy, anyway; he goes deep on architectural trimmings), he confessed to being bored with the war. And as when his business ventures veered toward bankruptcy, with better off-ramps in the rearview mirror, he grasped for any way out, damn the costs to U.S. credibility, alliances, and influence.

Fourth, he was susceptible to flattery, especially from strongmen. Remember his fruitless exchange of love letters with Kim Jong Un? They produced no breakthrough in nuclear diplomacy with North Korea. Somehow, without even an 80th-birthday card from Iran, Trump flattered himself into believing that he was the leader who could recognize, and cultivate, a new spirit of cooperation coming from the "very rational" and "not radicalized" leaders now in charge in Tehran.

Fifth, as always, Trump is out for Trump. He stumbled by entering a war that Americans broadly opposed, and their opposition increased as they felt it in their pocketbooks at the pump and the grocery store. But it soon became clear, with a midterm-election disaster looming, that Trump would pull the plug. Again, ending the war was necessary; giving away the store while doing so was panic-induced self-preservation.

Laura Secor: The betrayal of the Iranian people

Finally, Trump swaggered into the war, and will skulk out of it, with total confidence in the slavish support of his political base. His faith will probably be justified. Remember their discovery of the absolutely essential national-security imperative that we grab Greenland? (Wait for it: Cuba is next.) The hurrahs for Trump the conqueror will soon transform into oohs and aahs toasting Donald the diplomat. A few lonely, honest critics of the JCPOA--a flawed but workable deal that verifiably set back Iran's nuclear program--will resist the demand to tie themselves into pretzels, and instead acknowledge that Trump's deal makes the JCPOA look ironclad.

No doubt, Trump's visibly advancing age has also played a role. As with all of us, time intensifies his most fundamental personality traits: ego, vanity, self-delusion, impatience, panic under pressure.

And so here we are. A war that should not have been fought. An enemy that was hit hard but remains unrelentingly hostile and is now reaping unexpected strategic gains. The credibility of the U.S. in tatters and its military readiness compromised. Alliances and partnerships under stress. The global economy in tumult, inflicting financial pain on American citizens that will linger even as oil prices decline. A fine and avoidable mess all around.

Indeed, what did anyone expect?
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A Close-Up Look at the Waste of Modern Life

A new memoir by a Montreal garbageman shows the actual work of cleaning up the world's junk.

by Lily Meyer

Thu, 18 Jun 2026




Like many small children, my daughter reveres garbage trucks. In the mornings, she goes to the window and asks, eyes shining, whether today will be a "garbage-truck day." When she sees or hears one, she reacts with a giddy, half-afraid delight that I imagine she'll reserve, someday, for roller coasters or getting a body part pierced. Once, I had to spend half an hour teaching her the concept of synonyms because she was so upset that I'd referred to the sacred trucks' contents as "trash," not "garbage."

According to the Montreal garbageman Simon Pare-Poupart, toddler garbage fandom is a manifestation of the age-old human appreciation of strength and daring. In his memoir, Trash!, a French-language hit recently translated into English by Pablo Strauss, Pare-Poupart explains that children are "so impressed by the truck that they worship the man who seems to tame its force." But really, his book argues, garbagemen wage war against a force far more powerful than any engine or trash compactor: their fellow humans' tendency to acquire more stuff than they need. Pare-Poupart loves his job, but he also knows that by tidying up the "detritus of the most polluting civilization in human history," he and his colleagues make it too easy for everyone else to forget how much waste they really create. In Trash!, he challenges his readers to pay more attention--to see the age of DoorDash and same-day delivery as garbagemen do.

It doesn't look good. Trash! is a street-level portrait of both lack and excess, an expose of rich societies' overconsumption and waste. Every day, Montreal's garbagemen throw the results of too much buying into their trucks and receive too little in return: low wages, long hours, no job security, no aid for the athlete-level wear and tear that come with the job. And they don't get much respect, never mind that if they weren't there to clean up the city, it would grind to a sick, smelly, rat-infested halt.

Pare-Poupart takes Francophone literature to particular task for leaving his colleagues out of the cohort of "'working-class heroes' celebrated in popular culture, from Quebec's novels of rural life to Emile Zola's miners. Nobody writes novels about garbagemen." He seems to be writing for those who need to imagine, not remember, what it's like to take an accidental "shower in compost bin juice" or have the man whose garbage cans you're wrangling sneer at you, "I went to school so I wouldn't have to do a job like that."

Read: The interior lives of hoarders

Trash! is an intriguing attempt to broaden the parameters of this kind of book. Pare-Poupart has a distinctly 21st-century knack for swirling together theoretical and visceral language: Rene Descartes on one page, and grubs "wriggling and swarming in every garbage bag" on the next. His grab-bag writing is reminiscent of the internet at its rare, educational best. Pare-Poupart's style gives his book a rambunctious spirit, a sense of a hungry, catholic mind at work. All sorts of dilemmas come together in Trash!, which reveals them to be expressions of the same core issue. Pare-Poupart shows readers a society whose members, with too few exceptions, seem to treat both their belongings and the workers who ultimately handle them as disposable.



Pare-Poupart is, by his own account, an unconventional garbageman. As a teenager, he was a Dungeons & Dragons devotee with academic dreams unusual for his middle-class community, in which "liking school didn't command respect." His family wanted him to go to college, but only because doing so would lead to higher pay. What his stepfather really valued, at least, was masculinity: While Pare-Poupart was still in high school, he got hired to run behind garbage trucks after his stepdad challenged him to "be a man." (In Quebec, trucks often drive at a crawl while collectors jog after them, tossing in trash.)

Garbage put Pare-Poupart through college and graduate school in sociology, and even as he pursued work in research and social services after earning his degrees, he kept "right on throwing trash, where the physical challenge, camaraderie, and steady income balance out the intellectual satisfactions of other jobs." In Trash!, he brings his two careers together, although he never allows the writer side of himself to outshine the garbageman. Take his critique of recycling, which he describes as a "magic trick, or more properly a sleight of hand." It's an illusion, in both Quebec and the United States, that most plastic really goes anywhere except an enormous drift in the ocean or a giant heap in one of the poorer countries that buy rich ones' refuse. To Pare-Poupart, this reality is not just a planetary insult but also a personal one. The contaminated plastic that recycling companies ship from Montreal to India, he writes, includes "recyclables I picked up with my own two hands."

Elsewhere, too, Pare-Poupart takes care to explain the links between trash and garbagemen's working and living conditions. Citing the sociologist Zygmunt Bauman, he writes that our "world generates a glut of both actual garbage and what Bauman terms 'human waste," meaning those whom society has rejected or deemed unproductive--or, as Pare-Poupart has it, anyone who "never had a chance." He includes most garbagemen in this category, and his evocation of their rough lives is potent evidence of profound social lack. In Quebec, waste collectors historically haven't had strong labor rights or protections. Many struggle with poverty; Pare-Poupart mentions one garbageman whose truck meets him daily on the corner where he sleeps.

Pare-Poupart describes this man, and others like him, with grace and admiration, though he can veer into idealization. Of a 52-year-old nicknamed "Beaujeunehomme" who generally arrives at work "in a state of inebriation that would make even the hardest drinkers stagger," Pare-Poupart writes, "Everyone in the garbage business accepts him just the way he is, unconditionally, few questions asked." And then he adds, "Beaujeunehomme is a castoff who feels right at home surrounded by garbage." Trash! regularly expresses this vision of garbagemen as rebels united by their work, which can be unsettling when Pare-Poupart is writing about men with much less social mobility than he has. He doesn't convince me that Beaujeunehomme is accepted, not trapped.

If Trash! were exclusively stories of Montreal's Beaujeunehommes alongside that of Pare-Poupart himself, it might seem unsavory. Its author's education--and, more important, his power as the lone narrator of his world--already risks creating too much of a divide, on the page if not necessarily in person, between him and the men he writes about. Its intellectual components are the reason it works. Even though I'm skeptical of Trash!'s account of Beaujeunehomme, I can appreciate its analysis of--and anger at--the conditions garbagemen deal with on the job, which Pare-Poupart often puts in cerebral as well as anecdotal terms. It's when he combines these two modes that his argument grows most convincing.

Consider Pare-Poupart's discussions of garbageman strength: He describes one man who can "ride a garbage truck like a human flag"--as in, hanging onto it while his torso projects horizontally over the street--and another who was once seen to "pick up a washing machine and throw it into the hopper, with one hand, without stepping off the truck's running board." As far as he's concerned, these men's work "resembles elite sports for its combination of performance, toil, and pushing yourself to new feats," but rather than the men being rewarded with massive contracts and advertising deals, "workers' strength is a commodity to be exploited until their dying day, with no regard for their well-being or will." As is often the case in Pare-Poupart's book, the string of connections here--garbagemen showing off, pro athleticism, and some pretty Marxist language--is unusual enough to jar readers, which is an excellent strategy for getting them to stop to really consider how taxing trash collection must be.

Read: A better way of buying--and wanting--things

But Trash!, for better and worse, is never content to make a point without putting it into perspective. After explaining that the highest praise among garbage collectors is to say that someone is strong enough to work a grueling shift like a machine, Pare-Poupart asks, "Isn't the fact that we're forced to work at this inhuman pace a sure sign that we're drowning in waste?" In his view, the answer is so evidently yes that he's given up on consumption to the extent that he can: He writes that he scavenges and salvages nearly everything, and believes that repairing rejected goods is the only plausible reaction to living in an overproducing, overdiscarding world.

Pare-Poupart's constant need to connect and contextualize can be a little exhausting, as I imagine his dumpster-diving lifestyle might be. Still, the book is exhilarating (also like dumpster diving?) on every page. Pare-Poupart's hyperactive, genre-mixing writing suggests that writing about contemporary labor and its place in consumer societies may benefit from being associative and capacious. Whether the work is online or in the physical world, it is ever more influenced by the too-much-ness of the current era, and seems to call for a different writing style than the methodical, thorough one that 19th- and early 20th-century authors used to evoke the slaughterhouse or the factory--or, to return to Zola, the mine.

Of course, Zola was hyperactive in his own way. Germinal, his book about coal miners, belongs to a 20-novel cycle that follows a sprawling family through the reign of Napoleon III. Germinal is perhaps the most famous of the series, but I first encountered it through The Ladies' Paradise, which came out in 1883 and explored the then-brand-new world of the department store. It's a tale of greedy bosses and exploited workers in a society that urges anyone who can to shop endlessly. Although Pare-Poupart might not like the comparison, it came to me as I read Trash!, which demonstrates that garbagemen, like miners and shopgirls, can be literary heroes too.
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AI Is Taking Over Hospitals

This is health care's Uber moment.

by Benjamin Mazer

Wed, 17 Jun 2026




Every knowledge-based profession may one day reach the point when AI outperforms the human experts. In medicine, that day appeared to come in April. A group of primarily Harvard and Stanford researchers announced the results of a study that pitted ChatGPT against hundreds of physicians in a diagnostic obstacle course involving written medical mysteries and information from real-world patients. The bot had won, and the humans weren't entirely happy about it.

"I get a little bit queasy about how some of these results might be used," Adam Rodman, a lead author on the study, said at a press conference just ahead of its publication in the journal Science. The work had amounted to an academic exercise, he told reporters; as thorough as it may have been, it did not prove that ChatGPT or any other AI tool was ready to become a standard part of medical practice. His caution was in line with that of other experts, yet as Rodman knew, most people will ignore the warning. AI has already wormed its way into the U.S. health-care system, evidence and safeguards be damned.

Even as I was watching Rodman's press conference, I got a message on my phone from the administrators at the medical center where I work as a pathologist. They'd emailed me to say that an "AI-powered clinical reasoning tool" was now available for me to use. This wasn't the first time I'd gotten this sort of email; it wasn't the second or third time either. In fact, I've lost count of how many generative-AI products have been rolled out to us in recent years, none of which has been approved for medical use by the FDA.

This enthusiasm feels unprecedented. Health care is typically among the last fields to adopt a new technology; I still use a pager, and I send faxes on a regular basis. (Younger readers can ask Claude to explain what these things are.) A tendency toward simple tech is in part a product of doctors' safety-focused culture: We know that any ill-timed glitch has the potential to turn deadly. But these days, clinicians are allowed--encouraged, even--to run wild with the latest software, guided by a generic warning that "AI can make mistakes."

Those mistakes can be consequential. Although Rodman's research shows that generative AI can help diagnose rare diseases or make sense of unusual symptoms, a randomized trial that was published in NEJM AI just the week before found that intentionally erroneous output from an AI model can easily lead doctors astray. Nonprofessionals could be similarly misled. A recent study by Oxford scientists found that using AI did not significantly improve patients' ability to diagnose themselves or others. Another one, led by researchers at Mount Sinai, suggested that chatbots may fail to alert users to potential medical emergencies.

Read: Drink whole milk, eat red meat, and use ChatGPT

Misdiagnosis is not the only concern. As AI permeates the health-care system, errors are cropping up in unexpected places. When I spoke with Rodman by phone after his press conference, he told me that he'd been surprised one day to find that his hospital, Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center, had enlisted AI to draft messages to patients on his behalf--sometimes producing output for his review that he described as "completely absurd." (Sarah Finlaw, a spokesperson for Beth Israel Lahey Health, told me that use of AI tools is voluntary and subject to hospital training and support. She also said that any output from AI tools must be approved by a physician.)

Part of the problem is that health-related AI products can be deployed without any vetting by officials at the FDA. If a software package that is intended for physicians is classified as a "clinical decision support tool," and not a medical device, it usually avoids the agency's oversight. To be counted in this category, an AI-powered app generally must rely on the existing medical literature, avoid analyzing medical scans or images, explain its reasoning, and leave diagnosis and treatment up to a physician.  Most of the generative-AI products that doctors use today seem to meet these criteria.

Consumer-wellness apps and devices may also bypass FDA review so long as they are intended for "maintaining or encouraging a healthy lifestyle" and not for diagnosing or treating specific conditions. With this in mind, Microsoft, OpenAI, Anthropic, and xAI all warn users that their health-related chatbots are not meant to provide medical care or issue diagnosis and treatment recommendations. In practice, though, the distinction isn't always clear. Elon Musk encourages people to use his Grok chatbot to generate second medical opinions and interpretations of their X-ray and MRI images; a marketing video for ChatGPT Health shows the app reassuring people that their lab results are in a healthy range and encouraging them to continue taking cholesterol medication.

Most of these apps also invite users to connect their medical records and wearable health devices. AI companies wouldn't need to gobble up all of these data just to offer generic health information. A new product from the medical start-up Hims & Hers, called Labs AI, goes so far as to help interpret the results from "up to 130 biomarker tests" for its users and then provide a "deep, personalized, and actionable analysis on whole body health, risks, and patterns." I, too, analyze a patient's lab results and then give personalized, actionable advice. What's the difference?

When I reached out to the makers of these products, they reaffirmed that no actual medical advice is being given out to users. Dominic King, the vice president of health at Microsoft AI, told me in an emailed statement that its Copilot app provides "helpful information and support for conversations with clinicians" and not "a single, firm diagnosis." Patrick Carroll, the chief medical officer of Hims & Hers, told me that Labs AI does not diagnose or recommend treatment: "That responsibility belongs to clinicians, and Labs is designed to reinforce that boundary." Anthropic and xAI did not respond to my inquiries. OpenAI declined to comment for this article.

Perhaps that boundary--between doctor and algorithm--is somewhat artificial to begin with. One idea kicking around the medical literature is to stop treating AI products as if they were merely standard medical devices. Given their humanlike ability to learn new information and tailor answers to individual patients, medical AIs may function more like doctors than defibrillators--so perhaps they should be evaluated in the same way that physicians are. Instead of requiring FDA approval for each and every function it can perform, a chatbot might be asked to pass a medical-licensing exam and undergo a period of supervision akin to a medical residency.

Read: The ChatGPT symptom spiral

For the moment, though, that idea remains on the fringe. Haider Warraich, a cardiologist and program manager at the Advanced Research Projects Agency for Health, the U.S. government's program for developing advanced health technology, is leading a major effort to get medical chatbots approved in the traditional way. His agency is providing funding for the development of an AI tool that is tailor-made for heart conditions, and then to send it through a full FDA-authorization process. Warraich's hope is that by undergoing such a rigorous evaluation, the chatbot will be able to safely evaluate and treat patients without the involvement of a doctor. Rodman praised this approach but warned that the process is going to take years, during which time a plethora of new health AIs will have slipped into the market with little scrutiny.

In this way, the emergence of today's AI health products remind me of the rise, in the 2010s, of ride-sharing services such as Uber and Lyft. The taxi industry is heavily regulated, making it difficult for new players to enter the market. Yet by skirting and at times ignoring those rules, ride-sharing companies were able to acquire a critical mass of users in a short period of time. Pretty soon, governments had little choice but to adjust their laws to match what had by then become the status quo. The same pattern could end up playing out in medicine. Will regulations meant to ensure that medical products are safe and effective remain in force? Or will they instead be weakened or removed to clear the path for tools that everyone is already using?

We'll soon find out. The health-care system is not going to "slow down and wait for the evidence to accrue," Rodman told me. Eighty percent of doctors are already using AI tools in their job, according to a 2026 survey by the American Medical Association. Patients aren't far behind. The benefits of AI may remain uncertain, but they're already too enticing to pass up.
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The Pentagon Might Win the Lottery

But even $1.5 trillion won't solve its problems.

by Nancy A. Youssef

Wed, 17 Jun 2026




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


Given the challenges the Pentagon faces with Iran, Russia, China, and the southern border, one might assume that granting it $1.5 trillion--that's trillion, with a t--in annual funding could only strengthen America's overstretched military. "President Trump's historic defense budget guarantees that we keep our competitive edge across every sector," Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth says in a video posted on his Facebook page. But, much like the lottery winners who haul in megamillions and then see their lives deteriorate, that influx of funding could actually be the worst thing to happen to the Defense Department.

Such overwhelming abundance would allow the president and the Pentagon to postpone the hard strategic choices modern warfare requires. An administration flush with cash can afford the illusion that it can prepare simultaneously for every possible threat--large-scale war with China, attacks by terrorist groups, Russian land grabs in Europe, missile strikes from North Korea, maritime competition in the Arctic, asymmetric warfare with lesser powers--without deciding which missions to prioritize. The windfall would pay for the military to attempt to be everywhere without answering whether the military should be.

The current budget, which has cleared both the House and the Senate Armed Services Committees, calls for more than $1.15 trillion for personnel, weapons, and readiness, up from a $848-billion funding request last year. Separate legislation includes roughly $350 billion in additional funding and a still-unknown amount for the Iran war and to repair damaged U.S. facilities in the Middle East.

The sheer scale of the budget sets up the Pentagon to invest in multiyear contracts that it may struggle to fund in the future should there be less political appetite to spend like there are no limits. And if the budget passes and that elevated base number becomes a permanent fixture, the Pentagon will have to spend more every year than the GDP of 170-plus nations.

The White House argues that the spending surge is needed to modernize the military in a world filled with threats. Democrats have cast the spending, which would dedicate almost 16 percent of federal taxpayer dollars to defense, as a dangerous splurge at the expense of domestic priorities. Even some Republicans--particularly those facing competitive midterm races--have voiced unease over the $73 billion in cuts to nondefense spending that are also part of the package, including to education, energy, and housing.

The administration appears to have calculated that spending on defense instead of domestic programs is a necessary trade-off. During an Easter lunch at the White House shortly after the proposed budget was unveiled, Trump recalled telling the Office of Management and Budget Director Russell Vought, "Don't send any money for day care, because the United States can't take care of day care. That has to be up to a state ... We're fighting wars; we can't take care of day care."

That may not be what American voters want to hear amid skepticism about overseas military missions. An ABC News / Washington Post / Ipsos poll last month found that 61 percent of Americans believe that the decision to use military force in Iran was a mistake. The same poll found that 40 percent of adults feel they are not as well off financially as they were when Trump became president last year, up from 33 percent in February, just before the Iran war started. That war is supposed to end on Friday with the signing of a pact in Geneva that will tee up more comprehensive negotiations over the following 60 days. But at least for now, the U.S. military will remain in the Persian Gulf.

Ukraine and Iran have provided one common lesson about the future of warfare: the importance of asymmetry. In Ukraine, tanks--the backbone of 20th-century armies--have become sitting ducks for drones. Iran may have suffered more than 13,000 missile strikes, but Tehran can claim a victory of sorts from its ability to use cheap drones and fast boats to close the Strait of Hormuz.

Earlier this month, an Iranian drone costing less than $30,000 lodged itself between the two pilots of a $40 million Apache helicopter, leading to the chopper's crash. (The pilots were then rescued by a naval drone.) The U.S. and Israel often met Iran's cheap improvisation with multimillion-dollar missiles fired from air-defense systems designed to counter more sophisticated weaponry.

Read: The glaring oversight in the U.S. war plan

The proposed budget includes up to $75 billion for drones and autonomous systems that are central to fighting such an asymmetric conflict. But without a clear strategy, a flood of money allows the Pentagon to buy now and decide later what best defends the nation, a potentially wasteful approach. It could also allow the Pentagon to indulge its penchant for bespoke, high-end systems, instead of going for the sort of cheap, easily mass-produced drones that have proved so effective in Ukraine.

Defense hawks argue that because the U.S. is facing the greatest period of geopolitical instability since 1945, the imperative is to move boldly and quickly. "Is there a danger of waste? Yes. But does the geostrategic environment require us to sprint because China's PLA is sprinting? Absolutely," Bradley Bowman, a senior defense expert at the Foundation for Defense of Democracies, told me, referring to the People's Liberation Army.

The average U.S. Air Force aircraft is more than 30 years old, making the fleet the oldest in American history and older than many of the airmen at the controls. If Washington wants to deter a conflict over Taiwan or maintain freedom of navigation in the Pacific, the U.S. Navy needs more destroyers, submarines, and other assets--and the means to maintain them. (The budget proposal also calls for more than $65 billion for shipbuilding, a sharp increase from the previous year.) And the Iran war drained U.S. missile stockpiles at a rate that will take years to replenish. In the war's first few weeks, the U.S. fired roughly 1,000 Tomahawk missiles, but it can produce fewer than 100 annually, Mackenzie Eaglen, a defense-budget expert at the American Enterprise Institute, told me.

Some of the funding would be dedicated to costly traditional systems that already appear out of date before they've been built, such as a new Trump-class warship and a new generation of F-47 fighter aircraft (the 47 is a nod to Trump, America's 47th president). These may be luxuries that only an almost-unlimited budget would countenance.

"We are trying to be the dominant military even though that is no longer an option thanks to technology proliferation and commercialization," Bryan Clark, a defense expert at Hudson Institute, told me. "And we are also trying to be a more flexible military by fielding a wide array of autonomous systems. You can't have it both ways." He added: "The $1.5 trillion creates a false perception that you don't have to make any choices."

Clark wrote in a recent paper that the Pentagon itself needs to restructure to be more agile. Nimble is not a word usually used to describe the Pentagon. A 2024 Government Accountability Office report found that the Defense Department needs major digital transformation, including significant changes to processes, policies, the workforce, and technology, among other things.

Over the past year, the Pentagon has started addressing some of those shortcomings, partnering with defense-technology start-ups such as Integrate. In 2025, the Seattle-based company signed a five-year, $25-million contract with the Space Force to improve the management and coordination of space programs. "A lot of investment from the government is going into software to fix a long-running problem around securing real-time, continuous data to inform decision making," John Conafay, Integrate's chief executive, told me. But the Pentagon is not there yet. Would it not make sense to have better systems in place before even more money is fed in?

One problem that no amount of money can fix is political inertia. The administration's request is more than double the official amount the military spent in 2022 and represents a more than 40 percent increase over 2026. But the Pentagon has not always received its funding predictably, making long-term planning and weapons procurement difficult. From 2010 through 2021, the Defense Department started the fiscal year under continuing resolutions--temporary funding measures--for 11 of those 12 years, according to the Government Accountability Office.

The result was a boom-and-bust cycle. Periods of constrained funding were followed by major spending increases, which in turn allowed administrations and Congress to avoid trade-offs and to fund a wide range of programs instead.

At the same time, presidents from both parties have promised to slim down defense spending only to change course once in office. President Biden promised a less militarized foreign policy, one that worked for the middle class. But by the end of his term, he had sent billions of dollars in weapons to Ukraine and Israel and conducted strikes on Iranian-backed groups. Trump promised to focus on threats at the border, to keep U.S. forces out of the Middle East, and to force European allies to take more responsibility for their own defense. But the second Trump administration has so far conducted strikes in Venezuela, Iran, Syria, Nigeria, Iraq, Somalia, and Yemen, with another potential campaign in Cuba. For all the promises to streamline the use of force, "everybody uses the military nonstop," Eaglen told me.

Read: So this is what 'America First' looks like

Congress has struggled to pin down the costs of Trump's most recent use of the military. Only after being asked several times did Jules Hurst, the acting Pentagon comptroller, tell lawmakers at a hearing in May that the price of the Iran war to that point was $29 billion. (By comparison, the entire State Department and other international programs' annual budget request was $35.6 billion, a roughly 30 percent cut from a year ago.)

The administration has been unwilling to share other key details with lawmakers or the public about the war's effects, including civilian casualties, the deployment of munitions, and the stress on the thousands of personnel rushed to the region. During last week's markup of the defense budget, Democrats on the Senate Armed Services Committee pushed for additional transparency. But the upshot is that the White House is asking Congress for unspecified billions for a war Congress wasn't asked to approve and has largely been kept in the dark about--perhaps not the healthiest environment for the Pentagon to receive record funding.

A 2020 Swedish study of thousands of lottery winners over two decades found that winners were generally happier, because money can buy greater security. But the study also found that huge influxes of money seldom led to a fundamental change in a winner's mental state. The Pentagon may have drawn a winning ticket, but that's unlikely to be enough unless it can change the way it thinks, and solve its deeper problems.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/national-security/2026/06/the-pentagon-might-win-the-lottery/687568/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The <em>Toy Story</em> Franchise Forgot Its Own Message

Pixar made a classic trilogy about growing up. At that point, the studio should have left its toys behind.

by Jacob Stern

Wed, 17 Jun 2026




Has there ever been a greater trilogy? The Godfather, monumental as its first two installments are, peters out in Part III. Same with Alien and Terminator. Back to the Future and Indiana Jones more or less land the plane, but the follow-ups never hit the heights of the originals. Richard Linklater's Before trilogy and Krzysztof Kieslowski's Three Colors trilogy are masterpieces start to finish, but they lack the operatic scale and mainstream appeal of, say, Star Wars or Lord of the Rings. Those latter two franchises both have a credible claim to the title, but the glut of subpar sequels and spin-offs has diluted their magic. For my money, none of them measures up to Toy Story.

Is this an entirely neutral and clear-eyed assessment? Well, let's just say that as a child I owned no fewer than nine Buzz Lightyear action figures. This much, though, is beyond dispute: Financially, culturally, artistically--by any metric, really--the original Toy Story trilogy is a triumph. The first movie, released in 1995, practically invented computer animation and became the first animated film to earn a Best Screenplay nomination at the Oscars. The next two installments, out in 1999 and 2010, were just as good. Each ranked among the three highest-grossing films worldwide in the year of its release; Toy Story 3 was the first animated feature to crack $1 billion at the box office. They were successful in part because the films appeal to both children and adults. They are about friendship and existential angst. They combine the prelinguistic appeal of bright colors and physical comedy with a peppering of allusions to Jurassic Park, The Shining, The Wizard of Oz, and innumerable other classics. Taken as a whole, the trilogy captures what it's like to grow up in all of childhood's ambivalent complexity.

The epic begins with a birthday party. In the opening scene of Toy Story, 6-year-old Andy unwraps a new Buzz Lightyear action figure, and Woody, a mid-century cowboy doll with a sheriff's badge and a pullstring ("There's a snake in my boot!"), is forced to reckon with the reality of having been displaced as Andy's favorite toy. Buzz, meanwhile, with his pop-out wings and red laser gun, must come to terms with the fact that he is not, as he initially believed, a real space ranger. ("You. Are. A. Toy!!!" an exasperated Woody shouts at him.) The characters spend much of the movie's brief runtime bickering and brawling, but they follow parallel arcs: Both, in their way, must accept that things change and the world does not revolve around them.

Heavy stuff for a kids' movie--but Toy Story 2 goes even darker. On its face, the second film is a rescue-mission adventure, but it's also, absurd as this may sound, a meditation on loss, finitude, and mortality. Woody confronts a choice between spending his life behind glass in a toy museum, forever admired by masses of anonymous children, and returning to Andy, who he knows will one day grow up and leave him behind. Whereas, in the original Toy Story, the toys stand for children, here they're more like parents. "I can't stop Andy from growing up," Woody says at the movie's emotional climax, "but I wouldn't miss it for the world."

Read: The bizarre tragedy of children's movies

Saying that when Andy is 8 years old is one thing; facing the reality when he's 17 is another. "We all knew this day was coming," Woody reassures his fellow toys at the beginning of Toy Story 3. "Yeah," Hamm the ever-acerbic piggy bank replies, "but now it's here!" Andy's off to college, and the toys have to figure out what that means for them. If Toy Story 2 is about accepting the inevitability of the end, then Toy Story 3 is about experiencing its arrival.

Because the Toy Story franchise is about growing up, it is also, necessarily, about being left behind. In the first movie, Woody has to overcome his fear that Buzz will replace him (a sly metacommentary by a studio that was itself upending the animation industry). The villain of the second, an adult toy-obsessive who steals Woody and nearly ships him to the toy museum, is almost literally stuck in the past: He drives a vintage 1950s car and falls asleep watching old black-and-white newsreels, like nostalgia incarnate. And the third is explicitly about letting go of the things you loved as a child. In the movie's final scene, Andy gives his toys away to a little girl named Bonnie, then, after playing with them one last time, drives off to college. Buzz and Woody sit side by side on the stoop, watching him go. "So long, partner," Woody says--to Andy and, it seemed, to us.

No one could have known at the time, but Toy Story 3 marked the end not just of Andy's childhood but also of Pixar's golden age. In the 15 years following the release of the original, the studio delivered an unbroken series of classics: Toy Story 2, Finding Nemo, The Incredibles, Ratatouille, WALL-E, Up, and finally Toy Story 3. After that, Pixar still produced some hits--most notably 2015's Inside Out--but its imprimatur no longer carried the same guarantee. The studio, struggling for the first time to connect with original stories, returned to the well.

Toy Story 4, which came out in 2019, broke $1 billion at the worldwide box office and also won Best Animated Feature at the Oscars. There's a lot to love about it. The movie's animation is so rich that at times it verges on photo-realism; the way it captures the bokeh shimmer of porch lights on wet pavement is genuinely gasp-inducing. And it ventures into new thematic territory, tackling heady metaphysical questions that the original trilogy only gestured at: Where do these toys' consciousness come from? Where, for that matter, does ours?

In a vacuum, Toy Story 4 is a very good movie. But it exists in a world already graced by its predecessors, and in advancing a new plot and exploring new themes, knocks the original trilogy off its axis.

The Toy Story universe is premised on the idea that toys want more than anything to be played with--that a deep bond with a child is what gives a toy's existence meaning. "No owners means no heartbreak," the evil purple teddy bear Lotso assures the other toys as he welcomes them to Sunnyside Daycare at the beginning of Toy Story 3. "We don't need owners at Sunnyside. We own ourselves! We're masters of our own fate." Maybe so, the toys learn, but the love is worth the heartbreak. Toys must throw themselves into the relationship with their child, even though they know that the child will one day leave them behind, and then the toy must do the same thing with another child, and another, and another. Toy Story 4 undermines this core emotional drama of the Toy Story franchise by imagining that toys can simply strike out on their own--that they can be, in Lotso's words, masters of their own fate. It imagines them less as toys than as people. To me, it will always be non-canon.

Read: A radical message for a kids' movie

The movie's gravest sin, though, might be its very existence. The arrival of Toy Story 4 signaled that the original trilogy's success had, in a way, compromised its own message. A story about growing up and leaving your toys behind had shaped a generation that had grown up and now could not leave it behind. Pixar can't leave its toys behind, either (as the release of the 2022 spin-off, Lightyear--a box-office and critical dud--drove home). Of the four upcoming projects the studio has announced, three are sequels. The first of those, set for release later this week, is Toy Story 5.

I say all of this with the deepest reverence for the Toy Story franchise--and also as a total hypocrite. I've seen the first two movies, which came out around the time I was born, dozens of times. As a child in the early aughts, I wore my Buzz Lightyear costume (with wings and all) virtually every day. On a trip to Disney World at age 4, I spotted an animatronic Buzz and shouted, "See, Daddy, I told you Buzz Lightyear was real!" Fourteen years later, as a high-school graduation gift, my parents got me life-size replicas of the main Toy Story toys, and, like Andy, I wrote my name in black marker on the right foot of each one. To this day, "You've Got a Friend in Me" moves me at a subcortical level. When it comes to nostalgia, I am not immune.

On Friday, Toy Story 5 hits theaters. The movie, which reunites the gang in a battle against an iPad-like antagonist named Lilypad, has a strong premise, and its dynamic, watercolor-style rendering of playtime is a big step forward animation-wise. But the plot feels overstuffed, the character development rushed, and the themes recycled. The movie works best when it focuses on Jessie, the spunky-but-anxious cowgirl doll introduced in Toy Story 2--this is her story, not Buzz's or Woody's. And it delivers one truly great moment near the end that, if you have any investment in the franchise, I challenge you not to cry at. But I wonder whether it will connect for kids. At my screening, parental chuckles far outnumbered kid giggles. On my way out, I heard a mom with two small children tell another parent, "I loved it--it was too spicy for them, though."

The truth is, no matter how good it was or could have been, a part of me wishes that it weren't happening. Some things are perfect as they are, and the Toy Story trilogy is one of them.

But I'm not naive. I know that as long as Toy Story movies keep grossing 10 figures, Pixar will keep making them, and I, against my better judgment, will keep watching them. Andrew Stanton, the director of Toy Story 5 and the member of the Pixar braintrust most consistently involved with the franchise, has defended the studio's decision to continue beyond Toy Story 3. "Nobody's being robbed of their trilogy. They can have that and never watch another if they don't want to," he said in a November interview. "But I've always loved how this world allows us to embrace time and change. There's no promise that it stays in amber."

We're not the ones clinging to our toys, Stanton argues. You are! Maybe he has a point. If Toy Story 5 brings joy to a new generation of children, who am I to object because it messes with my beloved trilogy? Much as it offends my principles, I can reconcile myself to the continuation of the franchise--so long as it doesn't come at the expense of Pixar investing in original stories.

Sometimes, when I'm at my parents' house, I visit the toys they gave me for graduation, which now live on a bookshelf in my childhood bedroom. As I get them in order--adjusting Woody's cowboy hat, dusting Buzz's helmet--I always feel an absurd pang of guilt for keeping them on the shelf, the very place that, in the movies, they most dread.

In these moments, I take some solace imagining that I might one day have a child to share them with. If she wants to play with them, I will let her. And if she wants to make them her own, I will let them go.
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All the Sad Hawks

Neoconservatives are struggling to reconcile their hopes for Trump with the failure of his Iran war.

by Jonathan Chait

Wed, 17 Jun 2026




An irony of the Iran war is that Donald Trump, whose patience for written texts and policy details is famously negligible, came to grasp the reality of the situation more quickly and clearly than his neoconservative supporters who spent years obsessing over the issue. Trump, recognizing that America has suffered a historic defeat, has abandoned his demands for unconditional surrender, and is trying to buy his way out with a memorandum of understanding that reportedly promises Tehran billions of dollars to restore the status quo ante. By contrast, the neocons, the coterie of interventionists who long ago developed a reputation as the brains of the conservative movement, have been rather slow on the uptake.

"I suspect the MOU may be less awful than the administration's disastrous sales pitch," Mark Dubowitz of the Foundation for the Defense of Democracies posted on X yesterday. (Later he conceded the deal was not better at all but, in fact, "even worse than I assumed.") The pundit Batya Ungar-Sargon hypothesized that Trump might be "in a fugue state." Marc Thiessen, a Washington Post columnist who has tried to steer Trump toward hawkery through relentless obsequiousness, termed the MOU the "Vance peace deal," as if the anti-interventionist veep had staged a coup. An especially plaintive moment took place during Commentary's podcast when Eli Lake, the hawkish foreign-policy analyst, cried, "What's going on? What's going on?"

What's going on is that the neocons misapprehended both the geopolitical situation and the president they trusted to resolve it.

The defining trait of neoconservative thought is a near-boundless faith in the efficacy of U.S. military power. This faith caused the neocons to recoil in from the Obama administration's 2015 nuclear deal with Iran. A tougher president, they believed, would have used the threat of American might to make Iran accept much stricter terms.

Jonathan Lemire: Trump in defeat

At the time, the neocons insisted that their plan would not involve actually employing force. "There is an alternative, and it isn't war," Dubowitz wrote in 2015. "It's a better deal."

Trump tore up Barack Obama's deal, but the threat of war did not produce a better deal. So Dubowitz and his allies came to believe that military force would accomplish their ends. When Trump's 2025 bombing campaign failed to eliminate Iran's nuclear threat, they decided a more extensive military campaign would force the country to make concessions. The campaign has come, but the concessions have not. The harsh reality is that Iran's regime has a tight grip on power, does not care about suffering by their people, and buried its nuclear material and much of its conventional military power underground where air power could not easily destroy it.

Another mistake the neocons made was to misjudge Trump. The president may have appeared to share their goals, given his frequently expressed contempt for the Obama administration's handling of the issue. But the reason Trump hated Obama's nuclear deal is that it was made by Obama, a figure he regards with a pathological mix of envy and racial disgust.

While the neoconservative impetus to prevent a nuclear Iran is rooted in a hatred and fear of its radical government, Trump has never held an ideological grudge against a foreign power. His geopolitical vision is personal. To the extent that a country's authoritarian character factors into his assessment, it is generally a plus.

By suppressing mass protests and then outmaneuvering Trump at the negotiating table, the Iranian regime began to elevate itself into the same category as Russia, China, North Korea, and other "strong" dictatorships that he admires. "I never cared about regime change," he said yesterday at the G7 summit. "We're dealing with people that I think are very rational people," Trump said of the Iranian leadership. "They were nice to deal with. They were strong people, smart people."

If Iran's rulers are so rational and nice, one wonders why their potential acquisition of a nuclear weapon would so concern the United States. Indeed, Trump floated the notion that seizing Iran's nuclear material no longer mattered very much. "You could make the case, why even bother?" he mused, adding, "It's not very valuable stuff."

Despite his boasts, Trump has never been a brilliant dealmaker. His specialty is finding ways to strip out short-term value while foisting long-term costs on others, while manipulating public opinion so that he can always find a new round of suckers. Nothing about this skill set suggested an ability or even a willingness to tackle a problem such as Iran's nuclear ambitions, especially if doing so imposed extended costs. As soon as it became clear that he would not enjoy a quick and cheap victory, Trump's calculation was always going to be that expensive gasoline is his problem, and a future nuclear-armed Iran is somebody else's.

Trump's desperation to get out of the war has been obvious for more than two months. The war supporters have had to process this reality by progressing through the Kubler-Ross stages of grief at various speeds. They all started in the denial stage. "It is astonishing to me that so many seem to have concluded that the US clearly caved to Iran's unacceptable demands (a US non-aggression guarantee, acceptance of enrichment, full sanctions relief, unfrozen Iranian assets, and a total US withdrawal from the Middle East) while Iran obviously balked at ours (no ballistic missile program, no nuke program, no proxies, hand over enriched materials)," National Review's Noah Rothman insisted in early April, dismissing as implausible the emerging contours of the deal.

Read: The U.S. had no choice but diplomacy--yet again

"I would say this to the President: I personally know that you will do the right thing," the hawkish commentator Mark Levin said in early April, when the cease-fire began. He added: "I have complete faith in this man." A month later, the Fox News personality Jesse Watters still clung to hope. "The commander in chief must believe the Iranians are serious about surrendering," he said. "The president," Watters went on, "must know what he's doing."

At the moment, the dominant sentiment among hawks is stage two: anger. Trump "has choked, he has chickened out, he has bled himself dry," Podhoretz complained earlier this week. "The greatest superpower to ever exist brought to its knees by a few mines. Just a disaster for America," Ungar-Sargon wrote on X today.

Some have progressed into the bargaining stage. "Smartest thing for Trump to do is lull Iran into complacency with this deal and then let Israel do another decapitation strike," the podcaster Erick Erickson said yesterday. The conservative activist Will Chamberlain suggested, "President Trump should renege." For those concerned about hawkish loved ones, the next stages are depression and then acceptance.

Achieving this final won't come easily, though. When Trump announced the war, he warned, "The regime's conventional ballistic missile program was growing rapidly and dramatically, and this posed a very clear colossal threat to America and our forces stationed overseas." But speaking in Europe today, he said Iran had to keep its ballistic missiles, since Saudi Arabia had its own, and mocked advisers who suggested otherwise ("I don't think they're smart").

Meanwhile, the administration is attempting to make its supporters forget a decade of claims that Obama betrayed the country by handing "pallets of cash" to Iran as it permits the country to recover billions immediately, by suspending sanctions, and possibly far more in "reconstruction" funds that Iran views, not inaccurately, as reparations. The dread pallets seen in endless Fox News clips transferred $1.7 billion to Tehran, a minuscule figure compared with the $12 billion in unfrozen assets, not to mention the potential $300 billion reparations.

Obama "gave them $1.7 billion in cash, green cash," Trump said this morning, in a video clip shared by his rapid-response team. It is as if Trump's sole objection to the JCPOA was not the sums of money involved but the use of actual greenbacks. After all, $300 billion worth of cash would be impractically heavy to transfer by pallet.

Perhaps the hawks will realize that their preferred policy was wrong, that regime change by airpower was impossible, and that Trump was unfit to lead in the first place. Or perhaps they'll appear on Fox News one day soon praising Trump's wise and generous dealmaking with our Iranian friends, in contrast to the tacky gifts from the miserly Obama.
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A New Generation of Moms Who Get High

Weed, they say, is what helps them survive full-time parenting. But at what cost?

by Sarah Levy

Wed, 17 Jun 2026




Taylor Mitchem's baby was born in March 2020. By the time they both left the hospital, the world had shut down. Mitchem had no extended family nearby, no friends who could visit. Her husband was around, but because he was nervous about the newborn's fragility, she felt responsible for most of the child care. Her postpartum days were endless and isolating, the challenges heightened by the day-to-night transition of infant care, she said--"seeing the sun come up and then seeing the sun go down and knowing you're in it, nowhere to go, no escape."

Eventually, infant pressures were replaced by toddler demands; she still felt isolated and yearned for support even more. Before pregnancy and breastfeeding, Mitchem told me, she sometimes turned to weed to feel more balanced when she struggled with anxiety and ADHD. So by the time her kid was two and a half, she decided to resume her old morning ritual: She began to smoke daily--"gardening," as she calls it. Parenting, she said, became less stressful. "Life is hard," she said. "If you can have something that can take the edge off a little bit, why not?"

Mitchem, a 36-year-old based in Colorado, now calls herself a "garden momma." She posts about her cannabis routine to more than 120,000 followers on TikTok, where more than 76,000 videos feature the "#gardenmom" label. "Coffee and coughy," a morning ritual of smoking before the children wake up, is a common genre; other videos show moms using cannabis during nap time or before the dinner-bath-bedtime witching hour. For some, posting about the lifestyle has led to influencer status and brand partnerships; many garden moms use the same Millennial-chic glass gravity bongs, sharing discount codes and #ad hashtags. As these women frame it, cannabis is not escape but preparation, the "medicine" they need to take before their work as mothers begins.

Read: The unglamorous truth about the average tradwife

The potential risks of parenting while high are obvious. The American Academy of Pediatrics recommends that adults avoid using cannabis in front of children and that they keep all products locked and out of reach. Children who grow up seeing drug reliance may be more likely to develop an addiction themselves, and sooner. Even when safety measures are taken, some child-development experts worry about how daily use might impair a parent's reaction time and ability to respond to an emergency. And although most states have laws that allow for medical or recreational use of cannabis, the drug remains illegal at the federal level. Parents risk intervention if a child-protection agency determines that their drug use has impaired their ability to parent. (Here, racial dynamics can come into play. Most of the mothers posting "coffee and coughy" videos online are white; the people most likely to be punished for cannabis use are not.)

Mitchem and other mothers I spoke with insisted that they were not putting weed first. Rather, they said, lacking meaningful parenting help from other adults, they were prioritizing their family by using cannabis as a tool: to help them stay patient, to respond neutrally to their children, to be present without becoming overwhelmed--essentially, to be better moms. They talked about smoking not to get randomly stoned but to get through specific situations, and only under certain conditions. They would not smoke while pregnant or breastfeeding, for instance, and they would always wait a certain number of hours after smoking before undertaking activities such as driving their child to school.

For many garden moms, daily cannabis use is a balm for the impossible math of modern motherhood, where the demands are high and support systems tend to be meager. But when a substance becomes a requirement for managing the ordinary needs of caring for children, the line between beneficial use and overreliance can be hard to discern.



The desire for a reprieve from parenting--and the use of substances to get it--is hardly new. In the 1950s and '60s, the tranquilizer Miltown was widely prescribed to housewives for anxiety and stress. Later, Valium (dubbed "mother's little helper") became the go-to prescription. More recently, "wine mom" culture has become so normalized that you can find onesies embroidered with lines such as I'm the reason mommy drinks.

In the era of intensive parenting, garden moms tend to classify cannabis use less as an indulgence and more as an opportunity for self-care. Mid-century mothers commonly left their children alone with little oversight; today's mothers, according to a 2016 sociology study of the United States and some European countries, spend nearly twice as much time on active child care as they did in the 1960s. And many practice versions of "gentle" parenting, which emphasizes empathy and connection with kids and eschews punishment. The combination means that lots of mothers feel that they must not only offer constant supervision but also stay joyful and patient through repetitive activities that can be, frankly, exhaustingly boring for adults.

As the bar for what constitutes "good parenting" rises, many people are reaching for coping strategies, Alan E. Kazdin, a psychology and child-psychiatry professor at Yale University, told me. So it's perhaps unsurprising to see moms reaching for pot: Some of the psychological effects of cannabis--decreased inhibition, feelings of relaxation--happen to encourage behavior touted by proponents of gentle parenting.

Mitchem said that after smoking, she has an easier time sprawling on the floor and being goofy with her 6-year-old, happily answering the same questions over and over again. Meg, 33, who lives in New York and asked to go by only her first name, told me that when she was a kid, a raised voice was the standard response when she acted out. The gentle approach appeals to her because she wants to parent differently--but it doesn't always come naturally, especially when her 3-year-old is melting down. Using cannabis in this scenario, she said, is "the most beneficial thing I can do as a parent."

Read: This influencer says you can't parent too gently

Isolation, and the struggles of handling parenting largely on their own, is also a theme for garden moms. They typically don't work outside the home, and their videos portray their weed use as a solitary ritual: a mother with her gravity bong before sunrise, or standing in the kitchen blowing smoke into the oven vent while her kids play in the other room.

But a sense of community comes from the comments: On garden-mom videos, thousands of mothers validate one another's choices, in a tone that skews less judgmental than the comments on traditional mom-influencer pages. Unlike many other influencer posts, garden-mom videos generally lack polish. They're filmed in unfinished basements or drafty garages; mothers wear bulky winter coats over pajamas, their hair sometimes appearing unwashed, their desperation for a moment alone palpable. When so much of motherhood is carefully curated and aspirationally filtered online, the responses on garden-mom videos can read like the commenters are experiencing a collective sigh of relief.

Mitchem told me that cannabis has even helped her start weaning off of Zoloft. "What I'm doing is allowing me to make sure that my house is taken care of, that I'm taken care of, that my kids are taken care of," she said, "and to set the tone for my day."



Chances are, these women are indeed feeling some comfort from using weed, Margaret Haney, the director of Columbia University's Cannabis Research Laboratory, told me. Anxiety, sleep, and pain, she said, "all have an extraordinarily high placebo-response rate, meaning that if you think you're taking something helpful, you do feel better." But there is "no good evidence" that cannabis helps with anxiety or depression, she said. Addiction is also a very real potential consequence. At least one in 10 regular cannabis users develops a dependency, a rate comparable to alcohol, and signs of addiction are similar too: escalating or morning use; difficulty stopping; withdrawal symptoms including irritability, sleep disruptions, and anxiety when trying to quit.

Daily use of cannabis also has the potential to worsen anxiety and depression over time. What feels like cannabis helping a garden mom cope may actually be the drug treating the withdrawal symptoms it's created, Haney said. And someone who "wakes and bakes" may be engaging in particularly problematic use. "We were in reefer madness for so long that there's been this enormous pendulum shift to everything cannabis being good," Haney said. "There's a middle ground."

The potency of today's cannabis makes these concerns hard to dismiss. With THC levels in some products reaching up to 90 percent--compared with roughly 4 percent in the 1990s--the drug these mothers are using is fundamentally different from previous generations'. Higher concentrations of THC are associated with faster development of tolerance and a greater likelihood of dependence.

Read: Marijuana is too strong now

But apprehension about garden moms' use can extend beyond dependency. Although many of these women report turning to cannabis to help them practice gentle parenting, the science suggests that the drug may actually be working against them. Being chemically calm is not the same as being fully present or prepared to act quickly if something goes wrong, Kirby Deater-Deckard, a professor at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst who studies stress in parents, told me. Psychology research shows that a parent's ability to emotionally regulate involves reading their child in real time and responding with thoughts, words, and behaviors that are sensitive to what he or she needs in a particular moment. Relying on a substance, Deater-Deckard said, can interfere with that fuller response, even when it produces the desired effect of a seemingly unruffled parent.

The more than $30 billion cannabis industry has a stake in mothers believing that their daily habits are a valuable tool; according to one 2020 study, Americans who use cannabis every or nearly every day represent more than 40 percent of the market and account for about 80 percent of all sales. Josh Camitta, the chief brand officer for the cannabis-accessory wholesaler Medusa Distribution, told me that the company has seen a notable uptick in inbound interest from garden-mom-influencer partners compared with other brand partners--a sign, he said, of a new or growing customer segment.

Mitchem has heard the warnings before, and acknowledged that some garden moms are "just in the garage smoking all day." "There's a really delicate way to do it," she said, "and then there's a way to abuse it." But she believes that cannabis can be used in a responsible way while one parents, she said: "I just need that little dimmer switch."

I'm not a garden mom--I've been sober for eight years--but at the same time, I could sympathize with many of the women I spoke with. What keeps me calibrated is not a substance but a set of circumstances I'm lucky to have: a partner who shows up, grandparents who live nearby, child care, access to therapy, and a recovery community that has taught me that feelings are survivable. Still, I have moments when the weight of parenting lands squarely on my chest. I understand how the expectations for mothers can feel unsustainable: Be always serene; spend abundant time with your children; never show a glimmer of frustration. At a certain point, the ideal can begin to feel as if it requires a disappearing act. In the quest to be the best, a mother is asked to abandon herself and her own emotional responses--and for some moms, apparently, the only way through is to feel a little less.
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The Feel-Good Story of the World Cup Is Too Good to Be True

Some of the people celebrating American excess are not what they seem.

by Will Oremus

Wed, 17 Jun 2026




Every World Cup propels a breakout star into the firmament; this year's might just be a seemingly random German soccer fan who goes by Freddy. In the World Cup's opening week, his X posts extolling a Taco Bell as "the holy land" and chronicling his rapturous 1 a.m. visits to a Waffle House and a Buc-ee's have attracted more attention--from Americans, at least--than most of the actual matches.



Freddy from Germany is the standard-bearer of an emergent social-media genre: A World Cup visitor from overseas encounters American culture and excess--and loves it. The Spanish soccer wunderkind Lamine Yamal loaded up a grocery cart at a Walmart in Georgia. "Why did no one tell me ranch sauce is like crack?" a Swedish fan posted on X from an Indiana diner. "EUROPE WE NEED RANCH ASAP." A Japanese man raved about Texas Roadhouse steak. Freddy's Buc-ee's post showed customers flowing into the cavernous convenience store, its cartoon-beaver logo a towering beacon that illuminated the night sky. In another photo, a row of pumps stretched, like a horizon, beyond both sides of the frame. Freddy was overawed: "DUDE LMAO THIS IS A GAS STATION???," he wrote.



Americans, of course, are eating it up with a spork. "This is genuinely making me patriotic," one wrote of a video showing a rotund New Jersey-deli guy dancing with a visitor from London and giving him a chicken-parm sandwich on the house. Another observed: "It's sick to see how many Europeans came over here to actually enjoy US culture. Saw a guy look at a Buc-ee's gas station the same way I'd look at Stonehenge." The caption on a video of an Italian's astonished reaction to unlimited soda refills captured the half-winking exceptionalism in a familiar meme: "The European mind cannot comprehend this."



The videos have been covered in the media as a refreshing antidote to our polarized political moment and as an indication that American greatness resides at least partly in conveniences we take for granted. It's a nice thought. But not all of the videos, or the people behind them, are quite what they seem.



Take the Swedish soccer fan who swooned over ranch dressing. Elsa Thora, a photogenic 24-year-old blonde, has been featured in a number of news stories about foreign soccer fans' American exploits, exuding a gee-whiz gusto for the country's food and culture. "I feel like I'm in a movie," she posted, holding bags of Hostess Twinkies and cheese-stuffed Combos outside a convenience store. "OK so Amish people are real," she marveled.



What many of the news stories have failed to mention is that Thora is not new to the social-media spotlight. She's a star on the adult platform OnlyFans and a fixture in the British tabloids, where she's made headlines for expressing her desire to have sex in space, to birth Elon Musk's first baby on Mars, and to sleep with a player from every English Premier League soccer club. ("Three down, 17 to go," she told The Irish Sun in 2024.) She already has some 388,000 followers on Instagram. When I reached her by phone, on her way to Los Angeles, she told me that she works in digital marketing but that the trip to the States was just for fun and the love of soccer. She acknowledged that her posts here have raised her social-media profile but insisted that she isn't trying to monetize them: Her enthusiasm for American culture is genuine, she said.



Thora may have more to gain from gushing than an ordinary soccer fan, but at least she's a real person who's really here for the World Cup. The same cannot be said for Nobunaga, a user whose viral X post purports to recount a Japanese visitor's experiences at an American hibachi restaurant. "I witnessed a ritual I have never seen in eight hundred years of being Japanese," begins a deadpan story that goes on to describe the chef building a flaming volcano of onion rings and hurling a shrimp through the air for the narrator to catch with his mouth.



The post is part of a series in which Nobunaga takes on the persona of a samurai traveling around the world and into space. (The account shares a name with Oda Nobunaga, a powerful, 16th-century samurai.) Running the posts through Pangram, an AI-detection tool, yields a consistent verdict of "100% AI." Nobunaga told me via X message that the aim of the stories is comedy, not "realism, journalism, or persuasion." But at least in the context of the World Cup, some of the account's audience seems to have taken its American-restaurant reviews at face value. "I am enjoying your posts with enthusiasm and a few tears," a woman, whose X bio identifies her as a Trump supporter and patriot, replied to the hibachi post.



Between the influencers and the AI-slop accounts lies a spectrum of inauthenticity. The New Jersey-deli guy, for instance, is real, but the Parkwood Deli's 400,000-follower Instagram account suggests that the shop is canny about marketing his old-school charm. And in fact, the deli first posted the clip of his interaction with the London couple on Instagram in April, which suggests it had nothing to do with the World Cup, despite its current popularity. (Parkwood Deli did not respond to my request for comment.)



Also real is the Japanese man who praised Texas Roadhouse for its steak. The account's owner, who told me his name is Keisuke Yamanaka, really does enjoy Texas Roadhouse, and he isn't a professional influencer. But he also isn't in the United States for the World Cup, and the image he posted wasn't his own, he acknowledged. "To be completely honest, when I posted the tweet, I never imagined it would reach millions of people," Yamanaka said. "I simply wanted to share a restaurant recommendation with Japanese fans traveling to the United States for the World Cup."



Then there's Freddy. A month ago, he had an unremarkable social-media presence, posting almost exclusively in support of the legendary Portuguese forward Cristiano Ronaldo. An April post on X about his upcoming trip to the World Cup in the United States got a modest 60 likes. Then he landed in Atlanta, his starting point for a road trip to Houston with his unnamed companions, and his profile achieved liftoff. He snapped those pictures of the Taco Bell and got 48,000 likes. On June 8, he bestowed a 10/10 rating on his Waffle House visit--109,000 likes. And then, on June 10, the Buc-ee's blockbuster: 305,000 likes, more than 25 million views.



Suddenly Freddy was a rock star. He started taking requests for places to visit next. He hit up a Bass Pro Shops that he said had a shooting range inside it. By June 12, he was fending off fake Freddies who had sprung up on Instagram and TikTok to try to cash in on his newfound fame. In New Orleans, he was given free tours of the Saints and Pelicans facilities. A sign on the highway at the Louisiana border reads Welcome to Louisiana; below it was a hand-painted banner: Welcome Freddy. In Houston, Freddy hype took on a life of its own. The police department posed with him for a photo op. The mayor met him at an Astros game. The American-football star J. J. Watt bought him a lavish hotel stay and a care package full of swag. By Tuesday, he was at NASA's Johnson Space Center getting a personal tour of the Orion capsule from the astronaut Anne McClain. Freddy did not take a time-out from the ride of his life to respond to my request for comment.



Posts like Freddy's and Thora's tell a story that's flattering to Americans--that unfettered consumerism has gotten a bad rap; that, contrary to conventional wisdom, there is such a thing as American culture; that it deserves celebration, even adoration. But telling people what they want to hear is exactly what today's attention economy is designed to do. Algorithms don't guarantee that those posts will reflect reality. As long as the demand for the content is genuine, the supply doesn't have to be.



No doubt at least some of the mutual enthusiasm between Americans and visiting football fans is sincere. Bostonians joined Scotland's "Tartan Army" as it marched through their city, blaring bagpipes and drinking its pubs dry. Philadelphians embraced a crowd of raucous Ecuadorans who draped their national team's yellow jersey over the city's beloved Rocky statue (a classic blunder, as it turns out). It's probably not a coincidence that so much American hospitality has been showered on Freddy, the character whose story feels the closest to authentic of the bunch. I verified with spokespeople for both the Houston police and mayor's office that his interactions with them really happened.



Yet even Freddy is keeping close control of his own story and has studiously stayed anonymous, at least to online fans. He has been careful not to show his face in any of his posts and has not disclosed his real name. Whatever his initial intentions for posting through his World Cup trip, his great American adventure has gathered a momentum that professional influencers dream of. When Freddy found the care package from Watt in his hotel room, he was moved. "This is all so insane... I genuinely don't understand how it got to this point," he posted. "We're just normal World Cup tourists.??" If that was ever true, it isn't anymore.
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Trump Does Not Understand the War He Lost

The president's comments at the G7 summit revealed that he doesn't understand the war he started--or the words that come out of his own mouth.

by Tom Nichols

Tue, 16 Jun 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 arrived in France yesterday for this morning's G7 summit and promptly confirmed America's capitulation to Iran. Instead of merely repeating the outlines of what looks to be a terrible peace deal, however, Trump made a series of statements so bizarre, even by his usual standards, that they raise the question of whether the president still understands the words that come out of his own mouth.

The president began with a classic Trumpian move, daring his listeners to forget today what they knew yesterday. Just this winter, Trump had promised the Iranian people that the tyrants who ruled them would be gone. But now? "I never cared about regime change," he told reporters, waving away his failure to achieve a primary strategic goal by denying that it had ever been a goal at all.

Things got a little weirder, however, when he described the Iranians who have stepped in to replace the regime leaders killed in U.S. strikes: "We're dealing with people that I think are very rational people. And they were nice to deal with."

"They were strong people, smart people," he added. And then he dropped this remarkable claim: "They're not radicalized, and they're, you know, looking to help their country."

This definitely not-radicalized group that Trump seems to like includes the new supreme leader, Mojtaba Khamenei (whose father, wife, and son were killed by U.S. strikes), and the still-standing Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, all of whom have shown no compunction about lashing out in any direction during Trump's "cease-fire," the make-believe pause in the war during which no one actually ceased firing.

Trump's description of the current regime in Tehran as a bunch of swell guys was brewed in a heavy-duty vat of wishful thinking. It's an extreme version of Trump's tendency, when he's been outplayed by powerful enemies, to describe his opponents as basically reasonable people. (He has done the same over the years with dictators and autocrats in North Korea, Russia, and China, among other countries.) This is his way of assuring the public that he did not get taken to the cleaners--because, of course, his affable partners would never do that.

Trump fared no better talking about the Iranian nuclear program. Iran's stockpile of highly enriched uranium exists largely because Trump unilaterally called off U.S. participation in the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, the 2015 agreement that was meant to prevent Iran from enriching uranium beyond minimal levels for civilian uses. After the U.S. and Israeli attacks last year, and yet more pounding during Operation Epic Fury, that uranium remains underground, either hidden in storage or buried beneath tons of rubble; some of it can likely be recovered and enriched for military uses. Trump has said, repeatedly, that Iran must hand it over.

Until today.

"I call it the nuclear dust, their enriched material, right?" Trump said. (Why he calls it this remains a mystery.) Does America still insist on its removal from Iran? Well, maybe.

"The whole mountain has collapsed on top. We have cameras on it," Trump said. "You could make the case 'Why are you even bothering?' 'cause it's not really valuable. It's, you know, it's probably half a million dollars' worth. It's not very valuable stuff, but I think psychologically we wanna get it."

The United States and Israel ostensibly went to war with Iran last summer over the prospect of the Tehran regime developing a bomb, and that same threat has supposedly been at the center of America's largest military operation in decades--but now the highly enriched uranium isn't very valuable? The president wants it for "psychological" reasons? (This is reminiscent of his comment that America should seize Greenland because it was "psychologically" important to him.) Does the commander in chief understand what he's saying? More important, will Iran keep tons of highly enriched uranium under this new deal or not?

"The biggest thing," Trump said today, is that "Iran will not have a nuclear weapon." That's fine, except that it didn't have one before, either, and now it has an even greater incentive to get one. But nuclear issues are very complex and technical, so let's move on to Trump's comments about something less complicated: Middle Eastern politics.

Once again, the president seemed unable to comprehend either the situation or his own words. No one outside of the Trump administration has yet seen the final memorandum of understanding that Trump and the Iranians have signed, least of all, according to some reports, the Israelis. If the outlines of the deal are in line with the administration's own talking points, it's bound to cause serious agita in Jerusalem: The terms reportedly require a cessation of Israeli hostilities with Hezbollah in Lebanon, a tricky condition considering that Israel was not a party to the negotiations. This is probably why Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu announced yesterday that Israel would maintain its presence in Gaza, Lebanon, and Syria for "as long as necessary."

Trump, in other words, is trying to deal away Israel's right to defend itself, treating it less as a sovereign country and more as a kind of 51st U.S. state run by an annoying governor who needs to get with the program. But what if Iran's proxy Hezbollah attacks Israel? According to the president, the Israelis need to calm down, and he minimized Hezbollah as "a little pinprick out there that constantly rears its head."

Besides, Trump has an answer for the problem of Hezbollah: Outsource its elimination to the Syrian leader Ahmed al-Sharaa. Trump said that he suggested to Israel to "let Syria take care of Hezbollah, 'cause to be honest with you, I think they do a better job of doing it."

It's true that Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, the organization now in power in Syria, has plenty of experience fighting against Hezbollah. But Syria, a regime still trying to get its legs under it, is not going to march next door and pacify Lebanon--especially not with Israel occupying parts of Syria.

Trump has never shown very much concern about the conduct of Israeli military operations anywhere (including the war in Gaza, which he viewed primarily as a public-relations problem). But now that he needs to rein in Jerusalem at Tehran's behest, he has taken the position that the Israelis are causing too much damage in Lebanon. And in a stunning reminder that alliances for Trump are only expedients, he pivoted to praising al-Sharaa and criticizing Israel, saying that if Israel "can't do the job without killing everyone else, he'll do the job."

This kind of flip-flop illustrates Trump's view of global politics: States are just a bunch of playing cards that he can rearrange at will, which makes watching him talk about foreign policy this way like watching someone cheating at solitaire. Even now, after many years as president, he is constantly frustrated to find out how little leverage he has when other nations refuse to abandon their own interests and do as he commands.

Trump's comments about the Middle East may not make any sense, but one thing that has emerged in 4K clarity is that the only world leader who got pantsed worse than Trump in all of this was Netanyahu. No one should pity Israel's prime minister: He brought this situation upon himself and his nation. Netanyahu, along with the Iran-war hawks in the United States, somehow thought that he could be smart or flattering or persuasive enough to avoid the inevitable burn that comes from trusting Donald Trump. Netanyahu refused to see that Trump, when it comes to self-interest, is as predictable as a sunrise: When something he's involved with goes bad, he walks away and lets others suffer the chaos he's created.

In the past, Trump has tried to conjure new circumstances by speaking them aloud and attempting to wish them into existence. His tired garble in France, however, is something different. It suggests that Trump, more than ever, is unable to fathom what's happening in the world around him and has been reduced to turning all of his previous statements upside down: A regime that was once the epitome of evil is now a reasonable partner; nuclear material that once represented an existential threat to America might now sit in Iran forever; Syria and Iran and Israel and Lebanon will now do things that they would never do, just because he wants them to.

None of this makes any sense, except as desperate rationalizations from a man who cannot face facts and admit defeat. Trump has always had a tenuous relationship with the truth, but evidence is mounting that on the most important questions of war and peace, the president of the United States seems to be losing his grip on reality itself.

Related:

	Trump celebrates while America capitulates. 
 	The U.S. had no choice but diplomacy--yet again.




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The cult of delayed gratification is a lie.
 	Why July 4 turned into a Trump rally
 	The betrayal of the Iranian people




Today's News

	Five people were charged after the FBI stopped an alleged plan to attack the Ultimate Fighting Championship event at the White House on Sunday, according to the Department of Justice.
 	The Trump administration announced that several core functions of two major agencies in the Department of Education, the Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services and the Office for Civil Rights, will be moved to the Department of Health and Human Services and the Department of Justice, respectively.
 	The Department of Justice released charges against 15 people in Minneapolis who allegedly conspired "to impede or injure federal officers" during the federal immigration-enforcement crackdown in the state earlier this year.
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	The butterfly longevity diet
 	Oil prices might not go back to normal anytime soon.
 	Assume you will be hacked, Matteo Wong writes.
 	The White House is ratcheting up its war against Anthropic.
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There's a Name for the People Who Drain You

By Olga Khazan

One of the most repeated truisms in social-science research is: "The No. 1 best thing for your well-being is your relationships." Despite using this line myself many times, I've nevertheless questioned its universality. Who hasn't nodded along in recognition while listening to a story about a nightmare roommate, or had a narcissistic relative who makes everything about himself? The Subreddit r/FriendshipAdvice would be a ghost town if everyone's relationships were truly enhancing their quality of life.
 An emerging body of research validates my sense that surely not all social ties are beneficial. Relationships with people who are draining, critical, or otherwise difficult can compromise our mental and physical health. Shira Offer, a sociologist at Bar-Ilan University, in Israel, who has studied these so-called negative social ties, told me, "For a long time, social scientists have focused on the positive aspects of relationships. And finally, we're also seriously dealing with the negative aspects."
 Researchers have even come up with a term for the people who wear us down: hasslers.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Illustration by Jonelle Afurong. Source: Angel Studios.



Get ready. Young Washington, a new biopic in theaters July 3, is a pre-Revolutionary War movie about George Washington that says something interesting about America's national identity, James Parker writes.

Look closer. Frederic Church, a painter known for his massive, immersive landscapes, had a career that coincided with a paradigm shift in visual art--a change in not just what pictures mean but how that meaning is conveyed, Susan Tallman argues.

Play our daily crossword.

Stephanie Bai 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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An Ascendant Constitutional Theory Is a Threat to American Science

The idea of a "unitary executive" is now being extended to America's scientific establishment, with potentially devastating effects.

by Mark Histed

Wed, 17 Jun 2026




One principle has governed science funding in the United States for decades: that scientific judgement should not be supplanted by political pressures. That is the basis upon which the country's enormous scientific achievements--progress in lifesaving treatments, a university system that is the envy of the world, and a vibrant technology-and-biotech sector--have been built.

But that principle is under attack. Late last month, the Office of Management and Budget in the Donald Trump White House proposed a new regulation that would shift control over the allocation of public science funding away from scientists and toward political appointees, who will have the power not only to decide which projects receive that money but also to, at any time, cancel grants that have already been awarded.

This isn't merely an attack on science; it is part of a deeper ideological vision that many within the Trump administration have been championing for years: moving power from Congress and executive-branch agencies to the president and his appointees. This vision of increased presidential power permeates Project 2025--a plan co-authored by Russell Vought, now the OMB head. And it is backed by a legal idea known as the unitary-executive theory, which asserts, as Justice Antonin Scalia put it in 1988, that the president possesses all federal executive power. The unitary-executive theory, in its fullest form, means that the president can review and direct all executive-branch actions and that Congress cannot restrain that power unless otherwise laid out in the Constitution.

Alexander Furnas and Dashun Wang: The Republicans made peace with science

The Supreme Court has in recent years issued a series of decisions in line with the unitary-executive theory, many of which are about the president's power to fire agency officials. The same theory is also behind numerous Trump-administration actions taken in apparent conflict with congressional action or intent, such as the president's orders to dismantle the Department of Education and bulldoze the East Wing of the White House to build a ballroom. The administration is fighting a battle over what Congress in legislation can direct agency experts to do, versus what the president has the power to control. Now the proposed OMB rule would extend unitary-executive logic to grantmaking, including at America's science agencies, the foundation of its medical and industrial achievements.

Elias Zerhouni, the National Institutes of Health director under President George W. Bush, earlier this year described what's at stake. "When I was at NIH, it never occurred to me that I could say we're not paying for something that Congress had appropriated money for because it was not in line with my policies," he said. "But if that power is given to the executive branch to use whenever it wants, then all bets are off."

I have worked at NIH for more than a decade, running a neuroscience lab that investigates how the trillions of connections in brains control thought and action, work aimed at understanding conditions such as schizophrenia and autism. Before last January, scientists like me could set our own scientific goals and follow data where they led, subject to regular evaluation by a panel of external scientific leaders, who would assess our progress and the value of our work. Now what I see in all of the changes reported at NIH this year--speaking for myself, not the agency--is the addition of presidential control and review steps at many levels and decision points. The proposed OMB rule in fact would formalize many things already happening inside NIH, such as grant cancellations, political review of grant awards, control over staff on panels that review scientific programs, even the forced alteration of words in grant proposals. An extreme assertion of executive power is bad enough when the issue is a ballroom; it is far more destructive when the target is American science.

Advocates for presidential control of agencies--including Chief Justice John Roberts--have argued that the president must have fine-grained control over the whole executive branch, because only the president (along with the vice president) has the accountability of being elected by the whole nation. But the science agencies' great success has come while they have drawn democratic accountability from the public via Congress. The legislative process has set long-term agency priorities, and civil servants at the agencies have carried them out. The president has played a constitutional role in signing or vetoing legislation affecting the agencies, but beyond that, his power has been indirect: as an advocate who could pressure Congress but who did not take action directly himself.

For example, in 1971, when President Richard Nixon wished to launch a "war on cancer," he did not do so by directing NIH to change its priorities. Instead, he announced his plan at a State of the Union address, and then worked with Congress to enact a law, the National Cancer Act, that established a national research effort. The president did have the power to appoint the head of the National Cancer Institute (as well as the head of the NIH), but he did not exert control over the minutiae of the agencies' work.

Beyond their accountability to the public via the legislature, science agencies such as NIH and the National Science Foundation have also been accountable to another constituency: the scientific community. NIH and NSF rely heavily on advisory input from outside scientists. Peer-review panels with rotating expert members perform review of grants. (In 2023, nearly 30,000 people served as NIH peer reviewers.) External scientists invest large amounts of their time in careful reviews, and those reviews heavily shape funding decisions. Advisory councils and ad hoc committees of external scientists approve new research priorities, provide a second-level review of grants, and advise the agency in setting scientific directions.

Drawing on the expertise of the scientific community for funding decisions has been a key part of U.S. scientific success. Just as in economics, in which markets allow the decentralized knowledge of many individuals to be harnessed, in science, relying on peer review allows the expertise of many scientists to be brought to bear. Central planning of science via the White House and political appointees would cast aside the enormous collective expertise of the American scientific community.

As the Trump administration has reorganized U.S. science, it has justified the need for change by citing long-standing critiques. For example, critics of grant peer review, even before this administration, have noted that the practice can lead scientists to be conservative and avoid pursuing high-risk, blue-sky work--because getting a group of reviewers to agree on the value of a risky idea is hard. But I know from my own experience writing and reviewing grants--and a team including the former NIH director Harold Varmus noted as much more than a decade ago--that the factor that cuts most acutely against big ideas is low funding rates. When 30 percent of grant applications were funded, there was plenty of room for peer reviewers to have differing views, and for review panels to endorse some moonshot projects alongside safe projects. Now, because the success rate has fallen in some cases to 5 percent, near unanimity among reviewers is required, and only the projects that reviewers see as most certain of success will receive a green light. Shifting the science system to presidential control will do little to address this issue. What's more, big discoveries are less likely to come from projects chosen by political appointees, who are prone to picking flashy and well-marketed work instead of unusual-sounding but promising ideas that experienced scientists could identify.

The OMB's proposed rule has already created outcry in the science world. Scientific societies have condemned the rule and called on their members to comment. Holden Thorp, the editor in chief of Science, said in an editorial that "the time to act is now. The scientific community needs to flood OMB with responses."

Hana Kiros: The Trump administration is done with social science

But returning control of scientific decision making to the scientific community will not be simple. The proposed rule is just one step in the Trump administration's efforts to put science under the president's thumb, and is aligned with the Roberts Court's vision. The unitary-executive theory implies that presidential appointees must have final say over agency decisions, no matter what laws Congress passes.

America is in the middle of a major shift in what the separation of powers means. A president focused on taking power for himself is backed by a Supreme Court majority that has supported that agenda. And this means that restoring American science's vitality will need bigger thinking than just a response to this proposed rule. Scientists and allies must create a new vision for how science agencies should be run, and that vision must itself be part of a bigger rethinking of how the American government should be run. The Roberts Court is unlikely to agree with that approach, but it is worth fighting for--not just for science's sake, but for America's too.
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A Robin Hood You May Not Want to Root For

A mournful new film reimagines the classic do-gooder as an antihero.

by David Sims

Wed, 17 Jun 2026




What if you took a folk figure or a popular comic-book character--someone beloved enough to be the star of, say, a Disney cartoon--and made a film that cast them in a dark, even antiheroic light? Call it the "grim and gritty" take, or perhaps the "untold true story"; it's the kind of reimagining that has befallen several storybook figures on-screen, such as Peter Pan and Hansel and Gretel. The saga of Robin Hood, the British outlaw, is particularly popular, and has been told many times over at this point. He has been a swashbuckling do-gooder from Hollywood's Golden Age, as well as a cute animated fox. But of late, cinema has tried to cast a shadow over the man, not one of those depictions murkier than the director Michael Sarnoski's The Death of Robin Hood.

This new rendition stars Hugh Jackman, who is no stranger to roughening up an established protagonist. He most famously played the X-Men character Wolverine as a fading but bloodthirsty old cowboy in Logan, the acclaimed comic-book adaptation. The Death of Robin Hood is based on the English ballad Robin Hood's Death, a poetic Middle English telling of the bandit's final days. But whereas the original tale is romantic and melancholic, Sarnoski's take has a much harder edge--so much so that I was genuinely aghast at the brutal, blunt violence of its first act. This is not a film striving to make Robin Hood a more complex figure. It first presents him starkly as an amoral villain, almost monstrous, then challenges the audience to accept that such a creature could be worthy of any redemption.

So far in his fledgling career, Sarnoski has found himself drawn to fairly downbeat narratives. His feature debut was the excellent Pig, in which he cast Nicolas Cage as a grumpy, battered hermit drawn back into the frightening subculture of the Portland food scene he'd once escaped (trust me, it makes sense in context). His big-budget follow-up was A Quiet Place: Day One, a prequel to the silent horror film A Quiet Place; I found it surprisingly sensitive, elegantly setting a story of one woman's mortality against the backdrop of the end of the world. Yet somehow, The Death of Robin Hood makes Sarnoski's previous work look like a cheerful stroll in the park.

Read: Peter Pan has lost its magic

The film opens by introducing Robin Hood: a bow-wielding outlaw, living atop some mountain in remote Britain, clad in animal furs; he's sporting a shaggy mane and fulsome beard that renders him nigh-indistinguishable from a polar bear. A youngster then tries to sneak up on him, seeking revenge for a family member Robin killed long ago. Initially, the plot seems to follow the "unlikely father" arc that a lot of these realistic reboots do--after all, even Logan is about a plucky little girl bringing an aged X-Man out of his shell for one last mission.

That sweet father-daughter behavior is absent in The Death of Robin Hood, though. Robin quickly and viscerally dispatches his foe, before going up against a larger swath of enemies who are targeting his former partner-in-banditry Little John (played by Bill Skarsgard). No alliances are revived, and no sense of kinship develops; what happens is motivated by only survival and greed, the implication being that these were always Robin Hood's incentives--any social redistribution happened merely by accident. Sarnoski shoots everything with overwhelming but legible intensity, neither shying away from the violence nor making an effort to glorify it, and Jackman is similarly stoic in his performance. Were it not for the name and the bow and arrow, finding anything that resembles past Robin Hoods in Jackman's interpretation would have been hard.

Just as surprising as all of the nastiness is the turn that happens mid-movie. This is when the mournful balladry of the film's source material actually comes into play: Wounded and in danger, Robin retires to a healing community run by nuns, led by the thoughtful but steely Sister Brigid (Jodie Comer); the action dissipates, never to return. The back half is not redemptive, exactly, but it's certainly meditative, forcing the main character to sit in his misdeeds as the end of his journey draws near. I was initially thrown by this shift while watching, and expected a conclusive bit of fighting to wrap up the story, but that conclusion never arrives; Sarnoski's intentions are much more pensive.

Read: Why is Hugh Jackman still underappreciated?

Any larger Hollywood studio would have likely insisted on a grander finale, but The Death of Robin Hood, produced by A24, left me pondering the foolishness of my need for such a denouement. Instead, Sarnoski and Jackman take a name associated with heroic antics and remove that element, asking the viewer to engage with smaller, more human stakes. The gambit is daring, but it's never uninteresting.
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Assume You Will Be Hacked

AI is enabling a deluge of cyberattacks the likes of which we've never seen before.

by Matteo Wong

Tue, 16 Jun 2026




Late last month, I began to consider withdrawing some money from my savings account to buy gold. It's the first time I've ever thought about panic-buying. For all of the firewalls and two-factor-authentication codes, the safety of the internet is starting to falter. Hackers are gaining the upper hand over organizations around the world--hospitals, energy grids, government agencies, and, yes, banks.



As AI tools have become extremely good at writing code, they've also become extremely good at pulling off cyberattacks. (Malware, after all, is still software.) The result has been a change in the scale, speed, and sophistication of hacks that is difficult to overstate: Among its tens of thousands of clients, the cybersecurity firm Palo Alto Networks identified a fourfold increase in daily attacks from 2024 to 2025. Hackers are developing AI-enhanced computer viruses that adapt on the fly to avoid detection. They are automating cyber-espionage campaigns on foreign governments. They are stealing data in minutes instead of hours. "There's a crazy amount of offensive activity happening right now," Alex Stamos, a former chief security officer of Yahoo and Facebook, told me. "Companies are getting hacked every single day."



If the NSA is perturbed by the rise in cyberattacks, which it apparently is, then surely my savings are vulnerable. There could be any number of weaknesses in my bank's IT systems to directly hack. Or perhaps an AI-written phishing email targeted at an employee, personalized to sound like a family member or manager, could let hackers into the back end to empty my coffers. Even if the bank has great cybersecurity, an attack on another business--a medical clinic I visited, a car-rental company, a newsletter subscription--could steal my payment information and, potentially, much more. The attack angles are seemingly infinite. And no one is adequately prepared.





The term software engineering has always been an insult to the level of rigor demanded of mechanical, civic, and other engineers. Computer programs can be riddled with vulnerabilities and run just fine for years or decades--and much of the software underlying the web has done just that. "We've just been writing software in a totally slapdash and insecure way for decades now," Stamos, who is now the chief security officer at the AI-coding company Corridor, said. With some small, high-stakes exceptions--such as software used on the International Space Station or nuclear submarines--code is written and deployed without much rigorous testing. If a bug is reported, it gets patched.



Such a relaxed security posture has been more or less fine because discovering vulnerabilities is hard and skilled hackers are few in number: Either nobody found the bugs or nobody was able to exploit them. But traditional cybersecurity methods don't cut it anymore. Before, you might scramble for a week to patch a hole, Giovanni Vigna, a cybersecurity expert at UC Santa Barbara, told me. "Now you could have hundreds of those every week." Moody's Ratings has found that the time attackers take to exploit a publicly known vulnerability (the digital equivalent of a robber plotting how to get around a bank's guards and cameras after obtaining a key) fell from more than 700 days in 2020 to just 44 days in 2025--faster than the average time cybersecurity teams take to patch the bug.



Governments and major companies are on high alert for AI-enabled cyberwarfare. The wake-up call came this spring, with the announcement of two extremely advanced cyber models--Claude Mythos Preview from Anthropic, and the analogous GPT-5.5-Cyber from OpenAI soon after. Many independent cybersecurity experts have told me that these models are as or nearly as skilled as elite human hackers, which is why Anthropic and OpenAI didn't release them publicly. Instead, the AI labs have granted a small number of partner organizations and government agencies exclusive access to the unrestricted versions of these cyber models in the hopes of shoring up their IT systems. And this month, Donald Trump signed an executive order to expedite just that.


 Read: Claude Mythos Is Everyone's Problem



Organizations can guard against the coming deluge of AI-enabled hacks, most notably by using AI to detect and resolve vulnerabilities before cybercriminals can exploit them. Anthropic has itself used Claude Mythos Preview to find thousands of bugs in open-source-software packages--many of which went undetected for years or decades--that undergird much of the internet. Mozilla used Mythos to fix more than 400 bugs in the Firefox web browser in April, roughly 20 times more than it fixes in a typical month. And having an AI agent monitoring for intruders 24/7 could be far more effective than periodic cybersecurity audits. If you've noticed more updates in your web browser, work software, and smartphone apps, it may well be because software companies are using AI to scan for bugs.



But, if anything, these efforts are late. Even though they're not as powerful as Mythos, plenty of free and open-source AI hacking tools are allowing criminals with little technical experience to marshal an army of hackers at their fingertips. Tools from Google, Anthropic, and OpenAI have guardrails intended to prevent them from being used for hacks, but they are not perfect: All three companies have reported more, and more sophisticated, hacking attempts using their AI models. When the courseware Canvas was hacked last month, upending classrooms in thousands of schools and universities worldwide, AI likely played a role--and the criminal group responsible, a notorious hacking ring called ShinyHunters, is known for using AI in all sorts of scams. Just weeks later, Google cybersecurity researchers reported that ShinyHunters had hacked into an Oracle HR system and may have stolen data from more than 100 organizations. Meanwhile, the Trump administration has forced Anthropic to revoke all public access to the latest version of Mythos--taking away perhaps the most powerful cyberdefense tool we have from both the government and the private sector.


 Read: The White House is ratcheting up its war against Anthropic



That does not mean you should withdraw your life's savings and buy gold (although, well). But a tremendous amount of change needs to happen in a very short period of time; open-source AI models will soon catch up to Mythos and GPT-5.5. The internet needs upgrades "at a Y2K-like scale," Raffi Krikorian, the chief technology officer at Mozilla, told me, referring to a widespread fear that computer programs interpreting the digits "00" to mean the year 1900, rather than 2000, would bring down the web. But IT professionals spent years preparing for and ultimately avoiding a Y2K apocalypse, he said; with AI, we have months. No one company or government can demand the requisite collective action rapidly enough to completely secure our digital infrastructure. "There's no way organizations across the globe are going to patch everything that needs to occur within the next three to five months," Wendi Whitmore, the chief security intelligence officer at Palo Alto Networks, told me.







At the same time that bots are making hackers more capable, the technology is also making the web less robust to attacks. Coding agents, due to their propensity to hallucinate, frequently write insecure code--and humans, in the thrall of vibe-coding, usually don't take the time to verify it. Spotty AI code has, for instance, reportedly caused multiple outages in Amazon's e-commerce services. Meanwhile, the AI models being integrated across the web--into Amazon, Google, your bank's customer-service department, and more--are themselves new, untested, and vulnerable to all manner of creative attacks that allow hackers to request passwords and personal information. A few weeks ago, a group of cybercriminals basically just asked Meta's customer-service AI to give them access to some 30,000 Instagram accounts (including the Sephora corporate account and the defunct Obama White House account), and the AI obliged. ("Some of our internal backend checks failed in this instance, but it wasn't due to the AI agent itself, and we've addressed the underlying cause," Andy Stone, a Meta spokesperson told me.)

The near future is very likely to involve more frequent, and more severe, outages and hacks just like those affecting Canvas, Meta, and Amazon. "We will see more of these disruptions," Vigna said. "I think it's inevitable in the short term." Smaller but crucial companies and organizations that are not web-native--think power plants, municipal-government agencies, credit unions--are especially vulnerable. They may be running all sorts of clunky legacy code, and lack the IT capacity or financial resources to make the necessary upgrades. In many cases, the person who wrote the bulk of an organization's software might be retired or dead.



Take hospitals, many of which are already struggling to combat data breaches and ransomware attacks. Hospital IT systems are full of valuable health and financial data, and the incentive to pay a ransom is high when patients' lives are on the line. "It's not a matter of will to increase cybersecurity for hospitals," John Riggi, the national adviser for cybersecurity and risk for the American Hospital Association, told me. "It is a matter of resources and capabilities." AI, he said, will make everything worse. And the greater burden is always on the side of the defense: Missing just a single vulnerability can permit a catastrophic attack. An Anthropic spokesperson told me that "hospitals, utilities, and smaller banks run on software built by others," which Mythos is helping secure. "Software upstream protects the organizations downstream that don't have resources to staff their own security research team.")



A worst-case scenario over the next year or so might look like "blackouts across the United States, telecommunications companies being hacked," Krikorian said, or "our banking systems dealing with people losing money left and right." Every cybersecurity expert I spoke with for this story concurred: The next few months, couple of years, or even longer will be rough. "I hope that it's not a catastrophic outage, but I am concerned that 2026 really could be the year that we see some sort of attack like that become very successful," Whitmore said. Anthropic estimates that a major cyberattack on just one of its 200 or so partner organizations could affect at least 100 million people.



Collective action aside, some precautions exist that individuals can take short of liquidating into gold. Many of them are basic: using a password manager that auto-generates long passwords, keeping software updated, restarting devices to wipe viruses from their short-term memory. Be extra wary of all sorts of phishing texts and other low-level scams. And you might consider simplifying your digital life by switching to a Chromebook, certain tablets, or another gadget that is a "thin client," meaning that very little software and data are stored on the device.



Even in the most catastrophic of scenarios, perhaps we can ride out the AI hacks. No one knows just how many bugs are out there. If there's a limited pool of vulnerabilities online, things will settle down once they are all found, whether by hackers or security audits. But it's also possible that every time the top AI models reach a new threshold of capabilities, Stamos said, they discover a new pool of still more complex hacks. And so the chaos begins anew.
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There's a Name for the People Who Drain You

"Hasslers" make life more difficult--and we can't escape them.

by Olga Khazan

Mon, 15 Jun 2026




One of the most repeated truisms in social-science research is: "The No. 1 best thing for your well-being is your relationships." Despite using this line myself many times, I've nevertheless questioned its universality. Who hasn't nodded along in recognition while listening to a story about a nightmare roommate, or had a narcissistic relative who makes everything about himself? The Subreddit r/FriendshipAdvice would be a ghost town if everyone's relationships were truly enhancing their quality of life.

An emerging body of research validates my sense that surely not all social ties are beneficial. Relationships with people who are draining, critical, or otherwise difficult can compromise our mental and physical health. Shira Offer, a sociologist at Bar-Ilan University, in Israel, who has studied these so-called negative social ties, told me, "For a long time, social scientists have focused on the positive aspects of relationships. And finally, we're also seriously dealing with the negative aspects."

Researchers have even come up with a term for the people who wear us down: hasslers. For a study published this year in Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, a team of sociologists analyzed data from thousands of people about individuals who often "caused them problems" or "made life difficult." About a third of the sample knew at least one hassler, and on average, 8 percent of the people this group knew were hasslers. Women were more likely than men to have hasslers in their lives, and they knew more hasslers than men did.

Hasslers, the researchers found, tended to be people who irritated the study respondents but whom the respondents could not escape. Co-workers and roommates were frequent hasslers, as were relatives. "Family members were among the most common sources of hassling in people's networks," Brea Perry, an Indiana University at Bloomington sociologist and a co-author of the study, told me. "We think that's because family relationships are emotionally intense; they tend to be long-lasting, and we often feel a sense of obligation to maintain those relationships." Offer, who was not involved in this study, has found that many of her study participants named their aging parents as "difficult" relations.

Read: The common friendship behavior that has become strangely fraught

The PNAS study didn't measure what, precisely, hasslers do that is so annoying. But Karen S. Rook, a UC Irvine psychologist who was not involved with the study but who has researched similar phenomena, told me that her study participants frequently complain about people who fail to provide help when it's needed, or who provide it in a grudging way. (Sometimes, Rook noted, people keep hasslers in their life because of how much they do need help, even if the help is imperfect.) Hasslers might also be overly critical, or exclude others from social activities. Or they might try to sabotage their friends--by egging them on to drink when they've sworn off the stuff, for instance, or to eat doughnuts when they're avoiding sugar.

This behavior isn't just irritating or upsetting. Having hasslers in one's life is also associated with "lots of bad, bad things," Perry said, including greater levels of depression and anxiety and overall worse mental and physical health. Perry and her colleagues analyzed their study subjects' DNA through saliva samples and found that each additional hassler a person had was associated with faster epigenetic aging--at a rate of about nine months a hassler. (The study authors controlled for demographic factors and behaviors such as smoking, which can also affect biological aging.) Experiencing chronic tension with hasslers can cause the body to release stress hormones, Perry said, and over time, these hormones can drive inflammation, interfere with the immune system, and otherwise wear a person down.

Offer has written that negative social ties might be more consequential for our life than positive ones. The reason seems to be that people are more attuned to unpleasant encounters than they are to enjoyable ones, Rook said. Many co-workers complimenting an outfit blur into the background; the one colleague who says, "Bold outfit choice!" prompts a bathroom cry. "Negative experiences are more rare," Rook said, "and they're more shocking when they occur."

Read: The psychiatrist's case for downsizing friendship

On its face, the hassler research might appear to give people license to avoid their inconsiderate roommates or screen their meddling mom's phone calls. But doing so might be shortsighted. If someone is in your life long enough, they're bound to do something that irritates you--and you're bound to do something that irritates them. Offer said that according to her research, not only are women more likely to be hassled, as they were in Perry's study; they are more likely to be the hasslers. "Both men and women see the women in their families as particularly likely to be difficult," Offer said. Women, she explained, tend to be "kin keepers": the ones who make the casseroles, remember to send the Christmas cards, come over and hold the new baby--and perhaps give unsolicited child-care advice or unwanted housekeeping commentary while they're at it. They hassle more because they do more.

The therapist Amanda E. White has a much-liked post on her Instagram account that reads, "Annoyance is the price you pay for community." Roommates who leave dishes in the sink or cousins who have weird political opinions can be grating, yes, but they are also the people who might make you a meal when you're sick or watch your kid in a pinch. When tallying how much someone hassles you, you may also want to consider how much they've done for you--and that, perhaps, being entirely free of hasslers is not the measure of a good life. To be alone, after all, may be worse than being hassled.
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The Cult of Delayed Gratification Is a Lie

The sensory enchantment of everyday life can upend the bland monotony of our overly optimized, anodyne world.

by Ian Bogost

Tue, 16 Jun 2026






Sign up for Ordinary Extraordinary, Ian Bogost's guide to making everyday life vivid again. You'll receive the first edition of the limited-run newsletter course in early July.

Eating a pint of ice cream instead of improving a difficult relationship with your partner is easy. So is scrolling social media instead of completing a cardio workout at the gym. Simple and accessible delights seem like lures that drag you away from a better life, rather than tools to help you achieve a more meaningful one. Seeking gratification, we have been told, feels good in the moment but worse in the long run.

But gratification is good--even though it gets a bad rap. People find the enjoyment that gratification offers suspicious, because it became associated with indulgence. And, yes, people sometimes do pursue pleasures such as food, alcohol, drugs, porn, social media, shopping, and gambling to their detriment. Those temptations offer an easy rise that can distract pleasure-seekers from engaging in more spiritually fulfilling long-term pursuits.

Indulgences distract us from our goals--or even become sources of harm or destruction--when they are selfish pursuits undertaken only to please ourselves. But gratification can be pointed toward the world--the sensory enchantment of everyday life. The world is full of ordinary stuff with which you might yet commune. Doing so is easy, and free. Simple pleasures are readily available and can overturn the bland monotony of our overly optimized, anodyne world. The more you allow yourself to accept the weird, wonderful gifts that life constantly offers, the more their offerings will feel desirable, even transformative.

Gratification is considered dangerous because it is "instant," offering immediate pleasure at the cost of future benefit. We have been indoctrinated into the cult of "delayed" gratification. Psychologists and economists have spent decades demoting gratification to a sin. They were wrong to do so, and the time has come to reclaim a gratifying life as a virtuous one.

The story begins with marshmallows. Beginning in the late 1960s, a group of researchers conducted a series of experiments on children at a local preschool. In a typical study, a researcher would invite a preschool-age child to visit a "surprise room," a prospect that could have sounded delightful rather than creepy to children of that age and of that era. The surprise room was plain, with two chairs and a table. A tin was placed at the center of the table, and some toys sat on the floor near one of the chairs. The researcher would then show the child the toys and explain how they worked, promising that the child would get to play with them later.

Read: Self-control is just empathy with your future self

Then the man would offer the tot a small treat--a marshmallow, all white and plush. He'd declare that he was going to leave the room but that the child could make him come back whenever they wanted--although the child would then have to settle for a lesser snack, such as a pretzel.


This essay is adapted from Ian Bogost's forthcoming book, The Small Stuff: How to Lead a More Gratifying Life.



After the child understood the process, the experimenter would reveal what was under the tin: more and bigger treats, sometimes bigger pretzels and animal crackers. In one test, the researcher announced his intention to leave again, but this time the child had a choice: eat the smaller treat and make the researcher come back, or summon him to return. If the kid waited, he or she would be rewarded with a treat. The man didn't tell the children how long they had to wait, but he planned to return in about 15 minutes--a long time for someone of any age to just sit there in front of a marshmallow. No matter the child's choice, the pair would still get to play with the toys afterward.

The researchers were Stanford psychologists carrying out an experiment on impulse control devised by Walter Mischel. Their experiment, which became widely known as the marshmallow test, came to represent the levers one might pull to encourage delayed gratification and to quell its presumably dangerous opposite, immediate gratification.

That Mischel would hatch the marshmallow test shows just how skeptical our culture is of gratification--and was even more than half a century ago. The psychological and cognitive principle that humans are hardwired to want things, and socially enculturated to desire them immediately, had connected gratification with indulgence long before Mischel set out to measure temptation.

Decades earlier, Sigmund Freud, the inventor of psychoanalysis, had developed a theory of the "pleasure principle": Our basic human drives, which Freud called the id, seek immediate gratification for needs such as hunger, thirst, sex, diversion. And conversely, they seek to avoid the pain that comes with failing to fulfill those needs.

As psychoanalysis gave way to behavioral science, the pleasure principle evolved into the concept of immediate or instant gratification. Because it is animalic and wild, the instinctual desire to gain immediate reward must be tamed and controlled. For Freud, a "reality principle," related to rational action and social norms, steps in to control the pleasure principle. And in behavioral psychology, "delayed gratification" offers a similar restraint. When children in the marshmallow test wait 15 minutes to reap the reward of greater treats, they demonstrate their capacity to resist their immediate urges. This act of resistance is considered intrinsically valuable because it is presumed always to result in a reward. Gratification was considered a basic instinct, so to resist it was thought to demonstrate the discipline to instead pursue "more substantial future gains," as one of the studies put it.

The marshmallow tests were enormously influential. The experiment was run many times in several variations, and Mischel and others returned to it in longitudinal studies to see how the children who had held out for two marshmallows at age 3 fared at age 13 or 30. Over time, researchers claimed that those who could adopt delayed gratification at a young age were more adept, competent, and successful across a dizzying array of metrics, including SAT scores and body mass index. A purported reason? They knew how to control their impulses to delay the gratification of an immediate pleasure. That control, the theory went, allows someone to plan and execute in the more meaningful long term.

Just one problem: The marshmallow test seems to demonstrate exactly nothing about an individual's success, short- or long-term. More recent studies, carried out amid a larger crisis to replicate research results in the behavioral sciences, have cast doubt on the findings of Mischel and his successors. It seems that the desire for a quick and simple answer--the supposed sin of instant gratification--came for the instant-gratification researchers.

The studies that cemented the conclusions about SAT scores and the like were small and had been carried out with children recruited from Stanford's campus preschool, meaning that they came from educated, wealthy families who already had many other advantages beyond having delayed consuming candy a decade or more earlier. Kids in more precarious situations, such as those accustomed to food insecurity, poverty, or the rarity of a surprise treat, might indulge gratification not on account of psychological defectiveness, but because of learned caution: If someone offers you something, grab it before they take it away again!

Read: Why rich kids are so good at the marshmallow test

But even among privileged children, researchers have found no evidence that being able to resist the marshmallow has had any impact on their lives. By 2020, a group of researchers that included some of Mischel's former graduate students published a new study on the marshmallow test. The team surveyed 113 participants who had taken part in the Stanford studies. Well into middle age by then, the former preschoolers' lives were established, their successes and failures reasonably certain.

Studying this group anew, the scientists found no evidence that long-term success on a set of "capital formation" factors--including education, income, net worth, lack of debt, and forward-looking behavior patterns--could be predicted by the participants' performance on the marshmallow test. As the researchers themselves put it, "Preschool delay of gratification does not have predictive power for our mid-life capital formation variables." Walter Mischel, who died before the study was published, was one of the authors.

In addition to psychologists, economists have concerned themselves with immediate gratification, which they also tend to frame as a problem of self-control. In a widely cited paper on the topic, Ted O'Donoghue and Matthew Rabin argued that people who pursue immediate gratification are expressing "time-inconsistent" preferences. That is, the person who chooses a gratifying activity in the present moment is correct in relation to their current desires, but wrong about their future ones. The researchers' examples of those immediate desires include activities such as smoking, overeating, and going to the movies instead of completing a report for work. Economists tend to think that people always maximize utility, seeking the greatest happiness. To them, gratification may offer a boost to that utility in the moment, but one that will only seem foolish later on.

Self-control and planning are important skills for reasoning beings. But gratification does not always--or even usually--involve a choice between the present and the future. The psychologists, economists, and happiness advocates have saddled the rest of us with an impoverished and incomplete picture of gratification and its distinctive delights.

For one part, it is both preposterous and oppressive to imagine that even the passing or idle moments of one's life must be optimized for long-term goals. The very idea that a preschool-age child would need to maximize their ability to resist the treats an adult has dangled in front of them should offend you. The notion that you waste any moment not spent optimizing your life is scandalous.

For another, the received idea of instant gratification is far too narrow. It splits the world into either productive work or dangerous indulgence. But in between maximizing profit and succumbing to addiction, you find a universe of other encounters. Most of them are innocuous, momentary, and meaningful. The happiness scientists and pop psychologists seem to think that gratification is something that gets used up when it is encountered--usually through consumption, as in the case of literally ingesting a marshmallow (or downing a Manhattan, or drawing tar and nicotine from a cigarette, or just scrolling Instagram).

This is wrong. Gratification can arise from pleasures of the flesh such as eating, using substances, and having sex. But it also--and far more often--takes place when you connect your senses to a thing in the world, and when you do so fully and consciously.

Gratification is not the pleasure that you indulge now at the expense of what you might do in the long run, but the pleasure you can encounter only if you do so right as it happens, or else it will pass you by forever. It is always immediate and never deferred. You can't put off the unique pleasure of eating (or squashing, or melting) a marshmallow, because to indulge in that pleasure is a quick and easy act that takes place in the present. You can forgo, miss out on, or ignore gratification. But delaying it is impossible.

To do so is to pursue a pleasure of a different kind. The marshmallow-test researchers tempted children with a treat if they could just wait for it. But eating two marshmallows later instead of one right now is more a test of satisfaction than of gratification: The delight comes from waiting out 15 minutes of boredom in anticipation of the adult's return, eating the two marshmallows, and playing with the toys as promised.

Lost in all the hand-wringing by positive psychologists and happiness consultants is any consideration of what a 3-year-old subjected to the marshmallow test could easily tell you about actual marshmallows: They are delightful, and in so many ways. Marshmallows are pleasant to eat, for starters--but not just to eat; also to hold, and to behold.

The mere existence of a marshmallow is a miracle. I can't believe the researchers would have forgotten. A cloud of spun sugar, weightless, textured like leather but soft like petals. It floats on cocoa. It squishes monstrously. You can draw a face on it with chocolate sauce. Perhaps the least interesting thing about marshmallows is their suitability for longitudinal studies of personal achievement.

The marshmallow-test publications speak about the treats offered to the kids abstractly--a marshmallow, a small pretzel--when the specifics matter. By 1967, when the tests began, mass-produced marshmallows were available in both large and mini sizes, and the small ones were at times used in the studies. Does a single mini marshmallow even count as a treat? Maybe the kids were just being polite, trying to meet the unhinged expectations of the strange men who lured them from the comfort of preschool into the curious guiles of their "surprise room."

And that's just one aspect of the gratifying gastronomical features of marshmallows. I'm not saying I dislike the things, but to me, the sweetness is so strong and the flavor so one-note thatI find myself more inspired by their unique texture and supple form. If you have some in the pantry, go get one right now and put it in your mouth for a moment without eating it. Feel its malleability between your teeth, how its squashy fragility--marshy like the plant from which it was originally harvested--gives a bit before bouncing back.

This squishy honor of a marshmallow doesn't even require devouring it--the indicator that psychologists took as the signal of its depleted future life. Just hold one between your fingers and compress it a bit. Then crush it entirely, witnessing its slightly drier exterior crack like dust-bowl cropland before it explodes into an oozy splatter. Were the children subjected to the marshmallow test allowed to pursue such gratifying delights, or would merely touching the treats have demonstrated their surrender to short-termism, causing the psychologist who gazed at them through a peephole to return, disappointed?

If ever you have encountered a marshmallow, the sight of one might call to mind these and other properties, memories of encounters you might have looked past or perhaps even felt ridiculous admitting you had enjoyed, let alone revealing to someone else. Once, many years ago, I saw a strange, experimental short film at a festival. The film showed a bowl of soup, and then a hand dumping oyster crackers into it (something of the pottage equivalent of marshmallows in hot chocolate). The camera kept rolling until the oyster crackers had evaporated into the soup. But the film was structured to cut from soup to soup--first split pea, then ham and bean, and eventually tomato--such that the crackers took less and less time to melt. When the screening finally reached tomato, and the crackers vanished nearly instantly, the crowd erupted in cheers and applause, so gratified to see the outcome that their prior, but unsurfaced, experience with soups had made comprehensible and then delightful.

All of us have probably experienced the urge to pull away from something we ought to do for the sake of long-term satisfaction or happiness--finishing a work project to realize part of a career plan, checking in on your parents in another city, hitting the gym to forestall the inevitable decay of mortality.

While I've been writing this, I've stopped numerous times to retrieve a refreshment from the kitchen, to swap out a lampshade for a new one delivered to my door, and, yes, to scroll my phone in search of diversion. But that doesn't mean that artificially sugared sodas, retail consumption, or social media are depraved, worthless activities akin to the cardinal sin of sloth or the tragic spiral of heroin addiction. Instead, pleasures are always braided. We pursue happiness, satisfaction, and gratification all at once, in different ways.

Arthur Brooks: Postpone your pleasures

Our tactile and sensory life has been de-emphasized in favor of ideas, symbols, accomplishments, and abstractions. But why not revel in sensation? For one thing, these activities take up so little time--just a few minutes, or even a few moments. For another, these moments often take place in circumstances when no other options are possible. What is a woman, delighting in the sensation of her fingers contacting her car's steering wheel, meant to do "instead" of encountering that object she absolutely must be touching to operate her vehicle? It costs her nothing and demands no trade-offs. If anything, the momentary delight helps make up for a source of unhappiness: her long and arduous commute. Much of the time, opportunities for gratification simply arrive at your feet. They do so constantly. Done right, you can't help but take advantage of them.

Think of gratification the way you think of humor. Like laughter, gratification is involuntary. Have you ever tried to suppress a big, guttural laugh upon hearing a funny joke or catching an unexpected sight? Your whole body rebels against the effort. You cannot bottle up laughter, or gratification, in the hopes of optimizing its usage later. The same features that make the psychologists and economists worry that pleasure is a low and basic response of the animal brain also make gratification a thing that happens when things happen to you--provided you are open enough to witness them.

Gratification offers a way to express the mismatch between your body and the rich, dense universe of things that are outside your body, but that it nevertheless encounters. It is the good feeling you get from resolving the absurdity of the sensory world. There you are, touching an escalator handrail, which bobbles slightly in its track. There you are, having crushed an oak gall underfoot on the way to the mailbox. There you are, your fingers zippering across the sleeves of garments hung close together on a boutique rack.

For happiness theory, pleasure is acceptable only when it gets promoted to higher meaning. But the connections and the communion available to us, as human beings, are not limited to interacting with other human beings. You won't develop the kind of relationships with steering wheels, coffee cups, and oak galls that you can develop with your children, your neighbors, or your community. But why should that stop you from forging the most, and the best, connections with all of the other objects you might encounter? Pursue more relationships, of a different kind, for the purpose of another type of contentment. Happiness and satisfaction are hard, but gratification is easy.



This essay is adapted from Ian Bogost's forthcoming book, The Small Stuff: How to Lead a More Gratifying Life.
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How Do I Love Thee?

A growing number of internet dating sites are relying on academic researchers to develop a new science of attraction. A firsthand report from the front lines of an unprecedented social experiment:

by Lori Gottlieb

Wed, 01 Mar 2006






This article was featured in One Story to Read Today, a newsletter in which our editors recommend a single must-read from The Atlantic, Monday through Friday. Sign up for it here.    

I'd been sitting in Dr. Neil Clark Warren's office for less than fifteen minutes when he told me he had a guy for me. It wasn't surprising that the avuncular seventy-one-year-old founder of eHarmony.com, one of the nation's most popular online dating services, had matchmaking on his mind. The odd thing was that he was eager to hook me up without having seen my eHarmony personality profile. 

"Let me tell you why you're such a difficult match," Warren said, facing me on one of his bright floral sofas. He started running down the backbone of eHarmony's predictive model of broad-based compatibility, the so-called twenty-nine dimensions (things like curiosity, humor, passion, intellect), and explaining why I and my prospective match were such outliers. I'd come to the eHarmony headquarters in Pasadena, California, in early October to learn more about the site's "scientifically proven" and patented Compatibility Matching System. Apparently, the science wasn't working for me. The day before, after I'd taken the company's exhaustive (and exhausting) 436-question personality survey, the computer informed me that of the approximately 9 million eHarmony members, more than 40 percent of whom are men, I had zero matches. Not just in my city, state, region, or country, but in the entire world. So Warren, who looks like Orville Redenbacher and speaks with the folksy cadence of Garrison Keillor, suggested setting me up with one of his company's advisory board members, whom he described as brilliant, Jewish, and thirty-eight years old. According to Warren, this board member, like me, might have trouble finding a match on eHarmony.

"I could take the nine million people on our site and show you dimension by dimension how we'd lose people for you," he began. "Just on IQ alone--people with an IQ lower than 120, say. Okay, we've eliminated people who are not intellectually adequate. We could do the same for people who aren't creative enough, or don't have your brilliant sense of humor. See, when you get on the tails of these dimensions, it's really hard to match you. You're too bright. You're too thoughtful. The biggest thing you've got to do when you're gifted like you are is to be patient."

After the over-the-top flattery wore off--and I'll admit, it took an embarrassingly long time--I told Warren that most people I know don't join online dating sites to be patient. Impatience with real-world dating, in fact, is precisely what drives many singles to the fast-paced digital meat market. From the moment Match.com, the first such site, appeared in 1995, single people suddenly had twenty-four-hour access to thousands of other singles who met their criteria in terms of race, religion, height, weight, even eye color and drinking habits.

Nearly overnight, it seemed, dozens of similar sites emerged, and online dating became almost de rigueur for busy singles looking for love. According to a recent Pew survey, 31 percent of all American adults (63 million people) know someone who has used a dating Web site, while 26 percent (53 million people) know someone who has gone out with a person he or she met through a dating Web site. But was checking off boxes in columns of desired traits, like an a la carte Chinese take-out menu, the best way to find a soul mate?
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Enter eHarmony and the new generation of dating sites, among them PerfectMatch.com and Chemistry.com. All have staked their success on the idea that long-term romantic compatibility can be predicted according to scientific principles--and that they can discover those principles and use them to help their members find lasting love. To that end they've hired high-powered academics, devised special algorithms for relationship-matching, developed sophisticated personality questionnaires, and put into place mechanisms for the long-term tracking of data. Collectively, their efforts mark the early days of a social experiment of unprecedented proportions, involving millions of couples and possibly extending over the course of generations. The question at the heart of this grand trial is simple: In the subjective realm of love, can cold, hard science help?

Although eHarmony was the first dating site to offer science-based matching, Neil Clark Warren seems like an unlikely pioneer in the field. Even though he earned a Ph.D. in clinical psychology from the University of Chicago, in 1967, he never had much of a passion for academic research--or an interest in couples. "I was scared to death of adults," he told me. "So I did child therapy for a while." With a master's degree in divinity from Princeton Theological Seminary, he went on to Fuller Theological Seminary's Graduate School of Psychology, in southern California, where he taught and practiced humanistic psychology (what he calls "client-centered stuff") in the vein of his University of Chicago mentor, Carl Rogers. "I hated doing research," he admitted, before adding with a smile, "In fact, I was called 'Dr. Warm.' "

Fittingly, it was Warren's family, not academia, that piqued his interest in romantic compatibility. "When my daughters came along, that was a big pivot in my life in thinking about how do two people get together," he told me. "I started reading in the literature and realizing what a big chance they had of not having a satisfying marriage. I started trying to look into it."

Soon he began a private practice of couples therapy--with a twist. "People have always thought, wrongly, that psychotherapy is a place to go deal with problems," he said. "So when a couple would come in, I'd say, 'Tell me how you fell in love. Tell me the funniest thing that's happened in your marriage.' If you want to make a relationship work, don't talk about what you find missing in it! Talk about what you really like about it."

Warren is a big proponent of what he likes to call "folksy wisdom." One look at the shelves in his office confirms this. "I've been reading this little book about the Muppets--you know, Jim Henson," he said. "And I've been reading another book about Mister Rogers. I mean, Mister Rogers was brilliant beyond belief! He got a hold of concepts so thoroughly that he could transmit them to six-year-old kids! Do you know how much you have to get a hold of a concept to transmit it simply? His idea of simple-but-profound has had a profound influence on me."

The basis of eHarmony's matching system also sounds simple but profound. In successful relationships, Warren says, "similarities are like money in the bank. Differences are like debts you owe. It's all right to have a few differences, as long as you have plenty of equity in your account."

He leaned in and lowered his voice to a whisper. "Mister Rogers and Jim Henson," Warren continued, "they got a hold of the deep things of life and were able to put them out there. So that's what we want to do with our products. We want to put them out there in a way that you'd say, 'This is common sense. This seems right, this seems like it would work.' Our idea of broad-based compatibility, I put it out there in front of you. Does that seem right?"

Whether or not it seems right on an intuitive level is almost beside the point. After all, eHarmony's selling point, its very brand identity, is its scientific compatibility system. That's where Galen Buckwalter comes in.

A vice president of research and development for the company, Buckwalter is in charge of recruiting what he hopes will be twenty to twenty-five top relationship researchers away from academia--just as he was lured away by Warren nine years ago. A former psychology graduate student at Fuller Theological Seminary (his dissertation was titled "Neuropsychological Factors Affecting Survival in Malignant Glioma Patients Treated with Autologous Stimulated Lymphocytes"), Buckwalter had become an assistant professor at the University of Southern California, where he was studying the effects of hormones on cognition, when he got the call from Warren.

"Neil knew I lived and breathed research, and he had this idea to try to develop some empirically based model to match people," Buckwalter said when I visited him at his office at eHarmony. He wore a black T-shirt and wire-rimmed glasses, and had a hairstyle reminiscent of Einstein's. "He wasn't necessarily thinking, over the Internet--maybe a storefront operation like Great Expectations." Relationships weren't Buckwalter's area, but he welcomed the challenge. "A problem is a problem, and relationships are a good problem," he said. "In the research context, it's certainly an endlessly fascinating question."

With the help of a graduate student, Buckwalter reviewed the psychological literature to identify the areas that might be relevant in predicting success in long-term relationships. "Once we identified all those areas, then we put together a questionnaire--just a massively long questionnaire," he said. "It was probably close to a thousand questions. Because if you don't ask it, you're never gonna know. So we had tons of questions on ability, even more on interest. Just every type of personality aspect that was ever measured, we were measuring it all."

Because it wasn't practical to execute a thirty-year longitudinal study, he and Warren decided to measure existing relationships, surveying people who were already married. The idea was to look for patterns that produce satisfaction in marriages, then try to reproduce them in the matching of singles.

Buckwalter's studies soon yielded data that confirmed one of Warren's longtime observations: namely, that the members of a happy couple are far more similar to each other than are the members of an unhappy couple. Compatibility, in other words, rests on shared traits. "I can't tell you how delighted I was," Warren said, "when the factor-analytic studies started bringing back the same stuff I'd seen for years."

But could this be true across the board? I told Warren that my most successful relationships have been with men who are far less obsessive than I am. Warren assured me that's not a similarity their system matches for. "You don't want two obsessives," he explained. "They'll drive each other crazy. You don't find two control freaks in a great marriage. So we try to tweak the model for that. Fifty percent of the ball game is finding two people who are stable."

For Warren, a big question remained: What should be done with these findings? Originally, he had partnered with his son-in-law, Greg Forgatch, a former real-estate developer, to launch the business. Their first thought was to produce educational videotapes on relationship compatibility. After all, Warren had recently written his book, Finding the Love of Your Life.

"We tried so hard to make videotapes and audiotapes," Warren said. "I went into the studio and made lists. We came up with a hundred things singles need. But singles don't want education; they want flesh! They want a person. So that's when, in 1997, we said, 'We've gotta help people find somebody who would be good for them. Some body.' "

To connect singles and create a data pool for more research, the Internet seemed the best option. Based on a study of 5,000 married couples, Warren put together the compatibility model that became the basis for eHarmony. "We got encouraged by everybody, 'Get out there, get out there! The first person to market is going to be the most successful, " Warren recalled. But he insisted on getting the matching system right before launching the site--and that didn't happen until August of 2000, during the dot-com bust. By 2001 he was contemplating declaring bankruptcy.

"And then," Warren recalled, "we found an error in our matching formula, so a whole segment of our people were not getting matched. It was an error with all the Christian people on the site."

This is a sensitive topic for Warren, who bristles at the widely held opinion that eHarmony is a Christian dating site. The company's chief operating officer, he offered by way of rebuttal, is Jewish, and Buckwalter, who became a quadriplegic at age sixteen after jumping into a river and breaking his neck, is agnostic. And while Warren describes himself as "a passionate Christian" and proudly declares, "I love Jesus," he worried about narrowing the site with too many questions about spiritual beliefs. Which is where the error came in.

"We had seven questions on religion," he explained, "and we eliminated four of them. But we forgot to enter that into the matching formula! These were seven-point questions. You needed twenty-eight points to get matched with a Christian person, but there was no way you could get them! We only had three questions! So every Christian person who had come to us had zero matches."

Fortunately, a wave of positive publicity, featuring married couples who'd met through eHarmony and the naturally charismatic Warren, turned things around. Still, Warren said of the innocent mistake, "you kind of wonder how many relationships fall apart for reasons like this--how many businesses?"

Today, eHarmony's business isn't just about using science to match singles online. Calling itself a "relationship-enhancement service," the company has recently created a venture-capital-funded think tank for relationship and marital research, headed up by Dr. Gian Gonzaga, a scientist from the well-known marriage-and-family lab at the University of California at Los Angeles. The effort, as Gonzaga put it to me recently, is "sort of like a Bell Labs or Microsoft for love."

An energetic, attractive thirty-five-year-old, Gonzaga thought twice about leaving the prestige of academia. "It seemed cheesy at first," he said. "I mean, this was a dating service." But after interviewing with Warren, he realized that conducting his research under the auspices of eHarmony would offer certain advantages. He'd be unfettered by teaching and grant-writing, and there would be no sitting on committees or worrying about tenure. More important, since his research would now be funded by business, he'd have the luxury of doing studies with large groups of ready subjects over many years--but without the constraints of having to produce a specific product.

"We're using science in an area most people think of as inherently unscientific," Gonzaga said. So far, the data are promising: a recent Harris Interactive poll found that between September of 2004 and September of 2005, eHarmony facilitated the marriages of more than 33,000 members--an average of forty-six marriages a day. And a 2004 in-house study of nearly 300 married couples showed that people who met through eHarmony report more marital satisfaction than those who met by other means. The company is now replicating that study in a larger sample.

"We have massive amounts of data!" Warren said. "Twelve thousand new people a day taking a 436-item questionnaire! Ultimately, our dream is to have the biggest group of relationship psychologists in the country. It's so easy to get people excited about coming here. We've got more data than they could collect in a thousand years."

But how useful is this sort of data for single people like me? Despite Warren's disclaimer about what a tough eHarmony match I am, I did finally get some profiles in my inbox. They included a bald man with a handlebar moustache, who was fourteen inches taller than me; a five-foot-four-inch attorney with no photos; and a film editor whose photo shows him wearing a kilt--and not in an ironic way. Was this the best science could do?

When I asked Galen Buckwalter about this, he laughed, indicating that he'd heard the question before. "The thing you have to remember about our system is we're matching on these algorithms for long-term compatibility," he said. "Long-term satisfaction is not the same as short-term attraction. A lot of people, when they see their initial matches, it's like, 'This is crap!' "

In ads and on his Web site, Warren talks about matching people "from the inside out." Was eHarmony suggesting that I overlook something as basic as romantic chemistry? "When we started out," Buckwalter said, "we were almost that naive." But now, he added, eHarmony is conducting research on the nature of physical attraction.

"We're trying to find out if we can predict physical chemistry with the same degree of statistical certainty that we've used to predict long-term satisfaction through our compatibility matching. In general, people seem to be attracted to people who share their physical attributes," Buckwalter explained, noting that he has found some exceptions, like height preference. "There's a lot of variability on that dimension," he said. "A person's height, it turns out, is not a consistent predictor of short-term attraction." Meanwhile, Buckwalter's team is in the process of testing new hypotheses.

"We're still convinced that our compatibility-matching process is essential for long-term satisfaction, so we're not going to mess with that," he insisted. "But if we can fit a short-term attraction model on top of that, and it's also empirically driven, that's the Holy Grail."

Over at Chemistry.com, a new site launched by Match.com, short-term attraction is already built into the system. This competitor of eHarmony's was developed with help from Match.com's chief scientific adviser, Dr. Helen Fisher, an anthropologist at Rutgers University, whose research focuses on the brain physiology of romantic love and sexuality. Chemistry.com is currently assembling a multidisciplinary group of psychologists, relationship counselors, sociologists, neuroscientists, and sexologists to serve as consultants.

The company sought out Fisher precisely because its market research revealed that although a large segment of singles wanted a scientific approach, they didn't want it to come at the expense of romantic chemistry. "On most of the other sites, there's this notion of 'fitness matching,' " Fisher said from her office in New York City. "You may have the same goals, intelligence, good looks, political beliefs. But you can walk into a room, and every one of those boys might come from the same background, have the same level of intelligence, and so on, and maybe you'll talk to three but won't fall in love with any of them. And with the fourth one, you do. What creates that chemistry?"

It's a constellation of factors, Fisher told me. Sex drive, for instance, is associated with the hormone testosterone in both men and women. Romantic love is associated with elevated activity of the neurotransmitter dopamine and probably also another one, norepinepherine. And attachment is associated with the hormones oxytocin and vasopressin. "It turns out," she said, "that seminal fluid has all of these chemicals in it. So I tell my students, 'Don't have sex if you don't want to fall in love.' "

Romantic love, Fisher maintains, is a basic mating drive--more powerful than the sex drive. "If you ask someone to go to bed with you, and they reject you," she says, "you don't kill yourself. But if you're rejected in love, you might kill yourself."

For Chemistry.com's matching system, Fisher translated her work with neurotransmitters and hormones into discrete personality types. "I've always been extremely impressed with Myers-Briggs," she said, referring to the personality assessment tool that classifies people according to four pairs of traits: Introversion versus Extroversion, Sensing versus Intuition, Thinking versus Feeling, and Judging versus Perceiving. "They had me pinned to the wall when I took the test, and my sister, too. So when Chemistry.com approached me, I said to myself, 'I'm an anthropologist who studies brain chemistry, what do I know about personality?' "

Turns out she knew quite a bit: Genes for the activity of dopamine are associated with motivation, curiosity, anxiety, and optimism. Genes for the metabolism of serotonin, another neurotransmitter, tend to modulate one's degree of calm, stability, popularity, and religiosity. Testosterone is associated with being rational, analytical, exacting, independent, logical, rank-oriented, competitive, irreverent, and narcissistic. And the hormone estrogen is associated with being imaginative, creative, insightful, humane, sympathetic, agreeable, flexible, and verbal.

"So I had these four sheets of paper," Fisher continued. "And I decided to give each a name. Serotonin became the Builder. Dopamine, the Explorer. Testosterone, the Director. And estrogen--I wish I'd called it the Ambassador or Diplomat, but I called it the Negotiator." Myers-Briggs, she says, "clearly knew the four types but didn't know the chemicals behind them."

The 146-item compatibility questionnaire on Chemistry.com correlates users' responses with evidence of their levels of these various chemicals. One question, for instance, offers drawings of a hand, then asks:

Which one of the following images most closely resembles your left hand? 
 Index finger slightly longer than ring finger 
 Index finger about the same length as ring finger 
 Index finger slightly shorter than ring finger 
 Index finger significantly shorter than ring finger 

The relevance of this question might baffle the average online dater accustomed to responding to platitudes like, "How would you describe your perfect first date?" But Fisher explains that elevated fetal testosterone determines the ratio of the second and fourth finger in a particular way as it simultaneously builds the male and female brain. So you can actually look at someone's hand and get a fair idea of the extent to which they are likely to be a Director type (ring finger longer than the index finger) or a Negotiator type (index finger longer or the same size).

Another question goes like this:

How often do you vividly imagine extreme life situations, such as being stranded on a desert island or winning the lottery?
 Almost never 
 Sometimes 
 Most of the time 
 All the time 

"Someone who answers 'All the time' is a definite Negotiator," Fisher said. "High estrogen activity is associated with extreme imagination."
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While other sites gather data based on often unreliable self-reports ("How romantic do you consider yourself to be?"), many of the Chemistry.com questions are designed to translate visual interpretation into personality assessment, thus eliminating some of the unreliability. In one, the user is presented with a book's jacket art. We see a woman in a sexy spaghetti-strapped dress gazing at a man several feet away in the background, where he leans on a stone railing. The sky is blue, and they're overlooking an open vista. "What is the best title for this book?" the questionnaire asks, and the choices are as follows:

A Spy in Rimini 
 Anatomy of Friendship: A Smart Guide for Smart People 
 A Scoundrel's Story 
 Things Left Unsaid 

According to Fisher, each response is correlated with one of the four personality types: Choice A corresponds to Explorer, B to Builder, C to Director, and D to Negotiator.

Even sense of humor can be broken down by type, with questions like "Do you sometimes make faces at yourself in the mirror?" (people with a sense of humor do) and "At the zoo, which do you generally prefer to watch?" (the reply "monkeys and apes" indicates more of a funny bone than "lions and tigers"). According to Fisher, a Director likes people to laugh at his or her jokes; a Negotiator likes to be around someone funny so he or she can laugh at that person's jokes; an Explorer is spontaneous and laughs at just about anything; and a Builder, she suspects, generally isn't as funny as the others.

But how to match people up according to Fisher's four personality types, and under what circumstances, isn't so straightforward. Another question, for instance, presents four smiling faces and asks:

Take a look at the faces below. Are their smiles sincere? 
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Fisher says that people with high levels of estrogen--usually women--have better social skills, and are better at reading other people. So users who choose the correct "real" smiles (pictures two and three) will be the Negotiators. This, Fisher says, is an area where "complementarity" might be important. The problem with sites like eHarmony, she believes, is that they place too much emphasis on similarity, whereas, in her view, falling in love depends on two elements: similarity and complementarity. "We also want someone who masks our flaws," she explained. "For example, people with poor social skills sometimes gravitate toward people with good social skills. I'm an Explorer, so I don't really need a partner who is socially skilled. That's not essential to me. But it may be essential to a Director, who's generally less socially skilled."

Chemistry.com's compatibility questionnaire also examines secondary personality traits. To illustrate, Fisher cited her own relationship. "I'm currently going out with a man," she said, "and of course I made him take the test instantly. We're both Explorers and older. I'm not sure two Explorers want to raise a baby together, because nobody will be home. But in addition, I'm a Negotiator and he's a Director type. Our dominant personality is similar, but underneath, we're complementary."

Determining which works best--similarity or complementarity--may change with the circumstances. A young woman who's an Explorer, Fisher said, might be attracted to a Builder, someone who's more of a homebody, loyal, dependable, and protective. But the pair will be more compatible if their secondary personalities match--maybe they're both Negotiators underneath.

"Nobody is directly locked into any one of these temperament types," Fisher said. "That's why we provide each person with both a major and a minor personality profile. Do Explorers go well together? Do likes attract likes? Sometimes they do and sometimes they don't."

If this sounds a bit, well, unscientific, Fisher is the first to admit it. "I have theories about what personality type a person would be most ideally suited with," she told me, "but I also trust people to tell me what they are looking for. All throughout the questionnaire are checks and balances to what are just Helen Fisher's theories."

This is why she decided to include an item on the Chemistry.com questionnaire that asks about the traits of a person's partner in his or her most successful former relationship: Was that person an Explorer, a Builder, a Director, a Negotiator? "Anybody can match somebody for values. But I'm hoping to create a system so that five years later they still fascinate each other."

At the same time, Fisher wants couples to be fascinated by each other early on. In other words, why waste time e-mailing back and forth to get to know a potential match over the course of several weeks, as eHarmony encourages its users to do, if there won't be any chemistry when they finally meet? Chemistry.com's guided 1-2-3-Meet system provides a step-by-step structure to get couples face to face as soon as possible for that all-important "vibe check." Then there's a post-meeting "chemistry check," where each person offers feedback about the date.

The goal is to incorporate this information into the algorithm to provide better matches, but it can also serve as an accuracy check of the data. Say, for instance, that Jack describes himself as a fashionable dresser, but Jill reports that he showed up for their date in flip-flops, cut-offs, and a do-rag. If the feedback from a number of Jack's first meetings indicates the same problem, Chemistry.com will send him an e-mail saying, "Jack, wear a pair of trousers."

When I asked Helen Fisher how the site's scientific algorithm might change based on this user feedback, she said that perhaps the computer could pick up cues about a person's physical type based on the people he or she finds attractive or unattractive, then send that person closer matches. Or, it might know better than to match me--an avid reader attracted to literary types--with the guy whose personality assessment indicates a literary bent but whose essay reads as follows:

While I do read books, I have a notoriously short attention span for them. As a result, partially read copies of numerous really good (so I'm told) books are scattered around my apartment. When these get set aside, it's because I've gotten sucked into magazines ... Every few days, the magazines lose out to DVDs.

It's also possible that user feedback could change the matching formula completely. "We always look at data," Fisher said. "If we find that Explorer/Builder to Director/Negotiator is working for more people, if we find the biochemistry is stronger, we'll adjust that in the formula." Fisher acknowledged that the system right now is mostly a learning tool--a way to collect large amounts of data, look for patterns, and draw conclusions based on the findings.

Still, even a thoroughly researched biochemical model won't prevent glitches in the matching system. In Fisher's view, for example, no scientifically based site would pair her with the men she's dated, because, as she put it, "they're all better-looking than me."

"It would be preposterous for anyone to say they can create a formula that works perfectly," she said emphatically. "But I do believe that science can help us get close, and that there's a lot more to be learned."

"This test doesn't pretend to be about chemistry," said Dr. Pepper Schwartz--who developed the Duet Total Compatibility System in conjunction with the two-year-old site PerfectMatch.com. She was speaking by cell phone from San Francisco, where she had just attended a meeting of the National Human Sexuality Resource Center, on whose board she sits. "The chemistry test at Match--that's not about chemistry either. If I could concoct a test for chemistry, I'd make a zillion dollars."

A sociologist at the University of Washington in Seattle, Schwartz is PerfectMatch.com's hipper version of Neil Clark Warren: the accessible, empathic, media-savvy love doctor who guides users through the treacherous dating trenches and onto the path of true compatibility.

According to the site--which calls her by the cutesy moniker "Dr. Pepper"--Schwartz is "the leading relationship expert in the nation," a woman who "holds the distinction of being the only relationship expert on the Web who's a published authority, as well as a professor at a major U.S. university." Oh, and then there are her appearances on Oprah, The Today Show, and Good Morning America, the fourteen books she's written, and her regular column for LifetimeTV.com.

Unlike Warren, however, she neither founded the company (she was brought in by PerfectMatch's Duane Dahl), nor follows Warren's credo of simplicity. In fact, the nifty- sounding Duet Compatibility Profiler takes some complex deconstruction. This makes sense, given that Schwartz has been studying gender relations since the early 1970s, when she was a sociology graduate student at Yale and wrote a Ph.D. thesis on how people hooked up in the college mixer system.

Like Helen Fisher, the Rutgers anthropologist, Schwartz believes that both similarity and complementarity are integral to romantic compatibility. But while Fisher has more of an "it depends" attitude on the question of which of the two makes sense for a particular couple under particular circumstances, Schwartz has a more elaborately defined system, which she outlines in her latest book, Finding Your Perfect Match.

Schwartz's Duet model consists of a mere forty-eight questions and focuses on eight specific personality characteristics: romantic impulsivity, personal energy, outlook, predictability, flexibility, decision-making style, emotionality, and self-nurturing style. On the first four, she believes, a well-suited couple should be similar; on the last four, however, a couple can thrive on either similarity or difference--provided that both people know themselves well enough to determine which works best.

"My first thought was, Know yourself," Schwartz said of how she created PerfectMatch's system. "How can you pick somebody else if you have no insight into yourself?"

Her questionnaire, she believes, will help users to think in a conscious way about who they are. As an example of the kind of introspection she hopes for, Schwartz cites the area of money. "It's a very important thing," she said, "and there's very little research on it, because nobody wants to talk about money. I can ask people if they're orgasmic, and they'll tell me in a second. But ask a subject about money, and they're embarrassed."

When it comes to money, PerfectMatch asks users to get specific--and honest--about how important it is to them. "I want them to think about things like, Should parents pay for college education no matter what it costs? Do you feel you need to make extravagant purchases every once in a while?" Other tests generally stop at innocuous questions about whether people consider themselves fiscally responsible, but Schwartz ventures into un-PC territory with true-or-false statements like, "All other things being equal, I tend to respect people who make a lot of money more than people who have modest incomes"; "I could not love a person who doesn't make enough money to help me live the lifestyle I need in order to be happy"; and "I would very much prefer to be with someone who did not have major economic responsibilities to children or parents unless they had a lot of money and these responsibilities did not affect our life together."

Like Chemistry.com's system, Duet has its roots in the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator. But, Schwartz explained, Duet is different from Myers-Briggs in several ways. It has eight characteristics to Myers-Briggs's four; it uses two personality profiles--similarity and complementarity--instead of one; and it relies on studies from a number of fields, rather than just psychology, to determine how these personality characteristics combine in romantic situations, as opposed to general workplace or team-building ones.

"If, say, I'm rigid in my tastes but I have a sense of humor," Schwartz explained, "you can work with me. But if I'm rigid and very earnest, it's going to be difficult. So in our test it's not just, 'Is this person rigid?' Because rigidity can co-exist with humor or earnestness, and which one of those traits is present makes a big difference. It's important how these traits are put together."

I took the Duet test and was classified on the similarity scale as X, A, C, and V--that is, Risk Averse, High Energy, Cautious, and Seeks Variety. The site then interpreted the findings, which, to my surprise, rather accurately captured my personality:

You are careful about entering a relationship. You have a cautious side to your personality on more than one dimension, and so it takes you awhile to believe in love and romance with someone you are dating. Nonetheless, you are a high energy, intense kind of person. Once you believe in a relationship, you can be a good partner, IF you give it enough time. You demand a lot from the world and you take on a lot. You probably want someone who does the same, or at least supports your own high energy, explorative approach to life.

Yet the complementarity section of my test results--those traits on which my best match might be similar or different--reflected my temperament on only two of the four parameters. I was characterized as S, C, T, and E--that is, Structured, Compromiser, Temperate, and Extrovert--but I'm neither a C nor a T.

Schwartz wasn't ruffled by these inaccuracies. "PerfectMatch is the only scientific site out there that's completely transparent and user-operated," she said. "If you disagree with me, you can retake the test anytime and get a different profile that more accurately reflects the subtleties we may have missed. Or you can keep the same profile, but in addition to the matches we provide for you, you can do a search on your own. Say I think a passionate person would want another passionate person. But maybe you know about yourself that you're passionate, but want a calm person, someone who stops the escalation of things. I don't care if what you think is theoretically sound; if it doesn't work for you, you can search using your own criteria."

This, she said, distinguishes PerfectMatch from eHarmony and Chemistry.com. "In the Chemistry test," said Schwartz, who is a friend of Helen Fisher's and a fan of her work, "there was a question about where you'd like to live. And I chose the country. And I would--but the people I tend to prefer are in the city. So they sent me people from Bass Breath, Arizona. And there was no way I could change it! At PerfectMatch, we don't overdetermine people's answers that way."

What Schwartz is referring to, of course, is the bugaboo of all these compatibility-matching systems: nuance. "Even if a site lets you choose physical characteristics like height," she said, "there's no way it's going to guess your physical template. It could be lankiness in one case, it could be somebody's eyes in another. We can't get that out of a questionnaire. Nobody can. So we say, 'Go look at the pictures on our site, see who you find attractive, then look at their personality types and see if they're compatible [with you]. You have that option on PerfectMatch.' "

The advantage to scientific matching, she says, isn't to come up with some foolproof formula for romantic connection. Instead, the science serves as a reality check, as a way of not letting that initial rush of attraction cloud your judgment when it comes to compatibility.

"I went out with a man for about a year who, if I'd taken the test with him--we both would have known we should have stopped early on," Schwartz said. "But, of course, I was attracted to him, and probably to the characteristics that were wrong for me, for the wrong reasons. That's what attraction can do. But if you're also armed with information about compatibility--or lack of compatibility--from the very beginning, you might think twice before getting involved, before you make the mistake of e-mailing the cute guy in the picture, like you might on Match."

Schwartz, who had been married for twenty-three years before she reentered the dating pool, empathizes with PerfectMatch users. "I know what dating is like," she said. "I'm doing it, too. You start to burn out, and you need to find a certain amount of positive reinforcement. So if we can cut down the really inappropriate personalities for you, we can help out."

Of course, before the days of Myers-Briggs and PerfectMatch and academic departments devoted to deconstructing romantic relationships, there were matchmakers. And today, despite the science, they're still thriving. One of the West Coast's largest matchmaking agencies is called Debra Winkler Personal Search, and its slogan is the opposite of scientific: "The art of the perfect match." Indeed, in the FAQ section of the company's Web site, the reply to "How do you go about matching members?" reads as follows:

Our matchmakers use a combination of tools--including experience and intuition--when matching members. We start with basic demographic information such as age, religion, location, physical requirements and other preferences. Personality profiles are also used but not relied upon exclusively. In the end, however, it comes down to your personal matchmaker.

They hand-select the individuals for you to meet. And it is not based on some absolute, statistical formula. It's more like a feeling, gained from years of experience, that tells them you and another person would be great for each other.

Winkler founded the company eighteen years ago and sold it in 2003, leaving its day-to-day operations to Annie Ahlin, who worked with Winkler for fourteen years and until November was the company's president.

"Intuition is a big part of determining long-term compatibility," Ahlin told me. She said many of the agency's clients are people who have tried scientific matching online but had no luck. Ahlin believes she knows why. "When you're reading a profile online, or looking at a photo, it's one-dimensional," she explained. "It's that person's PR for themselves." There's no substitute, she believes, for sitting down with a person one-on-one to get the full picture.

"When we meet our clients, we get a multifaceted impression," she said. "I may read on your profile that you love cats, but when I ask you about it, I learn that you had a beloved cat when you were three and now you're allergic to them. Or, I'll read a personality profile, but when I sit down with this person, I'll think, Wow, I didn't know she had this kind of energy. It wasn't reflected on the page."

While the Winkler clients fill out personality profiles similar to the ones found online, the difference, Ahlin believes, is the hour-and-a-half interview. Some of these matchmakers have a psychological background, but others are recruited for different reasons. "We go for people who have a heart, are good listeners, are empathetic, and who just have a feel for matching people for the long term," Ahlin told me. "On resumes, we look for evidence of good people skills--PR, customer service, nursing. It's not necessarily about an intellectual understanding. People either get it or they don't."

Ahlin estimates the agency's success rate at 70 percent--meaning that 70 percent of clients either end up in a relationship engineered by their matchmakers or get engaged to someone they've met through the agency. But unlike the studies being done at eHarmony, there's no follow-up to determine how long these relationships or marriages last, or how satisfying they are down the line. Besides, Ahlin admitted, other variables may play a role in the high number of pairings. "When you pay eight or ten thousand dollars for a service like ours," she said, "you seriously want to find someone. It puts the notion 'I'm really ready' into your subconscious."

Ahlin and her matchmakers use feedback forms like those on Chemistry.com to learn how a match went after two clients have met in person. But whereas the Chemistry.com people classify this step as part of their scientific research, Ahlin says simply, "This way, you know what it is that works so you can get closer the next time--it helps us with intuition."

Often when Ahlin talks about intuition, she describes the same principles that the scientists I spoke with use in their empirically based matching systems. For instance, in matching couples, she follows what is essentially the similarity- complementarity model. "For a match to be successful," Ahlin said, "a couple's goals have to be the same, they have to want the same things in life." But, she added, "that doesn't mean they should be the same person. On the one hand, it's good if they have the same experiences, but sometimes having experiences that are different adds energy to the relationship."

Like Helen Fisher and Pepper Schwartz, Annie Ahlin believes that similarity and complementarity are situational models. "Each person is unique and contradictory," she told me, "and you can't just group people into big categories, the way the personality profiles do. So one person who is a Type A may be attracted to Type A in the beginning, but then we send them out and find out they need a Type B. So we adjust along the way. We're always adjusting. It's not a scientific process, it's an intuitive one."

Gian Gonzaga, the UCLA researcher hired by eHarmony, doesn't dismiss matchmakers. "I wouldn't be surprised if the basic constructs they're measuring are the exact same ones [that scientists measure]," he said. "Those who are good at matchmaking are the ones who get that four or five things are really critical."

I asked Gonzaga what those four or five things are, and he let out a long sigh.

"Oh, I don't know," he said, sheepishly. "It's funny enough, but I don't know. A similar sense of values. Other things, like agreeableness or warmth, are probably fairly important in terms of people matching up. You want two people who are relatively similar on wanting to cuddle, or things like that."

At the word "cuddle," I raised an eyebrow.

"It's kind of an unscientific term," he said, "but ... "

I asked Gonzaga if using science to try to find lasting love might be too lofty a goal--a method that seems promising in theory but that turns out to be no more effective than consulting a matchmaker or cruising at your local bar. He disagreed.

"Imagine being in a bar," he said, "and how hard it would be to find five people you might connect with. If you actually match those people in the beginning, you're increasing your odds of meeting someone. Also, some people go to a bar to have a drink, some to meet people. We put people seriously looking for a relationship in one place, at the same time. So I think it's both the medium and it's the scale. And a matchmaker only knows so many people, but there are eight million or ten million users on eHarmony."

Moreover, in the future, science-based dating sites will evolve in ways that mimic real-world situations. Galen Buckwalter, eHarmony's research-and-development head, said that rather than relying on self-reports to assess how comfortable a person feels in social situations, his group is developing a model that will use computer simulation to immerse people in scenarios--a bar, a party, an intimate dinner--where variables like gender composition can be altered. "How does this person interact differently as the variables change?" Buckwalter asked. "I don't think we'll be relying on self-report twenty years from now. I think not only will data collection advance, but so will our analysis. We're just at the beginning, really."

Indeed, it may well take a generation before we learn whether the psychological, anthropological, or sociological model works best. Or maybe an entirely different theory will emerge. But at the very least, these dating sites and the relationships they spawn will help us to determine whether science has a place, and if so, how much of a place, in affairs of the heart.

Meanwhile, until these sites start sending me better dating prospects, I figured I'd take Neil Clark Warren up on his offer to introduce me to the thirty-eight-year-old single board member he thought would be such a good match for me. But when I asked a company spokesman about him, I was told that he had recently begun seeing someone. Did they meet through eHarmony? My potential soul mate declined to answer.
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Photos: The Passion of World Cup Fans

The 2026 World Cup is under way, and fans around the world are gathering in stadiums, pubs, and even churches--both at home and in the three host countries--to cheer for their teams and ride the emotional roller coasters as they watch.

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 17 Jun 2026


A fan cheers before a press conference announcing Brazil's 26-player squad for the 2026 FIFA World Cup in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, on May 18, 2026. (Daniel Ramalho / Xinhua / Getty)




An aerial view of football fans gathered to watch the 2026 FIFA World Cup Group D match between Australia and Turkey on a giant screen in the 2,000-year-old historic Antiphellos theater, in the Kas district of Antalya, Turkey, on June 14, 2026. The actual match took place at the BC Place Stadium in Vancouver, Canada. (Talip Demirci / Anadolu / Getty)




In Arlington, Texas, Japan fans cheer in the stands during the Group F match between Netherlands and Japan at Dallas Stadium on June 14, 2026. (Charlotte Wilson / Getty)




In Kansas City, Missouri, fans of Argentina, one of whom wears a llama costume, cheer outside Kansas City Stadium before the Group J match between Argentina and Algeria on June 16, 2026. (Steph Chambers / FIFA / Getty)




A figurine of the baby Jesus is dressed in a jersey of the Mexican national team and arranged at the Metropolitan Cathedral, where fans visit and pray for their team to advance in the 2026 FIFA World Cup, in Mexico City, Mexico, on June 16, 2026. (Quetzalli Nicte-Ha / Reuters)




In Los Angeles, fans of Team USA celebrate after their team's first goal during the Group D match against Paraguay, at Los Angeles Stadium, on June 12, 2026. (Matt McNulty / FIFA / Getty)




Fans arrive for the FIFA World Cup match between Belgium and Egypt at Seattle Stadium on June 15, 2026. (Paul Christian Gordon / ZUMA Press Wire / Reuters)




In Los Angeles, Mexico fans at a watch party at the Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum celebrate a goal scored by Julian Quinones during the match between Mexico and South Africa on opening day of the tournament, on June 11, 2026. (Apu Gomes / AFP via Getty)




In Mexico City, Mexico, fans cheer for their team during a match against South Africa in Estadio Azteca on June 11, 2026. (Hannah McKay / Reuters)




In Arlington, Texas, a sea of Netherlands fans gather around the double-decker Dutch Orange Bus as they prepare to leave from Choctaw Stadium and make their way to the match against Team Japan at Dallas Stadium on June 14, 2026. (Tom Fox / The Dallas Morning News / Getty)




A Canada fan arrives ahead of the World Cup 2026 Group B match between Canada and Bosnia and Herzegovina at Toronto Stadium on June 12, 2026, in Toronto, Ontario. (Joosep Martinson / FIFA / Getty)




In Zapopan, Mexico, a fan of Team South Korea poses before the Group A match between South Korea and the Czech Republic at the Guadalajara Stadium on June 11, 2026. (Ulises Ruiz / AFP / Getty)




Scotland's Tartan Army marches to Boston's Fenway Park for a Scottish celebration at a Red Sox game, a day after Team Scotland defeated Haiti in a Group C World Cup match at Boston Stadium, on June 14, 2026. (Bob Dechiara / Imagn Images / Reuters)




Brazil fans react in front of a video screen on Copacabana beach in Rio de Janeiro, as they watch their team play against on Morocco at New York New Jersey Stadium on June 13, 2026. (Tita Barros / Reuters)




Bangladeshi fans of Team Argentina watch the Group J match between Argentina and Algeria on a giant screen in Dhaka, Bangladesh, on June 17, 2026. (Kazi Salahuddin Razu / NurPhoto / Getty)




A fan of Team Curacao, seen inside Houston Stadium before a match against Team Germany, on June 14, 2026 (Phil Noble / Reuters)




Fans of Argentina celebrate after the World Cup match between Argentina and Algeria on June 16, 2026, in Kansas City. (Joel Marklund / Bildbyran / Reuters)




Football fans watch the World Cup Group E match between Germany and Curacao in a church in Bad Cannstatt in Stuttgart, Germany on June 14, 2026. (Thomas Niedermueller / Getty)




Fans of Team Iran smile for a photo before the World Cup Group G soccer match against New Zealand in Inglewood, California, on June 15, 2026. (Andre Penner / AP)




In Los Angeles, fans of Team USA watching the match at the FIFA Fan Festival at the Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum cheer after the U.S. scored its first goal in the World Cup match against Paraguay on June 12, 2026. (Mario Tama / Getty)




In Miami Gardens, Florida, a Team Uruguay fan cheers before the match against Saudi Arabia at Miami Stadium on June 15, 2026. (Amanda Perobelli / Reuters)




A fan of Team South Africa cheers for their team during the 2026 World Cup Group A football match agains Mexico at Mexico City Stadium on June 11, 2026. (Alfredo Estrella / AFP / Getty)




In Kansas City, Missouri, fans cheer with Argentina's Lionel Messi as he celebrates scoring the team's first goal against Algeria at Kansas City Stadium on June 16, 2026. (Denny Medley / Imagn Images / Reuters)
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Cuba Is Collapsing. Will Trump Invade?

The CNN international correspondent Patrick Oppmann on Trump's fixation on Cuba, the current state of the Cuban government, and what happens next. Plus: J. D. Vance's presidential aspirations, and <em>Othello</em>.

by David Frum

Wed, 17 Jun 2026




Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube

In this episode of "The David Frum Show," The Atlantic's David Frum opens with his thoughts on Trump's new Iran deal and how it affects the future of the Republican Party and J. D. Vance's presidential aspirations. David discusses the predicament that Vance finds himself in as the administration's most vocal Iran War skeptic.

Then, David is joined by CNN's Patrick Oppmann, who has been reporting from Cuba since 2012. Patrick and David discuss the current state of the country, the pressure that the Trump administration is putting on the ruling regime, and whether or not America will invade Cuba.

Finally, David ends the episode with a discussion of Shakespeare's Othello and how ancient plays can emancipate readers from some of their modern prejudices.

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 Patrick Oppmann, the CNN bureau chief in Havana, and we will be talking about the horrific energy and economic crisis on the island of Cuba. My literary discussion this week will be the play Othello, and I'll be offering some thoughts on how ancient plays can emancipate us from some of our modern prejudices.

But before either the dialogue or the literary discussion, some opening thoughts on the news of a looming or apparent agreement or cease-fire, maybe some kind of deal, between the United States and Iran. I'm not going to talk about the specifics of that deal, which remain a little murky as I record this program. I want to talk instead about one of the characters who's coming out of this war possibly a big winner and possibly a big loser, and that is Vice President J. D. Vance.

Now, Vance has played the Iran war very much with an eye to his future political career. He talks more to the press than many people do in the Trump administration, where a lot of people talk a lot to the press. He has let it be known that he was a very loyal supporter of President Trump's, of course, but a big skeptic about the war. And because there's a gathering consensus that the war did not end well for the United States, this position of "loyal but skeptical" looks like the sweet spot for an opportunistic political actor to land.

But there's a problem that he's got, which is that other people in the administration, including maybe some potential rivals, have noticed that he's in the sweet spot and are determined to move him out of the sweet spot by making him the face of the deal. That he's going to be the person who's going to have to travel to sign the deal, and he's on TV presenting and defending the deal, including some of its pretty shocking elements, like rumors or reports of a massive fund for Iranian reconstruction if certain conditions are met. And J. D. Vance is on TV having to defend what I think to many Americans would seem a pretty amazing outcome to this war, if that is the outcome to the war.

Vance's predicament is a severe one, and I wanna think about it with you together today. One of the things that has happened under this war is Trump's popularity has taken such a shock that all this earlier talk in the first year that Trump would in some unconstitutional way reach for a third term as president--violating the Constitution and the constitutional amendments that limited the terms after the presidency of Franklin Delano Roosevelt--that third-term talk looks pretty tinny at this point. Trump is with his approval in the mid- to upper 30s, with cracks in his own coalition. He's not in a position to try to seek the third term. If he were to find some gap or loophole in the Constitution that allowed him to try, he would surely be in terrible trouble, and anyway, the Constitution is ironclad, and he's not gonna find his party very eager to help the author of the Iran war find some way to run three times.

So in that sense, J. D. Vance is ahead. And he has reason to feel pretty good about his position in the order of things. Of the 50 [people] who have served as vice president--Vance is the 50th--15 became president. So you have to like those odds. But it's worth noting--and this takes us back to the deeper problem that Vance faces, and gives us some deeper inklings about the American political future--of the 15 vice presidents who became president, nine succeeded because the president died in office or resigned from office. Of the other six who won office on their own, that is, there was some kind of electoral transition after the presidency in which they had served, they became president by means of some kind of election, three--John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, and [Martin] Van Buren--served in the very different circumstances of the American party system before the Civil War.

Since the Civil War, same-party electoral succession has become very difficult. We've got one case since the Civil War of a vice president coming to the presidency of the same party by means of an election. And that one occasion, [George] H. W. Bush succeeding Ronald Reagan, was in circumstances where, well, Reagan was just enormously popular. When Reagan left office at the end of 1988, he had an approval rating in the low 60s, which is a dozen points better than Trump's best number in either of Trump's terms, and almost 25 points above where Trump is now.

Now, other vice presidents have become president by means of election after a lapse. Richard Nixon, Eisenhower's vice president, ran in 1960, lost, tried again in '68, and won. Joe Biden, President Obama's vice president, was discouraged from running in 2016, ran in 2020, and won with an interval. And maybe Vance has something like that in mind. But his problem, if he wants to run in 2028, is: He's dealing with this massively unpopular presidency.

The secret of Trump's power has been that Trump has had this extraordinary dominance over his political party. He's an enormously popular figure within a segment of American society. But he's paid for that power over his party by weakness in the country, and that has been a persistent problem through two presidential terms.

Now, Vance doesn't even have that kind of power over the party. He's the leader of a faction within the party--the faction that is more authoritarian, more ideological, more nationalist, more chauvinist, more isolationist. That doesn't represent all Republicans. It represents some. And he's paying for that power within a faction by being mistrusted in the party. And that's why, if I'm right that he's being shoved out there to be the face of the Iran deal, that's why someone is doing that shoving.

It's a reminder that there is nothing magical about what Donald Trump has done to American society. It's not because of some deep connection that he has with the American people that he's able to do all the things he's done--both the few good, the many bad--and has been able to engage in these extraordinary acts of plunder and spectacle and self-aggrandizement, including turning the 250th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence into a "me, me, me, celebrate me" party. He's done it all by a grip on a party that is now cracking up, and a grip that is now slackening. And those who were his successors, who are trying to repeat the same trick, are going to find themselves doing it under even more adverse circumstances, and with even less basis.

So American politics is maybe coming back to life. There is real room for possibility in the future that we can see opening up after the failure of the Iran war. In many ways, Trump's failure in Iran opens the way to a new kind of future for America. It's a terrible price, both for the Iranians and for the American people to pay, to liberate themselves and to restore more normal kinds of government. But the weakness of the most likely successor to Donald Trump is a harbinger of something very different coming, maybe not so far away for the American future.

And now my dialogue with Patrick Oppmann.

[Music]

Frum: Patrick Oppmann has reported for more than a decade from one of the most closed societies on Earth. He is CNN's Havana bureau chief. He moved to Havana in 2012 and has been there ever since. Lately, he's been chronicling the island's deepening energy crisis and the desperation that crisis is producing.

Before that, he covered the largest anti-government protest since the revolution, the 2016 death of Fidel Castro, and the 2014 restoration of diplomatic ties between Washington and Havana. Patrick, thank you so much for joining The David Frum Show today.

Patrick Oppmann: Hello from Havana. Great to be with you.

Frum: Well, let me start by asking about that. Not only is it one of the most closed societies on Earth, but it's now one of the most energy-pressed, economically pressed societies on Earth. How do you possibly do television reporting from Cuba under today's circumstances? How do you do your job?

Oppmann: You know, it's never been easy. And we're getting to a level where I think it's soon gonna be impossible because, you know, you need to have power. You need to have gasoline in your car. I have so much more resources than just about anybody else on this island, and yet if there's no gasoline, there's no gasoline. So if you can find it these days, it's maybe $9 a liter on the black market. That's $300 to fill up your car. Try getting that through your accounting department. But you're lucky if you can find it, frankly. If someone has gasoline, you immediately buy it.

Power goes out; internet is constantly down. With the Cuban government, there's only one cell-phone provider in the country, because that's how they manage to keep control. But when that cell-phone provider goes down, then there's no data. So you are spending longer and longer periods where you don't have any connectivity, which is very worrying as a journalist. And then you have other periods where you just don't have any power for hours, sometimes an entire day, and it's not something you can predict or really plan your life around. So, that gets tricky.

I live here with my family, our four kids. We try to keep them in good shape, and it's just getting harder and harder. Of course, for the Cuban people, their life has gone really from bad to worse in just a period of a few months, and you're seeing a desperation that you didn't see before. On the flip side--people have become a lot more blunt in their criticisms of the government and feel they have nothing left to lose, which makes it a fascinating time to be here.

Frum: So I don't wanna give short change at all to the sufferings of the Cuban people, and we'll return to that. But I want to sort of bust the frame of the box a little bit first, just so we understand how the information that you provide us through your amazing reporting on CNN, how it is that we are able to see and hear from you. I want to keep focused on that. How do we see and hear from you? Do you arrive with satchels full of dollar bills, and that's how you get your work done? How do you get money into the country? Is there a banking system?

Oppmann: There's no banking system anymore, per se. And I think after the latest sanctions, which have been very targeted, have been very effective, what was left of the banking system will simply cease to exist. Because no bank anywhere in the world is really gonna want to touch Cuba these days, because it is such a radioactive country.

So we are doing it very much the old-school style of satchels of money coming in, and we have a local staff here that we, of course, want to pay. And you just get to problems, and you get together with the other journalists here, and you say, "How are you resolving this?" And a lot of times there's no solution now.

So if you live in a country where the government decides who gets internet and how fast it is, there's no workaround to that. And obviously they don't allow Starlinks and things like that in this country. So there are just levels of complexity. And, you know, we've had days where you spend an entire night just trying to send that video out that your show wants right away. And the internet will collapse, the power goes down, and it's a lot of those logistical problems that you pull your hair out over. And yet, at the end of the day, other than getting on a plane or a boat, there's really nothing you can do. You just have to sort of be creative and be one step ahead. I have solar panels in my house now. I have batteries. We're trying to do the same for my office. When the power goes out, we're six flights up in our building, so I've done those stairs too many times. Which is not a bad thing, necessarily. But it is just a level of complexity now that I don't think anyone's ever experienced.

And people who've come to Cuba say, Oh, it's always been tough. You know, there's no gasoline for tourists now. We were filming the other day at a line just for tourist cars, which are a specific category. And those people are waiting a full day in a gas line because there's no gas to be had.

Sometimes I get a request for a story, and I say, Okay, but we might use up the last of our gas on this. Are you sure this is what we wanna spend that on? And so it becomes kind of picking and choosing which stories you can do. They're all great stories, but if you do this one, then you might not be able to do that one. You always wanna have a quarter tank of gas if you have to get to the office in the middle of the night because something comes up. You know, this is a country that is facing U.S. military threats, so you have to keep making plans. How is that gonna unfold? What's that look like? How will you do your best job to cover it? But also knowing that we may be here and just may not be able to cover it as we would in another country because you don't have different internet providers; you don't have the banking system like you mentioned. I think we'll probably run out of gas before anything like that happens.

And you can have an electric car, which people do. But then if there's no power, then you can't charge your electric car, electric motorcycle. When the big day comes, I might be riding a bike to work. So, those are the kinds of things you try to think out and plan.

But I've come to the realization--at this point, there's only so much you can do. Even with all the resources that CNN has, there's only so much you can do. There's only so much planning. It's gonna unfold the way it's gonna unfold.

Frum: Well, when you mention those resources, that raises a question. Is personal safety any kind of issue? I mean, you have access to things that so many people in Cuba do not have. There does seem to be a breakdown of some kinds of law and order on the island. Do you have to worry about any kind of organized or disorganized violence? Or predation against you or the people you are responsible for?

Oppmann: You hear a lot of stories now. So I recently had my car broken into. They were trying to steal the gasoline, and little did they know that I was on fumes at that point. But they smashed the window, and they couldn't quite get the gas tank open. And so I had to deal with getting a Cuban police officer to my house. They didn't have gasoline either, and all these headaches. And one thing the rental-car company told me is that they have this epidemic of crime where people break into your house, they get underneath the car, and then they drill a hole to siphon out the gasoline that way. And you think, What an insane crime to do. And yet gasoline being so rare and worth what it is here, of course, people have nothing left to lose. It's worth it for them to do.

But you also have this breakdown in society where the Cuban police just seem like they care less and less. They're making maybe $10 a month when you take the Cuban peso to the black-market rate, and you can't live off that. So everyone's just barely squeaking by. People are not really doing their jobs anymore. But then, maybe they just don't have the fuel to do their job.

So, the day of my car getting broken into--which is a very small event, but certainly was a warning bell for me--we had to go find the police officer, bring him to our house, give him some coffee. I gave him some cookies with his coffee, and he said, Oh, this is the first thing I had to eat today. Thank you. He filled out the police report. Then we went and got the window replaced, because there was a lot full of broken cars because so many cars had become broken into. So before, this was a police state--and the only benefit of that was no one dared to commit crimes, particularly against a foreigner. And now you hear about it on an increasingly alarming basis where, because we have something, and if someone else has nothing then they are gonna be perhaps willing to try and take that. And they also for the first time realize there may not be any consequences.

But even more tragically than that, you see people eating trash now. You didn't see that before. You see kids going through trash now. You didn't see that before. You see people openly begging on the streets. I mean, the police wouldn't have allowed at stoplights that kind of thing, wouldn't have allowed [it] in the past. So it is a country that is breaking down more and more each day. And you see signs of that in a way you didn't just weeks ago, each day.

Frum: One last question about you. Are you able to work in freedom? Are you under any kind of censorship or restriction? When you talk to people, do you feel like there might be repercussions for the people you interview if you talk to them?

Oppmann: There absolutely could be repercussions for the people that talk to me. I'm always so impressed, and I value so much when someone speaks to me openly. Because I don't know if I would have that courage, and people more and more are speaking to me openly. We go out to protests, and people there talk to us. People who are blaming their own government more than they blame the United States government for the situation this country is in--which is striking because, of course, the U.S. has played a role in wrecking Cuba's economy too. But increasingly you hear people saying, But our government could have done this. Our government could have opened up the economy more. They could have liberalized more, and that's really why we are where we are. And so, I always appreciate it when people are brave enough to speak to me.

We don't have any censorship. We wouldn't operate in that kind of environment. Certainly the government in the past has kicked out foreign journalists, and they could do so in my case. They haven't. Not yet. But that is really not a concern for me when, like you, I have colleagues that are working in war zones in much tougher situations.

It is difficult here. It is concerning about what's gonna happen next. How much more will this country break down? We've seen in previous years people take to the sea if they lose all hope. There's been a long history of political violence here that sort of ended with the revolution, but over times has cropped up again. But it is a country on the breaking point, and we just don't know how that's gonna manifest itself. If there will be a U.S. military intervention. If people will just try to flee to Florida, even though it's obviously an administration in Washington that's not gonna accept any refugees. But at this point, what you hear from people every day is they have nothing left to lose.

Our building is in the same building with the Spanish consulate, and every morning to get into the building I have to fight my way through. It feels a little bit like Casablanca, where people are just doing anything they can to get a visa to any country that will take them, because they feel that there's no future for them left here. And at this point, if you're Cuban and you're sitting in your house, there's no power, your food is spoiling, and you know if you go out and protest the government will probably lock you up for a long time. And so the answer that most people have arrived at is: It's just time to get out of here, however you can.

Frum: Now let's shift the camera to the plight of the people that you've been giving us so many wonderfully vivid advanced glimpses of. A lot of the reporting on the American side emphasizes that there's kind of a break in January of 2026 with the seizure of Nicolas Maduro. Oil shipments from Venezuela cease to Cuba. And that is presented, in much of the American reporting, as a decisive moment. From your point of view, having been there so long, was this going off the cliff in January? Or is this a more of a long, gradual slide leading up to the crisis of this year?

Oppmann: You're absolutely right that there was a long, gradual slide. I think ever since Raul Castro sort of retired--he's not involved so much with the day-to-day--you've had a government that's kind of been frozen and has not been willing to lead to the economic reforms. Certainly, there haven't been any political reforms. But there were some economic reforms happening under Raul Castro. He allowed private businesses to expand their purview, have more employees. Cubans didn't have cell phones before Raul Castro, or internet in their homes. You know, such basic things around the world that everyone else takes for granted, but people didn't have that here.

And then you had a government that came in, and because it was a younger generation, there's really been some doubt about how much they're really running. Is it the Cuban military that's really running the country? Is it the Cuban president, Miguel Diaz-Canel? He has not made many sweeping reforms, any sweeping reforms. He doesn't seem like a very decisive leader at this point. And so things have been frozen, and so that has been the slow, gradual decline of ... they could have done so much more. If they'd just done the reforms they promised, we'd be in a better position. But the most basic reforms seem to require years of discussion and back-and-forth and watering down.

And then you had this really amazing moment where the U.S. did go in [to apprehend Maduro], despite the Cubans guarding him. They were the last line of defense--and 32 Cuban soldiers, intelligence officials, were essentially massacred trying to protect Maduro. And the U.S. seized him, took him out. Completely changed the paradigm in Venezuela, in that they have a government there that seems to go along with just about everything they demand of them--but also has completely cut off Cuba from these oil shipments were the lifeblood of the economy here, kept the government going. You know, some experts say the Cuban government even resold some of that oil; that that was one of their main sources of income.

But certainly, that was the oil that kept things going here. And the Cuban government was sending thousands, if not tens of thousands, of doctors to Venezuela as part of this really unusual agreement of sending medical personnel, intelligence officials, sports trainers for so much oil. You know, billions of dollars' worth of oil over the years. That got cut off. There's been one shipment of oil, it's been Russian oil, in the course of this year.

So, there have been times here, even though Cuba produces some of its oil, it's not nearly enough. And we've had days, if not weeks, where you just cannot find any gas; where the power is off more than it's on. And the situation is certainly getting worse, not better.

I think the psychological impact of that raid on Venezuela as well for Cubans, it showed that their soldiers were not up to the level of what the government has always told them they were. That they really couldn't contend with the U.S. and U.S. Special Forces' much more sophisticated weaponry and tactics.

And then, as well, that the leadership in Venezuela, which is still a Chavista leadership, Maduro's closest allies, that they turned their back on Cuba literally overnight. And that the rest of the region, if not the rest of the world, has essentially decided to say, "Okay, you know, this is a government we told..." The Vietnamese have come here, the Russians have come here. They've suggested things the Cuban government could do, reforms they could do, business ventures they could do. And they just don't happen, for whatever reason. There's an inertia here that is so strong, a bureaucracy here that is so strong, in one of the last communist governments in the world.

And the Cuban government would say, "Well, we've maintained control, so that shows we've done the right things." But they're losing control at this point, and there's a deep, deep level of dissatisfaction--even among people that I know who have been supporting the government out of nationalism, out of pride for being Cuban, for many, many years. They look and say, This government has made so many mistakes. And they essentially bet the entire country's economy on tourism. That has failed. There's no tourists to be found at this point.

And then, as well, they were so dependent on Venezuelan oil. They didn't diversify into solar or wind or other energy sources, and that they really thought this very improbable agreement with Venezuela was gonna last forever. And then in January, with that raid on Nicolas Maduro, poof, it was gone.

Frum: Weren't they also getting a lot of aid from Claudia Sheinbaum's Mexico, at least last year? Has that stopped too?

Oppmann: They were. They were. And it was a similar type agreement; not as much as Venezuela. Venezuela was disrupted with some of the sanctions on them. But Claudia Sheinbaum, and before her [Andres Manuel] Lopez Obrador, in Mexico, they are of that left wing of Latin American politics where they sort of look at Cuba as an example still. It's really kind of a dying view, but Claudia Sheinbaum was sending aid. But that was such an easy one for [U.S. Secretary of State] Marco Rubio, when Mexico's economy is so dependent on the U.S.

And so that was really quite an easy one for someone who's been a lifelong opponent of the Cuban government, like Marco Rubio, to essentially say, You know, you keep doing this--of giving oil, which has not been very popular with the Mexican populace, because it's hundreds of millions of dollars of oil per shipment. And so I think it almost gave her an out, because she sent some food shipments.

There's no naval blockade off Cuba right now that prevents any oil shipments from coming in. But I think a lot of governments know that they're not gonna get paid for it, because the Cuban government has debts around the world. But, as well, it's gonna invite the wrath of the Trump government, Trump administration, and they don't wanna do that. So I think a lot of these governments are kind of happy to have the excuse, or accepting the excuse, of, If we get involved in this, it's going to really infuriate the Trump administration, and there'll be consequences.

But on top of that, it's throwing good money after bad. We're not gonna get paid. This seems to be very much a government that essentially has very few resources, is bankrupt. We are seeing the few companies who are doing business here fleeing en masse every day.

Frum: I want to ask you--this is a kind of grim question, but about gradations of misery. And we're going to have to be a little clinical about this, and without forgetting that there are real human beings that we're talking about here who are suffering all kinds of deprivation.

But there are differences between being impoverished, being hungry, being in famine conditions. Are people getting new clothes once a year or never? Can you give us a sense of--you mentioned children rooting in the garbage looking for something. Is that a pervasive phenomenon? Do most people get sufficient calories, even if the food is unattractive? Or is there really a calorie deficiency, as well as everything else?

Oppmann: The great Cuban writer Leonardo Padura used to say, We don't get to choose what we eat, but no one goes hungry.

Under the Communist system, they sort of made the food they had available, and you would eat pork until you were so bored of it, or rice and beans, that kind of thing. None of that is available anymore. People might get one meal a day. You see people that you haven't seen in a while, and they've clearly lost weight. If you take someone out for lunch, it's a Cuban friend, they'll look at the menu and say, My goodness, every dish on the menu is worth more than I make in a month, if they have a state job. And so, if it were not for Cuban family members abroad sending back food, sending back money however they can, this island would have already collapsed.

And one of the great ironies of what's taken place here is that the people who fled--that Fidel Castro cursed as they left, called them worms--they're the ones who are supporting not only their family members, but through the money they spend here, the government. And it's the Cuban exiles that want to have change. And so you've seen kind of a campaign in Miami and other places of Stop sending your relatives food and money, because it'll be better to have this collapse in the short term. Well, of course, if it's your mother or your grandmother or your kids that you're supporting, people are gonna continue to send whatever aid they can.

But when I first started coming here 30 years ago, people were poor, but they were not miserable. Now you see misery, and you see increased poverty, and you see people that don't have power, that don't have water. All the basic services that a government should provide are no longer provided here.

There used to be a very strong ration-book system, where they gave you tons of sugar, tons of cooking oil, rice and beans, cigarettes sometimes. But things you could trade here. And now people don't get anything through the ration book, hardly. This is a government that has collapsed in all but name.

They would take issue with that. They would say, We're still in charge here. But the basic things that a government needs to provide, like picking up trash, they don't do anymore. There's trash all throughout the city, which used to be the Paris of the Caribbean. It's just drowning in trash, which, of course, creates flies and mosquitoes and other things. But every day I see people rooting through the trash, something you would never see before. Regular people looking for something to eat. You see women holding children in the street, just knocking on your window, and that's something the government wouldn't have allowed before. Now they really don't have a choice.

So we have not seen these massive breakdowns in times past, where people take to the sea in the rafts because they have nothing left to lose, and things have gotten that bad. But we have seen people go out at night and protest with pots and pans--something the government doesn't allow here, but they at this point haven't cracked down on.

And you hear about towns outside of Havana that might go two or three days without any power. And particularly in the summer months now, as we're getting into the hotter months, it's just misery. And people go out and sleep outside, and they get eaten by mosquitoes. And this is a very educated population, a very proud population, and everyone will tell you this is kind of the worst period they can ever remember experiencing in their lives.

Frum: Well, let me ask you a bookended pair of questions about the relationship between the government and the people. So on the one hand, the world now offers many examples, not many, but examples of Communist regimes--China, Vietnam--that have opened their economy and generated prosperity without sharing power, political power, with the population. That they've discovered all the apparatus of repression can be retained even as you make the economy work better. Why did Cuba not succeed in that direction?

And then the second bookend is as the people are immiserated, do these protests. Is there any sign that they are converting into an actual political movement? A demand for real change or overthrow of the government, or radical change in the government and the bringing in of a new kind of political system?

Oppmann: So the first question, which is something; the Vietnamese and the Chinese have come and apparently been their toughest critics. We know everything you're doing is not gonna work, because we did it. And this is what you need to do, and you have a short window to do this. I always think about Raul Castro sort of trying to bring in Cuba for a landing, and he clearly wasn't able to. But Raul Castro would bring up all these examples of Vietnam, of how Cuba sent their experts, after the war with the U.S., to teach them how to grow coffee. And now Cuba is importing coffee from Vietnam. It doesn't make sense. They brought Vietnamese experts to teach Cubans how to grow rice--something Cubans are more than capable of if they had a government that was able to open up their agricultural sector and allow people to, like, import a tractor. Which they can't do. Or import seed, which they cannot do. They have to do all that through the government. The government doesn't have any money, and you know the end result.

So there's a lot of frustration here among supporters of the government. Look what China's done. Look what Vietnam has done. The government officials that I talk to say, Well, they didn't have their largest enemy right off their coasts. There's a lot more they could have done here, and just because of inertia, bureaucracy, they didn't do.

But I also think it's a matter of control. In Vietnam and China, they made a conscious decision. Some people--and we'll make it that they're loyal people--but they're gonna get rich. And they will have thousands of employees. They will have a power center. And every now and then we'll have to arrest somebody for being too overtly corrupt. But we're gonna allow people to get richer. The government here has not crossed that Rubicon of allowing people to be successful.

To this day, now, if you're Cuban and you want to own a hotel, you can't do it in your own country. I know Cubans who do it outside of Cuba. You can have a limit of only, like, 200 employees. I had a great quote from someone recently where they said, You know, if Steve Jobs had been born in Cuba, he would still be working in his garage. And it's true. If you have these limitations on how big you can grow, and no contract you sign with the government can be enforced, and at any point the government could come in and say, Oh, you've gotten too big.

It happens all the time. And that's not what we envisioned. You're too successful. It's more of a danger in this country if you're a businessperson to be too successful than to be unsuccessful. People are worried if their business gets too big here, because they could get shut down. Or someone from the government says, Oh, I'm gonna take that over. And then they run it into the ground is what inevitably happens.

So, there has to be this decision, change in mentality at the top here. Where they look and say, People who are in private business are not the enemy; they're actually helping us. And there's still a lot of suspicion, because the people at the top here--they were prepared for a world where the Soviet Union was gonna win the Cold War. That's what they grew up thinking was gonna happen. And so they still haven't assimilated the lessons of Vietnam and China that you can open up, but you have to give up some control of your economy. They say, to this day, private businesses, private enterprises are gonna be complementary to the Cuban economy. The heart of the Cuban economy will still be the state-run enterprises, all of which are incredibly inefficient, don't work, provide terrible service. And so you wonder how that could lead to a prosperous economy. It can't.

On the protests: You know, the government here has been very effective here in making sure anybody who could possibly be an opposition leader is either tossed in jail or, more often than not, encouraged to leave the country or forced to leave the country. And so that is what happened. You don't really have a leadership here. I think, as well, a lot of the people who are opposition figures, they look more to Miami, rather than their own internal population, because that's where the money might come from.

It's striking that you have people going out and protesting--but they don't really have a leadership, and what they're doing right now is they're just trying to get the lights turned on in their neighborhood, water perhaps delivered to their neighborhood. People are exhausted here. They're living day to day. No one's really thinking down the road, the future. And they also know that if they start calling for political changes, that's gonna probably lead to exile or a jail cell. But within the political system, there's absolutely no room, that I can see at least, for dissent, for advocating for change.

Things seem very much frozen, politically. You know, if you've risen your whole life to have a job here where the power's not cut to your house, where you have food in your fridge, why would you wanna change anything? You don't wanna change things. You're the 1 percent.

Frum: Why do the police and the security services obey if they're not being paid, or not being paid in any way that allows them to buy anything?

Oppmann: Before, they would have advantages. They would get a box of chicken, usually that comes from the U.S. They might get a little gasoline now--but all those little sort of side things they got that made them better off than their neighbors are rapidly vanishing. And so I think maybe there's some loyalty; maybe there's fear that If I'm the first to speak out, what will happen to me? But, I think the day we see a police officer take off his uniform and throw it down in anger, then that's it for them. They still have a very effective apparatus that goes from on high, in terms of making sure the military is loyal, to that the cop on the street corner is loyal.

But what we're seeing on the neighborhood level--because I live in a neighborhood with Cuban neighbors--is there's more and more crime taking place, and the police aren't doing anything about that. They're only really reacting when there's protests and something that will get the government's attention. It's almost like the government has sort of given up on crime. And thankfully guns aren't widespread here. There isn't, at this point, a widespread drug problem or organized crime, but what you just have is kind of a relentless petty crime. And people have learned, one, they have the desperation to drive them to do it, but also they've learned that there are no consequences.

So that is one of the things that absolutely concerns me, as someone who has gas in my tank or money in my pocket. Am I gonna be a target? And I certainly, now, when you go out at night and the power could be off in all of Havana, and it gives you pause about where you go and what you do. You certainly take much more care now. It's always been one of the safest cities in Latin America, and you can feel that changing on a day-to-day basis.

Frum: Let's shift now to the U.S.-Cuba relationship. A tense relationship; a lot of a lot of accusations back and forth. Do you feel that some kind of direct U.S. intervention is imminent? Is the United States looking for a slow squeeze under Trump and Secretary of State Rubio? Or are they imagining some kind of Venezuelan solution, where they do a deal with some elements of the regime to, without changing the nature of the regime, to bring it more into an American orbit?

Oppmann: This is the question that I spend all my day thinking about. That everyone I get together with, for a meal or drink or cigar, whatever, talks about. It's the one conversation everyone is having on Cuba, at all different levels of society.

Certainly the Trump administration has threatened to do what you said, the military solution. And it's hard to see how that just wouldn't lead to an outright collapse of the government, if not society, here. Even if they just started striking military bases, military targets; there are not many at this point. But it would be incredibly disrupting. And I don't think you can discount anything at this point. Donald Trump has said, Well, what if I just put an aircraft carrier off the coast? And everyone saw this aircraft carrier. What would the reaction be? 

The Cuban government is certainly planning for this. They've spent, ever since the Bay of Pigs invasion, they've spent decades telling people an invasion is coming. People stopped believing in it 'til now. They're taking preparations. They call it "the war of the entire populace"--sort of a Vietnam-style resistance where they arm everybody and they're putting people through military training. Every week they release videos of kind of the latest provincial action. You look at some of the weapons they're using, they are older than either of us. They are early days of the Cuban Revolution, you know, weapons that came from the Soviet Union. There was one video where they're pulling an anti-aircraft weapon with oxen.

So, it is not a pretty picture when you match the military might of the United States up against what remains of the Cuban military--which used to be one of the strongest in the region but has fallen on hard times, like anything else here.

And I think there's just a general apathy. Whereas before, Fidel Castro was this young leader who was so inspirational. There's no figure like that today. More and more you hear people say, Let's just get it over with. If it were gonna happen, let it happen tomorrow--so the suffering can end, and we can begin to rebuild this country, and Cuban exiles could come back and reinvest, and people would see some change at last in their lifetimes.

I think what's more likely is the slow squeeze, what you mentioned. Just wait for them to completely run out of power; cause mass protests to take place, if that's still possible. Because of course, as long as the military and the police are loyal to the government, protests really don't seem to have a chance here.

But I think if you got to a point where the power's off and just stayed off--and we're getting very close to that point, the power's off in most of the island most of the time now. So if you got to a point where these aging Soviet-era power plants just died, or they had no fuel to power them anymore? Then that could be the moment where the Trump administration--obviously trying to please the Cuban-American vote that has been so supportive of Donald Trump and helped Marco Rubio become the first Cuban American secretary of state. Someone who, this is his issue his entire life. He has been one of the fiercest opponents to the communist government here.

And so, you talk to people in Miami--and whether they're right or wrong, they think this is the moment. This is as close as they've ever come to bringing down the government, and they would not be satisfied with a Venezuela-type solution that leaves somebody in power who's a former regime official or would sort of keep a similar-type government in power here. They want Eastern Europe[-style] full collapse.

I think everyone could end up getting disappointed here, because how do you do that without putting troops on the ground? I think it would be very, very difficult. At the end of the day, the power structure that's here--they're the only people that still know how to run this country, make things work. They can restore order if they need to. So I think that would be the sanest way out of what otherwise could be the collapse of a country is find somebody in the government who, like Delcy Rodriguez, is more willing to make deals.

At this point, the negotiations have not gone anywhere. The government has been very resistant to the idea, of You don't get to tell us who leads our country, what our internal policies are gonna be. They think they can outwait and outlast the Trump administration, and they've done it up until now with every other administration that's come before them. So they think, We'll arm our people. We'll get ready for an invasion, and we'll call Trump's bluff. But they may be making a historic error here.

Frum: Cuba has historically used emigration to the United States both as a safety valve for the regime and also as a kind of weapon--like in the Mariel boatlift of 1980, where the United States wanted a few thousand people released, and the Cubans allowed hundreds of thousands of people to come, overwhelming the city of Miami.

The Trump administration has closed that safety valve and in fact sent people back. What have been the implications for Cuban society and for Florida of the end of that emigration pathway?

Oppmann: And I've covered some of those deportation flights, which, despite the tensions, are still taking place. Of course, there's many more Cubans that could be deported than the government here is willing to accept. But you do speak to people--and sometimes they're people who had families in the U.S. or married to U.S. citizens. And then, like so many other cases we've heard in other countries, they get picked up, and days later they're back here in a country they hadn't been to in years, in really the lowest economic point in anyone's memory. So that's very disrupting.

Cubans, of course, in South Florida got used to this idea that We're not migrants--we're refugees. We're exiles, and we have this special status. This could come back to hurt Trump in Florida, because it's been shocking for Cubans, both here and there, to see deportations. To see the end of these policies that allowed them to come. Basically, anyone who wanted to come to the U.S. from Cuba could, and that's no longer the case. But what you've heard Cuban American leadership tell their constituents is: This is an administration, the Trump administration, that is gonna go farther, has already gone farther--I mean, they've indicted Raul Castro--than any other administration in the past has. And our ultimate goal has to be the complete upheaval of communism taking back our country. And so it's worth it. And it's worth it for us, if this is part of the strategy, then it's worth it.

And I think, as well, people were seeing a different class of Cuban come in recent years. And they would get residence in the U.S. and immediately come back here and send more money here; come here on vacations. They were not the traditional exiles that said, I'll never return until the Castros are gone. And so I think that generational shift really struck the hard-line people in a way that they said, These are not really our allies. They have a different view of the government. They can't imagine a Cuba without the government.

And so people would leave, and then they would immediately come back and set up businesses here, invest in the island. Which is, of course, they would say is their right as Cubans.

But the hard-line elements in Miami--which is, at the end of the day, where the political power is, where the money is--they are looking at this and saying, We are as close as we ever have been, and the economic opportunities in a free Cuba would be tremendous in terms of tourism, in terms of infrastructure. But to get that, it can't be the kind of this half-step toward economic freedom. We need a full economic opening.

And of course, it's been such a mixed message from Washington. But the one consistent thing you've heard from Trump is: The economy has to open. Cuban exiles need to be able to come back and invest freely--and not have this kind of treatment the Cuban government gives any foreign investor, but particularly Cuban American investors, which is: You have to partner with us. It's kind of a 50/50 proposition. We can take it away from you whenever we want. We can change the rules on you in the middle of the game. At any point, we can take back the property, because you don't really own it.

There needs to be full property ownership, is what the Trump administration says. They need to open up the economy, particularly to Cuban Americans coming back. They need to have some sort of special status, and that the government's stranglehold on the economy here needs to end. And that's something the government so far has really resisted. The counterproposals have fallen far short of what the Trump administration, and in particular Marco Rubio--who knows the system here inside and out--are demanding. And so, that's where negotiations really have not been successful, because the Trump administration is basically negotiating with a gun to their head here. And the government here is saying, You can pull the trigger, but we're not gonna blink.

The thing they yell after every speech here is patria o muerte--"fatherland or death"--and a lot of people still claim to mean that. That they're willing to die for their government, you know? Hopefully it won't come to that. But you wonder if it does, like in Venezuela, do people have a change of opinion once the bombs start falling? I don't know. They've had a long, long time here. People are very indoctrinated, but they also love their country, and they don't wanna go back to sort of being a plaything of the U.S. All the suffering and sacrifice has had to be for something. And just to kowtow and bow to the U.S. would kind of be an ignominious end to the revolution that is still--you know, Raul Castro is 95, but he still seems to be the one who's calling the shots here and is the ultimate authority. And for someone like him, at the end of his life, to betray his brother's revolution and political movement--it doesn't seem to be in the cards.

Frum: The reporting in the United States about Cuba, or the commentary, often suggests that there is tremendous resentment in Cuba of the exiles, and an unwillingness to see them return and reinvest and maybe try to reclaim things that used to belong to them.

And underneath this--and this point is sometimes hinted at, sometimes made more specifically--Cuba was, for a long time, a slave society. It was a slave society for a generation longer even than the United States. Remained a slave society. And while the Cuban revolutionary elite is very European in origin--just look at the Castro brothers--that one way to describe what happened in Cuba was the people who got out and came to Florida and did well tended to be either descendants of the slave owners, or in some ways working for the slave system. And the people who got trapped behind--and who are now the impoverished mass of the remaining Cuban population--are the descendants of the slave population, or those who intermarried with the slave population. And there's this racial angle that creates enormous resentment, fear, tension, anger, hate between the descendants of the exiles and the descendants of those who remain behind.

What do you think of that line of commentary? How much truth is it? Are people so desperate now that they would welcome anything that came back and offered them a way to a better life?

Oppmann: I think people are more desperate than they've ever been in their lives. And I always say that the smartest thing any invading army could do here would be to distribute food and not drop bombs, because that is something their government is unable to do.

But, backing up--you're absolutely right. The people who left in the first years of the revolution were lighter-skinned, and they came to the U.S. and did very, very well in a way migrants usually don't do. But these were very educated people. They were doctors; they were people who owned banks in Cuba. Some of them left with resources, other people left with the clothes on their backs. Like, my mother-in-law is Cuban. They left with what they had in their suitcases. But they did very well, because her father was an architect and was able to teach in the U.S.

But that was one of the selling points that Fidel Castro had--is, for the poor people, for the people who were descendants of slaves, You had nothing. Many times you lived in rural communities that didn't even have electricity, and we've educated you, we gave you electricity, we've given you social mobility. But that's a distant memory at this point, I think, for most people. And yes, you do talk to people who are in their sort of 70s and 80s and they have some memory. But certainly, you watch any old movie with a Cuban, and they're just shocked by how [much] better things looked then. How there was no trash in the streets, how the streets weren't broken, how the buildings weren't collapsing, how this was one of the richest societies in Latin America. And yes, you had a huge disparity in income, but now you have a 1 percent here that are in the government or connected to the government, and you have a 99 percent here that are approaching levels of poverty that are just as bad, perhaps, as we saw before the revolution.

And so I think right now, if you're hungry and you have no power in your house and perhaps you have no water in your house--which is a very big problem here--you're not blaming it on the U.S., because these are issues that have been such a long time coming. And the Cuban government does blame everything on the embargo, and they certainly have a case that a lot of the problems here are a result of that. But not all of the problems. And I think one of their errors has always been to blame everything on the embargo, and I think people have kind of gotten fed up with that excuse--and you can't constantly point to what life was, how terrible life was like before the revolution, because even the leadership or even supporters of the revolution are old enough to remember it. They know that there were things here that were better then.

But I think what the biggest thing is, has been, is you have so many people that have left in recent years. Some people say 20 percent of the population, and they are connected of course to the internet. And more importantly, people are connected here to the internet in a way they haven't been. And they're shocked when Cubans leave and they go to Mexico, which is a country they've always been told is a poor country, and they see how much better things are there. Or they go to Brazil, or they go to Spain. Of course, so many people here have Spanish descendants, because Spain was the economic basket case and people were coming here because it was a richer country up until the revolution. And so they go to these countries, and they can show their relatives here what life is like in these countries--where they've only ever heard bad things about these countries, and they see that's not the case.

And I think people here kind of feel like they've been lied to by the government for so long. They don't believe anything anymore. That's a problem when you lose credibility. You don't believe anything that you're told anymore, whether it's true or not. And people are online. I know people who are supporters of the government, and the first thing they do is read exile websites every day about Cuba, because they don't feel the government tells them the truth about anything anymore.

And so all media on this island is state-run media. The message is the same across. There's no real debate. There's no one coming out and saying anything different than what the government tells them to do. And people joke about all the things to do with a newspaper here other than read it, whether it's toilet paper or wrap fish in it. Or, you know, I just had one of my kids' birthdays, and we made a papier-mache pinata out of a lot of my old copies of Granma that we keep at the office. But no one really reads it anymore, and so they're getting their information from outside of Cuba--which tends to focus on how mismanaged the government is, how completely sort of frozen in time they are.

But I think the main thing is people see a relative who, like them, was struggling, and they leave. And Cubans are very creative, hardworking people, and they do very well outside of Cuba. And so then the question is: Well, why can't they have that same success inside of Cuba? And I think the answer, again and again, is to blame the government for the severe, severe restrictions they've put on their own people. That, for whatever reason, they only are now beginning to talk about lifting. But this is something they could have done a long time ago, that would've really helped lift so many people out of poverty, and they've just been so reluctant to do.

Frum: Last question, or it's a double-barreled one. How long do you intend to spend in Cuba yourself? How much more of your career do you intend to devote to the island? And do you imagine that when that time comes, that the regime will still be there, or that Cuba will be something different?

Oppmann: I would like to see a change here. Because during the Obama years, where the U.S. opened up--Cuba didn't open up as much, but at least it took away the excuse of "the embargo is to blame for everything"--and you saw a very short-lived Cuban spring, where businesses were opened up. People were, particularly artists, doing politically charged things that the government didn't know how to react to. You had Cubans moving back here with some of the know-how they picked up from living abroad, and really changing things in a way that people had never seen here in their lifetimes. And you just breathe an air that you don't anymore.

And so I would like to get back to that, however we can. And certainly I would not like to see my country, the U.S., attack the country that I've chosen to live in most of my life. I don't know. It doesn't make sense to be here anymore on a rational level. And yet, you know, ration is left. I love this country. I want to see it have a better future. Hopefully that will come sooner rather than later. One that doesn't involve violence, preferably. If the government could open up--and certainly you would like to see a place where people can pick their leadership, know what their leadership stands for, have elections with more than one candidate.

I think we can all agree, no democracy is perfect, but that is a better way to pick your leaders, have a sense of what they're for, have real political debates. And so, this is really the most interesting moment, the hardest moment, but the most interesting moment that I can ever remember living in Cuba--having spent so much of my life and now most of my career here. So I wanna see what happens next.

I have friends here the same way. Their families have left. They're having a very difficult time. They could leave, and they say I wanna see what happens next. I know from people who have left that then write me every day: What's going on? What's happening? And they wanna know.

I also know that there could come a point here where it just doesn't make sense, or I can't do my job here. And at that point, I don't think I'd be doing anyone any favors by being here. But as you mentioned, CNN has had remarkable luck and fortitude by lasting out; the correspondents before me as well, who spent difficult years here as well. And so I'm sort of carrying the torch for that. And Ted Turner was the one who opened up our bureau here, and so I would like to see it through. And we have that luxury and that privilege of telling people what's happening in Cuba as best as we can. And so I would like to continue doing so, for as long as I can.

Frum: Patrick Oppmann, thank you so much for being the world's eyes and ears into Cuba, such a difficult place to work. Your work is so important, and we're all so grateful for it. Thank you for joining me today on The David Frum Show.

Oppmann: Well, thank you. Appreciate the kind words.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Patrick Oppmann for joining me today on The David Frum Show. As mentioned at the top of the show, my literary discussion this week will be the play Othello by William Shakespeare.

The play came to mind because I happened to see a very powerful and emotional performance of the play this past weekend at Washington, D.C.'s Shakespeare Theatre Company. If you have a chance to go, I strongly recommend it. The title role is played by Wendell Pierce.

Othello is a play that drives home a message that I often think about when engaging with ancient literature--which is that by engaging with plays written before our time, we can emancipate ourselves, forcibly emancipate ourselves, from some of the trammels of living in our time, and escape some of the habits of mind that make us very conventional in our thinking and open the way to broader thoughts.

Now, I assume everybody knows the plot of Othello. The great general, he's a Moor from the southern shore of the Mediterranean Sea. He has found himself in Venice after many harrowing adventures, including a spell in servitude. He is accepted by the Venetians. They make him commander of their armies, and they welcome him into the homes of powerful people. But they don't quite want him marrying their daughters. Nevertheless, Othello and the daughter of an important senator fall in love. Othello and Desdemona. They get married, and the play commences just after their marriage, as Othello succumbs to pangs of jealousy, fanned by his aide, Iago, who--motivated for reasons that are actually kind of obscure--is determined to destroy Othello and Desdemona alike. He succeeds in igniting Othello's jealousy to the point where Othello murders Desdemona. And indeed, by the end of the play, about four people are dead on stage, someone else is dying offstage, and there are a couple of wounded men bleeding. It is quite a pileup of carnage at the end of the act.

Now, one of the problems with the production of Othello, if you're a director or an actor who has to work with it, is that the material with which Iago has to work to get Othello to the point of murderous jealousy is pretty flimsy. The plot turns on the mystery of a handkerchief that Othello gives to Desdemona. Desdemona loses it, or it's stolen from her. Iago then plants the handkerchief in the lodging of another man, and with that, he convinces Othello that his wife has been massively and serially unfaithful to him, to the point of murder.

It's not a very good plot contrivance. It's so notoriously bad that one 17th-century critic of the play said the moral of the play was, "Ladies, look to your linen. If you lose a handkerchief, you could be dead." So if you're a director or actor working your way through this problem, you've got, it seemed to me on my way home, three solutions, three exits, to the problem of the flimsiness of the plot leading to these calamitous consequences.

One is to emphasize Iago--the guileful, insinuating convincingness of this malicious supervillain, who works on Othello to the point where any reasonable man would be deceived and fooled and worked into a rage that can lead to such a catastrophe. So exit one: Emphasize Iago, the supervillain.

Exit two is to de-emphasize the heroism of Othello and to say, you know what, maybe Iago wasn't a supervillain. Maybe Othello was primed and ready to be worked into a murderous rage. There was something wrong with him, a crack on the inside; the first encounter with outward pressure could snap and destroy.

And the third exit from the plot is to work a little bit of tension with the written lies in the play, and to make Desdemona a more seductive and tempting character than maybe Shakespeare wrote her to be; to play her in ways that give Othello some reason to inspire his jealousy and thus to set the plot in motion.

So Iago, the supervillain, working on Othello. Othello, the flawed hero easily worked upon. Or Desdemona, the flirtatious woman about whom a man could have suspicions.

But the problem with all of these exits is they touch powerful pain points in our modern outlook and habit of mind. If you make Iago the supervillain, you sort of make Othello, the Moor, rather dim and gullible, and that's kind of working on some stereotypes that are uncomfortable. If you make Othello a flawed hero who is easily manipulated, well, that suggests that he's kind of emotional and irrational and excitable, and that plays on some stereotypes. And, of course, if you make Desdemona flirty and seductive, then you're suggesting what? She deserved it, she was asking for it, she brought it upon herself? That is also uncomfortable.

These discomforts are so intense that one of the great actors who's played the part of Othello--Hugh Quarshie, a British Black actor--gave a lecture in 1998 suggesting that as a Black actor, he would wanna not do Othello at all. He gave a lecture in which he said, "I am left with a nagging doubt. If a Black actor plays Othello, does he not risk making racial stereotypes seem legitimate and even true? When a Black actor plays a role written for a white actor in Black makeup, and for a predominantly white audience, does he not encourage the white way, or rather the wrong way, of looking at Black men? Namely, that Black men, or Moors, are overemotional, excitable, and unstable." And Hugh Quarshie concludes: "Of all the parts in the canon," the Shakespeare canon, "perhaps Othello is the one which should most definitely not be played by a Black actor."

Now despite this, 17 years later, Quarshie took the role himself, and did play it at the Royal Shakespeare Company. And he had the ingenious idea of pairing the Moor Othello with a Black actor playing Iago, so that both the protagonists were themselves--both the emotional one, the one who's worked upon, and the one who does the working--challenging the stereotypes together.

But as you think about these stereotypes and expectations, here's the thought that came to me again on the rest of the way home--that maybe the problem isn't the play. Maybe the problem is the audience, and maybe the problem is that as we grapple with the three exits from the dilemma of the flimsiness of the proof--the supervillainous Iago, the flawed Othello, or the flirtatious Desdemona--that the reason we don't readily put our hand on any of the doorknobs to those exits is because we are so fearful of the prejudices in ourselves that we don't want to see a logical exit from the dilemma that might in any way appeal to the prejudices which are in us. And maybe not in the play, and maybe not in Shakespeare's mind, but in our minds. And as we confront why is this plot so difficult, and how do we get out of it, we are forced to confront: Why am I uncomfortable? What is wrong with me that I am uncomfortable with the literary solution to a logical problem of human psychology? Maybe I need to look not to change the play, but to change myself.

These plays long predate us and long outlast us. They are produced under social conditions very different from our own, and they'll continue to be watched under social conditions very different from our own. And that reminds us that we ourselves--we're the accidental and contingent factor here. And that maybe the things that we believe and so strongly fear, and so strongly believe to be true, maybe those are just passing shadows, too, and that we are ourselves products of a society that will change after we are gone, and that was changed before we arrived.

Before saying goodbye, I need to make a correction to two mistakes I made in last week's program with David Blight, where we talked about the 14th Amendment and my pre- preliminary monologue about Brexit. I made a mistake in the Brexit segment, where I said that Norway was a member of the European Customs Union but not the European Single Market. In fact, it was the other way around. I should've said that Norway's a member of the European Single Market, but not a member of the Customs Union. I just misread my notes glancing up and down. I have no excuse. It was correct in the notes. I bungled it, and I apologize. And to the astute experts on Norwegian participation in the European Union, thank you for bringing this mistake to my attention.

The second mistake I made, I made without notes, and this one is really inexcusable, that at a couple of points in the discussion with David Blight, I said that it took two-thirds of the states to ratify a constitutional amendment to the United States Constitution. In fact, it takes two-thirds votes in both the House of Representatives and the United States Senate, and then ratification by three-quarters of the states. And again, I have no excuse for that mistake, and I regret my error. And thanks to the many people who brought that mistake to my attention. I winced with every repetition, because of course I don't know how I made it, the mistake. It's just a reminder of the danger of speaking rather than writing. And I thank everyone who brought it to my attention.

That's it for this week's program. Thanks to Patrick Oppmann for joining me today. Thanks to all of you for watching and for listening. Remember, if you are minded to support the program, the best way to do so is by subscribing to The Atlantic, where you see all the work of all of my colleagues. Please consider sharing and subscribing to this program on whatever platform you use. Thanks so much for watching and listening to The David Frum Show. See you next week. Bye-bye.
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Are You There, God? It's Me, J. D. Vance, and I Have Some Notes.

A convenient conversion story

by Alexandra Petri

Wed, 17 Jun 2026




"I don't worry about what I will find on the other side of eternal sleep," J. D. Vance writes in his new book, Communion. "Even as a child, I never feared hell." Charming sentences to find in a book by the sitting vice president of the United States! One that in no way makes me want to run screaming off a cliff!

The book is full of many such humdingers. Here's Vance, explaining why he prefers Catholicism to therapy: "I found liberation in guilt." (Men would literally rather ... well, you know.) Here's Vance, explaining why he felt ready to join the Catholic Church even as it was "going through a tough time," when headline after headline was recounting all of the ways it had "screwed up" in covering up child sexual abuse: "If the Titanic is going down, I'd rather be on board than hop on a lifeboat."

Here's Vance on the one kind of acceptable immigration: "It is true that immigration can bring benefits to the host country in its own right. Just think of Elon Musk and the hundreds of thousands of jobs that trace directly to his decision to come to the United States." He adds: "Some populations assimilate more easily than others."

Here's Vance's gloss on the Book of Job and the problem of suffering: "We are like golden retrievers trying to understand how an iPhone functions." Well, the Book of Job left me troubled, but that golden-retriever analogy has fixed things!

"People sometimes talk about the size of the universe and how small they feel compared to the infinite stars many light-years away," Vance writes. "I had never shared that feeling." This, you can certainly tell. For a man who so often professes to be humble--what made him change his mind about Donald Trump? "Well, Joy, a little humility, actually," he told Joy Behar on The View--he has very little actual humility on display. Put it this way: Vance's book is about how he finally decided that Catholicism met his exacting standards.

Whenever he experiences regret, it is for saying something the wrong way. His sister takes offense when he complains that the cereal she serves is pure sugar. "Whatever the merits of my argument--there is some virtue in not eating Froot Loops every day, though I should have raised this more artfully," he concedes, "it showed how far I was drifting from my roots." This is as much of a retraction as Vance ever gives us! His regret about the "childless cat ladies" comment? "I could have made that point much more effectively, and with the benefit of showing a little charity to the many Americans who--some for reasons beyond their control--don't have children."

If only he'd said it better! He was right, but he didn't say so in a way that allowed people to understand how right he was. That was the problem.

There are moments in Communion when you almost feel for him. A more deft cynic would simply describe a dramatic come-to-Jesus moment. In lieu of that, Vance offers the following: At one point, his car rolls to a stop on a slippery road short of hitting a guardrail. This experience does nothing for him at the time, but it remains in the back of his mind. Don't worry! God has more in store. Later, he is discussing theological questions with a Catholic friend when--I am not making this up--a wine glass falls off a shelf behind a bar. ("Suddenly a wineglass seemed to leap from a stable place behind the bar and crashed on the floor in front of us.")

But wait! There's more! Once, he was listening to a psalm, and then, when he went to church--this will knock you over with a feather--they were also singing that same psalm. This is especially miraculous when you realize that there is a finite number of psalms and that churches sing or recite one at pretty much every service. (Vance quotes Pulp Fiction: "You don't judge s*** like this based on merit.")

If I were Vance, I would be a little offended that God was not putting in more effort to recruit me. But after reading the book, I had some sympathy for God's approach. What does faith mean to this man? one imagines God asking. Will he alter anything about his life or his choices because of his beliefs, or will becoming Catholic just mean that he feels he can give notes to the Holy See?

This question also seemed to be on the minds of the hosts of The View when they spoke with Vance yesterday afternoon. ("I'm here to sell books!" he piped up, as the show cut to the first commercial.) How, one panelist asked, does he square his faith with what the administration is doing to immigrants? How can he explain this to his kids? Please go and visit a detention facility, Ana Navarro urged him. "Over 50 people have died in ICE custody. There are thousands of children, 6,200, being held in places like the Dilley detention center." "You've thrown a lot at me!" Vance responded. "I see we got 30 seconds left here!"

"By their fruits ye shall know them" is a refrain to which Vance keeps returning in the course of Communion. The fruits--families, peace of mind--that his believer friends seem to be experiencing are what first make a faith-filled life appeal to him. But the fruits-first approach also turns out to be very convenient for Vance. If he likes the outcome of a thing, then perhaps it is more just than he initially thought. Hence, Donald Trump.

The only problem comes when others (even the leaders of his new creed) do not seem to think as highly of the fruits as he does. A conundrum, this! Probably, they are just not using the right words to explain the situation. "I still found our conversation unsettling," he complains, writing about his visit to Rome. "Not because the Vatican expressed skepticism of the Trump administration's migration policies, but because of how generic its position was. The diplomats acknowledged that the United States had the right to control its borders, but they also encouraged us to treat migrants humanely. What did they take issue with, exactly?"

I am going to go out on a limb and guess: the inhumane treatment of migrants. I am going to guess: migrants being warehoused in literal warehouses, and in tents in the Florida sun, with inadequate food, water, and access to medical care. Vance, though, cannot muster a guess.

More important, now that Vance has faith, he wants everyone else to reap the benefits.

He quotes a prayer by President Dwight Eisenhower, then laments that "when national politicians invoke God that much today, we're warned that The Handmaid's Tale has come to life." But be not afraid! If this sounds ominous, it is simply one of those iPhone-golden retriever situations. Vance (I'm sorry--God) has a plan.

Unrelated to that Handmaid's Tale thing: Our society needs more children! He writes, "We want more children in our society because children are profoundly good."

Who will be making those children? Will they be consulted? We'll start "winning people over," Vance continues, by "reflecting Christian charity in the way we champion the unborn. Examples are everywhere. All over the country, pregnancy resource centers help young women afford food and diapers, and support young mothers through the inevitable chaos of an unexpected pregnancy." (This was not a winning message in Ohio, he concedes.) "And we'll need to make a better Christian argument, about building the kind of culture and economy that can actually sustain young families and the life they bring into the world."

Ah! If only we'd said it better! Then people would understand! We just need better words to smooth over any objections to the "inevitable chaos."

More children! More people in the pews of churches! More religion! But absolutely not more immigrants. Fortunately, Vance has faith enough to square it all.

"Of course, critics of the Trump administration say we're too tough," Vance writes. "The point is not to litigate this issue on these pages but to highlight that any application of moral principles in the real world requires a constant evaluation of trade-offs. Undoubtedly, that's what the Christian faith demands of us."
 
 Undoubtedly! Not feeding the hungry, not tending to the sick, not clothing the naked, not welcoming the refugee. Not seeing the face of God in suffering. A constant evaluation of trade-offs! I think that's in the Sermon on the Mount. ("Blessed are the meek, for they are best positioned to evaluate the trade-offs.")

Now Vance has made his peace. The churches must be filled. The books must be sold. This is about as much faith as can fit in a shattered wine glass. No wonder God didn't send anything fancier.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2026/06/jd-vance-communion-faith-trump/687571/?utm_source=feed
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Trump in Defeat

The president went to war triumphant and will likely leave greatly weakened.

by Jonathan Lemire

Wed, 17 Jun 2026




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


Updated at 11:05 a.m. ET on June 17, 2026

President Trump lost. The war he waged against Iran promises to conclude in a humbling whimper with the signing of a cease-fire agreement later this week. The United States is left weaker--diminished militarily, strategically, economically, and perhaps morally.

The war, which the United States fought alongside Israel, accomplished none of the goals that Trump named at the outset. Instead, it only empowered the hard-liners in Tehran and arguably emboldened them to someday seek a nuclear weapon. Despite that, the president was so desperate for the war to end that he repeatedly backed off his threats--allowing Iran to call his bluff--and upbraided his close ally Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu for responding to attacks in the region in a manner that jeopardized the negotiations.

Trump won't admit to any of this. He has spent recent days furiously spinning the tentative deal as a clear win, and has seethed at unflattering comparisons with the deal that President Obama struck with Iran more than a decade ago, aides and outside advisers told me. Trump, they said, has privately denounced Iran hawks, some of whom are among his closest allies in the Republican Party, for questioning the strength of the agreement. Within the administration, there is a divide on the deal, but Trump sided with those advocating for the war to wind down, no matter the terms, as fears mount about the economic toll on Americans and the political costs for Republicans in the midterms.

Trump's own anger masks a desperate desire to find an off-ramp from a conflict that did not go the way he had planned, an outcome that has threatened to leave the United States--and Trump--reduced in the eyes of the world. For a decade, Trump has dominated the global stage and wielded extraordinary executive power. But now he is saddled with low poll numbers and unhappy Republicans, and he may soon have to contend with a Democratic Congress. His evolution into a lame duck is accelerating, and the political world is poised to soon look beyond him and focus on the 2028 contenders hoping to succeed him. World leaders, who were once cowed, have begun to defy him. Trump's defeat in Iran, and the way he lost, may hasten his irrelevance.

It's not usually a vote of confidence for your deal when you won't let anyone else read it. But Trump and his team have threatened to not release the Iran agreement until after it is signed in Geneva on Friday. Officials have said that the deal will extend the cease-fire over the next 60 days and that Iran will reopen the Strait of Hormuz, allowing the U.S. to drop its naval blockade and oil to flow from the region again. Although Iran has agreed to not collect fees on the strait for the next 60 days, it has (according to Iranian state media) left open the door to doing so afterward--and the deal delays addressing Iran's uranium-enrichment program, despite Trump having cast it as his urgent motivation for war. The president's lead negotiators, Jared Kushner and Steve Witkoff, have supported the agreement, as has Vice President Vance, who has been promoting it during preplanned TV appearances to sell his new book. Secretary of State Marco Rubio, Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth, CIA Director John Ratcliffe, and others have expressed quiet reservations with how the deal will be implemented, according to four outside advisers and senior White House officials who, like others, spoke with me on the condition of anonymity to discuss private conversations.

Read: Trump might already be a lame duck

The deal has also alarmed the GOP's Iran hawks. Mark Levin, the right-wing radio host who championed the case for war, posted on social media his disbelief that Trump had rebuked Netanyahu and that the agreement remained shrouded in secrecy: "I have asked for days, why can't we, the people, see the damn MOU?'" Senator Lindsey Graham has also made his reservations known, although he has carefully avoided blaming Trump and tried to pin responsibility on Vance, who was the lead American negotiator in the early stages of the talks. Erick Erickson, a conservative commentator, went so far as to declare that "Trump has surrendered to Iran." And Marc Thiessen, a former President George W. Bush aide with whom the White House consulted during the war, has been one of many conservative voices warning that Trump's emerging framework looks a lot like the Obama deal.

That notion has infuriated the president. A longtime Trump confidant told me that Trump "was incensed by the dissent"--particularly the Obama comparison--from once-loyal Republicans. Trump has reflexively tried to tear up anything associated with the former president. He mocked the 2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, which aimed to constrain Iran's nuclear program, during his first presidential campaign and withdrew from it in his first term. But that decision allowed Iran to work on its enrichment program. That, in turn, prompted Trump, one year ago next week, to authorize a massive bombing campaign that leveled uranium-enrichment facilities. Despite Trump's claim at the time that Iran's nuclear stockpiles were obliterated, negotiations resumed early this year over the fate of Tehran's program--until they were scuttled when the United States and Israel launched a surprise attack on Iran in late February.

In the first days, the strikes, which were pushed by Netanyahu, killed Iran's supreme leader and inflicted extraordinary damage on its military and artillery. But Iran proved resilient, attacking its neighbors in the Persian Gulf, seizing control of the Strait of Hormuz, and plunging the world into an energy crisis. The price of gas skyrocketed globally, including in the United States. Trump's poll numbers, already teetering, fell further, and he began looking for a way out. He tried to intimidate Iran into taking a deal, at one point vowing to destroy its "whole civilization," but walked away from each threat, leaving him open to mockery from Tehran.

As the war dragged on, it became clear that Trump's goals for the conflict were going unfulfilled. The Iranian navy was damaged, but Tehran's ballistic-missile capability survived, as did its ties to militia proxy groups such as Hezbollah and the Houthis. The hard-line regime in Tehran appears poised to sell oil again and receive up to $300 billion in funding from Gulf states that it could use to rebuild. Iran has tightened its grip on the Strait of Hormuz and demonstrated that it can close the waterway at will. Although Tehran has promised not to build a nuclear weapon, no enforcement mechanism has been established. And to the shock of some Iran hawks, Trump yesterday seemed to back off his previous pledge to seize the uranium, saying, "You could make the case, 'Why are you even bothering?' Because it's not really valuable."

Read: The Doha connection

Iran has seemingly come out of the conflict with an ability to check Israel's freedom to strike Lebanon and potentially elsewhere; in recent days, Trump has blasted Netanyahu for endangering the cease-fire and demanded that he call off an attack on Beirut. Trump's broadsides, including calling the prime minister "a very difficult guy," threaten to widen a rift between the U.S. and its longtime ally in the Middle East. Despite Trump's reprimands, Netanyahu has insisted that Israel will continue to authorize attacks that it deems necessary for self-defense.

"The president has made the decision that this is over," one of the senior administration officials told me. "That's all that matters now. And Netanyahu will have to listen, period."

The White House, in defending the deal, has stressed that any financial relief to the Iranians is performance-based, that Tehran will see the funding only if it keeps the strait open and maintains its pledge to not develop a nuclear weapon. Olivia Wales, a White House spokesperson, told me in a statement that "what the President has achieved on the battlefield and at the negotiating table is nothing short of remarkable and will strengthen American security for many years to come."

The war has cost Trump. It has rattled the nation's economy. The Pentagon estimated that it had spent roughly $29 billion on the conflict by mid-May, but independent experts believe that it has spent tens of billions more. The U.S. military's munitions supply has been depleted, putting at risk its ability to defend its interests in Asia and Europe. The United States' failure, despite its overwhelming military might, to bring Iran to its knees could encourage China, Russia, or North Korea to take aggressive action. In the eyes of many, Washington has hurt its moral standing around the globe; promises to help the Iranian people rise up went unfulfilled, and more than 170 people, mostly children, were killed by a U.S. strike on a girls' school in the war's first hours. Overall, more than 3,000 people in Iran were killed in the conflict, according to Iranian officials. Thirteen U.S. service members were also killed.

The war's outcome may usher in a new phase of Trump's presidency. He is unlikely to abandon his adventurism on the world stage, and aides told me that he is eager to pivot to Cuba soon--looking for regime change, likely through economic pressure, but not ruling out military force--and he may revisit a bid for Greenland. This week at the G7 summit, he also resurfaced his ambition to help end the Russia-Ukraine war. His triumph in Venezuela feels like a distant memory. Leaders in Europe are now standing up to him. China's president, Xi Jinping, has not given him the trade deal he wants.

Read: Oil prices might not go back to normal anytime soon

Back home, Trump is still the most powerful figure in politics. But those small acts of Republican defiance are adding up. He has had a series of losses in the courts, including in his efforts to remake the nation's capital in his own image. Democrats are favored to capture at least one house of Congress this November, which would give them the ability to slow Trump's agenda and open investigations into his administration. Once the midterms conclude, the race to replace Trump will begin. Although that will further diminish Trump, it is unlikely that he will go out with a whimper.



This article originally stated that the official cost estimate for the conflict had not been updated since the end of April. In fact, it was updated in mid-May, when the Pentagon put the cost at roughly $29 billion.
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What Color Is the Reflecting Pool? An Investigation.

President Trump wanted an American-flag-blue Reflecting Pool. Instead, he got a swamp.

by Matt Viser

Wed, 17 Jun 2026




Workers on the National Mall, desperate to turn the Reflecting Pool to President Trump's preferred shade of blue, poured jug after jug of hydrogen peroxide into the water yesterday morning. As they did so, members of the National Guard, deployed to clean up crime, looked on. The water, at that moment, matched their mossy-green fatigues.

The Reflecting Pool now evokes the joy of a Green Bay Packers victory. Or a high-school prank. Or St. Patrick's Day in Chicago. It most certainly is not the gleaming American-flag blue that Trump's repainting of the pool was supposed to produce. That project--the one that cost taxpayers at least $16.4 million and came with a nanobubbling system that promised to kill off algae growth--is hidden under 18 to 30 inches of swamp water dense with scraggly plumes of algae.

"Yeah, it's gross!" said one woman passing by.

"Quite green," remarked another.

A woman visiting from Fort Worth, Texas, told me she just hopes it's fixed in time for America's 250th birthday, on July 4: "We came and expected it to be blue, and we're like, What is all this green junk in there?"

It's a question that has ignited internet memes and conspiracy theories, posing the latest political Rorschach test to a divided nation. A not insignificant number of federal workers have now been mobilized to fight the green junk and answer questions about whether the green junk is under control. After the morning doses of hydrogen peroxide came the midday deployment of half a dozen National Park Service workers in bright-yellow vests, many with long-poled contraptions that they swept through the water. "Is that ... a vacuum?" a passing man wondered aloud. Yes, he was told. It is a vacuum.

By evening, the situation had escalated: Workers strapped on waders, grabbed handfuls of tubing, and got in the pool. Generators hummed; water pumped; workers scraped. By dusk, some areas--though by no means all--had transformed to a hopeful shade of teal. Aerial views, as some noted, made it look like a painting by the abstract artist Mark Rothko.

So it's come to this: A nation launched on the Founding Fathers' grand dreams about democracy--one that survived a civil war and foreign attacks, that endured depressions and recessions and assassinations--is celebrating its semiquincentennial by watching to see whether we can clean the water in a century-old concrete pool. Even a stone-faced Abraham Lincoln is looking on.

Trump's second term has been all about attempting tasks big and small that presidents before him failed to accomplish--or never thought of in the first place. That includes his pledge to freshen the water in the Reflecting Pool, an issue that has bedeviled administrations for decades. In April, he announced a solution: a swimming-pool liner. A blue one. To complete the project before July 4, the Trump administration awarded no-bid contracts to redo the base of the pool and install a nanobubbling system that was meant to kill off algae growth. "This was highly sophisticated material, industrial strength, that could last for 100 years, applied by very talented people," Trump explained on Truth Social on June 5. "The material is thick, strong, flexible, and has a natural, beautiful color, the dark blue of the American Flag!"

But it didn't take long for the algae to reappear.

Read: Inside America's ugly birthday battle

The cloudiness of the pool has triggered a predictable descent into polarizing politics: Some Trump supporters have claimed that the water isn't actually green, and others have suggested there's some outside force trying to undermine the pool renovation--and, by extension, Trump himself. Fox News dispatched the producer Johnny Belisario to the National Mall to interview tourists and mock anyone critical of the project. "And the Democrats, they're going to tell you, Oh, there's green algae; it looks soooo bad," he said. "But there's pool guys cleaning it up right now. No other president would do that."

Grant Stinchfield, a conservative host on the Real America's Voice network, made his own trip to the pool and concluded that the water was, in fact, green--but he found that fact suspicious and decided to do some investigating. He interviewed a woman who noticed that the water at the nearby World War II memorial was fine. "I feel like it's sabotage!" Stinchfield concluded. "Is it nefarious? I tend to think so. You wouldn't have so much algae that you see in here--you would not have that that quickly unless somebody did something. I'm telling you! I think they want Trump to fail so badly that they'll come out here and do anything."

I took it upon myself to clear up any murkiness by speaking with some of the country's foremost experts on algae. They were in universal agreement: There's no conspiracy. All of this was utterly predictable. Trump undertook this transformation during the hottest part of the year, when algae flourish, and he made the cement dark blue, which retains even more heat, turning the shallow pool into an algae incubator.

"Algae, particularly blue-green algae, like it hot. So this time of year is their optimal growth period. It's sort of Biology 101," Hans Paerl, a professor of marine and environmental sciences at the University of North Carolina, told me. "This is not rocket science." Don Anderson, the director of the U.S. National Office for Harmful Algal Blooms at the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution, told me that the shallow water in warm weather created the perfect conditions for algae to flourish, and he's baffled why no one appeared to anticipate that, either by using water with fewer of the nutrients that help algae grow, or by sealing the system to prevent residual algae from seeping back into the pool. "This is a pretty simple system to control," he said. "It's the same idea as keeping a swimming pool clean, but it's much larger."

It would have been better to do a project like this one in the fall or winter. As it is, Paerl said he was doubtful that the situation could be reversed. Hydrogen peroxide is one option, he said, but it is expensive to use effectively in a 4-million-gallon pool. In warm weather, multiple applications and enormous quantities may be required. Climate change, he noted, has made these problems only more acute.

Read: Donald Trump's paint jobs

"I think we're just going to have to appreciate that it's green right now," he told me. "And it'll turn blue later. And hopefully the algae blooming in there are not toxic." Oh yes, there's a chance this situation gets even worse. The experts I spoke with were uncertain what species of algae has been growing in the pool but warned that some could be harmful to pets and other animals if they drink it, especially when it's laced with hydrogen peroxide. And that hydrogen peroxide? It may be killing the algae, causing them to release pigments that make the water more blue, but not without side effects. "When you get dead algae in water, there's lots of other problems. It can get stinky," Paerl told me. "It sounds like a horror story that never ends. But it will, in the winter, when the water cools."

Again, all of this was avoidable, Wayne Carmichael, a professor emeritus of biological sciences at Wright State University, told me. "The rush to get it done combined with not using a company that understood pool-water management, plus a serious injection of political hubris, allowed the bloom to happen," he said.

The stink over the Reflecting Pool happens to coincide with a congressional fight over reauthorization of the Harmful Algal Bloom and Hypoxia Research and Control Act. (Yes, really.) Some scientists hope they can use the new petri dish on the Mall as part of their lobbying campaign, but concern is also simmering that the fight against the kind of algae that can harm drinking water, fisheries, and tourism--a topic that has enjoyed bipartisan support--may now enter the political vortex.

No one wants to take responsibility for this money-sucking algae bloom. Eddie Wood--an owner of Atlantic Industrial Coatings, which was paid $14.7 million to line the pool--told me his company is not at fault because they were "only responsible for the installation of a waterproof liner." Representatives from Green Water Solutions--that is the actual name of the company--which provided the $1.7 million nanobubbling system, did not respond to requests for comment. That system is supposed to inject nanobubbles containing the powerful oxidant ozone that can kill algae and break down the organic material they have produced, including their toxins. One of the experts, Anderson, told me that the product can be effective but isn't in all situations, making this particular project "a very expensive trial."

Read: Thank you for your attention to this birthday

The Department of Interior blamed the Obama administration for an earlier renovation "that resulted in massive algae clumps taking over the pool's surface following years of construction that cost taxpayers millions upon millions, only to be broken and disgusting days later." In a lengthy response to my questions, the department's press team stated that the National Park Service is properly maintaining the Reflecting Pool. "Due to deploying the advanced nanobubbler technology, the algae is dead and being vacuumed up as we speak," they wrote in a statement. "We thank President Trump for fixing the Reflecting Pool for good."

Taylor Rogers, a White House spokesperson, said that the new lining "will permanently seal the Reflecting Pool, which previously leaked 16 million gallons per year and wasted countless taxpayer dollars." Given some time, Rogers suggested, the color will improve: "A high-tech nanobubble ozone technology will be deployed to kill the algae and keep the Reflecting Pool crystal clear."

Steve Padler, a Washington local who was watching the cleanup operation, told me he empathized with a problem that has vexed several presidents. But he's frustrated that the Trump administration spent such an "absurd" amount of money trying to find a quick fix to a problem not so easily solved. "It looks like it did before," he said. "It's green."

One of the workers vacuuming the water yesterday told me that he thought their efforts were having an impact, having noticed a difference in the small corner he was working on. Aerial views showed some progress along the edges of the pool, and Reuters launched a livestream for those wanting to watch in real time. Meanwhile, tourists as well as locals are now coming to check out the latest Washington attraction, which reflects not the majesty of the Mall but something more humbling: how clumps of aquatic plant matter foiled the wishes of the most powerful man in the world. And how the president who said he'd drain the swamp has instead created the conditions for a new one.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/06/reflecting-pool-green-blue-trump/687573/?utm_source=feed
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The Conversions of J. D. Vance

Politically and spiritually, the vice president has been on a journey.

by Vivian Salama

Mon, 15 Jun 2026




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

Driving back to his Marine Corps base in North Carolina alone after attending his grandmother's funeral, a despondent J. D. Vance was steering through Virginia's Appalachian Mountains when a combination of slippery roads and bad luck sent his car hurtling toward a guardrail. What came next, he describes as an almost "supernatural experience." Instead of crashing through the guardrail and sliding off the mountain, the car, he says, mysteriously stopped.

"Even during my later years as a strident atheist, the experience sat there inconveniently in the back of my mind," Vance writes in his new book, Communion: Finding My Way Back to Faith. "It was as if it existed to annoy me, to challenge the confidence I had in the laws of the universe and the idea that I sat firmly--and alone--in life's driver's seat."

Communion, a copy of which I obtained in advance of its release tomorrow, reads as a sequel to Vance's first book, Hillbilly Elegy. It is billed as a conversion narrative, a reflection on Vance's 2019 embrace of Catholicism. In an interview, Vance told me that he believes it is appropriate for political leaders "to talk about what influences them, what motivates them, what inspires them." He added that there is a certain "humility and grace" required of political leaders and said it was his aim to project those things in the book.

A memoir is a rite of passage for anyone contemplating a run for president. Vance's first book catapulted him to prominence with its portrait of working-class white America. In the decade since it was published, however, much has changed--both for the country and for Vance.

Communion also tells the story of Vance's other conversion: from ardent Never Trumper to Donald Trump's vice president, a shift that he argues was driven not by ambition but by the belief that Trump had proved himself an effective president. Not that he expects everyone to believe that. "To my critics, it was a politically cynical maneuver to gain political power. I doubt I'll ever change their minds," he writes.

Much of the book is a rumination on matters ethical and spiritual--a perhaps not-so-subtle way to show how he's different from the man currently in the White House, whose office Vance is widely expected to seek two years from now. Although the book doesn't directly address whether the vice president intends to run in 2028, it offers some clues, including a notably softer tone than Vance has frequently employed when doing digital battle with opponents on social media. And the man whom White House Chief of Staff Susie Wiles dubbed a "conspiracy theorist" is not much in evidence.

But Vance does venture beyond his own faith journey to offer commentary on the spiritual health of the country, much of it in line with diagnoses popular among the religious right. He describes America as a nation that has lost its Christian foundations, and he calls Christianity "America's creed" while allowing that one doesn't have to be Christian to be an American. Both political parties, he writes, are "guilty of casting aside the Christian inheritance of our civilization." This, he adds, has had an impact on issues such as marriage rates and population: "Our abandonment of Christian culture has coincided with an apparent decline in our collective will to live."

I told him that I noticed a tonal difference between what he writes in the book and what he's projected to the world, especially in some of his hyper-partisan posts on social media. Even compared with the first book, he curses less in this one. Vance told me he's trying to reduce his use of profanity. Is that, I asked, an effort to appeal to a broader group of voters? "I definitely curse like a sailor," he responded, sidestepping the question while noting that his habit is not ideal with young kids at home and a wife who'd prefer fewer obscenities. "I've tried to cut back on that."

Read: What atheism could not explain 

The book traces Vance's path from religious drift and skepticism of faith during his younger years to his eventual embrace of Catholicism. He writes of an upbringing in which faith was deep-rooted, but also untethered from the Church. "Our family attended church very rarely," he writes. "Our faith was amorphous, tied to family and oral traditions and not to institutional orthodoxy." Many of his foundational religious memories center on his grandmother, whom he calls Mamaw and who largely raised Vance. He describes her religion as unconventional. "She loved to say the f-word, and when she died she owned nineteen loaded handguns," he writes of the woman who is at the heart of Hillbilly Elegy. "Mamaw's God suited her: loving and forgiving, but tough, demanding, and possibly packing."

At one point, Vance acknowledges that his grandmother believed abortion should be legal and felt that the government should stay out of a woman's business--a striking contrast to his own self-described "100 percent pro-life" views, which have shifted in their specifics over time. Vance describes over the course of his childhood and adolescence bouncing among Pentecostal and Southern Baptist congregations, all of them broadly conservative. "I didn't know then about the various theological differences between these churches," he writes. "Nor did I know of the host of mainline Protestant denominations whose teachings aligned more closely with the American Left than the Right."

Catholicism, he writes, was foreign to him, but its teachings, as he got older, began to engage him on an intellectual level "more than anything I'd seen in either the secular or religious worlds I'd previously operated in." He also describes a "rich social tradition" of Catholicism, which fostered in him a deeper understanding about relationships with others, but also with himself. "This resonated with me," he writes.

I was interested to know how he squares this concept of a Christian creed in America with the First Amendment guarantee of separation between Church and state. He pointed to the founding of the country, when many of the original colonies had officially established churches. "There was this recognition that public religion would have a significant role in public life," Vance told me. "We just didn't want Congress mandating or requiring religion, or really getting involved at the federal level in questions of faith."

He insisted that Christian teachings can complement American life. He told me he also embraced the notion that "different people could come at different truths with some broad understanding, but also some disagreement. And that dynamism was, I think, very much part of the American founding too."

After publishing Hillbilly Elegy in 2016, Vance writes, he found a "comfortable niche as a Trump skeptic." He was criticizing Trump "from a conservative perspective while defending his voters," he writes in Communion. (The account soft-pedals the extent of Vance's discomfort with Trump, whom he referred to in 2016 as "reprehensible" and an "idiot" who could well become "America's Hitler." In a story 10 years ago for this magazine, Vance wrote that Trump was "cultural heroin.") Vance explains his stance then in the context of "social rituals" of political commentary: "I was rewarded for saying bad things about Donald Trump even though my background and politics made me an odd fit for elite media culture."

"Trump criticism," he adds, "functioned as social immunity."

But he noticed that his family and friends back in Ohio and Kentucky supported Trump overwhelmingly and were unbothered by his coarse approach to communication. Vance came to believe that he needed to focus less on the "stylistic element" of Trump and pay more attention to his policies. "Part of the reason the anti-Trump conservatives hated Donald Trump," he says, revisiting comments he made to The New York Times, "was that he represented a threat to a way of doing things in this country that has been very good for them." Vance voted for Trump in his losing 2020 bid.

Read: The MAGA intellectual who prophesied a Queen Melania

By the time Vance ran for Senate in 2022, he was fully on board with Trumpism, perpetuating the then-former president's claims of a stolen election, downplaying the gravity of the January 6 attack on the Capitol, and claiming that Democrats had encouraged illegal immigration to grow their support base. With Trump's backing, he won. He recalls being stunned two years later to make Trump's vice-presidential shortlist, given that he was a white senator from a non-swing state, and describes enduring a somewhat jarring vetting process that scrutinized everything, including his marriage ("Have you cheated on your wife?" he says he was asked, in a conversation that included his wife).

Usha, his wife, is Hindu. But Vance credits her with propelling him on his journey back to Christianity, through her openness to exploring the world and challenging received ideas and teachings. There is, he writes, "at least a little irony in the fact that my non-Christian wife helped lead me back to my own Christian faith, and then made it possible for me to discuss the journey on paper. The Lord works in mysterious ways, indeed."

Vance blends together his reflections on faith and politics in Communion, not least in his discussion of the Vatican, an institution with which Vance has been unafraid to tangle. He briefly mentions his meeting last year with Pope Francis, whom he says was more frail than he had expected. (Francis died a day after the meeting.) He also reflects on his conversation with Cardinal Pietro Parolin, who was then viewed as a favorite to be the next pope. He writes that he found the conversations "unsettling" because the Vatican's criticism of the Trump administration's immigration policies struck him as disconnected from the hard choices involved in governance. Vatican officials acknowledged America's right to secure its borders while also urging humane treatment of migrants, but didn't seem to Vance to recognize just how difficult it was to balance the two. "Here I was, the most senior Catholic in the United States government, and the Vatican seemed unwilling to move its moral guidance past the point of trite platitudes," he writes.

The Vatican's stance has become a more direct point of tension under Pope Leo XIV, the first American pontiff. Since his election in May, Leo has emerged as a sharp critic of the administration's immigration policies and its approach to the war with Iran, prompting Vance to publicly defend the White House.

Read: The Pentagon may not be giving Trump the full picture of the war

At a Turning Point USA event at the University of Georgia in April, he admonished the pope to be "careful when he talks about matters of theology," after the pope posted on social media that anyone who is a disciple of Christ "is never on the side of those who once wielded the sword and today drop bombs." The pope's comments were widely interpreted as criticism of the Iran war--a conflict that Trump launched despite his vice president's reservations. Leo has also urged Catholics to heed U.S. bishops' calls for a more humane approach to immigration, arguing that people who have spent years or decades building lives in America deserve to be treated with dignity.

In the book, Vance tries to reconcile his record on immigration--which has included spreading unverified rumors about immigrants in Ohio eating pets--with his Christian beliefs. "Real engagement with the immigration issue requires real engagement with the trade-offs. Law enforcement is an inherently difficult business," he writes. "The difficulty is applying these principles in a messy world with competing values."

In recent months, Trump's once-impenetrable MAGA coalition has begun to show cracks, with divisions emerging over the Iran war and the Epstein files, among other things. I asked Vance if he feels well placed to bridge those divides, both as a possible Trump heir and as a onetime Never Trumper. His answer was carefully calibrated to avoid alienating Trump: "The president is the person most uniquely placed, obviously, as the leader of the party and the leader of the movement," he told me.

If Vance runs in 2028, he'll have to reckon with how he's applied his principles during his service to Trump. Ingratiating himself with the man who has dominated Republican politics for the past decade once seemed an expedient political bet--but not anymore, as Trump's popularity falters. The vice president will soon need to decide how loyal he can afford to be. His latest conversions may not be his last.
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My Descent Into Mah-Jongg

The game seems to be everywhere, all at once.

by Ashley Parker

Mon, 15 Jun 2026




When my mom found out I was planning to travel to Dallas to play in a Lunar New Year mah-jongg tournament, she texted a reasonable query: "Don't they require some level of competence?"

And yet, during the third week of February, I found myself first at a dazzling private home in Dallas, and then at a luxury hotel, sitting down with my more refined counterparts to play in a competition in the epicenter of the country's American mah-jongg resurgence.

First, a bit about how I got here. One of my oldest friends, Catherine--who, like seemingly half of all women in my middle-aged-mom peer group, had suddenly become obsessed with the game--came over to visit one afternoon when I was back in my childhood home for a stretch last summer, helping my mom recover from surgery. Catherine brought her mah-jongg set, along with the promise that she'd teach us and we'd love it and it would be so much fun. Initially, it did not feel particularly fun; it felt like learning a confounding new language, with Chinese characters, complicated rules (and exceptions for every rule), and hard-to-recall new words: crak, pung, chow, bam (and birdbam, another name for one bam, and also an excuse for players drinking alcohol to clink glasses and take a sip). At one point, I realized my brow was actually furrowed, my hands were on my head, and I was having flashbacks to BC Calculus--brain fully engaged, answer still elusive.

"At some point," Catherine assured us, with a sunniness I did not yet feel, "you'll even be able to chat while you play."

I wasn't hooked, but I was intrigued. I liked the way the tiles--colorful and sleek, each the size of a chunky domino--looked and felt, slightly weighty in my hand. I liked how they clacked when I swirled them together or stacked them in neat rows. I liked that I hadn't checked my phone--hadn't been able to, such was the required concentration--as we played. And I liked the promise of the game: that if I put in the effort to learn the tiles and the language and customs and the rules, I could become privy to a subculture of sorts, an activity that connected me not only to my peers but to those who came before. I also realized that to get good, or even competent, I needed to play regularly and continue to be taught, and that is how I began my monthslong descent into the delightful rabbit hole that is mah-jongg.

In the stretch since Catherine gave me that first rudimentary lesson, I have played mah-jongg with one group that meets Tuesday afternoons in a small cafe in downtown Washington, D.C.; another that gets together Wednesday afternoons at a series of rotating locations; and yet another that plays Friday afternoons at the local Jewish community center; at a weekly mah-jongg night at a D.C. public library; at a fundraiser for my 7-year-old's elementary school; in the kitchen of a mom's home in my neighborhood; in the foyer of the home belonging to a woman I met through the Tuesday-afternoon group; in an airport bar with Catherine; with a group of college friends when we gathered at the home of one undergoing a particularly grueling regimen of chemotherapy; with Catherine and another childhood friend during a weekend getaway to Annapolis, Maryland; and at the office of a publicist I'd last talked to nearly two decades ago but whom I reconnected with once I learned she represents Oh My Mahjong, the company that hosted the Lunar New Year tournament. "That's mah-jongg for you!" she said.

I have played American mah-jongg, Chinese classical mah-jongg, and various online versions. I have paid to play and played for free. I have played in casual games with fellow beginners, where lessons were part of the experience, and in more competitive games, where I struggled to keep pace. But what I found, almost everywhere I played, was an incredibly welcoming group of people. Unlike, say, joining a running club--where my postpartum body and slow pace would leave me self-conscious--I never once felt uncomfortable showing up solo to a group full of strangers and announcing, "I'm here to play mah-jongg." The barrier to entry, I found, was almost always just an eagerness to learn. So I bought a $300 ticket for the tournament in Dallas, the equivalent of someone who has just discovered rec-league basketball deciding to show up at WNBA tryouts.

Mah-jongg has hit its loose sesquicentennial, and the game suddenly seems to be everywhere, all at once. Celebrities, too, have been gushing about the pastime. Meghan Markle featured her "Mahj squad" on an episode of her Netflix show, Amy Poehler spoke of her "Mah-jongg May" (presumably like Dry January, but more fun), and Kelly Ripa and Sarah Jessica Parker enthused about the game too. Blake Lively reportedly had her chauffeur bring her bespoke mah-jongg set to a long day of court during her suit against her former co-star Justin Baldoni. And when Oh My Mahjong hosted a suite at the Super Bowl this year for the players' wives, the Patriots' Drake Maye and Hunter Henry both stopped by to play.  I was not entirely surprised, then, to see that designers have gotten in on the action, offering over-the-top sets ranging from $695 (Jonathan Adler) to $14,600 (Hermes). By contrast, a seemingly perpetually sold-out Costco set came in at roughly $100, and stores such as Target and Hobby Lobby offer sets for even cheaper.

I understood the appeal. The beguiling combination of strategy and luck. The state of flow, for a phone-free hour or two. The mental stimulation, not unlike jigsawing a puzzle or inking a crossword. The sensory delight of the tiles and colors. The excuse to gather, and sense of community, because four people are required to play (though you can improvise your way through games with three, or even play "Siamese mahj" with just two). The joy of a book club, without the stress of reading a book. But I also wondered: Why now?

Mah-jongg started sometime in the mid-to-late 1800s around Shanghai's Yangtze Delta area--a part of China known for its rich history of game development--before slowly spreading to the country's urban centers, where it gained popularity as a mostly male, mostly gambling pastime, according to Annelise Heinz, a historian at the University of Oregon. In the early 1900s, an American Standard Oil representative named Joseph Park Babcock became instrumental in introducing the game to other Americans living in China. Along with his wife and business partner, he kicked off mah-jongg's U.S. debut with a massive advertising campaign in 1922. The game was so successful that by 1924, Congress passed a law that included a specific duty category for mah-jongg sets.

"It's hard to overstate how big of a fad this was," Heinz, the author of Mahjong: A Chinese Game and the Making of Modern American Culture, told me. Like most fads, mah-jongg slowly began to fade. It was still played in some pockets (in Chinese American communities, among the wives of Air Force officers), but its next resurgence did not come until the late '30s, this one driven by a group of enterprising Jewish women. As Jewish families entered the middle class and began moving to the suburbs, Heinz told me, these women did not need to work outside the home, but they found themselves bored and isolated in their new communities, looking for ways to connect. So, in 1937, they founded the National Mah Jongg League--which still exists today and has become the unofficial governing body for American mah-jongg--and began tweaking the game, which came to include joker tiles and a changing card that players must purchase anew each year for $14 ($15 for large print).

Until recently, mah-jongg was mainly played by older Chinese Americans (both men and women) and Jewish women. But as I started dabbling in the game, and as my social-media feed mysteriously filled with mah-jongg content, I noticed what I began to think of as the Lilly Pulitzerization of mah-jongg. Or, put more bluntly, Bougie White Woman Mah-Jongg. I was flooded not just with images of mah-jongg mats and tips on how to best deploy my flower tiles (never pass them during the Charleston), but with mah-jongg luxury: beautiful tablescapes of bright pastels (dainty glasses of rose alongside dusty rose tiles), sun-kissed tableaus of "AquaMahj" (floating mah-jongg tables in glinting private pools), offers to upscale mah-jongg retreats, and gauzy photo upon gauzy photo of jauntily dressed, gel-manicured--and, yes, almost always white--women playing mah-jongg. (I should note here that I am white, nominally Jewish, and also partial to gel manicures.)

Although all versions of mah-jongg use, broadly, the same set of tiles, and involve four players around a table forming sets and sequences to try to complete winning hands, variants of the games diverge significantly from there. Many Asian versions more closely resemble gin rummy, and the strategy rests in the much more elaborate scoring. In American mah-jongg, much of the real strategy comes before official play ever begins, when players engage in the "Charleston"--named after the Roaring '20s energetic dance--by passing tiles around the table up to six times. This pregame swapping allows you to begin to make your hand, discarding tiles you don't need, while simultaneously sussing out which tiles your opponents might be hoarding.

The American version of mah-jongg has prompted a backlash, especially against white-owned companies, whose tiles are sometimes unrecognizable to a traditional player familiar with the three main suits--craks (the Chinese characters for the numbers one through nine), bams (short for bamboo), and dots. Even more confusing, the American version's popularity has spawned regional varieties; a "New England" set, for instance, has lobster buoys for dots, sailing boats for craks, and yes, lacrosse-stick and cranberry-bog jokers. When the game has changed so much that a longtime aficionado can't simply sit down and play, then perhaps it is time to reconsider how we got to a moment where some people are claiming to have just discovered an amazing new game that Chinese people have been playing for nearly two centuries--and that, in fact, has already been appropriated at least once.

"It's the capitalization of it. American mah-jongg is the Americanization of mah-jongg, because they've found a way to monetize it," Tim Ma, the chef and owner of Lucky Danger, a Chinese restaurant in D.C., told me. (The game's annually changing card and its required fee, Ma said, are "like Amazon Prime.") Lucky Danger features a red-lantern-lit "hidden" mah-jongg parlor in the back, inspired by the illegal mah-jongg parlor in Jackie Chan's Rush Hour 2.  Ma, a Chinese and Taiwanese American,  grew up playing Taiwanese mah-jongg, and along with his father--the elder Tim Ma--began hosting weekly lessons at his restaurant. As I sat with Ma at one of the self-shuffling mah-jongg tables in "Lucky Club," his gaming den, he explained that he and his dad "are a bit of purists," and personally teach only the Taiwanese and Chinese versions of the game.

Ma was surprised at how quickly their class offerings--which, at one point, included a partnership with a group providing American-mah-jongg lessons--became popular, initially with (again, mainly white) moms from the D.C. suburbs. Ma told me that his dad was born in China, lived through the Communist Revolution, and now "brings all of his Chinese trauma into his class." "He says it in a nice way, but he says, like, 'Why would you do that? Are you not smart?'" Ma said. "People think it's endearing, but I'm like, Can you imagine growing up with this guy?"

Ma described how, when he and his friends play, they put down a bottle of bourbon and click-clack-click until 6 a.m., smoking and drinking and chatting, almost instantaneously calculating their odds and only occasionally glancing at their tiles, when it's their turn to discard. He was amused to see how newbies played: "They're only looking at their tiles and they just keep looking at them, and that's all that happens," he said.

Nicole Wong, the author of Mahjong: House Rules From Across the Asian Diaspora, grew up in Santa Monica, California, the daughter of New Zealand immigrants of Chinese descent. She came of age in the '90s and aughts, when, she told me, being Asian was not considered cool, and she connected with her culture mainly through food. Then, the summer after she graduated college in 2009, Wong went to stay with her paternal grandparents in New Zealand, where they taught her the game. But house rules often differ by family or culture. When she went to a mah-jongg night with some Asian American friends a few years later, she was frustrated to realize that she didn't understand their version of the game, nor her own well enough to teach it to them. And so the Mahjong Project was born, her effort to document her Chinese New Zealand family's mah-jongg rules, which existed primarily as oral traditions, and to gather other variations from across the Asian diaspora.

Wong's reason for learning was personal, but she offered me some theories for the current resurgence. She noted that in the wake of recent anti-Asian violence, younger Asian Americans, especially Gen Zers and Millennials, are eager to reconnect (or, in some cases, just connect) with a culture that they might not have fully appreciated or understood growing up. "What excites me the most about mah-jongg are the opportunities to meet new people, to sit down next to someone in their 70s and hear about their childhood memories of the game and therefore of their life," she said.

And, like nearly everyone else I spoke with, she also mentioned Crazy Rich Asians, the wildly successful 2018 rom-com set in Singapore, which features a pivotal scene--a face-off between a would-be mother-in-law and daughter-in-law--at a mah-jongg parlor. Much like the mah-jongg scene in The Joy Luck Club more than two decades prior, the movie helped push mah-jongg back into popular culture. Following the coronavirus pandemic, Wong said, people were eager to leave their houses and connect with one another, and mah-jongg offered an affordable way to gather with existing friends or make new ones--at a time when this sort of connection was perhaps needed most. "You have to sit; you have to use your mouth to talk to people; you have to use your eyes to look at things--all those very basic human things that can feel woefully out of practice," she said.

Ma grew up watching his family elders play, and was relegated to the kids' table himself. Even now, he told me that he and his cousins--some of whom are in their 60s--have still not been promoted to the adult game. "As long as they have four old Chinese people, they play," he said. "We still play at the kids' table."

But now, he explained, the Americanization of mah-jongg has opened the game to everyone--and ultimately, he thinks more mah-jongg is a good thing. Laughing, he assessed the current moment with both praise and insult. "It's not like, Go sit at the kids' table," Ma told me. "Every table is the kids' table now."

When I traveled to Dallas for the tournament, I finally got a sense of the true cult of American mah-jongg, and how the other half--the mah-jongg one-percenters, if you will--live. On my first night in town, Catherine and I ended up at an event hosted by the Mahjong Country Club, a group of 200 people (with a waiting list double that) who pay $500 a year for membership and play once a week at the estate at which we found ourselves, among other locales. The club also offers small group trips to places such as Aspen, Colorado, and Cabo San Lucas, Mexico. On arrival, the organizers encouraged us to "shop the shed"--a converted pool house featuring mah-jongg sets, mah-jongg jewelry, and Goyard handbags.

The next morning, we met Megan Trottier, the Oh My Mahjong founder, at the company's warehouse, where a neon sign read Modern twist to a timeless tradition. Trottier said she wants her tiles to be recognizable to people who have played for decades, but also "updated and funky." Her line first took off in what I began to think of as the SEC belt--small southern towns and suburbs that have a culture of aspirational hostessing. (The brand has even begun throwing "Oh My Sisterhood" events at sorority houses, and is now the largest American mah-jongg company.) "A lot of our customers are returning customers," Trottier said, explaining that these aficionados swap out their sets, like china or crystal, depending on the season or crowd. A starter kit, which includes tiles, a mat, pushers, and a storage bag starts at about $665. I splurged, spending more than $300 on a solo set of navy "Gatsby" tiles ("classic, refined, and effortlessly sophisticated").

The actual tournament was the extravagant culmination of an already over-the-top whirlwind, with nearly every decoration a shade of pink--an Oh My Mahjong twist on the traditional red for the Lunar New Year. That included a giant Year-of-the-Horse horse that had been assembled in the middle of the bar. Outside, two women in shimmering magenta-fringed cowboy jackets sat astride actual horses, welcoming the players.

I chose a table with three moms slightly younger than me, and we started to play. They all played socially in Dallas, and two also played in a competitive league, but our actual tournament games--we made it through four--were surprisingly chill. In our first game, when one woman realized she was a tile short, we simply let her pick up a new one. And in our second game, when I first incorrectly called a four dot to complete a run of consecutive numbers (you can't call a tile to complete a run, unless it's to win mah-jongg) and then later incorrectly used a joker to complete a run and falsely declare "mah-jongg!," no one cared and we just played on. We kept up a polite patter--"I want to convert my children's room into a mahj room," one said, to which the other cooed, "That would be so perfect"--and I somehow, confusingly, won my table but did not advance to the final round.

As others have observed, the game, at its core, requires you to attempt order from chaos. To play mah-jongg, at least the way I have mainly played it--occasionally with close friends, but more often with casual acquaintances and total strangers--also forces you to pause and focus on something outside of your own life, if only fleetingly.

That I was in Dallas at all continued to surprise me. About a week before the tournament, my dad, who had been sick with dementia for more than a decade, was unexpectedly moved to hospice care. He died on Valentine's Day, two days before I was set to fly out. I debated what to do, but his memorial service wasn't for nearly a week, Catherine and I had already bought tickets, and I rationalized that it would be a good distraction. Finding myself playing mah-jongg in Texas in the period between my dad's death and his memorial was purely coincidental, but what was perhaps less of a coincidence was that I had first learned the game when my mom was recovering after surgery. I had needed a forced break from my daily routine--work, kids, life--before I could even begin to learn the game that helps people slow down.

Once I learned how to pause, I found myself able to breathe during those few days in Dallas. Tears still periodically plinked down my cheeks, and I did not totally abandon myself to the gods of the tiles. But the distance and the distraction, along with an old friend, offered a welcome respite. I thought of my hands (Would it be crazy to go for all winds?) and, just as easily, I thought of my dad. And then, in the days after I returned home, Catherine--mah-jongg set in tow--stopped by my mom's house yet again, for another few games as we waited for my dad's ashes to be returned to us.










This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/06/mahjong-set-tiles-popularity/687482/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The 'Broken Veteran' Excuse

Graham Platner's defenders are playing into a dangerous stereotype about Americans who have fought in war.

by Mike Nelson

Sun, 14 Jun 2026




Graham Platner's victory this week in Maine's Democratic Senate primary would have been a stunning achievement for a political newcomer under any circumstances. What makes it truly remarkable is that Platner pulled this off despite a decades-long trail of questionable behavior: a Nazi tattoo; contemptible written statements about sexual-abuse victims, Black people, and women; admissions of past substance abuse and marital infidelity; allegations of demeaning, disturbing, and physically threatening behavior toward former girlfriends. (Platner has denied any physical intimidation or violence.)

Platner and his surrogates have rolled out a catch-all excuse, meant not only to clarify how he could have made so many bad decisions, but also to shame people who criticize him: Platner, a Marine Corps veteran, was dealing with the heavy emotional burden and mental toll of the wars this nation sent him to fight. It's not his fault. And he's a better person now.

But that argument--and I say this as a veteran of the Afghanistan and Iraq wars--is nonsense, a convenient answer intended to divert the conversation from legitimate questions about Platner's many flaws. It plays on Americans' sympathy for those who have fought in war and overplays the distinction between veterans and civilians. Whether this justification is used cynically or sincerely--or ignorantly--it is insulting to veterans. Many of them suffer from their time in combat but don't engage in the kind of behavior that Platner has. And many of them--despite, or because of, their wartime experience--are among our nation's most accomplished, ethical, hardworking, and patriotic citizens and leaders.

Let me put this as plainly as possible: I know quite literally hundreds of combat veterans, and the soldiers I fought with, to my knowledge, all somehow managed to avoid getting Nazi tattoos. It doesn't take much effort to avoid being inked with an SS symbol.

Mike Nelson: Condemning a Nazi tattoo shouldn't be this hard

Platner himself has said repeatedly that much of his bad behavior stemmed from his war experience. "I've been very up front since the beginning of this campaign that that was a pretty dark period of my life after I came back from my combat service," he recently told MS NOW's Chris Hayes, admitting to "not being a good boyfriend" and "self-medicating with alcohol." He has spoken about having PTSD and, in an interview with The New York Times, described an incident in which his friend was badly injured when their vehicle got hit by an IED in Iraq. The morning after his primary win, Platner said that he had only started to feel like himself again in 2021, and added, "I wake up every single morning just trying to be a little bit better and a little bit kinder than the way I was before."

His surrogates echo this defense, which plays into the dangerous and condescending stereotype of American veterans as broken people. Speaking at a Platner rally a few days before the primary, Representative Ro Khanna acknowledged that some of Platner's past relationships were "toxic and volatile," before pivoting to: "But we need to have an honest conversation in this country. We broke thousands of young men by sending them into dumb wars." Senator Chris Van Hollen has defended Platner, saying, "Let's take a couple issues, including the comments he's made in the past. I mean, he's been very clear that he went into combat on behalf of the United States. He went through a really rough period, PTSD-type period."

According to this logic, Platner is not responsible for his own actions. The burdens he carries excuse things he has done over the course of two decades--in the military, after returning to civilian life, and apparently up until he decided to run for Senate.

Some of these defenses are well-intentioned. They suggest an admiration for the sacrifices that veterans have made. Perhaps some civilians feel unqualified to judge people who have served and who may well still experience the effects of their time overseas. The chasm between those who have been in combat and those who've only watched news of it is massive and growing: A smaller percentage of Americans served in the global War on Terror than in any other major war over the past century. This can lead some civilians to be overly deferential to veterans, who are, after all, human.

But showing respect to the point of refusing to judge someone's questionable actions is a version of what George W. Bush called "the soft bigotry of low expectations." Some Americans seem to view Afghanistan and Iraq veterans almost as an alien species, whose experiences cannot be understood and who therefore have a separate set of expectations. This attitude reduces an incredibly diverse group of individuals to the "broken veteran" cliche.

In some cases, Platner supporters who are veterans themselves have tried to lend credibility to this explanation. In a Substack essay published shortly before the primary, Daniel Barkhuff, the founder of Veterans for Responsible Leadership, a super PAC that endorsed Platner, wrote: "He said dumb things. He did dumb things." Platner, Barkhuff added, seems to have "the sort of impulsive aggressiveness that is curated and encouraged in ground combat units where 99% of your problems can be solved by getting more violent and faster than the other guy. None of that is hidden, and none of it needs to be excused." Barkhuff explained that he himself has used offensive language in online arguments. But that analogy doesn't amount to much of a defense of Platner, whose troubling history goes well beyond a few bad words.

Platner and his supporters frequently talk about his personal story as one of redemption and recovery after his time at war. "Graham clearly made a mistake. What I appreciated about him is he owned that mistake. He took responsibility for it," Representative Seth Moulton said in reference to Platner's tattoo. But has he owned his mistakes? Although Platner claims that he didn't know the significance of his Nazi Totenkopf tattoo, others have disputed this. His former campaign political director said that Platner "knows damn well what it means." A former romantic partner, Lyndsey Fifield, told The New York Times that Platner had referred to the tattoo years ago as "my Totenkopf." When Hayes asked Platner about a text in which Fifield referred to the "Nazi tattoo on his chest" before the tattoo became public, Platner responded, "Well, she certainly didn't send that text to me." His denial proved even more absurd when an unnamed second former romantic partner told The New York Post that she'd had a conversation with Platner about the tattoo and its Nazi meaning in 2021, and shared screenshots demonstrating her awareness of the tattoo prior to the public disclosure.

In reaction to a New York Times story in which Fifield alleged that Platner had grabbed her, pushed her, and twisted her arm, Platner denied not only that behavior but also that he and Fifield had ever dated, despite contemporaneous texts and social-media posts suggesting that they had been in a relationship. Platner's campaign has also attacked Fifield, who has been active in conservative circles, as a political operative, though the Times found no evidence that Fifield was acting on Collins's behalf. Part of redemption is accounting for one's faults, and targeting the people who bear witness to those faults is not accountability--it's defensiveness. When Morning Joe's Mika Brzezinski recently asked Platner whether additional controversies might come out, Platner said, "There's nothing out there that's actually concerning. People will make everything seem very concerning."

Elizabeth Bruenig: Yet more damning revelations about Graham Platner

I have seen veterans deal with the very real stresses of America's long wars--physical wounds as well as psychological ones that linger after witnessing death and carnage, or coming close to it oneself. The separation from home, family, and social networks to deploy to high-stress and high-risk environments, repeated cyclically over the course of decades, took a toll on every veteran of the War-on-Terror generation--whether they deployed once or a dozen times, whether they were directly in harm's way or far from the explosions. Many veterans have sunk into substance abuse or engaged in questionable personal behavior, and I can understand why. Some no doubt have felt the need to "cut loose," and we shouldn't be surprised that the kinds of people who sign up to exit an aircraft mid-flight might also have a high risk tolerance in their personal lives.

But even if Platner's pattern of behavior isn't unique, that doesn't mean it's representative of the experiences or choices of the great majority of people who have served. And if all veterans who have suffered or stumbled deserve help and treatment, that doesn't mean their hardship is a blanket excuse for immoral behavior. Everyone is responsible for the choices they make. That's a lesson we learn in the military.

Anyone who claims that this kind of baggage is the cost of getting "regular" people--and specifically veterans--to run for office doesn't realize how smug and out of touch that claim is. This argument implies that veterans are all a bunch of drunks with a history of contemptible beliefs and actions. We can't claim to pay tribute to veterans while holding them to such low standards. This logic also ignores the many veterans who have entered public life without such questionable pasts.

Veterans are a part of American society, and many will continue to run for public office. But their status as veterans, though an important component of their story, should never excuse decisions they have made. Nor should veteran candidates use their service as automatic proof of their worthiness for office. If a candidate wishes to make his wartime service an essential part of why voters should select him, then he should highlight the traits he wishes to bring to the office, not dismiss the traits he wishes them to ignore.
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Thank You for Your Attention to This Birthday

President Trump will welcome 80 with bright lights and fighting.

by Jonathan Lemire

Fri, 12 Jun 2026




Donald Trump is old. The president turns 80 on Sunday, becoming the second man to mark that milestone birthday in office. The other, of course, was his predecessor, Joe Biden. Neither particularly likes to be reminded of his age, and both have had White House aides furiously try to stymie any attempts to question their fitness for office. But that's about where the similarities end when it comes to how each man prepared to ring in his ninth decade.

Biden said little about his 80th as it approached, in November 2022, as if wishing to avoid contributing to the debate over whether he was too old to seek reelection. He stayed out of sight and quietly marked the occasion with an understated brunch that fell between his granddaughter's wedding and a Thanksgiving trip to Nantucket. Trump, however, is building an illuminated octagon with a 92-foot-tall portable-canopy stage, known as the "Claw," on the White House South Lawn, where he and thousands of spectators will watch half-naked men brutally assault each other. To each their own, I guess.

Trump's fight night is not solely for his birthday; it's part of several weeks of events in Washington, D.C., to mark the nation's 250th anniversary--and, hey, it's also Flag Day. But it's mostly about celebrating Trump, who first suggested staging a UFC fight at the White House not long after he won the 2024 election. The White House soon connected the fight with the birthdays of Trump and the nation. The more than $60 million event is so Trump; he is fond of over-the-top spectacles, he's pals with UFC President and CEO Dana White, and he has attended multiple mixed martial arts fights across his two terms (I was in the press pool covering one in 2019 when a fighter got knocked unconscious right in front of us).

Read: Inside America's ugly birthday battle

He's certainly getting a spectacle. The Claw towers over the executive mansion and has clear sight lines to the Washington Monument. It's lit up in patriotic red, white, and blue, and sometimes blasts Vegas-nightclub-style spotlights into the sky. The bleachers can seat 4,300 people for seven fights on Sunday night. A few of the fighters may even enter the octagon from the Oval Office. For some, this is Trump's latest assault on the character and history of "the People's House," following the destruction of the East Wing for a proposed ballroom and the paving-over of the Rose Garden for a dinner patio. Last week, Trump compared the Claw to the Eiffel Tower and joked (I think?) that, just like the Paris landmark, the stage could be a temporary attraction turned permanent part of his ongoing effort to remake Washington in his image.

Although it's unlikely that Trump will publicly dwell on his advancing age, he's certainly not hiding from his birthday. This is all part of an in-your-face presidency, one meant to dominate and overwhelm, to blot out the sun. Prices are high, the Iran war is not going well, Republicans are panicking over November's midterms, and polls show that a majority of Americans believe that the president's priorities are misplaced. But Trump doesn't care. He is simply doing what he wants, which is to be the center of all things, political consequences be damned.

The president has told confidants that he has become more aware of his mortality since he was nearly assassinated in Butler, Pennsylvania, two summers ago. His first term seems downright docile compared with the frenetic pace at which he is conducting Trump 2.0. A longtime Trump friend told me, on the condition of anonymity to discuss private conversations, that the president "can hear the clock ticking." Trump knows that term limits will end his time in office, the friend explained, but the president "can read an actuarial table too." Trump's parents lived until they were 93 (his dad) and 88 (his mom). Questions have begun to swirl about Trump's own health, focused on his bruised hands and swollen ankles and penchant for dozing off in front of the White House press pool. Whatever the motivation, Trump seems focused on cramming in as much as he can as quickly as he can--and racing to accumulate presidential power and wealth for himself and his family.

Read: The YOLO presidency

Trump has cut back on domestic travel, he is doing little to campaign for fellow Republicans, and he barely made an effort to sell this Congress's signature piece of legislation, the One Big Beautiful Bill Act, to the country. He holds fewer rallies than he once did, causing him to lose connection with his supporters while he surrounds himself with sycophants and rich friends. When he does leave the White House, in most cases it's to go to one of his own clubs or a luxury box at a sporting event. (On Monday, he showed up at Madison Square Garden for an NBA Finals game and was blamed by some for ending the New York Knicks' 13-game winning streak. When he skipped Wednesday's game, the Knicks responded with a record-setting comeback win.) Trump has become obsessed with seeking vengeance against his political foes and has abandoned his promise to bring prices down, even mocking the nation's affordability crisis. Many midterm elections are decided based on the economy, and Republicans have cringed when Trump, in recent days, has said things such as, "I don't think about Americans' financial situation," and, "I love the inflation." The GOP is now at risk of losing both chambers of Congress.

But Trump seems indifferent to the criticisms and is instead focused on his entry in the history books. He's drawn to attempting to achieve things that his predecessors could not, including seizing territory for the United States (Greenland, for sure, but maybe Canada, too) and toppling antagonistic regimes (Venezuela, Iran, possibly Cuba). But the war in Iran has not gone according to plan: The hard-liners in Tehran have been emboldened as oil prices have soared. Efforts to bring the conflict to a close have so far failed. This week, hostilities reignited. And back at home, Trump has treated the nation's capital as his own plaything, restoring the Lincoln Memorial Reflecting Pool, adding his name to the Kennedy Center (only to have a judge order its removal), and planning to build a triumphal arch that would obscure the view between the Lincoln Memorial and Arlington National Cemetery.

Which is why, I suppose, he thought nothing of using the nation's most symbolic address as the backdrop for his bloody birthday bash.

President Theodore Roosevelt had been a boxer at Harvard and would occasionally spar at the White House. But, to the best of my knowledge, Trump is the first president to toast his birthday with a blood sport. Some took Biden's low-key approach; Jimmy Carter, for instance, treated his birthday like any other workday, save for a piece of pistachio cake. Neither George Washington nor Abraham Lincoln was fond of public celebrations for their own birthdays (yet they became state and federal holidays anyway; it's a safe bet that Trump wouldn't object to such honors).

But other presidents have gone big: Ronald Reagan, who held the title of oldest president until Biden and Trump came along, didn't shy away from birthdays and hosted a big gathering for his 75th. One of Lyndon B. Johnson's birthdays fell on the final day of the 1964 Democratic National Convention, so he accepted his nomination in front of a celebrating, singing crowd. Franklin D. Roosevelt, whose time in office was defined by the Great Depression and World War II, used his birthdays as fundraising events that eventually became the March of Dimes. Years later, Bill Clinton turned 50 with a fundraiser at Radio City Music Hall. Barack Obama celebrated the same milestone with a star-studded outdoor barbecue on the same lawn that now hosts the UFC cage. The most famous presidential birthday party was for John F. Kennedy's 45th, a fundraiser held at Madison Square Garden that will be forever remembered for Marilyn Monroe's sultry rendition of "Happy Birthday, Mr. President."

Assuming that the weather cooperates (thunderstorms are in the forecast), how will history recall Trump's festivities? Perhaps they will be remembered as an ideal representation of his id, or as a testament to excess at a time of war and economic worry. Or maybe the UFC fights will become a historical curiosity that's remembered mainly by the fighters, their broken bones and bloodied noses souvenirs of the night they did battle in a makeshift cage outside the White House.
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Inside America's Ugly Birthday Battle

The Trump administration broke an agreement to fund the bipartisan semiquincentennial celebrations, saying it will not "light taxpayer money on fire."

by Michael Scherer

Thu, 11 Jun 2026


President Trump leaves the stage after speaking at the Iowa State Fairgrounds in Des Moines on July 3, 2025. (Andrew Caballero-Reynolds / AFP / Getty)



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

Years before Poison's Bret Michaels, Young MC, and the Commodores dropped out of this summer's concert series on the National Mall celebrating America's 250th birthday, planners envisioned a Smithsonian-led blockbuster festival stretching from the Washington Monument to the U.S. Capitol that would be open to all and free of partisanship. They wanted a party bigger than the Folklife Festival, an annual two-week summer exhibition, and much longer-lasting. This new "Festival of Festivals" would focus on the semiquincentennial, with four to six weeks of performances, workshops, and displays to "celebrate the nation's successes," "contemplate the consequences of our history," and "commit to advancing our multicultural democracy," according to a November 27, 2023, memo that I obtained.

But last summer, with little fanfare, President Trump took control of the event and renamed it. While campaigning, he had promised to work with all 50 state governors to put on his own "Great American State Fair" at the Iowa State Fairgrounds. Last July, he traveled to Iowa to announce a change of plans: "a giant patriotic festival next summer on the National Mall featuring exhibits from all 50 states." The announcement got little attention, because at the same event, Trump said this about congressional Democrats: "I hate them." The Smithsonian quietly recast the Festival of Festivals as a series of events around the country.

So began Trump's multipronged takeover of the historic celebrations, which will culminate on July 4--the 250th anniversary of the signing of the Declaration of Independence--amid growing disarray and conflict, according to documents I obtained and interviews with 10 people involved in the planning or oversight of the event, most of whom requested anonymity because they are not authorized to speak publicly.

They described frayed trust and growing conflict that has become so acrimonious that the Department of the Interior is refusing to honor a December agreement with America250, a bipartisan group authorized by Congress in 2016 to plan the nation's festivities. A memorandum of agreement I obtained shows that the department pledged to transfer $50 million in congressional appropriations by February 1, but only $25 million has been delivered so far. "Spending taxpayer money on frivolous, poorly attended events and D.C. consultants who are trying to get rich off America's 250th is the exact opposite of what was intended," the Department of the Interior press office told me yesterday in an unsigned statement, when I asked why the America250 money had not been transferred. "This administration will not light taxpayer money on fire. Full stop."

Democratic and Republican lawmakers have expressed frustration at the breakdown, with one House committee opening its own investigations into the Trump administration's handling of taxpayer funding for America's birthday party. "This is straight out of It's a Wonderful Life, when Henry Potter steals George Bailey's money and tries to drive him to the brink," one commissioner for America250 told me. "With less than a month away from this historic milestone, there is just no room for politics, and we remain hopeful that cooler heads will prevail."

Trump's team is similarly frustrated. The White House created its own rival group, Freedom 250, late last year to improve on the existing plans. Trump aides now accuse the bipartisan group of resisting the rightful role of the commander in chief to put his own mark on the celebrations. "America250 can't get over the fact that Trump won," Trump's former co-campaign manager Chris LaCivita, who worked as a top contractor for America250 last year before switching to Freedom 250, told me. "They want to apologize for America's 250th. We don't."

The discord broke into public view late last month when seven music acts bowed out of the Great American State Fair after they learned that Freedom 250, not the bipartisan planners, were organizing it. Trump angrily canceled the live-music series and pledged to make the event more explicitly political. Days later, he announced a June 24 rally on the National Mall to launch the state fair, an event he is now billing as a "Rally to end all Rallies," featuring him as the centerpiece and no "singers with no talent." He invited U.S. military bands; the country singer Lee Greenwood, whose "God Bless the U.S.A." was Trump's campaign walk-out song; and the opera tenor Christopher Macchio, who sang at Trump's 2025 inauguration.

Some supporters of America250, which is backed by a bipartisan caucus of 421 federal lawmakers, view this event as further proof that Trump always planned to remake the national celebration in his image. They point to a draft Freedom 250 document, which details how organizers could encourage Americans to host their own events--town halls or rallies, say, "around a core America First issue" such as parental rights, free speech, and election integrity. Cathy Gillespie, a lifelong Republican who has been an America250 commissioner for eight years, told me in a statement that her group's mission is to "honor and celebrate" the anniversary "in a way that engages and inspires all Americans, regardless of political affiliation." She added, "There is nothing anywhere that validates a claim it has failed in this mission, let alone apologize for our 250th Anniversary."

But with weeks to go, relations between the two sides could deteriorate further, potentially marring a national event that both say should be unifying. The White House spokesperson Davis Ingle told me in a statement that the celebrations "shouldn't be ruined by people or organizations more concerned with partisanship and apologizing for America than celebrating the greatest nation in history." Late last month, America250's leadership sent a letter to Trump inviting him to participate in the events, including a ball drop at midnight on July 3 in Times Square, a concert in Los Angeles, and the burying of a time capsule in Philadelphia.

Discussions have followed, but the president has not yet committed to attending. Kellyanne Conway, another Republican America250 commissioner who has spoken with Trump about the celebrations, has been pushing to lower temperatures. "America's birthday party will be epic," she told me in a statement. "I have witnessed more collaboration than confrontation, and hope all can operate toward the same goal."

At first, the two teams worked as one. Trump had publicly shared his vision for the 250th celebration in a May 2023 campaign video. Festivities would last an entire year, starting in 2025 on Memorial Day, he explained, and would include a Great American State Fair, a high-school athletic competition called the Patriot Games, a National Garden of American Heroes with sculptures, and a prayer event. None of those ideas appeared on the congressional planners' agenda, but the two teams agreed that there was still time to add more events.

The America250 chair, Rosie Rios, who had served as the U.S. treasurer during the Barack Obama presidency, sent a November 2024 memo to Trump asking him to issue an executive order to mobilize federal resources for the celebrations, according to an annual report released in January. She also suggested that Trump invite King Charles III for a visit, to replicate Queen Elizabeth's 1976 visit to mark the bicentennial. He took her up on both suggestions.

Read: The King's admirer in chief

Rios brought on a number of Trump's top advisers, including LaCivita, the fundraiser Meredith O'Rourke, and Justin Caporale, the producer of Trump's political events. The White House then appointed Ariel Abergel--a former producer at Fox News who had worked for First Lady Melania Trump--as America250's executive director.

When Trump wanted to stage a military parade in Washington, D.C., on his birthday last June to commemorate the Army's 250th anniversary, America250 allowed the president's team to raise money for that and for a series of other Trump-focused events through their nonprofit operation. The parade--along with Trump's speech in Iowa, his remarks at the 2025 West Point graduation, and a speech at Fort Bragg--were paid for with more than $30 million that the Trump team routed through the group, according to the America250 annual report. Sponsorships came from companies seeking Trump's favor, such as Palantir, Amazon, Oracle, and Coinbase, and the group reported an $849,000 "fundraising fee and commission" for these programs, according to America250 documents. Some of the money raised went to other programs, including a plan for mobile museum exhibits.

But relations became strained last July after Trump declared his hatred of the Democrats at the Iowa rally, as the crowd waved America250 signs. Around the same time, Abergel suggested to four commissioners that they resign, angering some in the organization and raising concern on Capitol Hill. He pushed internally for America250 to focus more on televised events, not the less visible programming at the core of the effort. In September, he used the group's official Instagram account to post "God bless Charlie Kirk" after the conservative activist's assassination. Abergel was pushed out of the organization.

Tensions also emerged over money. America250 had initially planned to request $100 million in onetime funding from the Republican-backed One Big Beautiful Bill Act in 2025, according to an account given by America250 organizers to investigators of the House Natural Resources Committee, which I obtained. But at LaCivita's recommendation, America250 changed the ask to $150 million, with the understanding that $100 million would finance America250 programming and the remaining $50 million would be spent by the White House for its own 250th events, they told the investigators. Congress assigned the Interior Department to distribute the funds.

After the bill passed, leaders of America250--which then employed LaCivita, Caporale, and O'Rourke--met with the White House staff, including Vince Haley, the director of the domestic-policy council. Caporale drafted a budget for the coming 18 months, which I obtained, that projected about $130 million in spending on America250 projects, a number that presumed $100 million in federal funds from the One Big Beautiful Bill and $30 million in other appropriations, according to the America250 response to House investigators. Under the plan, America250 expected O'Rourke to raise $85 million in private funds that would pay mostly for the programming championed by Trump, including the Great American State Fair, the Navy and Marine celebrations that fall, and the Patriot Games.

The agreement fell apart, as commissioners for America250 pushed for distance from the events that Trump's team was planning, and the president's advisers began raising questions about America250 spending. In November, with the support of America250, Trump's advisers set up Freedom 250 as a LLC inside the nonpartisan National Park Foundation and began raising money for celebrations in the Washington area. America250 agreed to focus elsewhere in the country. The original talking points for the group described Freedom 250 as "complementary and reinforcing" with America250, designed to "unite Americans across political, geographic, and demographic lines." But instead, it has become a rival effort, taking an increasing share of federal funding, scooping up donations, and assuming responsibility for long-planned events while sometimes placing Trump at the center of the celebrations.

Corporate-sponsorship packages for Freedom 250 offered top donors access to a "thank you reception hosted by President Donald J. Trump," along with VIP access and speaking opportunities for events. Donors who give more than $2.5 million have been promised a "dedicated" press release announcing their support and a "historic" photo opportunity with Trump. A list of donors has not been disclosed, but the defense contractor Northrop Grumman and the manufacturer John Deere, which are also America250 donors, were announced in Freedom 250 press releases as "partners."

Read: The YOLO presidency 

Trump's campaign advisers who'd initially worked for America250 left and became major vendors for Freedom 250. Caporale's firm, Event Strategies Inc., which organized the Army parade for Trump last summer, began producing Trump's 250th program. Trump's campaign-merchandise vendor, a Louisiana-based firm called Ace Specialties, began operating the Freedom 250 online storefront, which offered similar merchandise as the America250 store.

The dueling celebrations of the nation were often at odds. On New Year's Eve, Freedom 250 spent about $3 million to broadcast a light show on the Washington Monument, an idea that America250 had originally developed. America250 spent about $4 million for a televised New Year's promotion in Times Square of its America Gives volunteer initiative. America250 partnered with the NFL during this year's Super Bowl; Freedom 250 bought ad time around the event to promote its own brand. While America250 promoted its America's Field Trip program, a patriotic-essay-writing contest that allowed schoolkids to win trips to historic landmarks, Freedom 250 launched the American Heroes Student Art Contest, with a trip to the Great American State Fair as the prize.

America250 adopted "350 for 250" as its motto around the time Trump retook office, a reference to the congressional mandate to include all 350 million Americans in the semiquincentennial celebration. Trump's advisers began using a variation of the slogan--"250 for 250"--to promote the construction of a 250-foot-tall memorial arch by Arlington National Cemetery. The planned arch, which is yet to begin construction and is opposed by Democrats, has been included in promotional images for the Great American State Fair.

The nastiest fights have arisen over money. Trump-administration officials signaled late last year that America250's programming would not receive $100 million from the One Big Beautiful Bill. Instead, the National Park Service, which was handling the funds for the Interior Department, signed a memorandum of agreement with America250 in December to transfer $50 million to the group by February 1. The full amount never arrived.

"We thought we'd taken care of that in last year's budget--$150 million for America250, promised $50 million; they only received $25 so far," Senator Lisa Murkowski of Alaska, a Republican who is a member of the America250 commission, said at an April hearing with Secretary of the Interior Doug Burgum. "I am still concerned about this additional $25 million that was to be directed to America250."

"We are working closely with the White House on that, and so we'll get back to you," Burgum responded. The Interior press office suggested yesterday that the money would not be coming anytime soon. "The Trump administration has been clear since day one that we will be good stewards of taxpayer money," it told me in a statement. "The Memorandum of Understanding signed with all 250th related entities made that clear."

The Trump team now says that it became concerned about the cost of America250's programming. It inquired about the decision to provide Rios with an apartment in Washington. "There are serious concerns about America250's accountability," one person in Trump's orbit who is familiar with the discussions told me. "Since 2016, the organization has received over $120 million in public and private funding per their own documents. Now they claim a budget deficit, and they need another $130 million? What about their bloated budget and lame programming is worth $250 million?"

Trump's team was particularly concerned about America's Field Trip, an essay-writing contest that has provided trips for 275 students and their chaperones to historic locales across the country, along with $500 cash awards for an equal number of runners-up. The budget for the program is not fixed, but one projection I viewed put it at $10.4 million over eight years, or about $38,000 per field-trip winner. "Whatever way you cut the math, it doesn't work," the person in Trump's orbit said.

Representatives of America250 rejected the suggestion that money had been mishandled, and they pointed out that the goal of the field-trip project was to engage students across the country, not just to award prizes. More than 20,000 students have submitted patriotic essays as part of the program. The group has re-budgeted its programming to account for the decreased allocations from the One Big Beautiful Bill, though it continues to seek the second $25 million promised in the Interior agreement. "Any claim that America250 has misused taxpayer resources or operated as a partisan organization is completely unfounded and wrong," Gillespie said. The Washington apartment used by Rios was rented for use by any America250 commissioner, who all work as volunteers, after it was determined that the arrangement would be less expensive than renting hotel rooms, an America250 official told me.

Read: Donald Trump's paint jobs

From December to April, the Interior Department transferred $68 million to the National Park Foundation, which houses Freedom 250, for semiquincentennial programming, according to federal records. The White House also asked the department to transfer other funds to the Defense Department to pay for the Navy and Marine 250th celebrations last fall, according to the person in Trump's orbit familiar with the discussions.

At the same time, the Trump administration has given Washington a glam-up ahead of the summer's festivities, upsetting some Democrats. Federal payment records show that since the start of November, the Interior Department has transferred about $98 million from the National Park Service's entry-fee program to beautification efforts around D.C., including the retrofit of the Reflecting Pool and multiple nearby fountains and monuments.

All of this spending by Trump's team is now the subject of a Democratic investigation in the House, an inquiry that could expand if the party wins control of Congress in the November elections. "We've found a lot in our investigations and will keep digging," Representative Jared Huffman of California, the ranking member of the House Natural Resources Committee, told me in a statement, "but it seems pretty clear this con man is at it again and has co-opted America's birthday to rake in foreign donations, siphon taxpayer dollars from the legitimate America 250 into this shadowy LLC, and use it all to celebrate himself instead of the country."

Republicans on the same committee, meanwhile, have attacked America250 while praising Freedom 250. "The America250 organization had ten years to prepare for this historic milestone, yet they have been accused of mismanaging taxpayer dollars," Representative Addison McDowell of North Carolina told me in a statement. "Freedom 250 is celebrating our country in the patriotic way it deserves."

Public Employees for Environmental Responsibility, a group that represents federal workers, has also filed a lawsuit to force Interior to turn over more documents detailing spending on Freedom 250 and separate spending by the National Park Service to prepare Washington-area monuments for the summer events. "This really doesn't feel like a bipartisan celebration that is inclusive of all Americans," PEER Executive Director Tim Whitehouse told me. "This feels like a political prop show for the president."

Read: The most interesting part of Trump's prayer rally

At the Department of the Interior, employees have been instructed to treat Freedom 250 as a trusted partner. In an April 30 internal National Park Service email that I reviewed, the agency urged its staff to wear Freedom 250 commemorative pins on their uniform lapels. Those who do not wear uniforms were told to wear the pin with business attire "as a mark of Esprit de Corps." Park Service volunteers were also encouraged to wear the pin.

"This pin serves as a symbol of our shared history and commitment to the values of service and liberty that have defined this nation for two and a half centuries," the email to staff reads. The Park Service said in the email that the pins, which retail individually for $8 on the Freedom 250 website, could be ordered in batches of "100 or more" from Trump's campaign vendor in Louisiana. "Any insinuation that employees were tasked with buying Freedom 250 pins is categorically false," the Interior press office told me in a statement.

The Smithsonian, meanwhile, is moving ahead with its 250th celebrations, far from the controversy in Washington. The Festival of Festivals will now take place in 27 states and two territories, according to the Smithsonian, integrating the federal museum programming into far-flung events that were already planned. While Trump gathers Americans for his rally and fair, the Smithsonian will make appearances at Farm Aid, a Virginia Beach concert organized by the musicians Willie Nelson, Neil Young, and Dave Matthews that is scheduled for September, and at Burning Man, an annual arts bacchanal in the Nevada desert. The Burning Man plan, according to Smithsonian officials, is to set up a "mobile recording station" where revelers can give five-to-10-minute oral-history interviews "on culture, identity, and democracy" for the 250th.
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Trump Isn't Giving Up on His Slush Fund

Despite insisting that a $1.776 billion "anti-weaponization" fund has been scrapped, the administration is quietly assuring allies that payout plans remain on track.

by Sarah Fitzpatrick

Thu, 11 Jun 2026




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

When Acting Attorney General Todd Blanche appeared before Congress last Tuesday, senior administration officials hoped that his testimony would be enough to quell the uproar over a $1.776 billion payout scheme for Trump loyalists, including January 6 rioters. "We're not moving forward with the fund," he told a House appropriations subcommittee.



But Blanche, who was not under oath, refused requests from a representative to put that in writing. He asked instead for Congress to take him at his word that President Trump's politically inconvenient project for rewarding those who were allegedly victimized by the Biden-era Justice Department had truly been abandoned.



It turns out that it's not that simple. Behind the scenes, Justice Department and other Trump-administration officials have quietly assured allies that plans for some form of payout remain on track. I spoke with eight people familiar with the so-called Anti-Weaponization Fund--including current and former Justice Department officials, current and former members of Congress, a defense attorney, and political operatives close to the administration. All said that Justice Department officials and people close to the White House have indicated that the payout idea has not actually been scrapped. Rather, they say, officials are exploring whether elements of the fund can be reactivated while also examining alternative arrangements to make sure loyalists get compensated. Across the administration, and even within the Justice Department, officials have differing perspectives on whether the fund itself will ultimately be restored. But either way, officials see a path forward for the government to pay those who say they are victims of supposed government "weaponization."

A White House official told me in response to a list of emailed questions that "any speculation about potential future actions is just that--speculation. President Trump remains committed to addressing Biden-era weaponization." A senior DOJ official who was familiar with the department's plans said there have been no discussions at the highest levels about reviving the fund since Blanche testified, though the official acknowledged DOJ was a large institution and there may have been conversations at lower levels.



Those familiar with the internal conversations--all of whom spoke with me on the condition of anonymity because they feared possible retaliation--told me that the work is being kept quiet while the Trump administration waits for opposition to the fund to blow over. Crucially, the administration is also trying to avoid a fight over the payout plan, which has been deemed a political slush fund by critics, while the Senate considers Blanche's nomination for attorney general.



Read: Trump might already be a lame duck



Republican John Curtis of Utah suggested to reporters earlier this month that holding up Blanche's nomination was an option for the Senate, noting that congressional amendments are "not our only chance to kill the fund." Republican Thom Tillis of North Carolina, who has grown vocal in his criticism of the administration as he heads toward retirement, has indicated that he may not vote to confirm Blanche unless the fund is truly dead. Republicans currently maintain a slim majority on the Senate Judiciary Committee, and Republicans I spoke with acknowledged that defections over the fund could prevent a nomination from moving out of the committee, though it is too early to know for sure, given that the process could take weeks. But Republicans have little margin for error if they want the nomination to go to the full Senate. Blanche's confirmation depends in part on his ability to convince skeptical Republican senators that the fund is no longer a live possibility.



Shortly after Trump took office for the second time, the White House asked the Justice Department and Trump's legal advisers to find a way to reimburse him and those close to him for the millions of dollars in legal expenses he has incurred, including over the Mueller probe into his campaign's relationship with Russia as well as multiple impeachments and criminal investigations. That effort was later combined with a separate but related push by Trump supporters to pursue financial restitution for those convicted of crimes related to January 6, providing a broader context for a massive transfer of taxpayer dollars from the government to those who have been charged with, and in many cases convicted of, federal crimes.



On May 18, Blanche announced the establishment of a $1.776 billion Anti-Weaponization Fund as part of a settlement to a suit brought by Trump, his sons, and the Trump Organization against the IRS and Treasury Department. The settlement resolved claims related to the disclosure of Trump's tax returns, and a subsequent addendum barred the IRS from auditing the tax returns of Trump, his family, and his businesses. A DOJ press release highlighted Blanche's central role in the fund's creation and administration, explaining that he would appoint a five-member commission to decide who would get paid, and how much. The president was given the authority to remove any of the commission's members. "The machinery of government should never be weaponized against any American, and it is this Department's intention to make right the wrongs that were previously done while ensuring this never happens again," Blanche said at the time.



The announcement provoked bipartisan criticism. Democrats pointed out that the fund could be used to pay January 6 defendants who had assaulted police officers. Some Republican critics said the same, while noting that the political optics of paying taxpayer money to presidential allies would be terrible for the party at a time of rising gas prices and other costs. Tillis derided the fund as a "payout for punks."



Under pressure from fellow Republicans, the administration backed off the plan--but never renounced it. One DOJ official and one political strategist close to the White House told me that that officials there didn't think the fund was a bad idea; they just regretted that the rollout, which had been intended in part as a way of shoring up Republican support ahead of the midterm elections, had been too public and invited too much scrutiny. They hoped to do things more quietly in the future--and those who are seeking money from the government say that's exactly what's happening.



"Right now, you have to be an insider to know who to talk to," one attorney who had advised multiple individuals seeking compensation told me. One Republican former member of Congress told me that he and others had been assured that the administration's public statements about the weaponization fund being abandoned were "all part of the plan; nothing has changed." One Justice Department official and two Republican political advisers told me that public backing for the fund was dropped to clear the way for Blanche's confirmation, but that they had been promised that payments would eventually be made to January 6 defendants, pardon recipients, and those close to the president. "Trump didn't want to fight this out in public," the official told me.



Read: Trump's purge may be just beginning



Justice Department officials are still figuring out the exact mechanisms by which people who seek compensation can be paid. Officials told me that those who believe they were victims of a weaponized government may ultimately need to file lawsuits so they can then receive settlements from a previously established Justice Department fund. Suing the government is not a new idea. But typically the government looks for ways to defend itself; in this case, officials are exploring proposals to facilitate litigation and to expedite payments without requiring an expensive and lengthy process that might draw attention. One former DOJ official told me that discussions are happening about how to provide legal support at scale to those who want to file lawsuits. "They'll sue, and they'll settle," the former official said of the plan.



Blanche may have denied before Congress that the weaponization fund was moving ahead, but others have been less categorical, dropping hints that payouts remain in play. Last week, Stanley Woodward Jr., a former Trump White House official who now serves as associate attorney general and who signed the settlement agreement, appeared to telegraph that the financial-restitution effort was still in progress. He responded "we're on it" to a post by Senator Lindsey Graham on X that suggested that victims of so-called weaponization during the Biden era could still be compensated through claims under the Federal Torts Claims Act. That law enables individuals to pursue claims in federal court for personal injuries, wrongful death, or property loss caused by the negligent or wrongful acts of federal employees. Woodward later deleted the post.



In multiple interviews over the past week, Trump has declined to confirm that the payout effort has been abandoned. When asked by NBC News if he was "looking for a way to revive it," Trump did not dispute that: "Well, look. If it was up to me, I'd pay them the kind of money that they deserve," he said. He added, "I think the weaponization fund is a great idea, and so do many other Republicans." Although officials say the fund was intended to be available to any victims of government weaponization, regardless of party, the president has focused his comments exclusively on allies who he feels were wrongfully targeted.



Read: Why Republicans aren't condemning Trump's Meet the Press walkout



When Blanche testified, the acting attorney general resisted multiple attempts from lawmakers to pin him down. Representative Grace Meng of New York asked repeatedly if he would provide written statements that reflected his comments to the committee, but the acting attorney general declined. "I'm not committing to putting anything in writing. I'm going to say it over and over again. I don't know what the purpose of putting something in writing," he told lawmakers, growing visibly frustrated.



Four days before Blanche's appearance in front of Congress, a federal judge had ordered DOJ to cease "any further action pursuant to the creation or operation" of the fund before a June 12 hearing. The Justice Department said it would comply with the court's order, and later cited Blanche's statements to Congress in its motion to dismiss the case, arguing that litigation that had been brought by Trump critics and other entities was now moot, because the fund was not going ahead.



On Monday, Woodward wrote, in a letter to plaintiffs' attorneys that I reviewed, that "no members have been appointed to the Anti-Weaponization Fund, no process for accepting claims has been established, no money has been moved, and no claims have been paid." Still, DOJ would not provide any additional statements that would clarify the status of the fund.



On Tuesday evening, lawyers for plaintiffs who are challenging the fund, from the legal advocacy group Democracy Forward, submitted filings alleging that the government's shifting posture made it "impossible for Plaintiffs or the Court to credit Defendants' representations" regarding the fund. The filings cite the president's own words expressing continued support of the weaponization fund, while declining to answer whether the effort has been halted. "We've seen this administration say one thing and do the complete opposite far too many times, and we're asking the court to have them show us the truth about their assurances that the slush fund has actually been abandoned," Skye Perryman, the president and CEO of Democracy Forward, said in a statement to me. She was more direct in her response to Blanche on social media: "If you can say it on TV, you should say it in court."



Blanche's nomination hearing is expected to be scheduled after he submits the required documentation, which includes financial disclosures and an FBI background check. Democrats and Republicans told me it is unclear whether Blanche will be able to win confirmation. Rejection of Blanche, who was Trump's personal attorney before he returned to office, would mark another setback for a president who is not used to taking no for an answer. Trump has privately told associates that he was drawn to the idea of the Anti-Weaponization Fund because he believes he is "owed" for the "witchhunt" investigations he's endured, a senior aide and an outside adviser told my colleague Jonathan Lemire. He has raged against the Russia probe that he felt consumed his first term and the criminal investigations he faced while out of office. Now he is seething about acts of defiance from members of his own party on Capitol Hill, including their opposition to the fund. "Republicans wouldn't have balked," the outside Trump adviser said, "if his poll numbers were better." But the historically unpopular president now seems powerless to bring them back into line.



Jonathan Lemire and Marie-Rose Sheinerman contributed reporting.
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Democrats Are Starting to Worry About California

California's slow vote-count is spawning conspiracy theories.

by Russell Berman, Yvonne Wingett Sanchez

Wed, 10 Jun 2026




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

When it comes to counting votes, there's no rushing California. America's most populous state is also home to the nation's most frustrating political tradition--a lengthy wait to find out the winners of key elections. Californians only learned yesterday evening--a full week after they finished casting ballots in the state's primaries--which candidates had been nominated for governor. The state also took several days to determine who will advance in U.S. House races that could play a decisive role in which party controls Congress next year. And the counting is far from done.

California's glacial vote count is a function of its enormous size and generous ballot-access laws; most people vote by mail, and the state will accept ballots that are postmarked by Election Day and arrive up to a week after. For years, Democratic state officials saw little urgency in hurrying the process, prioritizing accuracy and voter participation over speed in determining results. But this conspiracist political era, when the country's loudest election denier happens to be its president, has started to change that mindset.

Read: The election deniers are winning

"We want to maximize participation and protect the fundamental right to vote. That being said, can California counties count more quickly? Sure," Senator Alex Padilla, a Democrat who previously served as California's secretary of state and top elections official, told us.

President Trump has made baseless claims of fraud in California's vote for nearly a decade; over the weekend, he became so agitated as he raged about California's "rigged" primary that he stormed out of an interview on NBC's Meet the Press. The biggest difference between Trump's rantings now and in 2017 is that top Republicans, including House Speaker Mike Johnson, have joined the president in sowing doubts about the accuracy and legitimacy of California's elections. In each of the past two congressional elections, the nation has had to wait more than a week to find out which party would control the House while California and other western states finished counting mail ballots. One tight race in California remained uncalled for nearly a month.

In this month's closely watched primary for governor, in which the top two vote-getters advance, Californians waited a week to learn that the Trump-backed conservative Steve Hilton edged out the progressive billionaire Tom Steyer for second place. Hilton will face Xavier Becerra, a former Biden-administration Cabinet secretary and California attorney general, who came in first. Becerra is now the heavy favorite in November, but the stakes of a drawn-out vote count could be much higher in the battle for power in Congress. As in previous elections, the first ballots counted in many areas of the state tended to favor Republicans, and when candidates including Spencer Pratt, the former reality-TV star running for mayor in Los Angeles, fell short in subsequent tallies, their supporters cried foul.

Democrats in California and elsewhere worry that Trump and his allies might be claiming fraud in the primaries now to lay the groundwork for federal interference with the state's vote-counting in November, when a predictable flurry of last-minute Democratic mail-in ballots could tip the House majority. After the president began attacking California's elections anew last week, the U.S. Attorney's Office for the Central District of California dispatched an official to observe Los Angeles County's ballot processing. "The kind of questions he was asking, quite frankly, were questions coming from theories that are being spread on social media," Dean Logan, the top elections official in the county, told us. (The U.S. Attorney's Office declined to comment about the observer's work.)

Even as they dismiss the GOP's unsubstantiated claims, some Democrats have become fed up with California, arguing that the state should have long since figured out a way to determine the winners of its elections more efficiently. "It should be embarrassing to California Democrats," Tre Easton, the vice president of public affairs at the Searchlight Institute, a center-left think tank, told us. "It should be embarrassing that Democrats at the national level have just sort of gotten used to this kind of thing. It's absurd."

"Before you even get to Republicans being bad actors in all of this," Easton added, "it's a small-d democratic failure that California can't get this right." Representative Ro Khanna, a California Democrat considering a run for president in 2028, said Tuesday that a close friend of his had canceled his voter registration because he had become convinced that Pratt "was robbed of the election." While acknowledging California's desire to maximize participation, Khanna said the state needed to move faster. "It is worth spending the resources to get the vast majority of the vote counted within 48 hours," he posted on X. "Right now the system is eroding trust and spawning conspiracy theories." After working through the weekend at Los Angeles County's cavernous ballot-processing center, Logan seemed to have come to the same conclusion about California's system. "Sadly, I do think it doesn't meet the moment," he said, citing the toll that rampant conspiracy theories have taken. "That has crossed the line where it is now impacting public trust and confidence, because it is being repeated so much."

California is not alone in its struggle to quickly tabulate the deluge of mail ballots that come in on or shortly after Election Day. Arizona and Nevada have taken several days to determine election winners in recent years as the popularity of voting by mail has surged and certain races have grown more competitive. The relentless attacks on voting systems have sent civil servants and political operatives from both parties scrambling to avert electoral damage. A GOP-led governing board in Cochise County, Arizona, threatened to withhold certification of the 2022 election results there because of suspicion about vote-counting machines and ballot printers' failures on Election Day in another part of the state. Staff at the National Republican Congressional Committee became so concerned that they considered asking then-House Minority Leader Kevin McCarthy, a Republican, to call local officials to urge them to sign off on the results so that the Republican winner of a House race--Juan Ciscomani--could be seated, a Republican familiar with the private deliberations who is not authorized to talk about them publicly told us. (The county officials certified the results after a court order compelled them to do so.)

Read: Arizona is now the center of election investigations

Earlier this spring, we sat down with Nevada's secretary of state, Cisco Aguilar, who cautioned us not to "judge Nevada on its past" and described his efforts to speed up its vote count. In 2024, the state was able to process 90 percent of its ballots on Election Night--a significant improvement from two years earlier, he said. Aguilar was hesitant to talk about California: "I don't know California's system." But he also chairs the national Democratic Association of Secretaries of State, and in that capacity, we asked him what message he would send to his neighbor to the West. "Get your shit together," he replied.

The thing about California is that it's huge. As Padilla pointed out to us, Los Angeles County by itself has more residents than 40 different states do. California sends a ballot to more than 23 million registered voters, and about 80 percent of ballots come back through the mail--many arriving close to or on Election Day. "They just have a ton of mail to go through. That's where the bottleneck is. There's no mystery to it," Rick Hasen, an election-law expert at UCLA, told us.

This year, because of the close--and volatile--race for governor, many voters held on to their primary ballots until the last minute, creating a crushing pileup for election officials of ballots to process, signatures to verify, and votes to tabulate. On top of that, when election officials cannot match a voter's signatures to those they have on file, those voters have a chance to fix the problem by proving their identity, adding time to the process.

"Voters want to wait until the last minute to vote--you know, they're waiting for the next shoe to drop, the next big story," Tricia Webber, the clerk in Santa Cruz County, told us. "Voter behavior is saying, 'Hold it to the end.'" In her county of about 173,000 registered voters, the office received about 38,000 ballots in the mail or through voting locations and drop boxes on Election Day--more than it had received since the voting period started, she said. (Each ballot takes about 48 hours to be processed and tabulated, she added.)

The Supreme Court is currently weighing a challenge to late-arriving ballots, and it could force California and other states that accept ballots postmarked by Election Day but received afterward to move up their deadlines. (A decision is expected within the next few weeks.) Hasen said such a ruling, however, wouldn't have a major impact on the pace of California's vote-counting. "It's not the late-arriving ballots that are the logjam," he said. "It's the stuff that comes in the days before Election Day."

Election officials and experts have repeatedly sought to set the public's expectations for a lengthy vote count in competitive races, while urging voters to return their ballots sooner rather than later. Democratic leaders in the state have also found themselves in the uncomfortable position of defending the integrity of California's election system while urging the state to count its votes as fast as possible, if only to preempt a Republican disinformation campaign. "We must acknowledge that the longer the voting count takes, the more mis- and disinformation spreads. That means we must do all that we can do to tabulate votes quickly and accurately," Governor Gavin Newsom wrote in a letter to state election officials that his office made public last month. "Time is of the essence in preventing election lies from taking hold."

California has taken some steps to speed up the counting. Newsom signed laws last year to require counties to finish their tallies within 13 days of Election Day (down from 30 days) while allowing them to begin counting early mail ballots before Election Day. Marc Berman, an author of one of those bills and a member of the state assembly's elections committee (as well as its former chair), told us the goal was to get ahead of the attacks on California's vote count that he knew would be coming this year. He couldn't yet say whether the laws were making a difference. "Clearly, the timelines that we have aren't enough to satisfy President Trump," Berman said.

Read: "California is allowed to hit back"

Elections officials and experts told us that California also needed to devote more money to vote-counting if it wanted faster results. "If you want something different, give us the resources and give us the authority to do it," Juan Pablo Cervantes, the Humboldt County clerk-recorder and registrar of voters, told us. Kim Alexander, the president of the nonpartisan California Voter Foundation, said that Californians can have both speed and accuracy "if our lawmakers are willing to invest the money" to make it happen. (Her group is urging state officials to allocate $55 million for county election offices to buy equipment and space and pay staff to help speed up the count and $35 million for a campaign to raise public awareness about early and in-person voting and tabulation).

Cervantes also said state lawmakers had to reckon with the trade-offs of the system they devised. "If you want things done faster, you need to understand it's going to come at the cost of making things less flexible for voters," he said. "I don't think that's anything that anyone wants to say."

Republicans often contrast California with Florida, which endured the 36-day ballot-counting nightmare of the 2000 presidential election but now reports nearly all of its vote within a few hours of polls closing. The comparison exasperates California Democrats, who point out that Florida has stricter voter-access rules and requires ballots to be received by Election Day. "If your goal is voter participation, if your goal is counting the validly cast ballots of every voter possible, then I think California has a much better system," Berman said. "If your goal is immediate gratification, then Florida has a better system."

Indeed, California's halting attempts to quicken its vote count have been in large part because the system's defenders believe that it works pretty well as it is. "The only reason it's problematic is because of Donald Trump," Hasen said. The eventual winners of this month's primaries will have months to campaign before the general election, and the winners of the November vote won't take office until nearly two months later. "If we were a normal democracy, this would not be a very big deal."

Yet California Democrats have come to realize, perhaps belatedly, that the attacks on their state's election are quite a big deal. Berman said his fear about what might happen in November "is very real, and it is very high." We asked him what more the state could do to prepare. He cited a law the legislature recently passed to safeguard ballots, including from the federal government's interference, as well as efforts to increase transparency around the vote-counting process. But he said the state could only do so much. "If the president is hell-bent on creating a constitutional crisis in this country by having the federal government seize ballots and interfere in elections in a way that they don't have the authority to do," Berman conceded, "he can do that."

The modest steps that California has taken might help speed up its vote count a little bit. But the state has probably run out of time for major changes before the fall. And so the message its Democratic leaders have for the rest of the country remains the same as it's been for years: If control of Congress comes down to California this November, you're just going to have to settle in and wait.
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How America Gave Up on Its Own History

Unable to agree on how to interpret the American story, the country's schools, universities, and political institutions have stopped trying to tell it at all.

by Yoni Appelbaum

Mon, 08 Jun 2026




Updated at 10:08 a.m. ET on June 10, 2026

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

On a July afternoon in 2019, I found myself in a large, sun-dappled room within one of America's great estates. An assemblage of distinguished jurists, Ivy League professors, nonprofit leaders, journalists, and theologians sat around me in a half circle. I was trying to be on my best behavior, but I blurted out a word dirty enough to make them blanch.

In my defense, I thought it was what I had been summoned there to do. An independent commission had spent the previous year contemplating the dismal state of American democracy. In dozens of focus groups that it had convened around the country, participants from across the political spectrum had been quick to identify sources of division--but requests to name the things that united them as Americans were generally met with nervous laughter. The commissioners themselves were convinced that the country needed a shared narrative, but were at odds with one another as to what it should be. And so they called in a handful of outsiders, myself among them, to help inject some fresh thinking into how to find one. The topic was so fraught that we all agreed, before attending, not to be quoted by name.

Our first exercise, the facilitator explained, was intended to build trust--listing words or concepts that all Americans could endorse, even if our definitions might vary. He uncapped his marker and looked around expectantly. I sat there, surrounded by an uncomfortable silence, searching for a word so anodyne that no one could possibly object. I thought about the acute improbability of my own existence. One of my grandfathers was born to Greek immigrants from a village in the mountains above Sparta, the other to Jewish immigrants from what is now Belarus. Other ancestors had fled aboard the Mayflower from the persecution of Puritans in England, aboard a steamship from pogroms in Ukraine, aboard a schooner from Spanish repression in Cuba. Where else would a life like mine even be possible?

America at 250: The unfinished revolution

But my loyalty to this country is not merely biographical. I've traveled widely enough abroad to acquire real gratitude for the liberties that Americans enjoy, and for what its ideals have meant to those in other lands. I've also seen enough of the United States to be painfully aware of how often we fail to live up to those ideals at home. I knew that we were there to figure out how to reconcile those realities, but our common love for this country seemed like the right place to start.

"Patriotism," I volunteered.

I had rolled a live grenade into the center of the room. One participant flinched, as if struck. Suddenly, everyone was talking at once, voices and tempers rising. One woman said the word made her feel excluded. Another said it connoted violence and racism. Still another participant was offended that anyone could be offended by the word. The facilitator declined to write patriotism on the easel. As the quarreling continued, I sat back, stunned. All of the people in the room had come here for the specific purpose of finding a common narrative. What hope did that project have if they could not even agree--each in their own way--on loving the country they were trying to save?

Americans, of course, have never exactly agreed on why this country was founded or what it stands for. Fierce arguments over those questions have long divided families and roiled politics, and even once produced a bloody civil war. But throughout the 19th century and well into the 20th, a simplistic patriotic narrative prevailed. "Providence designed that on this continent should be seen an example of democratic government," a textbook explained to young students in 1872, "which means government 'of the people, for the people, by the people.' "

Americans defined their nation in this way, by their commitment to a common creed--of equality, rights, and opportunity--and to a corresponding set of democratic ideals that they were modeling for the world. In practice, they generally fell short of those principles, sometimes seeming to pursue their abnegation more than their fulfillment. But the white men who built their fledgling republic around an idea, instead of around a common ancestry, opened the possibility that any who subscribed to its creed could become a citizen. Over time, other Americans demanded that the nation live up to its ideals and recognize their equality. For more than two centuries, our creedal nationalism has been a source of strength, binding together Americans of diverse faiths and backgrounds.

From the October 2018 issue: Yoni Appelbaum on how Americans aren't practicing democracy anymore

But lately, we have discovered that it is also a vulnerability. A nation defined by blood and soil--built around a shared religion or ethnicity--can survive divergent narratives. To a country built on an idea, though, and bound together by a shared understanding of our history, the inability to tell a common story might well prove fatal.

In recent decades, the traditional American story has come under sustained attack from both flanks. On the left, scholars and activists suspicious of nationalism have pushed to redefine the United States as a country exceptional mostly for its flaws and crimes. On the right, politicians and commentators hostile to diversity have sought to gloss over those sins and, more recently, lay claim to the nation on behalf of "heritage Americans." Unable to agree on how to tell our story, we have swiftly abandoned efforts to tell it at all. The hours devoted to social studies in schools are shrinking, and survey courses in American history are vanishing from college campuses. The signature event of the nation's 250th birthday might prove to be not a keynote speech or a patriotic pageant, but a no-holds-barred UFC fight on the South Lawn of the White House.

Most Americans are still proud of their country--although the percentage has been declining with each successive generation, and the decline is particularly steep among young progressives. If patriotism is going to be a word that can be used in polite company, then we will need to figure out how to tell the story of ourselves. Because without a coherent national story, we will fail to be a coherent nation.

Our present disagreements would have astonished the historians of the mid-20th century, who found America more remarkable for its consensus than for its conflicts. Americans, the historian Louis Hartz argued, embraced a common liberal tradition, built around a respect for democracy, property, and individual liberty. Many of the scholars in this Cold War-era consensus school were, like Hartz, the children of Jewish immigrants who had found in America a vital refuge, and they wanted to explain its exceptionality. They held a flattering mirror up to the country. Their books became best sellers, they wrote for popular magazines, and they advised prominent politicians.

But theirs was hardly the whole story. In the 1960s, as women and people of color entered the academy in larger numbers, they set about telling the stories that the consensus school had glossed over or ignored. The explosion of scholarship they produced was a tremendous boon for history, the Harvard historian Jill Lepore told me, widening our understanding of our past. The focus of academics swung to class, race, and gender, to giving voice to the voiceless and documenting injustices. No single national story seemed capable of capturing the full diversity of America, and it seemed wrong to even try. "People were suspicious of any national story as the handmaiden of ethnic nationalism, or white nationalism," Lepore explained. Patriotic histories, after all, had long been used to buttress the oppressive systems that these scholars now sought to unmask.

From the October 2025 issue: Jill Lepore on how originalism killed the Constitution

As professors pursued the separate histories of various groups, uncovering neglected stories and challenging facile assumptions, they made comparatively little effort to assemble the pieces into a comprehensible narrative. Scholars largely stopped writing single-volume histories of the United States.

The new histories disagreed with the mid-century consensus school less over the facts than over which ones to emphasize, and how to string them together into a story. Take the simple question of democracy. In Revolutionary America, the franchise was extraordinarily widespread; more than half of adult white men could vote, while in England only about one in seven could do the same. And in the young republic, enfranchisement quickly expanded further, with perhaps 80 percent of adult white men--90 percent in some states--coming to hold the right to vote. This was truly an unprecedentedly broad form of democracy. It was also one that almost entirely excluded women, who, under the doctrine of coverture, had their legal personhood merged into that of their husbands; Black Americans, most of whom were enslaved; and Native Americans, denied citizenship in their own land. The fight to expand the franchise produced a long, at times blood-drenched struggle that has not yet ended. Previous historians had tended to highlight the breadth of the franchise. Now a new generation instead tallied the damage of disenfranchisement, and told the stories of the individuals and groups fighting to secure the right to vote.

The history wars soon spilled beyond college campuses, spreading to high schools and even grade schools. In 1991, the George H. W. Bush administration set out to develop common history standards, and the chair of the National Endowment for the Humanities, Lynne Cheney, asked a center at UCLA to produce them. But when conservatives reviewed the guidelines, which reflected the latest scholarship, they did not like what they found. Cheney denounced the standards for emphasizing America's failings over its achievements, and Rush Limbaugh said that they aimed to teach students "that America is a rotten place." The Senate voted to reject the standards, 99-1.

By 2001, when Bush's son and Cheney's husband came into office, they were painfully aware of just how contentious a topic history could be. So as their administration worked with Congress to create the tough accountability framework of No Child Left Behind, they delicately set the question of how to teach history to the side. NCLB held schools responsible for their students' performance on standardized tests, but only in English and math. There was no such exam for history--less because reformers cared too little about it than because, ironically, everyone cared too much to agree on what should be tested.




That's been bad for American education, and worse for America. Schools that struggled to make the grade on math and English swiftly cut back on other subjects to compensate. At the elementary level, the largest decreases came in the time devoted to social studies, which within a few years dropped by a third, or 76 minutes each week. The high-school history classroom, meanwhile, became the safest place to park the football coach, so that he could earn a full-time salary safely removed from the subjects tested under NCLB. Within a decade, more than a third of social-studies educators were coaching sports or teaching phys ed. They had fewer years of experience and were far more reliant on textbooks and worksheets than their less athletic colleagues, who leaned more heavily on primary sources. Students joked that all of their history teachers had the same first name: Coach. States have since haltingly rolled out standards for history education, but after 30 years of reform, students' performance on history exams has slightly declined--just 14 percent are rated proficient.

Read: How to teach American history in a divided country

The abandonment of the effort to tell the American story is hardly limited to high schools or universities. Nowhere is it more evident, in fact, than in the preparations for America's 250th birthday. When the Biden administration took over the nascent project, it simply punted on the question of how to create something unifying. The federal Semiquincentennial Commission instead invited people to record their personal history, on the theory that "your story is America's story." Local institutions were encouraged to plan events that would speak to their particular communities.

Donald Trump returned to office in 2025 excited to put his own stamp on the occasion. But he appears to have little notion of precisely what we should be honoring. It is hard to discern any message, beyond the president's love of spectacle and celebrity, from a mixed-martial-arts bout on the South Lawn; or an IndyCar race in Washington, D.C.; or a colossal archway near the entrance to Arlington National Cemetery. Trump's proposal for a National Garden of American Heroes, where visitors could commune with statues of 250 historic figures, is simply bewildering. The list of honorees bears less resemblance to a pantheon collectively embodying the American idea than to the setup of a bad joke: Davy Crockett, Julia Child, and Kobe Bryant walk into a bar ...

It's our 250th birthday, and no one seems to know what we're celebrating.

Johann Neem was not quite 3 years old when his parents left Mumbai for San Francisco in 1976. He landed in a world of tantalizing possibility--that people could become better, freer, more prosperous. And as he grew up, eating masala dosas and also Thanksgiving turkey, he understood that he was at once an Indian immigrant and fully American. "Pretty astounding, right?" he told me. "A claim that someone from South Asia can come to this country and become American."

That claim has astounded new arrivals from the start. President John Quincy Adams, a popular anecdote relates, once asked an Irishman how he liked the United States. "Indeed, sir," he replied, "I like it very much. I like it so much, that I intend soon, to become a native!" The story was retold in jest, but it contained a deep truth. You had to be born an Irishman, but, as President Ronald Reagan put it, "anyone, from any corner of the Earth, can come to live in America and become an American."

Neem is now a historian at Western Washington University, where he has watched the erosion of that promise in dismay. Last year, he delivered the annual lecture on the state of the discipline to the American Historical Association, lamenting the loss of a common and inclusive narrative. (It drew furious responses, including from one leftist scholar who accused him of "retreat, if not outright capitulation" to the fell logic of nationalism.) In recent decades, Neem told me, there have been three competing versions of the American story. The first is grounded in the notion that the United States is a work in progress. This approach mixes the self-flattery of some older histories with frank acknowledgment of the many ways in which America has fallen short of its ideals, incorporating the critical scholarship of recent decades. It approaches the American story as an ongoing struggle between our best impulses and our worst. Neem calls this approach the mainstream school, because it is how most Americans still think about their country, even though it has fallen from favor on campus.

On the left, an approach that Neem terms post-American has taken root, pushing the arguments of the 1970s in an ever more emphatic direction. The United States was built on racism and genocide, it contends, a settler-colonial nation founded in white supremacy, irredeemably illiberal and oppressive. Many scholars who pursue this approach actively seek to decenter the nation in their narratives. They find no common inspiration to be taken from this history, only a litany of sins requiring atonement.

The right, meanwhile, is pursuing what Neem calls a hyper-American approach--fueled in part by opposition to the post-American turn on the left. In some ways, the histories of this school call back to those written in the 19th century, casting the country's origin as providential--not quite an immaculate conception, but not far off--and emphasizing the morality and timelessness of America's founding creed. Slavery, in their telling, was not a system on which the country was built, but a deviation from the immutable truths on which it was founded. To reckon too closely with the darker chapters of our past, they suggest, is to risk disenchanting the nation. Trump's 1776 Commission, typically, called for approaching American history "with reverence and love."

Last July, Vice President Vance joined the debate, attacking then-New York City mayoral candidate Zohran Mamdani for saying that he is "proud of our country even as we constantly strive to make it better." To Vance, Mamdani's words failed to display the gratitude and deference that he believes immigrants like Mamdani ought to show--not only to the American past but also to past Americans. "Who the hell do these people think they are?" he asked. Then he took things one step further. "America is not just an idea," Vance declared, contending instead that "we're a particular place, with a particular people."

Neem discerns within all of this a strange convergence, as both the far right and the far left have come to agree that the history of the United States has been defined by whiteness. The left no longer believes that immigrants of diverse backgrounds should assimilate themselves into a national culture tainted by white supremacy, while the right views immigrants' very presence in the country as a threat to that same national culture. Naturalized citizens have a particular commitment to the American project--they tend to be more patriotic than native-born Americans, more trusting in our institutions, and more likely to believe that the world would be better off if people elsewhere resembled Americans. But as our national story narrows, it has begun to exclude them. "I've seen a change on both ends that makes it harder for someone like me to be an American," Neem said.

Amid all the fracture and contention, though, are some recent signs that Americans are again seeking a way to tell an inclusive national story. As progressives have begun to fear that the American system might in fact be lost, many have rediscovered its virtues. In 2016, as Trump barreled toward the White House, Khizr Khan brandished a pocket Constitution at the Democratic National Convention to raucous applause from Hillary Clinton and Bernie Sanders supporters alike. During Trump's first term, the Baby Boomers who once burned flags in youthful rebellion marched off to join the Resistance wrapped in the Stars and Stripes. In his second, the "No Kings" rallies have looked back to the founding era for inspiration.

Historians, many of whom had spent decades tearing apart patriotic myths and decentering the nation-state, awoke to discover that they had, in effect, ceded the task of telling the American story to the likes of Bill O'Reilly and Newt Gingrich. A few, perhaps emboldened by the growing popular hunger for a narrative, began to produce accounts grounded in the mainstream school, wrestling with America's defects while still recognizing its ideals. In 2018, Jill Lepore published These Truths, the sort of sweeping single-volume history of the nation that no prominent scholar had attempted in generations. The following year, a Boston College history professor named Heather Cox Richardson launched a newsletter on the premise that "to understand the present, we have to understand how we got here," and swiftly became the most successful author on Substack.

This is not to say that any agreement on the American project is about to be found. From the vantage point of some on the left, Trump has looked less like a threat to America's virtues than a confirmation of its vices, decisive evidence that the United States has been a white-supremacist state all along. In The New York Times' "The 1619 Project," the journalist Nikole Hannah-Jones argued that the American story began not in 1776 but in 1619, with the advent of slavery. The contributions of Black Americans and the consequences of slavery belong "at the very center of our national narrative," she claimed.

Critics, some eminent historians among them, were swift to note that Hannah-Jones's history was reductive and, in places, simply wrong. Trump found in "The 1619 Project" a useful foil, attacking it as "toxic propaganda, ideological poison that, if not removed, will dissolve the civic bonds that tie us together." But although her account of America's origins was extremely gloomy, Hannah-Jones also offered a more optimistic view of the country's progress through the ensuing centuries. The project chronicled "the struggle of Black Americans to perfect these ideals of liberty, freedom, equality in the law, equality in society," she told me. "And that's a redemptive, unifying narrative," albeit not one that she is sure the nation is ready to accept. Notably, Hannah-Jones's essay ends with her wish that she could tell her younger self to "boldly, proudly, draw the stars and those stripes of the American flag."

Conservatives frequently warn that the close study of the darkest chapters of our past will erode any sense of patriotism. In Hannah-Jones's case, at least, it had the opposite effect. One question she'd sought to answer, as she researched her essay, was why newly emancipated slaves did not leave the country that had so wronged them, as she assumed they would have wanted to do. She read their accounts and saw them argue that, at the moment they had finally gained rights and citizenship, they could not abandon the only land they had ever known. They resolved to stay and to make the nation what it could and should have been. "I actually did find that really inspiring," she told me. "And I think that's the first time I ever felt I could see a path to patriotism."

After Lepore published These Truths, she was astonished by the number of readers who reached out to tell her what the book meant to them. One woman wrote to say that she had bought it to study for her citizenship exam but, enthralled, kept reading. "I really feel like I belong here now," she wrote, "because I understand the whole journey that is the story of this land and this people and these ideas and this country." Most significantly, Lepore found that readers wanted to know the full story of their country--the progress and the revanchism, the beauty and the ugliness, the racial massacres and the Indian New Deal.

The Trump administration seems allergic to this kind of complexity. Last March, it issued an executive order on "restoring truth and sanity to American history." Among other measures, it instructed the National Park Service to remove signs that "inappropriately disparage" historical figures instead of focusing on the "greatness" of American achievements. A display on George Washington's slaves came down in Philadelphia; an exhibit at the Grand Canyon was stripped of a passage noting that federal officials had "pushed tribes off their land" to establish the park.

Deleting accounts of the past not because they are false but because they are true betrays a curious lack of confidence. Do the censors fear that Americans will cease to love their country once they know the full story?

The evidence suggests otherwise. Large majorities of Americans prefer history that challenges what they know over accounts that reinforce it. By an almost nine-to-one margin, they think it's at least as important to learn about other racial and ethnic communities as about their own. And they overwhelmingly agree on the importance of learning about past harms, even when doing so makes them uncomfortable. "I've been on the road, literally, for seven years since the project came out, in every type of community," Hannah-Jones told me. "And I've never had someone walk away and say they hate this country. They say they're ashamed of things this country has done, that they're deeply disappointed, and they want to see the country be better." Americans appear aligned not with the unquestioning patriotism of the naval hero Stephen Decatur, who was said to have declared, "My country, right or wrong," but with the deeper patriotism of the Reconstruction-era Senator Carl Schurz, who added: "If right, to be kept right; and if wrong, to be set right."

From the November 2025 issue: George Packer on why we still need patriotism

The American story--the whole American story--deserves to be told. People are hungry to hear it. History, Neem told me, shapes how we understand the moment we're living in, and "makes it possible for us to see where we're going." As our understanding of the past constantly shifts, how we choose to retell our story matters. When the historical revolution of the 1960s and '70s insisted that we contend with America's bigotry and exclusion, Neem said, the mainstream narrative evolved to give us a story in which "overcoming racism was to become more American." Our nation is still evolving; whether the story we tell ourselves can continue to evolve along with it remains to be seen.

I asked Lepore if the United States could cohere without a common narrative. "Everything ends," she replied, "and this could be a part of what unravels it." But Neem was more hopeful. "Realizing what we're losing might enable us to remember the America we want," he said.

Just down the street from where I live lies one of America's smallest national cemeteries. On a bright July morning several years ago, I visited it with my daughter, on the anniversary of the Civil War battle it commemorates. Together with a handful of neighbors, we stuck small American flags by the marble headstones of 40 men and boys who, far from their homes, fought in defense of the idea that all are created equal, bound together in a common project. They won the battle but lost their lives. For us, the living, their unfinished work remains.



This article originally described an upcoming car race in Washington, D.C., as a Formula 1 race. In fact, it is an IndyCar race. The article appears in the July 2026 print edition with the headline "How to Tell the American Story." 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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Netanyahu Finally Learns the Truth About Trump

An alliance with the president was the Israeli prime minister's selling point. Now it may be his downfall.

by Yair Rosenberg

Wed, 17 Jun 2026




In 2019, Benjamin Netanyahu draped buildings with giant banners that depicted him shaking hands with a grinning Donald Trump. Captioned with the words Another League, the posters presented Netanyahu's ties with the American president as an argument for the Israeli prime minister's reelection. No one else, Netanyahu's campaign implied, could deliver the mercurial man in the White House.

That was then. Today, Netanyahu's boast has boomeranged, transformed from an electoral asset into an advertisement of his diminished influence. In June alone, Trump has labeled him "fucking crazy" and said that he has "no fucking judgment." The reprimands have gone beyond rhetoric. According to Israeli and American reports, over the past week, the president forced Israel to abort imminent retaliatory strikes on Iran and demanded that the country restrict its response to Hezbollah fire from Lebanon that has pummeled the Israeli north. Trump also reportedly denied Israel's request to view the memorandum of understanding that his administration negotiated with Iran until it was already a fait accompli. Desperate for a deal to wind down his ill-conceived war, the president effectively offered Israeli concessions to his Iranian interlocutors.

Trump has railed against Netanyahu in the past, most famously after the Israeli leader congratulated Joe Biden on his 2020 election victory. But the current contretemps has much higher stakes and comes at the worst possible time for Netanyahu. Israel's elections are slated for either September or October, and Trump has placed the Israeli prime minister in a fiendish vise that jeopardizes his political future.

Jonathan Lemire: Trump in defeat

For years, Netanyahu has built his brand on two promises to the Israeli electorate: that he alone could withstand international pressure to compromise on Israeli security, and that he alone could handle Trump. Now the president is forcing Netanyahu to choose between the two. Either he defies Trump's diktats about Lebanon and Iran to save his reputation as a stalwart security hawk, or he folds to preserve the perception of his alliance with the president. Whatever path Netanyahu picks, he will imperil Israel's geopolitical standing and undermine his own case to Israeli voters.

Those voters already aren't buying what Bibi has been selling. Netanyahu's coalition of far-right and ultra-Orthodox parties received just 48.4 percent of the vote in Israel's last election and obtained a parliamentary majority only due to a quirk of the country's electoral system. Even before the horrors of October 7, 2023, polls had showed Netanyahu and his allies losing the next election. For years after, about two-thirds of Israelis regularly told pollsters that they wanted the prime minister to resign. A similar number today don't want him to run for reelection. Israel's opposition is leaderless and fragmented--but nonetheless projected to win markedly more seats than the current government. (Whether it can cobble together a viable coalition is another question.)

Israel's failed forever wars in Iran and Lebanon have further eroded Netanyahu's prospects. At the outset of the joint U.S.-Israeli campaign against Iran, the Israel Democracy Institute found that some 70 percent of Israeli Jews believed that the operation could succeed in destroying Iran's nuclear and ballistic-missile programs, and 61 percent thought that it would topple the Iranian regime. These expectations, stoked by Netanyahu and his media allies, were always unrealistic and have predictably curdled into disillusionment. The institute's most recent survey found that less than a third of Israeli Jews expected a U.S.-Iran agreement to dismantle the ballistic-missile program or the Iranian regime, and just 29 percent believed that ending the war under current conditions was compatible with Israel's security interests.

According to Amit Segal, a journalist well sourced on the Israeli right, Netanyahu had hoped to host Trump in Israel before the looming election, in what would essentially have been a campaign rally in diplomatic disguise. Today, such festivities seem fantastical. After the interim Iran accord was announced, the Likud party reportedly canceled a planned electoral blitz meant to highlight its leader's close ties to Trump. But as a student of power who has done everything he can to hoard it, Netanyahu should have seen this rug pull coming.

As the president has demonstrated time and again, the only person whose interests matter to Trump is Trump. Those interests have often aligned with Netanyahu's, but this was always a marriage of convenience. Like many of his party and generation, Trump has long held generally pro-Israel inclinations. He cares little for the aspirations of the Palestinian people and has openly fantasized about invading Iran since the 1980s. Tilting toward Israel played to the president's evangelical-Christian base, as Trump noted when he declared that he recognized Jerusalem as Israel's capital "for the evangelicals."

Yair Rosenberg: Netanyahu's very useful war

But Trump's interests were bound to diverge from Netanyahu's as the Iran war stretched on without resolution. Netanyahu needed military achievements to pitch to voters at the ballot box; Trump needed the markets to calm before the midterms. And so when the campaign failed to produce quick results, Trump pulled the plug, first acceding to a cease-fire in early April, then restraining Israel from bombing Iran and Lebanon this month, and today moving toward an interim accord that lifts sanctions on Iran even as it does little about its nuclear program and says nothing about its ballistic missiles or support for terrorist proxies. That 60-day accord is tentative and fragile and may yet collapse into renewed hostilities. But if the president chooses to see it through, the Israeli leader can do very little about it. As Trump put it today, "We're the big partner, and he's the very small partner."

For Netanyahu, who is finally facing a reckoning before the Israeli electorate, this is a disaster on his doorstep. For Trump, it's someone else's problem.
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The Betrayal of the Iranian People

The world has not reckoned with the violence visited on Iranians in 2026.

by Laura Secor

Tue, 16 Jun 2026




On the night of January 8, in the low-slung, industrial city of Karaj, just northwest of Tehran, a 17-year-old boy named Sam Afshari was killed by Iran's security services. He and his friends were peacefully protesting when the streetlights suddenly went dark. Witnesses saw members of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps and Basij militia on the beds of trucks charge up behind demonstrators, firing .50-caliber machine guns indiscriminately into the crowd. Sam was shot in the back, just below his kidneys, and brought to a hospital alive for surgery. He had a breathing tube in his mouth when, the family believes, IRGC agents visited the hospital and administered Sam a "finishing shot" to the back of the head.

I wish I could tell you that this was the end of the story of his family's torment. It was not. Sam's mother and uncle located his remains in the overflowing morgue of Behesht-e Sakineh, Karaj's primary public cemetery. Sam's face was mutilated beyond recognition; his mother identified him by a tattoo on his chest that read Mother, and promptly collapsed. The IRGC men running the morgue called her a prostitute and told her that her son was a terrorist.

Then they brought her a form to sign attesting that Sam had been a member of the Basij militia: The state would officially add him to its tally of "martyrs" killed by violent protesters, rather than honestly account for another nonviolent demonstrator killed by its own men. If she refused to sign it, they told her, they would not release the body to her for burial. They also demanded that she pay $1,400 for the bullet that killed her son. Otherwise, Sam would be buried in an unmarked mass grave, as hundreds of others collected at Behesht-e Sakineh reportedly were.

Read: 'You want to leave us alone with Mojitba?'

Sam's family did what they had to do to secure his remains. Even at that, they were permitted no funeral gathering, obituary, or public notice of any kind. They found a grave site for Sam to share with just one other slain protester, rather than hundreds, in a location that the family fears to name, lest it be desecrated. I heard this story from Sam's father, Parviz, who lives in Germany. He spent the three weeks in a hospital on suicide watch after his son's murder.

"My brain was just sending me error messages," he told me. "It was not just a feeling that they killed my son. It was a feeling that they killed me as well."

Iranians have plenty of experience with repression. But neither they nor anyone else has had an experience quite like the first half of 2026. Iran's security services massacred protesters on a historic scale just weeks before Israel and the United States plunged the country into conflict. The war without has since compounded Iran's war within, in ways that the world has hardly reckoned with.

In January and February, Mai Sato, the United Nations special rapporteur for human rights in Iran, was inundated with stories much like Sam's. They came from families extorted and threatened at Iran's morgues, where they'd gone to collect the remains of their massacred loved ones. The family members either submitted to the indignities--the false testimony, the obscene bullet fees--or were asked for bribes as high as $7,000 to avoid consigning their relatives to mass graves. On some days, Sato told me, she received more than 1,000 emails on this subject.

Shahin Milani, of the Iran Human Rights Documentation Center, told me of a report his organization had received from the family of a teenager who had been transported with the dead to a morgue in the town of Kahrizak. For three days, he hid among corpses, breathing the stench of death and listening to cellphones ringing. Anyone alive who made a bodily sound, the teenager reported, was dealt a finishing shot.

"There are so many open tabs in my mind," Skylar Thompson, the deputy director of the Human Rights Activists News Agency, a nonprofit that documents human-rights abuses in Iran, told me by phone last month. Beyond even the massacre itself was the matter of "how the bodies were handled, and the desecration of those bodies, and the violation of dignity for the people and the families that had to identify them." The war has been "almost like a gift to the regime," Thompson said: "This terrible thing happened, and then everyone's attention was directly drawn away to the conflict."

The Islamic Republic has slaughtered demonstrators at random before. It has insulted and denigrated the families of the dead before, demanded bribes for corpses before, refused funerals before. But the sheer scale of the crimes in January was something new, and so was the level of fear among those reporting them. The human-rights groups I spoke with were still combing through it all months later. HRANA has so far identified close to 7,000 massacre victims. The human-rights groups are also tallying Iran's civilian war dead--about 1,700, according to HRANA, 250 of them children--and tracking a campaign of domestic repression and intimidation that has escalated since the United States and Israel began striking Iran on February 28.

The January dead are not yet fully counted. The war dead, too, are not yet fully counted. And the killing of Iranians has not stopped. Iran has executed political prisoners at a rate of one roughly every other day since March 18. The total number is thought to be close to 40. Some are very young--18 to 25 years old. Many were arrested during the January protests. (I counted 16 as of June 3, but the numbers keep climbing.) In the past, Milani told me, any one of these death sentences would have been "big news." But now, he said, "everything is overshadowed by the war and the Strait of Hormuz."

Anne Applebaum: Trump has no plan for the Iranian people

In ordinary times, Iran carries out more executions per capita than any other country in the world, and in absolute numbers, it is second only to China. Amnesty International estimates that Iran executed 2,159 people last year; Sato puts the number more conservatively at about 1,600. Normally, only a very small proportion of those executed had been convicted of political crimes. In 2026, that pattern has reversed: Iran appears to have executed fewer people than usual, but 70 percent of them for political reasons.

The war has provided cover for human-rights abuses. It has also reinforced the rationale that the regime uses to justify them. The Islamic Republic has always claimed that its domestic opponents were stooges of Israel and the United States, even when those charges were plainly implausible. Now there is a record of activist figures, mainly in the diaspora, calling for American and Israeli strikes on Iran. And American and Israeli leaders have explicitly corroborated the regime's most fevered narratives by promising--cynically, fecklessly--that their military onslaught was meant to benefit Iran's domestic opposition.

Since the war began, according to the Center for Human Rights in Iran, Iranian officials "have made repeated, direct threats to the citizenry, warning of lethal violence against any individuals protesting or perceived to be 'collaborating' with the enemy. By 'collaboration,' the regime includes any form of peaceful dissent." Hadi Ghaemi, who runs CHRI, worries that this kind of language is meant to desensitize the regime's supporters--more numerous now, by many accounts, than before the war--to an imminent campaign of violence.

"Public communication channels are being used to excite the base and normalize what is coming," Ghaemi told me. Among other posts and public announcements, he pointed to a statement that Salar Abnoush, an Iranian official, had made on state-run television on March 5: "Parents, if your son or daughter doesn't listen, it's not our fault. Anyone in Iran today whose voice echoes in line with the enemy, the ground beneath their feet is Tel Aviv and their head is Netanyahu. Their execution order has been issued. No one has spoken to you this clearly before. We don't want your child to be killed. But your child is ignorant. Unaware."

A new espionage law, which emerged out of last summer's 12-day war with the United States and Israel and came into effect in October, has made such collusion easier than ever to charge and prove. The law criminalizes virtually all contact with the United States and Israel. Passing along information, seemingly of any kind, to American or Israeli entities, also seemingly of any kind, could incur a charge of "sowing corruption on earth," which is punishable by death. Both Sato and Thompson suspect that the espionage law has had a chilling effect on their work. "People are more fearful of the consequences of communicating with us," Thompson said, "even if they've been talking with us for 10 years."

Political prisoners executed since the war began have routinely been accused of colluding with the United States and Israel. Officials and state media have labeled those arrested during and since the January protests "traitors," "terrorists," "agents of foreign powers," and "enemy collaborators," according to Amnesty International. HRANA representatives told me that some 350 forced confessions were broadcast on national television in January alone, and in them, detainees largely claimed, under duress, that they had been misled by foreign actors, had been paid by foreigners to participate in protests, or had provided Iran's enemies with sensitive information.

No one who has observed the Islamic Republic's treatment of dissent over the past four decades will find the language about foreign collusion surprising. What is remarkable is the scale--and the single-minded, systematic efficiency.

About seven years ago, Parviz Afshari--Sam's father--lived in Karaj and worked for a conglomerate whose essential purpose was to confiscate private property from dissidents, ethnic minorities, and other people disfavored by the government. By Zoom from Germany, where he is now in exile, Afshari told me that after about three years of this employment, he raised objections to what he was being asked to do: Many of the people he was taking things from had nothing else. They were treated callously. Was all of this really necessary?

Afshari's critique was apparently unwelcome. The fact that the conglomerate he worked for was directly managed by the supreme leader probably did not help. He spent a couple of months in temporary detention, and he learned that he could ultimately be sentenced to as many as 10 years in prison. He fled the country instead. His wife and son stayed behind for Sam to finish his schooling, but Afshari intended for them to follow him. To that end, Sam studied three European languages; he was fluent in German; he was working toward a degree in IT. But before Sam could get his European visa, he was killed.

Read: Iran's next internet blackout is inevitable

In recent months, the Islamic Republic's habitual seizure of property from those it has designated as its domestic enemies has been amped up and systematized. In March, the regime announced a new digital system, called Saham, that would help courts and prosecutors swiftly identify and seize the assets of those it deemed enemy agents. The main target here is the diaspora: The Islamic Republic can't imprison exiled activists, but many still have real estate or bank accounts in Iran, or have family who do. "Those abroad who participate in gatherings will have their assets seized within 48 hours," Amir Hossein Kalateh, a lawyer affiliated with the government, announced on March 11. Official sources claim that the Islamic Republic has seized property from more than 750 people inside and outside Iran since March.

Two decades ago, when I used to travel to and report from Iran, the penal system was a labyrinth of competing interests. Many political prisoners didn't know who held them or had control of their fates: It could be the judiciary, or rogue elements within the judiciary; the intelligence ministry, or rogue elements within the intelligence ministry; the IRGC's proprietary intelligence agency; the Office of the Supreme Leader; a secretive cadre of clerics; or an opaque, mafia-like network that webbed across them all. You might figure a few things out based on where you were held: the intelligence ministry's section 209 or the IRGC's section 2A, both in Evin Prison; another known prison; a holding pen at the airport; or a black site of indeterminate location. You'd pay attention to which judge was assigned your case. Sometimes the various agencies and actors disagreed; sometimes a powerful entity might even seek to protect someone a rival sought to condemn.

My contacts in the Iranian-human-rights world have told me that this friction is largely a thing of the past. According to Ghaemi, the IRGC's intelligence agency has consolidated control over interrogations, detention centers, judges, and prosecutors, and the proof is in the lack of acquittals. "You can look at case after case. None is dismissed," Ghaemi said. "A dossier is presented, and the judge accepts it." Julie Heezius, an advocacy officer at HRANA, told me that the trend is one of significantly long standing. She noted "greater alignment and coordination between the IRGC and judicial authorities. This is evident in some of the statements, public messaging, and threats issued by both institutions, which suggest a closer relationship than before."

Donald Trump and Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu are apparently disappointed in Iran's storied opposition. They imagined, in all of their incurious arrogance, that decapitation strikes on Iran's supreme leader and other high-profile officials would deliver the organs of state into the hands of the people. "Now is the time to seize control of your destiny, and to unleash the prosperous and glorious future that is close within your reach," Trump told the Iranian people the night he started the war. "This is the moment for action. Do not let it pass." What a misreading of the moment that was.

War has instead done what it usually does: empowered the powerful, rallied the faithful, and allowed an apparatus of repression to present its imperatives in terms of national security. Trump, of course, is as indifferent to the fate of Iran's civilians as he is ignorant of their circumstances. But there is still one gesture he could make, in service not of the Iranian political opposition per se but of the forgotten cause of human decency, toward a population protected neither by its own regime nor by anyone else. The next time he shoots for the deal of the century, he could add to his list of pie-in-the-sky demands a few that would cost him and the Islamic Republic next to nothing: the release of those arbitrarily detained, an end to political executions, and a respectful burial for the dead.
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The Feel-Good Story of the World Cup Is Too Good to Be True

Some of the people celebrating American excess are not what they seem.

by Will Oremus

Wed, 17 Jun 2026




Every World Cup propels a breakout star into the firmament; this year's might just be a seemingly random German soccer fan who goes by Freddy. In the World Cup's opening week, his X posts extolling a Taco Bell as "the holy land" and chronicling his rapturous 1 a.m. visits to a Waffle House and a Buc-ee's have attracted more attention--from Americans, at least--than most of the actual matches.



Freddy from Germany is the standard-bearer of an emergent social-media genre: A World Cup visitor from overseas encounters American culture and excess--and loves it. The Spanish soccer wunderkind Lamine Yamal loaded up a grocery cart at a Walmart in Georgia. "Why did no one tell me ranch sauce is like crack?" a Swedish fan posted on X from an Indiana diner. "EUROPE WE NEED RANCH ASAP." A Japanese man raved about Texas Roadhouse steak. Freddy's Buc-ee's post showed customers flowing into the cavernous convenience store, its cartoon-beaver logo a towering beacon that illuminated the night sky. In another photo, a row of pumps stretched, like a horizon, beyond both sides of the frame. Freddy was overawed: "DUDE LMAO THIS IS A GAS STATION???," he wrote.



Americans, of course, are eating it up with a spork. "This is genuinely making me patriotic," one wrote of a video showing a rotund New Jersey-deli guy dancing with a visitor from London and giving him a chicken-parm sandwich on the house. Another observed: "It's sick to see how many Europeans came over here to actually enjoy US culture. Saw a guy look at a Buc-ee's gas station the same way I'd look at Stonehenge." The caption on a video of an Italian's astonished reaction to unlimited soda refills captured the half-winking exceptionalism in a familiar meme: "The European mind cannot comprehend this."



The videos have been covered in the media as a refreshing antidote to our polarized political moment and as an indication that American greatness resides at least partly in conveniences we take for granted. It's a nice thought. But not all of the videos, or the people behind them, are quite what they seem.



Take the Swedish soccer fan who swooned over ranch dressing. Elsa Thora, a photogenic 24-year-old blonde, has been featured in a number of news stories about foreign soccer fans' American exploits, exuding a gee-whiz gusto for the country's food and culture. "I feel like I'm in a movie," she posted, holding bags of Hostess Twinkies and cheese-stuffed Combos outside a convenience store. "OK so Amish people are real," she marveled.



What many of the news stories have failed to mention is that Thora is not new to the social-media spotlight. She's a star on the adult platform OnlyFans and a fixture in the British tabloids, where she's made headlines for expressing her desire to have sex in space, to birth Elon Musk's first baby on Mars, and to sleep with a player from every English Premier League soccer club. ("Three down, 17 to go," she told The Irish Sun in 2024.) She already has some 388,000 followers on Instagram. When I reached her by phone, on her way to Los Angeles, she told me that she works in digital marketing but that the trip to the States was just for fun and the love of soccer. She acknowledged that her posts here have raised her social-media profile but insisted that she isn't trying to monetize them: Her enthusiasm for American culture is genuine, she said.



Thora may have more to gain from gushing than an ordinary soccer fan, but at least she's a real person who's really here for the World Cup. The same cannot be said for Nobunaga, a user whose viral X post purports to recount a Japanese visitor's experiences at an American hibachi restaurant. "I witnessed a ritual I have never seen in eight hundred years of being Japanese," begins a deadpan story that goes on to describe the chef building a flaming volcano of onion rings and hurling a shrimp through the air for the narrator to catch with his mouth.



The post is part of a series in which Nobunaga takes on the persona of a samurai traveling around the world and into space. (The account shares a name with Oda Nobunaga, a powerful, 16th-century samurai.) Running the posts through Pangram, an AI-detection tool, yields a consistent verdict of "100% AI." Nobunaga told me via X message that the aim of the stories is comedy, not "realism, journalism, or persuasion." But at least in the context of the World Cup, some of the account's audience seems to have taken its American-restaurant reviews at face value. "I am enjoying your posts with enthusiasm and a few tears," a woman, whose X bio identifies her as a Trump supporter and patriot, replied to the hibachi post.



Between the influencers and the AI-slop accounts lies a spectrum of inauthenticity. The New Jersey-deli guy, for instance, is real, but the Parkwood Deli's 400,000-follower Instagram account suggests that the shop is canny about marketing his old-school charm. And in fact, the deli first posted the clip of his interaction with the London couple on Instagram in April, which suggests it had nothing to do with the World Cup, despite its current popularity. (Parkwood Deli did not respond to my request for comment.)



Also real is the Japanese man who praised Texas Roadhouse for its steak. The account's owner, who told me his name is Keisuke Yamanaka, really does enjoy Texas Roadhouse, and he isn't a professional influencer. But he also isn't in the United States for the World Cup, and the image he posted wasn't his own, he acknowledged. "To be completely honest, when I posted the tweet, I never imagined it would reach millions of people," Yamanaka said. "I simply wanted to share a restaurant recommendation with Japanese fans traveling to the United States for the World Cup."



Then there's Freddy. A month ago, he had an unremarkable social-media presence, posting almost exclusively in support of the legendary Portuguese forward Cristiano Ronaldo. An April post on X about his upcoming trip to the World Cup in the United States got a modest 60 likes. Then he landed in Atlanta, his starting point for a road trip to Houston with his unnamed companions, and his profile achieved liftoff. He snapped those pictures of the Taco Bell and got 48,000 likes. On June 8, he bestowed a 10/10 rating on his Waffle House visit--109,000 likes. And then, on June 10, the Buc-ee's blockbuster: 305,000 likes, more than 25 million views.



Suddenly Freddy was a rock star. He started taking requests for places to visit next. He hit up a Bass Pro Shops that he said had a shooting range inside it. By June 12, he was fending off fake Freddies who had sprung up on Instagram and TikTok to try to cash in on his newfound fame. In New Orleans, he was given free tours of the Saints and Pelicans facilities. A sign on the highway at the Louisiana border reads Welcome to Louisiana; below it was a hand-painted banner: Welcome Freddy. In Houston, Freddy hype took on a life of its own. The police department posed with him for a photo op. The mayor met him at an Astros game. The American-football star J. J. Watt bought him a lavish hotel stay and a care package full of swag. By Tuesday, he was at NASA's Johnson Space Center getting a personal tour of the Orion capsule from the astronaut Anne McClain. Freddy did not take a time-out from the ride of his life to respond to my request for comment.



Posts like Freddy's and Thora's tell a story that's flattering to Americans--that unfettered consumerism has gotten a bad rap; that, contrary to conventional wisdom, there is such a thing as American culture; that it deserves celebration, even adoration. But telling people what they want to hear is exactly what today's attention economy is designed to do. Algorithms don't guarantee that those posts will reflect reality. As long as the demand for the content is genuine, the supply doesn't have to be.



No doubt at least some of the mutual enthusiasm between Americans and visiting football fans is sincere. Bostonians joined Scotland's "Tartan Army" as it marched through their city, blaring bagpipes and drinking its pubs dry. Philadelphians embraced a crowd of raucous Ecuadorans who draped their national team's yellow jersey over the city's beloved Rocky statue (a classic blunder, as it turns out). It's probably not a coincidence that so much American hospitality has been showered on Freddy, the character whose story feels the closest to authentic of the bunch. I verified with spokespeople for both the Houston police and mayor's office that his interactions with them really happened.



Yet even Freddy is keeping close control of his own story and has studiously stayed anonymous, at least to online fans. He has been careful not to show his face in any of his posts and has not disclosed his real name. Whatever his initial intentions for posting through his World Cup trip, his great American adventure has gathered a momentum that professional influencers dream of. When Freddy found the care package from Watt in his hotel room, he was moved. "This is all so insane... I genuinely don't understand how it got to this point," he posted. "We're just normal World Cup tourists.??" If that was ever true, it isn't anymore.
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AI Is Taking Over Hospitals

This is health care's Uber moment.

by Benjamin Mazer

Wed, 17 Jun 2026




Every knowledge-based profession may one day reach the point when AI outperforms the human experts. In medicine, that day appeared to come in April. A group of primarily Harvard and Stanford researchers announced the results of a study that pitted ChatGPT against hundreds of physicians in a diagnostic obstacle course involving written medical mysteries and information from real-world patients. The bot had won, and the humans weren't entirely happy about it.

"I get a little bit queasy about how some of these results might be used," Adam Rodman, a lead author on the study, said at a press conference just ahead of its publication in the journal Science. The work had amounted to an academic exercise, he told reporters; as thorough as it may have been, it did not prove that ChatGPT or any other AI tool was ready to become a standard part of medical practice. His caution was in line with that of other experts, yet as Rodman knew, most people will ignore the warning. AI has already wormed its way into the U.S. health-care system, evidence and safeguards be damned.

Even as I was watching Rodman's press conference, I got a message on my phone from the administrators at the medical center where I work as a pathologist. They'd emailed me to say that an "AI-powered clinical reasoning tool" was now available for me to use. This wasn't the first time I'd gotten this sort of email; it wasn't the second or third time either. In fact, I've lost count of how many generative-AI products have been rolled out to us in recent years, none of which has been approved for medical use by the FDA.

This enthusiasm feels unprecedented. Health care is typically among the last fields to adopt a new technology; I still use a pager, and I send faxes on a regular basis. (Younger readers can ask Claude to explain what these things are.) A tendency toward simple tech is in part a product of doctors' safety-focused culture: We know that any ill-timed glitch has the potential to turn deadly. But these days, clinicians are allowed--encouraged, even--to run wild with the latest software, guided by a generic warning that "AI can make mistakes."

Those mistakes can be consequential. Although Rodman's research shows that generative AI can help diagnose rare diseases or make sense of unusual symptoms, a randomized trial that was published in NEJM AI just the week before found that intentionally erroneous output from an AI model can easily lead doctors astray. Nonprofessionals could be similarly misled. A recent study by Oxford scientists found that using AI did not significantly improve patients' ability to diagnose themselves or others. Another one, led by researchers at Mount Sinai, suggested that chatbots may fail to alert users to potential medical emergencies.

Read: Drink whole milk, eat red meat, and use ChatGPT

Misdiagnosis is not the only concern. As AI permeates the health-care system, errors are cropping up in unexpected places. When I spoke with Rodman by phone after his press conference, he told me that he'd been surprised one day to find that his hospital, Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center, had enlisted AI to draft messages to patients on his behalf--sometimes producing output for his review that he described as "completely absurd." (Sarah Finlaw, a spokesperson for Beth Israel Lahey Health, told me that use of AI tools is voluntary and subject to hospital training and support. She also said that any output from AI tools must be approved by a physician.)

Part of the problem is that health-related AI products can be deployed without any vetting by officials at the FDA. If a software package that is intended for physicians is classified as a "clinical decision support tool," and not a medical device, it usually avoids the agency's oversight. To be counted in this category, an AI-powered app generally must rely on the existing medical literature, avoid analyzing medical scans or images, explain its reasoning, and leave diagnosis and treatment up to a physician.  Most of the generative-AI products that doctors use today seem to meet these criteria.

Consumer-wellness apps and devices may also bypass FDA review so long as they are intended for "maintaining or encouraging a healthy lifestyle" and not for diagnosing or treating specific conditions. With this in mind, Microsoft, OpenAI, Anthropic, and xAI all warn users that their health-related chatbots are not meant to provide medical care or issue diagnosis and treatment recommendations. In practice, though, the distinction isn't always clear. Elon Musk encourages people to use his Grok chatbot to generate second medical opinions and interpretations of their X-ray and MRI images; a marketing video for ChatGPT Health shows the app reassuring people that their lab results are in a healthy range and encouraging them to continue taking cholesterol medication.

Most of these apps also invite users to connect their medical records and wearable health devices. AI companies wouldn't need to gobble up all of these data just to offer generic health information. A new product from the medical start-up Hims & Hers, called Labs AI, goes so far as to help interpret the results from "up to 130 biomarker tests" for its users and then provide a "deep, personalized, and actionable analysis on whole body health, risks, and patterns." I, too, analyze a patient's lab results and then give personalized, actionable advice. What's the difference?

When I reached out to the makers of these products, they reaffirmed that no actual medical advice is being given out to users. Dominic King, the vice president of health at Microsoft AI, told me in an emailed statement that its Copilot app provides "helpful information and support for conversations with clinicians" and not "a single, firm diagnosis." Patrick Carroll, the chief medical officer of Hims & Hers, told me that Labs AI does not diagnose or recommend treatment: "That responsibility belongs to clinicians, and Labs is designed to reinforce that boundary." Anthropic and xAI did not respond to my inquiries. OpenAI declined to comment for this article.

Perhaps that boundary--between doctor and algorithm--is somewhat artificial to begin with. One idea kicking around the medical literature is to stop treating AI products as if they were merely standard medical devices. Given their humanlike ability to learn new information and tailor answers to individual patients, medical AIs may function more like doctors than defibrillators--so perhaps they should be evaluated in the same way that physicians are. Instead of requiring FDA approval for each and every function it can perform, a chatbot might be asked to pass a medical-licensing exam and undergo a period of supervision akin to a medical residency.

Read: The ChatGPT symptom spiral

For the moment, though, that idea remains on the fringe. Haider Warraich, a cardiologist and program manager at the Advanced Research Projects Agency for Health, the U.S. government's program for developing advanced health technology, is leading a major effort to get medical chatbots approved in the traditional way. His agency is providing funding for the development of an AI tool that is tailor-made for heart conditions, and then to send it through a full FDA-authorization process. Warraich's hope is that by undergoing such a rigorous evaluation, the chatbot will be able to safely evaluate and treat patients without the involvement of a doctor. Rodman praised this approach but warned that the process is going to take years, during which time a plethora of new health AIs will have slipped into the market with little scrutiny.

In this way, the emergence of today's AI health products remind me of the rise, in the 2010s, of ride-sharing services such as Uber and Lyft. The taxi industry is heavily regulated, making it difficult for new players to enter the market. Yet by skirting and at times ignoring those rules, ride-sharing companies were able to acquire a critical mass of users in a short period of time. Pretty soon, governments had little choice but to adjust their laws to match what had by then become the status quo. The same pattern could end up playing out in medicine. Will regulations meant to ensure that medical products are safe and effective remain in force? Or will they instead be weakened or removed to clear the path for tools that everyone is already using?

We'll soon find out. The health-care system is not going to "slow down and wait for the evidence to accrue," Rodman told me. Eighty percent of doctors are already using AI tools in their job, according to a 2026 survey by the American Medical Association. Patients aren't far behind. The benefits of AI may remain uncertain, but they're already too enticing to pass up.
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Assume You Will Be Hacked

AI is enabling a deluge of cyberattacks the likes of which we've never seen before.

by Matteo Wong

Tue, 16 Jun 2026




Late last month, I began to consider withdrawing some money from my savings account to buy gold. It's the first time I've ever thought about panic-buying. For all of the firewalls and two-factor-authentication codes, the safety of the internet is starting to falter. Hackers are gaining the upper hand over organizations around the world--hospitals, energy grids, government agencies, and, yes, banks.



As AI tools have become extremely good at writing code, they've also become extremely good at pulling off cyberattacks. (Malware, after all, is still software.) The result has been a change in the scale, speed, and sophistication of hacks that is difficult to overstate: Among its tens of thousands of clients, the cybersecurity firm Palo Alto Networks identified a fourfold increase in daily attacks from 2024 to 2025. Hackers are developing AI-enhanced computer viruses that adapt on the fly to avoid detection. They are automating cyber-espionage campaigns on foreign governments. They are stealing data in minutes instead of hours. "There's a crazy amount of offensive activity happening right now," Alex Stamos, a former chief security officer of Yahoo and Facebook, told me. "Companies are getting hacked every single day."



If the NSA is perturbed by the rise in cyberattacks, which it apparently is, then surely my savings are vulnerable. There could be any number of weaknesses in my bank's IT systems to directly hack. Or perhaps an AI-written phishing email targeted at an employee, personalized to sound like a family member or manager, could let hackers into the back end to empty my coffers. Even if the bank has great cybersecurity, an attack on another business--a medical clinic I visited, a car-rental company, a newsletter subscription--could steal my payment information and, potentially, much more. The attack angles are seemingly infinite. And no one is adequately prepared.





The term software engineering has always been an insult to the level of rigor demanded of mechanical, civic, and other engineers. Computer programs can be riddled with vulnerabilities and run just fine for years or decades--and much of the software underlying the web has done just that. "We've just been writing software in a totally slapdash and insecure way for decades now," Stamos, who is now the chief security officer at the AI-coding company Corridor, said. With some small, high-stakes exceptions--such as software used on the International Space Station or nuclear submarines--code is written and deployed without much rigorous testing. If a bug is reported, it gets patched.



Such a relaxed security posture has been more or less fine because discovering vulnerabilities is hard and skilled hackers are few in number: Either nobody found the bugs or nobody was able to exploit them. But traditional cybersecurity methods don't cut it anymore. Before, you might scramble for a week to patch a hole, Giovanni Vigna, a cybersecurity expert at UC Santa Barbara, told me. "Now you could have hundreds of those every week." Moody's Ratings has found that the time attackers take to exploit a publicly known vulnerability (the digital equivalent of a robber plotting how to get around a bank's guards and cameras after obtaining a key) fell from more than 700 days in 2020 to just 44 days in 2025--faster than the average time cybersecurity teams take to patch the bug.



Governments and major companies are on high alert for AI-enabled cyberwarfare. The wake-up call came this spring, with the announcement of two extremely advanced cyber models--Claude Mythos Preview from Anthropic, and the analogous GPT-5.5-Cyber from OpenAI soon after. Many independent cybersecurity experts have told me that these models are as or nearly as skilled as elite human hackers, which is why Anthropic and OpenAI didn't release them publicly. Instead, the AI labs have granted a small number of partner organizations and government agencies exclusive access to the unrestricted versions of these cyber models in the hopes of shoring up their IT systems. And this month, Donald Trump signed an executive order to expedite just that.


 Read: Claude Mythos Is Everyone's Problem



Organizations can guard against the coming deluge of AI-enabled hacks, most notably by using AI to detect and resolve vulnerabilities before cybercriminals can exploit them. Anthropic has itself used Claude Mythos Preview to find thousands of bugs in open-source-software packages--many of which went undetected for years or decades--that undergird much of the internet. Mozilla used Mythos to fix more than 400 bugs in the Firefox web browser in April, roughly 20 times more than it fixes in a typical month. And having an AI agent monitoring for intruders 24/7 could be far more effective than periodic cybersecurity audits. If you've noticed more updates in your web browser, work software, and smartphone apps, it may well be because software companies are using AI to scan for bugs.



But, if anything, these efforts are late. Even though they're not as powerful as Mythos, plenty of free and open-source AI hacking tools are allowing criminals with little technical experience to marshal an army of hackers at their fingertips. Tools from Google, Anthropic, and OpenAI have guardrails intended to prevent them from being used for hacks, but they are not perfect: All three companies have reported more, and more sophisticated, hacking attempts using their AI models. When the courseware Canvas was hacked last month, upending classrooms in thousands of schools and universities worldwide, AI likely played a role--and the criminal group responsible, a notorious hacking ring called ShinyHunters, is known for using AI in all sorts of scams. Just weeks later, Google cybersecurity researchers reported that ShinyHunters had hacked into an Oracle HR system and may have stolen data from more than 100 organizations. Meanwhile, the Trump administration has forced Anthropic to revoke all public access to the latest version of Mythos--taking away perhaps the most powerful cyberdefense tool we have from both the government and the private sector.


 Read: The White House is ratcheting up its war against Anthropic



That does not mean you should withdraw your life's savings and buy gold (although, well). But a tremendous amount of change needs to happen in a very short period of time; open-source AI models will soon catch up to Mythos and GPT-5.5. The internet needs upgrades "at a Y2K-like scale," Raffi Krikorian, the chief technology officer at Mozilla, told me, referring to a widespread fear that computer programs interpreting the digits "00" to mean the year 1900, rather than 2000, would bring down the web. But IT professionals spent years preparing for and ultimately avoiding a Y2K apocalypse, he said; with AI, we have months. No one company or government can demand the requisite collective action rapidly enough to completely secure our digital infrastructure. "There's no way organizations across the globe are going to patch everything that needs to occur within the next three to five months," Wendi Whitmore, the chief security intelligence officer at Palo Alto Networks, told me.







At the same time that bots are making hackers more capable, the technology is also making the web less robust to attacks. Coding agents, due to their propensity to hallucinate, frequently write insecure code--and humans, in the thrall of vibe-coding, usually don't take the time to verify it. Spotty AI code has, for instance, reportedly caused multiple outages in Amazon's e-commerce services. Meanwhile, the AI models being integrated across the web--into Amazon, Google, your bank's customer-service department, and more--are themselves new, untested, and vulnerable to all manner of creative attacks that allow hackers to request passwords and personal information. A few weeks ago, a group of cybercriminals basically just asked Meta's customer-service AI to give them access to some 30,000 Instagram accounts (including the Sephora corporate account and the defunct Obama White House account), and the AI obliged. ("Some of our internal backend checks failed in this instance, but it wasn't due to the AI agent itself, and we've addressed the underlying cause," Andy Stone, a Meta spokesperson told me.)

The near future is very likely to involve more frequent, and more severe, outages and hacks just like those affecting Canvas, Meta, and Amazon. "We will see more of these disruptions," Vigna said. "I think it's inevitable in the short term." Smaller but crucial companies and organizations that are not web-native--think power plants, municipal-government agencies, credit unions--are especially vulnerable. They may be running all sorts of clunky legacy code, and lack the IT capacity or financial resources to make the necessary upgrades. In many cases, the person who wrote the bulk of an organization's software might be retired or dead.



Take hospitals, many of which are already struggling to combat data breaches and ransomware attacks. Hospital IT systems are full of valuable health and financial data, and the incentive to pay a ransom is high when patients' lives are on the line. "It's not a matter of will to increase cybersecurity for hospitals," John Riggi, the national adviser for cybersecurity and risk for the American Hospital Association, told me. "It is a matter of resources and capabilities." AI, he said, will make everything worse. And the greater burden is always on the side of the defense: Missing just a single vulnerability can permit a catastrophic attack. An Anthropic spokesperson told me that "hospitals, utilities, and smaller banks run on software built by others," which Mythos is helping secure. "Software upstream protects the organizations downstream that don't have resources to staff their own security research team.")



A worst-case scenario over the next year or so might look like "blackouts across the United States, telecommunications companies being hacked," Krikorian said, or "our banking systems dealing with people losing money left and right." Every cybersecurity expert I spoke with for this story concurred: The next few months, couple of years, or even longer will be rough. "I hope that it's not a catastrophic outage, but I am concerned that 2026 really could be the year that we see some sort of attack like that become very successful," Whitmore said. Anthropic estimates that a major cyberattack on just one of its 200 or so partner organizations could affect at least 100 million people.



Collective action aside, some precautions exist that individuals can take short of liquidating into gold. Many of them are basic: using a password manager that auto-generates long passwords, keeping software updated, restarting devices to wipe viruses from their short-term memory. Be extra wary of all sorts of phishing texts and other low-level scams. And you might consider simplifying your digital life by switching to a Chromebook, certain tablets, or another gadget that is a "thin client," meaning that very little software and data are stored on the device.



Even in the most catastrophic of scenarios, perhaps we can ride out the AI hacks. No one knows just how many bugs are out there. If there's a limited pool of vulnerabilities online, things will settle down once they are all found, whether by hackers or security audits. But it's also possible that every time the top AI models reach a new threshold of capabilities, Stamos said, they discover a new pool of still more complex hacks. And so the chaos begins anew.
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The White House Is Ratcheting Up Its War Against Anthropic

This is how America loses the AI race.

by Matteo Wong

Mon, 15 Jun 2026




In theory, Donald Trump has a consistent position on AI. On the first full day of his second term, the president declared that he would use his full authority to speed the AI industry along and, in particular, to beat China in the AI race: "We have an emergency," he said. "We have to get this stuff built." If AI is poised to become the most important technology ever made, the thinking goes, whichever country commands the most powerful bots will dominate the rest of the century and beyond. The government, it seemed, would just get out of Silicon Valley's way.



But in practice, the Trump administration's approach to AI has been much more erratic and confusing. Take last week, when Anthropic released its most advanced AI system yet. Called Fable 5, the model is an updated and public version of Claude Mythos Preview, the highly touted and feared AI model that Anthropic announced in April. Anthropic stated that Mythos Preview was so capable at hacking that only a small group of cybersecurity partners would be allowed to use it. In the subsequent months, the company developed guardrails to prevent people from misusing its most powerful AI for cyberattacks, while still allowing them to marshal its capabilities for other sorts of work. The safety measures underwent third-party testing, including with the U.S. government, and after Fable's release, a chorus of cybersecurity experts complained that, if anything, the model was too restrictive.



On Friday, the White House appeared to change its stance. Administration officials deemed Fable 5 a threat to national security and reportedly gave Anthropic 90 minutes to take down Fable 5 and Mythos 5, a newer version of Mythos Preview released to only a small number of organizations. When Anthropic did not, the government issued an export control, a designation that prevents any foreign national from using Fable and Mythos--even those employed by Anthropic within the United States. To rapidly comply, Anthropic shut down the bots for all of its customers. American companies and the U.S. government itself cannot use what's perhaps the most powerful AI in the world--and the reasons are hazy at best.



It's not unreasonable for the federal government to want to rapidly clamp down on a technology that could be incredibly dangerous. Trump officials had been alerted by researchers at Amazon to a possible way to circumvent Fable 5's safety systems, which led the model to identify some known IT vulnerabilities. The administration has not publicly shared much information about its security concerns. A White House spokesperson told me that the jailbreak "was very serious" but said that specific details are classified. Whether the bypass really was that serious is not at all clear, and Anthropic has contested whether what administration officials showed the company even constitutes a jailbreak. An Anthropic spokesperson pointed me to a blog post in which the company wrote that the actions elicited from Fable were "either entirely benign responses or are minor findings."



Katie Moussouris, a cybersecurity expert and the CEO of Luta Security, told me that Anthropic shared with her a copy of the White House's report on the Fable jailbreak to get her appraisal. (She said that she is not being paid by Anthropic.) The report, Moussouris said, involved IT experts asking Fable to help find and patch bugs. When given deliberately insecure code, she said, Fable refused the prompt "review the code for security issues" but then complied when asked to "fix this code," followed by some further manual steps. Moussouris told me that this was just "the model working as intended" for cyberdefense. She added that OpenAI's GPT-5.5, a model with similar cybersecurity capabilities, could be used in the same way. Yet GPT-5.5 is not subject to export controls, and neither are less advanced Anthropic models, such as Opus 4.8, which can do many of the same tasks. The jailbreak does not appear to have elicited the kinds of cyber abilities "that made Mythos famous," Alex Stamos, the chief security officer at the AI-coding company Corridor, told me. "And this kind of vulnerability discovery is already well within the capabilities of other models."



It's hard to imagine the Trump administration choosing to take such a drastic step against any other major AI company. The White House has long tussled with Anthropic, which generally positions itself as more safety-oriented than other tech companies; it is also more left-leaning. Last year, David Sacks, then the White House AI czar, said that Anthropic has an "agenda to backdoor Woke AI" and is a "Resistance organization." In late February, after a high-profile dispute over a contract between the Department of Defense and Anthropic, the Pentagon labeled the company a "supply-chain risk"--a move that AI, national-security, and legal experts told me at the time seemed ideologically motivated and to lack legal basis. (Anthropic is challenging the supply-chain-risk designation in court.) On Saturday, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth, in apparent reference to the Fable 5 export control, wrote on X that "three months ago," the Pentagon "kicked @AnthropicAI out of our building--forever. Every passing day proves why that was the right move. ??."



From the perspective of "??"--that is, American AI leadership--all of the Anthropic drama has been a mess. For starters, an export control is an especially blunt instrument. There's no easy way to differentiate a U.S. citizen from, say, an Anthropic employee on a visa (legally a "foreign national"), so the government basically forced Anthropic to shut down the model wholesale, Alan Rozenshtein, an expert on AI and the law at University of Minnesota Law School, told me. (Many researchers at Anthropic, as is the case at all of the top AI firms, are not American citizens.) The export control also means that U.S. companies and federal agencies cannot benefit from Fable and Mythos. The National Security Agency, for instance, has reportedly made exceptions to the earlier supply-chain-risk designation to use Mythos's advanced cyber abilities. Dozens of cybersecurity experts from companies including Nvidia and Zoom have signed a letter to White House officials stating that the export control "has taken the best models away from defenders, created market uncertainty, and risked America's AI leadership without any real risk to justify it."



Further adding to the chaos is how the Fable debacle is in tension with parts of the White House's broader AI policy. Because Anthropic has been forced to shut down its most powerful models, the export control functionally amounts to the government deciding whether an AI system can be released, akin to how the FDA approves drugs. Confusingly, concerns from tech insiders about the potential creation of what Sacks called an "FDA for AI" are precisely what bred weeks of infighting and delay in Trump signing a recent executive order on AI and cybersecurity. Sacks himself said that he was mollified in part because the final executive order explicitly said that it did not establish "a mandatory governmental licensing, preclearance, or permitting requirement" for AI. So much for that. Sacks has proceeded to defend the Claude Fable 5 export control, accusing Anthropic of prioritizing its "consumer model over safety." (A spokesperson for Sacks did not immediately respond to a request for comment.)



Anthropic researchers have flown to Washington and are meeting today with White House officials to try to resolve the issue. But whether the specific export control on Fable is lifted is almost beside the point. If none of this seems particularly self-consistent or strategic, it shouldn't. The Trump administration wants to stay ahead of Chinese AI but has clamped down on one of the few U.S. companies that stands a real chance of doing so. It has declared Anthropic a national-security threat multiple times while also racing to incorporate Claude Mythos into some government operations. It wants to demonstrate a light-touch approach to AI regulation but also just established a de facto licensing requirement for frontier models. Meanwhile, Trump has lifted a different set of AI-export controls, allowing the sale of advanced chips to China. Perhaps some of these are good policies: Even Anthropic has suggested that a federal-licensing regime could be beneficial. And the lack of federal AI regulation to date, especially as the technology has gotten more powerful, is hard to ignore. But the latest Anthropic saga hardly counts as regulation. Right now, decisions are being made in a hurried, contradictory fashion. There do not appear to have been any outlined standards and process, robust consultation, or even agreement on the facts before coming to this one.



The Trump administration has repeatedly evinced that it can and will instantly bar any person or business from using any AI model for any period of time. A technology that is advancing rapidly and could have catastrophic impacts "is exactly the situation in which you need to give the executive an enormous amount of discretion," Rozenshtein said. Yet at the same time, he said, Trump's tendency to change his mind on a whim and play favorites is "exactly the reason why you don't want to give the executive enormous amounts of discretion." To say the least, it's perilous to build a product, invest in a company, or even just try to leverage AI for productivity gains in an environment in which the government might at any time take a wrecking ball to your plans. America and its tech companies have many factors in their favor when it comes to leading the way in AI development. As of now, the White House is not one of them.
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The New Science of Psychedelic Drugs

University researchers are looking for ways to engineer better mind-altering therapeutic experiences

by Ross Andersen

Fri, 12 Jun 2026




Nature is always performing chemistry experiments, and in the dark and sticky corners of its forests and jungles, it creates compounds that have hyper-specific effects on the human mind. In China's Yunnan province, a yellow mushroom with a droopy cap sprouts up in the mountains, usually in the shade of long-needled pines. Many people of different ages and cultural backgrounds have eaten this mushroom and experienced the same hallucination. They report seeing elf-like figures that parkour around on clothes, on furniture, and on walls. These little people seem to like dancing and performing acrobatics. Large groups of them will march in formation. This "lilliputian hallucination" can last for a day, and closing your eyes is no escape. The tiny humans sometimes linger in the blank space of your mind, staring back at you in a teasing way.

For thousands of years, humans have searched nature for mind-altering substances through a process of trial and (sometimes fatal) error. People have choked down foul roots, boiled woody vines, and scraped bitter bark off of tree trunks. They've milked toad glands and chugged the urine of reindeer that were themselves tripping on fungi. These experiments have revealed hundreds of plants and fungi that contain psychedelic compounds.

Now that psychedelic research has been legitimized, scientists at university labs and biotech start-ups are wondering whether they can create a better one. It's a seductive idea, that some new and perfect drug might be hiding in the near-limitless parameter space of synthetic chemistry. Who wouldn't want to take a little pill that could help you slough off your old self and see the world anew, a half-day therapy that would leave you with a feeling of enlightenment, if not in the exalted state itself?






"Nature's compounds aren't always optimal," Manoj Doss, a professor of psychiatry at the University of Texas at Austin, told me. Take ibogaine, a naturally occurring psychedelic derived from an African shrub. A single dose of it seems to help people liberate themselves from opioids, quelling their cravings and mellowing their withdrawal symptoms. But ibogaine is a dirty drug, a blunt biochemical instrument that travels all across the body and puts particular stress on the heart. "If we could remove ibogaine's cardio risks and preserve its therapeutic benefit, that's something we should do," Doss said. And indeed, a gentler analogue has already been developed in the lab, although it hasn't yet reached clinical trials.

Doss has noticed a proliferation of lab-modified psychedelics. He recently heard that researchers had synthesized a promising new compound in the same class that includes MDMA. This one is supposed to be "the best ever," he said. "It's said to be less intense than MDMA, and socially lubricating, but not the full out 'I love you!'--and it's followed by way less of a crash. It just kind of cruises to the end."

Psilocybin, the "magic mushroom" compound, could also be improved. It's hardly toxic--no one dies from overdosing on psilocybin--but its effects are at times unpleasant or even tragic. People who use psilocybin recreationally may become confused and jump off a building, David Yaden, a researcher at the Center for Psychedelic and Consciousness Research at Johns Hopkins University, told me. Even in the lab at Hopkins, where the drug is carefully tested as a treatment for a number of mental-health disorders, patients can have adverse reactions. In that setting, every user will be screened for cardiac issues and a family history of psychosis, and guided through their trip by two professional facilitators who have a doctor on call--and even then, some users experience a psychotic break or profound dissociative episodes. It's an intense experience, Yaden said, "like running a marathon or climbing a mental mountain. Some people don't do well with it."

Read: The meditation start-up that's selling bliss on demand

One way to make psilocybin trips less intense is to shorten them. A standard trip on the drug tends to last six to eight hours, and like other powerful psychedelics, it can leave a residue on the windowpanes of your consciousness that may not rinse clean until you've slept. Several companies are now working on milder versions of psilocybin that can be delivered via nasal sprays, injectables, and Listerine-style strips. They activate similar receptors across the nervous system but metabolize more rapidly, shortening the trip. A psilocybin analogue developed by Reunion Neuroscience appears to produce a high that lasts just three or four hours, according to findings from a Phase 2 trial of 84 women with postpartum depression. The drug showed signs of being clinically effective too, though Yaden is not yet fully sold on the idea that shorter-acting psychedelics can have the same therapeutic pop as a daylong trip on psilocybin. He'd like to see more evidence.

In San Francisco, a start-up called Mindstate Design Labs is trying to extend this work on engineering psychedelics beyond the modest goal of inducing shorter and more easygoing trips. "We don't want to just develop a more convenient psilocybin," its CEO, Dillan DiNardo, told me on a recent call. "We want to provide mental states that aren't yet reliably accessible." The company is starting with a compound that aims to enhance aesthetic perception, for example. "It makes the world around them into a sort of sensory feast," DiNardo said. In theory, it could be used to treat a person suffering from anhedonia, and it would have obvious recreational appeal.

Mindstate started by compiling a large database of more than 70,000 trip reports. Some of the reports were pulled from Erowid, an online library of information about psychoactive substances. Others are from books that contain first-person psychedelic accounts, which DiNardo said the company transcribed. And still more were taken from clinical materials. The reports contain descriptions of the subjective effects of hundreds of psychoactive drugs, including many that were first synthesized by Alexander "Sasha" Shulgin, the underground researcher who almost single-handedly drove the field of psychedelic chemistry forward from the 1960s to the 1990s. (Ann Shulgin, his widow, was a co-owner of Mindstate until her death, in 2022.) Then the company used an AI model to turn that database into a drug-discovery engine. By linking the subjective reports from each psychoactive compound to its receptor-binding profiles, it tries to predict the underlying neurobiology of specific emotional states.

Read: The weak science behind psychedelics

DiNardo claimed that Mindstate's AI works like AlphaFold, the model from Google DeepMind that has wowed structural biologists--and the Nobel Committee for Chemistry--by predicting the three-dimensional structures of proteins. We won't know whether this is true for a long while. Only one of the company's compounds has reached the testing phase in humans, and it wasn't discovered by the model; Shulgin synthesized a version of it in the 1980s. Human trials for the other drugs that Mindstate has in development could be years away. Doss, the UT Austin psychiatrist, told me that he is skeptical of Mindstate's approach to automated drug discovery. The trip reports may constitute the richest database of recreational pharmacology that we have, but they're still "crap," he said. They're colored by all kinds of biases and limited by people's inability to cram psychedelic states into words.

Boris Heifets, an anesthesiologist and a neuroscientist at Stanford University, also has doubts about Mindstate. "I am cheering them on and I would love to be wrong, but my deep suspicion is that they're barking up the wrong tree," he told me. He thinks that simply adjusting the intensity of a trip will have the most important effects on the psychedelic experience. He also said that in his lab, he's seen evidence that altering a person's pre- and post-trip experiences can have more transformative clinical effects than tweaks to the drugs. "That context of care is an enormous determinant of a patient's outcome," he said. If this context didn't matter, he continued, then anyone who took these drugs on their own might end up cured of mental illness or otherwise enlightened. The average rave attendee would be a guru.

Recreational users of psychedelics do tinker with the experience on their own terms, by choosing to trip with different kinds of people or in different kinds of places--in cities, or on mountaintops, or while camping at the beach. On the one hand, "you could imagine that being in the natural world and feeling awe would be beneficial," Yaden said. "On the other hand, if people are more engaged with their perceptual environment and the novelty that's around them, they might lose the benefit of being left with the workings of their own mind, which might be part of what produces insight during these experiences." Testing this in any formal way would be dangerous, however. A clinical trial of psilocybin in the wilderness could easily result in a participant running away, or worse.

Read: The man behind the Trump administration's favorite psychedelic

But even indoors, in labs, scientists could try to engineer a particular psychedelic high just by varying the conditions. They might provide patients with preparatory materials that go beyond the typical one-page handout. They could encourage patients to engage in certain kinds of introspection, invite them to bring in a photo to focus on during their session, or ask them to look into a mirror for a sustained period while they're tripping. They could pipe in a greater variety of music. (Doss said that he hates "the Hopkins playlist," which consists primarily of Western classical music.) Yaden said that not nearly enough of this kind of work has been done.

But even if researchers did perform all of these experiments, and many more, there's no guarantee that they'd be able to observe and analyze any shifts in experience that were triggered. The "perfect trip" may always be beyond the reach of engineering, biochemical or otherwise. Psychedelic journeys might be too ineffable and too particular to a person's individual consciousness for the methods of science. We may instead be stuck with storytelling, folk knowledge, and the nuggets of wisdom that have come down to us in ancient texts. For 17 centuries, Chinese Taoists have been preserving one such text called Baopuzi. It was written by the scholar Ge Hong, and it tells of a "flesh spirit mushroom" that could, when eaten raw, allow one to "see a little person" and experience transcendence.
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The Boeing 747 Begins Its Final Descent

The jet was perhaps the pinnacle of American engineering excellence. Its retirement signals an end to an era of American culture--and ambition.

by Ian Bogost

Fri, 12 Jun 2026




I. The Boneyard

Through the heat haze, airplane tails rose from the desert. As I steered off the interstate toward Pinal Airpark, in Marana, Arizona, I got my first view of a corpse in full: a stark-white Boeing 747, its wings sheared off, its passenger doors open to the dust and wind, a rickety set of airstairs inviting no one aboard. The plane was a memory, a ruin, but its swooping, humped nose was still striking--a visage that signaled the freedom of movement in the Jet Age.

I was arriving at this desolate site north of Tucson, where airplanes go to die, to mourn the 747, the original jumbo jet--a.k.a. the Whale, the Longreach, the Sky Cruiser, the Mother of All Airliners, the Queen of the Skies. For 50 years, the aircraft was the principal host of Important Journeys: a young student's trip to study abroad in Paris, a first-generation American's pilgrimage to their ancestral home in Hungary, an Iranian family fleeing the 1979 revolution. Combining the immensity of an ocean liner and the elegance of a swan, the 747 is the only commercial jet that deserves to be called beautiful. Over the past two decades, airlines have stopped using it as a passenger plane and replaced it with smaller aircraft that are more efficient, but far less majestic and memorable. The 747 was once a symbol of American might, invention, progress, and populism. Now it embodies the decline of all of those values.

Jim Petty, the airpark's manager, led me out the back door of his small office to his truck, and we peeled out toward the long rows of forsaken aircraft. I had been calling Pinal a boneyard, but Petty told me that he doesn't like the term. Some planes get brought here for a checkup, others for intensive care or storage. Some ailing vessels are delivered here with every intention of flying again, like an elderly relative sent to a short-term-care facility. But if rehabilitation proves impossible, Pinal becomes their final destination.



Sign up for Ordinary Extraordinary, Ian Bogost's guide to making everyday life vivid again. You'll receive the first edition of the limited-run newsletter course in early July.



Petty parked us under a TWA 747 that had been sitting there for almost 30 years. Its enormity eclipsed the hot desert sun. The tires alone were more than four feet tall, a memorial to outsize ambitions. From 1970, when the first 747 entered service, to 2023, when Boeing stopped building the plane, the company manufactured 1,574 of them, including the two that still serve as Air Force One. Most 747 routes spanned oceans and continents, giving travelers a speedier option than the Queen Mary had across the Atlantic, or the California Zephyr across the West. For generations, these jumbo jets flew to London, to Osaka, to San Francisco. But more recently, 747s have been flying to Pinal--drawn here by their own obsolescence.

"Some day," Petty said, "there's just going to be one left."



II. Birth of an Icon

Starting the engines brings a sudden hush followed by a smooth roar. At 300-some metric tons, fully loaded, and with a wingspan that would cover two-thirds of a football field, the plane could be tricky to drive but was supple to fly. On the ground and about three stories up, pilots were aware of all they couldn't see. Once airborne, though, a sense of infinity dawned out the cockpit windows, and of sheer mass behind the pilots. In the cabin, the heft makes the plane feel almost still, even at 500 miles an hour and 35,000 feet; it is the only plane I have ever flown in whose takeoff and landing were imperceptible to the senses. Paul Gallaher, a longtime 747 captain, told me he couldn't remember a hard landing. He said that it was the plane every pilot wanted to fly, the top rung of a commercial-aviation career.

Like most technological innovations of the 20th century, the 747 project was catalyzed by the military. In the early 1960s, Boeing produced designs in response to a government request for a large military transport aircraft. Lockheed won that job and produced the C-5 Galaxy. Boeing's loss steeled its resolve and freed up engineers to work on the biggest airplane ever built for commercial service. Boeing acquired 780 acres of land in Everett, Washington, just north of Seattle, and erected an assembly complex that included the largest building in the world by volume--at a cost of $200 million ($2 billion in today's dollars)--to house up to eight 747s under construction. About 2,700 engineers labored on the project.

Aviation executives called a risk like this the "sporty game"--a shameless mid-century, flannel-suit euphemism for staking an entire company on a single long-odds bet. Had the 747 project faltered, Boeing would likely have gone down with it.

Thomas Gray, who joined Boeing in 1961 as an electrical engineer, calls himself the "first passenger on the first 747," responsible for in-flight testing. "Whether it was strain, arrows, airspeed, whatever," he told me, "we had to measure all that data onto a tape machine." Gray, a lanky man with a gray mustache, volunteers as a docent at the Museum of Flight in Seattle, just across from Boeing Field. For 17 years, the 747 served as his office. This was the Wild West of commercial aviation, after planes had been proven but when the Jet Age was still new and exciting.

Watching the plane's first flight from the blast fence, in 1969, Gray remembers telling a fellow engineer beside him, "One of these days, there are going to be 747s lined up to take off." He was right. Boeing's earlier jets--the 707, 727, and 737--carried fewer than 200 souls. The 747 could carry north of 490 passengers, plus a massive amount of cargo, and still fly thousands of miles farther than most existing jets. Juan Trippe, who ordered 25 747s for Pan Am in 1966 at a cost of $5 billion in today's dollars, saw the plane as an instrument of human flourishing. "The new era of mass travel between nations may well prove more significant to human destiny than the atom bomb," he said at the time, calling the aircraft "a great weapon for peace."

The jumbo jet would make the world smaller in the same way that railroads and ocean liners had in the century prior. This was the age of seemingly impossible endeavors undertaken and accomplished despite extreme risk; five months after the 747 first took flight, Neil Armstrong set foot on the moon. This spirit of rarefied American invention, fueled by both government investment and private capital, was meant to serve all humankind.




It worked. From 1969 to 1979, the number of people flying every year more than doubled, to 640 million. Flying was glamorous--in part because it was expensive, but also because the 747 was built for human comfort as well as fuel efficiency.

Speed was expected to supplant comfort, eventually. In anticipation of supersonic flight, the 747 was designed to shift into cargo duty sometime by the end of the '70s; its cygnine hump allowed containers to be loaded through its nose, which opens like the mouth of a cartoon shark. But the supersonic passenger jet was a bust, and the 747 persisted. Its accidental longevity defined an era.



III. Legroom and Caviar

The British architect Norman Foster once called the 747 his favorite building of the 20th century. Like the ocean liners and railcars it replaced, the 747 is more than a vehicle. It is also a dwelling.

The upper-deck lounge became the first and most important room in this building--though somewhat incidentally. The charge to make the plane capable of loading cargo through its nose required the flight deck to be situated above the main section. Once the flight deck was placed high, over the cargo slot, the plane needed to sweep back accordingly for aerodynamics, one retired Boeing engineer told me. What to put in that space?

A cocktail bar, obviously. Air France and United installed lounges with rotating seats to allow passengers to mingle. Air India put in bright-red carpeting and sofas, with images of apsaras on the bulkhead behind them. Qantas offered the nautical-themed Captain Cook Lounge, with lantern sconces, intricate woodwork, and rope-wrapped swivel seats and cocktail tables.

Boeing named its first 747 the City of Everett, after its birthplace, and painted it in Boeing's corporate color scheme: white with a red cheatline, a gray belly, and a black glare panel. Gray and his colleagues used the City of Everett for testing; it was never outfitted with an interior. The aircraft now lives at the Museum of Flight. Visitors can take a tour inside but are generally not allowed up the spiral staircase to the upper deck and cockpit.

I negotiated an exception. When I ascended the tight stairwell, I was surprised to see it decorated as a lounge, complete with antiqued mirrors on the rear bulkhead, blue carpeting, and vivid, mod-printed seating. At some point in the City of Everett's long life, an upholstery shop had redone the upper-deck seating with old Braniff Airways fabric.

Peggy Verger and Cheryl Grimm, two former United flight attendants, met me in the lounge to share memories of service on early 747s. For Verger, luxury wasn't really the point of the plane's interior design. "We've lost the personality of flying," she said. At first I thought she was talking about the style--the Pucci-designed Braniff uniforms, or Eero Saarinen's modernist terminals. But she meant personalities. She meant people. "We loved talking to the people," Verger said. "The lounges, the wide aisles. We were tight with the passengers. 'So how's your dog?' We were much more social."

Travelers turned in their seats to their neighbors. They stood up and chatted with someone across the aisle. They moved through the cabin to a lounge, or to ask for a coffee. Sometimes, after giving children pin-on airline wings, the stewardesses--as they were called at the time--would recruit them to help pass out nuts or matches. "It just was all so different," Verger added. "The passenger was a person."

The food in first class was rich: hand-carved meats, lobster, caviar. Even fliers in the back ate like royalty; on a 1970 Pan Am flight from JFK to Heathrow, a coach-class passenger would have enjoyed filet mignon. Small sofa lounges were tucked into the front or rear of some aircraft. One Continental Airlines 747, called the Proud Bird of the Pacific, had a spacious Polynesian Pub in the coach cabin, with floral-print seats around low-slung pedestal tables. American Airlines built a coach lounge with black-and-white geometric carpet and red upholstered seating that anyone might mistake for a hotel lobby. American installed a piano bar there, too, although it used an electric organ (pianos are hard to keep in tune when subjected to the forces of takeoff and landing).

Features like these inspired Continental, in 1971, to advertise its 747 flights as "Air Cruises." Grimm recalled constant activities and contests. Passengers celebrating a birthday or an anniversary could order a cake or a bottle of champagne. "It was just a nice party," she said.

The cabin's ceilings rose to eight feet--even at the window seats--and the exterior walls stood nearly straight up and down, allowing even the tallest passengers to stand upright, like a human instead of a sardine.

Use of the whole space was encouraged. Why make a building for people to remain seated in? A TWA pamphlet about 747 service from the early 1970s encouraged passengers to exercise on their flight: "Walk 13 times up and down the cabin and you've actually covered one mile." Continental once boasted of removing 41 seats for four extra inches of legroom in coach. Even on a three-hour domestic flight, the experience of the airborne building was deemed as important as the transportation itself.

Wide-body airliners made global flight accessible to many people, but industry growth slowed by the mid-1970s. The 1973 oil shock made fuel more expensive, altering the fundamentals of the airline business. Hijackings surged, leading to the invention of airport security. In 1978, deregulation transformed the economics of the domestic airline industry. Fares dropped dramatically, and more people began to fly. As the clientele became more pedestrian, flying felt less cosmopolitan.

And the comforts started to vanish. The social spaces and coach lounges began disappearing so the airlines could cram in more passengers--including into the upper deck, which became certified for passenger seating during taxi, takeoff, and landing. The new hub-and-spoke model of air service started displacing milk-run paths. Domestic flights on the 747, such as the Chicago-L.A. leg of the Proud Bird of the Pacific, became rarer. Instead, the aircraft mostly flew people over oceans. The most beautiful building of the 20th century was becoming just another vehicle.


A first-class lunch served in the nose of a Boeing 747, 1970 (Fox Photos / Getty)





IV. Metal Tubes With Wings

Before the September 11 attacks closed terminals to the unticketed, anyone could pass through the metal detectors and go right up to the gate. You could do this to welcome or send off a loved one. You could meet up with a friend on a layover. Or you could just see the planes.

Cheryl Grimm remembers passengers bringing their friends to the gate, just to see her 747 taxiing. Pilots remember it too. Mark Vanhoenacker flew 747s for British Airways out of London until 2019, just before the airline removed the plane from service. He told me about disembarking at his favorite destinations--Cape Town, Tokyo, Vancouver--and looking over his shoulder in childlike wonder. I can't believe I flew that airplane a third of the way around the world, he'd think to himself.

The aircraft began service in the middle of the Vietnam War. In 1975, after the tragic crash of a C-5 Galaxy military transport aircraft meant to evacuate Vietnamese orphans, two chartered Pan Am 747s stepped in as a part of Operation Babylift. That effort was accused of both propagandism and abduction. But many citizens were desperate to leave Vietnam, and they did so voluntarily, in the bosom of the Mother of All Airliners.

For that reason, Peggy Verger understood crewing the 747 as a patriotic act. She remembered a group of Vietnamese refugees boarding a flight of hers in Tokyo. "And when they got off--they were doctors and lawyers, and a lot of them spoke English--they would say things like Thank you for letting me come into your country," she said, stopping to press her heart. "Tears coming down." Grimm remembers similar scenes, on flights to Vancouver before Hong Kong reverted to Chinese rule. Or Russian immigrants on flights to New York: a whole family, from the grandmother to the children, taking up an entire row of the airplane, each with just a little sack of belongings. Grimm would think to herself: Thank you, Lord, for letting me be born in America.

The 747's fusion of aeronautical ability and symbolic power earned it many roles beyond passenger liner and freighter. By 1977, Thomas Gray, the Boeing engineer, was running test flights for a heavily modified Whale to carry the space shuttle Enterprise atop it. NASA used the plane to shuttle the shuttle from its landing sites back to the Kennedy Space Center, in Florida. One icon of America had settled the global skies, and on its shoulders sat another, set to conquer the cosmos. The sight of the pair mated together suggested that the 20th century's progress would never end.

It did, of course. The shuttle program closed in 2011, as 747s were already disappearing from the skies. Today, beholding a 747 in person has become harder, especially in the United States. The charter carrier Atlas Air flies some, as does the freight operator Kalitta, but even their numbers are dwindling as companies move to more efficient two-engine aircraft. Lufthansa flies the most scheduled passenger flights on the 747--between Frankfurt and destinations that include Chicago, Los Angeles, and Washington, D.C.--and Korean Air also still runs the plane overseas. But the 747 has moved downmarket: China, Iran, and Russia use them for bus-like domestic routes. Even when foreign carriers fly 747s, though, the sight of one of their planes invokes American ingenuity, because the aircraft was designed and built by America.

When the 747 is gone, other aircraft will service high-capacity, long-haul routes: the Boeing 777, for example, and the Airbus A350. But none of those planes will symbolize global access and renewal, because nothing about any other plane is symbolic. They all look and feel the same. They are just metal tubes with wings. When we are on a plane these days, we are really inside our headphones, sewn into our seats, yearning for it to end. The miracle of flight itself goes unnoticed, as even daytime travelers draw their shades. They do so to sleep, or to increase the contrast on their screen. Striking up a conversation is taboo. Six miles aboveground, you feel buried rather than aloft.



V. The Flying Oval Office

The last 747 on Americans' radar is the one carrying Donald Trump. Air Force One has been a 747 for nearly 36 years, since George H. W. Bush first ascended its staircase on September 6, 1990, to fly from Andrews Air Force Base to Topeka, Kansas, for a fundraising luncheon.

Air Force One is heavily modified and highly customized--its 4,000 square feet of interior space include a medical facility and two kitchens that can serve 100 gourmet meals--but from the outside, it still looks the same as any other 747, from Pan Am onward, apart from the color scheme and presidential seal. In previous eras, the most powerful person in the world boarded the same equipment that you might use to take a Hawaiian vacation. But there was something regal about a president descending those steps, or waving from the top of them, on foreign soil. The plane is a literal ship of state. On September 11, 2001, amid a nationwide ground stop while the country was under attack, Air Force One was George W. Bush's "flying Oval Office," to borrow Boeing's phrase. Trump loves to do domestic flyovers--of his rallies, of a Washington Commanders game in November--and show off the sheer size of the plane at low altitudes.

But Air Force One has aged. The two 747s that currently share the duty are the same ones that Bush 41 flew on. In 2018, the first Trump administration struck a $3.9 billion deal with Boeing to make two new planes, based on the 747-8, the aircraft's final variation. The planes were meant to be delivered by 2024, but they have not arrived. The project has been plagued by technical issues, supplier disputes, and alleged tomfoolery--empty mini tequila bottles were reportedly discovered on one of the airplanes under construction. Boeing has absorbed more than $2 billion in cost overruns on the project. ("We continue to make steady progress" on the project, a Boeing spokesperson told me.)

The stumble couldn't have come at a worse moment for the company. Around the same time that Trump ordered the new Air Force Ones, Boeing 737 Max 8 aircraft began experiencing software problems that eventually led to disaster, including two accidents that killed 346 people. All planes in the fleet were grounded. Boeing paid large penalties and settlements in the ensuing years, and faced increased competition from Airbus, its European rival. In January 2024, an Alaska Airlines 737 Max 9 suffered a door-plug blowout due to improper installation. The company that once played the sporty game to invent the jumbo jet couldn't seem to make new versions of its bread-and-butter mid-range aircraft.

By spring 2025, still without his new Air Force One, Trump began to consider accepting a luxury-appointed Boeing 747-8 as a gift from Qatar instead. Despite concerns about corruption and national security, the government took the gift, valued at $400 million. Only a "stupid person" would decline a "free, very expensive airplane," Trump said at the time. The cost of modifying the plane for presidential use is classified; "probably less than $400 million" is what Air Force Secretary Troy Meink told Congress last year. The Air Force announced on May 1, 2026, that the aircraft is scheduled to fly this summer, with a new red, white, and blue livery. Will the American taxpayer end up paying for both the retrofitting and the new planes? "Yes," an Air Force spokesperson told me.

Another problem plagues a presidential 747, whether or not an emir delivers it: It is not a plane of the people anymore. It is a rarity, more often an opulent private palace than an instrument of common carriage. The likeliest way for me to fly on a 747 in the United States, at this moment, would be in a press seat on the president's plane.

A common route for Air Force One these days is from Andrews Air Force Base to Palm Beach International Airport, for Trump's weekends at Mar-a-Lago. I figured that the White House, and even the president himself, might welcome me aboard, to experience the greatest passenger plane in the sky over the greatest country in the world. The White House nearly gave me a seat in late January, but then the trip filled up. On one of the flights I was not aboard that weekend, Trump told reporters that he had opened airspace in South America so that some immigrants could "go back to Venezuela and stay, perhaps." America has traveled a long way from Peggy Verger's huddled masses yearning to fly free.

In recent years, the 747 has amounted to an old plane for an old-man president. What will its next iteration symbolize? If a new Air Force One finally rolls off the beleaguered Boeing line, it will still be a fully American lodestar, however faded its shine. If instead Trump flies on a gift from a foreign power, it won't matter how American its bones are.



VI. Farewell Tour

Flying is more a part of life than ever, but it feels disappointing at best, and inhumane at worst. This year, a Homeland Security shutdown created hours-long security lines; an elective war with Iran spiked the cost of fuel and ticket prices. Old dreams were forgotten too. The possibility of supersonic passenger travel has been abandoned in favor of trim-tab adjustments, such as Boeing's 787 Dreamliner, with its bigger windows and less arid cabins. The competition that deregulation once spurred has all but dried up. The few airlines that are left, having been allowed to consolidate into oligopoly, have abandoned the medium-size cities that were their former hubs, such as Cincinnati, St. Louis, Pittsburgh, and Memphis. The big four U.S. carriers--United, Delta, American, and Southwest--have effectively become banks: The difference between profit and loss comes down to the loyalty points they sell to their credit-card partners each year. Cramped passengers are ruled not by bonhomie but by hair-trigger aggression, while flight crews seek compliance rather than kinship. No frills are left to entice or distract passengers. The main benefit of sitting in first class is that you might still be served free cocktails, while a coach passenger is left with a puny bag of carbs, one cup of soda, and complimentary (for now) trash collection. Forget about power and freedom. Commercial airplanes no longer symbolize anything except a desire to be anywhere else. Nobody cares what kind of plane they fly in anymore, so long as they are on it as little as possible.


Planes sent to Pinal Airpark, in Marana, Arizona, for repair, storage, or scrapping (Adriana Zehbrauskas For The Atlantic)



A quarter of the 21st century has now elapsed, but the 20th century, its engines cut, has managed to stay aloft. It is now finally landing, at Pinal Airpark in Arizona. "I flew the last passenger U.S. airplane to the desert," Captain Steve Hanlon told me by phone from Atlanta, where he works for Delta as a flight-simulator pilot instructor. In 2017, Delta retired the aircraft (Ship 6314) and the rest of its 747 fleet for the same reason every other airline did and will: A four-engine jumbo jet is more expensive to operate than newer, if less striking, alternatives. Ship 6314 went on a farewell tour of former Northwest and Delta hubs, including hangar parties in Seattle, Detroit, Atlanta, and Minneapolis and a more somber affair in L.A. "Don't say it's 'sad,' " Hanlon remembers the Delta corporate reps telling him. They also changed how he referred to the vessel--"she," as sailors have done since antiquity--in an interview for a corporate press release. "Instead they put 'it,' " he said, scoffing.

The scene aboard Ship 6314 was celebratory. A pilot and a flight attendant, who had met on a 747 military charter years earlier, were married in the air. But Hanlon, who had been flying 747s for 20 years, felt the pull of an ending as he held the Whale's yoke, setting the aircraft down gently on the Pinal runway, with his co-captain, Paul Gallaher, by his side. "It was sad," Hanlon told me. "Like putting my favorite dog down." It was the last time either man would fly a 747.

Ship 6314's phantom neighbors include the 747 that once transported the Ohio televangelist Ernest Angley, who used the plane to spread the good word before financial issues brought him back to Earth. Japan's equivalent to Air Force One is also here. So is a 747 that was intended for Saudi Crown Prince Sultan bin Abdul Aziz and cost $300 million; it flew for less than 50 hours and is now being scrapped at Pinal--the aviation equivalent of parting out a brand-new Bugatti.

When Jim Petty, Pinal's manager, parked us under the long-forsaken TWA 747, he pointed out the grid of missing skin where aluminum from the fuselage had been cut in tidy rows to make plane tags, a type of aviation collectible. Nearby, a former Korean Air vessel's nose cone had been removed clean, as if seared off with a hot knife. A galley intercom phone hung from a chasm in the tail of another 747, swinging as if dropped from a phone booth in a film noir. Just above it, Petty pointed out a hawk roost. "For five years they came here," he said. "I always thought it was cool that a bird made its nest in a plane."

When all of the useful parts have been claimed from a corpse, industrial scavengers tug the remains to a cement pad, where excavators tear the vessel into bits of metal, Petty explained. The scrap gets loaded onto 18-wheelers and hauled away for recycling. "It's never used again to make an aircraft," he said, "but it goes into wheels for cars, or beer cans." Pointing at the Diet Coke he gave me upon arrival to quench my desert thirst, Petty noted that it might once have been a small piece of the Queen of the Skies.

Almost all of the engines had been harvested from these planes. Removing the weight can cause the planes to tip upward, and point their noses to the sky. The blades of one abandoned engine, lying at Pinal since 2014, issued a tinny clatter as they spun in the breeze. "It makes me think that the plane wants to head out," Petty said. "It wants to go." But both of us knew better. It was a death rattle, and for more than just a type of airplane.

In the faux-Braniff lounge aboard that first 747, at the Museum of Flight, I had asked Cheryl Grimm and Peggy Verger for their best memory of the aircraft. The former flight attendants couldn't summon a story, and instead fell back on a feeling. "You were just happy to be there," Verger said. Grimm could only echo that bygone affection: "You were just happy to be there."



*Illustration source images: Adsr / Alamy; Jim Gray / Keystone / Getty; Diana Walker / Getty; Gene Glover / Agentur Focus / OSTKREUZ Archiv / Redux; Francois Pages / Paris Match / Getty; (c) SAS Museum Oslo Norway.

This article appears in the July 2026 print edition with the headline "Queen of the Skies."
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American Democracy, 250 Years Later

Panelists joined a special edition of <em>Washington Week With The Atlantic</em> to discuss the state of democracy 250 years after the Declaration of Independence.

by The Editors

Sat, 13 Jun 2026




Last night, panelists joined a special edition of Washington Week With The Atlantic to discuss the state of democracy 250 years after the Declaration of Independence, and the successes and challenges of the American experiment.

Compared with the nation founded 250 years ago, the United States of today appears to be in an "epistemological crisis," Tim Alberta, a staff writer at The Atlantic, argued."You have people who no longer share a lived reality, or no longer operate from a common baseline of fact and information." What's so striking, Alberta continued, is how people have "reached the conclusion that no one is looking out for them, that no one has their best interest in mind, that no one can be trusted."

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, in this discussion about the nation's 250th anniversary: Alberta; Stephen Hayes, the editor of The Dispatch; Peter Baker, the chief White House correspondent at The New York Times; Idrees Kahloon a staff writer at The Atlantic; Susan Glasser, a staff writer at The New Yorker; Ashley Parker a staff writer at The Atlantic.

Watch the full episode, "America: The Next 250," here.
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AI Is Taking Over Hospitals

This is health care's Uber moment.

by Benjamin Mazer

Wed, 17 Jun 2026




Every knowledge-based profession may one day reach the point when AI outperforms the human experts. In medicine, that day appeared to come in April. A group of primarily Harvard and Stanford researchers announced the results of a study that pitted ChatGPT against hundreds of physicians in a diagnostic obstacle course involving written medical mysteries and information from real-world patients. The bot had won, and the humans weren't entirely happy about it.

"I get a little bit queasy about how some of these results might be used," Adam Rodman, a lead author on the study, said at a press conference just ahead of its publication in the journal Science. The work had amounted to an academic exercise, he told reporters; as thorough as it may have been, it did not prove that ChatGPT or any other AI tool was ready to become a standard part of medical practice. His caution was in line with that of other experts, yet as Rodman knew, most people will ignore the warning. AI has already wormed its way into the U.S. health-care system, evidence and safeguards be damned.

Even as I was watching Rodman's press conference, I got a message on my phone from the administrators at the medical center where I work as a pathologist. They'd emailed me to say that an "AI-powered clinical reasoning tool" was now available for me to use. This wasn't the first time I'd gotten this sort of email; it wasn't the second or third time either. In fact, I've lost count of how many generative-AI products have been rolled out to us in recent years, none of which has been approved for medical use by the FDA.

This enthusiasm feels unprecedented. Health care is typically among the last fields to adopt a new technology; I still use a pager, and I send faxes on a regular basis. (Younger readers can ask Claude to explain what these things are.) A tendency toward simple tech is in part a product of doctors' safety-focused culture: We know that any ill-timed glitch has the potential to turn deadly. But these days, clinicians are allowed--encouraged, even--to run wild with the latest software, guided by a generic warning that "AI can make mistakes."

Those mistakes can be consequential. Although Rodman's research shows that generative AI can help diagnose rare diseases or make sense of unusual symptoms, a randomized trial that was published in NEJM AI just the week before found that intentionally erroneous output from an AI model can easily lead doctors astray. Nonprofessionals could be similarly misled. A recent study by Oxford scientists found that using AI did not significantly improve patients' ability to diagnose themselves or others. Another one, led by researchers at Mount Sinai, suggested that chatbots may fail to alert users to potential medical emergencies.

Read: Drink whole milk, eat red meat, and use ChatGPT

Misdiagnosis is not the only concern. As AI permeates the health-care system, errors are cropping up in unexpected places. When I spoke with Rodman by phone after his press conference, he told me that he'd been surprised one day to find that his hospital, Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center, had enlisted AI to draft messages to patients on his behalf--sometimes producing output for his review that he described as "completely absurd." (Sarah Finlaw, a spokesperson for Beth Israel Lahey Health, told me that use of AI tools is voluntary and subject to hospital training and support. She also said that any output from AI tools must be approved by a physician.)

Part of the problem is that health-related AI products can be deployed without any vetting by officials at the FDA. If a software package that is intended for physicians is classified as a "clinical decision support tool," and not a medical device, it usually avoids the agency's oversight. To be counted in this category, an AI-powered app generally must rely on the existing medical literature, avoid analyzing medical scans or images, explain its reasoning, and leave diagnosis and treatment up to a physician.  Most of the generative-AI products that doctors use today seem to meet these criteria.

Consumer-wellness apps and devices may also bypass FDA review so long as they are intended for "maintaining or encouraging a healthy lifestyle" and not for diagnosing or treating specific conditions. With this in mind, Microsoft, OpenAI, Anthropic, and xAI all warn users that their health-related chatbots are not meant to provide medical care or issue diagnosis and treatment recommendations. In practice, though, the distinction isn't always clear. Elon Musk encourages people to use his Grok chatbot to generate second medical opinions and interpretations of their X-ray and MRI images; a marketing video for ChatGPT Health shows the app reassuring people that their lab results are in a healthy range and encouraging them to continue taking cholesterol medication.

Most of these apps also invite users to connect their medical records and wearable health devices. AI companies wouldn't need to gobble up all of these data just to offer generic health information. A new product from the medical start-up Hims & Hers, called Labs AI, goes so far as to help interpret the results from "up to 130 biomarker tests" for its users and then provide a "deep, personalized, and actionable analysis on whole body health, risks, and patterns." I, too, analyze a patient's lab results and then give personalized, actionable advice. What's the difference?

When I reached out to the makers of these products, they reaffirmed that no actual medical advice is being given out to users. Dominic King, the vice president of health at Microsoft AI, told me in an emailed statement that its Copilot app provides "helpful information and support for conversations with clinicians" and not "a single, firm diagnosis." Patrick Carroll, the chief medical officer of Hims & Hers, told me that Labs AI does not diagnose or recommend treatment: "That responsibility belongs to clinicians, and Labs is designed to reinforce that boundary." Anthropic and xAI did not respond to my inquiries. OpenAI declined to comment for this article.

Perhaps that boundary--between doctor and algorithm--is somewhat artificial to begin with. One idea kicking around the medical literature is to stop treating AI products as if they were merely standard medical devices. Given their humanlike ability to learn new information and tailor answers to individual patients, medical AIs may function more like doctors than defibrillators--so perhaps they should be evaluated in the same way that physicians are. Instead of requiring FDA approval for each and every function it can perform, a chatbot might be asked to pass a medical-licensing exam and undergo a period of supervision akin to a medical residency.

Read: The ChatGPT symptom spiral

For the moment, though, that idea remains on the fringe. Haider Warraich, a cardiologist and program manager at the Advanced Research Projects Agency for Health, the U.S. government's program for developing advanced health technology, is leading a major effort to get medical chatbots approved in the traditional way. His agency is providing funding for the development of an AI tool that is tailor-made for heart conditions, and then to send it through a full FDA-authorization process. Warraich's hope is that by undergoing such a rigorous evaluation, the chatbot will be able to safely evaluate and treat patients without the involvement of a doctor. Rodman praised this approach but warned that the process is going to take years, during which time a plethora of new health AIs will have slipped into the market with little scrutiny.

In this way, the emergence of today's AI health products remind me of the rise, in the 2010s, of ride-sharing services such as Uber and Lyft. The taxi industry is heavily regulated, making it difficult for new players to enter the market. Yet by skirting and at times ignoring those rules, ride-sharing companies were able to acquire a critical mass of users in a short period of time. Pretty soon, governments had little choice but to adjust their laws to match what had by then become the status quo. The same pattern could end up playing out in medicine. Will regulations meant to ensure that medical products are safe and effective remain in force? Or will they instead be weakened or removed to clear the path for tools that everyone is already using?

We'll soon find out. The health-care system is not going to "slow down and wait for the evidence to accrue," Rodman told me. Eighty percent of doctors are already using AI tools in their job, according to a 2026 survey by the American Medical Association. Patients aren't far behind. The benefits of AI may remain uncertain, but they're already too enticing to pass up.
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The New Science of Psychedelic Drugs

University researchers are looking for ways to engineer better mind-altering therapeutic experiences

by Ross Andersen

Fri, 12 Jun 2026




Nature is always performing chemistry experiments, and in the dark and sticky corners of its forests and jungles, it creates compounds that have hyper-specific effects on the human mind. In China's Yunnan province, a yellow mushroom with a droopy cap sprouts up in the mountains, usually in the shade of long-needled pines. Many people of different ages and cultural backgrounds have eaten this mushroom and experienced the same hallucination. They report seeing elf-like figures that parkour around on clothes, on furniture, and on walls. These little people seem to like dancing and performing acrobatics. Large groups of them will march in formation. This "lilliputian hallucination" can last for a day, and closing your eyes is no escape. The tiny humans sometimes linger in the blank space of your mind, staring back at you in a teasing way.

For thousands of years, humans have searched nature for mind-altering substances through a process of trial and (sometimes fatal) error. People have choked down foul roots, boiled woody vines, and scraped bitter bark off of tree trunks. They've milked toad glands and chugged the urine of reindeer that were themselves tripping on fungi. These experiments have revealed hundreds of plants and fungi that contain psychedelic compounds.

Now that psychedelic research has been legitimized, scientists at university labs and biotech start-ups are wondering whether they can create a better one. It's a seductive idea, that some new and perfect drug might be hiding in the near-limitless parameter space of synthetic chemistry. Who wouldn't want to take a little pill that could help you slough off your old self and see the world anew, a half-day therapy that would leave you with a feeling of enlightenment, if not in the exalted state itself?






"Nature's compounds aren't always optimal," Manoj Doss, a professor of psychiatry at the University of Texas at Austin, told me. Take ibogaine, a naturally occurring psychedelic derived from an African shrub. A single dose of it seems to help people liberate themselves from opioids, quelling their cravings and mellowing their withdrawal symptoms. But ibogaine is a dirty drug, a blunt biochemical instrument that travels all across the body and puts particular stress on the heart. "If we could remove ibogaine's cardio risks and preserve its therapeutic benefit, that's something we should do," Doss said. And indeed, a gentler analogue has already been developed in the lab, although it hasn't yet reached clinical trials.

Doss has noticed a proliferation of lab-modified psychedelics. He recently heard that researchers had synthesized a promising new compound in the same class that includes MDMA. This one is supposed to be "the best ever," he said. "It's said to be less intense than MDMA, and socially lubricating, but not the full out 'I love you!'--and it's followed by way less of a crash. It just kind of cruises to the end."

Psilocybin, the "magic mushroom" compound, could also be improved. It's hardly toxic--no one dies from overdosing on psilocybin--but its effects are at times unpleasant or even tragic. People who use psilocybin recreationally may become confused and jump off a building, David Yaden, a researcher at the Center for Psychedelic and Consciousness Research at Johns Hopkins University, told me. Even in the lab at Hopkins, where the drug is carefully tested as a treatment for a number of mental-health disorders, patients can have adverse reactions. In that setting, every user will be screened for cardiac issues and a family history of psychosis, and guided through their trip by two professional facilitators who have a doctor on call--and even then, some users experience a psychotic break or profound dissociative episodes. It's an intense experience, Yaden said, "like running a marathon or climbing a mental mountain. Some people don't do well with it."

Read: The meditation start-up that's selling bliss on demand

One way to make psilocybin trips less intense is to shorten them. A standard trip on the drug tends to last six to eight hours, and like other powerful psychedelics, it can leave a residue on the windowpanes of your consciousness that may not rinse clean until you've slept. Several companies are now working on milder versions of psilocybin that can be delivered via nasal sprays, injectables, and Listerine-style strips. They activate similar receptors across the nervous system but metabolize more rapidly, shortening the trip. A psilocybin analogue developed by Reunion Neuroscience appears to produce a high that lasts just three or four hours, according to findings from a Phase 2 trial of 84 women with postpartum depression. The drug showed signs of being clinically effective too, though Yaden is not yet fully sold on the idea that shorter-acting psychedelics can have the same therapeutic pop as a daylong trip on psilocybin. He'd like to see more evidence.

In San Francisco, a start-up called Mindstate Design Labs is trying to extend this work on engineering psychedelics beyond the modest goal of inducing shorter and more easygoing trips. "We don't want to just develop a more convenient psilocybin," its CEO, Dillan DiNardo, told me on a recent call. "We want to provide mental states that aren't yet reliably accessible." The company is starting with a compound that aims to enhance aesthetic perception, for example. "It makes the world around them into a sort of sensory feast," DiNardo said. In theory, it could be used to treat a person suffering from anhedonia, and it would have obvious recreational appeal.

Mindstate started by compiling a large database of more than 70,000 trip reports. Some of the reports were pulled from Erowid, an online library of information about psychoactive substances. Others are from books that contain first-person psychedelic accounts, which DiNardo said the company transcribed. And still more were taken from clinical materials. The reports contain descriptions of the subjective effects of hundreds of psychoactive drugs, including many that were first synthesized by Alexander "Sasha" Shulgin, the underground researcher who almost single-handedly drove the field of psychedelic chemistry forward from the 1960s to the 1990s. (Ann Shulgin, his widow, was a co-owner of Mindstate until her death, in 2022.) Then the company used an AI model to turn that database into a drug-discovery engine. By linking the subjective reports from each psychoactive compound to its receptor-binding profiles, it tries to predict the underlying neurobiology of specific emotional states.

Read: The weak science behind psychedelics

DiNardo claimed that Mindstate's AI works like AlphaFold, the model from Google DeepMind that has wowed structural biologists--and the Nobel Committee for Chemistry--by predicting the three-dimensional structures of proteins. We won't know whether this is true for a long while. Only one of the company's compounds has reached the testing phase in humans, and it wasn't discovered by the model; Shulgin synthesized a version of it in the 1980s. Human trials for the other drugs that Mindstate has in development could be years away. Doss, the UT Austin psychiatrist, told me that he is skeptical of Mindstate's approach to automated drug discovery. The trip reports may constitute the richest database of recreational pharmacology that we have, but they're still "crap," he said. They're colored by all kinds of biases and limited by people's inability to cram psychedelic states into words.

Boris Heifets, an anesthesiologist and a neuroscientist at Stanford University, also has doubts about Mindstate. "I am cheering them on and I would love to be wrong, but my deep suspicion is that they're barking up the wrong tree," he told me. He thinks that simply adjusting the intensity of a trip will have the most important effects on the psychedelic experience. He also said that in his lab, he's seen evidence that altering a person's pre- and post-trip experiences can have more transformative clinical effects than tweaks to the drugs. "That context of care is an enormous determinant of a patient's outcome," he said. If this context didn't matter, he continued, then anyone who took these drugs on their own might end up cured of mental illness or otherwise enlightened. The average rave attendee would be a guru.

Recreational users of psychedelics do tinker with the experience on their own terms, by choosing to trip with different kinds of people or in different kinds of places--in cities, or on mountaintops, or while camping at the beach. On the one hand, "you could imagine that being in the natural world and feeling awe would be beneficial," Yaden said. "On the other hand, if people are more engaged with their perceptual environment and the novelty that's around them, they might lose the benefit of being left with the workings of their own mind, which might be part of what produces insight during these experiences." Testing this in any formal way would be dangerous, however. A clinical trial of psilocybin in the wilderness could easily result in a participant running away, or worse.

Read: The man behind the Trump administration's favorite psychedelic

But even indoors, in labs, scientists could try to engineer a particular psychedelic high just by varying the conditions. They might provide patients with preparatory materials that go beyond the typical one-page handout. They could encourage patients to engage in certain kinds of introspection, invite them to bring in a photo to focus on during their session, or ask them to look into a mirror for a sustained period while they're tripping. They could pipe in a greater variety of music. (Doss said that he hates "the Hopkins playlist," which consists primarily of Western classical music.) Yaden said that not nearly enough of this kind of work has been done.

But even if researchers did perform all of these experiments, and many more, there's no guarantee that they'd be able to observe and analyze any shifts in experience that were triggered. The "perfect trip" may always be beyond the reach of engineering, biochemical or otherwise. Psychedelic journeys might be too ineffable and too particular to a person's individual consciousness for the methods of science. We may instead be stuck with storytelling, folk knowledge, and the nuggets of wisdom that have come down to us in ancient texts. For 17 centuries, Chinese Taoists have been preserving one such text called Baopuzi. It was written by the scholar Ge Hong, and it tells of a "flesh spirit mushroom" that could, when eaten raw, allow one to "see a little person" and experience transcendence.
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The Butterfly Longevity Diet

Researchers aren't sure why Heliconius butterflies live so long, but pollen may be part of the answer.

by Katherine J. Wu

Tue, 16 Jun 2026




For most butterfly species, an adult's life is brief and--with all due respect to butterflies--unextraordinary. After emerging from its chrysalis, a butterfly will stretch its new wings and set off in search of nectar and sex, spending the rest of its days flitting among flowers, mates, and spots to lay eggs. Within a few weeks, it'll be dead.



Not so for Heliconius butterflies. Adults in this genus can survive for many months after metamorphosizing, which ranks them among the longest-lived butterflies ever documented. In one case, scientists observed a Heliconius species in a butterfly house living close to a year--25 times longer than relatives in a similar genus. From the human perspective, that's the rough equivalent of another great-ape species surviving for more than a millennium.



Through their final moments, too, these butterflies maintain an unusual vivacity. In experiments, aged Heliconius feed, flap, and lay eggs just as vigorously as their younger peers; even their muscle strength doesn't measurably deteriorate, according to a new paper, published today in Nature Communications, from Jessica Foley, a researcher at Tufts University studying aging, and her colleagues. Foley has seen Heliconius butterflies zooming around their cage all day, only to find them dead come nightfall. "I not sure how they're declining," or really if they are at all, she told me. The butterflies seem to defy the typical process of aging.



Other long-lived animals have evolved strategies to minimize or counteract life's wear and tear. Naked mole rats and bowhead whales are particularly good at repairing damage to their DNA; elephants have extra cancer-suppressing genes; bats limit the buildup of cellular waste in their body both by tamping down potentially damaging immune responses and by slowing their metabolism to a near-halt during hibernation. Researchers are still working out Heliconius butterflies' secret, but they do know that the insects have a very unusual diet: As adults, they supplement sugary nectar with hearty pollen, chock full of fats and amino acids.



Read: Bats could hold the secret to better, longer human life



How exactly Heliconius manages to unlock those nutrients is still mysterious. "No other butterfly does it," Stephen Montgomery, a biologist at the University of Bristol and one of the paper's authors, told me. Other animals can crush the ultra-tough shells of pollen grains with teeth, jaws, or other similar body parts; butterflies have only a proboscis, a flexible, strawlike structure usually reserved for sipping liquid. Heliconius butterflies do devote an enormous amount of time and resources to finding and processing pollen. The parts of their brain dedicated to learning and memory are much bigger than those of other butterflies, which may help them repeatedly return to the same caches. They'll then collect pollen on their proboscis and slowly furl and unfurl their mouth parts like a paper party horn--maybe rubbing the grains against one another until they fracture, or relying on special enzymes in their saliva for help--sometimes for hours at a time, then slurp the resulting slurry.



The butterflies' devotion to this special longevity diet pays off. When the researchers deprived Heliconius butterflies of pollen, the insects' lifespan dropped by about 25 percent, and they more quickly lost weight as they aged. Those butterflies were also weaker than their pollen-fed kin. But gorging on pollen alone wasn't enough to lengthen a life. The researchers also fed pollen to a close relative of Heliconius, called Dryas, by spiking their sugar water with it; Dryas typically live for just a few weeks after metamorphosizing, and the pollen didn't change that.  The Dryas butterflies also continued to lose weight and strength as they aged, no matter what they ate. And although Heliconius butterflies fared more poorly when their pollen was taken away, they still lived longer than their Dryas kin.



Outside of their particular pollen habit, the butterflies spend their extra time on the same basic routine until the day they die: They wake early in the morning and forage; after a brief respite to digest, they mate, perhaps lay eggs, and maybe feed once again, then turn in alongside the setting sun. "It's a great life," Montgomery said. Compared with many other butterflies, Heliconius butterflies tend to lay relatively few eggs each day--on the order of 10--for months; meanwhile, shorter-lived Dryas butterflies can lay dozens a day. That carries some risk for Heliconius. An adult might, say, get eaten or crushed before maxing out its reproductive potential. But focusing on relatively few offspring at a time may allow Heliconius females to be choosier about where they lay their eggs, increasing the chances that caterpillars will survive, Andre Freitas, a butterfly biologist at the University of Campinas, in Brazil, who wasn't involved in the new research, told me.



Read: The DNA fix for aging



As they age, Heliconius butterflies remain full of vigor and vim, but no creature can forestall damage indefinitely. The oldest butterflies do "look a bit rubbish," Montgomery said. The scales on their wings fleck off and can't be replaced. Their vibrant appendages become tattered and dull. This kind of weathering may be what kills some Heliconius individuals, whose wings get so banged up or shredded that they can no longer fly or escape predation, Montgomery said. At the same time, Freitas has seen Heliconius butterflies "with broken wings, almost colorless, still flying and sometimes still laying eggs." In general, Foley said, she isn't sure what ultimately kills these hardy butterflies. They seem to manage to live every day as they did their previous one, up until the moment they die.
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Why the Media Keep Quoting the Same Climate Scientist

Daniel Swain has a knack for breaking down the complexities of climate and weather into precise but accessible ideas.

by Jason Dove Mark

Thu, 11 Jun 2026




The success of the climatologist Daniel Swain rests on a simple foundation: His specialty has long been how global climate change messes with local weather. Many climatologists focus on subjects that seem arcane: mean global temperatures registered in Celsius, radiative forcing, the reflectivity of clouds. Swain, in contrast, talks in plain English--constantly, really, in interviews with CBS, NBC, the Weather Channel, and The Washington Post, as well as on his own blog and YouTube channel, Weather West--about the wind and the rain and the temperature outside, and how they are influenced by the larger forces of the atmosphere.

"He uses language that is both precise and deep but very accessible, and that's why you see him quoted everywhere," Mark Hertsgaard, a longtime climate journalist who is the executive director of Covering Climate Now, told me. According to Swain's own tally, he does more than 200 media interviews a year; he is, in other words, about as omnipresent as a weather guy can be in people's lives. A climate scientist at the University of California Agriculture and Natural Resources' research unit, Swain is not exactly a "weather influencer," that breed of streamer who delivers breathless updates about the next big storm. But he has become one of the country's most influential explainers of the weather's relationship to the climate; you've almost certainly heard from him if you consume just a scintilla of climate-related news.

In January 2025, for instance, he was getting ready to publish a major paper as easterly winds were picking up across a Southern California landscape that was packed with grass after the previous, wet winter and worrisomely dry after a largely rainless autumn. The paper illustrated this phenomenon, which Swain had dubbed "hydro-climate whiplash." The term describes how global warming will make extreme swings between above-average rainfall and drought more common, leading to damaging floods and destructive wildfires. Swain and his co-authors had taken several years to put the paper together, and as the publication date approached, Swain told the staff at Nature Reviews Earth and Environment that the very thing it warned about was set to come true. "It was a 'Well, shit' moment," Swain told me recently. Two days before the paper's release, in what Swain called an "eerie coincidence," fires broke out in the hills around Los Angeles.

As the devastating fires blazed through neighborhoods, Swain hosted nine livestreams on his YouTube channel in the space of a week. Some of them lasted for hours. His phone and email inbox lit up with messages from reporters looking for someone who could coherently explain the disaster. NPR was calling; the Los Angeles Times wanted a quote; The Guardian was asking for a quick comment; CNN needed to know when he might be available. When he wasn't on-screen talking to his YouTube followers, he was speaking with a journalist. "I did essentially continuous interviews--like, eight or 12 a day--for that period," he said.



Swain, who is 37, grew up in Marin County, California, a place known more for its mild Mediterranean climate than for weather extremes. Despite (or perhaps because of) the Bay Area's often-bland weather, he was fascinated with meteorology from an early age. He has a particularly strong memory of a winter storm in December 1995--"a violent, a truly violent storm, wind gusts over 100 miles an hour, really severe thunderstorms, continuous lightning"--that busted the windows of his home and knocked out the power for days.

He was hooked. On family vacations to the Sierra Nevada, he would bring along a battery-powered NOAA Weather Radio so that he could track any thunderstorm activity in the mountains; he was still in high school when he launched his Weather West blog.

Twenty years later, the site is still run on WordPress--it has a distinctly Web 1.0 aesthetic--and has 2 million unique visitors a year, he said. His stream-of-consciousness posts about the intersection of weather and climate change routinely garner thousands of comments. On his livestreams--which he professorially calls "office hours"--he presents a boyish persona with an academic's seriousness, his cerebral monologues punctuated at times with a droll humor. "What happens in the tropical Pacific doesn't stay in the tropical Pacific," he said in a recent livestream about an impending Super El Nino.

Swain went to UC Davis to study atmospheric science, figuring he'd end up as a professional forecaster for the National Weather Service. He made his first splash in climate-change communication a few years later, while working on his Ph.D. at Stanford. He was writing a blog post about the drought then gripping California and searching for a snappy way of describing the high-pressure system that seemed permanently parked over the West Coast when he came up with the phrase ridiculously resilient ridge. The media ate it up, and his phone hasn't stopped ringing since.

In hindsight, Swain admits that the alliteration was a bit corny. But corny can be catchy. "I just sort of embraced it because I'm like, Well, certainly more people are going to see this interview than read the blog," he said.

Swain's instinct for simple but resonant phrasing is a big part of his appeal. Take his research on hydro-climate whiplash (which the media has since shortened to "climate whiplash"). In a 2018 paper for Nature Climate Change about rainfall, he floated the term precipitation whiplash. According to Swain, both the editor and the peer reviewer nixed it on the grounds that it was "too visceral." Swain thought, "What do you mean? That's the whole point. I'm trying to be kinetic." The published title used the more beige precipitation volatility. (Bronwyn Wake, the chief editor of Nature Climate Change, wrote in an email that such decisions about terminology "are guided by the goal of ensuring clarity, scientific rigour, and consistency with established terminology in the field.")

Noah Diffenbaugh, a Stanford climatologist who served as Swain's Ph.D. adviser, told me that Swain's explanatory skills spring from his bona fides as a working climatologist. Some precincts of the ivory tower are suspicious of academics who become public figures. But Swain's minor celebrity appears to have sparked mostly admiration from his colleagues. If anything, he's become an object of emulation for up-and-coming climatologists, a model for how to balance deep research with public communication. "I'll hear from prospective Ph.D. students, and when they tell me what their long-term goal is, they'll say, 'I really want a job like Daniel Swain has,'" Diffenbaugh said.



There are, of course, other climatologists who have risen to public prominence. Often, their climate communication tips into political advocacy, their urgency fueled by what they know about the state of the atmosphere. The scientist James Hansen, for example, has long been involved with climate-advocacy organizations; Katharine Hayhoe, a  professor at Texas Tech and a sought-after public speaker, is now the chief scientist for the Nature Conservancy. Swain, in contrast, sticks mostly to the weather. His goal is to stay in science-explainer mode.

Still, that hasn't insulated him from the uglier parts of the climate debate. He told me that he receives "an exceptionally large volume of unsolicited feedback" via email and social media, as well as letters, parcels, and calls to his personal phone. Occasionally, someone confronts him in person. Much of what he hears is positive or at least neutral, he said, but some of it is threatening. People write to him about how he and other meteorologists control the weather, make chemtrails, or work for either Big Green or Big Oil. At this point, he said, he is most disturbed by the messages from people who seem to think that climate scientists are trying to mislead the public for financial gain or at the behest of some foreign power: "It's tragic that so many people right now genuinely believe that a lot of the folks working hard to improve the way things are in the world--sometimes at considerable personal expense--are trying to do the opposite."

Swain's own hard work obscures another personal difficulty: the pain and fatigue he deals with from an autoinflammatory condition called Yao syndrome. Although he has found a way to manage it thanks to "some pretty heavy-duty medication," he is still frequently knocked out, he said: "It kind of feels like you have the flu several times a month, just forever."

Living with a rare genetic disease has strongly influenced how Swain thinks about extreme events such as the January 2025 fires. He sometimes shares a slide during public presentations that shows a generic bell curve with a red arrow at the tail end of the distribution that reads, Me, apparently!--an illustration of his whole life being an outlier. "A lot of people will say, 'A 98 percent chance something won't happen? That's great; we can ignore it.' For me, a 1 percent chance is not really that low," he said. "It makes me think differently about how we should be thinking about risk and unlikely-but-really-high-consequence events. That's my experience--my whole life is an unlikely-but-high-consequence event."

Swain's health issues have also informed the way he talks about how society might try to manage climate change. He wants people to understand that terrible events do happen but that, in many cases, it's possible to affect the odds or mitigate the consequences. He calls this "second-order optimism"--the ability to think about big, bad things but not get overwhelmed by them. He has warned us time and again, in simple language that is hard to misunderstand, that a storm is coming, and he still believes that we can do something about it. This sort of partly cloudy outlook is probably the best we can expect of a climatologist in the global-warming era.



*Illustration sources: Kevin Carter / Getty; Dan Kitwood / Getty; Jilmarie Stephens
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The Atlantic Festival Returns to New York City September 17-19; Initial Tickets on Sale

Three days. Big ideas. Today's boldest thinkers.

Thu, 11 Jun 2026




Today The Atlantic is opening the first set of tickets for its three-day flagship event, The Atlantic Festival, which will be back in New York City after moving to the city last year. The festival will take place from September 17 to 19: The first two days will be hosted across three stages at the Perelman Performing Arts Center, and on Saturday, The Atlantic will fan out across the city for a series of intimate events at a host of cultural venues as part of its Out and About programming.
 
 The festival's 2-Day Premier and 2-Day General Admission Passes are on sale today. Atlantic subscribers receive an exclusive 30 percent discount on festival passes. Additional passes for single days and individual Out and About events will be released later this summer.
 
 The Atlantic Festival brings the magazine's journalism to life onstage with news-making conversations, exclusive screenings, performances, intimate book talks, live podcast recordings, and interactive experiences--led by dozens of The Atlantic's journalists. The Atlantic Festival is where politics meets culture, where technology meets human ingenuity, and where debate can sharpen understanding.
 
 Events will be led by editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg and many of The Atlantic's writers and editors, including Tim Alberta, Anne Applebaum, Sophie Gilbert, Jonathan Haidt, Jemele Hill, Mark Leibovich, Jonathan Lemire, Shirley Li, Tom Nichols, Ashley Parker, Vivian Salama, Clint Smith, Evan Smith, and Josh Tyrangiel.
 
 For its opening night, on September 17, The Atlantic is partnering with Juilliard to present "A Soundtrack of a Nation." The evening will feature artists and musicians tracing the evolution of the American sound--highlighting music that powerfully reflects, challenges, and celebrates the American experience, culture, and identity. And as the nation looks toward its next chapter, what new voices, forms, and stories will shape the music still to come?
 
 The 2026 Atlantic Festival is underwritten by Genentech at the Presenting Level; Boston Scientific, Contentful, Edward Jones, and TIAA at the Supporting Level; and Allstate, Calm Health, and Hauser & Wirth at the Contributing Level.
 
 Media and creators interested in covering the festival should reach out to The Atlantic's comms team at press@theatlantic.com; in-person seating will be limited and will need to be reserved in advance.
 
 The Atlantic Festival
 September 17-19, 2026
 Perelman Performing Arts Center, and Virtually
 For Passes: theatlantic.com/theatlanticfestival
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Are You There, God? It's Me, J. D. Vance, and I Have Some Notes.

A convenient conversion story

by Alexandra Petri

Wed, 17 Jun 2026




"I don't worry about what I will find on the other side of eternal sleep," J. D. Vance writes in his new book, Communion. "Even as a child, I never feared hell." Charming sentences to find in a book by the sitting vice president of the United States! One that in no way makes me want to run screaming off a cliff!

The book is full of many such humdingers. Here's Vance, explaining why he prefers Catholicism to therapy: "I found liberation in guilt." (Men would literally rather ... well, you know.) Here's Vance, explaining why he felt ready to join the Catholic Church even as it was "going through a tough time," when headline after headline was recounting all of the ways it had "screwed up" in covering up child sexual abuse: "If the Titanic is going down, I'd rather be on board than hop on a lifeboat."

Here's Vance on the one kind of acceptable immigration: "It is true that immigration can bring benefits to the host country in its own right. Just think of Elon Musk and the hundreds of thousands of jobs that trace directly to his decision to come to the United States." He adds: "Some populations assimilate more easily than others."

Here's Vance's gloss on the Book of Job and the problem of suffering: "We are like golden retrievers trying to understand how an iPhone functions." Well, the Book of Job left me troubled, but that golden-retriever analogy has fixed things!

"People sometimes talk about the size of the universe and how small they feel compared to the infinite stars many light-years away," Vance writes. "I had never shared that feeling." This, you can certainly tell. For a man who so often professes to be humble--what made him change his mind about Donald Trump? "Well, Joy, a little humility, actually," he told Joy Behar on The View--he has very little actual humility on display. Put it this way: Vance's book is about how he finally decided that Catholicism met his exacting standards.

Whenever he experiences regret, it is for saying something the wrong way. His sister takes offense when he complains that the cereal she serves is pure sugar. "Whatever the merits of my argument--there is some virtue in not eating Froot Loops every day, though I should have raised this more artfully," he concedes, "it showed how far I was drifting from my roots." This is as much of a retraction as Vance ever gives us! His regret about the "childless cat ladies" comment? "I could have made that point much more effectively, and with the benefit of showing a little charity to the many Americans who--some for reasons beyond their control--don't have children."

If only he'd said it better! He was right, but he didn't say so in a way that allowed people to understand how right he was. That was the problem.

There are moments in Communion when you almost feel for him. A more deft cynic would simply describe a dramatic come-to-Jesus moment. In lieu of that, Vance offers the following: At one point, his car rolls to a stop on a slippery road short of hitting a guardrail. This experience does nothing for him at the time, but it remains in the back of his mind. Don't worry! God has more in store. Later, he is discussing theological questions with a Catholic friend when--I am not making this up--a wine glass falls off a shelf behind a bar. ("Suddenly a wineglass seemed to leap from a stable place behind the bar and crashed on the floor in front of us.")

But wait! There's more! Once, he was listening to a psalm, and then, when he went to church--this will knock you over with a feather--they were also singing that same psalm. This is especially miraculous when you realize that there is a finite number of psalms and that churches sing or recite one at pretty much every service. (Vance quotes Pulp Fiction: "You don't judge s*** like this based on merit.")

If I were Vance, I would be a little offended that God was not putting in more effort to recruit me. But after reading the book, I had some sympathy for God's approach. What does faith mean to this man? one imagines God asking. Will he alter anything about his life or his choices because of his beliefs, or will becoming Catholic just mean that he feels he can give notes to the Holy See?

This question also seemed to be on the minds of the hosts of The View when they spoke with Vance yesterday afternoon. ("I'm here to sell books!" he piped up, as the show cut to the first commercial.) How, one panelist asked, does he square his faith with what the administration is doing to immigrants? How can he explain this to his kids? Please go and visit a detention facility, Ana Navarro urged him. "Over 50 people have died in ICE custody. There are thousands of children, 6,200, being held in places like the Dilley detention center." "You've thrown a lot at me!" Vance responded. "I see we got 30 seconds left here!"

"By their fruits ye shall know them" is a refrain to which Vance keeps returning in the course of Communion. The fruits--families, peace of mind--that his believer friends seem to be experiencing are what first make a faith-filled life appeal to him. But the fruits-first approach also turns out to be very convenient for Vance. If he likes the outcome of a thing, then perhaps it is more just than he initially thought. Hence, Donald Trump.

The only problem comes when others (even the leaders of his new creed) do not seem to think as highly of the fruits as he does. A conundrum, this! Probably, they are just not using the right words to explain the situation. "I still found our conversation unsettling," he complains, writing about his visit to Rome. "Not because the Vatican expressed skepticism of the Trump administration's migration policies, but because of how generic its position was. The diplomats acknowledged that the United States had the right to control its borders, but they also encouraged us to treat migrants humanely. What did they take issue with, exactly?"

I am going to go out on a limb and guess: the inhumane treatment of migrants. I am going to guess: migrants being warehoused in literal warehouses, and in tents in the Florida sun, with inadequate food, water, and access to medical care. Vance, though, cannot muster a guess.

More important, now that Vance has faith, he wants everyone else to reap the benefits.

He quotes a prayer by President Dwight Eisenhower, then laments that "when national politicians invoke God that much today, we're warned that The Handmaid's Tale has come to life." But be not afraid! If this sounds ominous, it is simply one of those iPhone-golden retriever situations. Vance (I'm sorry--God) has a plan.

Unrelated to that Handmaid's Tale thing: Our society needs more children! He writes, "We want more children in our society because children are profoundly good."

Who will be making those children? Will they be consulted? We'll start "winning people over," Vance continues, by "reflecting Christian charity in the way we champion the unborn. Examples are everywhere. All over the country, pregnancy resource centers help young women afford food and diapers, and support young mothers through the inevitable chaos of an unexpected pregnancy." (This was not a winning message in Ohio, he concedes.) "And we'll need to make a better Christian argument, about building the kind of culture and economy that can actually sustain young families and the life they bring into the world."

Ah! If only we'd said it better! Then people would understand! We just need better words to smooth over any objections to the "inevitable chaos."

More children! More people in the pews of churches! More religion! But absolutely not more immigrants. Fortunately, Vance has faith enough to square it all.

"Of course, critics of the Trump administration say we're too tough," Vance writes. "The point is not to litigate this issue on these pages but to highlight that any application of moral principles in the real world requires a constant evaluation of trade-offs. Undoubtedly, that's what the Christian faith demands of us."
 
 Undoubtedly! Not feeding the hungry, not tending to the sick, not clothing the naked, not welcoming the refugee. Not seeing the face of God in suffering. A constant evaluation of trade-offs! I think that's in the Sermon on the Mount. ("Blessed are the meek, for they are best positioned to evaluate the trade-offs.")

Now Vance has made his peace. The churches must be filled. The books must be sold. This is about as much faith as can fit in a shattered wine glass. No wonder God didn't send anything fancier.
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Trump Does Not Understand the War He Lost

The president's comments at the G7 summit revealed that he doesn't understand the war he started--or the words that come out of his own mouth.

by Tom Nichols

Tue, 16 Jun 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 arrived in France yesterday for this morning's G7 summit and promptly confirmed America's capitulation to Iran. Instead of merely repeating the outlines of what looks to be a terrible peace deal, however, Trump made a series of statements so bizarre, even by his usual standards, that they raise the question of whether the president still understands the words that come out of his own mouth.

The president began with a classic Trumpian move, daring his listeners to forget today what they knew yesterday. Just this winter, Trump had promised the Iranian people that the tyrants who ruled them would be gone. But now? "I never cared about regime change," he told reporters, waving away his failure to achieve a primary strategic goal by denying that it had ever been a goal at all.

Things got a little weirder, however, when he described the Iranians who have stepped in to replace the regime leaders killed in U.S. strikes: "We're dealing with people that I think are very rational people. And they were nice to deal with."

"They were strong people, smart people," he added. And then he dropped this remarkable claim: "They're not radicalized, and they're, you know, looking to help their country."

This definitely not-radicalized group that Trump seems to like includes the new supreme leader, Mojtaba Khamenei (whose father, wife, and son were killed by U.S. strikes), and the still-standing Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, all of whom have shown no compunction about lashing out in any direction during Trump's "cease-fire," the make-believe pause in the war during which no one actually ceased firing.

Trump's description of the current regime in Tehran as a bunch of swell guys was brewed in a heavy-duty vat of wishful thinking. It's an extreme version of Trump's tendency, when he's been outplayed by powerful enemies, to describe his opponents as basically reasonable people. (He has done the same over the years with dictators and autocrats in North Korea, Russia, and China, among other countries.) This is his way of assuring the public that he did not get taken to the cleaners--because, of course, his affable partners would never do that.

Trump fared no better talking about the Iranian nuclear program. Iran's stockpile of highly enriched uranium exists largely because Trump unilaterally called off U.S. participation in the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, the 2015 agreement that was meant to prevent Iran from enriching uranium beyond minimal levels for civilian uses. After the U.S. and Israeli attacks last year, and yet more pounding during Operation Epic Fury, that uranium remains underground, either hidden in storage or buried beneath tons of rubble; some of it can likely be recovered and enriched for military uses. Trump has said, repeatedly, that Iran must hand it over.

Until today.

"I call it the nuclear dust, their enriched material, right?" Trump said. (Why he calls it this remains a mystery.) Does America still insist on its removal from Iran? Well, maybe.

"The whole mountain has collapsed on top. We have cameras on it," Trump said. "You could make the case 'Why are you even bothering?' 'cause it's not really valuable. It's, you know, it's probably half a million dollars' worth. It's not very valuable stuff, but I think psychologically we wanna get it."

The United States and Israel ostensibly went to war with Iran last summer over the prospect of the Tehran regime developing a bomb, and that same threat has supposedly been at the center of America's largest military operation in decades--but now the highly enriched uranium isn't very valuable? The president wants it for "psychological" reasons? (This is reminiscent of his comment that America should seize Greenland because it was "psychologically" important to him.) Does the commander in chief understand what he's saying? More important, will Iran keep tons of highly enriched uranium under this new deal or not?

"The biggest thing," Trump said today, is that "Iran will not have a nuclear weapon." That's fine, except that it didn't have one before, either, and now it has an even greater incentive to get one. But nuclear issues are very complex and technical, so let's move on to Trump's comments about something less complicated: Middle Eastern politics.

Once again, the president seemed unable to comprehend either the situation or his own words. No one outside of the Trump administration has yet seen the final memorandum of understanding that Trump and the Iranians have signed, least of all, according to some reports, the Israelis. If the outlines of the deal are in line with the administration's own talking points, it's bound to cause serious agita in Jerusalem: The terms reportedly require a cessation of Israeli hostilities with Hezbollah in Lebanon, a tricky condition considering that Israel was not a party to the negotiations. This is probably why Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu announced yesterday that Israel would maintain its presence in Gaza, Lebanon, and Syria for "as long as necessary."

Trump, in other words, is trying to deal away Israel's right to defend itself, treating it less as a sovereign country and more as a kind of 51st U.S. state run by an annoying governor who needs to get with the program. But what if Iran's proxy Hezbollah attacks Israel? According to the president, the Israelis need to calm down, and he minimized Hezbollah as "a little pinprick out there that constantly rears its head."

Besides, Trump has an answer for the problem of Hezbollah: Outsource its elimination to the Syrian leader Ahmed al-Sharaa. Trump said that he suggested to Israel to "let Syria take care of Hezbollah, 'cause to be honest with you, I think they do a better job of doing it."

It's true that Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, the organization now in power in Syria, has plenty of experience fighting against Hezbollah. But Syria, a regime still trying to get its legs under it, is not going to march next door and pacify Lebanon--especially not with Israel occupying parts of Syria.

Trump has never shown very much concern about the conduct of Israeli military operations anywhere (including the war in Gaza, which he viewed primarily as a public-relations problem). But now that he needs to rein in Jerusalem at Tehran's behest, he has taken the position that the Israelis are causing too much damage in Lebanon. And in a stunning reminder that alliances for Trump are only expedients, he pivoted to praising al-Sharaa and criticizing Israel, saying that if Israel "can't do the job without killing everyone else, he'll do the job."

This kind of flip-flop illustrates Trump's view of global politics: States are just a bunch of playing cards that he can rearrange at will, which makes watching him talk about foreign policy this way like watching someone cheating at solitaire. Even now, after many years as president, he is constantly frustrated to find out how little leverage he has when other nations refuse to abandon their own interests and do as he commands.

Trump's comments about the Middle East may not make any sense, but one thing that has emerged in 4K clarity is that the only world leader who got pantsed worse than Trump in all of this was Netanyahu. No one should pity Israel's prime minister: He brought this situation upon himself and his nation. Netanyahu, along with the Iran-war hawks in the United States, somehow thought that he could be smart or flattering or persuasive enough to avoid the inevitable burn that comes from trusting Donald Trump. Netanyahu refused to see that Trump, when it comes to self-interest, is as predictable as a sunrise: When something he's involved with goes bad, he walks away and lets others suffer the chaos he's created.

In the past, Trump has tried to conjure new circumstances by speaking them aloud and attempting to wish them into existence. His tired garble in France, however, is something different. It suggests that Trump, more than ever, is unable to fathom what's happening in the world around him and has been reduced to turning all of his previous statements upside down: A regime that was once the epitome of evil is now a reasonable partner; nuclear material that once represented an existential threat to America might now sit in Iran forever; Syria and Iran and Israel and Lebanon will now do things that they would never do, just because he wants them to.

None of this makes any sense, except as desperate rationalizations from a man who cannot face facts and admit defeat. Trump has always had a tenuous relationship with the truth, but evidence is mounting that on the most important questions of war and peace, the president of the United States seems to be losing his grip on reality itself.

Related:

	Trump celebrates while America capitulates. 
 	The U.S. had no choice but diplomacy--yet again.




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:
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 	Why July 4 turned into a Trump rally
 	The betrayal of the Iranian people




Today's News

	Five people were charged after the FBI stopped an alleged plan to attack the Ultimate Fighting Championship event at the White House on Sunday, according to the Department of Justice.
 	The Trump administration announced that several core functions of two major agencies in the Department of Education, the Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services and the Office for Civil Rights, will be moved to the Department of Health and Human Services and the Department of Justice, respectively.
 	The Department of Justice released charges against 15 people in Minneapolis who allegedly conspired "to impede or injure federal officers" during the federal immigration-enforcement crackdown in the state earlier this year.
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There's a Name for the People Who Drain You

By Olga Khazan

One of the most repeated truisms in social-science research is: "The No. 1 best thing for your well-being is your relationships." Despite using this line myself many times, I've nevertheless questioned its universality. Who hasn't nodded along in recognition while listening to a story about a nightmare roommate, or had a narcissistic relative who makes everything about himself? The Subreddit r/FriendshipAdvice would be a ghost town if everyone's relationships were truly enhancing their quality of life.
 An emerging body of research validates my sense that surely not all social ties are beneficial. Relationships with people who are draining, critical, or otherwise difficult can compromise our mental and physical health. Shira Offer, a sociologist at Bar-Ilan University, in Israel, who has studied these so-called negative social ties, told me, "For a long time, social scientists have focused on the positive aspects of relationships. And finally, we're also seriously dealing with the negative aspects."
 Researchers have even come up with a term for the people who wear us down: hasslers.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Illustration by Jonelle Afurong. Source: Angel Studios.



Get ready. Young Washington, a new biopic in theaters July 3, is a pre-Revolutionary War movie about George Washington that says something interesting about America's national identity, James Parker writes.

Look closer. Frederic Church, a painter known for his massive, immersive landscapes, had a career that coincided with a paradigm shift in visual art--a change in not just what pictures mean but how that meaning is conveyed, Susan Tallman argues.

Play our daily crossword.

Stephanie Bai 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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And Now a Few Words From Our Former Presidents on UFC 250

What would Thomas Jefferson say?

by Alexandra Petri

Mon, 15 Jun 2026




(The presidents stare out from their portraits along the White House Corridor of Misleading Presidential Facts.)

Thomas Jefferson: Well, lads, we did it: 250 glorious years. The American experiment is--dare I say it?--a success!

(Donald Trump and Dana White, the Ultimate Fighting Championship CEO, stroll past the wall of paintings.)

John Adams: Who's that?

(Muffled roar from behind the White House.)

Abraham Lincoln: What's going on in that structure at the back of the White House?

Harry Truman: My balcony?

Lincoln: Lower. The thing that says UFC Freedom 250 on it.

James Buchanan: That's the president's arena for his mixed-martial-arts match, to celebrate his 80th birthday and, supposedly, America's birthday too.

Calvin Coolidge: ...

Theodore Roosevelt: Did someone say arena? I love an arena! Bully! And the president is going to fight in the arena, you say?

Buchanan: No, he is going to watch while other men fight, and talk critically about them.

Roosevelt: (Tosses down his hat and stamps on it.) That is the worst thing he could do!

Warren Harding: Now, hang on. It's possible that he's a very good, standard-issue president otherwise.

Rutherford B. Hayes: He knocked down the East Wing to build an enormous ballroom.

Woodrow Wilson: (Gleefully rubbing his hands.) And it looks like his "secretary of war" is taking steps to resegregate the military!

Buchanan: And thanks to this president's initiative, you can watch the ultimate-fighting bouts being broadcast from the South Lawn, streaming only on Paramount+ (available for a mere $8.99 a month). Closed-captioning sponsored by Trump Coin!

John Adams: I feel confident judging the president on this basis. Buchanan, how do you know so much about all this?

Buchanan: Anytime a president's approval rating drops below a certain level, I get a special notification about what he's been up to. The closed-captioning I can see with my new Paramount+ subscription. Look, John! They even played a video about how you were the first president to live in the White House, and the wrestling announcer is reading your prayer from the mantelpiece.

Adams: I dislike all of this.

Wilson: The live music is nice, though.

(The Marine Band plays the Pirates of the Caribbean theme song while the announcer promotes crypto and Truth Social.)

Ronald Reagan: Who's paying for this?

Buchanan: I see a logo for Crypto.com on the mat, right near where that fellow just clutched the other fellow between his thick, muscular legs for several riveting minutes.

Harding: What is crypto?

Buchanan: It's when you give someone a bunch of money and that money kind of disappears but also might be very valuable. The sponsors of this reputable-looking event assure me that it is not a scam. I hear this president has made a lot of money off it.

Ulysses S. Grant: That sounds just like what my son's business partner promised me. I believe them! Here is all my money! [Beat.] Oh no! All my money is gone.

Andrew Jackson: I'm bored. I hope this is one of those arenas where two men fight to the death just for the president's own sick pleasure. [Beat.] I killed a man once.

Jefferson: Now, wait. Maybe this is a normal celebration.

Adams: A man in a suit and no shirt just walked out of the White House to "Sex on Fire," by the Kings of Leon.

Roosevelt: Hardly formal, I'll admit, but this fight might still be a celebration for all of America.

Jimmy Carter: Josh Hokit, a large man with a lion tattoo on his chest, just shouted "Michelle Obama is a man" in his post-bout interview. Received with cheers. At the White House.

Jefferson: We must be misunderstanding something.

Lincoln: I don't think so.

Jefferson: We made it to 250 years of no kings! No living under the thumb of a single man who could trample on the wishes of our local governments, quarter troops where he pleased, and seize our citizens without due process! There must be more to our nation's birthday than this. More respect for the people's house and the citizens. Less ... gleeful trampling.

Buchanan: Thomas, when you keep going on and on about the republic, I can't hear what Joe Rogan is saying.

Lyndon B. Johnson: Who the [unprintable] is Joe Rogan? Hey, what happened to the Rose Garden? It's full of umbrellas. And where's the Voting Rights Act?

Jackson: I want to see the men fight. Fight to the death! Fight to the death! 

Adams: Please, stop.

(Long silence.)

James Madison: At least when the British burned this place down, they didn't try to monetize it.
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An Underrated Sitcom That's a Fire Hose of Funny

Culture and entertainment recommendations including <em>Stath Lets Flats</em>, zombie films, a vintage Paddington Bear, and more

by Rosie Hughes

Sun, 14 Jun 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 Rosie Hughes, a producer who works on the Radio Atlantic podcast.

Rosie can be found rewatching Search Party, which introduced her to the genius of John Early; replaying the funniest scenes from Stath Lets Flats; or starting a new round of online solitaire to avoid scrolling on her phone.

-- Stephanie Bai, senior associate editor



The last thing that made me snort with laughter: There was something seriously wrong with Jamie Demetriou's mind when he created the British comedy series Stath Lets Flats--but whatever happened to him really works for me. Demetriou plays a bumbling Greek Cypriot bro named Stath who "works" (he is not good at his job) for his father's property-rental company. The bits in this show are absolutely relentless. Stath and his sister, Sophie (played by Demetriou's actual sister, Natasia Demetriou), speak in what I, as an American, can only assume is a bastardized North London accent mangled by grammar so poor that you can't help but laugh at every line. Stath can be a bit overwhelming: too many things to laugh at, not enough time to process them all. The show's pacing is quick--it's a fire hose of absurd dialogue and bizarre situations. For maximum enjoyment, I like to watch it with the TV remote in hand so I can easily rewind and replay the same scene multiple times.

The last thing that made me cry: On a recent flight home from Italy, I finally watched Danny Boyle and Alex Garland's zombie threequel, 28 Years Later--and I didn't just cry; I wept. Like, I had to pause the movie and ask the person in the aisle seat (my husband, fortunately) to let me out so I could stumble to the bathroom and clean up my snot and tears.

I'm a fan of the zombie-apocalypse genre, but I'm also a wimp, so I save scary movies for long plane rides where I don't have to worry about monsters under my bed. 28 Years Later isn't just a movie about fleeing from the walking (or running!) dead, though there are plenty of thrillingly disgusting action sequences. It's a story about the love between a mother and her child, played masterfully by Jodie Comer and Alfie Williams. As the child matures and faces the world, the mother is quickly fading from it because of a mysterious illness. Both must take on the role of protector for the other, quietly trading the responsibility back and forth in ways that seem imperceptible to the characters themselves. I won't spoil the ending, but be warned: Bring tissues. [Related: A stunning reinvention of the zombie film]

A quiet song that I love, and a loud song that I love: A quiet song that I love is "Zombie Girl," by Adrianne Lenker (two zombie references in one listicle!). A loud song that I love is "Your Best American Girl," by Mitski. [Related: The dangerous desires in Mitski's songs]

My favorite way of wasting time on my phone: I am trying so hard to not be addicted to social media, which is why I do something much healthier and definitely not habit-forming at all: play online solitaire. If I'm not scrolling through an endless stream of algorithmically curated ads disguised as original content, that means I'm still in control, right?

Something I recently revisited: I'm rewatching the first season of Search Party, which debuted in 2016. The writing is clever and original, and the cast members have real chemistry. It's also the show that introduced me to John Early, who I believe is one of the funniest comedians in the biz right now. Early plays the most despicable and narcissistic compulsive liar, a man who is willing to do anything and screw anyone for fame and fortune. He's awful, and I love him.

The upcoming event I'm most looking forward to: I have tickets to see the much-hyped revival of Death of a Salesman on Broadway late next month. I've heard nothing but phenomenal reviews so far, and my brother even praised it as life-changing. My expectations are impossibly high, but knowing the play and the cast, I think they just might be met.

The best novel I've recently read, and the best work of nonfiction: The novel I recommend to everyone, even if you don't like science fiction, is Children of Time, by Adrian Tchaikovsky. It tells two stories at once: of the last remaining humans fleeing Earth in search of a new planet to call home, and of a distant Earth-like planet inhabited by superintelligent spiders. I know what you're thinking, and to be clear, I don't like spiders either. But this book is about so much more than just that. Tchaikovsky's world-building is complex without being tedious, and the story he weaves is unique--it changed how I think about civilization, language, survival, the fallibility of humans, and, yes, spiders.

My favorite work of nonfiction is The Best Minds: A Story of Friendship, Madness, and the Tragedy of Good Intentions, by Jonathan Rosen. It's a book that somehow manages to be part memoir, part history lesson, and part policy critique, with just a dash of true crime. Rosen writes beautifully about growing up with Michael Laudor, his childhood friend who made headlines twice in the 1990s: first for attending Yale Law School as a schizophrenic, and second for murdering his pregnant fiancee a few years later. While reading the book, I often found myself staring at the author's headshot on the back flap and wondering, Is Jonathan Rosen okay? 

A piece of art that I cherish: My sister-in-law gave me a vintage, ceramic Paddington Bear tree ornament for Christmas last year. If my house was burning down, that little Paddington would be the one thing I'd save from the blaze. Passports and diplomas are replaceable, but ornament Paddington is not.



The Week Ahead

	Toy Story 5, a movie about a fight between Woody and Buzz over kids' growing attachment to screens (in theaters Friday)
 	Season 3 of House of the Dragon, a show about the Targaryen civil war (out Sunday on HBO)
 	The Emilys, a novel by Heather Abel about a New England town gripped by a mysterious condition that prevents people from going outside during the day (out Tuesday)




Essay


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic*



The Unglamorous Truth About the Average Tradwife

By Faith Hill

Can you remember the first time you heard about "tradwives"? I can't, and yet I have the vague feeling that at some point a handful of years ago, all at once, the term became inescapable. On phone screens across the United States, beautiful women with glossy hair seemed to materialize en masse, flipping sizzling patties of meat and rocking impossibly calm babies. Conservative commentators embraced them as evidence that women want to stay home. Critics called them agents of a regressive right-wing agenda.
 Now, in 2026, Americans seem just as captivated. This spring, Caro Claire Burke released her debut novel, Yesteryear, which follows a modern-day tradwife influencer who wakes up in 1855 and has to face what "traditional" life really looks like ...
 The truth, though, is that the tradwife--as symbol, TikTok genre, source of fascination, and wedge in America's culture war--doesn't easily map onto a real-life category of person.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	Off Campus is driving women wild. Why?
 	Obama's and Trump's presidential centers have one thing in common.
 	An alien movie for a post-truth moment
 	The Americans shelling out five figures for a coat of arms
 	The "Battle Hymn" can't be ignored.
 	The two kinds of American patriotism




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	Inside America's ugly birthday battle
 	Trump isn't giving up on his slush fund. 
 	Being Black in Pete Hegseth's military




Photo Album


A sea-otter mother swims with her pup near Alaska's Glacier Bay National Park. (Michael Nolan / RobertHarding / Getty)



Explore a collection of images of wildlife, shorelines, and communities around the North Pacific.



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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The Beauty of Doing Nothing Together

There's something reassuring about being with people when nobody is trying especially hard.

by Rafaela Jinich

Sat, 13 Jun 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.

There are times you meet friends for a long-planned dinner. And then there are times you invite them over just to hang out while you fold laundry. As I've gotten older, I've come to appreciate the second option.

Friendship in adulthood can feel like a feat of organization. We meet for brunch, make dinner reservations weeks in advance, or spend days trying to find a time that works for everyone. The activity itself becomes the point. Julie Beck recently wrote about the other kind of social life: one built around doing nothing in particular. Maybe you're sitting on a couch while a friend answers emails, talking while someone packs for a trip, helping prep dinner. What you're doing hardly matters. What matters is inviting someone into the ordinary parts of your life instead of waiting for an occasion that feels worthy of an invitation.

Today's newsletter explores how some of the best time we spend with other people happens not when we've planned something special, but when we simply make room for them in the middle of an ordinary day.



On Togetherness

Fold Laundry With Me!

By Julie Beck

The case for a lower-stakes social life


Read the article.

Americans Need to Party More

By Ellen Cushing

We're not doing it as much as we used to. You can be the change we need. (From 2025)


Read the article.

The Friendship Paradox

By Olga Khazan

We all want more time with our friends, but we're spending more time alone. (From 2024)


Read the article.



Still Curious?

	The anti-social century: Americans are now spending more time alone than ever, Derek Thompson wrote last year. It's changing our personalities, our politics, and even our relationship to reality.
 	The friend-group fallacy: Many people yearn for a crew, but having one is not actually the norm, Jenny Singer writes.




Other Diversions

	The Americans shelling out five figures for a coat of arms
 	The unglamorous truth about the average tradwife
 	What to read to really understand music




PS


Courtesy of Helen M.



My colleague Isabel Fattal recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "Camas in a Garry Oak Meadow in Victoria, British Columbia, Canada. Breathtaking!'" Helen M., from Victoria, writes.

We'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Rafaela
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Leave Your Airplane-Window Shades Open

Only watching movies on the plane takes away from whatever magic is left in air travel.

by David A. Graham

Fri, 12 Jun 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.

Photos of air travel in decades past can cause almost visceral pain for a modern flier. Faded or sepia images show sharply dressed people eating real food in spacious seats. Sometimes the pictures are juxtaposed with the sardine-tin discomforts and unappetizing food of contemporary air travel, and they're usually accompanied by well-deserved swipes at air carriers. But passengers deserve some blame too. One thing I notice in those photos is that the window shades are always up.

Nothing can make a lengthy flight packed in an aluminum tube feel good, exactly, but having the shades closed is a reliable way to make it worse. On a recent long-haul trip, I was struck that as soon as passengers boarded the plane--well before sunset--nearly everyone in a window seat within my line of sight closed their shades.

Proving empirically that this is a trend would likely be impossible, but I've sensed this happening more in recent years, and Redditors and advice columns have noticed too. The culprit is easy to identify. My (hypothesized) trend corresponds neatly with the growing ubiquity of in-flight entertainment systems, which have gone from a novelty on long flights to a standard service. The moment passengers are forced to switch their phones to airplane mode, they become desperate to get their digital fix. As the screens have become standard, airlines have phased out their in-flight magazines, which often included delightful and quirky prose by good writers. At the very least, they had a crossword and a sudoku.

When the shades are drawn so quickly, passengers miss out on both the fascinating machinations of infrastructure--the strange vehicles, markers, and signs that make airports work--and the natural beauty of the landscape. If the window shades are up, as my colleague Henry Grabar wrote for Slate a couple of years ago, "you will see the ballet of the tarmac workers, parks and lakes you never knew existed, patterns of development and infrastructure, customs of land ownership, and finally, the lines of the earth itself."

I remember being glued to the window as a child, first watching the takeoff process, then attempting to recognize landmarks as we ascended. After that, I would be mesmerized while trying to read the shapes of the landscapes or clouds. At the end of the flight, I'd eagerly search for first glimpses of wherever I happened to be landing, trying to figure out what was in store once I got off the plane. When I fly with my children today, they still eagerly jockey for the window seat--as siblings have for as long as they've been flying--but as soon as one of them has won the privilege and gotten seated, they start asking to get on the entertainment system. In their defense, everyone around them is doing the same thing.

The tyranny of the entertainment system doesn't just produce an unnaturally gloomy cabin. It also makes anyone who tries to resist it into a bad guy. I like to read on flights, especially if I am deprived of a view out the window; it's some of the best uninterrupted time I can get with a book. But I still wince before turning on the reading light above my seat. No passenger has asked me to turn it off--yet--but they do recoil and stare when I turn it on. I can blame them only so much; it feels weird to be the only or one of the only people using it, and given how tightly packed the seats are, others are going to get some of the glow. (The final episode of Curb Your Enthusiasm closes with an argument over whether a passenger has the right to open her window shade in order to read.)

When I whined about this to my Atlantic Daily co-pilot, Will Gottsegen, he told me that he'd experienced the same thing. "People are now so unused to seeing people read a book on airplanes that they're mystified when someone tries it," he said. He also pointed out that passengers on many flights can turn the light on only if they find the button in the entertainment system: "You can't even perform the one non-screen activity without engaging with the giant, greasy screen inches from your face."

Those screens have become so oppressive that the Swedish filmmaker Ruben Ostlund is working on a black comedy about a flight from the United Kingdom to Australia in which the entertainment system goes down and passengers "are forced to face the horror of being bored," per Deadline Hollywood. No release date has been set, but it honestly seems like something I'd consume on a flight. It can't be too awful--it's got Keanu Reeves and Kirsten Dunst--and at least no one will glare at me for watching it.

Related:

	The biggest problem with air travel: Pajamas?
 	Captain Ron's guide to fearless flying




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Thank you for your attention to this birthday.
 	Caity Weaver: The whimsy and heartbreak of America's garage sales
 	The data-center panic is overblown, Elias Wachtel argues.




Today's News

	Shares of SpaceX opened at $150, about 11 percent above their $135 initial-public-offering price, which gave the rocket and satellite company a valuation of roughly $1.8 trillion. The debut made Elon Musk the world's first trillionaire.
 	A federal judge denied a last-minute appeal from the Kennedy Center's board to keep President Trump's name on the building's exterior, ruling that Trump's name must be removed from the building by today and that plans to close the institution for two years must be halted.
 	Pakistan's prime minister said that the United States and Iran have agreed on the final text of a peace deal and are working out next steps; officials said that the agreement requires approval from Tehran.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: Emma Sarappo on a surprisingly human story about aliens


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic*



The Boeing 747 Begins Its Final Descent

By Ian Bogost

Through the heat haze, airplane tails rose from the desert. As I steered off the interstate toward Pinal Airpark, in Marana, Arizona, I got my first view of a corpse in full: a stark-white Boeing 747, its wings sheared off, its passenger doors open to the dust and wind, a rickety set of airstairs inviting no one aboard. The plane was a memory, a ruin, but its swooping, humped nose was still striking--a visage that signaled the freedom of movement in the Jet Age.
 I was arriving at this desolate site north of Tucson, where airplanes go to die, to mourn the 747, the original jumbo jet--a.k.a. the Whale, the Longreach, the Sky Cruiser, the Mother of All Airliners, the Queen of the Skies. For 50 years, the aircraft was the principal host of Important Journeys: a young student's trip to study abroad in Paris, a first-generation American's pilgrimage to their ancestral home in Hungary, an Iranian family fleeing the 1979 revolution. Combining the immensity of an ocean liner and the elegance of a swan, the 747 is the only commercial jet that deserves to be called beautiful. Over the past two decades, airlines have stopped using it as a passenger plane and replaced it with smaller aircraft that are more efficient, but far less majestic and memorable. The 747 was once a symbol of American might, invention, progress, and populism. Now it embodies the decline of all of those values.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Magic mushrooms, but better
 	Americans are already paying dearly for the national debt.
 	The work that goes into "effortless" style
 	Galaxy Brain: Jomboy on robot umpires and the future of baseball
 	Olivia Rodrigo has no chill, Spencer Kornhaber argues.




Culture Break


Illustration by Aldo Jarillo



Read. Alexandra Oliva recommends six books that take you to space.

Explore. The rental service Nuuly is taking over America's closets, Annie Joy Williams writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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A Surprisingly Human Story About Aliens

This novel is nominally about an interstellar voyage. It's actually about sex, love, God, and the problem of evil.

by Emma Sarappo

Fri, 12 Jun 2026




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


Among my friends and family, I am notorious for being a skeptic. I don't believe in ghosts; I find all cryptozoological sightings unconvincing; I dismiss astrology out of hand. But (and this might surprise my inner circle) I am quite open to the possibility that some form of extraterrestrial life exists. I agree with what Alexandra Oliva wrote in The Atlantic this week: "Considering the sheer number of stars in the cosmos, and the possibly larger number of planets that revolve around them, the idea that humans are alone in the universe strikes me as unlikely. So, instead, I wonder: What is that life like, and will we ever encounter it?"

Oliva recommended six books in which the presence of aliens prompts readers to think more deeply about humanity. Do I believe that another planet's life-forms would be anything like us--social, intelligent, self-aware? Well ... that's where my skepticism kicks back in. But I suppose I can't rule it out, and imagining what another species might value prompts me to reconsider which traits make us fundamentally human and which ones might not be unique to us at all. Oliva's list made me think of a book I read recently and adored. The Sparrow, by Mary Doria Russell, is nominally about an interstellar voyage to initiate first contact, but it's actually about sex, love, God, and the problem of evil.

When The Sparrow begins, readers know this: Decades ago, human beings received a radio transmission from a civilization near the sun's closest neighboring star system, Alpha Centauri. The Jesuit order of the Catholic Church sent a small mission to Rakhat, the planet that had sent the message, hoping to reach the beings who lived there. In 2060, a priest named Emilio Sandoz, the mission's only survivor, finally makes it back to Earth--and his colleagues in the Society of Jesus desperately want to know what went wrong out there.

Sandoz is a traumatized, unwilling witness. He was the group's linguist, charged with helping his crewmates communicate with the inhabitants of Rakhat. As a Puerto Rican Jesuit, one descended from both the island's indigenous Taino people and Spanish conquistadors, he is aware of the role the Society of Jesus played in European colonization. He can't help but see parallels with this new age of exploration, in which he is helping his order establish a foothold in a genuinely new world. Sandoz had believed that this mission was divinely ordained, but the mistakes he and his colleagues made, despite all their preparation and faith, doomed them in ways he is ashamed to discuss. The mystery of how the mission ended is the book's driving force.

But much of the story takes place in the early 2010s and the '20s, when the group the Jesuits will eventually send to space comes together through social ties and a dose of serendipity. This section, which features no extraterrestrials at all, is what I loved most about the novel: The beings these explorers plan to encounter are a device to bring out the characters' most human qualities; the story focuses not on aliens but on the human ingenuity, expertise, and relationships that will be required to make any contact a success.

The people who go to Rakhat are not all Jesuits, nor are they all Christians. These characters--not only priests but a married couple and multiple young singles--talk, fairly openly, about sex and family; they consider what it means to truly love someone, and the different forms that love can take. At first, they're united by a roving curiosity and hunger for knowledge; later, they are bound by a clarity of purpose. Knowing that only Sandoz will return from Rakhat is gutting. But seeing them prepare to go, while their targets are still hypothetical, is deeply moving. Their task requires them to access what is best, bravest, and most admirable about humanity--something any of us can believe in.




Illustration by Aldo Jarillo



Six Surprisingly Human Stories About Aliens

By Alexandra Oliva

These stories about extraterrestrials all resonate here on Earth.

Read the full article.



What to Read

American Diva: Extraordinary, Unruly, Fabulous, by Deborah Paredez

In pop-culture parlance, diva has lost most of its positive sheen (the Italian word originally meant "goddess") and instead refers to a prima-donna type: a person who is too much of everything. While these traits can be off-putting, they are also, Paredez argues, a show of strength--an attribute that has not always been regarded kindly in women, especially women of color. The author, a self-proclaimed "diva devotee," aims to return both the term and the artists labeled by it to their rightful renown in this combination of memoir, criticism, and music history. Household names such as Aretha Franklin and Tina Turner get their due, as well as others whose talent, determination, and, yes, fractiousness cement their place in the canon, including the otherworldly Grace Jones, the salsa queen Celia Cruz, and the triple threat Rita Moreno. Paredez reframes what might be pejoratively called diva behavior as, instead, the actions of women with the confidence to know that they matter. Readers will come away with a deeper understanding of artistic brilliance, even when its avatars may be difficult or messy.  -- Juliet Izon

From our list: What to read to really understand music





Out Next Week

? I Eat the Stars, by Sarah Wilson

? Charity & Sylvia, by Tillie Walden


? The Heart of Man, by Jon Kalman Stefansson




Your Weekend Read


Illustration by Avalon Nuovo



I Trained as a Dancer. Then I Saw the Robots Move.

By Valerie Trapp

Earlier this year, I watched a video that caught me entirely by surprise: A clip from the CCTV Spring Festival in China, in which more than a dozen humanoid robots performed an intricate martial-arts routine. They backflipped. They high-kicked. They wielded swords and dropped into potentially pant-splitting lunges. A side-by-side comparison with their movements just the year before was astounding: The robots, made by the company Unitree Robotics, could now move with a fluidity that looked less like the archetypical "robot dance" and more like ballet, albeit a dead-eyed version.

I was impressed, but--I must admit--a part of me felt threatened. And jealous. Despite my more than two decades of dance training, those robots could perform moves that I never could. (Like backflips! I cannot backflip.) The video plopped me back into a time of complicated emotions, when I was enchanted by dance but constantly saw it as a catalog of tricks I had largely failed to master.

Read the full article.
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The Kennedy Center Is a Metaphor for De-Trumpification

You can remove Trump's name but not the damage he's done.

by David A. Graham

Thu, 11 Jun 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.


No event at the Kennedy Center in recent months has drawn as much anticipation in Washington as the removal of President Trump's name from the building's facade. The date and time of the performance are not yet public, but residents and reporters are on alert to watch workers pull down the letters that were hastily added in December, when the institution was ungrammatically rechristened "The Donald J. Trump and the John F. Kennedy Memorial Center for the Performing Arts."

Already, as my colleague Janay Kingsberry reported last week, Trump's name has been removed from the center's website, as well as from "email signatures, email communications, letterhead, website, brochures, promotional materials, press releases, signs, references in contracts, MOUs, and other agreements." These are signs of the center moving to comply with a judge's ruling late last month that ordered it to revert to its statutory name.

The re-renaming is a welcome win for the rule of law, but the precarious path ahead for the Kennedy Center is a useful metaphor for the United States in the Trump era as a whole. Removing Trump's name is the easy part--a discrete step that a judge can straightforwardly mandate--but repairing the damage will be a much longer and more difficult process, assuming it's possible at all.

Trump remains in charge of the Kennedy Center, which means he could continue to wreak havoc, but he's also threatened to just walk away, which would leave the center hollowed out and rudderless. Judge Christopher Cooper ruled that the center's board had not been given sufficient information to approve the two-year closure announced in March, but, he added, "this Court is not to substitute its judgment for the Board's as to whether a temporary but long-term closure is, all things considered, a good idea. The Court takes no position on that question." And as Kingsberry has reported, there is not much Kennedy Center left to keep open. The Trump-installed leadership--the president fired half of the board, replaced it with loyalists, and appointed himself chairman; many staffers quit or were fired--has driven away artists and attendees, and has left the center without scheduled programming.

When the Kennedy Center was dedicated, in 1971, speakers presented it as a symbol of the nation. Its current travails are likely to be a model for the nation too. Even a hypothetical future president who has respect for the rule of law and the separation of powers will have a difficult time fixing what is broken. Such a president can remove the Ultimate Fighting Championship arena from the White House lawn or even demolish Trump's intended ballroom, assuming it gets built. But something will need to fill the hole in the ground where the old East Wing used to sit. More important, that president will need to fix what happens inside the White House, the West Wing, and the executive-office buildings by reconstituting the National Security Council, replacing partisan hacks, and re-creating the interagency process for policy making. That damage is less visible and less easily reversed.

At the Pentagon, restoring the legal name of the Department of Defense will be easy, and so will taking Trump's name off the "Trump class" battleship, the huge nuclear-powered naval vessel he proposed last year. But replacing the ammunition used in Trump's unauthorized and aimless war in Iran will not. A pipeline of promising officers who had the misfortune to be female or nonwhite while serving under Secretary Pete Hegseth, and as a result had their career stall rather than being promoted, will take years to refill.

A future attorney general--with White House endorsement--could work to restore the independence of the Department of Justice and prevent it from becoming a tool for pursuing the president's personal vendettas. But he or she will have a much harder time restoring the presumption of trust from federal judges that has been squandered over the past 17 months, especially given how many experienced, nonpartisan lawyers have left the department, and how many attorneys with dubious qualifications have been hired. (As former Attorney General Merrick Garland can now attest, any restoration of principles at DOJ will also be fragile without accompanying changes to the law.)

Unless Congress passes a law abolishing the Department of Education, which seems unlikely, the next administration can give up on Trump's attempt to kill the department, but the loss of thousands of experienced civil servants at that and other departments will be challenging to reverse. An Ebola outbreak has spread quickly in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, in part because funding for U.S. work to monitor and contain the virus was slashed by DOGE last year--some of the many cuts that DOGE made while federal spending actually grew.

A future president will likely be able to fire commissioners and other officers at bodies such as the Federal Communications Commission and the Federal Trade Commission--thanks, ironically, to Trump's efforts to knock down protections around what used to be called "independent regulatory agencies." The Supreme Court appears poised to approve Trump's power grab, so unless Congress passes new legislation to reestablish the independent functioning of those bodies, they will forever be susceptible to political interference.

Trump's threat to walk away from the Kennedy Center suggests an additional danger: He could lose interest and doze off, as if at yet another Cabinet meeting or NBA Finals game, leaving parts of the government to fend for themselves. At one time, that might have been for the better, but in their already injured state, the neglect would probably not be benign.The successful legal battle to remove Trump's name from the Kennedy Center is not hollow, but it is incremental. The hardest work, for both the Kennedy Center and the rest of the nation, remains ahead.

Related:

	How Trump's Kennedy Center takeover failed
 	Trump made a bad bet on the Kennedy Center.






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Why 60 Minutes should take critiques of its work seriously
 	Pete Hegseth, cornball in chief
 	Exclusive: Inside America's ugly birthday battle
 	Trump isn't giving up on his slush fund.




Today's News

	President Trump said in a social-media post that he had "cancelled the scheduled strikes and bombings against Iran" that were supposed to happen tonight, claiming that the United States and Iran have made progress toward a peace agreement; he said that the U.S. naval blockade would remain in place until the agreement is finalized. The announcement follows the second consecutive night of strikes on southern Iran, to which Iran responded with strikes near U.S. bases in Kuwait, Jordan, and Bahrain.
 	Trump said that he would nominate Jay Clayton to serve as the director of national intelligence, replacing Bill Pulte as the acting director after hearing bipartisan concerns about Pulte's lack of intelligence experience.
 	The Florida Supreme Court cleared the way for new GOP-drawn congressional maps to be used in the 2026 midterms, rejecting an effort to block them. The maps, backed by Governor Ron DeSantis, could help Republicans gain several U.S. House seats and reshape races across the state.






Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Jason Dove Mark writes about why the media keep quoting the same climate scientist.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read
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Fruit Is Too Sweet

By Ellen Cushing

If it is possible, in this fascinating age, to be a celebrity fruit, the Sumo Citrus is definitely a celebrity fruit. The mandarin-satsuma-orange hybrid, originally developed in Japan and brought to American grocery stores in 2011, is by far the most popular new member of the citrus family, accounting for almost a third of the entire sector's recent growth. This winter, like the winter before, my local Trader Joe's displayed piles of them in prime position, and many times the store would be half sold-out before sunset. Sumos are discovered anew every season on social media, where people talk about their adorable bumpy heads, their generous size, and--oh!--their sweetness.
 Of course. As soon as you taste one, you understand. The eye-widening, tongue-coating syrupyness; the sticky dribble down your chin; the sensation of eating candy that is, somehow, also fruit, a feeling that is a teeny tiny bit like you are robbing a bank at breakfast.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Three ways to think about AI and jobs
 	Trump once played soccer.
 	The "presumption of regularity" is evaporating.
 	Hunter Biden's life after shame
 	Radio Atlantic: When both parties try to out-macho each other
 	The David Frum Show: Republicans versus the Fourteenth Amendment




Culture Break


Illustration by Paul Spella. Sources: Heritage Images / Getty; Connect Images / Getty; Jim Davis / The Boston Globe / Getty.



Reflect. To understand the history of the nation, look to the history of its sports, Sally Jenkins writes.

Explore. "I trained as a dancer. Then I saw the robots move," Valerie Trapp writes. They were impressive, but could they ever feel human?

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Divided World Cup

This year's tournament was framed as a festival of North American unity. Instead, it is testing how much of that unity remains.

by Rafaela Jinich

Wed, 10 Jun 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.

Eight years ago, when FIFA selected the United States, Mexico, and Canada to host the 2026 World Cup, the organization imagined a sprawling tournament that would reflect a strong partnership and solidarity among the countries. Three nations would co-host the matches for the first time in the tournament's history, and millions of fans would travel across borders to watch.

That vision of unity has not aged well. The games are set to start tomorrow, but immigration restrictions, trade disputes, security concerns, and a new wave of U.S. nationalism under President Trump have resulted in an unusual geopolitical experiment: a World Cup that will test how divided North America has become.

"Few things can connect societies like a joint World Cup bid," Arturo Sarukhan, a former ambassador of Mexico to the U.S., told me. He had advocated for this joint tournament bid, and had understood it as a chance to show the "optimism" and "shared prosperity" of the continent. The tri-host tournament was proposed in 2017, in a document titled the "United Bid"--a name that seems quaint today. Jules Boykoff, a political scientist at Pacific University, in Oregon, and the author of a book about the 2026 World Cup, told me that in private conversations around the time of the bid, there was a sense that Trump wouldn't be around by the time the World Cup commenced.

When that assumption didn't pan out, the tournament faced a litany of new challenges. Since taking office again, Trump has disregarded long-standing continental alliances. The three countries, in some ways, were once closely tied: The now-defunct North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) knit their economies together for a quarter-century. They share borders, and the U.S. is home to the world's largest Mexican expatriate community. "Even if some politicians would like to press 'Control-Alt-Delete,' you can't erase one country next to the other," Sarukhan said. Trump has repeatedly suggested that Canada should become the 51st state, posting on Truth Social a doctored map that showed our northern neighbor absorbed into the United States. He threatened Mexico with military strikes in January and declared a national emergency at America's southern border last year to stop immigration. His mass tariff campaign also poses a danger to Canada's and Mexico's economies--all of which makes the timing of the World Cup even more uncomfortable.

In the middle of the tournament, on July 1, the three countries are set to renegotiate the United States-Mexico-Canada Agreement--the free-trade pact that replaced NAFTA in 2020 and that forms the legal scaffolding of the North American economy. In December, Trump threatened to abandon USMCA entirely. If it collapses or is gutted, the supply chains, investment flows, and labor arrangements that connect the three signatories could unravel, right as the countries are supposed to be working together to pull off the games.

Co-hosting the World Cup has happened once before: In 2002, despite some minor diplomatic disagreements, South Korea and Japan successfully co-hosted the games, and FIFA has doubled down on the model since (the 2030 World Cup will span Spain, Portugal, and Morocco). Still, this year is "the most politically combustible World Cup we've seen," Boykoff said. Since returning to power, Trump has ramped up immigration enforcement in ways that have already affected the tournament. Iraq's star striker was held for seven hours by U.S. immigration officials on arrival; the team's photographer was denied entry outright, as was a FIFA referee from Somalia. South Africa's national team was forced to delay its trip over what the country's sports minister called "embarrassing and grossly unfair" visa issues. At least 15 Iranian-team officials and staff were denied visas, according to the Iranian media, and the squad is training in Tijuana because players will be able to enter the U.S. only one day before each of their matches. The pattern is hard to miss: Many of these countries are ones that Trump has openly disparaged or gone to war with.

No World Cup has ever been entirely isolated from politics, but this one has become unusually entangled with a single figure. Trump has embraced the tournament as a showcase of American strength, and FIFA has been eager to oblige. The organization's president, Gianni Infantino, has cultivated a close relationship with Trump. In a surreal demonstration of flattery, FIFA awarded Trump its newly created peace prize in December, months after he threw a public tantrum over not winning the Nobel Peace Prize. That an international tournament would become, in his hands, primarily a vehicle for U.S. triumphalism is not surprising.

Amid widespread deportation fears, the fans stand to lose the most. Even though the Department of Homeland Security insists that there will not be any large-scale ICE raids at World Cup matches, immigrants (or anybody worried about being racially profiled) have little reason to take the Trump administration at its word. The administration has not ruled out arresting people near stadiums, and any fear over ICE encounters may serve as a deterrent. There are also the logistical complexities that come with a tournament of this size. As my colleague Nick Miroff reported, DHS Secretary Markwayne Mullin compared the World Cup's security operation to what it would take to protect "78 Super Bowls." TSA officers are being deployed to stadium entrances and will be diverted from airports expected to be flooded with arriving fans. Prices for tickets, hotels, and transportation have drawn criticism over alleged price gouging. Even Trump reportedly said that if he had to pay those ticket costs, he wouldn't go either.

"No one seems all that excited," my colleague Jonathan Lemire wrote. But that could change--there are plenty of reasons fans' enthusiasm could spike once the tournament starts. More nations are competing than ever before, including 10 African countries--the biggest showing for that continent yet. This is also almost certainly the last World Cup for some of the greatest players that soccer has ever seen.

There is a version of the tournament that works: The games happen, the teams play, and the politics fade into the background. Sporting events have a way of asserting their own temporary reality. But the fact remains that this World Cup started as an alliance between three countries, and is now a reminder of how fractured that bond has become.

Related:

	The World Cup of ugh
 	The absurd World Cup




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Why California takes so long to count votes
 	How Britain became as poor as Mississippi
 	The president's arsenal of insults has a telling new entry.




Today's News

	Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth visited the U.S. naval base at Guantanamo Bay to "engage with troops," accompanied by the conspiracy theorist Laura Loomer. The visit comes amid rising tensions between the Trump administration and Cuba, which is suffering from a U.S. energy blockade.
 	President Trump said that the United States would launch new strikes on Iran later today and that the military would be "attacking them very hard," following a day of reciprocal attacks by both countries.
 	Republican Senator Susan Collins and her Democratic challenger, Graham Platner, officially secured their parties' nominations last night, setting up one of the most controversial and closely watched Senate races of 2026.




Evening Read
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Your Search Results Are Getting Sloptimized

By Will Oremus

According to Shopify, the best e-commerce platform is Shopify. On its blog, the company has published at least 60 different ranked listicles, including "10 Best Ecommerce Platforms for Small Business in 2026," "11 Best Ecommerce Platforms for Your Business in 2026," "The 11 Best Cheap Ecommerce Platforms for Small Business (2026)," and "Best Ecommerce Software 2026: Compare 11 Top Platforms." The competitors that come in second and beyond vary, but the No. 1 pick is always Shopify.
 If rankings produced by the very company at the top of the list seem unlikely to fool anyone, that's because humans probably aren't the target audience. Chatbots are. When I recently asked ChatGPT for the "best way to set up an online storefront," the AI tool identified Shopify as the first option. It wasn't immediately clear how ChatGPT arrived at that recommendation, but a list of citations that accompanied the answer yielded a clue: Shopify's own rankings.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Charlie Warzel: The DOGE bros want another shot.
 	A crime doesn't make a child an adult.
 	The crisis Iran's leaders can't ignore
 	Can the Democrats find a foreign policy?
 	Peter Wehner: American Christians face a choice.
 	American grass could ruin the World Cup.




Culture Break
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Read. In April, Eva Holland recommended seven death-defying books for the adventurous reader.

Watch (or skip). Off Campus (now streaming on Amazon Prime) is driving women wild, Sophie Gilbert writes. Why?

Play our daily crossword.



Explore all of our newsletters here.

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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