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The Housing Solution Trump Is Avoiding

He's applying a real-estate developer's mindset to the nation's highest office. But who is he building for?

by Will Gottsegen

Fri, 26 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.


If there's one thing Donald Trump wants Americans to understand, it's that he knows how to build.

At a Pennsylvania petrochemical plant in 2019, he told workers, "I was a good builder. I built good. I love building." Talking to reporters in the spring: "What I do best in life is build." During last year's Kennedy Center Honors, Trump joked that he has "two jobs"--the second being, naturally, construction.

Even as past ventures have flopped, Trump continues to position himself as the kind of big-shot developer who blasts through red tape and never takes no for an answer. This is the president who once wooed voters by promising to build a "big, beautiful" wall along the southern border. Who, he argued on the 2016 campaign trail, was better positioned to make it happen? In his second term, he's been focused on redesigning the landscape of Washington, D.C., in his own image.

But earlier this week, Trump showed he's willing to delay the construction of something that Americans have clearly indicated they need. On Tuesday, lawmakers passed the biggest housing bill in a generation, the 21st Century ROAD to Housing Act. Co-sponsored by Senators Elizabeth Warren and Tim Scott, it's a bipartisan omnibus with reforms meant to encourage development and push down prices. Trump needs the win; at the moment, most Americans disapprove of the president's handling of the economy. But on Wednesday, Trump abruptly canceled the signing ceremony for the bill. It will remain canceled, he wrote on Truth Social, until Congress passes the SAVE America Act, a completely unrelated and highly controversial piece of voter-ID legislation. (He's called it his "No. 1 priority" ahead of the midterm elections.)

The stalled bill targets a pressing national concern. About a third of American households spend more than a third of their income on rent and mortgage payments, and almost four out of five voters identify the cost of housing as an extremely or very important issue. That Trump halted the signing shows that he's willing to use a bipartisan bill as collateral--even if it means sacrificing the prospect of affordable housing for Americans. Although the move is within his procedural rights, it's also toothless: Because the bill has passed both the House and the Senate, it is set to become law in 10 days with or without the president's signature. And even if Trump decides to veto it, Congress (barring a sudden reversal) has the supermajority required to override a veto. Plus, the president can't unilaterally force the passage of the SAVE America Act, which faces staunch opposition from Democrats.

Quantifying the extent of the country's housing crisis is difficult (some analysts think the United States is short 6 million units, whereas others think the number is closer to 2 million), but experts tend to agree that building more housing in high-need areas could help. The ROAD to Housing Act isn't a panacea, and many of its proposals will take effect only in the long term. But by fast-tracking environmental reviews and encouraging legislators to loosen zoning restrictions, among other proposals, the bill aims to incentivize new construction.

Trump has delivered mixed messages on housing affordability throughout his second term. White House press releases make passing mention of increasing housing supply, and Trump released an executive order in March directing agencies to loosen regulatory barriers to building homes. His push for Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac to buy up mortgage bonds turned out to have little lasting effect on rates. But lately, the president's own comments have focused on the needs of existing homeowners. "I don't want to drive housing prices down; I want to drive housing prices up for people that own their homes," he said earlier this year. Homeowners of course do want their investments protected, but the housing bill's incentives for developers to build would not automatically depress the value of all American homes. And in some cases, encouraging more construction could promote economic growth and increase land values in the long run.

Although the administration has taken steps to address the housing crisis, its efforts have at times been misdirected. In an attempt to protect individual landlords (known as mom-and-pop owners), who currently dominate the real-estate market, Trump issued an executive order in January aimed at curbing the influence of institutional investors--a nebulous umbrella term for some larger firms. Parts of the housing bill echo this idea. But, as my colleagues have explained, the panic over institutional buying's effect on housing prices seems to be overblown. Although big corporate landlords pose a real problem in certain communities (corporations are more likely to evict tenants, and can neglect maintenance and upkeep), institutional investors own less than 1 percent of single-family homes nationwide.

Whether Trump is a "good" builder is a question best left to architecture critics, and perhaps to his creditors. But it's undeniable that he builds. With his proposed triumphal arch, his modifications to the Reflecting Pool, and his renovation of the White House, he has attempted to reorganize the seat of government around his own aesthetic preferences. His recently announced presidential library, which may also be a hotel, could permanently alter the Miami skyline.

The ROAD to Housing Act may still be a victory for this administration--and the president may even claim credit for the effort to make housing more affordable. But he has yet to prove to the American people that he will build for them, and not just for himself.

Related:

	Trump's giant face is everywhere.
 	The latest ploy to help Republicans win elections




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Jonathan Lemire and Russell Berman on Trump's meltdown
 	Trump is draining the national parks to pay for his projects.
 	The Supreme Court's era of meaningless rights
 	Here come Trump's "Freedom Trucks."




Today's News

	The United States struck Iranian missile and drone-storage locations in response to Iran's drone attack on a ship in the Strait of Hormuz yesterday.
 	John Bolton, a former adviser to President Trump and the author of a book criticizing him, pleaded guilty to a charge of illegally retaining classified information.
 	A judge declared a mistrial in the case against a man accused of committing an act of arson that later became the Palisades Fire; federal prosecutors said that they will retry him.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: Charles Darwin's story isn't as simple as it seems, Emma Sarappo writes.
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	Americans deserve answers from Hegseth.
 	Trump's peeling green gift to America
 	Europe's come-to-AC moment
 	The record executive who understood the power of ego
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The True Believers at the Great MAGA Fair
 
 By Marie-Rose Sheinerman

For one night, in the heart of deep-blue Washington, D.C., a fenced-off section of the National Mall became an oasis for members of the MAGA base. They had believed in President Trump from the beginning and carried him triumphantly back to power in 2024, and now they came to the grand opening of America's 250th-birthday celebration in red-white-and-blue headbands, draped in flags, and sporting dangly blue "America" earrings. Doubts about anything related to Trump--his abysmal approval ratings, inflation accelerated by the war he started in Iran, his clashes with Republican senators earlier in the day--were, for an evening, drowned out by the roar of fighter jets overhead.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Warner Bros.



Watch (or skip). Supergirl (out now in theaters) is the newest installment in the DC Universe--and it struggles to live up to its predecessor, David Sims writes.

Check out. Train Dog, a weird, awkwardly fused creature, has somehow become the meme of the summer, Megan Garber writes.

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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William Barr's Dangerous Endorsement of Todd Blanche

Trump's former attorney general proposes a Senate blessing of Trump's threats to the rule of law.

by Jonathan Chait

Fri, 26 Jun 2026




Donald Trump cares deeply about the Justice Department, and he appears to care about exactly one thing: an attorney general who will do whatever he says, specifically in the realm of trying to lock up as many of his political enemies as possible.

William Barr, a former attorney general under Trump and an esteemed legal mind within the conservative movement, also cares deeply about the Justice Department, but for different reasons. Barr believes the department plays a key role in advancing conservative priorities in immigration, DEI, deregulation, the prosecution of criminals (real ones, not just people whom Trump hates), and other traditionally Republican policy goals.

Trump's nomination of Todd Blanche for attorney general has therefore put Barr in an awkward position. Barr has resolved the dilemma by writing a contorted endorsement of Blanche in The Wall Street Journal. Barr's less-than-glowing assessment of Blanche's qualifications reads like a grudging employee review that recommends the lowest possible raise. "Mr. Blanche has the necessary qualities for the job," he writes. "Mr. Blanche has already demonstrated effective leadership."

In place of enthusiasm for Blanche's qualifications, Barr shrugs that Trump would never allow anybody more qualified than Blanche to hold the job. Blanche "will run the department as effectively as anyone could under President Trump," Barr writes.

Peter Wehner: Bill Barr embraces the darkness

The reason Barr has to include this qualification is that nobody can run the Justice Department effectively under Trump, if you define "effectively" to mean following the rule of law. Since the post-Watergate era revealed the dangers of a politicized DOJ, that has been the minimum threshold for the job.

Barr agrees with this. Or at least, he used to. He wrote in his 2022 memoir:

As head of the Department of Justice, I continued, the Attorney General is the top prosecutor, overseeing enforcement of the laws through the criminal justice process. It is the responsibility of the Attorney General to ensure that the department's enforcement actions are insulated from political interference and are based solely on the law, the facts, and the equal treatment of all individuals, without regard to political or personal considerations. For that reason, I said, I could not tolerate political interference in criminal cases and would take the job only based on that understanding. The President agreed and said that, if he picked me, he would not interfere and would expect me to exercise my independent judgment to make the call I thought was right.


Barr reported, with comical understatement, that Trump "agreed in principle, though perhaps a little begrudgingly."

Just how begrudging that agreement was has grown glaringly evident during Trump's second term. The Justice Department has investigated or charged a slew of Trump enemies, including but not limited to, former FBI Director James Comey; New York Attorney General Letitia James; Federal Reserve Governor Lisa Cook; and the Democratic members of Congress Adam Schiff, Eric Swalwell, Mark Kelly, and Elissa Slotkin.

The entire reason Blanche was nominated for the job is reportedly that his predecessor, Pam Bondi, failed to lock up Trump's enemies fast enough for the president's liking, mainly because the charges she brought against them kept falling apart. Blanche has auditioned for the job as a more effective judicial hit man, pursuing ginned-up charges against former CIA Director John Brennan, another Trump target.

Blanche has been selected to do one thing. What does Barr think about that one thing? He does not say. The op-ed literally does not mention, at any point, Blanche's willingness to corrupt the Department of Justice in ways Barr himself called unacceptable, or even Trump's desire that he do so.

"Much of the criticism of Mr. Blanche rests on the idea that the Justice Department should be independent of the president and that it's inherently wrong for an attorney general to accede to the president's views," Barr concedes. However, he says it is not "necessarily wrong for an attorney general to defer to the president's decisions--so long as he believes he is acting lawfully and upholding the Constitution."

Okay, but all evidence suggests that Blanche simply believes his job is to prosecute whoever Trump wants him to, which seems like a reason not to vote for his nomination.

Read: Trump isn't giving up on his slush fund

Barr's decision to treat Blanche's apparent ginning up of fake crimes against Trump's enemies as irrelevant to his qualifications is a bit like endorsing Genghis Khan's leadership of the Mongol horde on the basis of his trade agenda while ignoring his policies on burning cities to the ground and building pyramids of human skulls.

Perhaps Barr believes that Trump is going to have an attorney general who uses the law as a weapon against Trump's enemies regardless, so the president might as well have one who can also do a few things Barr cares about. Yet this argument requires senators to actively affirm Blanche, which would legitimize his naked corruption of the law. Indeed, by ignoring Blanche's rampage of pretextual legal threats against Trump's enemies, Barr himself is legitimizing them.

Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt's 2018 book, How Democracies Die, argues that the most decisive figures in the success or failure of an authoritarian attempt are the would-be authoritarian's ideological allies. They must decide whether to join the aspiring despot, with the inducement of advancing their traditional ideological goals, or break with him and defend democracy.

Barr is a paradigmatic example of the Republican establishment's response to the Trump era. Unfortunately, he seems to have read How Democracies Die as a how-to guide.
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The 13 Steps of a Trump Fiasco

The Reflecting Pool drama says everything about how the administration operates.

by Charlie Warzel

Fri, 26 Jun 2026




If you wanted to make an argument that we are all living in some cruel simulation, a key piece of evidence might be that the news keeps providing us with absurd, occasionally quite alarming metaphors for what it's like to exist in 2026. To wit: The London School of Economics recently canceled an event on extreme heat because of an extreme-heat warning issued by the United Kingdom's Met Office.

Or, closer to home for Americans: Donald Trump, trying to renovate the Lincoln Memorial Reflecting Pool for America's 250th birthday and, instead, scoring a tax-payer-funded, $14 million-over-budget own goal in the form of a cracked and peeling, green-algae-riddled, potentially duck-killing militarized zone in the nation's capital. One of the firms hired for the renovation is named Greenwater Services.

This is the kind of stuff that AI might spit out if you offered a chatbot a lazy prompt for political satire. The shambolic spectacle has captivated the nation, despite the fact that the Obama administration spent $34 million and 18 months renovating the pool with mixed results. The fallout has reached New York Times push-alert status and become grist for the meme and culture-war mills online. Moreover, Poolgate seems to be bothering Trump more than past fiascoes, which is notable given that he's particularly embattled at the moment and staring down a defeat in Iran, low poll numbers, and a poor outlook for the midterms. He can't stop posting about the ordeal on Truth Social, accusing unnamed saboteurs of vandalism. At the White House's Great American State Fair on Wednesday night, part of the Freedom 250 celebrations, he ranted about the pool.

Trump's Reflecting Pool debacle is, by definition, a national embarrassment. But America is no stranger to self-inflicted humiliation these days. (See: Iran and the Strait of Hormuz, Qatar's gift of a luxury jet to Trump.) Why, then, is Trump crashing out so hard about the Reflecting Pool? Why does it stand out as the enduring metaphor for an incompetent administration that can't stop providing enduring metaphors of its own incompetence?

Some reasons are obvious. As my colleague Jonathan Chait notes, uncontrolled algae blooms at the Lincoln Memorial are lower stakes and, frankly, much funnier than, say, a war, a self-dealing cryptocurrency scheme, or the destruction of a wing of the White House. (One photo in particular gets me: Four men in camo waders are in the pool. Water, the color of fresh Mountain Dew, laps at their thighs as they dredge the bottom with poles like cranberry farmers on a faraway radioactive planet.) Lately, the saga has taken a more serious turn: The National Park Service alleges that the liner of the pool was cut with a sharp knife or razor earlier this month, causing damage to the pool's foam sealant. Trump has claimed that at least six people have been arrested and seven people have been cited for damaging the pool, and a spokesperson from the Interior Department reiterated to me today that "there have been seven arrests, seven federal citations and 18 police reports filed." According to a report yesterday by MS Now, public records show that only David Hearn, a former Olympic canoer, was arrested. (Hearn has said he was touching a floating piece of paint that had peeled off the pool.)

The spectacle has also been straightforwardly ridiculous, such as when Park Service workers were photographed dumping gallon jugs of hydrogen peroxide into the pool one at a time to quell the algae. But Poolgate is something more--a textbook example of how the Trump administration operates. It's a way that one can explore the anatomy of Trump debacles, which tend to unfold in a (roughly) 13-step process. The Reflecting Pool drama is not all the way through this process yet, but I'd bet good money we'll get there. It goes as follows:

1. Devise unnecessary spectacle.

The Reflecting Pool--one of the National Mall's best-known landmarks--is a big, obvious American symbol, and Donald Trump loves big, obvious symbols. Politics and policy are hard. Wars are even harder. But symbols are a layup. Drain that pool, slap some paint on it--be sure to give it a symbolic name: American-flag blue--and boom, you've made America great yet again. Extra points if President Obama made a similar move before you and you can claim you'll do it cheaper, faster, and better. On paper, it looks perfect.

2. Disregard expertise.

According to CNN, in March, the administration reached out to Sika Corporation, the group that provided the concrete and sealing products for the 2010 renovation. The administration stipulated an intense timeline to make the 250th anniversary and that the pool had to be painted blue. Sika said the project was "unfeasible."

3. Bypass normal procedures.

As The New York Times reported, Trump "handpicked" Atlantic Industrial Coatings for the renovation, giving the company what eventually became a $14.7 million no-bid contract by invoking an exemption "meant for urgent situations." Trump later alleged he did not know the firm. An Interior Department spokesperson told me, "The contracts and pricing reflects the effort necessary to expedite the timeline of completing the leak prevention coating project--more people, more materials, more equipment and longer hours ahead of our 250th."

4. Declare victory too early (bonus if done by AI-slop post).

On May 1, Trump posted an image on Truth Social of himself and other Cabinet members shirtless and swimming in the Reflecting Pool.

5. Spend way more than estimated.

"I have a guy who is unbelievable doing swimming pools up the road," Trump said at the outset of the project. His initial estimate for the price tag was $1.5 million, which he revised the next day to $2 million. He estimated the renovation would last "30, 40, 50 years." So far the project has cost an estimated $16.4 million.

6. Ignore the haters.

On June 3, as the project was coming in over budget, Trump invited press to the Oval Office to display a piece of poster board that extolled the pool's size. The caption read, Our Pool is Bigger than Skyscrapers.

7. Realize it is not going well.

Algae bloom. Send in the hydrogen-peroxide brigade.

8. Bypass normal procedures once again.

As The New York Times' David Fahrenthold reported, "The National Park Service bypassed the competitive-bidding process that is typically required" and instead gave a no-bid contract to Greenwater Services to install a filtration system to help with the algae. During construction Trump instructed the presidential motorcade to drive through the drained pool, shortly after the coating was applied, which has raised questions about whether the drive might have damaged the pool.

Taylor Rogers, a White House spokesperson, told me over email that the Greenwater contract, "was awarded by the Department of Interior" and that "the White House did not play any role in the selection process." She called the notion that the motorcade affected the pool "dumb and unfounded." (In all my dealings with the current administration, never before have its spokespeople been as responsive to or seemingly concerned about my impending article.)

9. Allege conspiracy and sabotage.

On Monday, Trump met with reporters and alleged that vandals put fertilizer in the water of the pool as well as cut the seal: "I can't help it if somebody goes in with a knife and starts hacking it up."

10. Redeclare victory.

Trump said on Wednesday that the pool "looks perfect already, but we're fixing it." Rogers told me that the pool is now "crystal clear and reflecting perfectly." The pool is currently cordoned off by fences and protected by the National Guard.

These recurrent steps extend beyond Trump into the broader MAGA coalition. Recently, Jared Holt, a senior researcher at Open Measures, an organization that tracks online extremism, used a generative-AI research tool to spot patterns in posts about the Reflecting Pool by right-wing accounts on a selection of right-wing social-media platforms such as Truth Social. The tool broke down more than 2,500 posts into three buckets:

Phase 1: Triumph and Restoration

Phase 2: Defending the Project

Phase 3: Sabotage and Culture War

"For the MAGA faithful, Trump's renovation of the Reflecting Pool was supposed to be a shining example of his efforts to restore America from its decaying state," Holt told me. "When it became clear the renovation had been a disaster, MAGA influencers shifted their talking points to instead portray the situation as being emblematic of their critics' depravity and derangement." The pattern, Holt noted, is similar to how the MAGA media system responded to the ICE killings in Minnesota earlier this year, or how it has tried to spin the war in Iran. "The primary function of this media ecosystem is to hype up and pacify Trump's base. And these days, as public support for the administration craters, it's doing a lot more of the latter."

This leaves three steps to come in the future. If patterns hold, we should expect 11. More blaming (one contractor told Politico the repairs to the lining will take weeks), followed by 12. Losing interest. And then, of course, the most important one of all. The foundation upon which every Trump debacle is built. The perpetual-motion device of a petulant president:

13. Pretend it never happened, and move on to the next thing.
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Europe's Come-to-AC Moment

The heat is changing the continent's interest in cooling technologies of all kinds.

by Beth Gardiner

Fri, 26 Jun 2026




In stifling apartments and sweaty row houses in England, Germany, and even Scandinavia, some Europeans are considering a very American idea: They really need an air conditioner.

One of their most accessible options, though, might feel unfamiliar to anyone accustomed to central air. Among Europe's commonly used types of air conditioning is a clunky, inefficient unit that stands a few feet high and has a wide exhaust tube meant to go out a window. Such units are typically "a panic-buy on a hot weekend," Brian Motherway, the head of energy efficiency at the International Energy Agency, told me. People grab the first machine they see and end up living with it for a decade, he said. Many people leave the window gap around the exhaust tube uncovered, letting hot air right back in. Walking down a Paris street last week, I saw three different stores where such units stood beside a door propped open by the tube.

Sales of air conditioners of all sorts are climbing in Britain too. I've lived in London for 25 years, and I don't recall ever hearing anyone talk about buying a home air conditioner--until three acquaintances mentioned, unprompted, on the same sweltering day, that they had purchased one, or were considering it.

Much of Europe wasn't built for air-conditioning, or for coping with hot weather at all. In Britain, for instance, which has been long accustomed to cool summers and dark, rainy winters, older houses like mine are poorly insulated and often leave inhabitants baking when outside temperatures climb. But many newer buildings are designed to retain heat and maximize sunlight, making them also poorly suited for the new normal, Andy Love, a sustainability consultant who founded Shade the UK, an advocacy group that presses for smarter building regulations, told me. However sleek and modern the big glass apartment towers going up around London look, he said that many residents are "moving into those flats in the winter to then find out in the summer, it's a furnace." Britain's Climate Change Committee, which advises the government, put the problem bluntly in a report in May: "The UK was built for a climate that no longer exists."

All across the continent, Europeans enduring heat waves that are growing more frequent and intense are coming to similar realizations about their own buildings and cities. The zinc roofs that top nearly four-fifths of Parisian apartment buildings, for instance, create baking conditions for those beneath. Temperatures are brutal, too, in the concrete towers on the city's poorer outskirts, where high electricity prices make some people wary even of running fans. France's housing minister, Vincent Jeanbrun, said that one in three dwellings in the country was "like a thermal kettle." Many European nations have worked hard to improve buildings' energy efficiency, but although insulation can help modulate temperatures in summer as well as winter, many homes have also been made airtight to retain heat.

Now Europeans urgently need ways to cool down. Although climate change will cause the biggest absolute increases in heat in African nations, eight of the 10 countries likely to see the most "dramatic relative increases in the number of days that require cooling" are in northwestern Europe, a study by researchers from the University of Oxford and the University of Bristol found. That list includes Switzerland, Britain, and Norway, and all of those places, the study warns, are unprepared.

Already this summer, two major heat waves have broiled Europe. During the first, Ireland, France, and the United Kingdom sweated through their hottest-ever May temperatures. A month later, France notched its two hottest days and its hottest night since records began: Thermometers soared past 110 degrees Fahrenheit in the west and 104 degrees in Paris. Spain reported its two hottest June days since at least 1950, and Britain, where temperatures reached 99 degrees, recorded its three hottest June days. The temperature in Basel, Switzerland, hit 100 degrees. Germany and Austria are enduring heat in the 90s, and braced for worse as the weather moves east. Temperatures this high can be life-threatening: More than 200,000 people have died because of heat in Europe in just the past four years, the World Health Organization estimates.

The imperative of reducing that toll prompted Britain's Climate Change Committee to warn that although installing shades, awnings, and shutters can and should help lower temperatures, air-conditioning and other cooling systems will be needed in many homes, hospitals, long-term-care facilities, and schools. That need couldn't have been clearer this week, as patients sweltered and radiation and MRI machines broke down in hospitals just as emergency rooms were swamped with heat-stricken arrivals.

Making changes like those the committee recommends will take money--potentially $10 billion annually between now and 2050--and time. A 2021 report estimated that less than 5 percent of U.K. homes had air-conditioning, although one market survey reported more recently that the number with an AC had doubled in the past three years. Even so, air-conditioning the country will take decades. The climate panel recommended that temperatures be kept to safe levels in all hospitals by 2035, in long-term-care facilities by  2040, and in schools and prisons by 2050.

The shift to AC is happening across Europe, where only about 20 percent of homes currently have air-conditioning. (Compare that with about 90 percent in the United States.) Ownership is skewed toward the south of Europe--about half of homes in Italy and 40 percent in Spain use it, for example. But a survey in Germany found that AC ownership jumped by 6 percent between 2023 and 2024. Even residents of Scandinavia and the Baltic countries are buying air conditioners, Simon Pezzutto, who studies cooling demand at the Institute for Renewable Energy at Eurac Research, in Northern Italy, told me.

Those clunky portable units do ease discomfort, at least; another widely available air-conditioning option, known as a split unit, is typically more efficient, but also more expensive and harder to install. Reversible air-to-air heat pumps, which are gaining popularity, are an even more efficient option and can both heat homes in winter and cool them in summer.

In Europe, where electricity prices are significantly higher than in the United States and incomes are typically lower, the price of cooling can mean a painful surprise when the power bill comes. If air-conditioning use spikes rapidly, it could also burden a grid that is not yet ready for big new peaks. In a taste of that possible future, tens of thousands of French homes lost power during this week's brutal heat. Electricity prices spiked as demand climbed, and some nuclear reactors had to curtail generation. Britain's grid operator coughed up an estimated $13 million to get extra generation online.

Roxana Slavcheva, a buildings expert at the World Resources Institute, told me that the continent would benefit from making sure that the air conditioners it does use are as efficient as possible. But it also needs to prioritize less energy-hungry cooling measures, including better ventilation and more shade for both streets and buildings, she said. In southern Europe, Italy's wooden shutters and the Greek islands' thick white walls moderate temperatures, Anna Mavrogianni, a built-environment professor at University College London, told me. Street trees, pergolas, and parks can make being outside more enjoyable, and even help reduce the urban heat-island effect, which makes cities hotter than surrounding areas. Awnings stop heat before it gets inside, as does orienting new homes to minimize direct sunlight on big windows. Light-colored or reflective paint keeps temperatures down, and ceiling fans help too.

Such upgrades aren't all easy--or quick. In Paris, for instance, officials sometimes decline permission to modify those hot zinc roofs because they're part of the city's distinctive look. Elsewhere, too, local planning rules aimed at preserving historic buildings' aesthetics can mire exterior changes in red tape. In Britain, windows that typically open out instead of in mean that external shutters can't be installed. Love, the sustainability consultant, knows that retrofitting millions of homes and thousands of neighborhoods is a daunting project that will take years, if it happens at all. Done right, the changes he envisions could make Britain "feel a little bit more Mediterranean than we're currently used to," he said. But with the heat here today, "people now just want solutions."
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The Supreme Court's Era of Meaningless Rights

The Supreme Court is not saying people don't <em>have</em> certain rights, just that no courts can help them when those rights are violated.

by Leah Litman

Fri, 26 Jun 2026




The six Republican appointees on the Supreme Court have made one thing clear: People may have rights, but in many cases they have no way to enforce them. Four decisions released this week have that paradox at their core.

Two of them, both issued Tuesday, held that the plaintiffs lacked "causes of action"--the legal authorization to sue to vindicate their federal rights. In Cisco v. Doe, practitioners of the Falun Gong religion claimed that they were persecuted by the Chinese government and that Cisco's surveillance technology helped China identify and torture them. The six Republican appointees said the victims could not sue Cisco under the Alien Tort Statute, a law enacted in 1789 that allows "any civil action by an alien for a tort" that is "committed in violation of the law of nations or a treaty of the United States." In another case, Landor v. Louisiana Department of Corrections, a Rastafarian prisoner had attempted to sue the correctional officers who had forcibly held him down and shaved his dreadlocks--in violation of his religious practices--after he had handed them a judicial decision telling them they could not do so. Here the six Republican appointees said that the Religious Land Use and Institutionalized Persons Act does not allow people to bring claims for money damages against the individual correctional officers who are subject to the act's obligations.

In both of these cases, the majority ruled expansively, issuing sweeping legal proclamations that will have serious consequences for people whose rights are violated. In Cisco, the justices didn't just say that Falun Gong practitioners couldn't sue a corporation for enabling their torture. They said that courts could not recognize any causes of action under the Alien Tort Statute for violations of the law of nations that did not exist when the statute was enacted in 1789. It is up to Congress to authorize causes of action for newly recognized features of the law of nations, even though Congress had already created a cause of action for violations of the law of nations--the Alien Tort Statute itself. The Court's decision will bar suits by victims of any human-rights abuses, because human-rights protections became part of international law in the 20th century.

Listen: How to save the Supreme Court from itself

Landor did to another set of legal protections--spending-clause statutes--what Cisco did to international law. Spending-clause statutes are the set of laws in which Congress has offered states money, provided that the states adhere to various conditions. In Landor, the condition was that states would agree to respect the religious-freedom rights of incarcerated people. The majority in Landor said that the conditions in those spending programs generally couldn't be enforced against the state officers who are supposedly bound by those conditions. The Court said Congress didn't have the power to impose liability on the individual government employees who didn't personally agree to comply with the conditions that are part of the spending programs--and that state and local governments agree to when they accept federal funds.

That rule will undermine protections in the many public-benefits programs that are structured as spending-clause statutes, such as Medicaid and the Individuals With Disabilities Education Act. If people can't sue for damages when officials violate the rules that Congress has established for those programs, then those rules aren't really rules at all.

Two other decisions--one also issued Tuesday, the other yesterday--transformed a swath of federal immigration protections into unenforceable guidelines that the Trump administration need not comply with.

In Blanche v. Lau, the legal protections at issue were for lawful permanent residents--green-card holders--who are entitled to the greatest legal protections of all noncitizens. The six Republican appointees said those protections were effectively useless and not binding. Although federal law has long said that a legal permanent resident can be denied reentry into the United States if clear and convincing evidence exists that the resident committed a crime of moral turpitude, Lau says that border officials can deny admission even without such evidence. This allows officers to strip green-card holders' lawful immigration status without the degree of proof required by federal law--and, perhaps, without any meaningful proof at all. The Republican appointees said the legal protections apply only in formal immigration proceedings, and would be too impracticable and burdensome to apply at the border.

Adam Serwer: The Supreme Court has invented a right to discriminate

Then yesterday, the Republican appointees declared that the laws requiring a presidential administration to undergo certain procedures before revoking so-called temporary protected immigration status can't be enforced at all. Temporary protected status is a kind of immigration relief that allows people who pass a rigorous vetting process to remain and work in the United States because conditions in their home countries make return dangerous. To end TPS, the executive branch is required, by law, to consult with executive-branch agencies before determining that the conditions in a country have changed enough to warrant ending TPS. There is almost no question that the Trump administration failed to engage in that consultation when it ended TPS for Haitian citizens in the fall of 2025. Last week, The New York Times reported that emails conclusively show that the Department of Homeland Security decided to end TPS for Haitians before DHS heard from the State Department about whether conditions in Haiti had changed sufficiently.

The Supreme Court's opinion in the TPS cases says that doesn't matter. Federal courts cannot review whether the executive branch complied with the procedures required by statute.

One exception exists to this overall pattern. In Exxon Mobil Corp. v. Corporacion Cimex, the six Republican appointees said that individuals and entities could sue the Cuban government, notwithstanding that foreign states are typically immune from suit in federal court. Here though, the plaintiff was not a human, but a corporation--Exxon Mobil.

The combined force of these decisions is clear: It's good to be a corporation. If you're anyone else, your rights may not be very useful to you at all.
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<em>Supergirl</em> Crashes and Burns

The newest installment in the DC Universe is forgettable filler.

by David Sims

Fri, 26 Jun 2026




The success of last year's Superman proved that there was still some interest in comic-book movies, all of these years into their Hollywood-blockbuster dominance. The director James Gunn reintroduced viewers to the aw-shucks costumed champion, this time trying to make a name in a cynical, contemporary landscape, and Gunn's approach made the classic superhero ideals of truth and justice feel fresh instead of corny. Tucked into the story was another caped crusader: Superman's chaotic cousin, a hungover and bedraggled 20-something who possessed none of his goody-two-shoes poise.

This was Supergirl (played by Milly Alcock), and now she is getting a movie of her own. Part of the new crop of DC Comics movies, this latest installment is designed to build out a wider, interconnected franchise, much as Marvel did years ago. DC already unsuccessfully tried to expand its cinematic footprint a decade ago, with a grim and muddy trilogy from the filmmaker Zack Snyder. Supergirl, directed by Craig Gillespie, swings at the brighter tone Gunn brought to Superman. If Superman is the ultra-responsible face of the franchise, Supergirl is supposed to be his messier, relatable counterpart. Yet Alcock's charming performance cannot elevate Supergirl beyond franchise filler--a disorganized character study meant only to extend a universe.

Supergirl is, on paper, aiming for something knottier than a typical comic-book adaptation. The titular hero was born on the doomed alien world of Krypton, and grew up in a shielded city that managed to survive the planet's initial destruction. When that last bastion falls and she finally arrives on Earth in a spaceship, she's a teenager mourning a family and civilization she knew and loved--as opposed to her cousin, who departed as a baby and has no memories of his home world. Supergirl's grief sends her binge drinking across the galaxy to dull the pain of losing Krypton.

Read: All end-of-the-world menace, all the time

Looking at his previous work, I can understand why Gillespie was hired for the gig. For Cruella, he was handed another piece of female-centric intellectual property by Disney, making a complex figure out of a classic cartoon villain. Before that, he directed I, Tonya, a biopic that tried to untangle the backstory of a much-scrutinized antihero, the figure skater Tonya Harding. But Supergirl doesn't quite want to deal with the immensity of its protagonist's feelings; her drunken stupor is often played for laughs, defined by disheveled hair, big sunglasses, and plenty of slurred speech.

That's the state Supergirl is in when she is dragged into a local dispute on some far-off planet, defending the honor of an orphaned teenage girl, Ruthye (Eve Ridley); her parents were murdered by a brigand named Krem of the Yellow Hills (Matthias Schoenaerts). When Supergirl's boisterous dog, Krypto, is imperiled during the fracas, she and Ruthye must hunt Krem down to save him. Superman pops in for a couple of cute scenes along the way, while another DC side character, the alien and bounty hunter Lobo (Jason Momoa), appears as a tortured bit of universe-building. All of this business, however, gets in the way of providing Supergirl herself with a fulfilling storyline.

The script, by the playwright Ana Nogueira, is a close adaptation of a fairly celebrated comic-book series called Supergirl: Woman of Tomorrow. The wild sci-fi elements, such as scummy aliens and wacky monsters, will likely remind audiences of a Marvel effort, namely Gunn's Guardians of the Galaxy movies. Supergirl has good reasons to avoid Earth--she feels overshadowed by her widely beloved cousin and disconnected from the humans he's protecting--but there's little sense of place to the various CGI-rendered landscapes she travels through. That geographic blandness only emphasizes the film's other shortcomings, such as Schoenaerts's anonymous work as the villain (a lot of glowering and creepy glares) and the rather rote big-sister/little-sister arc given to Supergirl and Ruthye.

Despite the darker notes Gillespie seems to be searching for, Supergirl repeatedly insists to Ruthye that she should avoid seeking revenge, because doing so would change her inexorably--a warning Ruthye heeds even as the pair is playing an interplanetary cat-and-mouse game with the murderous Krem. The movie basically imports Superman's moral code, which doesn't really jibe in a story filled to the brim with cigar-chomping bounty hunters and outlaws. As a result, Alcock must abruptly perform different types of emotionally varied material--goofy comedy, heroic duty, and her character's tragic origin story. That's a shame, because she's clearly capable of handling all of it. Supergirl the character still has a lot going for her, presumably including a future in the DC Universe. Supergirl the film, meanwhile, is only a mildly diverting whiff.
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A Writer Learns How to Read Again

Rewiring your attention in the age of the feed

by Charlie Warzel

Fri, 26 Jun 2026




Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube 

Do you wish you could read more books? You're not alone. These days, fewer people are reading for pleasure, and even those who do tend to struggle with distractions. Is this a literacy crisis, or has our attention just been warped? And what can we do?

In this episode of Galaxy Brain, John Paul Brammer joins Charlie Warzel to talk about how he managed to ditch the allure of his screens and social media and rewild his attention. This is a conversation about how to reignite your curiosity, what deep reading does to your mind, and how anyone can learn to love to read again.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

John Paul Brammer: I was just such a dire case of "brain being addled by social media" that I knew on a sort of intuition level that I needed to find a way to make myself hungry for books. Because I knew that if I wasn't hungry for them, it was simply not gonna happen. It's like giving yourself homework as an adult. As long as the option is there to not do it, you probably just won't do it.


[Music]

Charlie Warzel: I'm Charlie Warzel, and this is Galaxy Brain, a show where today we're going to talk about rewilding our attention and maybe, just maybe, getting a jump start on the summer reading lists.

Outside of hosting this podcast, I'm a writer. And as a writer, I've often harbored a pretty deep insecurity about my reading habits. Great writers, at least according to the stereotypes, are supposed to be excellent readers. And it's not just about amassing knowledge, but also picking up on style and form. To read is to be in conversation with someone else's ideas--somebody else's words end up rattling around in your mind. And it is this intimate, almost sacred, world-expanding process. Being a voracious reader doesn't guarantee that you'll be a fantastic writer, but it's no coincidence that many of the greats confess to getting lost in the written words of others.

But unfortunately, it's hard to get lost in a book these days. It's not that I'm not reading. Like many of you, I am positively drowning in text--in emails, and Slack messages, articles, links, posts, all of it hurled at me in a pull-to-refresh feed. I am reading constantly for my job. But it is not deep reading that slows the mind, the kind that gives this meditative sense of calm. It's this harried, tab-switching, attentionally jarring stuff. The kind that leaves you feeling vaguely ill when you look up from your phone or screen.

Maybe you feel this way, too. Maybe you read all the time when you were younger, before the noise and the interruptions of our devices, and you want to get back to it. Or maybe you've grown up with phones and algorithmic social media being ever present, and you've never really developed that strong reading muscle.

Whatever camp you fall into, I think there's this broader sensation these days that something is being lost. Some have described it as a literacy crisis, and others as an attentional one. But educators are writing these concerned op-eds about kids who struggle to focus on shorter reading assignments and with comprehension.

A recent article in The Chronicle of Higher Education put it bluntly: "My Students Can't Read."

And there's data that seems to suggest this isn't all anecdotal. In September, the National Assessment of Educational Progress showed that 12th-grade reading scores were at the lowest level recorded since the assessment began in 1992. According to that assessment, 32 percent of 12th graders now score below the assessment's basic reading level.

Amidst all of this, I recently stumbled on an essay by John Paul Brammer: a writer and a Substacker whose insightful and humorous work I've been reading for years via my frenetic feeds. It was titled: "How I Learned to Read Way, Way More."

In it, he lays out how, in this moment of constant distraction, he was able to rekindle his childhood love of reading--and the ways in which it had a profound effect on his mind, his writing, even his relationship to reality. It's also an essay about attention and curiosity, and how those two things work together in pretty unexpected ways.

So I figured Brammer is the perfect person to talk to about how we can guide our attention with intent. How to be a curious person. And the ways that curiosity may just be an antidote to the cynicism and despair that are too often the lingua franca of the internet. What happens when we let our curiosity drive and turn away from the feeds? John Paul Brammer joins me to discuss it all.

[Music]

Warzel: John Paul, welcome to Galaxy Brain.

Brammer: Charlie, thank you for having me.

Warzel: So I wanna start with you just telling me about your relationship with books and with reading. How did your reading life start, and how has that experience shifted over time?

Brammer: Yeah, one thing that's important to know about me, I think, is that my mom was my ninth-grade English teacher. So when I was a freshman in high school, I had my mom in first-period English.

Warzel: That's an interesting experience. Say more about that.

Brammer: One time we were late to her class, and she had to like drive me there because I was in this very rural middle school where things weren't going so great for me. And so, because she was a teacher at this much bigger school, she negotiated it out with the school board: I'll just take my son every morning; I'll take him. The bus didn't go out to our house because we were out in the country, you know? So my mom always drove me there. But one day we were late to first period together, because she was doing her hair, and then she counted me tardy. And I was like, Why would you do that? And she's like, I can't treat you any differently. I mean, I wouldn't accept that excuse from any of my other students. So it counted against me. So that's what having my mom as my English teacher was like.

But she was huge on reading, huge on literature. The policy in my household was: If you want a book, you can have it. We'll find a way to get it to you. So yeah--literature had a big premium in my house, for sure.

Warzel: What did you grow up reading? Like, what did you love?

Brammer: I was such a freak. And so much of my journey as an adult has been trying to like get back to that freak that I was when I was such a bookworm as a kid. Because I was reading everything. I would just go into the library and just pick something for no reason, and start reading it. So, you know, I read the stuff like--I had Goosebumps, I had Hatchet. You know, things that a lot of people read when they were kids. But I was reading stuff I had no business reading at a young age. So I remember there was this one book called A Door Into Ocean, and I can't pronounce the name of the author [Joan Slonczewski]. I think she's Polish, but I could be mistaken. It's an ecofeminist sci-fi book, and it's about a planet of lesbian catfish called the Sharers, and they get invaded by this like race of men, and the men are trying to oppress the lesbian catfish people. And I was in like the fourth grade, I think, in Catholic school, and I was like, Man, books are amazing. I read it front to back. I know what actually happened in it.

But I was just grabby, you know: anything in front of me. My mom had a copy of a David Sederis book in my hands by the time I was in sixth grade. So, you know, it's like I was on game, I would say.

Warzel: You write: "Getting on a reading jag has dramatically improved the quality of my life." Tell me more about that. What does reading do to your mind when you're locked in? Like, what is the quality of that attention that you feel?

Brammer: Yeah, so I've been reading a lot of Simone Weil, who is a French philosopher. Really kooky lady. if you ever read her, you're in for a real time, because she kinda like--you know how weebs are like white people who love Japan? She was like that, but for Catholics--where she just loved Catholicism without ever actually becoming a Catholic. And so she writes a lot about God, but she approaches God through this sort of neoplatonist slash; like, she arrives there through Plato, kind of. And so there's a lot of richness in the way she talks about religion. And it's almost like when she's talking about certain things, even if you're a secular person like myself, you're able to get a lot out of it. And so she writes a lot about attention, and she writes a lot about prayer. And she means attention in, I think, a different way than the way I talk about it in my essay.

However, when I saw her writing about curiosity, it really got me thinking, because I only came across her as the result of this big reading journey that I was on. So I only started really reading books, seriously reading books, like a little over a year ago. Which--as a writer, that might sound really crazy. But you know, I, like most people, was averaging just a few books a year. To me, I say in the essay, I'm a little embarrassed. It feels like I was walking around without having taken a shower for most of my life, like without reading.

Warzel: Right.

Brammer: Being a writer without reading a lot now strikes me as kind of crazy. But all that's to say: I got really into the way [Weil] was talking about attention. And it really did strike me that attention is this sort of like--I don't want to say buzzword, but we're always talking about it, right? Because we live on the internet; we're on social media all the time. A lot of us are addicted to tech platforms. And tech platforms kind of beget a certain confusion, a certain fog, a certain way of seeing the world and consuming media. And it is reading of a kind, right? Like you, especially on text-based platforms, text is constantly being lasered into your brain. Even if you're on TikTok or these video-based platforms, information is just constantly on its way through your eyeballs. And so when I talk about how reading books can benefit a person, I think that does have a necessary backdrop of "because we're all on our phones and our laptops all the time, and it is kind of scrambling our brains in a certain way." And so I don't necessarily believe that reading books is going to automatically fix everything in your life or anything. I do think, however, it is kind of a panacea for a lot of the ills and a lot of the struggles that we've brought into our life through these tech platforms.

Warzel: When you are locked into reading--because I think this is a fundamental part to ground everything else--what is that quality of attention? How does your brain feel when you're doing that?

Brammer: Yeah, so in the essay I sort of distinguish between two major types of attention. There's the muscular attention, which is the kind that, you know, you remember from school. Like when you can't focus, but you're really pushing yourself to. And also, I'm not saying in the essay this is an unimportant kind; I think this is a very important kind of attention. It is important to be disciplined enough and to apply effort to be able to pay attention to something even when you don't necessarily want to.

However, we are sort of always trying to use that form of attention to enter what I call "a state of pure attention." Which, you know--a lot of us, you might recognize that from just when you are no longer really super conscious of yourself. You're sort of immersed; you're enthralled. You are really deep inside: be it a piece of content, a piece of media, a book. It's just coming naturally to you. You're not stumbling across, like, Oh, I need to go back and read that paragraph because my mind was wandering. Oh, I don't know what that word means. There was a hiccup. You are just on the track. You are locked in. And I sort of make the case that this is the version of attention that has been commodified, and it is the version of attention that we really like. Because there is a depersonalized, anesthetic quality to it. It sort of does take us out of the world a little bit and places us somewhere else.

So if you're reading a really good book, a really informational book--and I've experienced this a lot in my reading career now, where like I'm reading one of those philosophical texts I always thought that I wasn't smart enough to read. And suddenly something about these words are just--they're opening up, and I'm in them. And I am really taking in someone's thoughts, their point of view. I'm really connecting what they're saying to other things about the world, to the structure of reality. That's such a beautiful, sacred thing to experience. And yet--that state of pure attention, it's like we do sort of fetishize it in a way, because we think of it as so rare. We think of it as like, Oh, it's so hard, because I can't focus, because I can't pay attention. I can't get there. I sort of argue that we're in states of pure attention all the time. You know, I had to reach for like spiritual language in that essay; I called it prayer. So that's my case for what pure attention is.

Warzel: You talk about this shell, basically, that comes up: the wall of the muscular attention. People feel it so much now with the, Okay, I'm not reading as much. I've gotta try to read one of the great books, or a piece of nonfiction that everyone's talking about. And they can't crack it. And they feel lesser than. I've felt this very acutely.

But what is--in your mind--what is the beginnings of cracking that shell? What is the trick that you have come across in this reading experiment?

Brammer: Yeah, I mean it's a horrible tragedy to me that there's so many people who want to read--and have the time to, even--but just can't bring themselves to do it. There's something in the way there. And there was for me too. You know, as a writer, I was always wanting to read more. And the more I thought about: Well, how do I overcome this barrier? What is this barrier? Like, I don't even know what to name it. And you know, pop culture, it's sort of been named as just "the attention crisis," right? Like, the narrative is sort of: Well, you are too distracted by everything else.

And there's also this sort of implicit argument--sometimes it's explicit--that in doing so, attention is sort of like this muscle that's atrophying. Like: It is actually degrading; it is getting worse over time, and so you are sick in a way. It's a deeply pathological argument, where it's like: You are getting worse. You are actually getting worse at paying attention to things. And I was afraid of that, and I wanted to wrestle with that in a real way and not just try to like comfort myself about it. So I started looking into ways, like: Okay, well; I know for a fact that reading more books makes me feel better. I feel better when I'm not on social media and I'm reading a book. I wonder why that is.

And so I knew that I knew on a sort of intuition level that I needed to find a way to make myself hungry for books. Because I knew that if I wasn't hungry for them, it was simply not gonna happen. It's like giving yourself homework as an adult, you know?

Warzel: Right.

Brammer: Like, as long as the option is there to not do it, you probably just won't do it. And so what I learned in the essay, I name it curiosity. Which is like--it really is just a genuine appetite to know. And when I started thinking about curiosity, I started thinking, you know, in a very different way about attention as well. Because I found that I'm capable of crazy feats of attention when I'm curious about something. I will spend hours digging into a fight between strangers on the internet if I'm curious. I will find out where they went to school. You know what I mean?

Warzel: Sure.

Brammer: Like, I will dig and dig and dig. And so I thought, Actually, I've got quite a few tools in my arsenal when it comes to attention. I wonder how I can harness them to do something more productive than what I'm currently putting them toward. And so that's where the question of appetite came in, which led me to curiosity. Which is like: I call curiosity an "attention multiplier" in the essay, and I sort of compare it to a child. Because it's very greedy; it's either like going, going, going, or it's dead asleep. It has no concept of right or wrong. When it wants to taste dirt, it will taste dirt. That child will find a way to get dirt in its mouth, and I think that that's such a powerful human drive.

And I knew that there was so much horsepower in it that I just felt like, Okay, there's gotta be a way to apply this to books. And there was; in fact, I realized that I was trying to start in a completely wrong direction with books. I wanted to read the most impressive thing, because I was coming from a place of insecurity. Like being around other writers and thinking, Oh, I haven't read Moby Dick yet. You know what I mean?

It was kinda like that. I want to read the most impressive tome that I can get my hands on, so I can feel like a real writer. And that wasn't me working with appetite or curiosity; that was me working with insecurity. So I had to start with like: No, I'm actually genuinely interested to read this. And for me that was, yeah, David Foster Wallace's nonfiction essays.

Warzel: And you know, well: first off, Moby Dick. You mentioning that is great, because I had the experience exactly with Moby Dick. I am a writer; I haven't read this. And felt this extreme guilt, right? And it was like, it's a long book. This just feels like that, This is the literature that I need to cram into my brain. I will be a better person once I have gone through this. But I also totally approached it like homework, and thought: I have to struggle through whatever this is, and on the other side of it will be a better version of myself. 

And then I started reading it, and I was like, This is just, like, funny. And at times like almost a little like pulpy. And then in the middle of it there's this weird textbook about whales that's kind of really interesting, because you're just like reading a Wikipedia article about whales. And I realized, Oh, this is so much more accessible. It was written to be entertainment. And I think that that's a big part of it too, right? We just psych ourselves out as well on these things, because it's like the equivalent of running a marathon, right? It's so hard that you must be a better person at the end of it.

Brammer: Yes. And like now--me having read Moby Dick--I can say there was no way that I was gonna read Moby Dick a year ago. Sometimes you need to read two books just to read a third one. And like, one book will give you the context that you need to read another one. So I was approaching Moby Dick completely blind. I couldn't place it in a cultural moment; I couldn't place the language in--like, why was the language like that?

And so much of these big novels, some parts of it are just genuinely a response to another literary movement, or a critique of it. Or there's like a context around it that we just don't have because it's so old. But then you read--this is most prominent, I would say, in philosophy, where I thought I was too dumb to understand philosophy. I didn't know what any of them were talking about. And then you find one philosopher that's just like--it cracks the door open. You kind of step inside, and you realize that, no--it's all intelligible. They just are using words that mean something different in a different context. You just need to, like, massage the definitions out a little bit.

And then--so Nietzsche becomes understandable, because I read someone more legible to me than Nietzsche, is what I'm trying to say.

Warzel: What I like about your framework of the curiosity--and thinking about that as the waypoint of attention--is that a lot of people who care about this stuff, you know, they think what we're going through with smartphones and social media and AI slop and this fractured online environment as an attentional crisis. But you have this line that says, "Here's some hypothetical good news. Our faculty of attention isn't shrinking after all. It's just that our curiosity has changed." How did you apply this theory--that, you know, "curiosity is a child"--to the slump? Take me through logistically how this worked.

Brammer: There was like a mystical element of this where I was saved by the fact that I read a paragraph of David Foster Wallace at the right time. You know? Like, it wasn't like I was truly sitting myself down and being like, Okay, now I will become a reader. I have to, right? Something floated across the internet one day, and it was a paragraph. And it was David Foster Wallace's essay "How Tracy Austin Broke My Heart." She's a tennis player. But it is just an essay about: Why are superstar athletes always putting out memoirs that are so bad? Like, what is it about an athlete's memoir that's so bad?

Warzel: Yes. I love this essay.

Brammer: It's so good, right? And that essay is a lot about, you know, storytelling, narrative, types of intelligence, types of genius. You know, he sort of makes the case that, well, athletes are in possession of a different kind of genius than a writer is. And so he's talking about different ways of the brain applying itself. And I thought it was just magical.

As someone who's interested in writing, you know, I was much more of a doer than I was, like, a reader, when it comes to the written word at that point in time. And I was sitting here watching this man demystify something that I didn't even know was a mystery. And him explaining. Because I was like, Yeah, why are they so bad? And he had a way of using words that just made it feel like--not only did I understand why, but it felt like I was just inside his brain with him. I felt like I was thinking with him. And as someone who writes, I was like, I want my writing to have that quality: where someone can read it, and it unlocks something in their brain as well. Like, that's such a magical experience, right?

Warzel: And so you kind of like daisy-chained that, right? Did that lead you to just--you're basically just cracking the spine on a ton of different books in that genre to see, then, what hits?

Brammer: Yeah. I mean, I would just say I had an incorrect view of literature. I don't know how else to put it. Like, before I went down this path, I don't think I knew, I didn't fully understand genre. Or like writing in general, or what an author's obligation really was. You know, I was writing a lot, because writing happened to be the thing that, like when I was a kid, I started winning essay contests. And so I started getting awards, and I started being able to travel for the first time. And I was like, Wow, okay; writing is really cool. I'm just gonna keep writing.

And so a lot of my career, up to that point, was just getting new bylines and publishing where I could, and making a living out of it. And you know, I didn't think of it as much more than that. And then literature, once I started actually reading more widely, and I started reading people who were doing crazy stuff with literature. I mean, I mentioned in the essay Clarice Lispector--this Brazilian author whose writing style is just utterly unique. And it's like: This is a woman in the throes of either madness or genius, and it was like watching someone just perform magic in front of me. And it was like--Oh my God, this is scary. But it's thrilling. And it's like she didn't care if she was intelligible in certain passages, you know?

And I didn't know language could do that. I always thought that language--you know, coming from a journalistic background, I was very keen on very clear messages. Making sure everything was very put in its right order. Etc., etc. And yeah, I was introduced to this concept of language being even more than that. And so once I had that in my heart, I sort of saw it as like: I need to read everything I can get my hands on.

Now that I see that little spark of something in everything I read, I just become addicted to finding it in every book that I read. It's almost like genre doesn't matter anymore. And so, in that way, I did get back to my childhood self, where I was just like reading everything, you know? And yeah--it's a very special time in my life, for sure.

Warzel: Now that you're into this--I'm just gonna keep calling it a reading jag--are you able instead, like, do you not have to put things down? Because your brain is a little more formatted for "No, I don't have to struggle with any of this, really, in the sense I'm alive to it all." What, logistically, are you doing with individual books?

Brammer: Yeah, so at first I almost had to mimic the feeling of "screen" with books. You know, where it was just like clicking around from tab to tab, losing interest, going over here, going over there. Because you know, I was just such a dire case of "brain being addled by social media." And so I kinda knew, like: I know this is what you need right now; I'm just gonna work with it. So when I got bored, I wouldn't say, like, Oh, we're done reading this; we're gonna put it away forever. Just for now, put it over here, and start this other one that you just got.

Like, I was almost working with that feeling of when you get something new in the mail and you're just so excited to open it. And you just wanna get with it, like, right away and just start tearing it open. I had to use that as an accelerant at first, you know? Because the new new new of it all was still so hardwired into my brain that I almost didn't know of any other way. And it took a while for me to get hooked enough, in a long enough book, to sort of start teaching myself, like, This is what it's like to read a book.

Which sounds kinda funny, but that's literally what it was like. It was like, Okay, see, you're doing it; you're doing it. It's like you're riding a bike--like you're going, you haven't fallen over yet, you're going, you're going farther than you did before.

And you know, now I find it pretty easy to motor through something if need be. But I also find it easier to abandon something. Like I said, in the past, I had to tell myself: We're not junking this; we're gonna eventually finish it. We're just gonna go do something else. Now I kinda know when something holds something for me, or it doesn't. And I'm more confident in being like, Okay, this isn't for me. And of course, like when I'm on the verge of doing that, I always confer with Reddit. Because sometimes people will be like, "No, no, no; that last fourth of the book goes crazy." And sometimes they're right. But, yeah.

Warzel: Earlier I asked you to describe your relationship to reading. But what's been your relationship to the other side of this? The technology, the internet, social media? What's that relationship been like for you?

Brammer: I mean, Twitter ate me alive. It really did. Like, my brain. Like, "I just gave my brain to Twitter" is the only thing that I can think to say. And on some level, I get why. I wanted to be a writer, kind of nebulously defined back then. I didn't care what kind of writing I did, which is how I ended up in journalism. And you know, for a college kid in Oklahoma, I didn't have a lot of open doors for me.

And there was this technology there that was just a bunch of open doors. Like, I could pester anyone on Twitter. Especially back then--there was this really exciting iconoclasm to Twitter where it was just this really rapid onset democratization of "We're all in this same plane of existence together," and Twitter was being touted as this thing that was gonna topple regimes. And: You're all gonna be a journalist from now on, because there's a phone in your pocket, and you can record whatever you want. And you know, there was a real flattening of hierarchies going on in that space at the time. And I took full advantage of that. And that was maybe one of the smartest instinctual things I ever did, because that's how I was able to get my first job. It's how I was able to start scoring bylines. And so it was very auspicious to me, and back then it was kind of my assigning editor. Like, I would make a tweet, and some editor would DM me being like, "What if you wrote about this for us?"

And that was how I was able to pack in so many bylines at places I've always wanted to write at. And so, in a way, I can't see myself doing it through any other method, you know? But at the same time, I mean ...

Warzel: There was a cost.

Brammer: There was a huge cost. There was a huge cost. And the cost only grows in clarity as I get older. And I was anxious all the time, and I was sort of letting Twitter write for me. Like, there were so many things that you know, I won't say that I didn't believe them. But it was very easy to respond to certain social pressures when there was this giant town square, and you kinda knew what they disliked and what they liked. And so, certain things that I wanted to write I had to couch a certain way. And I had to, you know, diminish certain things that I wanted to say and magnify other things to appease people. And I think that's no real way to write. I think that's not a good way to train yourself This is how we write. Because you're going to write scared.

Warzel: Right.

Brammer: And writing is a brave thing. You have to be able to put it out there. And if you're being timid about it in any way, the good stuff will not visit you that way. And so I know better now. I know why I needed to use it. But yeah--I was just hooked on it. It literally shaped the way I thought, which continues to be scary to me.

Warzel: You write, though, that it also seemed to change just the way that you experienced reality, right? You say you experienced it as this kind of series of loud, urgent, disconnected images. And then you wrote something that--as a fellow denizen of the internet during the Twitter heyday--I felt this deep in my bones. I'm gonna quote you to yourself here. You said: "The powerlessness that chronic social-media use inspires comes from the mediums packed with the absolute present. New, new, new. Show it to me. I recall scrolling to the very top of the feed and desperately trying to pull the absolute present towards me with my thumb, needing to know: And then what?"

And what's interesting to me about that paragraph is that many people frame our attentional issues as a struggle to stay in the present. But you frame it almost in the opposite way. That these tools are trapping us in something that that you call the absolute present, which is actually really painful and really extractive. What is it about the absolute present that drains our curiosity, that saps our spirit?

Brammer: So I think that, at any given moment in time, of course, you and I, everyone else, we are subject to the cultural milieu. Whatever's going on. There's always horrible things happening; things beyond our control.

And when you're constantly glued to the absolute present, you're witnessing all the things happening. You are a passive observer to the way events are unfolding. You're a passive observer to history. And to relegate yourself to that inert position so much does, at some level, inspire a certain helplessness in you. Because you know, you see this all the time on Twitter where people are professing this idea of, like, I'm so tired of living through historically unprecedented times. Etc., etc. You know?

And these are comfortable people. These are people who have lots of technology at their disposal; they are living pretty good lives in general. I'm sort of generalizing here, but they feel powerless in the face of I guess what I could only call "the spirit of the age." And when you are put in a position where all you can be is a witness, it teaches you that you can't do anything.

And with social media, we can get addicted to trying to only know what's going on right now, because that feels productive. It is like the ghost of being productive. It's sort of like: Well, as long as I know what's happening, as long as I'm informed, I'm doing my part. But what social media kind of taught me is that being informed only goes so far, and in fact it can start to make you feel like the world is this terrible place.

Because on social media, what gets privileged is the bad news, obviously. And if you get used to living in that, of course it's gonna make everything else feel bad. Of course it's gonna make you feel hopeless. Of course, it's gonna feel like things will never get better--because the only mode this machine has is "Dire," you know?

Warzel: How is reading in the way that you have, how has it been--maybe antidote's the wrong word, but something like that? An antidote to that; the other side of that. How has it helped you realize, as you alluded to earlier, the fakeness of it?

Brammer: I mean, for one thing, it does take you out of just the kinetic present, which is just constantly exhausting you. It really does feel like--reading a good book, I feel like a really hysterical chihuahua barking and trembling, and then someone picks me up, and then I just go limp. You know?

Like I'm just calm, and I'm in air jail for a little bit. And when I'm there, and when I can actually feel stillness--I mean every tradition, be it secular or religious, will tell you how beneficial stillness is. Because that's when good-quality thoughts can reach you, but also sort of be generated. And when there is no stillness--when there's frantic emotion, when you're in the riptide of it all, when you're just flailing around--yeah, you will not arrive at quality thoughts that way. It has no time. You've got this dire feeling of necessity guiding you, and so you're not able to actually contemplate things.

And so when I'm reading a book--and this is true of books of various quality. It helps when it's a higher-quality book, and it touches something really higher in you. But I've read certain novels that also, for me, just make me contemplate life itself. That contemplate the human condition, that contemplate the way we treat each other, why we fall in love, what it means to be lonely. Like, big questions. And I'm able to sort of rest myself in those questions and arrive at more meaningful conclusions than if it was some little post that was just yelling at me for breathing, you know?

Warzel: You're right. Drink more water.

Brammer: Yeah.

Warzel: How has it changed your writing?

Brammer: Oh, gosh; dramatically. Hugely dramatically. Like, I almost feel like I'm a different writer entirely. Because I feel like now my writing is just strictly the outcome of the reading. And that wasn't the case before. It really does feel like I was using, not to toot my own horn, but just like raw, brute talent before. I was like, I'm good at voice, and that's all I was doing. I didn't quite feel reckoned with, if that makes any sense. I didn't quite feel I was putting a whole lot out there that needed to be reckoned with, because a lot of it was impressing via an impressive combination of words. Which, to me, is a little bit different than what I'm up to now. The way I describe it--I'm writing something about this right now--is I just feel like there's a "why" inside of my writing. And it's a real beating heart in my writing, and it feels more urgent and alive than it used to.

Warzel: You are almost describing, your pre-"deep reading, deep work" self, almost in the way that people describe a chatbot or an LLM, right? Like, I'm really good at the predictive text. And what's interesting is: We're in the middle of this huge cultural debate over "What is a human for?" Especially when it comes to these things like writing. What's interesting to me is you're describing now your work as being imbued with this human through line and spark. That, for you at least, that ineffable quality that gives a density, a weight.

Brammer: And that's the other thing. I mean, AI also kinda pushed me in this direction. Because the backdrop of all this is that I think social media got worse.

Warzel: True.

Brammer: Like, I would have stayed addicted to Twitter probably forever if Elon [Musk] hadn't walked in there with the sink that one day. And you know that, to me, looked like doomsday. But, in fact, it probably saved my life. Because when he kind of wrecked Twitter, I didn't quite know what to do with myself. Because that's where my platform was. And so I got kind of sick of the internet, and it brought me to reading a lot more.

And one thing about reading a lot more is that it makes you way, way better at being able to discern what is good writing and what has meaning in it. Versus what is slop, and what is just sort of like, I call them "language blobs." And you're right to say earlier, when you talk about it almost sounds like I'm just describing LLMs before I started reading with my writing.

Yeah; a lot of it was language blobs. A lot of it was just like--social media had these imperatives about what you should say at all times. And it became very easy to just create the vague shape of what they wanted to hear, using language. And it was always guaranteed to be a hit among certain people, because that's what they wanted to hear.

And there is something ChatGPT, LLM about that. Where it's like, yeah--they want to hear a certain something. I provided it to them. And I know I've done that before, which is why I'm so hard on myself. And why I feel I'm kind of right to, even if some things I've written, I think, are better than others for sure in my past.

But I have done that. And having done that, it explains a lot about the threats of AI-generated writing. Because it can do that better than any human ever could. What it can't do better than a human is what I'm describing, of what I'm doing now. And so I do think it's important--as readers and as writers--to develop a certain palette. Because that palette is going to protect you from all this fake, empty, low-calorie stuff that looks like it's high quality.

Warzel: Yeah. A phrase that I love, because we're talking about attention here, is that "attention is sometimes an act, but it's first an instinct." And I'm curious how you feel you're honing that instinct now.

Brammer: I mean, I've spent so much money on ThriftBooks. I really have. Like, I can't believe how much money I've spent on ThriftBooks. But it's almost like I'm using that feeling of getting an Amazon package that people talk about sometimes. You know, when there's just a package waiting for you at home, and you're like, Goody. You know, I can't wait to see what that is. That's like the child in me being fed a little bit.

And in the essay, I talk about curiosity as a child. And I'm really trying to work with this part of me that I know won't get cynical and old like the rest of me. I make the case that curiosity is this permanently childlike thing. It's very hard to, in an old curmudgeonly way, be curious about something. It's almost always got this bright-eyed, jejune sort of quality to it that's just like, Ooh, what's that? Tell me more.

And it's a very pure instinct. Learning to work with an itch and learning to work with that appetite, for me, has just been so important. It's almost like the way my parents treated me when I was a kid, and they let me have any book I wanted. That's the policy I have for myself now. It's just like, You want a book, kid; you got it. It's gonna show up, and you're gonna read it.

And I'm all over the place right now. I'm reading books that have nothing to do with each other. I'm sure I'm really annoying on Instagram, because I'm always posting stories about what I'm reading, and I probably look really pretentious. But it's working. It's doing great things for me.

Warzel: You can't argue with results.

Brammer: You can't; you can't.

Warzel: So the backdrop of this conversation is that--by a lot of different measures--we're approaching some kind of crisis of literacy. And you have, almost constantly, professors writing these op-eds that are the same version of "my students can't read" or "students can't read." You also have some data. In September, the National Assessment of Educational Progress showed that 12th-grade reading scores were at the lowest level recorded since the assessment began in 1992. And, according to that, 32 percent of 12th graders now score below "basic" in that reading assessment. When you think about that broader trend? Are you concerned? Do you think it's--what do you make of it all?

Brammer: Yeah. I would say one thing about reading that's made me less anxious--I used to be quite anxious about these things. Huge societal movements, shifts. I'm kind of a stoic about these things now. Where it's like what Gandalf says in The Lord of the Rings, you know? It's like: We don't get to choose what times we're born in. We have to just work with what we've got. That's not what he said, but you know what I mean. Paraphrasing Gandalf here.

Warzel: You wouldn't be the first.

Brammer: And I completely agree with the sentiment. It's like, this is the world I was born in.

Warzel: You were very clear at the beginning of your essay about this. That, you know, this reading experiment that worked for you may not work for everyone. What is your advice for people who are trying to either develop or redevelop this atrophying muscle of curiosity and attention?

Brammer: I do believe that most people have a name or two that's always floating around them throughout their lives. That there's some writer out there, and for one reason or another you feel this strange sense of gravity to them. I certainly have. And for one reason or another we sort of over time just think, Yeah, I'll get to it eventually, I'll get to it eventually. Etc. But I would urge people to answer that name and go out right now. Find a book by them; any book. Don't think, Oh, I need to understand this book. Oh, this needs to be the book that starts this huge journey for me in literature.

You just need to get accustomed to scratching the itch when it shows up. Because it's a good itch, I think, to wonder: What does this person want with me? Because I had quite a few authors after I started reading David Foster Wallace. Other names kept popping up, and I kept wondering, like, Why do I keep seeing this person everywhere?

And at first, you know, they're very vague. Their body of work; I don't quite understand it. And it's also, as a writer, easy to be intimidated by people like that. Because they're often very prestigious; they have huge careers behind them. You almost don't want to confront sometimes what this amazing genius has managed to do with words, because it might make you feel bad. But curiosity just has to overcome those things.

And even if you're not a writer, I really do think there is a book out there, or an author out there, that's calling to you. And you know what it is, and you just need to go grab it.

Warzel: I'm curious if you think that it's just reading that does this. Or is this, what we're describing, really just a form of a different kind of escapism? And that I mean--is the idea here that reading is this higher thing that we should be trying to achieve for our minds? Or is it really just--we need to get a hobby? That everyone needs to find a hobby that's distracting them from the din of social media, and all that chaos?

Brammer: While I make the case in this essay that books are one of the better sort of ... how do I say this? Books are one of the better things to place pure attention toward. There are of course other edifying things. You know, artistic endeavors. Even just being involved in your local community. But I also say that I do think books are a privileged medium, because we're grammatical beings. We talk to ourselves in sentences. The way you talk to yourself--the way you understand yourself, the things you say to yourself--are sentence based. They're language based. And when you improve your relationship to language, you sort of improve your entire life.

So I'm always gonna advocate for literature in books. But yes, I think that this method could be applied to a lot of wonderful things that aren't social media.

Warzel: I love that. I love the language piece there. Amazing. But also I write for a living, too. So clearly there's a little bit of my insecurity around all this--sometimes that of course the writers are like, There's a crisis, and we need to be prioritizing this thing that I do. Right? But I also do believe it in my bones.

Brammer: It's also worth noting that sometimes reading books has its own madness in it, and its own dangers. Where like Don Quixote, for example, is very funny in this way--because it's about a guy who goes crazy 'cause he read too many books. And you have to imagine that maybe that guy was doing the equivalent to scrolling Twitter at the time, you know? So yeah; there's complications to address, for sure.

Warzel: I love that. I think that's a perfect place to end this. John Paul, thank you for coming on. Thank you for walking us through this. And also thank you for talking about this in a way that I think will make everyone feel a little less vulnerable and insecure about this thing that we're all walking around feeling a little bit of agita or insecurity about. So thank you for coming on Galaxy Brain.

Brammer: Thank you so much for having me. It was so much fun.

[Music]

Warzel: That's it for us here. Thank you again to my guest, John Paul Brammer. If you liked what you saw here, new episodes of Galaxy Brain drop every Friday. You can subscribe on The Atlantic's YouTube page, or on Apple or Spotify or wherever you get your podcasts. And if you want to support this work and the work of my fellow colleagues, you can subscribe to The Atlantic at TheAtlantic.com/Listener. That's TheAtlantic.com/Listener. Thanks so much, and I'll see you on the internet.

This episode of Galaxy Brain was produced by Renee Klahr and engineered by Miguel Carrascal. Our theme is by Rob Smierciak. Hadley Robinson is our senior supervising producer. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.
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'Rush Project at Request of POTUS'

Money once used for crucial national-park repairs is now financing Trump's redecorating projects.

by Michael Scherer

Fri, 26 Jun 2026




The pathway that connects the White House residence to the Oval Office has long been paved in Tennessee flagstone. Every president since Harry Truman made the 45-second commute, and made it without complaint, until Donald Trump. The dun rock would not do. Instead, Trump wanted polished African granite, carved in Italy, with a flamed-finish stripe--slightly raised, to prevent slips--running down the middle. As workers tore up the flagstone in March, a reporter asked Trump who was paying for the enhancements. "Paid for by me," he replied.

But that wasn't true. Budget documents from the National Park Service that I obtained show that the walkway replacement cost taxpayers $689,232, and is part of a $1.3 million project that included repairing adjacent stone and masonry and providing new hardware for nearby doors. A year earlier, in a separate "Rush project at request of POTUS," the Park Service spent $347,503 to remove and replace the stucco on the colonnade wall, a project that cleared the way for Trump to affix gold frames and plaques mocking some of his predecessors.

This previously undisclosed spending is part of an enormous shift of taxpayer cash away from national parks around the country and into the Washington area. In order to pay for the president's projects, the parks have had to cancel needed repairs, slash their budgets, and operate with fewer employees. Taxpayer spending on projects in the National Capital Region has increased 92 percent over the past year, according to the budget documents. The windfall draws on revolving maintenance accounts and more than $100 million in fees collected almost entirely from national parks elsewhere. Trump has ordered the refurbishment of fountains, the lining of the Reflecting Pool, and a $1.6 million Fourth of July fireworks display on the National Mall. He has requested billions more from lawmakers, who thus far have refused. "I'm so proud of Washington, D.C.," Trump said Wednesday during a meeting in the Oval Office with the secretary-general of NATO. "It's become one of the hottest cities in the world."

But as Trump attempts to adorn his immediate surroundings with taxpayer-funded improvements, other parks are going without. Park Service employees I spoke with describe a quiet crisis unfolding as the Interior Department's regular budget shrinks and political appointees redirect the dwindling funds. More than 900 Park Service projects that were expected to be funded this year never received the money, according to internal records. They include a $1.5 million roof-replacement project at the Yellowstone Center for Resources to halt pest invasions and water leaks, more than $3 million to continue operating the free-bus system in Acadia National Park, and a roughly $424,000 guardrail replacement on the cliff edge of Black Canyon in Colorado's Gunnison National Park, a project needed to rectify a "significant safety hazard for visitors."

"The president is prioritizing D.C. at the expense of parks throughout the country," Emily Douce, a lobbyist for the National Parks Conservation Association, told me. "There is $24 billion of maintenance needs throughout the National Park Service system, and adding these new vanity projects just adds to the need."

Read: The YOLO presidency

The dozens of pages of budgetary documentation show an $854 million, or 68 percent, decrease in spending on projects in park regions outside the Washington area in the first eight and a half months of fiscal year 2026, compared with the full prior fiscal year. That includes a $235 million decrease in spending in Pacific West parks such as Yosemite, a $254 million decrease in the Intermountain Region parks such as Yellowstone, and a $33 million decrease in Alaska. During that same period, spending around Washington increased by about $100 million, not counting about $310 million in donations that the Park Service received from allies of the president, most of which is going to fund a new White House ballroom.

Park Service staff have been told, in some cases, that their 2026 projects are being defunded because the Trump administration has prioritized America's 250th birthday and other programs. A Park Service employee who was not authorized to speak publicly told me that some parks and projects have had "nearly 70 percent of their approved anticipated project funds pulled back," forcing them to delay making crucial repairs to historic structures, hiring interns, and ensuring that trails are wheelchair accessible. "It means that signage and exhibits won't be improved, youth programs can't be offered, that a trail is not improved," the employee said.

In response to my request for comment, a Department of the Interior spokesperson criticized spending by Barack Obama in his first term and boasted about collecting $2.4 million more in park fees during the first three months of this year by raising prices on foreign visitors. "The National Park Service has not only been focused on beautifying the district for the 250th celebrations in our nation's capital but has also been working on many deferred maintenance projects throughout the country," the spokesperson, whom the department would not identify, said in a statement.

The White House did not respond to a question about the source of funding for the new West Colonnade paving stones.

A memo distributed in March on behalf of the parks director, Jessica Bowron, warned employees of an "all-hands-on deck approach" for the semiquincentennial events that might make vacation time impossible over the summer. She also made clear that the employees may be required to take leave of their assigned posts for the events. "Resource sharing across parks and regions will be essential, and some staff may be called upon to support incident management teams or other mission-critical assignments," the memo announced.

Earlier this month, about 400 staff from approximately 180 parks had been redeployed to the Washington region for various tasks related to the nation's 250th celebrations, according to documents that I obtained. By this week, it had grown to about 450 staff from more than 200 parks. The cost of this deployment was not calculated in the documents. But under the park system's policies, home parks continue to pay for the eight-hour work days of their redeployed staff, while additional costs such as transportation, overtime, hotels, and a per diem are shouldered by other service accounts.

Read: Trump is setting the national parks up to fail

That loss of staffing comes as many parks are already operating with fewer employees. The Park Service has lost nearly a quarter of its staff since Trump returned to office in 2025, because of terminations, early retirements, and a federal buyout initiated by the Trump administration, according to the National Parks Conservation Association. The Interior Department spokesperson did not dispute the  major staffing cuts but attacked the National Parks Conservation Association, a nonpartisan group that advocates for increased national-park funding, for not donating a greater share of its revenue directly to the park system and for its current CEO's public support of Vice President Harris in the last election.

Trump has proposed reducing the staff at national parks even more. His 2027 budget proposes cutting 3,967 full-time employees, a 31 percent reduction from the 2025 staffing level. The proposal is not popular on Capitol Hill, and unlikely to make it into law. Last month, the Senate rejected Trump's request for $1 billion for "security enhancements" to the East Wing as it is reconstructed to make way for a new ballroom; Trump had tried to include that funding in an immigration-enforcement supplemental bill. The supplemental request to pay for the Iran war, which was released this week, includes $500 million in Park Service funding for D.C. projects such as a new seawall on the Potomac River. Trump's 2027 budget calls for $10 billion to continue to beautify the Washington area--a request that was nearly eight times as large as all National Park Service project spending in 2025. In late May, Republicans on the appropriations subcommittee that oversees the Interior budget marked up a version of the president's budget for consideration by the full committee. Trump's $10 billion was not included.

In April, Senator Angus King of Maine questioned Interior Secretary Doug Burgum about how the money would be spent. Burgum said it would not go to new projects, such as the 250-foot memorial arch Trump plans to build on the Potomac. But he did not offer details on what projects in the area would require so much funding. "D.C. is like a state, and it's not just the National Mall," Burgum said. "It is for the greater capital region."

Read: The Cabinet secretary who wants his cookies freshly baked

Many of the president's projects are not onetime expenses, but will require increased funding on an ongoing basis. National Park Service managers in March approved using $32,095 from a maintenance account to care for the statues that Trump installed in his retrofitted Rose Garden. "The scope may be expanded in the future to include maintenance of any additional statues that are installed in the garden," the budget document stated. "Work includes cleaning, waxing, inspection for damage, and minor conservation treatments as needed."

When Trump began his renovation of the White House complex last year, the president said that he and his donors would bear the cost of his dreams. The Trust for the National Mall raised money to pave over the Rose Garden and put marble in the nearby Palm Room, a way station between the president's residence and the West Colonnade. But the details of the spending, including price tags and the identity of the donors, have been murky. There are a number of other renovation and decorating projects with no public accounting of the costs: Trump's marbling of a bathroom in the residence, his relocation of a copy of the Declaration of Independence to the Oval Office, his addition of gold filigree to the walls and coins on many of the internal doors.

Then there's the most expensive project, the demolition of the East Wing to make way for a ballroom. Trump has been adamant that the new ballroom would not cost the American people anything. "We didn't ask for any tax money. This is taxpayer free. We have no taxpayer putting up 10 cents," Trump said on April 1. "The ballroom is a donation." To date, $300 million of donations have been transferred to the National Park Service for the ballroom, according to the internal Park Service budget documents. But taxpayers will still likely need to chip in to pay for the broader project.

Read: Donald Trump's paint jobs

Recently unearthed contractor documents, revealed by The Washington Post, describe the true cost of the East Wing reconstruction as closer to $600 million, with more than half coming from taxpayer-funded accounts managed by the White House Military Office and the Secret Service. The White House budget office released $351.6 million to the Secret Service this month, a transfer first reported by Roll Call. The White House has not confirmed the purpose of the funds, but the transfer happened after senators refused a White House request for $1 billion in funding for the Secret Service for security enhancements at the White House, including the East Wing project. White House spokesperson Davis Ingle described the East Wing project in a statement as "inextricably tied to the security of the President," and said Trump was coordinating with "the White House Military Office and the United States Secret Service" on design and planning. Ingle said the president and his allies would fund the East Wing project "to the tune of approximately $400 million."

The next projects on Trump's agenda also lack clear funding sources or a defined budget. In addition to the memorial arch, Trump intends to rebuild the East Potomac golf course and install a new sculpture garden, and has floated plans to paint the Eisenhower Executive Office Building white, to match the West Wing next door. None of these projects has yet been added to the Park Service budget documents I reviewed.

Another project that is taking shape will be paid for by private donations with supervision by federal park officials: Trump plans to install a new landing pad on the South Lawn of the White House, which would allow the latest model of the president's Marine One helicopter to take off without burning the grass. According to the budget documents, the project will be funded by a $5 million donation from defense contractor Lockheed Martin--the maker of the new helicopter.
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Darwin's Story Isn't as Simple as It Seems

The best writing leads us to a more complex and more honest understanding of the past.

by Emma Sarappo

Fri, 26 Jun 2026




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


This week, I learned that Charles Darwin didn't exactly come up with the theory of evolution by cataloging the finches of the Galapagos Islands. Contrary to the simplified version I'd grown up believing, Darwin spent only a few weeks in the islands that he mentioned in his world-changing book, On the Origin of Species, and he wasn't labeling his specimens with enough precision to really prove that they exhibited subtle differences based on which island they came from. I found out the complicated truth about Darwin's journey aboard the H.M.S. Beagle by reading Helen Lewis's dispatch from the archipelago, recently published in The Atlantic as the latest entry in our series "The Writer's Way."

After some reflection, I'm not surprised that the research that brought evolution to light in the 19th century wasn't as straightforward as I'd thought it was. It reminds me of the first time I realized how the famous Scopes "monkey trial" came to pass in Dayton, Tennessee. While growing up in the state, I'd assumed that the 1925 showdown between the firebrand lawyer Clarence Darrow and the pious William Jennings Bryan had resulted from some government raid on the classroom of the unsuspecting teacher John T. Scopes. In reality, Scopes had volunteered to be a test case after the American Civil Liberties Union made clear its intent to challenge Tennessee's ban on teaching evolution in state-funded schools. What set me straight in that instance was Brenda Wineapple's 2024 book, Keeping the Faith.

Darwin, the man who set the stage for the scientific revolution that would lead to the Scopes trial, was no less deliberate in his work than Darrow was. A serious thinker and, as Lewis writes, "above all an empiricist," he didn't just stumble into a eureka moment--any more than Isaac Newton simply got hit in the head by an apple. And like the vainglorious Darrow, he was an imperfect messenger. By 21st-century standards, he was a strange specimen of naturalist. His logs from his voyage on the Beagle "amount to an animal-murder manual," Lewis writes, although they have ironically "inspired subsequent generations to keep as many animals alive as they can." Lewis saw the incredibly diverse fauna and flora of the Galapagos in a totally different way than Darwin did. The scientist "lived in a world where, whatever you did, more animals would be along in a minute," she adds. In 2026, with global biodiversity in mortal danger, the Galapagos aren't just a cradle of incredible variation. They're a symbol of how much we've discovered, and how much we've destroyed, in the span of hardly more than a century.

Anyone with even a passing interest in Earth's beauty might feel jealous of Lewis's sojourn with plentiful tortoises, iguanas, sea lions, and birds, and possibly even more jealous of Darwin's trip. That's part of the article's charm, but Lewis's real feat is correcting oversimplifications--of how the theory of evolution was shared with the world, of how Darwin traveled to the islands, and what he did there. Like the work of the empiricist who inspired Lewis's trip, this contemporary story leads us to a more complex and more honest understanding of the past.






Paradise Revisited

By Helen Lewis

What Darwin saw in the Galapagos

Read the full article.



What to Read

Small Town Girl, by LaVyrle Spencer

While researching the country-music career of her main character, Spencer interviewed Reba McEntire to understand the life of an industry star, and the parts of this 1997 novel set in Nashville feel like a behind-the-curtain peek at Music Row. But when Tess--known as "Mac" to colleagues and fans, if not to her family--is forced to take time off from recording her latest album to care for her mother after surgery, she struggles to fit into the role of the novel's title. At home, she falls back into childhood dynamics with her mother and sisters. Adding to her disorientation is Kenny, the nerdy boy next door who's now a single father and beloved member of the community. When Tess takes on the role of mentoring Kenny's daughter, a talented country singer in her own right, the two get reacquainted. As in any good romance novel, their talking turns to flirting, which turns to kissing, which leads to tense conversations about how to merge their very different lives, which ends in--well, you know the rest.  -- Karen Ostergren

From our list: Eight romance novels for romance skeptics





Out Next Week

? Sex on Murder Island, by Jo Firestone

? July Sun, by Aamina Ahmad


? Dead but Dreaming of Electric Sheep, by Paul Tremblay




Your Weekend Read


Mark Sennet / Getty



The Truth About Steven Spielberg's Alien Obsession

By Shirley Li

The director seems to rely on extraplanetary visitors as catalysts for particularly heady stories, positioning them as intellectual superiors and at times moral compasses. Whereas Spielberg's other blockbusters involving impressive creatures--the dinosaurs of Jurassic Park, the great white of Jaws--contend with the question of how to control them, his alien stories consider what humanity can learn from them.

Read the full article.





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


Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.
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Photos of the Week: Stone Roofs, Football Fans, Soapbox Racers

An early harvest in Romania, a space-shuttle exhibit in Los Angeles, medieval armored combat in France, heavy rains in China, a soapbox derby in London, and much more

by Alan Taylor

Fri, 26 Jun 2026


The mechanical machine "The Guardian of Darkness," half-woman, half-scorpion, from the Compagnie La Machine, performs during the 19th edition of the Hellfest rock and heavy-metal festival, in Clisson, France, on June 19, 2026. (Sebastien Salom-Gomis / AFP / Getty)




The face of seven-month-old giant-panda cub Satrio Wiratama, known as Rio, is covered by the paws of his mother, Hu Chun, at the Panda Palace of Taman Safari Indonesia, in Bogor, West Java, Indonesia, on June 20, 2026. (Yasuyoshi Chiba / AFP / Getty)




A red-footed seriema is pictured in its enclosure at Dortmund Zoo, in Dortmund, Germany, on June 24, 2026. (Ina Fassbender / AFP / Getty)




A ground squirrel, locally known as gelengi, stands in a meadow in Erzurum, Turkey, on June 24, 2026. (Hilmi Tunahan Karakaya / Anadolu / Getty)




Participants race in a soapbox car depicting King Charles III on a mobility scooter, during the 2026 Red Bull Soapbox Race at Alexandra Palace, on June 20, 2026, in London, England. (Ben Montgomery / Getty)




Iranians walk between sculptures of workers in Tehran on June 22, 2026. (Atta Kenare / AFP / Getty)




Competitors fight in a mixed-martial-arts arena during the Knights of the Cage, a gala of a medieval armored combat, in Onet-le-Chateau, France, on June 20, 2026. Fighters in armor with shields and swords, or axes, took part in about 20 fights in an MMA cage in Aveyron. (Valentine Chapuis / AFP / Getty)




Michel Kuka Mboladinga, a supporter of the team from the Democratic Republic of the Congo, pays tribute to Congo's late Prime Minister Patrice Lumumba, by remaining motionless ahead of the 2026 World Cup Group K football match between Colombia and Congo, at Guadalajara Stadium in Zapopan, Mexico, on June 23, 2026. (Ulises Ruiz / AFP / Getty)




Norwegian-national-football-team supporters gather on the iconic red steps in Times Square ahead of Monday's FIFA World Cup match, creating a festive atmosphere with chants and traditional rowing celebrations in New York City, on June 21, 2026. (Lokman Vural Elibol / Anadolu / Getty)




People take part in a yoga session to celebrate International Yoga Day at the Thuwanna Indoor Stadium, in Yangon, Myanmar, on June 21, 2026. (Sai Aung Main / AFP / Getty)




Students prepare to take university-entrance exams at the Belgrade Fair, in Belgrade, on June 25, 2026, as Serbia endures a heat wave affecting much of southeastern and central Europe. (Oliver Bunic / AFP / Getty)




Industrial robots work on a production line producing components for electric vehicles on June 22, 2026, in Jinhua, Zhejiang Province, China. (Yang Meiqing / VCG / Getty)




People gather during a media preview of the retired NASA Space Shuttle Endeavour, displayed in a vertical ready-to-launch position, affixed to the giant orange external tank and twin solid rocket boosters, at the California Science Center on June 24, 2026, in Los Angeles, California. (Mario Tama / Getty)




Jean-Pierre David, the French creator of the individual airship Aeroplume, flies inside an airship hangar in Ecausseville, France, on June 24, 2026. (Lou Benoist / AFP / Getty)




A train travels on the Long Bien Bridge, in Hanoi, Vietnam, on June 24, 2026. (Nhac Nguyen / AFP / Getty)




Iranian mourners take part in a traditional ceremony during Tasua commemorations, held one day before Ashura, on June 24, 2026, in Tehran, Iran. (Majid Saeedi / Getty)




An aerial view of a massive warehouse fire at a cold storage facility as it continued to burn and spread smoke around the city on June 20, 2026, in Los Angeles, California. California Governor Gavin Newsom declared a state of emergency for Los Angeles County in response to the Lineage Logistics warehouse fire, which began on June 17 in the Boyle Heights neighborhood. (Mario Tama / Getty)




A bank of clouds rises above the skyline of Beijing, China, on June 24, 2026. (Du Juanjuan / Xinhua News Agency / Getty)




A view of the Zugspitze and houses in the valley below, taken from the village of Lermoos, Austria, on June 22, 2026 (Elisa Schu / DPA / Getty)




An aerial view of the surging Huangguoshu Waterfall, seen after days of continuous rainfall, on June 23, 2026, in Anshun, Guizhou Province, China (Chen Xi / VCG / Getty)




A lavender field in Valensole, Southern France, photographed on June 22, 2026 (Miguel Medina / AFP / Getty)




Sunflowers bloom in a field in Kirklareli, Turkey, on June 24, 2026. (Ozgun Tiran / Anadolu / Getty)




A stork eats a locust in a wheat field after a harvester cut the crop near Manastirea village, in Romania, on June 19, 2026. Romanian farmers have been forced to start the annual grain harvest weeks earlier than usual because of an intense early-summer heat wave and prolonged drought conditions. (Daniel Mihailescu / AFP / Getty)




A dog relaxes on grass during a spring visit to Scarborough Bluffs, along Lake Ontario, in Toronto, Ontario, on June 20, 2026. (Shawn Goldberg / SOPA Images / LightRocket / Getty)




A man cools off in the Warsaw Fountain at the Jardins du Trocadero in front of the Eiffel Tower during hot weather on June 24, 2026, in Paris, France. Various European governments issued health warnings this week in relation to the high temperatures, which neared 40 degrees Celsius (104 degrees Fahrenheit) in many large cities. (Annice Lyn / Getty)




People wade near mangrove trees at sunset at Walakiri beach, in Waingapu, East Sumba, East Nusa Tenggara, Indonesia, on June 24, 2026. (Bay Ismoyo / AFP / Getty)




A view of iconic drystone dwellings with conical roofs called trulli, in Alberobello, in the southern region of Puglia, Italy, on June 24, 2026. "With the increase in heat waves, traditional solutions (such as trulli) are becoming a valuable reference, capable of inspiring climate-adaptation strategies for contemporary construction as well," Gerardo Biancofiore, the head of the Puglia branch of the national builders' association ANCE, said. (Tiziana FABI / AFP / Getty)




A man carries a mattress past damaged residential buildings following an earthquake in Catia La Mar, La Guaira state, Venezuela, on June 25, 2026. A pair of massive earthquakes struck on June 24, killing at least 164 people and destroying multiple buildings near the capital. (Federico Parra / AFP / Getty)
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The Record Executive Who Understood the Power of Ego

Clive Davis, who died this week, was more than just the man with the golden ear.

by Spencer Kornhaber

Fri, 26 Jun 2026




When Clive Davis sat down with Aretha Franklin in 1979 to discuss working together, Franklin already had her legacy secure: She was the undisputed Queen of Soul, whose late '60s singles--"Respect," "(You Make Me Feel Like) A Natural Woman," "Chain of Fools"--would be in rotation 'til eternity. Nearing 40, she understood that the music industry had changed since her earlier blush of success. But she hungered to launch a new phase of her career. Davis, speaking later at her funeral, remembered her wondering one thing: Could she still compete?

She'd gone to the right man to ask that question. Davis, the record-label executive who died this week at age 94, was one of the best competitors that music ever created. He's credited with helping break an eye-popping array of artists, including Janis Joplin, Whitney Houston, Alicia Keys, Bruce Springsteen, Barry Manilow, Patti Smith, and the Notorious B.I.G. While some industry titans are known for a particular sound, and others for their personalities--and scandals--Davis's approach boiled down to one thing: hits.

Obituaries over the past week have emphasized the image of him as the businessman with the "golden ear." He grew up in a Jewish enclave of Brooklyn, studied law, and then was hired at Columbia Records, where he quickly rose to become president despite previously knowing nothing about the music industry. A visit to the Monterey International Pop Festival in 1967 tipped him off to the rock-and-roll youth revolution. He signed his first act, Joplin, and then began signing more. Over time--as he launched the label Arista, then J Records, then became the head of BMG North America and RCA Music Group--he developed a reputation for just knowing whether a song was destined for success simply by listening to it.

Read: Before and after Aretha

Yet as I've read about Davis's life, I've wondered less about his ear and more about what it took to be the boss of so many seemingly indomitable figures--people who define the word diva. He was famed as a micromanager who took a hand in every step of the hitmaking process. Yet he worked productively with some of the most willful talents in music history--because he, fundamentally, magnified their ambition.

Franklin is a case in point. Davis recalled meeting her in his 2013 memoir, The Soundtrack of My Life: "This was no regal queen content to rest on past laurels. This was a working woman determined to give it her all." Still, she could be difficult. In the studio, she was known for refusing to give more than a couple of takes, which sometimes caused producers to complain to Davis. "I would always let it go if it was an album track," he wrote. "But for a potential single I would call her and explain that we had to have a song that we could get on the radio, so she needed to go back in and nail the melody." Laying out the business upside, in his telling, worked to get her back in front of the mic. Together, they succeeded in landing 1980s hits such as "Who's Zoomin' Who?" and the Eurythmics collaboration "Sisters Are Doin' It for Themselves."

The trajectory was different for Houston, who was 19 when Davis signed her. She had spent her adolescence being schooled in singing and performing by her musician mother, Cissy, but she was still young and unformed. So Davis took on a tutelary role. After watching her onstage before the 1985 release of her debut album, he wrote her a lengthy letter offering feedback on her performance style. Some of it was quite sharp: "Candidly, when you do a cover, you should have a different interpretation and do it as well or better than the original." Yet every bit of critique was couched as serving a larger goal for both of them. His comments, he wrote, were "only meant in the spirit of you and I against the world that we have to conquer."

Houston really did seem to share that spirit. In the studio, the producer Narada Michael Walden once wrote, "she was like Muhammad Ali": obsessed with greatness and not afraid to show it. After she rose to commercial dominance--landing seven consecutive No. 1s on the Hot 100 from 1985 to 1988--she clapped back at commentators who speculated that she was a mere product of Davis's hitmaking machine. "I wouldn't be with anybody who didn't respect my opinion," she told Rolling Stone in 1993. "Nobody makes me do anything I don't want to do. You can't make me sing something I don't want to sing. That's not what makes me and Clive click, because if it was, I'd have left Arista a long time ago."

Some artists did bristle at his feedback, however. After Kelly Clarkson won the inaugural season of American Idol in 2002, Davis took a direct hand in her career. Her first two albums were radio-friendly blockbusters, but her third album, My December, was a darker, more personal effort whose songs she'd insisted on co-writing. When Davis heard an early cut, he informed her that he didn't hear any hits and recommended that she record some songs written by other people. Though he eventually put out the album in the form she wanted, their disagreement went public.

In a 2007 Blender article, Clarkson angrily recalled a meeting she'd had with Davis. "I said, 'Clive, I'm going to make tons of albums. It doesn't have to be mainstream every time.' Then he kept bringing up people he's worked with. 'You're a Whitney! You're a Mariah!'" (Davis actually didn't directly work with Mariah Carey.) She shot back: "I don't want a career like either one of those singers." In other words, the spat wasn't merely about sales or creativity. The exec and the artist were misaligned about the goal they were trying to achieve: She wanted to express something; he wanted to win the charts.

That's not to say that Davis solely chased commercialism at the expense of art. He championed the punk poet Patti Smith and didn't try to steer her choice of collaborators and songs. "I had a lot of guts, not a whole lot of talent, but he had faith in me and let me go out of the gate, just a colt, and stayed with me," she later said. When he signed the Eurythmics, he thought of them "more in the category of David Bowie, a creative entity," he noted in his book. "I didn't ask to hear new material, and it never dawned on me to submit songs to them."

Often, he pushed that kind of artist to augment, not scrap, their own writing. An early cut of Bruce Springsteen's 1973 debut, Greetings From Asbury Park, N.J., led Davis to pronounce that classic record-exec verdict: Where are the hits? Springsteen took the feedback and wrote "Blinded by the Light" and "Spirit in the Night"--which he later called "two of the best things on the record." Springsteen was young and hungry; why wouldn't he want a smash?

Read: Rage in the U.S.A.

The 21st century hasn't produced record-label executives as legendary as Davis for a variety of reasons: the internet's upending of distribution structures, #MeToo's complication of the male authority figure in the entertainment world, and the fracturing of pop culture in general. And Davis's own image came under fire in later years. In 2012, Houston accidentally drowned in her bathtub at the hotel where, hours later, Davis was throwing his famous Grammys pre-party. When he chose not to cancel the event--citing the logic of The show must go on--it confirmed some critics' view that he was more of a self-enriching mercenary than a true steward of artists. As another industry executive told Rolling Stone in 2008, "Notice when you talk to Clive how many of his sentences begin, 'Then I. Then I ... Then I ...'"

Nonetheless, Davis remained warmly revered over decades by some of the most powerful and prickly figures in the record business. Many people really did see him as a champion for the ideal of music as a meritocracy in which the best songs always win out: "What I learned from Clive is that the only thing that matters at the end of the day when you're making a record is the three and a half minutes of magic," the executive Jimmy Iovine told the Los Angeles Times in 1996. The truth, of course, is that success in music is more complicated than that--it involves marketing, luck, ego. Pay close attention to Davis's biography and you see that the last one can drive the art form forward even more than money does.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/2026/06/clive-davis-appreciation/687701/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Here Come Trump's 'Freedom Trucks'

A fleet of mobile museums is touring the country with a version of American history the administration can get behind.

by Kelsey Ables

Fri, 26 Jun 2026




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

Right now, six AI-Generated George Washingtons are roaming around the country in semitrucks, stopping at sites as varied as the New Mexico desert and the National Mall and attracting lines in some places that would rival those at Disney World. On an afternoon last month at an American Legion parking lot in Bel Air, Maryland, locals--many sporting the Stars and Stripes in cap, tee, and even Croc form--waited for a glimpse of the past with an eagerness history teachers could only dream of. "Introducing: the Freedom Truck, a mobile museum," a deep voice boomed to crescendoing music. "Go back in time and experience the dawn of America."

The "Freedom Trucks" are part of the official celebration of the nation's 250th birthday, an 18-wheel complement to the fairs, rallies, and work crews currently proliferating in Washington, D.C. When you enter one, after walking past a reproduction of a painting of English colonists praying before a cross, you meet the animated Washington, who tells you sternly that despite their differences, the 13 colonies agreed: "Our rights are a gift from God, not a favor from kings or courts."

It's a familiar-sounding line, invoking the core American concept of inalienable rights, but the statement isn't actually from Washington. Lindsay Chervinsky, the executive director of the George Washington Presidential Library at Mount Vernon, told me in an email that the quote doesn't even sound like the first president. "He regularly spoke of providence and a higher power, but usually called on republican values and virtues to defend his positions." A similar sentence can, however, be found in an events tool kit from Freedom 250, the White House-led group behind the trucks, under suggested "faith-based messaging."

President Trump has had much to say about how museums treat our country's past. He has griped about the Smithsonian's focus on slavery's horrors, and his administration has asserted that the public has no tolerance for museums that are "uncomfortable conveying a positive view of American history." But his efforts to influence the United States' preeminent museum complex haven't gotten far. With the trucks, at least, the administration has been able to take its preferred version of the American story on the road, where history is more, well, movable.

I've spent a lot of time unpacking which kinds of museum displays and narratives the White House rejects (for example, artwork showing migrants crossing the southern border). I went to a Freedom Truck to try to figure out what sort of materials the administration supports, which has been trickier to ascertain. You can only squeeze so much information into a semi, so I figured that what made it inside the trailer would surely be revealing.

What I saw felt like a typical, triumphant middle-school-textbook telling of the American Revolution and its aftermath, but with digital interactives, a Trump cameo, and the volume on Christianity turned up a few notches. Institutions such as the Smithsonian's National Museum of American History tend to highlight the political circumstances of the nation's birth--the people versus a monarch, the sense of injustice that gave way to rebellion--and include an array of belief systems when they do talk about religion (as a 2018 exhibition at the museum did). Here, the truck nods to one notable American value, religious freedom, to the neglect of another: the separation of Church and state.

For two and a half centuries, Americans across the political spectrum have projected their own ideals onto this amorphous country. The Trump administration has been a passionate participant in this tradition, gearing some of its recent efforts toward the Christian right. In shifting the story one way, the trucks risk blurring the distinction between a country founded in a religious context and a country founded as religious, and pushing the background into the foreground.

The right-wing edutainment nonprofit PragerU, which aims to help "people of all ages think and live better while upholding Judeo-Christian values," put the vehicles together. Criticized for spreading misinformation about climate change and downplaying the significance of slavery, the outfit has a recent history of teaming up with the Trump administration, including on a civics-education campaign assembled for the semiquincentennial. At least one organizer canceled an appearance of the truck to avoid appearing to endorse PragerU's politics. (Hillsdale College, a liberal-arts school known for its conservative, Christian bent, also worked on the trucks.)




Logos plastered on the truck's exteriors advertise its affiliation with Freedom 250, which the White House created last year to organize patriotic activities for the anniversary. Confusingly, it's separate from America250, the nonpartisan organization that is charged by Congress with doing the same. Freedom 250 has been behind events with a notably partisan flavor, such as last month's daylong prayer rally on the Mall and the Great American State Fair. In December, $10.1 million of federal grant money that the Institute of Museums and Library Services had originally given to America250 for a truck-based traveling exhibition was redirected to Freedom 250, government-spending records show.

The exhibition focuses largely on the Revolutionary War and the country's founding, but opens with some of North America's early religious settlements and ends with a Wall of American Heroes, whose faces (Steve Jobs, Katharine Drexel, John Wayne, Aretha Franklin, many more) surround a quote from Trump about American bravery. Selected quotes stress colonial Americans' beliefs in a higher power, and displays emphasize the country's "Western and Judeo-Christian traditions."

In some spots, the history is just plain wrong. When, in 1782, Robert Aitken printed the first full English-language Bible in the newly independent nation, a project for which he had sought--and failed--to secure funding from the U.S. government, congressional chaplains recommended the work "to the inhabitants of the United States" and celebrated it as an "instance of the progress of arts in this country," Seth Perry, a professor of religion at Princeton University, writes in Bible Culture and Authority in the Early United States. When I emailed Perry about the wall text in the Freedom Trucks, he pointed out that the display asserts falsely that Congress "passed a resolution to print the bible" and describes Aitken's Bible, also inaccurately, as "authorized by Congress." As Marylanders in Bel Air pointed out to me, the truck also incorrectly says that the state was settled in 1664--it happened in 1634.

When asked about the Maryland issue, a Freedom 250 spokesperson told me in an email that the group was "reviewing the matter" but directed questions about the Aitken Bible back to PragerU, which did not respond about that content. She also said that the scripts accompanying the exhibition, like the monologue offered by the AI Washington, aim "to bring history to life for visitors" and "are not intended to serve as verbatim quotations or historical reenactments of historical figures."

Read: First the Kennedy Center, now the Smithsonian

The truck nevertheless found a sympathetic audience in Bel Air, a roughly 10,000-person town where more than 3,000 people visited over three days, according to the American Legion post that hosted the truck. Toby Keith's country anthem "American Ride" blasted from a nearby speaker to a crowd of scouts, current and former schoolteachers, restless toddlers, retiree history buffs, and at least one Daughter and one Son of the American Revolution. Multiple people told me that seeing the truck was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity; many talked about adding their signature to the Declaration of Independence on an interactive screen, one of the trucks' features. Ned Hoedebecke, an American Legion member who brought in the truck, which can be requested online, was overjoyed about the turnout. Standing alongside him in front of the 18-wheeler, Ray Bengel, the post's commander, told me that one of the organization's pillars is "Americanism." "It can't get any more American than this," he said.

Something about the nation's birthday seems to inspire cross-country educational journeys--as if one might mend this divided land simply by traversing it. While the Freedom Trucks trek across the nation by road, the National Archives' Freedom Plane is flying historic documents to museums around the country. Both projects trace their inspiration to an earlier example: the bicentennial's "Freedom Train."

The concept originated in the 1940s, when a corporate-sponsored and government-endorsed Freedom Train toted 126 historic documents across the country, aiming to inspire patriotism and civic engagement after World War II. The organizers refused to stop at cities that insisted on segregating crowds. In remaining integrated, the train tour helped "break down barriers of racial discrimination that some of its documents declare do not exist in law," The New York Times wrote in 1947.

More famous, three decades later, a Freedom Train for the United States' bicentennial had its own cultural moment. It was the subject of a Dolly Parton and Porter Wagoner song. Johnny Cash and Lady Bird Johnson made commercials for it. Actors such as Ossie Davis and Richard Kiley recorded exhibition audio. The train carried hundreds of historic objects borrowed from big-name institutions such as the Smithsonian and the National Archives, as well as local museums and private collections. Visitors rode along a moving walkway through the cars, passing the Louisiana Purchase Treaty, Native American artifacts, African crafts, a lunar rock, Judy Garland's dress from The Wizard of Oz, a Georgia O'Keeffe painting, and an Oldsmobile.

Sponsored by corporations including PepsiCo, Prudential, and General Motors, the train credited "free enterprise" with its creation and served as something of a brand booster, staying within the comfort zones of its benefactors. M. J. Rymsza-Pawlowska, a professor of history at American University who has written about the bicentennial, told me that, then and now, commemorations are "always a moment that kind of perfectly reflects their own cultural context."

Still, compared with its contemporary descendants, the 200th-birthday train "was a whole different level," Jonathan Goldman, the chief curator at the B&O Railroad Museum in Baltimore, where one of the locomotives that pulled the train is on permanent display, told me. "The way that they were able to stitch the country together into one exhibit that all Americans could access reasonably, I think, was a major achievement."

At the Freedom Truck in Maryland, Lou Raborg was dressed as a Revolutionary soldier and throwing it back much further than the 1970s. When I told him that I liked his costume, he responded that it was a uniform, correcting me with such enthusiasm that I worried I might also need to take up a colonial character to continue the conversation. He told me that he's been wearing the outfit, made of original materials, to events like this for about 20 years--or, as he put it, for a length of time that spans from the end of the French and Indian War to the end of the Revolutionary War.

The uniform might have been the most "real" thing at this truck. The vehicle was jam-packed with information, but I didn't see a single historic object on view. One wall text that might amuse Rene Magritte read: "This authentic Wells Fargo shotgun represents the grit and danger of the American frontier." Above it was an image of the gun.

All the same, there was a sense among the crowd that what was inside the truck--U.S. history--was in dire need of preservation. "It's something that really needs to be brought back to light in schools today, is teaching history," Randy Reinecke, the owner of the Cowboy Eats food truck, which was stationed nearby, told me. Some visitors I spoke with blamed modern life or "wokeness."

Read: How America gave up on its own history

A self-selecting group, maybe, but the truck's visitors seemed to defy their own claims. One student came after her AP U.S. History exam, her mom, Kerry Stratemeyer, told me, because "it felt like a good way to kind of close that test out." More than one parent whom I asked to chat with for this story referred me, instead, to their history-obsessed child.

Sarah Weicksel, the executive director of the American Historical Association, noted to me that she has her own War of 1812-loving third grader as proof that U.S. history is alive and well. In a survey published by Weicksel's organization in 2024, more than half of history teachers said that the American Revolution and the country's founding were among their top-three favorite topics to teach. For years, right-wing media and political leaders have been circulating the idea that the accurate story of U.S. history is disappearing from classrooms, while progressives, trying to expand that telling to include more voices, have sounded parallel alarms about a full version of U.S. history eluding us. Kelly Crowe told me outside the Freedom Truck that she had pulled her child from public school because "we were just seeing things that was more about DEI than we were seeing about true history being taught."

To Trump's camp, the "wrong" history--history that is not positive enough, is not Christian enough, or focuses on stories of oppressed groups--is essentially the same as no history at all. Adherents have enlisted themselves in a war over the past, waged against proponents of efforts such as The New York Times Magazine's "The 1619 Project"--a ground-shaking, though at times erroneous, undertaking that frames the country's story through the lens of slavery.




One of those history-loving teens, Dillon, could sense that what he saw at the trucks had been streamlined. "I feel like a lot of the information was pretty surface-level," he told me. "It didn't go into a lot of the nuances about American history, which is something that I feel like as a country we should be more aware of." The scout pointed as an example to Thomas Jefferson, whose heroic role as a Founding Father often blots out discussion of the hundreds of people he enslaved. The truck, Thomas said, shows only "one point of view."

With this rah-rah, tightly proscribed approach to history, PragerU is a natural partner to the White House. Marissa Streit, PragerU's CEO, told me she believes that history that is too pessimistic is nothing less than a national-security threat. "I feel very, very strongly that if young Americans are going to be taught to hate America, they're not going to want to enlist in the military. They're not going to want to defend America. They will propagate anti-American ideas that will lead to the weakening of our country and our society," she said. At the same time, Streit said she hopes that the trucks help people understand their heritage: "A country that doesn't understand its roots, it's like a nation with amnesia. It's a person who doesn't know himself."

According to the trucks, those roots lie in Western and Christian traditions. The truck notes, for instance, that in reviewing Jefferson's first draft of the Declaration of Independence, Congress "made several important changes, including adding references to the 'Supreme Judge of the World' and 'divine Providence.'" There, it does not mention the most famous edit: Jefferson had originally written, "We hold these truths to be sacred & undeniable." The final document replaces "sacred & undeniable" with the more secular "self-evident." Neither does it mention the third president's own idiosyncratic beliefs, including his rejection of many tenets of Christianity.

The trucks contain what Christopher Grasso, a professor of American culture, religion, and politics at Brown University, called sleights of hand. They paraphrase in a way that allows for more neutral-sounding terms referring to a creator to be swapped out with the more religious-sounding "God." They use the word faith repeatedly. They talk about the founding as if it extends all the way back to the early-Christian settlements, and they neglect that early America also included enslaved people and Native Americans with their own faiths.

"It's the ambiguity of language," Grasso told me. "They can use these broad terms that are themselves contested to help spin their argument in the direction that they want."

There's also a question of emphasis. Some of the Founding Fathers had strong religious beliefs, but how much airtime should that receive? "I think we should be giving it the same weight that they would have given, which is not that much," Seth Perry, the Princeton professor, said, describing an "easygoing Anglicanism" in the air at the time. Stressing religion in the country's founding, Perry said, can create a sense of national providentialism--that everything the country does is God's will.

Streit, the PragerU CEO, isn't worried about alienating people, and said that those who "are uncomfortable with the fact that America was founded based on Judeo-Christian values are uncomfortable with America in general." She called concerns about giving too much attention to the Founding Fathers' religion "silly."

When I asked people in Maryland about the emphasis on Christianity in the trucks, I heard a refrain along the lines of what Leslie Bankert, who had brought her teen sons to the truck as a homeschool field trip, told me: "We're Christians, so we liked that."

Like any exhibition organizer, PragerU knows a thing or two about human psychology. You can see it in how it lets visitors add their names to a digital Declaration of Independence, and in how it has bookended the exhibition with Washington and Trump, a choice befitting a president who has been keen on depicting himself alongside historic figures. People want to see themselves reflected in history; they need to. It's, ironically, why museums and universities have taken such pains to diversify over the past decade. And it's why, at the end of the truck, PragerU includes one final element, but whether it breaks with or continues the narrative that the truck tells may depend on who's looking. Right before you exit, the last wall proclaims America's Next Hero! Above it, there's a mirror.

  When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Meltdown

One day that captures how Trump has gone from unpredictable to chaotic<strong> </strong><strong> </strong>

by Jonathan Lemire, Russell Berman

Thu, 25 Jun 2026




A desultory, grievance-filled speech on what should have been a joyous occasion. The last-minute cancellation of a rare bipartisan bill signing in favor of yet another push for doomed, unpopular legislation. A loud confrontation with members of his own party followed by sneering remarks about some of the nation's oldest allies. And a nonsensical accusation that, if we have it right, blames the algae-filled Lincoln Memorial Reflecting Pool not on his rushed renovations but on knife-wielding vandals ... and maybe Barack Obama.

And that was just yesterday.

For President Trump, things aren't going great. He normally thrives in chaos, reveling in unpredictability to keep his opponents off-balance. But right now, he's just flailing. Despite his long-standing superpower of knowing how to control the national conversation and quickly change it, he has been unable to shake the consequences of a war with Iran that increased prices for Americans and weakened the country's standing in the world. Trump's poll numbers have plummeted. Republicans fear a November wipeout. Members of a panicked, fed-up GOP are beginning to defy their president. Trump, whose political image revolves around strength, finds himself diminished.

At this time roughly a year ago, Trump had overwhelmed Washington. He had slashed taxes, launched trade wars, angered longtime international allies, cracked down on border crossings, and eviscerated the federal government. The Democrats struggled to slow him down; Trump, meanwhile, openly mused about defying the Constitution to run for a third presidential term in 2028. On July Fourth, he punctuated the frenzy by signing a far-reaching and expensive piece of legislation--which he dubbed, in typical Trumpian fashion, the One Big Beautiful Bill Act--at an outdoor White House ceremony complete with a flyover by the B-2 bomber that had just clobbered Iran's nuclear facilities.

But as this Independence Day approaches--as the nation celebrates its semiquincentennial--Trump is unable to control the political narrative about a war that did not go the way he had hoped. A memorandum of understanding signed last week extended a shaky cease-fire and led to an initial round of negotiations involving Vice President Vance. A host of issues remains, including the fate of Iran's uranium-enrichment program and its control over the Strait of Hormuz. Negotiations could take many months.

Read: Trump in defeat

This is not something that Trump wants to hear. He's been bored of this war for a while, and in the West Wing, there was a race to be done with it. Allies have told us there are also quiet, behind-closed-doors doubts: What, exactly, did the conflict accomplish? Few, if any, of the president's goals were achieved. Iran could close the strait again. Yet Trump has frantically tried to spin this as a victory, even as he walks away from some of his stated objections. He has taken to Truth Social repeatedly this week to defend the deal and once again seethe about comparisons with the agreement that Obama struck more than a decade ago. Trump continued to waffle as to what could come next--even suggesting a resumption of the bombing campaign if Iran does not comply, a threat that few take seriously. His attempts at unpredictability were quite predictable, and Iran has proved itself to be anything but cowed.

Still, many in Trump's orbit tell us that they believe the war won't have much political staying power. Their focus, at least for now, is not the long-term ramifications on the Middle East or America's international relationships, but rather the political moment ahead of the midterms. They hope that the war will be soon forgotten--that the strait will reopen, that the price of gas will fall, that bombs will not need to fall again. Aides pointed us to a number of major events, including a series of Supreme Court decisions and even the World Cup, that could eclipse the war in the national consciousness. "The midterms are months away," one official told us. "We'll have lots of plot twists by then."

But so far, Trump's efforts aren't working. And when his frustrations exploded yesterday, he lashed out against senators who have faithfully served him--and whose support he can't afford to lose.

Tensions between Trump and Senate Republicans have been building for months. The president irked party leaders by endorsing a primary opponent to Senator Bill Cassidy of Louisiana, who lost his bid for a third term. Trump then infuriated them by snubbing Senator John Cornyn of Texas in favor of his scandal-plagued primary challenger, state Attorney General Ken Paxton--a move that appeared to seal Cornyn's doom in last month's primary runoff. Senate Majority Leader John Thune had strongly backed Cornyn, a former member of the Senate GOP leadership, and the party's campaign arm had spent millions of dollars to boost his candidacy before Trump undercut them.

Senate Republicans gave Trump much of what he wanted last year, but he now faces some resistance as the GOP's prospects in this year's midterms worsen. Egged on by loyalists such as Senator Mike Lee of Utah, Trump has tried to jawbone Republicans into scrapping or circumventing the filibuster's 60-vote threshold to pass legislation known as the SAVE America Act, which would require people to provide proof of citizenship when registering to vote and photo identification when casting their ballot. (It would also, in some versions, significantly curtail voting by mail.) Republicans have never had a majority that supports eliminating the filibuster, and Trump's refusal to accept that reality has frustrated senators.

On top of all that, Trump's efforts to force members of his own party into retirement have created what's become known as the "YOLO Caucus" in the Senate, as Republicans such as Cassidy, Cornyn, and Thom Tillis of North Carolina (who announced his retirement immediately after declaring his opposition to the One Big Beautiful Bill Act last year) have felt liberated to oppose and criticize the president in ways they would not have if they faced reelection. Tillis, in particular, has trashed some of Trump's ideas and appointees with a newfound zeal--he called Bill Pulte, the acting director of national intelligence, "an incompetent sycophant." And Cassidy decried the administration's deal with Iran as "the worst foreign policy blunder in decades."

Read: A serious debate about an unserious bill

The intraparty feud came to a head yesterday, when Trump abruptly canceled a ceremony to sign a major housing bill--a rare example of significant bipartisan legislation--and demanded that Republicans first pass the partisan SAVE America Act if they wanted his approval. Things devolved from there. During a meeting with Senate Republicans in the Capitol, Trump berated them for allowing (through a combination of defections and absences) the passage of a resolution seeking to constrain his ability to wage war on Iran. Cassidy confronted him over the deal he had struck, and the two got into a loud argument in which Trump at one point reportedly told the senator to sit down. "I make no apologies for standing up to the president," Cassidy told reporters afterward. "I am sticking up for the American people, even if I'm speaking to the president."

Naturally, Trump proclaimed the whole thing a success anyway. "We had a really great meeting," he told reporters. "We like our leader. We like our party. We like, really, everybody in the room--I don't like a few people, but that's okay." The president was flanked by three of his loyalists: Senators Rick Scott of Florida, John Barrasso of Wyoming, and Lee, all of whom wore a Trump-style red tie. Thune stood to the side, his blue tie appearing--intentionally or not--like a small declaration of independence. By nightfall, the friction between Trump and Senate Republicans seemed to ease a bit--at least for the moment. The chamber took a symbolic revote of the war-powers resolution and defeated it. Two Republicans flipped their votes; one of them was Cassidy. White House officials pointed to that as a sign of Trump's continued hold on the GOP.

When we reached out to the White House for comment, the spokesperson Taylor Rogers responded with a list of the president's accomplishments and added: "President Trump is the leader of the free world, and thanks to his bold leadership, the United States of America has never been stronger."

In the face of these struggles, Trump has continued to try to create his own reality. He returned to the White House from the Hill for a meeting with NATO Secretary General Mark Rutte. Yet even as Rutte lavished him with praise, Trump took the moment to attack some of NATO's key members for not helping with the Iran war, and he unleashed particular bile on Italy as part of a diplomatic spat that began when the president claimed that its prime minister, Giorgia Meloni, had "begged" him for a photo at the G7 summit last week. Meloni denied that, which infuriated Trump.

But Trump was far angrier about something closer to home. As part of his expansive effort to remake Washington in his own image, he took on a project to fix up the Reflecting Pool. What he got instead was an on-the-nose metaphor for the state of his presidency: a no-bid contract to a crony that went over budget, ended in failure, and resulted in the pool being policed by federal troops. The pool's liner has come apart, and the water has turned a brilliant, stubborn green--far from the "American-flag blue" that Trump intended. But rather than take responsibility, Trump has veered into conspiracy theories.

Read: What color is the Reflecting Pool? An investigation.

He has, predictably, turned America's birthday into a commemoration of himself. Plans for a concert on the National Mall to kick off the festivities turned into a pro-Trump rally, and most of the music acts backed out once they realized how partisan the event had become. Trump went ahead anyway, making himself last night's centerpiece with a few C-listers as his opening acts. But his heart didn't seem in it as he delivered a short speech that included some nods to the republic's founding and plenty of grievances. He spoke from behind bulletproof glass, and the crowd was small by Trump's standards. Social-media footage showed many people leaving while he was still speaking.

Trump, ever attuned to what is trending, posted on social media today that he had a massive crowd and that "everybody stayed right until the end of my Speech." He did not weigh in on the day's breaking news from the Middle East: Despite the cease-fire agreement, Iran fired upon a vessel trying to transit the Strait of Hormuz, which underscored the challenges that lay ahead in negotiations. Try as he might, Trump can't change the subject.
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Americans Deserve Answers From Hegseth

The president and the secretary of defense have a right to remove officers, but also an obligation to explain their actions.

by William H. McRaven

Thu, 25 Jun 2026




In September 1862, General George B. McClellan, the general in chief of the Union Army, had just repelled the Confederate advance under Robert E. Lee at the Battle of Antietam. But, as Lee's battered army retreated across the Potomac River, McClellan failed to pursue him--leaving Lee's army mostly intact. Abraham Lincoln relieved McClellan that November for his failure to be aggressive on the battlefield. The president addressed this firing with members of his Cabinet, and made his rationale known in letters and telegrams to key leaders in Congress.

In 1951, after failing to follow direct orders from President Harry Truman and publicly criticizing the administration's China policy, General Douglas MacArthur was relieved of his command and forced to retire. On April 11, 1951, Truman issued a public statement explaining exactly why he had fired MacArthur.

In June 2008, Secretary of Defense Bob Gates, with the approval of President George W. Bush, fired both the secretary of the Air Force, Michael Wynne, and the chief of staff of the Air Force, General Michael Mosely, for their failure to properly oversee the Air Force's nuclear mission. On June 5, 2008, Gates held a press conference to explain his decision.

Every president and secretary of defense has the right and, moreover, the responsibility to remove officers who are failing to meet the high standards expected of senior leaders. But when crucial decisions regarding the professionalism, effectiveness, or morale of the military are made, the people and their duly elected representatives have a right to know why these decisions were made.

In recent months, President Trump, upon advice from Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth, has relieved or forced the retirement of some of the finest officers that have ever served this nation. I have personally worked with most of them in combat. I can tell you from experience that Generals C. Q. Brown, Randy George, Jim Mingus, J. P. McGee, Dave Hodne, Jim Slife, and Joe Berger and Admirals Lisa Franchetti and Jamie Sands were war fighters through and through. And this week, in an egregious decision, the president forced General Chris Donahue to step down from his position in command of U.S. Army Europe. Donahue is without question one of the most brilliant officers I know. He is strategically focused, tactically aggressive, personally courageous, exceptionally thoughtful in his planning and execution, and compassionate with his troops. He has the respect of every man and woman who ever served with him--and you can put me at the top of that list.

What is particularly concerning about these firings is the effect the dismissals will have on the officer ranks. Throughout my time as a senior officer, I never hesitated to provide my best military advice to the secretary or the president even when that advice ran contrary to their stated position. Never once did I fear that by providing my advice I would be fired or asked to retire early. Not only was it my obligation to be forthcoming, but it was also the expectation of those leaders that I would be brutally candid. Hopefully, that level of honest engagement kept the secretary and the president from making poor military decisions. However, these recent firings raise a real risk that senior officers will be overly cautious about providing their best advice and, therefore, that the chance for military miscalculation will grow dramatically.

If Secretary Hegseth is trying to "revive the warrior ethos and restore trust in our military," as he has said, then the unplanned departure of these senior leaders will do just the opposite and may leave the president and the secretary without the experienced voices they need to make the best military decisions. Members of Congress should demand answers. The American people should demand answers. The future of our national security depends on it.
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What the Prairieland Prosecutions Reveal About Trump's America

Harsh sentences raise uncomfortable questions about equal justice under the law.

by David A. Graham

Thu, 25 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.


Last July, a group of activists staged what they called a "noise demonstration" at ICE's Prairieland Detention Facility, near Dallas. They shot off fireworks, damaged a surveillance camera, and vandalized government vehicles. When police responded to the disturbance, a demonstrator fired several shots, hitting one officer in the neck; he survived.

The activists could reasonably be described as "antifa." According to The Washington Post, alleged ringleader Benjamin Song "trained students for close quarters combat and large-scale gunfights," and people involved wore the "black bloc" clothing that self-described antifa activists often pick in order to keep a low profile. But the name is contentious: President Trump has labeled antifa a "domestic terrorism group" even though no such legal designation exists. Treating antifa as a "group" that can be labeled doesn't make a lot of sense either, because antifa is not a single centralized organization or even a clear ideology, but rather a style or affect adopted by various people with a range of political affiliations and views. Indeed, Song denied being a member of antifa, saying that it was not a real group, but he described himself as holding anti-fascist views.

Nine people were tried in connection with the incident, and prosecutors leaned into the antifa framing during the trial. All nine activists were convicted: Song of attempted murder for the shooting of the officer, and the others for charges including rioting, providing material support to terrorists, conspiracy to use and carry an explosive, and conspiracy to corruptly conceal a document or record. On Tuesday, eight were sentenced and received extremely harsh sentences: 100 years in prison for Song, and 30 to 70 years for the others. (Attorneys for the defendants have said that they are appealing the convictions, alleging issues with evidence and jury deliberations.)

The trial and sentences raise uncomfortable questions about protesting, political violence, speech, and equality under the law--especially when compared with the punishments meted out for those who fomented and participated in the riot at the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021, and the subsequent clemency granted to them.

Some of the Prairieland charges are ones that any administration in American history would have brought, and rightly so. Anyone who vandalizes government property, fires guns around an ICE facility, or attacks a police officer can and should be charged with crimes. Whether one believes that the activists' motivations were righteous is more or less irrelevant. Dissent is not without risks; that's the point. If you believe strongly in a cause, such as opposing ICE, and you decide that you are willing to engage in political violence, you should also understand that you could be arrested and convicted. The Prairieland group's actions are distinct from, for example, the people arrested in Washington, D.C.; Minneapolis; and elsewhere who were protesting peacefully (or wielding only sandwiches).

Yet some of the charges are more troubling and suggest a real attempt to crack down on legal dissent. Daniel Sanchez-Estrada, for instance, was charged with corruptly concealing a document or record and with conspiracy to conceal documents, and received a 30-year sentence even though he wasn't present at the demonstration. His wife, who was arrested and later convicted, had asked him to move boxes full of zines and other materials that prosecutors described as "anti-government," arguing that he moved it to try to cover up her connection to the charges. Federal prosecutors' attempts to criminalize materials critical of the government because of an alleged nexus to terror is troubling no matter how one feels about the content or cause.

These misgivings only grow given the stiffness of the sentences. Paul Butler, a Georgetown law professor, told the Post that the sentences were "stunningly severe," but you don't need a faculty position to know that. One reason is that the two judges who issued the sentences ruled that the defendants must serve them consecutively rather than concurrently, as is typical.

The penalties look even more draconian when compared with those for people who stormed the Capitol on January 6. One of the judges in the Prairieland case, Reed O'Connor, said in court that the sentences fit the crime: "The defendants' violence and terrorism is an assault on democracy. The defendants' planning, staging and execution of the attack led to the attempted murder of an officer." The characterization of "assault on democracy" is even more true of January 6, when rioters--many of them armed--attacked and injured officers, but also sacked the very seat of the government in the hope of disrupting the constitutional process of certifying a presidential election.

Yet the longest sentences issued in connection with the riot were 22 years (for the Proud Boys leader Enrique Tarrio), 18 years (for Stewart Rhodes, the Oath Keepers founder), and 17 years (for Joe Biggs, another Proud Boy). In all three cases, judges gave sentences shorter than what prosecutors sought. Moreover, none of the rioters are in prison now. Upon taking office, Trump pardoned Tarrio and commuted Rhodes's and Biggs's sentences. That was part of a sweeping grant of clemency for the nearly 1,600 people involved in the insurrection--including those who'd participated in violence against police officers.

Now some people who took part in the riot have been hired for sensitive Pentagon positions, as my colleague Will Gottsegen recently reported, and senior advisory roles at the Justice Department. Several are running for office. (Quite a few others have already reentered the criminal-justice systemfor different reasons.) The administration fired career prosecutors for the sin of having prosecuted overt crimes against the federal government on January 6, and it has explored ways to hand millions of dollars over to participants--most recently in the president's $1.8 billion fund, though that at least seems to be frozen up by politics for now.

Violence directed against anyone demands justice, but it demands justice that is equal and proportionate. The sentences in Texas make it extremely difficult for anyone to pretend that that's what exists in the United States right now.



Related:

	The J6 rioter now working at the Pentagon
 	The Trump administration's favorite tool for criminalizing dissent
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	The Supreme Court ruled that the Trump administration can remove the temporary legal protections for Haitian and Syrian immigrants who are legally in the United States, which could clear the way for them to be deported.
 	At least 188 people were killed and more than 1,500 people injured by two 7.2 and 7.5 earthquakes that hit La Guaira, Venezuela.
 	A federal judge halted President Trump's executive order that tried to create a federal-voter list and limit who can receive a mail-in ballot.
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Perhaps France Should Reconsider AC

By Joshua Partlow

A summer escape to Paris, at least in the American mind, evokes a certain set of images: quiet strolls along the canals, long hours in bookstores and museums, a pleasant park bench, a glass of wine. Those pleasures are now contending with one of the most brutal and dangerous heat waves that Europe has faced in decades, a muggy, enervating stretch of weather that has forced millions of people across Europe, many of them in homes without air-conditioning and with few options for refuge, to endure triple-digit temperatures ...
 The heat has disrupted train travel, spiked utility prices, and led to power blackouts for thousands in Brittany and in Italian cities such as Turin and Milan. French television showed throngs of people swimming in Paris's Canal Saint-Martin, once notorious for its pollution. Tuesday was the hottest day recorded in France in nearly 80 years. Yesterday was even hotter.


Read the full article.
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Courtesy of FX Networks



Watch. In its final season, The Bear (streaming on Hulu) reveals what it has always been driving toward, Sophie Gilbert writes.

Come in peace. Shirley Li explains the truth about Steven Spielberg's alien obsession.

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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The True Believers at the Great MAGA Fair

Falling approval ratings for the president haven't dimmed their enthusiasm.

by Marie-Rose Sheinerman

Thu, 25 Jun 2026




For one night, in the heart of deep-blue Washington, D.C., a fenced-off section of the National Mall became an oasis for members of the MAGA base. They had believed in President Trump from the beginning and carried him triumphantly back to power in 2024, and now they came to the grand opening of America's 250th-birthday celebration in red-white-and-blue headbands, draped in flags, and sporting dangly blue AMERICA earrings. Doubts about anything related to Trump--his abysmal approval ratings, inflation accelerated by the war he started in Iran, his clashes with Republican senators earlier in the day--were, for an evening, drowned out by the roar of fighter jets overhead.

Last night's festivities were meant to kick off two weeks in which Americans could come together and commemorate America's semiquincentennial. But a string of artists had pulled out of events in Washington amid concerns that the celebrations would become the Trump show. And indeed, the evening felt like a Trump rally, with a montage of hits that his most die-hard fans know and love, including Trump's favorite tenor singing "Ave Maria." The president declared that America is "the hottest country anywhere in the world" and rattled off a list of ways in which his administration continues to "Make America Great Again." "The best is yet to come!"

The crowd agreed. At this moment, attendees told me, when so much seems uncertain, the most logical thing for them to do is to put their faith in the president.

Read: Thank you for your attention to this birthday

Karen and Paul Depperschmidt are living the retirement they always dreamed about--road-tripping around America, visiting national parks. They live full-time in Wilmington, North Carolina, and they made the six-and-a-half-hour trip up to D.C. for the Great American State Fair--and the rally especially. The trip came with an added bonus--the chance to share RV parks with international visitors here for the World Cup. They met a family from Brazil and three Scottish tourists who were en route from Boston to Florida. "The nicest guys, they are having the best time," Karen told me. "They love this country."

The Trump rallies they'd previously attended--Karen's been to two, Paul to three--had been a blast, they said. "Everybody's so nice." And, as lifelong conservatives originally from Texas, they wanted to show support for a president who they believe is keeping his word. "A lot of people don't like it, but he is doing exactly what he said he was going to do," Paul said.

When I asked them about the cost of gas--a particular concern for those living the camper-van lifestyle--it didn't seem to matter: Prices at the pump are coming down, they said, which they knew would happen. More important, they told me, Trump was trying to eliminate the nuclear threat from Iran. When Paul finds himself questioning Trump's decision making, he reminds himself to back up; the president has information that isn't available to the public. "I think he's earned our trust," Paul told me. "I trust he's going to do the right thing, and he hasn't let us down yet." The couple said they appreciate the breadth of the administration's ambitions globally: across the Middle East and in China, Venezuela, and Cuba. In each place, Paul told me, he sees a president who's "not ashamed to use the power that we have economically to benefit us and, in the long run, benefit the world."

Rally attendees who didn't want to stand shoulder to shoulder or who didn't snag a chair close to the stage settled in on picnic blankets or broken-down cardboard boxes on the sidelines to take in nearly two hours of entertainment--including the U.S. Army's rock band riling up the crowd with "Sweet Caroline," Lee Greenwood singing "God Bless the U.S.A.," and Alexis Wilkins, a country singer who is FBI Director Kash Patel's girlfriend, performing the national anthem. Transportation Secretary Sean Duffy told the crowd that the night's musical acts were "way better than those libtards that canceled on us," to raucous cheers.

As I wove my way through the crowd before the show began, while many rally-goers were still making their way through security, it seemed that journalists and evangelists spreading the gospel were competing for families' attention. More than once, eyeing attendees to see if they'd be willing to chat with me, I realized they were already speaking with a reporter. Multiple conversations were interrupted by someone hoping to share that Jesus loves us.

Suzanne Jones and Joey Ervin flew to Washington from Chattanooga, Tennessee, yesterday morning to celebrate their son's birthday. They managed to squeeze in visits to both the National Air and Space Museum and the Washington Monument before arriving at the night's festivities. Their son, Alex, was particularly excited to see the president do "the dance"--pumping his arms to the Village People's "Y.M.C.A."

Jones told me that one of her biggest concerns going into the 2024 elections had been border security. She said she feels safer today than she did under President Biden, and she noted that the "disastrous" four years under him felt all too recent. "Having a president, somebody that's protecting my country, that can't even have a speech--that's rough. It makes me feel, you know, insecure," Ervin told me of Biden. He said that while he wasn't necessarily a fan of Trump's decision to go to war with Iran, "I'd prefer to do that than what we did when we withdrew out of Afghanistan--10 times out of 10."

Not everything, the couple concedes, is perfect. They bought their house before interest rates dropped and prices skyrocketed in 2020, and said they wouldn't move now, because the market is difficult and doesn't seem to be getting better. "My view of the economy is once stuff goes up, it's not coming back down--I don't care who's in charge." Gas prices, Ervin said, were high long before the Iran war. "We were in L.A. in 2024 and the gas prices were $7. That was before any of the Iran stuff started."

Read: Trump in defeat

Washington--where the president has called up the National Guard, put his mark on local parks, and turned the city's monumental core into a construction zone--is a bastion of opposition to Trump. But not everyone in D.C. is critical of the president. Jessica Greenfield and her husband, a D.C. police officer, moved to the city from Virginia in 2024. She said she's seen a "huge difference" in crime over the past year--the streets are clean, and there are fewer carjackings and robberies. She credits, in part, Trump's decision to deploy the Guard. "I haven't heard of crime in our neighborhood in a really long time," Greenfield said.

The 2024 election marked Greenfield's first time voting for Trump--a decision that put a strain on her relationship with some friends and family members. "It's gotten tough with some of my more liberal friends, where they'll really try to debate with me about it," she told me. "I'm not really into that." Greenfield said she reasons that "if I can have a nice street and walk my daughter and feel safe, that's what's important to me."

Even those in the crowd who weren't ardent Trump fans told me they appreciated that America's birthday was being headlined by a showman. And they felt lucky to be at the party. "Is President Trump my favorite person in the world?" Ervin said. "No. But he is a good president; he does a good job. So we're here to see him and put it on the bucket list: We saw the president."
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One Metaphor to End Them All

The Reflecting Pool is an image so perfect, it feels as though symbolism as a whole gave up and decided to sign off.

by Alexandra Petri

Thu, 25 Jun 2026




So long, metaphor. We had a good run. Goodbye, "All the world's a stage." Farewell, "She's a brick house." See you later, the swamp (drained or undrained). Now we have a symbolic black hole in the middle of Washington, D.C., that is pulling all other symbols into its orbit and devouring them, one by one.



I am, of course, talking about the Reflecting Pool. That is what everyone is talking about, even and especially the president. Nothing is ever going to top it except, of course, the thin green coat of algae that Greenwater Solutions--seems nominally determinative, in a bad way--is trying to spritz with nanobubbles. ("It's magic!" the man operating the hose assured me yesterday when I walked by.)



The Reflecting Pool is a metaphor so perfect, it feels almost valedictory, as though symbolism as a whole gave up and decided to sign off. On its way out, it killed a duck.



"Our pool is bigger than skyscrapers," Donald Trump boasted a few weeks ago. With a chart! This is one of those things that, living in 2026, you get inured to but shouldn't. Imagine, if you will, any other president or world leader holding up a sign that says, "Our pool is bigger than skyscrapers." You would say, "This man's brain is bad." You would say, "What is this man talking about?" You would say, "Is this a riddle? If I get this right, will I wake up?"



This is the kind of shallow, surface-level concern (a bit on the nose, isn't it?) that the president loves to fixate on. He has never seen a problem so intractable that he cannot pay one of his cronies to make it immediately and obviously worse. That is why the pool is full of ozone and tax dollars, forming a thick slurry in which algae can grow more vigorously. If they become sentient and we play our cards right, they might even be prevailed upon to perform at Freedom 250!



Go home, everyone! We are all full up on symbolism, thanks. Trump is building a triumphal arch that will effectively frame Robert E. Lee's mansion? No, no thank you. We have all the metaphor we need. We're planning to give welcome bags to refugees from South Africa with PragerU materials that downplay the horrors of slavery? No, again, stop. We understand. You have already done the storytelling. This is overkill.



This metaphor has everything. A reflective, decorative pool from 1923, intended to show off our American monuments. That pool has some structural and cosmetic problems that have grown only worse with time and have resisted easy fixes. And Trump tried an easy fix, and that easy fix didn't work? And now he's blaming the failure of the lining on saboteurs who come by night and stab the pool with knives? Saboteurs, and also President Obama! Great. And the media. Wonderful! The gang's all here!



The best metaphors gently move you away from what you are looking at so that you can see it more clearly. The Iliad is awash in farming metaphors. The wholesale slaughter on the plains outside Troy is constantly likened to harvest, planting, herding flocks. You would think this might soften what it's describing, but it actually makes it more wrenching, jerking the reader out of the killing fields into fields where what gets buried in the earth might sprout again.



The Reflecting Pool is not that kind of metaphor. The thing it points to is just more of the same. It is so aggressively stupid in such a perfectly predictable way that it makes the routine stupidity of everything feel somehow fresh and surprising. Here, let's destroy a physical manifestation of the country's pride using the same bulletproof techniques that we've used to destroy its metaphorical institutions! Once more, as farce! Once more, with algae!



But usually, when the Trump administration supplies us with such an obvious, on-the-nose metaphor, there are people trapped inside it. That's the seductiveness of the Reflecting Pool. It's the rare example where everything goes wrong but no one gets hurt, except maybe a duck or two. Perhaps this makes it easier to look at. All fun and games, at least until the saboteurs start getting arrested.



Or perhaps it's not that deep. Maybe not being that deep is what makes the pool so good a metaphor.
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The Strange, Explicable Appeal of Train Dog

How a weird, awkwardly fused creature became the meme of the summer

by Megan Garber

Thu, 25 Jun 2026




It's a dog!

It's a train!

It's the head of a dog superimposed on the body of a train!

You may have recently seen a mutant creature chugging through your feed, a hybrid beast, like a centaur or sphinx, uniting the head of a dog and the body of a train. There is really not much more to say about Train Dog except that it is, as one viral X post suggested, very, very fake, and very, very real--and if you haven't seen it yet, you definitely should.

The initial joy of the thing is visual: dog head, train body, the proportions of both wildly, delightfully amiss. Art critics might see, in Train Dog's awkwardness, a bit of sprezzatura--the beauty and nonchalant elegance that springs from strategically placed flaws. But Train Dog, though undeniably insouciant, is notably lacking in elegance. That is part of its allure. The meme--the character, really--shows its work. It is a two-dimensional rendering that conveys, with remarkable efficiency, three-dimensional effort. Train Dog chugs. Train Dog pants. Train Dog struggles, and perseveres, in a way that is admirable and relatable and endearing. Train Dog is more than a meme; it's a bit of a mascot. It is a new version of that storybook striver, the little engine that could--only with wise eyes and a shiny snout and a tongue that is, it must be said, exceptionally tongue-y.

wow.... is this real?? pic.twitter.com/q0EnLKXq6a
 -- katie (@spongebobfan360) June 15, 2026

No wonder that Train Dog has traveled so far in so little time. No wonder that this little meme that could has acquired, in recent days, such a devoted following. "I love you train dog," the technology reporter Mike Isaac wrote on X, and his enthusiasm is widely shared. Train Dog has been making its way into people's hearts, minds, and feeds for the same reason that most memes do: It is absurd and amusing in pretty much equal measure. It is endlessly adaptable. Visually, it is as suited to its original setting--a wild and tree-studded stretch of track--as it is to the Criterion Closet.

But Train Dog is also a meme best enjoyed as a "sound on" kind of experience. This is because the canine half of Train Dog does more than simply pant. The dog pants, crucially, in rhythm with the train. Their expirations (pant-pant-pant, chug-chug-chug, choo-choo-choo) fuse, meeting and melding and making their music. The whole thing--call it "Symphony in ASMR minor"--even features a crescendo: a sonic plot twist that comes about five seconds into the 10-second video. Isaac, in his X-based ode to Train Dog, described the effect of it all. "40th time watching this week," he wrote, "and realizing just as my joy begins to crest about halfway through the video, the little 'toot toot' of the whistle kicks in and brings about a second wave of happiness."

As they used to say, in an earlier era of the internet: This. That little "toot toot" takes the oldest story in the world--man versus nature--and tells it as a tale of absurdist symbiosis. The panting dog! The iron horse! The mutt and the machine! As one, they are mesmerizing. They are also reassuring. The train component of Train Dog, you might notice, is not any old rail car but a notably old-timey specimen (barrel-shaped, matte black, spewing exhaust with 19th-century breeze). The out-of-date machinery heightens the wackiness--the train is a body and a caboose--but it also hints at the other dimension of Train Dog's appeal. Each chug-chug and toot-toot doubles as a callback to the internet's days of yore--when cats LOL'd, when puppies pranced, when doges were nothing more than cheeky, low-stakes distractions.

Train Dog, in that sense, is also a time machine. Tooting along on its infinite loop, it transports you back to the moment when the internet was new and weird--when many of its users were in on the same joke. "Wow.... is this real??" spongebobfan360 asked earlier this month, in a post of the meme that has since garnered more than 26 million views. The thrill, of course, is that Train Dog is so thoroughly unreal. Its aesthetic is, unmistakably, "AI slop." But if it is slop, it is slop that slobbers. The slop-ness announces itself with each wag of the mutant meme's tongue. This is its charm. This is its relief. Train Dog is not trying to fool you. Its fakery is frank. It is farcical. It is all in good fun. A train that is such a good dog: This is a joke for the ages, a passenger car so endlessly accommodating that everyone can come aboard.

The simplicity may not be stylish. But it helps to explain why Train Dog keeps chugging, winning new fans with every toot of its horn and wag of its metal caboose. When shared wide and far enough, memes become lore. They can seem, when they're loved, a bit mythic. Train Dog, that vehicle fueled by millions of views, is our iron-horse centaur, our truest sphinx. One day, maybe, bards will sing of its mysteries. Maybe, encountering this everyday artifact of the early digital epoch, they will ask new versions of the ancient questions: What mad pursuit? What struggle to escape? What pipes and timbrels? What wild ecstasy?

Keats sought his insight from a reticent relic: a Grecian urn, a "bride of quietness" that, when queried, offered no reply. At least our artifact will have audio. And ours will gesture at all the people who found in it their own version of mad pursuit--the ones who watched it 40 times in a single week, discovering, in the "toot toot" of the whistle, a reliable source of joy. Train Dog--chugga-chugga, chugga-chugga, drool-drool--might mean very little. But it might say very much about the people who chose, however briefly, to adore it:

Dog is train, train dog,--that is all

Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.
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What <em>The Bear</em> Has Always Been Driving Toward

In its final season, the FX show circles its end point.

by Sophie Gilbert

Thu, 25 Jun 2026




All things end, we know, and TV series are no exception. As viewers, we have to do the best we can with the time we get, and no show has been more compulsively, maddeningly obsessed with time than The Bear. EVERY SECOND COUNTS hangs on the wall of Chef Carmen (played by Jeremy Allen White) and Chef Sydney's (Ayo Edebiri) restaurant kitchen, inscribed on a plaque rescued from a different restaurant whose own time ran out.

Clocks and timers recur visually on the show like intrusive thoughts, ticking menacingly over workstations and running down, stopwatch-style, under frantic synth scores. (Dedicated fans of the show have kept track of how clocks, watches, and timers pop up as visual motifs.) In the first season, when Carm attended an Al-Anon meeting and gave an extraordinary seven-minute monologue about how he ended up working as a chef in part to get back at his infuriating older brother, Michael (Jon Bernthal), he got to the crux of things this way: "The routine of the kitchen was so consistent and exacting and busy and hard and alive, and I lost track of time and he died."

I love The Bear, and have loved it through highs (Season 2's ebullient, affirming "Forks") and lows (Season 3's gnarly descent into Carm's psyche), all the way through its final episodes, which arrive this week. But for a show so preoccupied with the brevity of our shared human existence, the FX series has often felt, well, baggy. I recently rewatched the first season, which introduced Carm as he tried to save his brother's sandwich shop, and felt steamrolled by its unfamiliar pace--rapid cuts between shots of frying pans and disconcerting dream sequences. Almost immediately, we converge with the characters: Sydney, who's trying to learn from a chef she considers one of the best in the world; Richie (Ebon Moss-Bachrach), Michael's chaotic and stunted best friend; Tina (Liza Colon-Zayas), a line cook who resents Carm's attempts to improve the restaurant; Marcus (Lionel Boyce), a creative but unfocused baker; and Jimmy (Oliver Platt), a family friend whom Michael owed hundreds of thousands of dollars. Scenes move at breakneck speed; tensions crest, and tempers burn and keep burning. Christopher Storer, The Bear's creator, clips together fantasy scenes and abstract music-video montages until we're totally unraveled as viewers, and then caps everything off with the kind of deus ex machina plot twist that TV magic is made of.

Read: Thank god for The Bear

The momentum kept up through Season 2, which saw Carm and Sydney attempt to launch their new restaurant while the other characters evolved: Tina went to culinary school; Marcus trained in Copenhagen; Richie apprenticed at an elite restaurant and underwent a total humanistic conversion. ("I used to be a people hater and now I'm a people lover" is how he explains things in the new season.)

But Carm stayed stuck, and so, mired in his painful orbit, did Sydney. Even the most generous viewer might observe that the two seasons since have fretted endlessly about time while also squandering it, looping around and around Carm's rocky childhood, the psychological torment he experienced working under an abusive chef, and his grief and guilt over his brother's death. Season 3 especially felt like a joyless endurance test, in which both Carm and his sister, Natalie (Abby Elliott), wrestled with the coping mechanisms they established while being raised by their unstable mother, Donna (Jamie Lee Curtis). Season 4 introduced momentum by way of a giant digital clock in the kitchen counting down the number of operational days The Bear has left before it runs out of money and has to close.

In Season 5, the clock and the kitchen have both hit zero hour. "It says we're out of time, chef," Ebraheim (Edwin Lee Gibson) tells Sydney early one morning, as a calamitous storm is giving Chicago the vibes of a biblical washout or a David Fincher movie. "No it doesn't," she replies, simply resetting it. The structure of the season is new: As on The Pitt or 24, the first seven episodes made available all take place over the course of one climactic day in service, as the staff deal with problems logistical (the restaurant's credit cards are all maxed out; the rain is testing the pipes; there are too many bookings for dinner) and existential (Carm has announced he wants to step aside, leaving Sydney and Richie to manage a business that seems doomed). Jimmy, The Bear's investor, has lost most of his money and is trying to sell the ground out from underneath them. Tina is agonizing over losing the first job she's ever really loved. Richie, in an extravagant project of misdirection, is obsessing over paper clips. Someone seems to be stealing all of the restaurant's spoons. As the team gathers in the basement, they stand next to a poster for the movie 25th Hour, in case the prevailing sense of finality wasn't obvious enough.

Read: Why The Bear is so hard to watch

This sounds harrowing, and it can be. On first watch, I felt myself physically tensing up throughout, longing for one of the show's cathartic explosions; on the second, I paid more attention to the Easter eggs, the nods to old storylines that everyone but the show's most detail-oriented fans will have likely forgotten. A cardboard cutout of a grinning Paul Rudd seems to reference the rumored uncredited voice cameo Rudd made as a character in the fictional arcade game Ballbreaker in Season 1; for staff dinner, Sydney braises short ribs in Coca-Cola, the same dish she unwittingly served to a food critic once after Carm told her it wasn't ready to be on the menu. Richie chides Carm for his grinding self-obsession, and for never asking anyone else how they're doing--the same complaint Natalie made in Season 1. A lamb-tonnato dish reminds us of Donna and her emotional apology to Carm last season. And when the staff dress for service, the only things left to wear after a pipe bursts are misprinted Original Berf of Chicago shirts from Season 2.

Absent in all this evocation of Bear history is Rob Reiner, who last season played Albert, a businessman coaching Ebraheim on putting together a franchise plan that might help save the restaurant. Reiner's twinkling humanism and impossibly hopeful charisma was never more enchanting than it was paired with Gibson's stolid Ebra, who dropped out of culinary school but still sorely wanted to contribute to The Bear's success. And Reiner's devastating death deprives the final season of some stardust, although we hear Ebra rehearsing his pitch to Carm on a phone call with Albert anyway, with humor that cuts through the loss: "Make it easy for him to say yes. Don't use too many words. Have no fear. Don't be scared by his blue eyes."

With the clock so pointedly signaling an end, what's left is the question of whether Carm and Sydney can actually succeed in their mission of setting up a different kind of restaurant kitchen, one where the chefs bolster each other, and where cruelty isn't seen as a necessary hazing technique on the path to greatness. The Bear evokes Noma more than virtually any other restaurant, and the revelations published in The New York Times earlier this year regarding institutionalized sadism and physical violence from the Copenhagen restaurant's star chef, Rene Redzepi, underscore how meaningful such a shift might be. (Redzepi said he didn't "recognize" all of the behaviors detailed in the story as his own but said he was "deeply sorry" for some "harmful" actions in the past.) Food, on the show as in life, is really about love, about care, about transforming distinct components and experiences into revelatory new forms. If you can free cooking as an art from the hierarchical egoism of restaurant culture, what other kinds of change might be possible?

As if to remind us of the stakes, The Bear dropped a surprise one-hour stand-alone episode last month, titled "Gary," which follows Richie and Michael on a road trip to Gary, Indiana; it's set a few years before the start of the series, and several hours before Richie's heavily pregnant wife superstitiously believes she's supposed to give birth. The entire trip is an exercise in wasted time--the guys drop into a pickup basketball game, they banter, they get loaded in a bar celebrating Richie's impending parenthood before Michael's mood takes a vicious turn. "Fucking kid's gonna end up abandoned and alone, just like he was," he spits, with calculated malice.

This is a prophecy, we know now, that turns out to be extremely incorrect: Richie is a good and devoted father who's become extraordinarily good at his people-facing job, managing the moods and desires of customers all day, charming them, giving them joy. People can change. Can restaurants? I hope so; it feels long past time we found out.
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The Truth About Steven Spielberg's Alien Obsession

The director has spent decades telling stories about extraterrestrials, but his real focus lies on Earth.

by Shirley Li

Thu, 25 Jun 2026




This article contains spoilers for the film Disclosure Day.

As much as Steven Spielberg likes aliens, he seems to prefer holding them at arm's length. The creatures in Close Encounters of the Third Kind contact humans using music and lights, but the director offers only glimpses of them, mostly in silhouette. E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial spends plenty of screen time depicting the titular character as a fish out of water; meanwhile, viewers never get to see the inside of E.T.'s spaceship. And in his adaptation of H. G. Wells's classic sci-fi novel The War of the Worlds, the extraplanetary invaders stay largely hidden, preferring to observe humanity from behind their weaponry.

Aliens are just as camera-shy in Disclosure Day, Spielberg's newest ostensible examination of them. The movie hinges on a whistleblower releasing evidence of the government's encounters with UFOs, yet it's remarkably short on extraterrestrial spectacle. The gray aliens who arrived on Earth decades ago exist on the story's fringes, masking themselves as wild animals and showing up in the flesh only in the film's final minutes; they're otherwise seen in grainy clips of scientists and military officials inspecting and interrogating them. Throughout, they're spoken of with awe and depicted as both fearsome and vulnerable, all-knowing yet unknowable. Disclosure Day is Spielberg's first summer blockbuster in nearly 20 years, but its enigmatic aliens turn the movie into a strange puzzle--the latest in a long line of attempts by the filmmaker to use them as tools for understanding humans.

Spielberg's instinct to show only glimpses of aliens hasn't always been intentional. Sometimes, he's obscured the extraterrestrials due to the limitations of movie magic. Like the shark in Jaws, the aliens of Close Encounters couldn't quite achieve what the script called for: The wire work involved in making them fly around their mothership proved too frustrating to pull off. Yet the director seems to rely on extraplanetary visitors as catalysts for particularly heady stories, positioning them as intellectual superiors and at times moral compasses. Whereas Spielberg's other blockbusters involving impressive creatures--the dinosaurs of Jurassic Park, the great white of Jaws--contend with the question of how to control them, his alien stories consider what humanity can learn from them.

Read: The religion that's very ready for aliens

Again and again, characters become psychically connected to these extraordinarily intelligent tourists: In Close Encounters, the aliens are half the size of an average person, but they are sophisticated enough to grant the disaffected Roy (played by Richard Dreyfuss) repeated visions that take him away from his family and everything he's known. In E.T., Elliott (Henry Thomas), a child coming to terms with his parents' divorce, perceives his wrinkly friend's every feeling. And in War of the Worlds, the self-centered Ray (Tom Cruise) seems to grasp how the technologically advanced invaders terrorizing Earth think, which enables him to protect his family from their attacks. In these films, aliens are Spielberg's means for interrogating the limits of human intelligence, a distant north star that allows him to transform straightforward stories into thought experiments. By spotlighting perhaps the greatest unsolved mystery facing humankind, Spielberg gets to mix genres--paranormal horror, conspiracy thriller, family drama--however he wants.

Perhaps that's why he treats aliens with the kind of care befitting a museum artifact or a cherished altar. Consider the ones in the much-maligned Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull; Spielberg explained in a behind-the-scenes featurette about the making of the movie that he perked up at the idea of including "interdimensional" beings only once George Lucas, his collaborator on the film, suggested portraying them as members of a revered ancient civilization. (If anything, Spielberg looked genuinely pained at how Lucas initially wanted to incorporate aliens just for the sake of visual spectacle.) By imagining aliens as gods of intelligence, the director shows the possibilities of having knowledge beyond human comprehension.

The results can be wonderful--E.T. builds a profound kinship with Elliott; a wordless correspondence seems to transcend space and time at the end of Close Encounters--or terrible, as when the invaders in War of the Worlds underestimate how deadly microbes can be to their armored bodies. Extraterrestrials are too often portrayed in popular culture as either the unsettling obsession of tinfoil-hatted theorists certain of government cover-ups or as cartoonish humanoids in flying saucers. Spielberg, by contrast, takes them completely seriously--and encourages his audience to do the same.

Read: Just show us the spaceships already

War of the Worlds may best demonstrate how easily even the most stereotypical aliens, for Spielberg, double as metaphors. Wells conceived of the Martians as a thinly veiled representation of imperialism; Spielberg (working off a script co-written by the Disclosure Day screenwriter David Koepp) relates them to the protagonist's reluctance about being a dad. Tom Cruise's single-father character, Ray, knows his children so poorly that he doesn't even remember--or perhaps never knew--that his daughter, Rachel (Dakota Fanning), has a peanut allergy. Ray eventually stops trying to run from the Martians and instead faces them head-on, risking his life for the family he's now grown closer to. That's how Spielberg's alien stories tend to operate: What many of his characters find more astonishing than the presence of aliens are the emotions that they, as humans, have been holding at bay.

Spielberg has had his aliens play many different parts: his characters' all-consuming fixation, their closest friend, their worst nightmare. In Disclosure Day, perhaps the director's most earnest and motivational movie yet to incorporate them, the interplanetary visitors are teachers; they push Earthlings to consider how easily empathy, memory, and faith--tenets of the human experience--can be overlooked in the face of overwhelming realities such as, say, world wars. Yet the film isn't meant to be a reflection of our present; it's a distillation of Spielberg's decades-long thesis about aliens. Whether such creatures exist seems to be beside the point for the director. The mere idea of them, his movies suggest, can remind humans to strive for more--for our minds to be brighter, for our imaginations to run wilder--than simply being alive.
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How the World Cup Explains the World

Do the games offer a lesson for politics?

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 25 Jun 2026
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In the past two decades, international soccer has gotten a glow-up of sorts. Venture capital and oil money have poured into clubs all around the world. The United Arab Emirates owns a dozen clubs in the United Kingdom, and Saudi Arabia owns a handful. Players come from all around the globe, and get traded, like stocks, for profit. Fans follow the transfer window as closely as the actual games.

Being a Manchester United fan these days may have little to do with being from Greater Manchester. Soccer was already drifting in that direction, but now it's largely unbound by borders of any kind: neighborhood, county, or even country.

The World Cup, though, is a throwback. Once every four years, players rearrange themselves by national loyalty. The Scots sing their national anthem, ad infinitum. The Norwegians pull out their Viking hats and row. Haitians and Iranians emerge from difficult circumstances to make their countries proud.

In his classic book, How Soccer Explains the World, the Atlantic staff writer Franklin Foer explained how the sport was a mirror of the world's shift from tribalism to interdependence. Now, more than two decades since it was published, Foer explains on Radio Atlantic how this year's World Cup displays a gentler form of nationalism that we haven't seen in a while.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Here is the arc of my own World Cup experience: Like thousands of Americans, I wrestled with FIFA's overcomplicated and overpriced ticket schemes. I managed to get a ticket to an early match but ended up feeling scammed anyway. I rolled my eyes when, in December, FIFA president Gianni Infantino presented Donald Trump with the wholly invented FIFA Peace Prize--not even remotely the first time that organization has cozied up to an autocrat type.

And then on game day, I showed up at the stadium with my son, and it was pure fun and joy. Starting from the commute to the stadium, it unfolded like an old Coke commercial: a Haitian fan patiently explaining the Haitian Revolution to a rapt Scottish history buff, and the Scottish fans, in turn, teaching the Haitians the words to one of their chants.

[Sounds of fans chanting]

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. With the World Cup, there is theory and experience. If you spend a lot of time thinking about soccer, you get into some dicey foreign-relations territory. Gangsters, oligarchs, the long tail of colonialism.

All things that my guest today, Atlantic staff writer Franklin Foer, wrote about over 20 years ago in his classic book, How Soccer Explains the World. In it, Frank uses soccer to show where the world is headed, which is toward globalization and capitalism in its most extreme form.

That book was reissued recently for the 2026 World Cup. Two decades on, as oil money has flowed into clubs with no regard for boundaries or traditional fan loyalty: Is the game revealing something different to us now about the world?

[Music]

Rosin: Frank, welcome back to the show.

Franklin Foer: Hey.

Rosin: So you told me you expected to hate this World Cup, but you love it.

Can you explain both sides of that equation to me?

Foer: Well, it's almost a trope that everybody dislikes a World Cup before it begins, because usually, there's some overlay of autocracy. I mean, this happened in Qatar last time, when all we could dwell on, and morally correctly so, was the fact that all this labor was abused in the construction of the stadiums.

And then with Russia right before, it was so clear that Vladimir Putin was using the World Cup in order to whitewash his reputation. And so in the run-up to this World Cup, all one could think of was the FIFA Peace Prize being awarded to Donald Trump, and to imagine all the ways in which Donald Trump would exploit the spectacle in order to gratify his ego or advance his agenda.

And every time a World Cup gets started, all of the politics tends to recede because people just focus on the spectacle, 'cause there really isn't anything quite like the World Cup in terms of an event that completely fixates the world over an extended period of time, where it really does become kind of the lingua franca of the planet.

Rosin: Right. It's like a theory and experience. You know, if you think too much about the World Cup, you go into bad places, but if you experience the World Cup, it's amazing--or interesting.

Foer: No, that's exactly right. Once it begins to unfold, it has all of its own narratives that become the narratives that we fixate on as opposed to the ones that we've conceived in our head before it begins.

Rosin: Right. So it's been almost 22 years since you wrote How Soccer Explains the World. We're on the sixth World Cup since it came out. And yet, the basic idea of it is still completely relevant: that soccer gives us a way to understand the transition from tribalism to a more global world. Can you explain your thesis for people who haven't read it?

Foer: So I wrote it in the aftermath of 9/11, and I was kind of wrestling with the decade before it in the course of writing it--that, you know, I'd grown up in this period where history was said to end. And it felt like we were entering this era of globalization where we would be interconnected, and that interconnectedness would change the way that we thought about ourselves.

And then after 9/11, it was kind of clear to everyone that tribalism, nationalism, old aggressions weren't simply gonna melt away given that we were connected by the internet, or that everybody had McDonald's, or we were all consuming the same Hollywood entertainment. And what I was really interested in was that as the game itself became this vanguard of globalization, there was no phenomenon on the planet that was more interconnected than soccer.

I was interested in the way that that reshaped us as fans and the ways that we identified with the clubs and nations who we historically supported.

And the big takeaway of my book was that, yes, there was this rise of global capital infiltrating the game.

There was the rise of massive international superclubs like Manchester United and Real Madrid, and all of that posed a threat to people's historic affiliations and loyalties, but they didn't erase those loyalties. And in some cases, they made them even more potent; even though we were becoming more interconnected, tribalism and nationalism were still thriving.

Rosin: Interesting. So is that still true? I mean, it's been two decades. Soccer is even more unbound from national borders. There's a lot of oil money in soccer. So how has that thesis held up?

Foer: It's mostly held up, but it--things have changed. So one way in which things have changed is that there was more of an edge of violence, I think, attached to vociferous fandom in 2002. And I think because of policing, because it's become so expensive to attend games, I think a lot of that has dissipated.

But the thing that hasn't dissipated is: You will have teams that are supposed to represent the heart of, say, Englishness, and there might not be more than one or two English players on the pitch at any given time. The ownership of the club could be a Gulf state or could be an American private-equity firm, yet none of that really changes the way that fans relate to that team.

The fact that it's become so globalized really doesn't diminish their tribal attachments

Rosin: Now, you're talking about clubs in general because club soccer has gotten so entangled with private equity and oil money. Is the World Cup a respite from that? Because the World Cup is very nationalistic--like, you have to be born in the nation. It's more like the Olympics that way.

Foer: It is a bit of a relief from the way in which so much of the game of soccer on an everyday basis has been, maybe, financialized. That it's about--the buying and trading of players has become so fetishized and become so much a part of the fan experience--and ownership and profit models and amortization tables--and the fact that you have nation-states owning teams that make it hard for everybody else to compete.

That's not there during a World Cup, and it's frankly, I think, a relief for fans to revert to a much more innocent state during a World Cup.

One of the big flashpoints in this World Cup are the hydration breaks that FIFA has imposed. And a lot of people have denounced them as being an American intrusion to the game, that we're just looking for one more opportunity to inject a few more commercials into this thing that was inherently pure.

And fans have booed the hydration breaks because they understand that they're some sort of gratuitous incursion into something that was pure. And I do think that--we know that the World Cups have in the past gotten so entangled with massive amounts of corruption, that there are these people who are making all sorts of money off of the thing, and yet there is something kind of pure about the idea of rooting for a national team where, yeah, the players are getting paid, but it's obvious that they're motivated by this desire to do something on behalf of their country, on behalf of their compatriots.

Rosin: That seems right. I'm remembering in the game that I saw, when FIFA officials came on the screen, people loudly booed. Like, they kind of ruined the mood. You know, FIFA was a buzzkill because it's a reminder of everything that you just said, like the money, the corruption. And it was like, Now back to regularly scheduled programming, which was singing Scottish songs and drinking and, you know, high-fiving with the Haitian competition.

Foer: Yeah, I kinda love that. I mean, there are almost no villains in the world who are unifying, and to have FIFA as something that can bring us all together in shared loathing is a beautiful thing.

Rosin: (Laughs.) Yeah. You mentioned that political storylines fall away.

What's taken their place? Like, what are you excited about with these games?

Foer: I mean, we do live in a superstar economy, and I am just inherently interested in the performance of the superstars at this tournament. That you have these late-stage superstars in the form of Lionel Messi and Cristiano Ronaldo, who may or may not be playing in their last World Cups. But there's this drive that they have to complete their careers by winning, in Messi's case, the second World Cup, or to be the all-time leading scorer in the World Cup.

And then for Ronaldo, who's never won a World Cup, this pressure to do that. I'm always interested in England, which hasn't won a World Cup since 1966. That's longer than the New York Knicks were bereft. And there's so much psychic pressure that England historically has carried, where fans and media in the country inflates the sense of expectations for the team, and then those expectations are thwarted, culminating in lots of recriminations and anger.

And one of the great hopes of a World Cup is that the duopoly--I mean, it's always been South American teams and European teams that have won World Cups--and we keep waiting for that moment when a team from Africa or Asia or another continent can genuinely break through in a World Cup.

It almost happened in the last World Cup when Morocco made it to the semifinals, which was something that really defied expectations. And we keep hoping that something unexpected will happen and the old power will give way to some sort of new power.

Rosin: What--name a couple of scenarios where that could happen. For those of us watching the games, what's a potential upset like you're describing?

Foer: Well, I mean, Morocco is really an extraordinary team. They play incredibly well. They don't have the same sort of depth that an Argentina or an England or a France has. But when they field their 11, there's definitely a team that is capable of plausibly winning a World Cup.

I've enjoyed watching Japan in this tournament, which is a team that really doesn't have any superstars, and some of its best players have been injured. But they just have a coherent identity as a team, and they work incredibly hard. They have a lot of technical prowess. And so they're very exciting.

And then, of course, we have three host countries for the first time, and home-field advantage is such a meaningful thing in a World Cup, and it really does feel implausible that any one of those three teams could win the tournament. But they've played incredibly well. They've played much better, I think, in the U.S. case, than people had any reason to believe that they would play.

And so there is this fairy-tale possibility that a host nation could go much deeper than we'd imagined.

Rosin: So when you look out at all the teams playing 2026, their performance so far, like you've described: Does any global political theory jump out at you, like from a Soccer Explains the World perspective?

Foer: Yeah. I mean, I think that the thing that I've noticed during this World Cup is the evenness. And one of the reasons why I had very low expectations for this World Cup is that it had been expanded to 48 teams. And so when you start having nations that are so small, like Curacao or Cape Verde, you assume that the results are gonna be incredibly lopsided.

Rosin: They haven't been.

Foer: They haven't been, exactly. And there are a lot of reasons for that. I think one is that you see, like in a team like Cape Verde or Curacao, that you have diaspora communities that have rallied around their nation, and you have players who were born in Holland or other places who have returned to play for the country of their parents or their ancestors.

And the quality of those teams has just been exceptionally high because their players have been basically born and raised within European soccer academies. And I've just loved being surprised by that.

Rosin: Interesting. So the colonial powers still have the benefit of diversity and immigration. But in general, the floor is higher for everyone.

Foer: Exactly. I mean, I think one of the strengths that the European nations have had is that they've just been able to leverage that they have these colonial pasts and that they've, that the "centers," the empires have had all of this migration.

And so they just have these incredible pools of talent to draw from. But those pools of talent have historically come at the expense of the nations that were colonized. And so, I think with the example of Curacao or Cape Verde, you see kind of this return, this revenge of the colonized nation where they're able to play at a much higher level than anybody anticipated because they've leveraged their diasporas.

Rosin: That's kind of exciting. I mean, it just means that the matches in the future are more even. And because soccer is how it is, you could have a surprise upset.

Foer: Exactly. And I think it's also part of the thrill of a World Cup, that when I watched my first World Cup in 1986 when I was a boy, there was this kind of sense of wonder about just the wideness of the world. And I love the fact that there was so much subtext to the games. In the quarterfinals of that tournament, Argentina played England, and it was right after the Falklands War, and you could just see the intensity, you could see all the lingering ill will in that match. You didn't even need to imagine it. It was just all there. It wasn't subtext; it was text.

And what I've loved about this World Cup, is that you have countries that you haven't spent, necessarily, a lot of time thinking about in a soccer context because they've never been powerhouses. And then a country like Haiti shows up at the World Cup, and they play incredibly well despite the fact that they're up against enormous odds, that Haiti hasn't played a match at home for many years because of violence and other disruptions there.

And yet this group has come together and cohered. You know, whatever their historic record is in World Cups, which is kind of nonexistent, they're able to play at a level that puts them in competition with every nation in the world.

Rosin: Yeah. I have to say, I was surprisingly moved by the game that I saw, which was Haiti and Scotland, by the way everyone interacted, by the way Haiti played. I mean, it was so moving. And then there are other moments like that, like the Cape Verde goalkeeper, like where you just get these beautiful stories.

Even watching the Iran team play was surprisingly moving. Like, I just--I haven't interacted with the world in that way. Like, the way we interact with the world now is through suffering, like tariffs, wars, that kind of thing. So I just haven't seen that kind of international cooperative feeling or been around it in a long time.

Foer: Right. It's so positive. And that's, I think, been the real shock: It's just in this age where everything feels so miserable, that you could have this global convening that actually feels so good. And then I do think it is this element of surprise that, that Vozinha, the goalkeeper from Cape Verde, would turn in this memorable, historic performance against one of the teams that was favored to win the World Cup, and that his story would continue to ripple, with his mother getting a visa to come watch him at this moment.

And I think a lot of that happens because this is such an irregular occurrence, that a lot of the temptation in the world is to just kind of keep piling things up: Oh, the World Cup is so great. Let's play it every two years, and we can make a lot of money, and we can enjoy this thing even more. And that was my fear with making it a 48-team tournament, is that we were just piling on more.

But I feel like we've been able to pile on more within the confines of this thing that still just takes place every four years, and we were able to maintain just how special it is.

[Music]

Rosin: Soccer is known as the global game, but for a long time, it's been something of a niche interest in the United States. But not anymore.

After the break: the rise of American soccer.

[Break]

Rosin: Okay, I wanna talk about the role of soccer in the U.S. and how it's changing. You were an early-in-life soccer fan; so was I. Back then it was a niche interest. What's changed?

Foer: So I think we need to think about American soccer in the context of globalization, that in the United States, because we existed on the other side of the ocean and we were relatively self-dependent, we had all of these indigenous sporting traditions take hold. We had all of these leagues and games that have developed that weren't necessarily adapted by the whole world.

Or sometimes they were adapted by the whole world, but we maintained our primacy in those sports, and so it wasn't interesting to think about them in an international context. But soccer, for a variety of reasons, just traveled around the world. It was one of the first globalized phenomenons spread by English railway workers.

You know, balls came on ships, and it took hold in a way that had genuine mass popularity. But the economics of soccer developed in such a way in which it conquered all of these rich parts of the world, all of these poor parts of the world, but there was this giant hole in the map, which was the United States, that clearly there was a lot of money to be made by having the game take off here.

And for many years, it stuttered. It felt like it was a game that was enjoyed by immigrants, and it was enjoyed by coastal elites, but it just didn't have mass popularity. But gradually, the game turned a corner where it's been adapted, clearly, by kids who play it, because soccer has displaced Little League, but also by fans in a way in which it does feel like it's competing with the audiences for the World Series or ... And maybe, ultimately, I think it will compete with a Super Bowl-level audience for the World Cup finals.

And maybe that's wishful thinking, but it's gonna be massive. It does feel like there is this assumption now that the game is mass. Soccer celebrities are now celebrities.

Rosin: Okay, the Super Bowl was too far. That was blasphemy. But I followed you the rest of the way. What about the politics of soccer? Like reading between the lines of what you said, it's not just that it wasn't mass; it was elite, cosmopolitan. Even though among immigrants it's all up and down the classes.

Foer: Yeah, it became kind of a bizarre flashpoint in the culture wars. There's a great set of quotes from conservative pundits ranging from Ann Coulter, to Greg Gutfeld, the Fox News host, where they would denounce it as being kind of somehow un-American. Jack Kemp, who was the congressman from Buffalo who ran for vice president--Republican--was a quarterback for the Buffalo Bills, gave this speech in 1986 on the floor of the House denouncing the game as a socialist incursion.

And you kind of understood where they were coming from because we do have in these American sports that are threatened, in a way, by the rise of soccer.

Rosin: Is that what it was? Or was it that it came from foreigners or that we weren't dominant in it? Like, what was the, what was the sort of cultural feel of that?

Foer: Yeah. I do think it's--like, the cultural politics were that it was supported by coastal elites, and that it was a game practiced by foreigners. But then it was kind of a different version of globalization, where America is being globalized by joining the international soccer community.

And there is this hostility to globalization that runs through the right, and it doesn't make sense. It's not rational. But it's there and it's very potent.

Rosin: Yeah. And yet somehow, as you recently wrote, Donald Trump is a soccer fan. How did that happen?

Foer: Yeah, because Donald Trump doesn't come from the American right. He comes from New York City in the 1970s. And in the 1970s, Pele came to the United States to play for the New York Cosmos. And the New York Cosmos is short for the New York Cosmopolitans, as if to underscore the culture-war valence of it all.

And the New York Cosmos were a really hot ticket when Donald Trump was coming of age. They would sell out Giant Stadium. Trump went to watch Pele play. And so he's at least open to soccer. And that his son Barron plays the game. He's a genuine maven. And when international superstars would come through Washington, Trump made a big deal of pulling Messi and Ronaldo into the West Wing, taking them to the Oval Office, I think in order to show off to Barron.

And then there's the fact that FIFA, the international governing body of soccer, is just--it's Trumpian at its core. It's kind of a corrupt patronage system, and the guy who runs FIFA, Gianni Infantino, knew how to play Trump. He knew how to speak Trump's language, and he engaged in a decade-long effort to woo the guy.

Rosin: Although a couple of weeks in, it's hard to tell Trump's actual influence or interest in the World Cup. On the one hand, in the beginning, I was worried that his immigration policies were gonna get in the way and politicize the game, like the referee from Somalia who was denied entry into the country, or the delays for the Iranian squad. On the other hand, he has not shown up at any World Cup games. So where do you think he is on the World Cup now?

Foer: I think he's kind of biding his time. I think he will show up. But I think he's waiting for the games deeper into the tournament. But maybe it's also a sign of Trump Derangement Syndrome that we just kind of assumed--I assumed certainly--that he was going to hover over these games, and it's been kind of a psychic relief that he hasn't.

Rosin: All right, I'm gonna make you do some predictions. Soccer is way less predictable than other major sports. I saw a 100-year study of English football which found that the underdog--this is kind of amazing--won 45 percent of the time compared with 36 percent in basketball. First of all: Why is that?

Foer: Because the games usually are one-nothing, you know--

Rosin: --it's low-goal-scoring.

Foer: Yeah, it's low-goal-scoring. And so, if you're able to defend ferociously and prevent the other team from scoring, you're in with a chance. And in a World Cup, in these one-off games, you can have a small nation that just sits in, you know, plays as if their life is depending on it, and nicks a goal on a counterattack. And we've seen that happen, where Cape Verde just defended for their lives in that game against Spain, and it's good enough.

So I mean, I'd say, the three best teams that I've seen thus far in the tournament are Argentina--and I have to say that that surprised me because Lionel Messi has been playing in Major League Soccer, and the level of competition in Major League Soccer is not the highest. And it was just unclear to me that he would be able to play at anything remotely like the levels that he played with four years ago, and he's four years older.

And I think one of the extraordinary things about Messi is that he's adapted his game to age. Argentina, as a soccer proposition, is kind of a gerontocracy. It's all built around one old man who is incapable of working at the same rate as the younger players. And, it exists to allow him to have these magical moments, and that's how artists work.

Beethoven wrote his late string quartets adapting for the fact that his hearing had completely receded, and that there is something about working as an older person that forces you to be canny and to adapt and to integrate all the wisdom of a life into a performance. And I've just been kind of blown away by the way that they've looked thus far.

Then France is just, like--the depth of the French team is something to marvel at, especially in attack, and they've had the same manager, Didier Deschamps, over the course of several tournaments. He's won the World Cup before with them. For my money, they are the overwhelming favorite. You could take away their starting lineup and replace them with the second lineup, and they still would be highly competitive

And then I kinda think, you know, I keep waiting for England to have its moment. And England is coached by a German named Thomas Tuchel, who has coached at Chelsea, PSG, some of the best clubs in the world. And that is also another interesting wrinkle in this tournament, that the level of coaching is much higher at this tournament than it's been, I think, ever before. There are more top-drawer legendary coaches who've decided to take on the challenge of managing national teams for whatever reason.

And I think that that's true, parenthetically, with the United States, which are coached by Mauricio Pochettino, who took Tottenham Hotspur to the finals of the European Champions League, and he coached at PSG, and he's a disciple of great coaches.

And I think his ability to understand the psychology of his team, I think, and to just give them tactical soundness, which the United States has never had before, has been extremely helpful.

Rosin: Yeah. Okay, but where's your heart? Let's say the U.S. is out. Where's your heart?

Foer: So this is a somewhat complicated question because--and it's actually one of the great things about a World Cup, is that most of us, most denizens of planet Earth, are not supporting teams that have any chance of winning the World Cup.

And so we have the ability to choose a second nation to represent us, and I think that that is kind of an extraordinary act of--I don't know if it's empathy, but it's a kind of identification that we don't really have in other contexts.

This is a long-winded answer. I have cousins in Brazil, and I was kind of introduced to the game by my Brazilian cousins. But my heart really isn't in Brazil this time. My heart is probably more in England, which feels like a very boring answer. But if you're a fan of the game, you watch the English Premier League all the time, because it is the most ubiquitous club product in the United States, and you just become attached to the players there who you see so often.

And like the New York Knicks, they've been kind of flops for so long, even though they have everything in their power to do it, you kinda want them to break through. I kinda want them to break through.

Is that too vanilla?

Rosin: No. That's fine. That's fine. I mean, it's, you know, it's an answer. Any European answer is, you know--you don't get creativity points, but it's probably the truth. That's what my son's into. A lot of Americans are attached to English teams of different kinds, and so it's authentic.

You know, we've talked about this in a couple of different ways. You get your second team, this cross-border identification, just the very good feeling that one has at games. If soccer explains the world, does this good sentiment ever travel outward? Like, can this turn into a unifier or do something positive?

Foer: Yeah, yeah. I think that, like, the magic formula for politics encompasses both cosmopolitanism and nationalism. That we should be able to feel this sense of fierce attachment to our loyalties and to the loyalties of our country, to the loyalties of our community, and still consider ourselves citizens of the world.

And I do think that to the extent that the World Cup does anything to shake us loose from our everyday politics, it's that. It's that it kinda makes us all cosmopolitan nationalists.

Rosin: Well, that is lovely, and so I want to end there. Frank, thank you so much for joining me today.

Foer:  Thanks, Hanna.

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

And a reminder: Radio Atlantic now comes out twice a week. You'll hear my co-host, Adam Harris, on Mondays. You can also watch him on YouTube.

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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Perhaps France Should Reconsider AC

Europe cannot cope with this heat.

by Joshua Partlow

Thu, 25 Jun 2026




A summer escape to Paris, at least in the American mind, evokes a certain set of images: quiet strolls along the canals, long hours in bookstores and museums, a pleasant park bench, a glass of wine. Those pleasures are now contending with one of the most brutal and dangerous heat waves that Europe has faced in decades, a muggy, enervating stretch of weather that has forced millions of people across Europe, many of them in homes without air-conditioning and with few options for refuge, to endure triple-digit temperatures.



Tourist icons of Paris--the Eiffel Tower and the Louvre--have been closing early. Thousands of schools across France (and elsewhere in Europe) have closed or changed hours, but others, also without air-conditioning, have remained open. The heat has disrupted train travel, spiked utility prices, and led to power blackouts for thousands in Brittany and in Italian cities such as Turin and Milan. French television showed throngs of people swimming in Paris's Canal Saint-Martin, once notorious for its pollution. Tuesday was the hottest day recorded in France in nearly 80 years. Yesterday was even hotter. Since the heat wave started, two children died in an over-hot car, and the rush to cool off has had its own terrible consequences--at least 48 drownings across France since the heat wave began last week, according to French authorities. And that glass of wine? During Sunday's Fete de la Musique, an annual music festival, outdoor alcohol consumption was restricted.



"It is just unbearable," Yamina Saheb, a lecturer at Sciences Po, told me. "We are locked in the heat."



Saheb, an expert on adapting buildings to the warming atmosphere and an author of an Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change report, has been rising at 3 a.m. to work in the slightly cooler overnight hours. She took her 6-year-old son to an evening movie for a brief escape. On Sunday, she fainted in her apartment in the 14th arrondissement, in the southern part of Paris. "I was so tired at that point. I'm not old, and I don't have any health issue, but I cannot stand the heat," she said.



Only about a quarter of France's housing stock has air-conditioning, a much smaller proportion than in the United States and other parts of the world. Much of that housing is ill-suited to the extended stretches of dangerous heat that have blanketed Europe in recent decades. A notorious heat wave in August 2003 killed an estimated 70,000 people across the continent, and even though European countries have tried since then to protect themselves by establishing cooling sites and making registries for vulnerable people, those measures do not appear to be keeping up with the threat. The World Health Organization says that heat has killed more than 200,000 people across Europe in the past four years.



Paris authorities announced plans yesterday to extend hours at public swimming pools; some 1,400 cooling spots, including misting stations and fountains, were open across the city. Authorities were also conducting welfare checks on individuals, the city said in a statement. In Paris, many buildings have zinc roofs and are made of concrete (both materials trap heat); some lack shutters or blinds; top-level apartments are notorious for their ovenlike qualities on hot days. In a week like this, such spaces "have become uninhabitable," as a story in Le Monde put it. The French entertainer Olivier Giraud, known for his show How to Become a Parisian in One Hour, demonstrated that he could seemingly cook various dishes--l'oeuf campagnard (country-style eggs), cote de boeuf (rib eye)--by letting a frying pan heat on his window ledge. He suggested in one video that people come to the theater for his one-man show, where at least "we have air-conditioning."



Peter Thorne, a climate scientist at Maynooth University, in Ireland, was attending a climate-adaptation conference in Oxford this week; he stepped out of his hotel into a humid mid-90s afternoon that he described to me as a "sauna." (Yesterday also set the record for the hottest June day in the United Kingdom.) He has been alarmed by the magnitude of this heat event, which is Europe's second extraordinary heat wave in a month and which has been breaking records by large margins, and early in the summer. "We'd expect records to be broken, yes, but we wouldn't expect them to be smashed to smithereens," he said. "This is absolutely not normal."



The weather pattern responsible, a heat dome sealed in by an area of high pressure, is itself nothing new. But now "we have loaded the atmosphere with greenhouse gases for the past 200 years," which traps heat in the atmosphere, Thorne said. Reduced sea ice and snowpack don't help. Temperatures in Western Europe are about 3.6 to 7.2 degrees Fahrenheit hotter, depending on location, than they would have been in similar weather patterns during the second half of the 20th century, the organization ClimaMeter estimated.



Those elevated temperatures are expected to last through the week while moving north and east, possibly into Scandinavia, across cities and towns that were designed to trap heat, not dispel it, Thorne said. The improvements in forecasting and early-warning systems, as well as plans for cooling sites, will help reduce the death toll, but Thorne still expects it to be substantial. "This is truly extraordinary, unprecedented weather happening in places that are simply not designed to cope with this kind of heat," he said. "Europe's not prepared for this in the slightest."



In France, access to air-conditioning has become a hot-button political debate; some far-right politicians have been pushing an AC-for-everyone message, while people on the left worry about the cost and environmental impact. Vidhya Ragunathan, an American attorney who has lived in Paris for nearly four years, has noticed that a surprising number of people still use handheld or paper fans; for her part, she's running the fans and portable AC units in her third-floor apartment, which isn't in direct sunlight most of the day. "This is where the American in me comes out: Those fans will run when somebody's in that room," she told me. "I don't need heatstroke to throw on my plate right now." Her children's school remains open but has encouraged parents to keep kids home, and it has been sending letters asking which children intend to show up each day. "I throw a bunch of ice cubes in my kids' water bottle, and I'm like, 'Let's go to school. We have five days left,'" she said. She's found that some metros and buses have air-conditioning, whereas others do not; public transportation has faced delays and interruptions. An important appointment that she had at a government office, originally scheduled for tomorrow, has been canceled because of the temperature. "The thing I've learned about Paris is the city is completely capable of handling winter and rain; it cannot handle any sort of summer at all," Ragunathan said. "France buckles under heat."



At a school in Morlaix, Brittany, for children with learning disabilities and mental-health issues, some of the live-in students have tried to escape the heat by sleeping in hallways, the school's director, Lena Bleunven, told me. Teachers have taped newspapers over the windows to block out the sun. Without air-conditioning, the school, where some 50 students spend the night, is relying on 15 fans to stay cool. "I should have bought more, but we never had this," Bleunven said, and there were "no more fans in shops." Last week, she'd asked regional health officials, who oversee the school, if they planned to close it for the heat wave, but she was told that there was an obligation to continue public service, she said.



In Saheb's flat in Paris, in a building built in 1959, window AC units are not allowed on the facade that faces Parc Montsouris; on the back side, such an addition requires consensus among all owners in the building, who have so far refused, she said. After she fainted on Sunday, she wrote an open letter to President Emmanuel Macron from her cellar--"the only habitable place" in her building, as she described it. Macron, in a message on X, had urged people to look out for one another during the heat wave, particularly children and the elderly. (Macron's office did not immediately respond to a request for comment.) Saheb considered that message insufficient and criticized Macron for failing to do more to help France adapt to this climate emergency. "I don't know about you, but I refuse to hand down to my son a country where the only refuge is the basement, and the only survival strategy is fending for oneself," she wrote.
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AI Can't Fix the Student-Motivation Problem

It turns out bots aren't great teachers.

by Jenny Anderson, Mike Goldstein

Thu, 25 Jun 2026




In a 2023 TED Talk watched by millions of people, the American educator and entrepreneur Sal Khan declared that AI was about to deliver "probably the biggest positive transformation that education has ever seen." The founder and CEO of Khan Academy was touting the company's new educational chatbot, Khanmigo, claiming it promised to be an "amazing personal tutor" to "every student on the planet." By 2024, OpenAI CEO Sam Altman was chiming in that AI was on the verge of delivering, for students, "virtual tutors who can provide personalized instruction in any subject, in any language, and at whatever pace they need."

But by this spring, Khan had admitted that the release of Khanmigo was "a non-event" for many kids. Although access exploded, from reaching 40,000 students in 2023 to nearly 1 million this year, actual uptake--whether students use it--has stagnated.

A tool designed to respond to questions and ask follow-ups can't help a student who doesn't engage or know what to ask. Khanmigo, like so many other ed-tech tools, has floundered because it hasn't solved the challenge at the center of education: How do you motivate students to experience the discomfort of learning something new? An AI tutor may be able to deliver math problems that are perfectly calibrated to a student's level. But it can't make the student actually do the problems.

"Learning is hard work," Kristen DiCerbo, Khan Academy's chief learning officer, told us. "It's cognitively effortful and not experienced as fun. How do we get kids to want to do that?" AI is a powerful tool, she added, but it can't be expected "to bridge that motivation gap." Although AI tutors have sometimes proven valuable in low-resource schools in developing countries, a recent Stanford review of all of the available research into the use of AI in K-12 schools found that educational benefits for students generally were limited.

Read: Is schoolwork optional now?

Only about one in three students is highly engaged in school, according to U.S. census data--a share that has remained stable over the past decade. These students, who also tend to come from wealthier homes with two educated parents, may well be motivated to seek extra guidance from a bot. But a motivated minority will not produce a revolution.

Even among the driven few, only a fraction of kids use ed-tech tools such as Khanmigo enough to see any gains. Laurence Holt, the author of The Science of Tutoring, calls this the 5 percent problem: About 5 percent of students use education technology as intended, thus reaping the learning benefits. That means that instead of democratizing access to affordable tutors, these tools could very well widen inequality by supercharging students who are already motivated to get ahead.

Personalized 24-hour systems and adaptive algorithms held such promise, but apparently no amount of animation or gamification will convince a student to care about learning if they don't already. Khan has lately hedged any talk of a digital transformation. "I think our biggest lever is really investing in the human systems," he said in a Chalkbeat interview in April.

Essentially, these ed-tech experiments have driven home what educators have long intuited: Learning is a largely social and relational enterprise, and bots have yet to replicate the value of a human touch. Teachers are still our best source of motivation for students, not only because strong ones know how to push kids to learn new things, but also because education works best when it happens in a group.

Ron Ferguson, the director of Harvard's Achievement Gap Initiative, has found that successful teachers motivate students by pressing them "to think rigorously and persist in the face of difficulty," creating moments of fruitful collaboration along the way. Students have a deeper understanding of thorny concepts when they discuss and debate them together, and they feel inspired to care more about mastering quadratic equations when they see their peers are trying to do the same.

This is not surprising. People who hate exercise are more likely to push themselves and hold themselves accountable in group fitness classes than they are on their own. The problem is that too many teachers are failing to motivate students, and the peer effect can go both ways, depressing student achievement in places where ambition isn't valued. Many students come to class with different backgrounds, interests, and learning needs, and are greeted with a curriculum that can feel rigid, boring, and far removed from the world around them. Strong teachers who adeptly exploit group dynamics may be essential to academic excellence, but this approach is woefully hard to scale.

The solution is not to presume that more easily scalable digital tools will magically solve these problems, but to improve the performance of teachers in the classroom. This starts with the hiring process. In public high schools, where student disengagement is highest, teachers are typically selected on the basis of which degrees and credentials they've earned, and of how familiar they are with the subject matter. But many of these teachers come from graduate programs that prioritize theory over practice, and knowing various pedagogical approaches does not necessarily translate into teaching well. Navigating the fog of a student's confusion is a powerful skill that most educators need help developing. Most good teachers aren't born but made, with plenty of coaching and feedback.

Read: The human skill that eludes AI

Ferguson led a study in which researchers surveyed hundreds of thousands of sixth to ninth graders in classrooms across the country about what made their teachers effective. He found that the teachers who inspired students to work hard and aspire to go to college shared a number of key qualities. They were caring, with a knack for making students feel like their success genuinely mattered to them, and they were captivating, capable of sparking and sustaining the interest of students, even those who arrived in class apathetic and incurious.

These qualities needn't be innate. Studies by Roland Fryer Jr. of Harvard University show that the observations and notes of more experienced peers and mentors can help teachers improve in the classroom. Teachers can learn to create a sense of community in their classroom, call on students regardless of whose hand is raised, and hold everyone to realistically high standards.

"We are social beings," Mary Burns, a former teacher and current educational technology practitioner and researcher, told us. "We want to learn with and from other people." Burns points to the learning loss during the coronavirus pandemic as evidence of what happens when we underestimate the value of learning communally. When students were isolated at home, without peers and often beyond the reach of teachers, "we saw a psychic break," she said.

Training AI in the skills of the best teachers would seem to be far easier to scale than finding and training more teachers. But until we figure out how a bot might motivate young people to learn and do hard things, even the most advanced AI won't serve most students. Many kids "do not care about the things we are teaching them," Justin Reich, the director of the MIT Teaching Systems Lab, told us. Instead, he said, they care about impressing their teachers and cooperating and competing with their peers. "They care about the people."
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Alan Greenspan Was 'Not Quite God'

He built an independent central bank that withstood many crises. That independence may not last forever.

by Annie Lowrey

Thu, 25 Jun 2026




On Monday, Alan Greenspan died at the age of 100. The Federal Reserve, which he led from 1987 until 2006, issued an encomium in characteristically modest and understated Fedspeak. Greenspan guided the economy through periods of "significant economic expansion" and "considerable stress." On his watch, the American central bank realized "a sustained era of price stability," helping to "anchor the public's confidence in the institution."

Of Greenspan's achievements, that last one seems the most remarkable and most important. The country is in a grandly anti-institutional era. Americans have given up on the Supreme Court, colleges and universities, Congress, the media, science and traditional medicine, established political parties, and longtime politicians. The man who currently sits behind the Resolute Desk, a barnstorming outsider with zero public-service experience, is a beneficiary of this populist sentiment as well as a driver of it. He has installed policy novices in positions of extraordinary power, naming his personal lawyer as attorney general, a construction executive as housing-finance chief, an environmental activist as the overseer of public-health programs, a former congressional representative as intelligence czar, and a co-founder of a wrestling federation as the secretary of education.

Roge Karma: Trump's Fed-chair pick is an interest-rate hawk--or is he?

The Fed has not avoided the collapse in public trust that other institutions are experiencing. Still, it remains professional and independent, as so many other pillars of American life have bowed and bent. The markets trust it. Banks trust it. Foreign governments trust it. Congress trusts it. Greenspan helped develop that trust. The great risk now is that Washington might destroy it.

A Reagan appointee, Greenspan started his tenure at the Fed with a crisis. Just a few weeks after he took control, the markets notched their worst day in recorded history, as equity prices plunged more than 20 percent. In response to Black Monday, Greenspan put out a single-sentence statement: "The Federal Reserve, consistent with its responsibilities as the Nation's central bank, affirmed today its readiness to serve as a source of liquidity to support the economic and financial system." He set secret contingency plans in motion. He ensured that banks could keep lending. The markets calmed down.

In the coming years, the "Maestro," or "Saint Alan" as he also came to be known, staked out the Fed as a commanding technocracy, unwilling to cede to political pressure, the public's whims, or bankers' demands. He emphasized that it was his job to "take away the punch bowl just as the party gets going," as his predecessor William McChesney Martin had argued in 1955. And he did. George H. W. Bush openly pressured Greenspan to drop interest rates in response to the 1990 recession, born of the savings-and-loan crisis and an oil shock. Greenspan and the Federal Open Markets Committee kept them higher than Bush would have liked, to avoid destabilizing price increases. Later, Greenspan shrugged off calls to raise borrowing costs, arguing that the computing revolution's productivity gains were powering the country's strong growth.

Thanks in part to Greenspan's stewardship, the United States enjoyed a "great moderation," a long period of stable expansion. It bounced back from the dot-com bubble. It weathered the Asian financial crisis. The middle class grew. The stock market boomed. The central banker developed an otherworldly reputation--encouraged it, even. He talked the market up and down in Fedspeak, modest and understated and pointedly unscrutable. When asked a question by a member of Congress, "I would engage in some form of syntax destruction," he later explained, a tactic that allowed him to say something and nothing at the same time. The unemployment rate, Paul Krugman wrote in the late '90s, "will be what Greenspan wants it to be, plus or minus a random error reflecting the fact that he is not quite God."

Greenspan left the Fed in 2006. Shortly after, his successor, Ben Bernanke, faced a crisis of his own: the collapse of the real-estate market, a financial panic, a recession unlike any the world had seen in the better part of a century. Greenspan had believed in lightly regulated markets, trusting that financial firms were in the business of pricing risk and correcting excesses. But in this case, they had not. "Those of us who have looked to the self-interest of lending institutions to protect shareholders' equity, myself especially, are in a state of shocked disbelief," he told the House Committee on Oversight and Government Reform after Lehman Brothers collapsed. His actions contributed to financial carnage, a reality he never fully wrestled with.

Aaron Klein: Trump almost has a point about the Federal Reserve

Bernanke's Fed responded to the 2008 financial panic with extraordinary ingenuity, preventing the banking system from seizing and jolting the economy back into growth. When COVID hit, the Fed, then under Jerome Powell, rushed in again to calm the markets. Still, the Great Recession fueled Americans' anti-institutional sentiment and stoked a widespread collapse in public trust, made worse by the pandemic and worse again by soaring inflation, which the Fed failed to prevent. Financiers, Wall Street CEOs, C-suite executives, and asset-rich millionaires have done great since the end of Greenspan's tenure. Everyday Americans have endured two mass-unemployment events and a cost-of-living crisis.

Americans don't trust experienced technocrats anymore--and Donald Trump doesn't want them to, because he sees dedicated civil servants as obstacles to his political will. I can't imagine another not-quite-God-type figure running the Fed in the coming years, simply because I cannot imagine another person developing his not-quite-God-type reputation in such a fractious, populist era. I can, however, imagine a bunch of partisan amateurs taking control of America's monetary policy.
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'Rush Project at Request of POTUS'

Money once used for crucial national-park repairs is now financing Trump's redecorating projects.

by Michael Scherer

Fri, 26 Jun 2026




The pathway that connects the White House residence to the Oval Office has long been paved in Tennessee flagstone. Every president since Harry Truman made the 45-second commute, and made it without complaint, until Donald Trump. The dun rock would not do. Instead, Trump wanted polished African granite, carved in Italy, with a flamed-finish stripe--slightly raised, to prevent slips--running down the middle. As workers tore up the flagstone in March, a reporter asked Trump who was paying for the enhancements. "Paid for by me," he replied.

But that wasn't true. Budget documents from the National Park Service that I obtained show that the walkway replacement cost taxpayers $689,232, and is part of a $1.3 million project that included repairing adjacent stone and masonry and providing new hardware for nearby doors. A year earlier, in a separate "Rush project at request of POTUS," the Park Service spent $347,503 to remove and replace the stucco on the colonnade wall, a project that cleared the way for Trump to affix gold frames and plaques mocking some of his predecessors.

This previously undisclosed spending is part of an enormous shift of taxpayer cash away from national parks around the country and into the Washington area. In order to pay for the president's projects, the parks have had to cancel needed repairs, slash their budgets, and operate with fewer employees. Taxpayer spending on projects in the National Capital Region has increased 92 percent over the past year, according to the budget documents. The windfall draws on revolving maintenance accounts and more than $100 million in fees collected almost entirely from national parks elsewhere. Trump has ordered the refurbishment of fountains, the lining of the Reflecting Pool, and a $1.6 million Fourth of July fireworks display on the National Mall. He has requested billions more from lawmakers, who thus far have refused. "I'm so proud of Washington, D.C.," Trump said Wednesday during a meeting in the Oval Office with the secretary-general of NATO. "It's become one of the hottest cities in the world."

But as Trump attempts to adorn his immediate surroundings with taxpayer-funded improvements, other parks are going without. Park Service employees I spoke with describe a quiet crisis unfolding as the Interior Department's regular budget shrinks and political appointees redirect the dwindling funds. More than 900 Park Service projects that were expected to be funded this year never received the money, according to internal records. They include a $1.5 million roof-replacement project at the Yellowstone Center for Resources to halt pest invasions and water leaks, more than $3 million to continue operating the free-bus system in Acadia National Park, and a roughly $424,000 guardrail replacement on the cliff edge of Black Canyon in Colorado's Gunnison National Park, a project needed to rectify a "significant safety hazard for visitors."

"The president is prioritizing D.C. at the expense of parks throughout the country," Emily Douce, a lobbyist for the National Parks Conservation Association, told me. "There is $24 billion of maintenance needs throughout the National Park Service system, and adding these new vanity projects just adds to the need."

Read: The YOLO presidency

The dozens of pages of budgetary documentation show an $854 million, or 68 percent, decrease in spending on projects in park regions outside the Washington area in the first eight and a half months of fiscal year 2026, compared with the full prior fiscal year. That includes a $235 million decrease in spending in Pacific West parks such as Yosemite, a $254 million decrease in the Intermountain Region parks such as Yellowstone, and a $33 million decrease in Alaska. During that same period, spending around Washington increased by about $100 million, not counting about $310 million in donations that the Park Service received from allies of the president, most of which is going to fund a new White House ballroom.

Park Service staff have been told, in some cases, that their 2026 projects are being defunded because the Trump administration has prioritized America's 250th birthday and other programs. A Park Service employee who was not authorized to speak publicly told me that some parks and projects have had "nearly 70 percent of their approved anticipated project funds pulled back," forcing them to delay making crucial repairs to historic structures, hiring interns, and ensuring that trails are wheelchair accessible. "It means that signage and exhibits won't be improved, youth programs can't be offered, that a trail is not improved," the employee said.

In response to my request for comment, a Department of the Interior spokesperson criticized spending by Barack Obama in his first term and boasted about collecting $2.4 million more in park fees during the first three months of this year by raising prices on foreign visitors. "The National Park Service has not only been focused on beautifying the district for the 250th celebrations in our nation's capital but has also been working on many deferred maintenance projects throughout the country," the spokesperson, whom the department would not identify, said in a statement.

The White House did not respond to a question about the source of funding for the new West Colonnade paving stones.

A memo distributed in March on behalf of the parks director, Jessica Bowron, warned employees of an "all-hands-on deck approach" for the semiquincentennial events that might make vacation time impossible over the summer. She also made clear that the employees may be required to take leave of their assigned posts for the events. "Resource sharing across parks and regions will be essential, and some staff may be called upon to support incident management teams or other mission-critical assignments," the memo announced.

Earlier this month, about 400 staff from approximately 180 parks had been redeployed to the Washington region for various tasks related to the nation's 250th celebrations, according to documents that I obtained. By this week, it had grown to about 450 staff from more than 200 parks. The cost of this deployment was not calculated in the documents. But under the park system's policies, home parks continue to pay for the eight-hour work days of their redeployed staff, while additional costs such as transportation, overtime, hotels, and a per diem are shouldered by other service accounts.

Read: Trump is setting the national parks up to fail

That loss of staffing comes as many parks are already operating with fewer employees. The Park Service has lost nearly a quarter of its staff since Trump returned to office in 2025, because of terminations, early retirements, and a federal buyout initiated by the Trump administration, according to the National Parks Conservation Association. The Interior Department spokesperson did not dispute the  major staffing cuts but attacked the National Parks Conservation Association, a nonpartisan group that advocates for increased national-park funding, for not donating a greater share of its revenue directly to the park system and for its current CEO's public support of Vice President Harris in the last election.

Trump has proposed reducing the staff at national parks even more. His 2027 budget proposes cutting 3,967 full-time employees, a 31 percent reduction from the 2025 staffing level. The proposal is not popular on Capitol Hill, and unlikely to make it into law. Last month, the Senate rejected Trump's request for $1 billion for "security enhancements" to the East Wing as it is reconstructed to make way for a new ballroom; Trump had tried to include that funding in an immigration-enforcement supplemental bill. The supplemental request to pay for the Iran war, which was released this week, includes $500 million in Park Service funding for D.C. projects such as a new seawall on the Potomac River. Trump's 2027 budget calls for $10 billion to continue to beautify the Washington area--a request that was nearly eight times as large as all National Park Service project spending in 2025. In late May, Republicans on the appropriations subcommittee that oversees the Interior budget marked up a version of the president's budget for consideration by the full committee. Trump's $10 billion was not included.

In April, Senator Angus King of Maine questioned Interior Secretary Doug Burgum about how the money would be spent. Burgum said it would not go to new projects, such as the 250-foot memorial arch Trump plans to build on the Potomac. But he did not offer details on what projects in the area would require so much funding. "D.C. is like a state, and it's not just the National Mall," Burgum said. "It is for the greater capital region."

Read: The Cabinet secretary who wants his cookies freshly baked

Many of the president's projects are not onetime expenses, but will require increased funding on an ongoing basis. National Park Service managers in March approved using $32,095 from a maintenance account to care for the statues that Trump installed in his retrofitted Rose Garden. "The scope may be expanded in the future to include maintenance of any additional statues that are installed in the garden," the budget document stated. "Work includes cleaning, waxing, inspection for damage, and minor conservation treatments as needed."

When Trump began his renovation of the White House complex last year, the president said that he and his donors would bear the cost of his dreams. The Trust for the National Mall raised money to pave over the Rose Garden and put marble in the nearby Palm Room, a way station between the president's residence and the West Colonnade. But the details of the spending, including price tags and the identity of the donors, have been murky. There are a number of other renovation and decorating projects with no public accounting of the costs: Trump's marbling of a bathroom in the residence, his relocation of a copy of the Declaration of Independence to the Oval Office, his addition of gold filigree to the walls and coins on many of the internal doors.

Then there's the most expensive project, the demolition of the East Wing to make way for a ballroom. Trump has been adamant that the new ballroom would not cost the American people anything. "We didn't ask for any tax money. This is taxpayer free. We have no taxpayer putting up 10 cents," Trump said on April 1. "The ballroom is a donation." To date, $300 million of donations have been transferred to the National Park Service for the ballroom, according to the internal Park Service budget documents. But taxpayers will still likely need to chip in to pay for the broader project.

Read: Donald Trump's paint jobs

Recently unearthed contractor documents, revealed by The Washington Post, describe the true cost of the East Wing reconstruction as closer to $600 million, with more than half coming from taxpayer-funded accounts managed by the White House Military Office and the Secret Service. The White House budget office released $351.6 million to the Secret Service this month, a transfer first reported by Roll Call. The White House has not confirmed the purpose of the funds, but the transfer happened after senators refused a White House request for $1 billion in funding for the Secret Service for security enhancements at the White House, including the East Wing project. White House spokesperson Davis Ingle described the East Wing project in a statement as "inextricably tied to the security of the President," and said Trump was coordinating with "the White House Military Office and the United States Secret Service" on design and planning. Ingle said the president and his allies would fund the East Wing project "to the tune of approximately $400 million."

The next projects on Trump's agenda also lack clear funding sources or a defined budget. In addition to the memorial arch, Trump intends to rebuild the East Potomac golf course and install a new sculpture garden, and has floated plans to paint the Eisenhower Executive Office Building white, to match the West Wing next door. None of these projects has yet been added to the Park Service budget documents I reviewed.

Another project that is taking shape will be paid for by private donations with supervision by federal park officials: Trump plans to install a new landing pad on the South Lawn of the White House, which would allow the latest model of the president's Marine One helicopter to take off without burning the grass. According to the budget documents, the project will be funded by a $5 million donation from defense contractor Lockheed Martin--the maker of the new helicopter.
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The 13 Steps of a Trump Fiasco

The Reflecting Pool drama says everything about how the administration operates.

by Charlie Warzel

Fri, 26 Jun 2026




If you wanted to make an argument that we are all living in some cruel simulation, a key piece of evidence might be that the news keeps providing us with absurd, occasionally quite alarming metaphors for what it's like to exist in 2026. To wit: The London School of Economics recently canceled an event on extreme heat because of an extreme-heat warning issued by the United Kingdom's Met Office.

Or, closer to home for Americans: Donald Trump, trying to renovate the Lincoln Memorial Reflecting Pool for America's 250th birthday and, instead, scoring a tax-payer-funded, $14 million-over-budget own goal in the form of a cracked and peeling, green-algae-riddled, potentially duck-killing militarized zone in the nation's capital. One of the firms hired for the renovation is named Greenwater Services.

This is the kind of stuff that AI might spit out if you offered a chatbot a lazy prompt for political satire. The shambolic spectacle has captivated the nation, despite the fact that the Obama administration spent $34 million and 18 months renovating the pool with mixed results. The fallout has reached New York Times push-alert status and become grist for the meme and culture-war mills online. Moreover, Poolgate seems to be bothering Trump more than past fiascoes, which is notable given that he's particularly embattled at the moment and staring down a defeat in Iran, low poll numbers, and a poor outlook for the midterms. He can't stop posting about the ordeal on Truth Social, accusing unnamed saboteurs of vandalism. At the White House's Great American State Fair on Wednesday night, part of the Freedom 250 celebrations, he ranted about the pool.

Trump's Reflecting Pool debacle is, by definition, a national embarrassment. But America is no stranger to self-inflicted humiliation these days. (See: Iran and the Strait of Hormuz, Qatar's gift of a luxury jet to Trump.) Why, then, is Trump crashing out so hard about the Reflecting Pool? Why does it stand out as the enduring metaphor for an incompetent administration that can't stop providing enduring metaphors of its own incompetence?

Some reasons are obvious. As my colleague Jonathan Chait notes, uncontrolled algae blooms at the Lincoln Memorial are lower stakes and, frankly, much funnier than, say, a war, a self-dealing cryptocurrency scheme, or the destruction of a wing of the White House. (One photo in particular gets me: Four men in camo waders are in the pool. Water, the color of fresh Mountain Dew, laps at their thighs as they dredge the bottom with poles like cranberry farmers on a faraway radioactive planet.) Lately, the saga has taken a more serious turn: The National Park Service alleges that the liner of the pool was cut with a sharp knife or razor earlier this month, causing damage to the pool's foam sealant. Trump has claimed that at least six people have been arrested and seven people have been cited for damaging the pool, and a spokesperson from the Interior Department reiterated to me today that "there have been seven arrests, seven federal citations and 18 police reports filed." According to a report yesterday by MS Now, public records show that only David Hearn, a former Olympic canoer, was arrested. (Hearn has said he was touching a floating piece of paint that had peeled off the pool.)

The spectacle has also been straightforwardly ridiculous, such as when Park Service workers were photographed dumping gallon jugs of hydrogen peroxide into the pool one at a time to quell the algae. But Poolgate is something more--a textbook example of how the Trump administration operates. It's a way that one can explore the anatomy of Trump debacles, which tend to unfold in a (roughly) 13-step process. The Reflecting Pool drama is not all the way through this process yet, but I'd bet good money we'll get there. It goes as follows:

1. Devise unnecessary spectacle.

The Reflecting Pool--one of the National Mall's best-known landmarks--is a big, obvious American symbol, and Donald Trump loves big, obvious symbols. Politics and policy are hard. Wars are even harder. But symbols are a layup. Drain that pool, slap some paint on it--be sure to give it a symbolic name: American-flag blue--and boom, you've made America great yet again. Extra points if President Obama made a similar move before you and you can claim you'll do it cheaper, faster, and better. On paper, it looks perfect.

2. Disregard expertise.

According to CNN, in March, the administration reached out to Sika Corporation, the group that provided the concrete and sealing products for the 2010 renovation. The administration stipulated an intense timeline to make the 250th anniversary and that the pool had to be painted blue. Sika said the project was "unfeasible."

3. Bypass normal procedures.

As The New York Times reported, Trump "handpicked" Atlantic Industrial Coatings for the renovation, giving the company what eventually became a $14.7 million no-bid contract by invoking an exemption "meant for urgent situations." Trump later alleged he did not know the firm. An Interior Department spokesperson told me, "The contracts and pricing reflects the effort necessary to expedite the timeline of completing the leak prevention coating project--more people, more materials, more equipment and longer hours ahead of our 250th."

4. Declare victory too early (bonus if done by AI-slop post).

On May 1, Trump posted an image on Truth Social of himself and other Cabinet members shirtless and swimming in the Reflecting Pool.

5. Spend way more than estimated.

"I have a guy who is unbelievable doing swimming pools up the road," Trump said at the outset of the project. His initial estimate for the price tag was $1.5 million, which he revised the next day to $2 million. He estimated the renovation would last "30, 40, 50 years." So far the project has cost an estimated $16.4 million.

6. Ignore the haters.

On June 3, as the project was coming in over budget, Trump invited press to the Oval Office to display a piece of poster board that extolled the pool's size. The caption read, Our Pool is Bigger than Skyscrapers.

7. Realize it is not going well.

Algae bloom. Send in the hydrogen-peroxide brigade.

8. Bypass normal procedures once again.

As The New York Times' David Fahrenthold reported, "The National Park Service bypassed the competitive-bidding process that is typically required" and instead gave a no-bid contract to Greenwater Services to install a filtration system to help with the algae. During construction Trump instructed the presidential motorcade to drive through the drained pool, shortly after the coating was applied, which has raised questions about whether the drive might have damaged the pool.

Taylor Rogers, a White House spokesperson, told me over email that the Greenwater contract, "was awarded by the Department of Interior" and that "the White House did not play any role in the selection process." She called the notion that the motorcade affected the pool "dumb and unfounded." (In all my dealings with the current administration, never before have its spokespeople been as responsive to or seemingly concerned about my impending article.)

9. Allege conspiracy and sabotage.

On Monday, Trump met with reporters and alleged that vandals put fertilizer in the water of the pool as well as cut the seal: "I can't help it if somebody goes in with a knife and starts hacking it up."

10. Redeclare victory.

Trump said on Wednesday that the pool "looks perfect already, but we're fixing it." Rogers told me that the pool is now "crystal clear and reflecting perfectly." The pool is currently cordoned off by fences and protected by the National Guard.

These recurrent steps extend beyond Trump into the broader MAGA coalition. Recently, Jared Holt, a senior researcher at Open Measures, an organization that tracks online extremism, used a generative-AI research tool to spot patterns in posts about the Reflecting Pool by right-wing accounts on a selection of right-wing social-media platforms such as Truth Social. The tool broke down more than 2,500 posts into three buckets:

Phase 1: Triumph and Restoration

Phase 2: Defending the Project

Phase 3: Sabotage and Culture War

"For the MAGA faithful, Trump's renovation of the Reflecting Pool was supposed to be a shining example of his efforts to restore America from its decaying state," Holt told me. "When it became clear the renovation had been a disaster, MAGA influencers shifted their talking points to instead portray the situation as being emblematic of their critics' depravity and derangement." The pattern, Holt noted, is similar to how the MAGA media system responded to the ICE killings in Minnesota earlier this year, or how it has tried to spin the war in Iran. "The primary function of this media ecosystem is to hype up and pacify Trump's base. And these days, as public support for the administration craters, it's doing a lot more of the latter."

This leaves three steps to come in the future. If patterns hold, we should expect 11. More blaming (one contractor told Politico the repairs to the lining will take weeks), followed by 12. Losing interest. And then, of course, the most important one of all. The foundation upon which every Trump debacle is built. The perpetual-motion device of a petulant president:

13. Pretend it never happened, and move on to the next thing.
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The Housing Solution Trump Is Avoiding

He's applying a real-estate developer's mindset to the nation's highest office. But who is he building for?

by Will Gottsegen

Fri, 26 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.


If there's one thing Donald Trump wants Americans to understand, it's that he knows how to build.

At a Pennsylvania petrochemical plant in 2019, he told workers, "I was a good builder. I built good. I love building." Talking to reporters in the spring: "What I do best in life is build." During last year's Kennedy Center Honors, Trump joked that he has "two jobs"--the second being, naturally, construction.

Even as past ventures have flopped, Trump continues to position himself as the kind of big-shot developer who blasts through red tape and never takes no for an answer. This is the president who once wooed voters by promising to build a "big, beautiful" wall along the southern border. Who, he argued on the 2016 campaign trail, was better positioned to make it happen? In his second term, he's been focused on redesigning the landscape of Washington, D.C., in his own image.

But earlier this week, Trump showed he's willing to delay the construction of something that Americans have clearly indicated they need. On Tuesday, lawmakers passed the biggest housing bill in a generation, the 21st Century ROAD to Housing Act. Co-sponsored by Senators Elizabeth Warren and Tim Scott, it's a bipartisan omnibus with reforms meant to encourage development and push down prices. Trump needs the win; at the moment, most Americans disapprove of the president's handling of the economy. But on Wednesday, Trump abruptly canceled the signing ceremony for the bill. It will remain canceled, he wrote on Truth Social, until Congress passes the SAVE America Act, a completely unrelated and highly controversial piece of voter-ID legislation. (He's called it his "No. 1 priority" ahead of the midterm elections.)

The stalled bill targets a pressing national concern. About a third of American households spend more than a third of their income on rent and mortgage payments, and almost four out of five voters identify the cost of housing as an extremely or very important issue. That Trump halted the signing shows that he's willing to use a bipartisan bill as collateral--even if it means sacrificing the prospect of affordable housing for Americans. Although the move is within his procedural rights, it's also toothless: Because the bill has passed both the House and the Senate, it is set to become law in 10 days with or without the president's signature. And even if Trump decides to veto it, Congress (barring a sudden reversal) has the supermajority required to override a veto. Plus, the president can't unilaterally force the passage of the SAVE America Act, which faces staunch opposition from Democrats.

Quantifying the extent of the country's housing crisis is difficult (some analysts think the United States is short 6 million units, whereas others think the number is closer to 2 million), but experts tend to agree that building more housing in high-need areas could help. The ROAD to Housing Act isn't a panacea, and many of its proposals will take effect only in the long term. But by fast-tracking environmental reviews and encouraging legislators to loosen zoning restrictions, among other proposals, the bill aims to incentivize new construction.

Trump has delivered mixed messages on housing affordability throughout his second term. White House press releases make passing mention of increasing housing supply, and Trump released an executive order in March directing agencies to loosen regulatory barriers to building homes. His push for Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac to buy up mortgage bonds turned out to have little lasting effect on rates. But lately, the president's own comments have focused on the needs of existing homeowners. "I don't want to drive housing prices down; I want to drive housing prices up for people that own their homes," he said earlier this year. Homeowners of course do want their investments protected, but the housing bill's incentives for developers to build would not automatically depress the value of all American homes. And in some cases, encouraging more construction could promote economic growth and increase land values in the long run.

Although the administration has taken steps to address the housing crisis, its efforts have at times been misdirected. In an attempt to protect individual landlords (known as mom-and-pop owners), who currently dominate the real-estate market, Trump issued an executive order in January aimed at curbing the influence of institutional investors--a nebulous umbrella term for some larger firms. Parts of the housing bill echo this idea. But, as my colleagues have explained, the panic over institutional buying's effect on housing prices seems to be overblown. Although big corporate landlords pose a real problem in certain communities (corporations are more likely to evict tenants, and can neglect maintenance and upkeep), institutional investors own less than 1 percent of single-family homes nationwide.

Whether Trump is a "good" builder is a question best left to architecture critics, and perhaps to his creditors. But it's undeniable that he builds. With his proposed triumphal arch, his modifications to the Reflecting Pool, and his renovation of the White House, he has attempted to reorganize the seat of government around his own aesthetic preferences. His recently announced presidential library, which may also be a hotel, could permanently alter the Miami skyline.

The ROAD to Housing Act may still be a victory for this administration--and the president may even claim credit for the effort to make housing more affordable. But he has yet to prove to the American people that he will build for them, and not just for himself.
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The True Believers at the Great MAGA Fair
 
 By Marie-Rose Sheinerman

For one night, in the heart of deep-blue Washington, D.C., a fenced-off section of the National Mall became an oasis for members of the MAGA base. They had believed in President Trump from the beginning and carried him triumphantly back to power in 2024, and now they came to the grand opening of America's 250th-birthday celebration in red-white-and-blue headbands, draped in flags, and sporting dangly blue "America" earrings. Doubts about anything related to Trump--his abysmal approval ratings, inflation accelerated by the war he started in Iran, his clashes with Republican senators earlier in the day--were, for an evening, drowned out by the roar of fighter jets overhead.


Read the full article.
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Watch (or skip). Supergirl (out now in theaters) is the newest installment in the DC Universe--and it struggles to live up to its predecessor, David Sims writes.

Check out. Train Dog, a weird, awkwardly fused creature, has somehow become the meme of the summer, Megan Garber writes.
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Europe's Come-to-AC Moment

The heat is changing the continent's interest in cooling technologies of all kinds.

by Beth Gardiner

Fri, 26 Jun 2026




In stifling apartments and sweaty row houses in England, Germany, and even Scandinavia, some Europeans are considering a very American idea: They really need an air conditioner.

One of their most accessible options, though, might feel unfamiliar to anyone accustomed to central air. Among Europe's commonly used types of air conditioning is a clunky, inefficient unit that stands a few feet high and has a wide exhaust tube meant to go out a window. Such units are typically "a panic-buy on a hot weekend," Brian Motherway, the head of energy efficiency at the International Energy Agency, told me. People grab the first machine they see and end up living with it for a decade, he said. Many people leave the window gap around the exhaust tube uncovered, letting hot air right back in. Walking down a Paris street last week, I saw three different stores where such units stood beside a door propped open by the tube.

Sales of air conditioners of all sorts are climbing in Britain too. I've lived in London for 25 years, and I don't recall ever hearing anyone talk about buying a home air conditioner--until three acquaintances mentioned, unprompted, on the same sweltering day, that they had purchased one, or were considering it.

Much of Europe wasn't built for air-conditioning, or for coping with hot weather at all. In Britain, for instance, which has been long accustomed to cool summers and dark, rainy winters, older houses like mine are poorly insulated and often leave inhabitants baking when outside temperatures climb. But many newer buildings are designed to retain heat and maximize sunlight, making them also poorly suited for the new normal, Andy Love, a sustainability consultant who founded Shade the UK, an advocacy group that presses for smarter building regulations, told me. However sleek and modern the big glass apartment towers going up around London look, he said that many residents are "moving into those flats in the winter to then find out in the summer, it's a furnace." Britain's Climate Change Committee, which advises the government, put the problem bluntly in a report in May: "The UK was built for a climate that no longer exists."

All across the continent, Europeans enduring heat waves that are growing more frequent and intense are coming to similar realizations about their own buildings and cities. The zinc roofs that top nearly four-fifths of Parisian apartment buildings, for instance, create baking conditions for those beneath. Temperatures are brutal, too, in the concrete towers on the city's poorer outskirts, where high electricity prices make some people wary even of running fans. France's housing minister, Vincent Jeanbrun, said that one in three dwellings in the country was "like a thermal kettle." Many European nations have worked hard to improve buildings' energy efficiency, but although insulation can help modulate temperatures in summer as well as winter, many homes have also been made airtight to retain heat.

Now Europeans urgently need ways to cool down. Although climate change will cause the biggest absolute increases in heat in African nations, eight of the 10 countries likely to see the most "dramatic relative increases in the number of days that require cooling" are in northwestern Europe, a study by researchers from the University of Oxford and the University of Bristol found. That list includes Switzerland, Britain, and Norway, and all of those places, the study warns, are unprepared.

Already this summer, two major heat waves have broiled Europe. During the first, Ireland, France, and the United Kingdom sweated through their hottest-ever May temperatures. A month later, France notched its two hottest days and its hottest night since records began: Thermometers soared past 110 degrees Fahrenheit in the west and 104 degrees in Paris. Spain reported its two hottest June days since at least 1950, and Britain, where temperatures reached 99 degrees, recorded its three hottest June days. The temperature in Basel, Switzerland, hit 100 degrees. Germany and Austria are enduring heat in the 90s, and braced for worse as the weather moves east. Temperatures this high can be life-threatening: More than 200,000 people have died because of heat in Europe in just the past four years, the World Health Organization estimates.

The imperative of reducing that toll prompted Britain's Climate Change Committee to warn that although installing shades, awnings, and shutters can and should help lower temperatures, air-conditioning and other cooling systems will be needed in many homes, hospitals, long-term-care facilities, and schools. That need couldn't have been clearer this week, as patients sweltered and radiation and MRI machines broke down in hospitals just as emergency rooms were swamped with heat-stricken arrivals.

Making changes like those the committee recommends will take money--potentially $10 billion annually between now and 2050--and time. A 2021 report estimated that less than 5 percent of U.K. homes had air-conditioning, although one market survey reported more recently that the number with an AC had doubled in the past three years. Even so, air-conditioning the country will take decades. The climate panel recommended that temperatures be kept to safe levels in all hospitals by 2035, in long-term-care facilities by  2040, and in schools and prisons by 2050.

The shift to AC is happening across Europe, where only about 20 percent of homes currently have air-conditioning. (Compare that with about 90 percent in the United States.) Ownership is skewed toward the south of Europe--about half of homes in Italy and 40 percent in Spain use it, for example. But a survey in Germany found that AC ownership jumped by 6 percent between 2023 and 2024. Even residents of Scandinavia and the Baltic countries are buying air conditioners, Simon Pezzutto, who studies cooling demand at the Institute for Renewable Energy at Eurac Research, in Northern Italy, told me.

Those clunky portable units do ease discomfort, at least; another widely available air-conditioning option, known as a split unit, is typically more efficient, but also more expensive and harder to install. Reversible air-to-air heat pumps, which are gaining popularity, are an even more efficient option and can both heat homes in winter and cool them in summer.

In Europe, where electricity prices are significantly higher than in the United States and incomes are typically lower, the price of cooling can mean a painful surprise when the power bill comes. If air-conditioning use spikes rapidly, it could also burden a grid that is not yet ready for big new peaks. In a taste of that possible future, tens of thousands of French homes lost power during this week's brutal heat. Electricity prices spiked as demand climbed, and some nuclear reactors had to curtail generation. Britain's grid operator coughed up an estimated $13 million to get extra generation online.

Roxana Slavcheva, a buildings expert at the World Resources Institute, told me that the continent would benefit from making sure that the air conditioners it does use are as efficient as possible. But it also needs to prioritize less energy-hungry cooling measures, including better ventilation and more shade for both streets and buildings, she said. In southern Europe, Italy's wooden shutters and the Greek islands' thick white walls moderate temperatures, Anna Mavrogianni, a built-environment professor at University College London, told me. Street trees, pergolas, and parks can make being outside more enjoyable, and even help reduce the urban heat-island effect, which makes cities hotter than surrounding areas. Awnings stop heat before it gets inside, as does orienting new homes to minimize direct sunlight on big windows. Light-colored or reflective paint keeps temperatures down, and ceiling fans help too.

Such upgrades aren't all easy--or quick. In Paris, for instance, officials sometimes decline permission to modify those hot zinc roofs because they're part of the city's distinctive look. Elsewhere, too, local planning rules aimed at preserving historic buildings' aesthetics can mire exterior changes in red tape. In Britain, windows that typically open out instead of in mean that external shutters can't be installed. Love, the sustainability consultant, knows that retrofitting millions of homes and thousands of neighborhoods is a daunting project that will take years, if it happens at all. Done right, the changes he envisions could make Britain "feel a little bit more Mediterranean than we're currently used to," he said. But with the heat here today, "people now just want solutions."
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William Barr's Dangerous Endorsement of Todd Blanche

Trump's former attorney general proposes a Senate blessing of Trump's threats to the rule of law.

by Jonathan Chait

Fri, 26 Jun 2026




Donald Trump cares deeply about the Justice Department, and he appears to care about exactly one thing: an attorney general who will do whatever he says, specifically in the realm of trying to lock up as many of his political enemies as possible.

William Barr, a former attorney general under Trump and an esteemed legal mind within the conservative movement, also cares deeply about the Justice Department, but for different reasons. Barr believes the department plays a key role in advancing conservative priorities in immigration, DEI, deregulation, the prosecution of criminals (real ones, not just people whom Trump hates), and other traditionally Republican policy goals.

Trump's nomination of Todd Blanche for attorney general has therefore put Barr in an awkward position. Barr has resolved the dilemma by writing a contorted endorsement of Blanche in The Wall Street Journal. Barr's less-than-glowing assessment of Blanche's qualifications reads like a grudging employee review that recommends the lowest possible raise. "Mr. Blanche has the necessary qualities for the job," he writes. "Mr. Blanche has already demonstrated effective leadership."

In place of enthusiasm for Blanche's qualifications, Barr shrugs that Trump would never allow anybody more qualified than Blanche to hold the job. Blanche "will run the department as effectively as anyone could under President Trump," Barr writes.

Peter Wehner: Bill Barr embraces the darkness

The reason Barr has to include this qualification is that nobody can run the Justice Department effectively under Trump, if you define "effectively" to mean following the rule of law. Since the post-Watergate era revealed the dangers of a politicized DOJ, that has been the minimum threshold for the job.

Barr agrees with this. Or at least, he used to. He wrote in his 2022 memoir:

As head of the Department of Justice, I continued, the Attorney General is the top prosecutor, overseeing enforcement of the laws through the criminal justice process. It is the responsibility of the Attorney General to ensure that the department's enforcement actions are insulated from political interference and are based solely on the law, the facts, and the equal treatment of all individuals, without regard to political or personal considerations. For that reason, I said, I could not tolerate political interference in criminal cases and would take the job only based on that understanding. The President agreed and said that, if he picked me, he would not interfere and would expect me to exercise my independent judgment to make the call I thought was right.


Barr reported, with comical understatement, that Trump "agreed in principle, though perhaps a little begrudgingly."

Just how begrudging that agreement was has grown glaringly evident during Trump's second term. The Justice Department has investigated or charged a slew of Trump enemies, including but not limited to, former FBI Director James Comey; New York Attorney General Letitia James; Federal Reserve Governor Lisa Cook; and the Democratic members of Congress Adam Schiff, Eric Swalwell, Mark Kelly, and Elissa Slotkin.

The entire reason Blanche was nominated for the job is reportedly that his predecessor, Pam Bondi, failed to lock up Trump's enemies fast enough for the president's liking, mainly because the charges she brought against them kept falling apart. Blanche has auditioned for the job as a more effective judicial hit man, pursuing ginned-up charges against former CIA Director John Brennan, another Trump target.

Blanche has been selected to do one thing. What does Barr think about that one thing? He does not say. The op-ed literally does not mention, at any point, Blanche's willingness to corrupt the Department of Justice in ways Barr himself called unacceptable, or even Trump's desire that he do so.

"Much of the criticism of Mr. Blanche rests on the idea that the Justice Department should be independent of the president and that it's inherently wrong for an attorney general to accede to the president's views," Barr concedes. However, he says it is not "necessarily wrong for an attorney general to defer to the president's decisions--so long as he believes he is acting lawfully and upholding the Constitution."

Okay, but all evidence suggests that Blanche simply believes his job is to prosecute whoever Trump wants him to, which seems like a reason not to vote for his nomination.

Read: Trump isn't giving up on his slush fund

Barr's decision to treat Blanche's apparent ginning up of fake crimes against Trump's enemies as irrelevant to his qualifications is a bit like endorsing Genghis Khan's leadership of the Mongol horde on the basis of his trade agenda while ignoring his policies on burning cities to the ground and building pyramids of human skulls.

Perhaps Barr believes that Trump is going to have an attorney general who uses the law as a weapon against Trump's enemies regardless, so the president might as well have one who can also do a few things Barr cares about. Yet this argument requires senators to actively affirm Blanche, which would legitimize his naked corruption of the law. Indeed, by ignoring Blanche's rampage of pretextual legal threats against Trump's enemies, Barr himself is legitimizing them.

Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt's 2018 book, How Democracies Die, argues that the most decisive figures in the success or failure of an authoritarian attempt are the would-be authoritarian's ideological allies. They must decide whether to join the aspiring despot, with the inducement of advancing their traditional ideological goals, or break with him and defend democracy.

Barr is a paradigmatic example of the Republican establishment's response to the Trump era. Unfortunately, he seems to have read How Democracies Die as a how-to guide.
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The Meltdown

One day that captures how Trump has gone from unpredictable to chaotic<strong> </strong><strong> </strong>

by Jonathan Lemire, Russell Berman

Thu, 25 Jun 2026




A desultory, grievance-filled speech on what should have been a joyous occasion. The last-minute cancellation of a rare bipartisan bill signing in favor of yet another push for doomed, unpopular legislation. A loud confrontation with members of his own party followed by sneering remarks about some of the nation's oldest allies. And a nonsensical accusation that, if we have it right, blames the algae-filled Lincoln Memorial Reflecting Pool not on his rushed renovations but on knife-wielding vandals ... and maybe Barack Obama.

And that was just yesterday.

For President Trump, things aren't going great. He normally thrives in chaos, reveling in unpredictability to keep his opponents off-balance. But right now, he's just flailing. Despite his long-standing superpower of knowing how to control the national conversation and quickly change it, he has been unable to shake the consequences of a war with Iran that increased prices for Americans and weakened the country's standing in the world. Trump's poll numbers have plummeted. Republicans fear a November wipeout. Members of a panicked, fed-up GOP are beginning to defy their president. Trump, whose political image revolves around strength, finds himself diminished.

At this time roughly a year ago, Trump had overwhelmed Washington. He had slashed taxes, launched trade wars, angered longtime international allies, cracked down on border crossings, and eviscerated the federal government. The Democrats struggled to slow him down; Trump, meanwhile, openly mused about defying the Constitution to run for a third presidential term in 2028. On July Fourth, he punctuated the frenzy by signing a far-reaching and expensive piece of legislation--which he dubbed, in typical Trumpian fashion, the One Big Beautiful Bill Act--at an outdoor White House ceremony complete with a flyover by the B-2 bomber that had just clobbered Iran's nuclear facilities.

But as this Independence Day approaches--as the nation celebrates its semiquincentennial--Trump is unable to control the political narrative about a war that did not go the way he had hoped. A memorandum of understanding signed last week extended a shaky cease-fire and led to an initial round of negotiations involving Vice President Vance. A host of issues remains, including the fate of Iran's uranium-enrichment program and its control over the Strait of Hormuz. Negotiations could take many months.

Read: Trump in defeat

This is not something that Trump wants to hear. He's been bored of this war for a while, and in the West Wing, there was a race to be done with it. Allies have told us there are also quiet, behind-closed-doors doubts: What, exactly, did the conflict accomplish? Few, if any, of the president's goals were achieved. Iran could close the strait again. Yet Trump has frantically tried to spin this as a victory, even as he walks away from some of his stated objections. He has taken to Truth Social repeatedly this week to defend the deal and once again seethe about comparisons with the agreement that Obama struck more than a decade ago. Trump continued to waffle as to what could come next--even suggesting a resumption of the bombing campaign if Iran does not comply, a threat that few take seriously. His attempts at unpredictability were quite predictable, and Iran has proved itself to be anything but cowed.

Still, many in Trump's orbit tell us that they believe the war won't have much political staying power. Their focus, at least for now, is not the long-term ramifications on the Middle East or America's international relationships, but rather the political moment ahead of the midterms. They hope that the war will be soon forgotten--that the strait will reopen, that the price of gas will fall, that bombs will not need to fall again. Aides pointed us to a number of major events, including a series of Supreme Court decisions and even the World Cup, that could eclipse the war in the national consciousness. "The midterms are months away," one official told us. "We'll have lots of plot twists by then."

But so far, Trump's efforts aren't working. And when his frustrations exploded yesterday, he lashed out against senators who have faithfully served him--and whose support he can't afford to lose.

Tensions between Trump and Senate Republicans have been building for months. The president irked party leaders by endorsing a primary opponent to Senator Bill Cassidy of Louisiana, who lost his bid for a third term. Trump then infuriated them by snubbing Senator John Cornyn of Texas in favor of his scandal-plagued primary challenger, state Attorney General Ken Paxton--a move that appeared to seal Cornyn's doom in last month's primary runoff. Senate Majority Leader John Thune had strongly backed Cornyn, a former member of the Senate GOP leadership, and the party's campaign arm had spent millions of dollars to boost his candidacy before Trump undercut them.

Senate Republicans gave Trump much of what he wanted last year, but he now faces some resistance as the GOP's prospects in this year's midterms worsen. Egged on by loyalists such as Senator Mike Lee of Utah, Trump has tried to jawbone Republicans into scrapping or circumventing the filibuster's 60-vote threshold to pass legislation known as the SAVE America Act, which would require people to provide proof of citizenship when registering to vote and photo identification when casting their ballot. (It would also, in some versions, significantly curtail voting by mail.) Republicans have never had a majority that supports eliminating the filibuster, and Trump's refusal to accept that reality has frustrated senators.

On top of all that, Trump's efforts to force members of his own party into retirement have created what's become known as the "YOLO Caucus" in the Senate, as Republicans such as Cassidy, Cornyn, and Thom Tillis of North Carolina (who announced his retirement immediately after declaring his opposition to the One Big Beautiful Bill Act last year) have felt liberated to oppose and criticize the president in ways they would not have if they faced reelection. Tillis, in particular, has trashed some of Trump's ideas and appointees with a newfound zeal--he called Bill Pulte, the acting director of national intelligence, "an incompetent sycophant." And Cassidy decried the administration's deal with Iran as "the worst foreign policy blunder in decades."

Read: A serious debate about an unserious bill

The intraparty feud came to a head yesterday, when Trump abruptly canceled a ceremony to sign a major housing bill--a rare example of significant bipartisan legislation--and demanded that Republicans first pass the partisan SAVE America Act if they wanted his approval. Things devolved from there. During a meeting with Senate Republicans in the Capitol, Trump berated them for allowing (through a combination of defections and absences) the passage of a resolution seeking to constrain his ability to wage war on Iran. Cassidy confronted him over the deal he had struck, and the two got into a loud argument in which Trump at one point reportedly told the senator to sit down. "I make no apologies for standing up to the president," Cassidy told reporters afterward. "I am sticking up for the American people, even if I'm speaking to the president."

Naturally, Trump proclaimed the whole thing a success anyway. "We had a really great meeting," he told reporters. "We like our leader. We like our party. We like, really, everybody in the room--I don't like a few people, but that's okay." The president was flanked by three of his loyalists: Senators Rick Scott of Florida, John Barrasso of Wyoming, and Lee, all of whom wore a Trump-style red tie. Thune stood to the side, his blue tie appearing--intentionally or not--like a small declaration of independence. By nightfall, the friction between Trump and Senate Republicans seemed to ease a bit--at least for the moment. The chamber took a symbolic revote of the war-powers resolution and defeated it. Two Republicans flipped their votes; one of them was Cassidy. White House officials pointed to that as a sign of Trump's continued hold on the GOP.

When we reached out to the White House for comment, the spokesperson Taylor Rogers responded with a list of the president's accomplishments and added: "President Trump is the leader of the free world, and thanks to his bold leadership, the United States of America has never been stronger."

In the face of these struggles, Trump has continued to try to create his own reality. He returned to the White House from the Hill for a meeting with NATO Secretary General Mark Rutte. Yet even as Rutte lavished him with praise, Trump took the moment to attack some of NATO's key members for not helping with the Iran war, and he unleashed particular bile on Italy as part of a diplomatic spat that began when the president claimed that its prime minister, Giorgia Meloni, had "begged" him for a photo at the G7 summit last week. Meloni denied that, which infuriated Trump.

But Trump was far angrier about something closer to home. As part of his expansive effort to remake Washington in his own image, he took on a project to fix up the Reflecting Pool. What he got instead was an on-the-nose metaphor for the state of his presidency: a no-bid contract to a crony that went over budget, ended in failure, and resulted in the pool being policed by federal troops. The pool's liner has come apart, and the water has turned a brilliant, stubborn green--far from the "American-flag blue" that Trump intended. But rather than take responsibility, Trump has veered into conspiracy theories.

Read: What color is the Reflecting Pool? An investigation.

He has, predictably, turned America's birthday into a commemoration of himself. Plans for a concert on the National Mall to kick off the festivities turned into a pro-Trump rally, and most of the music acts backed out once they realized how partisan the event had become. Trump went ahead anyway, making himself last night's centerpiece with a few C-listers as his opening acts. But his heart didn't seem in it as he delivered a short speech that included some nods to the republic's founding and plenty of grievances. He spoke from behind bulletproof glass, and the crowd was small by Trump's standards. Social-media footage showed many people leaving while he was still speaking.

Trump, ever attuned to what is trending, posted on social media today that he had a massive crowd and that "everybody stayed right until the end of my Speech." He did not weigh in on the day's breaking news from the Middle East: Despite the cease-fire agreement, Iran fired upon a vessel trying to transit the Strait of Hormuz, which underscored the challenges that lay ahead in negotiations. Try as he might, Trump can't change the subject.
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<em>Supergirl</em> Crashes and Burns

The newest installment in the DC Universe is forgettable filler.

by David Sims

Fri, 26 Jun 2026




The success of last year's Superman proved that there was still some interest in comic-book movies, all of these years into their Hollywood-blockbuster dominance. The director James Gunn reintroduced viewers to the aw-shucks costumed champion, this time trying to make a name in a cynical, contemporary landscape, and Gunn's approach made the classic superhero ideals of truth and justice feel fresh instead of corny. Tucked into the story was another caped crusader: Superman's chaotic cousin, a hungover and bedraggled 20-something who possessed none of his goody-two-shoes poise.

This was Supergirl (played by Milly Alcock), and now she is getting a movie of her own. Part of the new crop of DC Comics movies, this latest installment is designed to build out a wider, interconnected franchise, much as Marvel did years ago. DC already unsuccessfully tried to expand its cinematic footprint a decade ago, with a grim and muddy trilogy from the filmmaker Zack Snyder. Supergirl, directed by Craig Gillespie, swings at the brighter tone Gunn brought to Superman. If Superman is the ultra-responsible face of the franchise, Supergirl is supposed to be his messier, relatable counterpart. Yet Alcock's charming performance cannot elevate Supergirl beyond franchise filler--a disorganized character study meant only to extend a universe.

Supergirl is, on paper, aiming for something knottier than a typical comic-book adaptation. The titular hero was born on the doomed alien world of Krypton, and grew up in a shielded city that managed to survive the planet's initial destruction. When that last bastion falls and she finally arrives on Earth in a spaceship, she's a teenager mourning a family and civilization she knew and loved--as opposed to her cousin, who departed as a baby and has no memories of his home world. Supergirl's grief sends her binge drinking across the galaxy to dull the pain of losing Krypton.

Read: All end-of-the-world menace, all the time

Looking at his previous work, I can understand why Gillespie was hired for the gig. For Cruella, he was handed another piece of female-centric intellectual property by Disney, making a complex figure out of a classic cartoon villain. Before that, he directed I, Tonya, a biopic that tried to untangle the backstory of a much-scrutinized antihero, the figure skater Tonya Harding. But Supergirl doesn't quite want to deal with the immensity of its protagonist's feelings; her drunken stupor is often played for laughs, defined by disheveled hair, big sunglasses, and plenty of slurred speech.

That's the state Supergirl is in when she is dragged into a local dispute on some far-off planet, defending the honor of an orphaned teenage girl, Ruthye (Eve Ridley); her parents were murdered by a brigand named Krem of the Yellow Hills (Matthias Schoenaerts). When Supergirl's boisterous dog, Krypto, is imperiled during the fracas, she and Ruthye must hunt Krem down to save him. Superman pops in for a couple of cute scenes along the way, while another DC side character, the alien and bounty hunter Lobo (Jason Momoa), appears as a tortured bit of universe-building. All of this business, however, gets in the way of providing Supergirl herself with a fulfilling storyline.

The script, by the playwright Ana Nogueira, is a close adaptation of a fairly celebrated comic-book series called Supergirl: Woman of Tomorrow. The wild sci-fi elements, such as scummy aliens and wacky monsters, will likely remind audiences of a Marvel effort, namely Gunn's Guardians of the Galaxy movies. Supergirl has good reasons to avoid Earth--she feels overshadowed by her widely beloved cousin and disconnected from the humans he's protecting--but there's little sense of place to the various CGI-rendered landscapes she travels through. That geographic blandness only emphasizes the film's other shortcomings, such as Schoenaerts's anonymous work as the villain (a lot of glowering and creepy glares) and the rather rote big-sister/little-sister arc given to Supergirl and Ruthye.

Despite the darker notes Gillespie seems to be searching for, Supergirl repeatedly insists to Ruthye that she should avoid seeking revenge, because doing so would change her inexorably--a warning Ruthye heeds even as the pair is playing an interplanetary cat-and-mouse game with the murderous Krem. The movie basically imports Superman's moral code, which doesn't really jibe in a story filled to the brim with cigar-chomping bounty hunters and outlaws. As a result, Alcock must abruptly perform different types of emotionally varied material--goofy comedy, heroic duty, and her character's tragic origin story. That's a shame, because she's clearly capable of handling all of it. Supergirl the character still has a lot going for her, presumably including a future in the DC Universe. Supergirl the film, meanwhile, is only a mildly diverting whiff.
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The Supreme Court's Era of Meaningless Rights

The Supreme Court is not saying people don't <em>have</em> certain rights, just that no courts can help them when those rights are violated.

by Leah Litman

Fri, 26 Jun 2026




The six Republican appointees on the Supreme Court have made one thing clear: People may have rights, but in many cases they have no way to enforce them. Four decisions released this week have that paradox at their core.

Two of them, both issued Tuesday, held that the plaintiffs lacked "causes of action"--the legal authorization to sue to vindicate their federal rights. In Cisco v. Doe, practitioners of the Falun Gong religion claimed that they were persecuted by the Chinese government and that Cisco's surveillance technology helped China identify and torture them. The six Republican appointees said the victims could not sue Cisco under the Alien Tort Statute, a law enacted in 1789 that allows "any civil action by an alien for a tort" that is "committed in violation of the law of nations or a treaty of the United States." In another case, Landor v. Louisiana Department of Corrections, a Rastafarian prisoner had attempted to sue the correctional officers who had forcibly held him down and shaved his dreadlocks--in violation of his religious practices--after he had handed them a judicial decision telling them they could not do so. Here the six Republican appointees said that the Religious Land Use and Institutionalized Persons Act does not allow people to bring claims for money damages against the individual correctional officers who are subject to the act's obligations.

In both of these cases, the majority ruled expansively, issuing sweeping legal proclamations that will have serious consequences for people whose rights are violated. In Cisco, the justices didn't just say that Falun Gong practitioners couldn't sue a corporation for enabling their torture. They said that courts could not recognize any causes of action under the Alien Tort Statute for violations of the law of nations that did not exist when the statute was enacted in 1789. It is up to Congress to authorize causes of action for newly recognized features of the law of nations, even though Congress had already created a cause of action for violations of the law of nations--the Alien Tort Statute itself. The Court's decision will bar suits by victims of any human-rights abuses, because human-rights protections became part of international law in the 20th century.

Listen: How to save the Supreme Court from itself

Landor did to another set of legal protections--spending-clause statutes--what Cisco did to international law. Spending-clause statutes are the set of laws in which Congress has offered states money, provided that the states adhere to various conditions. In Landor, the condition was that states would agree to respect the religious-freedom rights of incarcerated people. The majority in Landor said that the conditions in those spending programs generally couldn't be enforced against the state officers who are supposedly bound by those conditions. The Court said Congress didn't have the power to impose liability on the individual government employees who didn't personally agree to comply with the conditions that are part of the spending programs--and that state and local governments agree to when they accept federal funds.

That rule will undermine protections in the many public-benefits programs that are structured as spending-clause statutes, such as Medicaid and the Individuals With Disabilities Education Act. If people can't sue for damages when officials violate the rules that Congress has established for those programs, then those rules aren't really rules at all.

Two other decisions--one also issued Tuesday, the other yesterday--transformed a swath of federal immigration protections into unenforceable guidelines that the Trump administration need not comply with.

In Blanche v. Lau, the legal protections at issue were for lawful permanent residents--green-card holders--who are entitled to the greatest legal protections of all noncitizens. The six Republican appointees said those protections were effectively useless and not binding. Although federal law has long said that a legal permanent resident can be denied reentry into the United States if clear and convincing evidence exists that the resident committed a crime of moral turpitude, Lau says that border officials can deny admission even without such evidence. This allows officers to strip green-card holders' lawful immigration status without the degree of proof required by federal law--and, perhaps, without any meaningful proof at all. The Republican appointees said the legal protections apply only in formal immigration proceedings, and would be too impracticable and burdensome to apply at the border.

Adam Serwer: The Supreme Court has invented a right to discriminate

Then yesterday, the Republican appointees declared that the laws requiring a presidential administration to undergo certain procedures before revoking so-called temporary protected immigration status can't be enforced at all. Temporary protected status is a kind of immigration relief that allows people who pass a rigorous vetting process to remain and work in the United States because conditions in their home countries make return dangerous. To end TPS, the executive branch is required, by law, to consult with executive-branch agencies before determining that the conditions in a country have changed enough to warrant ending TPS. There is almost no question that the Trump administration failed to engage in that consultation when it ended TPS for Haitian citizens in the fall of 2025. Last week, The New York Times reported that emails conclusively show that the Department of Homeland Security decided to end TPS for Haitians before DHS heard from the State Department about whether conditions in Haiti had changed sufficiently.

The Supreme Court's opinion in the TPS cases says that doesn't matter. Federal courts cannot review whether the executive branch complied with the procedures required by statute.

One exception exists to this overall pattern. In Exxon Mobil Corp. v. Corporacion Cimex, the six Republican appointees said that individuals and entities could sue the Cuban government, notwithstanding that foreign states are typically immune from suit in federal court. Here though, the plaintiff was not a human, but a corporation--Exxon Mobil.

The combined force of these decisions is clear: It's good to be a corporation. If you're anyone else, your rights may not be very useful to you at all.
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Here Come Trump's 'Freedom Trucks'

A fleet of mobile museums is touring the country with a version of American history the administration can get behind.

by Kelsey Ables

Fri, 26 Jun 2026




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

Right now, six AI-Generated George Washingtons are roaming around the country in semitrucks, stopping at sites as varied as the New Mexico desert and the National Mall and attracting lines in some places that would rival those at Disney World. On an afternoon last month at an American Legion parking lot in Bel Air, Maryland, locals--many sporting the Stars and Stripes in cap, tee, and even Croc form--waited for a glimpse of the past with an eagerness history teachers could only dream of. "Introducing: the Freedom Truck, a mobile museum," a deep voice boomed to crescendoing music. "Go back in time and experience the dawn of America."

The "Freedom Trucks" are part of the official celebration of the nation's 250th birthday, an 18-wheel complement to the fairs, rallies, and work crews currently proliferating in Washington, D.C. When you enter one, after walking past a reproduction of a painting of English colonists praying before a cross, you meet the animated Washington, who tells you sternly that despite their differences, the 13 colonies agreed: "Our rights are a gift from God, not a favor from kings or courts."

It's a familiar-sounding line, invoking the core American concept of inalienable rights, but the statement isn't actually from Washington. Lindsay Chervinsky, the executive director of the George Washington Presidential Library at Mount Vernon, told me in an email that the quote doesn't even sound like the first president. "He regularly spoke of providence and a higher power, but usually called on republican values and virtues to defend his positions." A similar sentence can, however, be found in an events tool kit from Freedom 250, the White House-led group behind the trucks, under suggested "faith-based messaging."

President Trump has had much to say about how museums treat our country's past. He has griped about the Smithsonian's focus on slavery's horrors, and his administration has asserted that the public has no tolerance for museums that are "uncomfortable conveying a positive view of American history." But his efforts to influence the United States' preeminent museum complex haven't gotten far. With the trucks, at least, the administration has been able to take its preferred version of the American story on the road, where history is more, well, movable.

I've spent a lot of time unpacking which kinds of museum displays and narratives the White House rejects (for example, artwork showing migrants crossing the southern border). I went to a Freedom Truck to try to figure out what sort of materials the administration supports, which has been trickier to ascertain. You can only squeeze so much information into a semi, so I figured that what made it inside the trailer would surely be revealing.

What I saw felt like a typical, triumphant middle-school-textbook telling of the American Revolution and its aftermath, but with digital interactives, a Trump cameo, and the volume on Christianity turned up a few notches. Institutions such as the Smithsonian's National Museum of American History tend to highlight the political circumstances of the nation's birth--the people versus a monarch, the sense of injustice that gave way to rebellion--and include an array of belief systems when they do talk about religion (as a 2018 exhibition at the museum did). Here, the truck nods to one notable American value, religious freedom, to the neglect of another: the separation of Church and state.

For two and a half centuries, Americans across the political spectrum have projected their own ideals onto this amorphous country. The Trump administration has been a passionate participant in this tradition, gearing some of its recent efforts toward the Christian right. In shifting the story one way, the trucks risk blurring the distinction between a country founded in a religious context and a country founded as religious, and pushing the background into the foreground.

The right-wing edutainment nonprofit PragerU, which aims to help "people of all ages think and live better while upholding Judeo-Christian values," put the vehicles together. Criticized for spreading misinformation about climate change and downplaying the significance of slavery, the outfit has a recent history of teaming up with the Trump administration, including on a civics-education campaign assembled for the semiquincentennial. At least one organizer canceled an appearance of the truck to avoid appearing to endorse PragerU's politics. (Hillsdale College, a liberal-arts school known for its conservative, Christian bent, also worked on the trucks.)




Logos plastered on the truck's exteriors advertise its affiliation with Freedom 250, which the White House created last year to organize patriotic activities for the anniversary. Confusingly, it's separate from America250, the nonpartisan organization that is charged by Congress with doing the same. Freedom 250 has been behind events with a notably partisan flavor, such as last month's daylong prayer rally on the Mall and the Great American State Fair. In December, $10.1 million of federal grant money that the Institute of Museums and Library Services had originally given to America250 for a truck-based traveling exhibition was redirected to Freedom 250, government-spending records show.

The exhibition focuses largely on the Revolutionary War and the country's founding, but opens with some of North America's early religious settlements and ends with a Wall of American Heroes, whose faces (Steve Jobs, Katharine Drexel, John Wayne, Aretha Franklin, many more) surround a quote from Trump about American bravery. Selected quotes stress colonial Americans' beliefs in a higher power, and displays emphasize the country's "Western and Judeo-Christian traditions."

In some spots, the history is just plain wrong. When, in 1782, Robert Aitken printed the first full English-language Bible in the newly independent nation, a project for which he had sought--and failed--to secure funding from the U.S. government, congressional chaplains recommended the work "to the inhabitants of the United States" and celebrated it as an "instance of the progress of arts in this country," Seth Perry, a professor of religion at Princeton University, writes in Bible Culture and Authority in the Early United States. When I emailed Perry about the wall text in the Freedom Trucks, he pointed out that the display asserts falsely that Congress "passed a resolution to print the bible" and describes Aitken's Bible, also inaccurately, as "authorized by Congress." As Marylanders in Bel Air pointed out to me, the truck also incorrectly says that the state was settled in 1664--it happened in 1634.

When asked about the Maryland issue, a Freedom 250 spokesperson told me in an email that the group was "reviewing the matter" but directed questions about the Aitken Bible back to PragerU, which did not respond about that content. She also said that the scripts accompanying the exhibition, like the monologue offered by the AI Washington, aim "to bring history to life for visitors" and "are not intended to serve as verbatim quotations or historical reenactments of historical figures."

Read: First the Kennedy Center, now the Smithsonian

The truck nevertheless found a sympathetic audience in Bel Air, a roughly 10,000-person town where more than 3,000 people visited over three days, according to the American Legion post that hosted the truck. Toby Keith's country anthem "American Ride" blasted from a nearby speaker to a crowd of scouts, current and former schoolteachers, restless toddlers, retiree history buffs, and at least one Daughter and one Son of the American Revolution. Multiple people told me that seeing the truck was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity; many talked about adding their signature to the Declaration of Independence on an interactive screen, one of the trucks' features. Ned Hoedebecke, an American Legion member who brought in the truck, which can be requested online, was overjoyed about the turnout. Standing alongside him in front of the 18-wheeler, Ray Bengel, the post's commander, told me that one of the organization's pillars is "Americanism." "It can't get any more American than this," he said.

Something about the nation's birthday seems to inspire cross-country educational journeys--as if one might mend this divided land simply by traversing it. While the Freedom Trucks trek across the nation by road, the National Archives' Freedom Plane is flying historic documents to museums around the country. Both projects trace their inspiration to an earlier example: the bicentennial's "Freedom Train."

The concept originated in the 1940s, when a corporate-sponsored and government-endorsed Freedom Train toted 126 historic documents across the country, aiming to inspire patriotism and civic engagement after World War II. The organizers refused to stop at cities that insisted on segregating crowds. In remaining integrated, the train tour helped "break down barriers of racial discrimination that some of its documents declare do not exist in law," The New York Times wrote in 1947.

More famous, three decades later, a Freedom Train for the United States' bicentennial had its own cultural moment. It was the subject of a Dolly Parton and Porter Wagoner song. Johnny Cash and Lady Bird Johnson made commercials for it. Actors such as Ossie Davis and Richard Kiley recorded exhibition audio. The train carried hundreds of historic objects borrowed from big-name institutions such as the Smithsonian and the National Archives, as well as local museums and private collections. Visitors rode along a moving walkway through the cars, passing the Louisiana Purchase Treaty, Native American artifacts, African crafts, a lunar rock, Judy Garland's dress from The Wizard of Oz, a Georgia O'Keeffe painting, and an Oldsmobile.

Sponsored by corporations including PepsiCo, Prudential, and General Motors, the train credited "free enterprise" with its creation and served as something of a brand booster, staying within the comfort zones of its benefactors. M. J. Rymsza-Pawlowska, a professor of history at American University who has written about the bicentennial, told me that, then and now, commemorations are "always a moment that kind of perfectly reflects their own cultural context."

Still, compared with its contemporary descendants, the 200th-birthday train "was a whole different level," Jonathan Goldman, the chief curator at the B&O Railroad Museum in Baltimore, where one of the locomotives that pulled the train is on permanent display, told me. "The way that they were able to stitch the country together into one exhibit that all Americans could access reasonably, I think, was a major achievement."

At the Freedom Truck in Maryland, Lou Raborg was dressed as a Revolutionary soldier and throwing it back much further than the 1970s. When I told him that I liked his costume, he responded that it was a uniform, correcting me with such enthusiasm that I worried I might also need to take up a colonial character to continue the conversation. He told me that he's been wearing the outfit, made of original materials, to events like this for about 20 years--or, as he put it, for a length of time that spans from the end of the French and Indian War to the end of the Revolutionary War.

The uniform might have been the most "real" thing at this truck. The vehicle was jam-packed with information, but I didn't see a single historic object on view. One wall text that might amuse Rene Magritte read: "This authentic Wells Fargo shotgun represents the grit and danger of the American frontier." Above it was an image of the gun.

All the same, there was a sense among the crowd that what was inside the truck--U.S. history--was in dire need of preservation. "It's something that really needs to be brought back to light in schools today, is teaching history," Randy Reinecke, the owner of the Cowboy Eats food truck, which was stationed nearby, told me. Some visitors I spoke with blamed modern life or "wokeness."

Read: How America gave up on its own history

A self-selecting group, maybe, but the truck's visitors seemed to defy their own claims. One student came after her AP U.S. History exam, her mom, Kerry Stratemeyer, told me, because "it felt like a good way to kind of close that test out." More than one parent whom I asked to chat with for this story referred me, instead, to their history-obsessed child.

Sarah Weicksel, the executive director of the American Historical Association, noted to me that she has her own War of 1812-loving third grader as proof that U.S. history is alive and well. In a survey published by Weicksel's organization in 2024, more than half of history teachers said that the American Revolution and the country's founding were among their top-three favorite topics to teach. For years, right-wing media and political leaders have been circulating the idea that the accurate story of U.S. history is disappearing from classrooms, while progressives, trying to expand that telling to include more voices, have sounded parallel alarms about a full version of U.S. history eluding us. Kelly Crowe told me outside the Freedom Truck that she had pulled her child from public school because "we were just seeing things that was more about DEI than we were seeing about true history being taught."

To Trump's camp, the "wrong" history--history that is not positive enough, is not Christian enough, or focuses on stories of oppressed groups--is essentially the same as no history at all. Adherents have enlisted themselves in a war over the past, waged against proponents of efforts such as The New York Times Magazine's "The 1619 Project"--a ground-shaking, though at times erroneous, undertaking that frames the country's story through the lens of slavery.




One of those history-loving teens, Dillon, could sense that what he saw at the trucks had been streamlined. "I feel like a lot of the information was pretty surface-level," he told me. "It didn't go into a lot of the nuances about American history, which is something that I feel like as a country we should be more aware of." The scout pointed as an example to Thomas Jefferson, whose heroic role as a Founding Father often blots out discussion of the hundreds of people he enslaved. The truck, Thomas said, shows only "one point of view."

With this rah-rah, tightly proscribed approach to history, PragerU is a natural partner to the White House. Marissa Streit, PragerU's CEO, told me she believes that history that is too pessimistic is nothing less than a national-security threat. "I feel very, very strongly that if young Americans are going to be taught to hate America, they're not going to want to enlist in the military. They're not going to want to defend America. They will propagate anti-American ideas that will lead to the weakening of our country and our society," she said. At the same time, Streit said she hopes that the trucks help people understand their heritage: "A country that doesn't understand its roots, it's like a nation with amnesia. It's a person who doesn't know himself."

According to the trucks, those roots lie in Western and Christian traditions. The truck notes, for instance, that in reviewing Jefferson's first draft of the Declaration of Independence, Congress "made several important changes, including adding references to the 'Supreme Judge of the World' and 'divine Providence.'" There, it does not mention the most famous edit: Jefferson had originally written, "We hold these truths to be sacred & undeniable." The final document replaces "sacred & undeniable" with the more secular "self-evident." Neither does it mention the third president's own idiosyncratic beliefs, including his rejection of many tenets of Christianity.

The trucks contain what Christopher Grasso, a professor of American culture, religion, and politics at Brown University, called sleights of hand. They paraphrase in a way that allows for more neutral-sounding terms referring to a creator to be swapped out with the more religious-sounding "God." They use the word faith repeatedly. They talk about the founding as if it extends all the way back to the early-Christian settlements, and they neglect that early America also included enslaved people and Native Americans with their own faiths.

"It's the ambiguity of language," Grasso told me. "They can use these broad terms that are themselves contested to help spin their argument in the direction that they want."

There's also a question of emphasis. Some of the Founding Fathers had strong religious beliefs, but how much airtime should that receive? "I think we should be giving it the same weight that they would have given, which is not that much," Seth Perry, the Princeton professor, said, describing an "easygoing Anglicanism" in the air at the time. Stressing religion in the country's founding, Perry said, can create a sense of national providentialism--that everything the country does is God's will.

Streit, the PragerU CEO, isn't worried about alienating people, and said that those who "are uncomfortable with the fact that America was founded based on Judeo-Christian values are uncomfortable with America in general." She called concerns about giving too much attention to the Founding Fathers' religion "silly."

When I asked people in Maryland about the emphasis on Christianity in the trucks, I heard a refrain along the lines of what Leslie Bankert, who had brought her teen sons to the truck as a homeschool field trip, told me: "We're Christians, so we liked that."

Like any exhibition organizer, PragerU knows a thing or two about human psychology. You can see it in how it lets visitors add their names to a digital Declaration of Independence, and in how it has bookended the exhibition with Washington and Trump, a choice befitting a president who has been keen on depicting himself alongside historic figures. People want to see themselves reflected in history; they need to. It's, ironically, why museums and universities have taken such pains to diversify over the past decade. And it's why, at the end of the truck, PragerU includes one final element, but whether it breaks with or continues the narrative that the truck tells may depend on who's looking. Right before you exit, the last wall proclaims America's Next Hero! Above it, there's a mirror.

  When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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What <em>The Bear</em> Has Always Been Driving Toward

In its final season, the FX show circles its end point.

by Sophie Gilbert

Thu, 25 Jun 2026




All things end, we know, and TV series are no exception. As viewers, we have to do the best we can with the time we get, and no show has been more compulsively, maddeningly obsessed with time than The Bear. EVERY SECOND COUNTS hangs on the wall of Chef Carmen (played by Jeremy Allen White) and Chef Sydney's (Ayo Edebiri) restaurant kitchen, inscribed on a plaque rescued from a different restaurant whose own time ran out.

Clocks and timers recur visually on the show like intrusive thoughts, ticking menacingly over workstations and running down, stopwatch-style, under frantic synth scores. (Dedicated fans of the show have kept track of how clocks, watches, and timers pop up as visual motifs.) In the first season, when Carm attended an Al-Anon meeting and gave an extraordinary seven-minute monologue about how he ended up working as a chef in part to get back at his infuriating older brother, Michael (Jon Bernthal), he got to the crux of things this way: "The routine of the kitchen was so consistent and exacting and busy and hard and alive, and I lost track of time and he died."

I love The Bear, and have loved it through highs (Season 2's ebullient, affirming "Forks") and lows (Season 3's gnarly descent into Carm's psyche), all the way through its final episodes, which arrive this week. But for a show so preoccupied with the brevity of our shared human existence, the FX series has often felt, well, baggy. I recently rewatched the first season, which introduced Carm as he tried to save his brother's sandwich shop, and felt steamrolled by its unfamiliar pace--rapid cuts between shots of frying pans and disconcerting dream sequences. Almost immediately, we converge with the characters: Sydney, who's trying to learn from a chef she considers one of the best in the world; Richie (Ebon Moss-Bachrach), Michael's chaotic and stunted best friend; Tina (Liza Colon-Zayas), a line cook who resents Carm's attempts to improve the restaurant; Marcus (Lionel Boyce), a creative but unfocused baker; and Jimmy (Oliver Platt), a family friend whom Michael owed hundreds of thousands of dollars. Scenes move at breakneck speed; tensions crest, and tempers burn and keep burning. Christopher Storer, The Bear's creator, clips together fantasy scenes and abstract music-video montages until we're totally unraveled as viewers, and then caps everything off with the kind of deus ex machina plot twist that TV magic is made of.

Read: Thank god for The Bear

The momentum kept up through Season 2, which saw Carm and Sydney attempt to launch their new restaurant while the other characters evolved: Tina went to culinary school; Marcus trained in Copenhagen; Richie apprenticed at an elite restaurant and underwent a total humanistic conversion. ("I used to be a people hater and now I'm a people lover" is how he explains things in the new season.)

But Carm stayed stuck, and so, mired in his painful orbit, did Sydney. Even the most generous viewer might observe that the two seasons since have fretted endlessly about time while also squandering it, looping around and around Carm's rocky childhood, the psychological torment he experienced working under an abusive chef, and his grief and guilt over his brother's death. Season 3 especially felt like a joyless endurance test, in which both Carm and his sister, Natalie (Abby Elliott), wrestled with the coping mechanisms they established while being raised by their unstable mother, Donna (Jamie Lee Curtis). Season 4 introduced momentum by way of a giant digital clock in the kitchen counting down the number of operational days The Bear has left before it runs out of money and has to close.

In Season 5, the clock and the kitchen have both hit zero hour. "It says we're out of time, chef," Ebraheim (Edwin Lee Gibson) tells Sydney early one morning, as a calamitous storm is giving Chicago the vibes of a biblical washout or a David Fincher movie. "No it doesn't," she replies, simply resetting it. The structure of the season is new: As on The Pitt or 24, the first seven episodes made available all take place over the course of one climactic day in service, as the staff deal with problems logistical (the restaurant's credit cards are all maxed out; the rain is testing the pipes; there are too many bookings for dinner) and existential (Carm has announced he wants to step aside, leaving Sydney and Richie to manage a business that seems doomed). Jimmy, The Bear's investor, has lost most of his money and is trying to sell the ground out from underneath them. Tina is agonizing over losing the first job she's ever really loved. Richie, in an extravagant project of misdirection, is obsessing over paper clips. Someone seems to be stealing all of the restaurant's spoons. As the team gathers in the basement, they stand next to a poster for the movie 25th Hour, in case the prevailing sense of finality wasn't obvious enough.

Read: Why The Bear is so hard to watch

This sounds harrowing, and it can be. On first watch, I felt myself physically tensing up throughout, longing for one of the show's cathartic explosions; on the second, I paid more attention to the Easter eggs, the nods to old storylines that everyone but the show's most detail-oriented fans will have likely forgotten. A cardboard cutout of a grinning Paul Rudd seems to reference the rumored uncredited voice cameo Rudd made as a character in the fictional arcade game Ballbreaker in Season 1; for staff dinner, Sydney braises short ribs in Coca-Cola, the same dish she unwittingly served to a food critic once after Carm told her it wasn't ready to be on the menu. Richie chides Carm for his grinding self-obsession, and for never asking anyone else how they're doing--the same complaint Natalie made in Season 1. A lamb-tonnato dish reminds us of Donna and her emotional apology to Carm last season. And when the staff dress for service, the only things left to wear after a pipe bursts are misprinted Original Berf of Chicago shirts from Season 2.

Absent in all this evocation of Bear history is Rob Reiner, who last season played Albert, a businessman coaching Ebraheim on putting together a franchise plan that might help save the restaurant. Reiner's twinkling humanism and impossibly hopeful charisma was never more enchanting than it was paired with Gibson's stolid Ebra, who dropped out of culinary school but still sorely wanted to contribute to The Bear's success. And Reiner's devastating death deprives the final season of some stardust, although we hear Ebra rehearsing his pitch to Carm on a phone call with Albert anyway, with humor that cuts through the loss: "Make it easy for him to say yes. Don't use too many words. Have no fear. Don't be scared by his blue eyes."

With the clock so pointedly signaling an end, what's left is the question of whether Carm and Sydney can actually succeed in their mission of setting up a different kind of restaurant kitchen, one where the chefs bolster each other, and where cruelty isn't seen as a necessary hazing technique on the path to greatness. The Bear evokes Noma more than virtually any other restaurant, and the revelations published in The New York Times earlier this year regarding institutionalized sadism and physical violence from the Copenhagen restaurant's star chef, Rene Redzepi, underscore how meaningful such a shift might be. (Redzepi said he didn't "recognize" all of the behaviors detailed in the story as his own but said he was "deeply sorry" for some "harmful" actions in the past.) Food, on the show as in life, is really about love, about care, about transforming distinct components and experiences into revelatory new forms. If you can free cooking as an art from the hierarchical egoism of restaurant culture, what other kinds of change might be possible?

As if to remind us of the stakes, The Bear dropped a surprise one-hour stand-alone episode last month, titled "Gary," which follows Richie and Michael on a road trip to Gary, Indiana; it's set a few years before the start of the series, and several hours before Richie's heavily pregnant wife superstitiously believes she's supposed to give birth. The entire trip is an exercise in wasted time--the guys drop into a pickup basketball game, they banter, they get loaded in a bar celebrating Richie's impending parenthood before Michael's mood takes a vicious turn. "Fucking kid's gonna end up abandoned and alone, just like he was," he spits, with calculated malice.

This is a prophecy, we know now, that turns out to be extremely incorrect: Richie is a good and devoted father who's become extraordinarily good at his people-facing job, managing the moods and desires of customers all day, charming them, giving them joy. People can change. Can restaurants? I hope so; it feels long past time we found out.
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The Record Executive Who Understood the Power of Ego

Clive Davis, who died this week, was more than just the man with the golden ear.

by Spencer Kornhaber

Fri, 26 Jun 2026




When Clive Davis sat down with Aretha Franklin in 1979 to discuss working together, Franklin already had her legacy secure: She was the undisputed Queen of Soul, whose late '60s singles--"Respect," "(You Make Me Feel Like) A Natural Woman," "Chain of Fools"--would be in rotation 'til eternity. Nearing 40, she understood that the music industry had changed since her earlier blush of success. But she hungered to launch a new phase of her career. Davis, speaking later at her funeral, remembered her wondering one thing: Could she still compete?

She'd gone to the right man to ask that question. Davis, the record-label executive who died this week at age 94, was one of the best competitors that music ever created. He's credited with helping break an eye-popping array of artists, including Janis Joplin, Whitney Houston, Alicia Keys, Bruce Springsteen, Barry Manilow, Patti Smith, and the Notorious B.I.G. While some industry titans are known for a particular sound, and others for their personalities--and scandals--Davis's approach boiled down to one thing: hits.

Obituaries over the past week have emphasized the image of him as the businessman with the "golden ear." He grew up in a Jewish enclave of Brooklyn, studied law, and then was hired at Columbia Records, where he quickly rose to become president despite previously knowing nothing about the music industry. A visit to the Monterey International Pop Festival in 1967 tipped him off to the rock-and-roll youth revolution. He signed his first act, Joplin, and then began signing more. Over time--as he launched the label Arista, then J Records, then became the head of BMG North America and RCA Music Group--he developed a reputation for just knowing whether a song was destined for success simply by listening to it.

Read: Before and after Aretha

Yet as I've read about Davis's life, I've wondered less about his ear and more about what it took to be the boss of so many seemingly indomitable figures--people who define the word diva. He was famed as a micromanager who took a hand in every step of the hitmaking process. Yet he worked productively with some of the most willful talents in music history--because he, fundamentally, magnified their ambition.

Franklin is a case in point. Davis recalled meeting her in his 2013 memoir, The Soundtrack of My Life: "This was no regal queen content to rest on past laurels. This was a working woman determined to give it her all." Still, she could be difficult. In the studio, she was known for refusing to give more than a couple of takes, which sometimes caused producers to complain to Davis. "I would always let it go if it was an album track," he wrote. "But for a potential single I would call her and explain that we had to have a song that we could get on the radio, so she needed to go back in and nail the melody." Laying out the business upside, in his telling, worked to get her back in front of the mic. Together, they succeeded in landing 1980s hits such as "Who's Zoomin' Who?" and the Eurythmics collaboration "Sisters Are Doin' It for Themselves."

The trajectory was different for Houston, who was 19 when Davis signed her. She had spent her adolescence being schooled in singing and performing by her musician mother, Cissy, but she was still young and unformed. So Davis took on a tutelary role. After watching her onstage before the 1985 release of her debut album, he wrote her a lengthy letter offering feedback on her performance style. Some of it was quite sharp: "Candidly, when you do a cover, you should have a different interpretation and do it as well or better than the original." Yet every bit of critique was couched as serving a larger goal for both of them. His comments, he wrote, were "only meant in the spirit of you and I against the world that we have to conquer."

Houston really did seem to share that spirit. In the studio, the producer Narada Michael Walden once wrote, "she was like Muhammad Ali": obsessed with greatness and not afraid to show it. After she rose to commercial dominance--landing seven consecutive No. 1s on the Hot 100 from 1985 to 1988--she clapped back at commentators who speculated that she was a mere product of Davis's hitmaking machine. "I wouldn't be with anybody who didn't respect my opinion," she told Rolling Stone in 1993. "Nobody makes me do anything I don't want to do. You can't make me sing something I don't want to sing. That's not what makes me and Clive click, because if it was, I'd have left Arista a long time ago."

Some artists did bristle at his feedback, however. After Kelly Clarkson won the inaugural season of American Idol in 2002, Davis took a direct hand in her career. Her first two albums were radio-friendly blockbusters, but her third album, My December, was a darker, more personal effort whose songs she'd insisted on co-writing. When Davis heard an early cut, he informed her that he didn't hear any hits and recommended that she record some songs written by other people. Though he eventually put out the album in the form she wanted, their disagreement went public.

In a 2007 Blender article, Clarkson angrily recalled a meeting she'd had with Davis. "I said, 'Clive, I'm going to make tons of albums. It doesn't have to be mainstream every time.' Then he kept bringing up people he's worked with. 'You're a Whitney! You're a Mariah!'" (Davis actually didn't directly work with Mariah Carey.) She shot back: "I don't want a career like either one of those singers." In other words, the spat wasn't merely about sales or creativity. The exec and the artist were misaligned about the goal they were trying to achieve: She wanted to express something; he wanted to win the charts.

That's not to say that Davis solely chased commercialism at the expense of art. He championed the punk poet Patti Smith and didn't try to steer her choice of collaborators and songs. "I had a lot of guts, not a whole lot of talent, but he had faith in me and let me go out of the gate, just a colt, and stayed with me," she later said. When he signed the Eurythmics, he thought of them "more in the category of David Bowie, a creative entity," he noted in his book. "I didn't ask to hear new material, and it never dawned on me to submit songs to them."

Often, he pushed that kind of artist to augment, not scrap, their own writing. An early cut of Bruce Springsteen's 1973 debut, Greetings From Asbury Park, N.J., led Davis to pronounce that classic record-exec verdict: Where are the hits? Springsteen took the feedback and wrote "Blinded by the Light" and "Spirit in the Night"--which he later called "two of the best things on the record." Springsteen was young and hungry; why wouldn't he want a smash?

Read: Rage in the U.S.A.

The 21st century hasn't produced record-label executives as legendary as Davis for a variety of reasons: the internet's upending of distribution structures, #MeToo's complication of the male authority figure in the entertainment world, and the fracturing of pop culture in general. And Davis's own image came under fire in later years. In 2012, Houston accidentally drowned in her bathtub at the hotel where, hours later, Davis was throwing his famous Grammys pre-party. When he chose not to cancel the event--citing the logic of The show must go on--it confirmed some critics' view that he was more of a self-enriching mercenary than a true steward of artists. As another industry executive told Rolling Stone in 2008, "Notice when you talk to Clive how many of his sentences begin, 'Then I. Then I ... Then I ...'"

Nonetheless, Davis remained warmly revered over decades by some of the most powerful and prickly figures in the record business. Many people really did see him as a champion for the ideal of music as a meritocracy in which the best songs always win out: "What I learned from Clive is that the only thing that matters at the end of the day when you're making a record is the three and a half minutes of magic," the executive Jimmy Iovine told the Los Angeles Times in 1996. The truth, of course, is that success in music is more complicated than that--it involves marketing, luck, ego. Pay close attention to Davis's biography and you see that the last one can drive the art form forward even more than money does.
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Americans Deserve Answers From Hegseth

The president and the secretary of defense have a right to remove officers, but also an obligation to explain their actions.

by William H. McRaven

Thu, 25 Jun 2026




In September 1862, General George B. McClellan, the general in chief of the Union Army, had just repelled the Confederate advance under Robert E. Lee at the Battle of Antietam. But, as Lee's battered army retreated across the Potomac River, McClellan failed to pursue him--leaving Lee's army mostly intact. Abraham Lincoln relieved McClellan that November for his failure to be aggressive on the battlefield. The president addressed this firing with members of his Cabinet, and made his rationale known in letters and telegrams to key leaders in Congress.

In 1951, after failing to follow direct orders from President Harry Truman and publicly criticizing the administration's China policy, General Douglas MacArthur was relieved of his command and forced to retire. On April 11, 1951, Truman issued a public statement explaining exactly why he had fired MacArthur.

In June 2008, Secretary of Defense Bob Gates, with the approval of President George W. Bush, fired both the secretary of the Air Force, Michael Wynne, and the chief of staff of the Air Force, General Michael Mosely, for their failure to properly oversee the Air Force's nuclear mission. On June 5, 2008, Gates held a press conference to explain his decision.

Every president and secretary of defense has the right and, moreover, the responsibility to remove officers who are failing to meet the high standards expected of senior leaders. But when crucial decisions regarding the professionalism, effectiveness, or morale of the military are made, the people and their duly elected representatives have a right to know why these decisions were made.

In recent months, President Trump, upon advice from Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth, has relieved or forced the retirement of some of the finest officers that have ever served this nation. I have personally worked with most of them in combat. I can tell you from experience that Generals C. Q. Brown, Randy George, Jim Mingus, J. P. McGee, Dave Hodne, Jim Slife, and Joe Berger and Admirals Lisa Franchetti and Jamie Sands were war fighters through and through. And this week, in an egregious decision, the president forced General Chris Donahue to step down from his position in command of U.S. Army Europe. Donahue is without question one of the most brilliant officers I know. He is strategically focused, tactically aggressive, personally courageous, exceptionally thoughtful in his planning and execution, and compassionate with his troops. He has the respect of every man and woman who ever served with him--and you can put me at the top of that list.

What is particularly concerning about these firings is the effect the dismissals will have on the officer ranks. Throughout my time as a senior officer, I never hesitated to provide my best military advice to the secretary or the president even when that advice ran contrary to their stated position. Never once did I fear that by providing my advice I would be fired or asked to retire early. Not only was it my obligation to be forthcoming, but it was also the expectation of those leaders that I would be brutally candid. Hopefully, that level of honest engagement kept the secretary and the president from making poor military decisions. However, these recent firings raise a real risk that senior officers will be overly cautious about providing their best advice and, therefore, that the chance for military miscalculation will grow dramatically.

If Secretary Hegseth is trying to "revive the warrior ethos and restore trust in our military," as he has said, then the unplanned departure of these senior leaders will do just the opposite and may leave the president and the secretary without the experienced voices they need to make the best military decisions. Members of Congress should demand answers. The American people should demand answers. The future of our national security depends on it.
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The True Believers at the Great MAGA Fair

Falling approval ratings for the president haven't dimmed their enthusiasm.

by Marie-Rose Sheinerman

Thu, 25 Jun 2026




For one night, in the heart of deep-blue Washington, D.C., a fenced-off section of the National Mall became an oasis for members of the MAGA base. They had believed in President Trump from the beginning and carried him triumphantly back to power in 2024, and now they came to the grand opening of America's 250th-birthday celebration in red-white-and-blue headbands, draped in flags, and sporting dangly blue AMERICA earrings. Doubts about anything related to Trump--his abysmal approval ratings, inflation accelerated by the war he started in Iran, his clashes with Republican senators earlier in the day--were, for an evening, drowned out by the roar of fighter jets overhead.

Last night's festivities were meant to kick off two weeks in which Americans could come together and commemorate America's semiquincentennial. But a string of artists had pulled out of events in Washington amid concerns that the celebrations would become the Trump show. And indeed, the evening felt like a Trump rally, with a montage of hits that his most die-hard fans know and love, including Trump's favorite tenor singing "Ave Maria." The president declared that America is "the hottest country anywhere in the world" and rattled off a list of ways in which his administration continues to "Make America Great Again." "The best is yet to come!"

The crowd agreed. At this moment, attendees told me, when so much seems uncertain, the most logical thing for them to do is to put their faith in the president.

Read: Thank you for your attention to this birthday

Karen and Paul Depperschmidt are living the retirement they always dreamed about--road-tripping around America, visiting national parks. They live full-time in Wilmington, North Carolina, and they made the six-and-a-half-hour trip up to D.C. for the Great American State Fair--and the rally especially. The trip came with an added bonus--the chance to share RV parks with international visitors here for the World Cup. They met a family from Brazil and three Scottish tourists who were en route from Boston to Florida. "The nicest guys, they are having the best time," Karen told me. "They love this country."

The Trump rallies they'd previously attended--Karen's been to two, Paul to three--had been a blast, they said. "Everybody's so nice." And, as lifelong conservatives originally from Texas, they wanted to show support for a president who they believe is keeping his word. "A lot of people don't like it, but he is doing exactly what he said he was going to do," Paul said.

When I asked them about the cost of gas--a particular concern for those living the camper-van lifestyle--it didn't seem to matter: Prices at the pump are coming down, they said, which they knew would happen. More important, they told me, Trump was trying to eliminate the nuclear threat from Iran. When Paul finds himself questioning Trump's decision making, he reminds himself to back up; the president has information that isn't available to the public. "I think he's earned our trust," Paul told me. "I trust he's going to do the right thing, and he hasn't let us down yet." The couple said they appreciate the breadth of the administration's ambitions globally: across the Middle East and in China, Venezuela, and Cuba. In each place, Paul told me, he sees a president who's "not ashamed to use the power that we have economically to benefit us and, in the long run, benefit the world."

Rally attendees who didn't want to stand shoulder to shoulder or who didn't snag a chair close to the stage settled in on picnic blankets or broken-down cardboard boxes on the sidelines to take in nearly two hours of entertainment--including the U.S. Army's rock band riling up the crowd with "Sweet Caroline," Lee Greenwood singing "God Bless the U.S.A.," and Alexis Wilkins, a country singer who is FBI Director Kash Patel's girlfriend, performing the national anthem. Transportation Secretary Sean Duffy told the crowd that the night's musical acts were "way better than those libtards that canceled on us," to raucous cheers.

As I wove my way through the crowd before the show began, while many rally-goers were still making their way through security, it seemed that journalists and evangelists spreading the gospel were competing for families' attention. More than once, eyeing attendees to see if they'd be willing to chat with me, I realized they were already speaking with a reporter. Multiple conversations were interrupted by someone hoping to share that Jesus loves us.

Suzanne Jones and Joey Ervin flew to Washington from Chattanooga, Tennessee, yesterday morning to celebrate their son's birthday. They managed to squeeze in visits to both the National Air and Space Museum and the Washington Monument before arriving at the night's festivities. Their son, Alex, was particularly excited to see the president do "the dance"--pumping his arms to the Village People's "Y.M.C.A."

Jones told me that one of her biggest concerns going into the 2024 elections had been border security. She said she feels safer today than she did under President Biden, and she noted that the "disastrous" four years under him felt all too recent. "Having a president, somebody that's protecting my country, that can't even have a speech--that's rough. It makes me feel, you know, insecure," Ervin told me of Biden. He said that while he wasn't necessarily a fan of Trump's decision to go to war with Iran, "I'd prefer to do that than what we did when we withdrew out of Afghanistan--10 times out of 10."

Not everything, the couple concedes, is perfect. They bought their house before interest rates dropped and prices skyrocketed in 2020, and said they wouldn't move now, because the market is difficult and doesn't seem to be getting better. "My view of the economy is once stuff goes up, it's not coming back down--I don't care who's in charge." Gas prices, Ervin said, were high long before the Iran war. "We were in L.A. in 2024 and the gas prices were $7. That was before any of the Iran stuff started."

Read: Trump in defeat

Washington--where the president has called up the National Guard, put his mark on local parks, and turned the city's monumental core into a construction zone--is a bastion of opposition to Trump. But not everyone in D.C. is critical of the president. Jessica Greenfield and her husband, a D.C. police officer, moved to the city from Virginia in 2024. She said she's seen a "huge difference" in crime over the past year--the streets are clean, and there are fewer carjackings and robberies. She credits, in part, Trump's decision to deploy the Guard. "I haven't heard of crime in our neighborhood in a really long time," Greenfield said.

The 2024 election marked Greenfield's first time voting for Trump--a decision that put a strain on her relationship with some friends and family members. "It's gotten tough with some of my more liberal friends, where they'll really try to debate with me about it," she told me. "I'm not really into that." Greenfield said she reasons that "if I can have a nice street and walk my daughter and feel safe, that's what's important to me."

Even those in the crowd who weren't ardent Trump fans told me they appreciated that America's birthday was being headlined by a showman. And they felt lucky to be at the party. "Is President Trump my favorite person in the world?" Ervin said. "No. But he is a good president; he does a good job. So we're here to see him and put it on the bucket list: We saw the president."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/06/america-250-fair-washington/687705/?utm_source=feed
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The 10,000-Year Flood

The banks of the Guadalupe River were an idyllic spot to park an RV. Then, last summer, it started to rain harder and faster than anyone could imagine.

by Sean Flynn

Thu, 25 Jun 2026


Empty concrete RV pads at the Blue Oak RV Park, a property along the Guadalupe River that was devastated by the July 4 flood last year (Tamir Kalifa for The Atlantic)



David and Cheryl Chambers bought their property along the Guadalupe River in 2008, the day the for-sale sign went up. They kept it wild and green, a private retreat in the Texas Hill Country where they could lounge in the bed of a pickup and watch the birds and the deer, until just a few years ago, when they decided to convert it into an RV park. There were small resorts and inns all along the Guadalupe, and plenty of places to park, or rent, an RV, including in their tiny town of Center Point. But there may have been no prettier bend on the river, with its glassy surface and its bank shaded by bald-cypress trees older than the state of Texas itself.

David and a friend laid power cables, installed water hookups, and carved short, looping roads from Highway 27 to the water's edge. The camp, which they called Guadalupe Keys Resort, opened in the spring of 2023. There were five high-end campers parked beneath the cypress and pecan trees, and pads for four more. The river was shallow in this stretch--only about two and a half feet deep--and parents would sit along the banks and watch their kids romp through the gentle current. Last year, its third season, the whole place was booked for the Fourth of July weekend.

By the evening of Thursday, July 3, 25 guests had checked in. The forecast called for rain, possibly a lot. At 1:18 that afternoon, in fact, the National Weather Service had issued a flood watch for the Hill Country. But that wasn't necessarily a bad thing, considering the drought that had been baking central Texas for the past four years. The summer before had been so dry that the Guadalupe briefly stopped flowing, and David had to tell his guests not to splash around in the stagnant river.

The hard rain didn't fall that evening; it waited until the early morning. And then, in the dark hours before dawn, it fell faster and harder that anyone could recall. Faster and harder, really, than anyone could have imagined.


Patrons gather at Howdy's Restaurant, Bar & Chill, a honky-tonk adjoining the Blue Oak RV Park. (Tamir Kalifa for The Atlantic)



Sixteen miles upstream, just outside the town of Ingram, Lorena Guillen was closing her honky-tonk, Howdy's Restaurant, Bar & Chill, when the rain started falling. It was after midnight, and she had one employee helping her, Julian Ryan, a 27-year-old barback and dishwasher she'd hired a few months earlier. Julian's fiancee used to be a server at Howdy's, and he would come in with their three kids and wait for her to get off work. "He had a big smile, and he was always 'yes, ma'am; no ma'am,' very polite," Lorena told me. So when Howdy's needed a new dishwasher, he was a natural hire.

They were cleaning up when the rain turned to fat, pounding drops. "He still hadn't finished," Lorena said, "and I'm like: 'Go home, be with your kids, and we'll finish it tomorrow, no big deal.'"

Lorena wasn't especially concerned about the rain. In fact, it was coming at just the right time: The staff had stockpiled $1,000 worth of fireworks for the Fourth. "Everybody was so excited because in prior years the drought had kept us from doing fireworks," Lorena said. "This time around, I'm like, Hey, let's go crazy because who knows when we're gonna be able to do it again."

Lorena lives in an area known as Flash Flood Alley, which sounds menacing but is usually more of an annoying geological quirk. Sixty-six million years ago, this part of Texas was covered by a shallow sea where countless generations of shellfish and coral sank to the bottom and, eventually, accreted into a thick layer of limestone. That limestone is covered by only a thin layer of soil laced with clay. So when rain falls, there is little to absorb it. Precipitation gathers into rivulets that collect into streams that empty into rivers. This happens quickly, and if what falls from the sky exceeds the capacity of the rivulets and streams and rivers to channel it away just as fast, the excess water will end up where people would prefer it not be.

Most commonly, the water only fills a dip in the road you want to get past. And when you know this can happen, flash floods become a nuisance to be tolerated, like alligators in Florida lakes or Canada geese on golf courses. Yellow, diamond-shaped signs are planted in the dips where two-lane roads cross creeks or even dry beds. Companion signs in many of these locations stand five feet tall, ticked in one-foot increments so drivers realize how deep the water is. (An occasional third sign--turn around don't drown--is a helpful touch.)

Julian no doubt understood this. He wouldn't want to be stranded by roadway puddles that might not drain until dawn. So he left just before 1 o'clock and drove west, following the river, to the trailer park off Highway 39 where he lived with his fiancee, their kids, and his mother. Lorena locked up and went home, too, which was only a short walk across the driveway; she and her husband, Bob Canales, had bought Howdy's, the adjoining Blue Oak RV Park, and the house that came with it almost four years earlier, and figured they'd retire there.

Lorena was taking a shower when, at 1:14 a.m., her cellphone buzzed with an alert from the National Weather Service: The flood watch for her part of Kerr County had been upgraded to a flash-flood warning. But given that she didn't have to drive anywhere, this hardly seemed like cause for concern.


Lorena Guillen, who owns Howdy's and the Blue Oak RV Park with her husband, Bob Canales (Tamir Kalifa for The Atlantic)



She got ready for bed, but by 2 a.m. the rain had turned ferocious, battering the roof, and was accompanied by flashes of lightning and cracks of thunder, the kind that rattles the windows. Blue Oak had a mix of vacationers and permanent residents in 28 RVs on the property, including four on what Lorena and Bob called the island, a parcel separated from the rest of the property by a creek. At 2:08, she called the sheriff's department and asked a dispatcher what was happening upriver. "I have an island full of people," she said. "Do I need to evacuate?" The dispatcher told her that she had no information at that time.

The river's gauges are monitored online, so Lorena checked those. Nothing unusual. She also pulled up the weather radar. To the west, there were bright orange and red splotches, the color-coding for the heavy stuff, but those could drift in one direction or another, as storms typically do.

She decided to inspect the river directly to see if there was anything she needed to worry about. She drove over the bridge to the island, checked the whole perimeter. Everywhere she looked, the river was up but not significantly. She made one last stop, parked parallel to the creek so that she had a clear view of the water. "The creek is the best indication for us of whether the river is rising," she said. "You'll see it there first." She could tell that, like everywhere else, the water was higher than normal but not high enough to cause any concern.

Three RVs, she noticed, had pulled off the island and moved onto the higher ground of the parking lot. But that made sense, she thought. It was an extended family, including an older couple and a few dogs spooked into a frenzy by the thunder. Might as well get them away from the river's edge until the storm passed.

Between the rain and the dark, Lorena's inspection tour took about half an hour. It was around 3 o'clock when she finally slipped into bed.

Floods are most often discussed as terrestrial phenomena that happen in close proximity to a body of water: A river overtops its banks or a tidal surge is blown ashore, and suddenly water is sloshing into places where it shouldn't. Yet many floods are the end stage of atmospheric anomalies that can begin very far away with little sense of menace.

Six days earlier and hundreds of miles south, a dimple of low pressure had slid into the Gulf of Mexico, where it had absorbed moisture from water heated to a tepid 85 degrees. The next day, that low pressure evolved into a tropical storm named Barry, which made landfall near the Mexican city of Tampico and then quickly fragmented. The loose pieces of Barry twined with the remnants of a similar depression from the Pacific, and then the prevailing winds nudged all of those clouds north, toward Texas, where they stalled on July 3.

They were very fat clouds. Total precipitable water is a meteorological term that refers to how much vapor could potentially fall as rain; anything surpassing two inches is considered extreme, and these clouds contained two and a half inches and up. It was a freakish amount of potential rain.

As both the atmosphere and the oceans warm, freakish events are becoming normal. On Memorial Day in 2015, for instance, nearly a foot of rain fell on Houston in 10 hours, a deluge that killed seven people and caused almost half a billion dollars in damage. That was considered a 500-year flood, meaning that there was a 0.2 percent chance of it happening in any given year. Yet less than 11 months later, on Tax Day of 2016, almost 24 inches came down, and a month after that, on Memorial Day weekend, more than 20 inches fell on southeast Texas. The next summer, Hurricane Harvey dropped five feet of rain, resulting in floods that killed 88 people and caused $125 billion in damage.

But the July Fourth deluge was different. It might as well have been a 10,000-year flood. At its peak intensity, the storm dropped a foot of precipitation in about four hours and an estimated 1.8 trillion gallons in total--which is almost as much as goes over Niagara Falls in a month. The landscape gathered that rain like a funnel, gravity pulling water into existing gullies and creeks until it collected in the largest of those channels, the Guadalupe riverbed. The disaster wasn't the Guadalupe slopping over its banks; it was the sky releasing so much moisture all at once that it created an entirely new and uncontainable body of water.

At 1:55 a.m., the Guadalupe flowed through the village of Hunt, upstream from Blue Oak, at a rate of 33.6 cubic feet a second. That's not even lazy-river-tubing territory. Just over an hour and a half later, the Guadalupe was moving almost 17,000 cubic feet of water downstream every second, and by 4:30, the rate had risen to 106,000 cubic feet a second. Water was collecting faster than it could wash away. So the river rose--at Hunt, it went up 30 feet in three hours--and it took on a new shape, developed a face, a wall, became something that bulldozed rather than flowed: 106,000 cubic feet of water weighs about 6.6 million pounds, not counting all of the trees and cars and houses moving with it.

"I'm telling you, there's no escaping this one," Charlie Hastings, then the Kerr County engineer, told the county commissioners in late July. "It was an inland tsunami, and it ripped everything up."


"It was like an inland tsunami," said Charlie Hastings, then the Kerr County engineer, "and it ripped everything up." (Tamir Kalifa for The Atlantic)



The tsunami moved west to east in bursts and pulses, water piling upon itself, creating temporary inland seas. As it traveled downstream, there was a multiplier effect: A few miles from its headwaters, a tributary called Buffalo Creek emptied into the Guadalupe. Panther Creek joined right below Buffalo, and Cypress Creek connected just past the next bend. So much water was draining so quickly that Cypress Creek didn't empty into the Guadalupe so much as collide with it. The currents swirled together, pushing the river back upstream and through the flatlands of Camp Mystic, a historic all-girls Christian camp.

Hundreds of girls were bunked at the camp; many were either housed on higher ground or had retreated there. The cabins with the youngest campers, Bubble Inn and the Twins, however, were much closer to the river, which had never risen so high in the camp's nearly 100-year history. Twenty-five girls and two teenage counselors drowned, either swept away or trapped in a cabin, as did the camp's director, who was driving three little girls away from Bubble Inn when his SUV was caught by the surging waters.

The water kept moving east. At Blue Oak, the strobe of emergency lights woke Lorena around 4:30 a.m. She jostled her husband, Bob, awake and then dressed quickly and ran down the stairs and out the door. In the driveway, she saw volunteers from a local swift-water-rescue team, men she's known for years. She had no idea what was happening upstream, how much rainfall was gathering in the Guadalupe, but she understood the team wouldn't be there simply as a precaution. There were people on the island, she told them, yelling to be heard above the storm: "I have children there."

The rescue team turned toward the water, grabbed its rafts, threw them in the current, and jumped aboard. "They looked like ninjas," Lorena said. She lost sight of them, but she could hear other cries for help from out in the blackness. The volunteer crew didn't save anyone from the island, but over the next 20 hours they would rescue hundreds of others.

The Blue Oak property is tiered from the road down to the river, the lowest level 30 feet or so below the highest one. Bob was on one of the lower levels, sloshing through waist-deep water. Lorena stayed on an upper tier. She ticked off a mental list of which residents were gone for the weekend and which ones she could see were out of their RVs, awake and aware of the rising water. She had to wake one couple who'd slept through the storm, get them moving. Outside another RV, she ran into her newest tenant, a young woman. "Oh my goodness, the poor thing," Lorena said. "She had just moved in July 3, and she had just bought her brand-new RV, finally out of the house, and she was screaming, like, 'What do I do? I don't know what to do.'"

Lorena gave her a hug, told her to get her in her car and drive to Citywest Church, which was on higher ground and their designated rendezvous point. Don't worry about the RV, Lorena told her. She'd take care of it. "At that point," she said, "I didn't know I was lying to her."

She heard one of the employees at the 65-acre HTR park next door, screaming for someone to help her evacuate guests. "She was frantic," Lorena said. "I saw her begging for help." But Lorena had to look after her own tenants. Her husband was on what should have been the edge of the creek, not far from where the foot of the bridge had been. But it was submerged. On the island, a man was holding his two small boys, his wife close behind him. His name was John Burgess, and he was 39 years old--a former chef and funeral director who'd recently opened an Edward Jones office in the Houston suburbs. His wife, Julia, was a teacher. They'd come with their sons, Jack, who was 5, and James, who was almost 2, to celebrate the Fourth and pick up their 8-year-old daughter from a nearby camp.

Bob was trying to direct John to the bridge so he could wade across, move to higher ground. John started moving, cautiously, fighting the current, trying to keep his balance with two terrified children in his arms. The bridge was only a few feet long. He was almost there. Throw me the baby, Bob yelled at him. Please, throw me the baby.

Just then, another wall of water surged downstream. John and Julia and their boys were swept away into the dark. The wave grabbed Bob, too, lifted him, tumbled him, carried him 30 yards until he snagged on a piece of rebar sticking out of a retaining wall. He looked back toward the island, saw that it was empty. He got his footing, slogged his way to an upper tier, and found Lorena. The water was now swirling around her ankles, icy and tingling with an electric current from all of the downed power lines. They went higher, to the restaurant, which they opened so people could get dry and warm. Lorena thought they'd be safe there because Howdy's is about 35 feet above the usual level of the Guadalupe. But a few minutes later, a firefighter told them they had to go higher still. More water was coming.

The flood appears to have killed more people on the short stretch of riverbank near Blue Oak and HTR than anywhere else. Campers and RVs are unmoored and lightweight, and the preferred place to park them is as close to the river as possible. Already, RVs and cabins from HTR were loose in the deluge, careening downstream, crashing into trees and one another. They weren't all empty. "You see them banging on the windows, you see them honking," Lorena said. "The screams--" She paused. "You can never get those screams out of your head."

She hurried next door, got her passport and her dog, then got in the car and drove to the church.


A flood-damaged tree stands along the Guadalupe at the Blue Oak RV Park. (Tamir Kalifa for The Atlantic)



Downstream from Ingram and Blue Oak, through Kerrville and another 10 miles on, George Davis, one of the managers at Guadalupe Keys, got up before dawn because he had to pee. He had an app that monitored the river gauges, and considering the rain, he thought he should check it. But the readings didn't make any sense. They were trampolining, bouncing around in a way he'd never seen before. "He called me at 6:09," David Chambers said, "and he said, 'Hey, we're getting some erratic readings.'" Only later did they realize that the gauge had washed out and was moving up and down with the rapids. "He said, 'I think we need to get everybody out.'"


David and Cheryl Chambers, the co-owners of the Guadalupe Keys Resort, which was destroyed in the flood. (Tamir Kalifa for The Atlantic)



Davis and another staff member started knocking on doors. The Chamberses live in Boerne, 25 miles away, and they did not know yet about Camp Mystic or Kerrville, did not know exactly what was coming down the river. But they'd been through other floods, and they knew there was no sense waiting until the water was on you to start moving people and equipment out of its way.

David tore down the road in his truck and swung into Guadalupe Keys at 6:30 a.m. The staff had managed to get two RVs pulled to the top of the property, but eight were still left down by the river. A tractor was backing down to the riverbank on the upstream side of the artificial beach, to the RV parked on Lot 1. David hustled down and started getting the RV prepped, lifting the leveling jacks so that it would be ready to move. "Then everybody yelled at me," he said. "They said, 'David, the wall of water is coming,' and I looked up, and it comes. It's only about two- or three-foot high, but with all the trees and everything, it sounded like a locomotive."

He got to the top of the property, right up against the road. And the water kept coming, its path widening, climbing the banks, the slopes. By 7 o'clock, the river had chased everyone onto Highway 27, and then it came over that, too, into the flea market on the other side. By 7:30 a.m., so much water had poured downstream that the Guadalupe crested at 39.6 feet, the height of a three-story house.

The Guadalupe--or, rather, the fantastical amount of rainwater that briefly overtook the Guadalupe's path--scoured David and Cheryl's property like a pressure washer. Whatever hadn't been moved by 7:00 a.m. was gone: the RVs, the beach, the three shipping containers that had been welded together and cemented into the ground for storage as far back from the river as possible.

Alex Beck watched the aftermath of the flood on Facebook and Instagram. He had no personal connection to the victims or even to Texas--he lived in Lima, Ohio, and grew up in Youngstown--but something about this particular disaster grabbed him. Maybe it was the girls at Camp Mystic or the biblical ruination or just a restlessness, but for whatever reason, he posted on Facebook that he'd consider going to help.

"And then immediately someone reached out and said, 'If you're serious, I'll donate all the gas money for you to get there and back. Your whole trip will be covered,'" he told me.

It was a casual acquaintance, a friend he barely knew who said the news was hitting him hard partly because he had a son who was away at Boy Scout camp. And then another person sent a pallet of bottled water and first-aid kits, and then a couple of buddies volunteered to go with him. They started driving south four days after the flood, when 111 people had been confirmed dead and at least 170 were missing. Maybe some of those were simply lost, Alex thought, washed into the woods, disoriented and wandering. "You know, I've heard stories of, like, 3- and 4-year-olds living off nuts and berries and getting found in the wilderness," he said. "That was my biggest reason for going down there--I really believed we could possibly find one of them."

Alex had no experience in search and rescue--at the time, he was launching a line of weed gummies with the former NFL quarterback Bernie Kosar--so he was learning as he went. When he and his friends arrived on July 10, they tried to deliver 1,000 bottles of water to one of the cleanup sites. They were politely turned away: There's always too much water in the aftermath of a disaster. Apparently, every kind person knows that clean water is usually needed, because they all send cases and pallets and truckloads. People send food, too, and lots of it. The walk-in refrigerator at the Kerrville Folk Festival grounds was full of fresh vegetables and ground meat and good cuts of chicken and beef. A couple of professional chefs from out of town stayed for three weeks cooking meals in the folk-festival kitchen for the volunteers and contractors cleaning up the wreckage. A men's group from a church and a high-school football team stripped houses to the studs.

They also send other things--chainsaws and shovels and hard hats and heavy machinery, all of the materiel required to dig through piles of mud and splintered trees and cars and dumpsters, everything that a wall of water could gather and smash. That all had to be cleaned up, but first the bodies needed to be recovered. On the 5th, searchers found the body of John Burgess, the man who had washed away at Blue Oak, and two days after that, they located the body of his wife, Julia. It took days to find the boys.

At least 135 people were killed, including 28 at Camp Mystic, four at Blue Oak, and 37 at HTR, making this flood Texas's deadliest in more than a century. Alex chainsawed uncountable cords of uprooted trees in the muggy Texas heat. And in his last days along the river, he scouted Camp Mystic for anything--hats, jackets, hair bands--that a parent or a child might want back. He was present at the recovery of a body, but he did not save anyone. There was no one left to save.

The morning of the 4th, Lorena heard about Julian Ryan, the dishwasher she'd sent home early the night before. He and his fiancee, Christinia, lived with their three kids and his mother in a mobile home between Hunt and Ingram. Late that night, the house had begun to flood. "It just started pouring in," Christinia later told a reporter. "We had to fight the door to get it closed just so that too much didn't come in." But a lot did get in. The family retreated to a bedroom. The water was up to their knees in 20 minutes, and still it kept rising. The weight of the floodwater pinned the door shut. They were trapped.

The water kept rising. A mattress floated free from the box spring, and the kids clung to it. With no way out, Julian punched through a window, opening what seemed like the only escape. Shattered glass sliced into his arm, caught an artery, and severed it. They were waist deep in floodwater, and they couldn't stanch the bleeding in Julian's arm. Christinia called 911 again and again, but in a catastrophic flood, what was the point? No one was coming in time.

Christinia and the kids and his mother made it out alive. But not Julian. Around 6 o'clock, he took a last look at his family. "I'm sorry," he said. "I'm not gonna make it. I love y'all."

Neighbors recovered his body the next morning, after the waters finally receded.


Lorena Guillen holds a photograph of Julian Ryan, a dishwasher at her restaurant who died saving his family during the floods. (Tamir Kalifa for The Atlantic)



Three weeks after the tsunami scrubbed away Guadalupe Keys, David Chambers showed me what was left. We stood where the beach used to be. "The kids could play in the sand," he said, "and the parents could sit under all the shade trees. You were never in the sun."

David and I were very much in the sun, a broiling, late-July, mid-morning Texas sun. There was no shade because the trees were all gone. There were only splintered stumps where trees had been broken, and washed-out craters where others had been wholly uprooted. Most of them were very old bald cypresses; David pointed to one broken trunk that an arborist had ballparked at 400 years old. Trees like that can't be replaced.

One of the volunteers cleaning up the downed trees along the Guadalupe went by "Chick With a Chainsaw"--her real name is Lori Gorospe. Before coming to Texas, she'd spent more than seven months sawing in western North Carolina, where the mountains had been swamped by a hurricane--a hurricane, in the mountains. And just two days after the Texas floods, the remnants of another tropical storm, Chantal, stalled for several hours over central North Carolina, including Chapel Hill, creating flash floods. At least six people were killed.

Here's the thing about flash floods: Nowhere is immune. "A flood means we need to be close to a river--that's how we've been trained to think," Andrew Kruczkiewicz, a meteorologist at Columbia Climate School's National Center for Disaster Preparedness, told me. "But you don't need a riverbed; you don't need a coastline." All you need is rain. And that can happen almost anywhere.

But David was optimistic about the future of Guadalupe Keys. He was thankful that nobody had died there, and most everything he lost could be replaced. He hoped a nursery would work with him, set him up with an appropriate species of tree that he could plant along the riverbank that would grow fast into tall, wide canopies. Until then, he figured that maybe he'd string up canvas panels to shade a new beach. "We're definitely going to rebuild," he said at the edge of the river. "I mean, this is never going to happen again, not in our lifetimes."

We stood there for a breath, looking up at a naked slope that had once been covered with pecan and hackberry trees. "Well," he said, "probably not."


A memorial to the victims of the flood across the river from Camp Mystic (Tamir Kalifa for The Atlantic)
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Vanilla Ice Knows When America Was Great

To celebrate the country's 250th birthday, the rapper wants to transport us to another decade.

by Spencer Kornhaber

Wed, 24 Jun 2026


Robert Van Winkle at home in Palm Beach County, Florida (Ysa Perez for The Atlantic)



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

Walk past the elevator in the gold-gilded living room, past the mural of Spanish galleons seeking the Fountain of Youth, past the Mortal Kombat console, step outside, and there--just by the lazy river--you'll find Vanilla Ice's 9/11 memorial.

Last week, the 58-year-old rapper, born Robert Van Winkle, was giving me a tour of his mansion in Florida's Palm Beach County. Pattering brightly and ceaselessly, he puzzled over his smart toilet ("I think it's made for a woman to have fun and enjoy yourself on it, because it's got buttons that I'm just thinking, This is curious") and revealed his favorite Ninja Turtle (Raphael). We stopped at a shiny pole standing on the back patio. Before I could make any assumptions about what it was for, he explained that it had come from a fire station whose workers responded during the destruction of the World Trade Center. A wall plaque commemorated the 343 firefighters lost that day. "Never forget," he said, before bringing me to his red-cushioned movie theater.

That Van Winkle is a patriot there can be no doubt. On Friday night, he'll perform at the Great American State Fair in Washington, D.C.--an event that many other famous musicians dropped out of because of its association with Donald Trump. Given that Van Winkle's fame peaked with 1990's "Ice Ice Baby," his status as the musical centerpiece of our semiquincentennial may seem quite random. But really, the booking makes a lot of sense. At a time when national infighting has dispelled all hopes of unified partying, Van Winkle preaches an uncomplicated view of what makes the country great, beamed in from a seemingly more carefree time.

Certainly, he's lived the American dream, in all of its neon splendor. Van Winkle grew up in Dallas and Miami as a "dumpster diver," he told me, who resold sneakers he'd rescued from the trash. As a teenager, he became enamored with the fad of breakdancing, which led him to rapping in small clubs, where he impressed hip-hop's vanguard, including Chuck D of Public Enemy. On "Ice Ice Baby," Van Winkle combined a tough flow with a twiddly bass line (borrowed from Queen and David Bowie) for a compulsively replayable tale of cruising in a Mustang 5.0. It became the first rap song to hit No. 1 on the Billboard Hot 100, and today has more than half a billion Spotify streams. (He has released many updated versions of the song over the years, and another one will be on his forthcoming EP, Now & Forever.)

With his G.I. Joe jaw and spunky dance moves, he was quickly anointed America's new golden boy. He wore stars-and-stripes suits, dated Madonna (until, as he's told it, he was horrified to find himself in her racy photo book, Sex), and performed in the 1991 hit kids' film Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles II: The Secret of the Ooze. But backlash accumulated nearly as soon as his fame did. Critics accused him of hijacking a Black art form, comedians mocked his catchphrases (Kevin Bacon ended every sentence on Saturday Night Live with "Word to your mother"), and the grunge revolution rendered any public hint of hairspray--and Van Winkle used a lot--as way corny. His 1990 debut album, To the Extreme, spent 16 weeks at the top of the album charts; its 1994 follow-up, the reggae-heavy Mind Blowin', didn't touch the top 200.

A drug-fueled downfall ensued, culminating in a nearly lethal dose of heroin and other substances after a day of jet skiing on July 4, 1994. He told journalists that he'd felt like a "sellout" who'd been marketed as a pretty-faced simpleton, when really he was a survivor from the streets. "I've faced a lot of adversity," he told me. "Probably more than any person to ever play a record or become a musician." Still, today, he seems utterly without grudges. I asked him how he felt about the fact that Cool as Ice, the surprisingly lovely 1991 rom-com he starred in, flopped at the box office, leaving theaters after less than three weeks. "There's no flop at all, bro," he said. "What are you talking about?" The movie has a little bit of a cult following these days; he feels that it's proved itself a timeless classic.

Read: The happiest man in music

Van Winkle found a second act thanks to a pastime even more American than hip-hop: real estate. Back in 1992, he had his mansion on Miami's Star Island--a rich enclave with only about 30 homes--appointed just to his liking, with live fish swimming in each step of the grand staircase. Then Hurricane Andrew blew through and flooded the place. Instead of paying to have the work redone, he undertook repairs himself. "I was like, Holy moly, this is fun," he said.

So began a decades-long career in construction and home flipping. After the 2008 financial crisis, he developed a hobby of going online to bid on distressed U.S. assets held by speculators in India. Many acquisitions he's never visited or fixed up: Letting houses "marinate"--depreciate--for tax purposes is smart business, he said. His home-renovation reality show, The Vanilla Ice Project, launched in 2010 and ran for nine seasons on the DIY Network. (He said that more seasons are on the way.) In it, he shows off the same detail-oriented brain and goofy charisma that made him briefly successful in rap. During one episode, he eyes a murky pool and says, "This is how we all got here on this planet, by the way. These are single-cell organisms right here--perfect example."

Today, he has more properties than he can recall, including, he said, seven in his Palm Beach County neighborhood. Next to the old-world-opulent manor he lives in stands a modernist home he referred to as "Priscilla's House," in honor of both Elvis Presley's wife and the youngest of Van Winkle's three daughters. Midway through our interview, Van Winkle's second wife, Kirra Van Winkle, came by with Priscilla. (His first marriage, to Laura Giaritta, lasted from 1997 to 2019.) The 7-year-old girl beamed as he told me a story of her recently busting a move onstage with Billy Joel's kids.

It was through real estate that Van Winkle fell into the orbit of the Trumps. He told me that his crew is regularly hired to work on rich people's homes in the Palm Beach area, and a few years back, the client was Donald Trump's oldest son (to do his "countertops, the cabinets, fireplace, and the dock," Van Winkle said). Don Jr. is a big Vanilla Ice fan, Van Winkle said, and the two hit it off. (Don Jr. did not reply to a request for comment.) Since then, Van Winkle has played multiple New Year's Eves at Mar-a-Lago. The president, he said, is "the GOAT of parties. This guy throws the greatest parties you would ever go to, like, literally."

So when his talent agent received an invitation to play the 250th celebration in D.C., saying yes was a no-brainer. He began scheming about a souped-up version of the show he regularly puts on for the ongoing I Love the '90s Tour that he's been a part of: 15-foot Autobots from the Transformers franchise, all four Ninja Turtles onstage (he usually tours with just one), plus lots of pyrotechnics. He wanted to go all out to celebrate America, which he called "the only place that you can really achieve your dreams."


A photo of Van Winkle at the 1991 American Music Awards, in his garage (Ysa Perez for The Atlantic)



But the context behind the gig wasn't so simple. In 2016, Congress created a bipartisan commission, called America250, to plan this year's big birthday. Last December, President Trump announced a public-private partnership, Freedom 250, that pulled funds away from the congressional effort while partnering with right-wing groups such as Moms for America. The Great American State Fair, a weekslong festival on the National Mall, is a Freedom 250 production--and thus, in some eyes, Trump propaganda. (America250 is holding a less publicized, higher-wattage Fourth of July concert in Los Angeles featuring Chris Stapleton and the Smashing Pumpkins.)

Almost as soon as they'd been announced, most of the performers who'd been booked for the fair--including Bret Michaels of Poison, the rapper Young MC, and one Milli Vanilli member--dropped out. The country singer Martina McBride said in a statement, "I was presented with an opportunity to perform at a nonpartisan event but that turned out to be misleading." The funk group the Commodores posted, "Our music has always been our voice and we choose not to publicly affiliate with any single political party." Left standing were three rappers: Van Winkle, Flo Rida, and Freedom Williams from C+C Music Factory, who, in a seven-minute video filmed from his toilet, equally excoriated Trump and anyone who wanted him to cancel the gig.

Read: Trump's golden age of culture seems pretty sad so far

The hullabaloo mystified Van Winkle. He gave interviews to media outlets, expressing his view that entertainers should just entertain. Speaking with TMZ, he said he'd happily play for Vladimir Putin or in Iran. When I asked him whether he was serious about that comment, he doubled down and began talking about the unsavory associations he's had in his past. He repeated his highly publicized claim that he'd once been friends with Pablo Escobar. He told me he'd performed for the Taiwanese mafia. He believes he's even played for the Taliban, though he didn't realize who they were at the time ("They're dancing around, man. All the women have the 'ninja suits,' I call them, on"). Across boundaries, across allegiances, everywhere, he's found fans of "Ice Ice Baby," and he's not one to turn down his fans.

Trump has a stable of musicians who openly support his policies: Kid Rock, Nicki Minaj, Lee Greenwood (who's performing tonight at the rally to replace what Trump called the "highly paid, Third Rate 'Artists'" who dropped out of the Great American State Fair). But Van Winkle isn't in that camp. He once took a time-management course in Hawaii during which attendees were asked to tally up the hours they spent voting or watching the news. For many, the total was years. Some attendees, he recalled, regretted that they hadn't spent that time drinking pina coladas. The course confirmed his belief that voting, or following politics at all, is a distraction from really living life--and making money.

Still, politics keeps finding him. Earlier this year, "Ice Ice Baby" hit No. 2 on Billboard's Rap Digital Song Sales chart while ICE raids swept the country. Some social-media users had repurposed the song to protest ICE; others were using it to cheer deportations. One TikTok video set the song to an animation of U.S. Representative Ilhan Omar running away from immigration agents. Van Winkle took the viral burst as simply another sign of his song's amazing durability. "You can use it for hate," he said. "You can use it for whatever you want to use it for."

Given his work in an industry, construction, that's faced labor shortages because of ICE's activities, I thought he might have some sort of viewpoint on the immigration debate. He told me that he's "become a master of changing topics" when such tricky subjects come up: "When it's politics or religion, I go, Man, dude, did you hear about the new motocross bike coming out tomorrow?" I'd already noticed this superpower of his whenever I tried to ask for detail about, say, his supposed time with the Taliban. "My opinion means nothing," he said. "I'm an entertainer. Why would you ever base anything off of my opinion?"


The rapper in his garage filled with classic cars and memorabilia (Ysa Perez for The Atlantic)



Apolitical celebrities used to be the norm--especially back in what Van Winkle called "the last of the great decades, the '90s." He said again and again that the end of the 20th century was a golden time before computers "ruined the world" and made everyone start to take life too seriously. As manipulative online media started turning people against one another, he thinks, pop culture became fractured to the point of destruction, leaving us with only dreary subjects such as politics to argue over.

I couldn't follow all of his logic. After all, the '90s had plenty of divisive, overheated controversies, whether related to Bill Clinton's impeachment or to, well, the question of whether Vanilla Ice was ruining hip-hop by turning a revolutionary sound into meaningless fluff. Although he's not explicitly MAGA, he does share that movement's tendency to pine for times before everything went wrong, wherever one might locate the turning point. In his mind, national greatness lay in a highly specific, obviously personal version of the past: "I am complete American through and through all my bones, to every TV show, to Blockbuster videos, to ripping our back seats out and putting in subwoofers, to having Z. Cavaricci pants, to even having a bolo--you remember what a bolo was?"

Yet as I listened to him bliss out about the '90s, I began to see his point. Politics really has supplanted pop culture as the national obsession, to a depressing degree. The internet is partly responsible, but so are efforts by Trump to exploit occasions like the national birthday. In any circumstances, the 250th Independence Day should be an excuse for a historic bash bringing together the country's top talents. Maybe stop, collaborate, and listen--the immortal line from "Ice Ice Baby"--really is the message America needs right now. Or maybe the real wake-up call is the fact that Vanilla Ice is the best guy that could be booked.

Then again, the real tragedy of America's post-'90s existence, Van Winkle told me, is that there will never be a great unifying voice again--someone like Elvis, or Vanilla Ice. "You need some icons out there for people to kind of wake up and have a purpose, a meaning, some drive, some ambition," he said. Sitting on a rococo couch next to a gold-painted cheetah statue made by Versace, he rued the fallen state of the world once again. "Everything is artificial," he said, adding, "I don't live an artificial life."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/2026/06/vanilla-ice-america-250/687661/?utm_source=feed
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A Writer Learns How to Read Again

Rewiring your attention in the age of the feed

by Charlie Warzel

Fri, 26 Jun 2026




Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube 

Do you wish you could read more books? You're not alone. These days, fewer people are reading for pleasure, and even those who do tend to struggle with distractions. Is this a literacy crisis, or has our attention just been warped? And what can we do?

In this episode of Galaxy Brain, John Paul Brammer joins Charlie Warzel to talk about how he managed to ditch the allure of his screens and social media and rewild his attention. This is a conversation about how to reignite your curiosity, what deep reading does to your mind, and how anyone can learn to love to read again.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

John Paul Brammer: I was just such a dire case of "brain being addled by social media" that I knew on a sort of intuition level that I needed to find a way to make myself hungry for books. Because I knew that if I wasn't hungry for them, it was simply not gonna happen. It's like giving yourself homework as an adult. As long as the option is there to not do it, you probably just won't do it.


[Music]

Charlie Warzel: I'm Charlie Warzel, and this is Galaxy Brain, a show where today we're going to talk about rewilding our attention and maybe, just maybe, getting a jump start on the summer reading lists.

Outside of hosting this podcast, I'm a writer. And as a writer, I've often harbored a pretty deep insecurity about my reading habits. Great writers, at least according to the stereotypes, are supposed to be excellent readers. And it's not just about amassing knowledge, but also picking up on style and form. To read is to be in conversation with someone else's ideas--somebody else's words end up rattling around in your mind. And it is this intimate, almost sacred, world-expanding process. Being a voracious reader doesn't guarantee that you'll be a fantastic writer, but it's no coincidence that many of the greats confess to getting lost in the written words of others.

But unfortunately, it's hard to get lost in a book these days. It's not that I'm not reading. Like many of you, I am positively drowning in text--in emails, and Slack messages, articles, links, posts, all of it hurled at me in a pull-to-refresh feed. I am reading constantly for my job. But it is not deep reading that slows the mind, the kind that gives this meditative sense of calm. It's this harried, tab-switching, attentionally jarring stuff. The kind that leaves you feeling vaguely ill when you look up from your phone or screen.

Maybe you feel this way, too. Maybe you read all the time when you were younger, before the noise and the interruptions of our devices, and you want to get back to it. Or maybe you've grown up with phones and algorithmic social media being ever present, and you've never really developed that strong reading muscle.

Whatever camp you fall into, I think there's this broader sensation these days that something is being lost. Some have described it as a literacy crisis, and others as an attentional one. But educators are writing these concerned op-eds about kids who struggle to focus on shorter reading assignments and with comprehension.

A recent article in The Chronicle of Higher Education put it bluntly: "My Students Can't Read."

And there's data that seems to suggest this isn't all anecdotal. In September, the National Assessment of Educational Progress showed that 12th-grade reading scores were at the lowest level recorded since the assessment began in 1992. According to that assessment, 32 percent of 12th graders now score below the assessment's basic reading level.

Amidst all of this, I recently stumbled on an essay by John Paul Brammer: a writer and a Substacker whose insightful and humorous work I've been reading for years via my frenetic feeds. It was titled: "How I Learned to Read Way, Way More."

In it, he lays out how, in this moment of constant distraction, he was able to rekindle his childhood love of reading--and the ways in which it had a profound effect on his mind, his writing, even his relationship to reality. It's also an essay about attention and curiosity, and how those two things work together in pretty unexpected ways.

So I figured Brammer is the perfect person to talk to about how we can guide our attention with intent. How to be a curious person. And the ways that curiosity may just be an antidote to the cynicism and despair that are too often the lingua franca of the internet. What happens when we let our curiosity drive and turn away from the feeds? John Paul Brammer joins me to discuss it all.

[Music]

Warzel: John Paul, welcome to Galaxy Brain.

Brammer: Charlie, thank you for having me.

Warzel: So I wanna start with you just telling me about your relationship with books and with reading. How did your reading life start, and how has that experience shifted over time?

Brammer: Yeah, one thing that's important to know about me, I think, is that my mom was my ninth-grade English teacher. So when I was a freshman in high school, I had my mom in first-period English.

Warzel: That's an interesting experience. Say more about that.

Brammer: One time we were late to her class, and she had to like drive me there because I was in this very rural middle school where things weren't going so great for me. And so, because she was a teacher at this much bigger school, she negotiated it out with the school board: I'll just take my son every morning; I'll take him. The bus didn't go out to our house because we were out in the country, you know? So my mom always drove me there. But one day we were late to first period together, because she was doing her hair, and then she counted me tardy. And I was like, Why would you do that? And she's like, I can't treat you any differently. I mean, I wouldn't accept that excuse from any of my other students. So it counted against me. So that's what having my mom as my English teacher was like.

But she was huge on reading, huge on literature. The policy in my household was: If you want a book, you can have it. We'll find a way to get it to you. So yeah--literature had a big premium in my house, for sure.

Warzel: What did you grow up reading? Like, what did you love?

Brammer: I was such a freak. And so much of my journey as an adult has been trying to like get back to that freak that I was when I was such a bookworm as a kid. Because I was reading everything. I would just go into the library and just pick something for no reason, and start reading it. So, you know, I read the stuff like--I had Goosebumps, I had Hatchet. You know, things that a lot of people read when they were kids. But I was reading stuff I had no business reading at a young age. So I remember there was this one book called A Door Into Ocean, and I can't pronounce the name of the author [Joan Slonczewski]. I think she's Polish, but I could be mistaken. It's an ecofeminist sci-fi book, and it's about a planet of lesbian catfish called the Sharers, and they get invaded by this like race of men, and the men are trying to oppress the lesbian catfish people. And I was in like the fourth grade, I think, in Catholic school, and I was like, Man, books are amazing. I read it front to back. I know what actually happened in it.

But I was just grabby, you know: anything in front of me. My mom had a copy of a David Sederis book in my hands by the time I was in sixth grade. So, you know, it's like I was on game, I would say.

Warzel: You write: "Getting on a reading jag has dramatically improved the quality of my life." Tell me more about that. What does reading do to your mind when you're locked in? Like, what is the quality of that attention that you feel?

Brammer: Yeah, so I've been reading a lot of Simone Weil, who is a French philosopher. Really kooky lady. if you ever read her, you're in for a real time, because she kinda like--you know how weebs are like white people who love Japan? She was like that, but for Catholics--where she just loved Catholicism without ever actually becoming a Catholic. And so she writes a lot about God, but she approaches God through this sort of neoplatonist slash; like, she arrives there through Plato, kind of. And so there's a lot of richness in the way she talks about religion. And it's almost like when she's talking about certain things, even if you're a secular person like myself, you're able to get a lot out of it. And so she writes a lot about attention, and she writes a lot about prayer. And she means attention in, I think, a different way than the way I talk about it in my essay.

However, when I saw her writing about curiosity, it really got me thinking, because I only came across her as the result of this big reading journey that I was on. So I only started really reading books, seriously reading books, like a little over a year ago. Which--as a writer, that might sound really crazy. But you know, I, like most people, was averaging just a few books a year. To me, I say in the essay, I'm a little embarrassed. It feels like I was walking around without having taken a shower for most of my life, like without reading.

Warzel: Right.

Brammer: Being a writer without reading a lot now strikes me as kind of crazy. But all that's to say: I got really into the way [Weil] was talking about attention. And it really did strike me that attention is this sort of like--I don't want to say buzzword, but we're always talking about it, right? Because we live on the internet; we're on social media all the time. A lot of us are addicted to tech platforms. And tech platforms kind of beget a certain confusion, a certain fog, a certain way of seeing the world and consuming media. And it is reading of a kind, right? Like you, especially on text-based platforms, text is constantly being lasered into your brain. Even if you're on TikTok or these video-based platforms, information is just constantly on its way through your eyeballs. And so when I talk about how reading books can benefit a person, I think that does have a necessary backdrop of "because we're all on our phones and our laptops all the time, and it is kind of scrambling our brains in a certain way." And so I don't necessarily believe that reading books is going to automatically fix everything in your life or anything. I do think, however, it is kind of a panacea for a lot of the ills and a lot of the struggles that we've brought into our life through these tech platforms.

Warzel: When you are locked into reading--because I think this is a fundamental part to ground everything else--what is that quality of attention? How does your brain feel when you're doing that?

Brammer: Yeah, so in the essay I sort of distinguish between two major types of attention. There's the muscular attention, which is the kind that, you know, you remember from school. Like when you can't focus, but you're really pushing yourself to. And also, I'm not saying in the essay this is an unimportant kind; I think this is a very important kind of attention. It is important to be disciplined enough and to apply effort to be able to pay attention to something even when you don't necessarily want to.

However, we are sort of always trying to use that form of attention to enter what I call "a state of pure attention." Which, you know--a lot of us, you might recognize that from just when you are no longer really super conscious of yourself. You're sort of immersed; you're enthralled. You are really deep inside: be it a piece of content, a piece of media, a book. It's just coming naturally to you. You're not stumbling across, like, Oh, I need to go back and read that paragraph because my mind was wandering. Oh, I don't know what that word means. There was a hiccup. You are just on the track. You are locked in. And I sort of make the case that this is the version of attention that has been commodified, and it is the version of attention that we really like. Because there is a depersonalized, anesthetic quality to it. It sort of does take us out of the world a little bit and places us somewhere else.

So if you're reading a really good book, a really informational book--and I've experienced this a lot in my reading career now, where like I'm reading one of those philosophical texts I always thought that I wasn't smart enough to read. And suddenly something about these words are just--they're opening up, and I'm in them. And I am really taking in someone's thoughts, their point of view. I'm really connecting what they're saying to other things about the world, to the structure of reality. That's such a beautiful, sacred thing to experience. And yet--that state of pure attention, it's like we do sort of fetishize it in a way, because we think of it as so rare. We think of it as like, Oh, it's so hard, because I can't focus, because I can't pay attention. I can't get there. I sort of argue that we're in states of pure attention all the time. You know, I had to reach for like spiritual language in that essay; I called it prayer. So that's my case for what pure attention is.

Warzel: You talk about this shell, basically, that comes up: the wall of the muscular attention. People feel it so much now with the, Okay, I'm not reading as much. I've gotta try to read one of the great books, or a piece of nonfiction that everyone's talking about. And they can't crack it. And they feel lesser than. I've felt this very acutely.

But what is--in your mind--what is the beginnings of cracking that shell? What is the trick that you have come across in this reading experiment?

Brammer: Yeah, I mean it's a horrible tragedy to me that there's so many people who want to read--and have the time to, even--but just can't bring themselves to do it. There's something in the way there. And there was for me too. You know, as a writer, I was always wanting to read more. And the more I thought about: Well, how do I overcome this barrier? What is this barrier? Like, I don't even know what to name it. And you know, pop culture, it's sort of been named as just "the attention crisis," right? Like, the narrative is sort of: Well, you are too distracted by everything else.

And there's also this sort of implicit argument--sometimes it's explicit--that in doing so, attention is sort of like this muscle that's atrophying. Like: It is actually degrading; it is getting worse over time, and so you are sick in a way. It's a deeply pathological argument, where it's like: You are getting worse. You are actually getting worse at paying attention to things. And I was afraid of that, and I wanted to wrestle with that in a real way and not just try to like comfort myself about it. So I started looking into ways, like: Okay, well; I know for a fact that reading more books makes me feel better. I feel better when I'm not on social media and I'm reading a book. I wonder why that is.

And so I knew that I knew on a sort of intuition level that I needed to find a way to make myself hungry for books. Because I knew that if I wasn't hungry for them, it was simply not gonna happen. It's like giving yourself homework as an adult, you know?

Warzel: Right.

Brammer: Like, as long as the option is there to not do it, you probably just won't do it. And so what I learned in the essay, I name it curiosity. Which is like--it really is just a genuine appetite to know. And when I started thinking about curiosity, I started thinking, you know, in a very different way about attention as well. Because I found that I'm capable of crazy feats of attention when I'm curious about something. I will spend hours digging into a fight between strangers on the internet if I'm curious. I will find out where they went to school. You know what I mean?

Warzel: Sure.

Brammer: Like, I will dig and dig and dig. And so I thought, Actually, I've got quite a few tools in my arsenal when it comes to attention. I wonder how I can harness them to do something more productive than what I'm currently putting them toward. And so that's where the question of appetite came in, which led me to curiosity. Which is like: I call curiosity an "attention multiplier" in the essay, and I sort of compare it to a child. Because it's very greedy; it's either like going, going, going, or it's dead asleep. It has no concept of right or wrong. When it wants to taste dirt, it will taste dirt. That child will find a way to get dirt in its mouth, and I think that that's such a powerful human drive.

And I knew that there was so much horsepower in it that I just felt like, Okay, there's gotta be a way to apply this to books. And there was; in fact, I realized that I was trying to start in a completely wrong direction with books. I wanted to read the most impressive thing, because I was coming from a place of insecurity. Like being around other writers and thinking, Oh, I haven't read Moby Dick yet. You know what I mean?

It was kinda like that. I want to read the most impressive tome that I can get my hands on, so I can feel like a real writer. And that wasn't me working with appetite or curiosity; that was me working with insecurity. So I had to start with like: No, I'm actually genuinely interested to read this. And for me that was, yeah, David Foster Wallace's nonfiction essays.

Warzel: And you know, well: first off, Moby Dick. You mentioning that is great, because I had the experience exactly with Moby Dick. I am a writer; I haven't read this. And felt this extreme guilt, right? And it was like, it's a long book. This just feels like that, This is the literature that I need to cram into my brain. I will be a better person once I have gone through this. But I also totally approached it like homework, and thought: I have to struggle through whatever this is, and on the other side of it will be a better version of myself. 

And then I started reading it, and I was like, This is just, like, funny. And at times like almost a little like pulpy. And then in the middle of it there's this weird textbook about whales that's kind of really interesting, because you're just like reading a Wikipedia article about whales. And I realized, Oh, this is so much more accessible. It was written to be entertainment. And I think that that's a big part of it too, right? We just psych ourselves out as well on these things, because it's like the equivalent of running a marathon, right? It's so hard that you must be a better person at the end of it.

Brammer: Yes. And like now--me having read Moby Dick--I can say there was no way that I was gonna read Moby Dick a year ago. Sometimes you need to read two books just to read a third one. And like, one book will give you the context that you need to read another one. So I was approaching Moby Dick completely blind. I couldn't place it in a cultural moment; I couldn't place the language in--like, why was the language like that?

And so much of these big novels, some parts of it are just genuinely a response to another literary movement, or a critique of it. Or there's like a context around it that we just don't have because it's so old. But then you read--this is most prominent, I would say, in philosophy, where I thought I was too dumb to understand philosophy. I didn't know what any of them were talking about. And then you find one philosopher that's just like--it cracks the door open. You kind of step inside, and you realize that, no--it's all intelligible. They just are using words that mean something different in a different context. You just need to, like, massage the definitions out a little bit.

And then--so Nietzsche becomes understandable, because I read someone more legible to me than Nietzsche, is what I'm trying to say.

Warzel: What I like about your framework of the curiosity--and thinking about that as the waypoint of attention--is that a lot of people who care about this stuff, you know, they think what we're going through with smartphones and social media and AI slop and this fractured online environment as an attentional crisis. But you have this line that says, "Here's some hypothetical good news. Our faculty of attention isn't shrinking after all. It's just that our curiosity has changed." How did you apply this theory--that, you know, "curiosity is a child"--to the slump? Take me through logistically how this worked.

Brammer: There was like a mystical element of this where I was saved by the fact that I read a paragraph of David Foster Wallace at the right time. You know? Like, it wasn't like I was truly sitting myself down and being like, Okay, now I will become a reader. I have to, right? Something floated across the internet one day, and it was a paragraph. And it was David Foster Wallace's essay "How Tracy Austin Broke My Heart." She's a tennis player. But it is just an essay about: Why are superstar athletes always putting out memoirs that are so bad? Like, what is it about an athlete's memoir that's so bad?

Warzel: Yes. I love this essay.

Brammer: It's so good, right? And that essay is a lot about, you know, storytelling, narrative, types of intelligence, types of genius. You know, he sort of makes the case that, well, athletes are in possession of a different kind of genius than a writer is. And so he's talking about different ways of the brain applying itself. And I thought it was just magical.

As someone who's interested in writing, you know, I was much more of a doer than I was, like, a reader, when it comes to the written word at that point in time. And I was sitting here watching this man demystify something that I didn't even know was a mystery. And him explaining. Because I was like, Yeah, why are they so bad? And he had a way of using words that just made it feel like--not only did I understand why, but it felt like I was just inside his brain with him. I felt like I was thinking with him. And as someone who writes, I was like, I want my writing to have that quality: where someone can read it, and it unlocks something in their brain as well. Like, that's such a magical experience, right?

Warzel: And so you kind of like daisy-chained that, right? Did that lead you to just--you're basically just cracking the spine on a ton of different books in that genre to see, then, what hits?

Brammer: Yeah. I mean, I would just say I had an incorrect view of literature. I don't know how else to put it. Like, before I went down this path, I don't think I knew, I didn't fully understand genre. Or like writing in general, or what an author's obligation really was. You know, I was writing a lot, because writing happened to be the thing that, like when I was a kid, I started winning essay contests. And so I started getting awards, and I started being able to travel for the first time. And I was like, Wow, okay; writing is really cool. I'm just gonna keep writing.

And so a lot of my career, up to that point, was just getting new bylines and publishing where I could, and making a living out of it. And you know, I didn't think of it as much more than that. And then literature, once I started actually reading more widely, and I started reading people who were doing crazy stuff with literature. I mean, I mentioned in the essay Clarice Lispector--this Brazilian author whose writing style is just utterly unique. And it's like: This is a woman in the throes of either madness or genius, and it was like watching someone just perform magic in front of me. And it was like--Oh my God, this is scary. But it's thrilling. And it's like she didn't care if she was intelligible in certain passages, you know?

And I didn't know language could do that. I always thought that language--you know, coming from a journalistic background, I was very keen on very clear messages. Making sure everything was very put in its right order. Etc., etc. And yeah, I was introduced to this concept of language being even more than that. And so once I had that in my heart, I sort of saw it as like: I need to read everything I can get my hands on.

Now that I see that little spark of something in everything I read, I just become addicted to finding it in every book that I read. It's almost like genre doesn't matter anymore. And so, in that way, I did get back to my childhood self, where I was just like reading everything, you know? And yeah--it's a very special time in my life, for sure.

Warzel: Now that you're into this--I'm just gonna keep calling it a reading jag--are you able instead, like, do you not have to put things down? Because your brain is a little more formatted for "No, I don't have to struggle with any of this, really, in the sense I'm alive to it all." What, logistically, are you doing with individual books?

Brammer: Yeah, so at first I almost had to mimic the feeling of "screen" with books. You know, where it was just like clicking around from tab to tab, losing interest, going over here, going over there. Because you know, I was just such a dire case of "brain being addled by social media." And so I kinda knew, like: I know this is what you need right now; I'm just gonna work with it. So when I got bored, I wouldn't say, like, Oh, we're done reading this; we're gonna put it away forever. Just for now, put it over here, and start this other one that you just got.

Like, I was almost working with that feeling of when you get something new in the mail and you're just so excited to open it. And you just wanna get with it, like, right away and just start tearing it open. I had to use that as an accelerant at first, you know? Because the new new new of it all was still so hardwired into my brain that I almost didn't know of any other way. And it took a while for me to get hooked enough, in a long enough book, to sort of start teaching myself, like, This is what it's like to read a book.

Which sounds kinda funny, but that's literally what it was like. It was like, Okay, see, you're doing it; you're doing it. It's like you're riding a bike--like you're going, you haven't fallen over yet, you're going, you're going farther than you did before.

And you know, now I find it pretty easy to motor through something if need be. But I also find it easier to abandon something. Like I said, in the past, I had to tell myself: We're not junking this; we're gonna eventually finish it. We're just gonna go do something else. Now I kinda know when something holds something for me, or it doesn't. And I'm more confident in being like, Okay, this isn't for me. And of course, like when I'm on the verge of doing that, I always confer with Reddit. Because sometimes people will be like, "No, no, no; that last fourth of the book goes crazy." And sometimes they're right. But, yeah.

Warzel: Earlier I asked you to describe your relationship to reading. But what's been your relationship to the other side of this? The technology, the internet, social media? What's that relationship been like for you?

Brammer: I mean, Twitter ate me alive. It really did. Like, my brain. Like, "I just gave my brain to Twitter" is the only thing that I can think to say. And on some level, I get why. I wanted to be a writer, kind of nebulously defined back then. I didn't care what kind of writing I did, which is how I ended up in journalism. And you know, for a college kid in Oklahoma, I didn't have a lot of open doors for me.

And there was this technology there that was just a bunch of open doors. Like, I could pester anyone on Twitter. Especially back then--there was this really exciting iconoclasm to Twitter where it was just this really rapid onset democratization of "We're all in this same plane of existence together," and Twitter was being touted as this thing that was gonna topple regimes. And: You're all gonna be a journalist from now on, because there's a phone in your pocket, and you can record whatever you want. And you know, there was a real flattening of hierarchies going on in that space at the time. And I took full advantage of that. And that was maybe one of the smartest instinctual things I ever did, because that's how I was able to get my first job. It's how I was able to start scoring bylines. And so it was very auspicious to me, and back then it was kind of my assigning editor. Like, I would make a tweet, and some editor would DM me being like, "What if you wrote about this for us?"

And that was how I was able to pack in so many bylines at places I've always wanted to write at. And so, in a way, I can't see myself doing it through any other method, you know? But at the same time, I mean ...

Warzel: There was a cost.

Brammer: There was a huge cost. There was a huge cost. And the cost only grows in clarity as I get older. And I was anxious all the time, and I was sort of letting Twitter write for me. Like, there were so many things that you know, I won't say that I didn't believe them. But it was very easy to respond to certain social pressures when there was this giant town square, and you kinda knew what they disliked and what they liked. And so, certain things that I wanted to write I had to couch a certain way. And I had to, you know, diminish certain things that I wanted to say and magnify other things to appease people. And I think that's no real way to write. I think that's not a good way to train yourself This is how we write. Because you're going to write scared.

Warzel: Right.

Brammer: And writing is a brave thing. You have to be able to put it out there. And if you're being timid about it in any way, the good stuff will not visit you that way. And so I know better now. I know why I needed to use it. But yeah--I was just hooked on it. It literally shaped the way I thought, which continues to be scary to me.

Warzel: You write, though, that it also seemed to change just the way that you experienced reality, right? You say you experienced it as this kind of series of loud, urgent, disconnected images. And then you wrote something that--as a fellow denizen of the internet during the Twitter heyday--I felt this deep in my bones. I'm gonna quote you to yourself here. You said: "The powerlessness that chronic social-media use inspires comes from the mediums packed with the absolute present. New, new, new. Show it to me. I recall scrolling to the very top of the feed and desperately trying to pull the absolute present towards me with my thumb, needing to know: And then what?"

And what's interesting to me about that paragraph is that many people frame our attentional issues as a struggle to stay in the present. But you frame it almost in the opposite way. That these tools are trapping us in something that that you call the absolute present, which is actually really painful and really extractive. What is it about the absolute present that drains our curiosity, that saps our spirit?

Brammer: So I think that, at any given moment in time, of course, you and I, everyone else, we are subject to the cultural milieu. Whatever's going on. There's always horrible things happening; things beyond our control.

And when you're constantly glued to the absolute present, you're witnessing all the things happening. You are a passive observer to the way events are unfolding. You're a passive observer to history. And to relegate yourself to that inert position so much does, at some level, inspire a certain helplessness in you. Because you know, you see this all the time on Twitter where people are professing this idea of, like, I'm so tired of living through historically unprecedented times. Etc., etc. You know?

And these are comfortable people. These are people who have lots of technology at their disposal; they are living pretty good lives in general. I'm sort of generalizing here, but they feel powerless in the face of I guess what I could only call "the spirit of the age." And when you are put in a position where all you can be is a witness, it teaches you that you can't do anything.

And with social media, we can get addicted to trying to only know what's going on right now, because that feels productive. It is like the ghost of being productive. It's sort of like: Well, as long as I know what's happening, as long as I'm informed, I'm doing my part. But what social media kind of taught me is that being informed only goes so far, and in fact it can start to make you feel like the world is this terrible place.

Because on social media, what gets privileged is the bad news, obviously. And if you get used to living in that, of course it's gonna make everything else feel bad. Of course it's gonna make you feel hopeless. Of course, it's gonna feel like things will never get better--because the only mode this machine has is "Dire," you know?

Warzel: How is reading in the way that you have, how has it been--maybe antidote's the wrong word, but something like that? An antidote to that; the other side of that. How has it helped you realize, as you alluded to earlier, the fakeness of it?

Brammer: I mean, for one thing, it does take you out of just the kinetic present, which is just constantly exhausting you. It really does feel like--reading a good book, I feel like a really hysterical chihuahua barking and trembling, and then someone picks me up, and then I just go limp. You know?

Like I'm just calm, and I'm in air jail for a little bit. And when I'm there, and when I can actually feel stillness--I mean every tradition, be it secular or religious, will tell you how beneficial stillness is. Because that's when good-quality thoughts can reach you, but also sort of be generated. And when there is no stillness--when there's frantic emotion, when you're in the riptide of it all, when you're just flailing around--yeah, you will not arrive at quality thoughts that way. It has no time. You've got this dire feeling of necessity guiding you, and so you're not able to actually contemplate things.

And so when I'm reading a book--and this is true of books of various quality. It helps when it's a higher-quality book, and it touches something really higher in you. But I've read certain novels that also, for me, just make me contemplate life itself. That contemplate the human condition, that contemplate the way we treat each other, why we fall in love, what it means to be lonely. Like, big questions. And I'm able to sort of rest myself in those questions and arrive at more meaningful conclusions than if it was some little post that was just yelling at me for breathing, you know?

Warzel: You're right. Drink more water.

Brammer: Yeah.

Warzel: How has it changed your writing?

Brammer: Oh, gosh; dramatically. Hugely dramatically. Like, I almost feel like I'm a different writer entirely. Because I feel like now my writing is just strictly the outcome of the reading. And that wasn't the case before. It really does feel like I was using, not to toot my own horn, but just like raw, brute talent before. I was like, I'm good at voice, and that's all I was doing. I didn't quite feel reckoned with, if that makes any sense. I didn't quite feel I was putting a whole lot out there that needed to be reckoned with, because a lot of it was impressing via an impressive combination of words. Which, to me, is a little bit different than what I'm up to now. The way I describe it--I'm writing something about this right now--is I just feel like there's a "why" inside of my writing. And it's a real beating heart in my writing, and it feels more urgent and alive than it used to.

Warzel: You are almost describing, your pre-"deep reading, deep work" self, almost in the way that people describe a chatbot or an LLM, right? Like, I'm really good at the predictive text. And what's interesting is: We're in the middle of this huge cultural debate over "What is a human for?" Especially when it comes to these things like writing. What's interesting to me is you're describing now your work as being imbued with this human through line and spark. That, for you at least, that ineffable quality that gives a density, a weight.

Brammer: And that's the other thing. I mean, AI also kinda pushed me in this direction. Because the backdrop of all this is that I think social media got worse.

Warzel: True.

Brammer: Like, I would have stayed addicted to Twitter probably forever if Elon [Musk] hadn't walked in there with the sink that one day. And you know that, to me, looked like doomsday. But, in fact, it probably saved my life. Because when he kind of wrecked Twitter, I didn't quite know what to do with myself. Because that's where my platform was. And so I got kind of sick of the internet, and it brought me to reading a lot more.

And one thing about reading a lot more is that it makes you way, way better at being able to discern what is good writing and what has meaning in it. Versus what is slop, and what is just sort of like, I call them "language blobs." And you're right to say earlier, when you talk about it almost sounds like I'm just describing LLMs before I started reading with my writing.

Yeah; a lot of it was language blobs. A lot of it was just like--social media had these imperatives about what you should say at all times. And it became very easy to just create the vague shape of what they wanted to hear, using language. And it was always guaranteed to be a hit among certain people, because that's what they wanted to hear.

And there is something ChatGPT, LLM about that. Where it's like, yeah--they want to hear a certain something. I provided it to them. And I know I've done that before, which is why I'm so hard on myself. And why I feel I'm kind of right to, even if some things I've written, I think, are better than others for sure in my past.

But I have done that. And having done that, it explains a lot about the threats of AI-generated writing. Because it can do that better than any human ever could. What it can't do better than a human is what I'm describing, of what I'm doing now. And so I do think it's important--as readers and as writers--to develop a certain palette. Because that palette is going to protect you from all this fake, empty, low-calorie stuff that looks like it's high quality.

Warzel: Yeah. A phrase that I love, because we're talking about attention here, is that "attention is sometimes an act, but it's first an instinct." And I'm curious how you feel you're honing that instinct now.

Brammer: I mean, I've spent so much money on ThriftBooks. I really have. Like, I can't believe how much money I've spent on ThriftBooks. But it's almost like I'm using that feeling of getting an Amazon package that people talk about sometimes. You know, when there's just a package waiting for you at home, and you're like, Goody. You know, I can't wait to see what that is. That's like the child in me being fed a little bit.

And in the essay, I talk about curiosity as a child. And I'm really trying to work with this part of me that I know won't get cynical and old like the rest of me. I make the case that curiosity is this permanently childlike thing. It's very hard to, in an old curmudgeonly way, be curious about something. It's almost always got this bright-eyed, jejune sort of quality to it that's just like, Ooh, what's that? Tell me more.

And it's a very pure instinct. Learning to work with an itch and learning to work with that appetite, for me, has just been so important. It's almost like the way my parents treated me when I was a kid, and they let me have any book I wanted. That's the policy I have for myself now. It's just like, You want a book, kid; you got it. It's gonna show up, and you're gonna read it.

And I'm all over the place right now. I'm reading books that have nothing to do with each other. I'm sure I'm really annoying on Instagram, because I'm always posting stories about what I'm reading, and I probably look really pretentious. But it's working. It's doing great things for me.

Warzel: You can't argue with results.

Brammer: You can't; you can't.

Warzel: So the backdrop of this conversation is that--by a lot of different measures--we're approaching some kind of crisis of literacy. And you have, almost constantly, professors writing these op-eds that are the same version of "my students can't read" or "students can't read." You also have some data. In September, the National Assessment of Educational Progress showed that 12th-grade reading scores were at the lowest level recorded since the assessment began in 1992. And, according to that, 32 percent of 12th graders now score below "basic" in that reading assessment. When you think about that broader trend? Are you concerned? Do you think it's--what do you make of it all?

Brammer: Yeah. I would say one thing about reading that's made me less anxious--I used to be quite anxious about these things. Huge societal movements, shifts. I'm kind of a stoic about these things now. Where it's like what Gandalf says in The Lord of the Rings, you know? It's like: We don't get to choose what times we're born in. We have to just work with what we've got. That's not what he said, but you know what I mean. Paraphrasing Gandalf here.

Warzel: You wouldn't be the first.

Brammer: And I completely agree with the sentiment. It's like, this is the world I was born in.

Warzel: You were very clear at the beginning of your essay about this. That, you know, this reading experiment that worked for you may not work for everyone. What is your advice for people who are trying to either develop or redevelop this atrophying muscle of curiosity and attention?

Brammer: I do believe that most people have a name or two that's always floating around them throughout their lives. That there's some writer out there, and for one reason or another you feel this strange sense of gravity to them. I certainly have. And for one reason or another we sort of over time just think, Yeah, I'll get to it eventually, I'll get to it eventually. Etc. But I would urge people to answer that name and go out right now. Find a book by them; any book. Don't think, Oh, I need to understand this book. Oh, this needs to be the book that starts this huge journey for me in literature.

You just need to get accustomed to scratching the itch when it shows up. Because it's a good itch, I think, to wonder: What does this person want with me? Because I had quite a few authors after I started reading David Foster Wallace. Other names kept popping up, and I kept wondering, like, Why do I keep seeing this person everywhere?

And at first, you know, they're very vague. Their body of work; I don't quite understand it. And it's also, as a writer, easy to be intimidated by people like that. Because they're often very prestigious; they have huge careers behind them. You almost don't want to confront sometimes what this amazing genius has managed to do with words, because it might make you feel bad. But curiosity just has to overcome those things.

And even if you're not a writer, I really do think there is a book out there, or an author out there, that's calling to you. And you know what it is, and you just need to go grab it.

Warzel: I'm curious if you think that it's just reading that does this. Or is this, what we're describing, really just a form of a different kind of escapism? And that I mean--is the idea here that reading is this higher thing that we should be trying to achieve for our minds? Or is it really just--we need to get a hobby? That everyone needs to find a hobby that's distracting them from the din of social media, and all that chaos?

Brammer: While I make the case in this essay that books are one of the better sort of ... how do I say this? Books are one of the better things to place pure attention toward. There are of course other edifying things. You know, artistic endeavors. Even just being involved in your local community. But I also say that I do think books are a privileged medium, because we're grammatical beings. We talk to ourselves in sentences. The way you talk to yourself--the way you understand yourself, the things you say to yourself--are sentence based. They're language based. And when you improve your relationship to language, you sort of improve your entire life.

So I'm always gonna advocate for literature in books. But yes, I think that this method could be applied to a lot of wonderful things that aren't social media.

Warzel: I love that. I love the language piece there. Amazing. But also I write for a living, too. So clearly there's a little bit of my insecurity around all this--sometimes that of course the writers are like, There's a crisis, and we need to be prioritizing this thing that I do. Right? But I also do believe it in my bones.

Brammer: It's also worth noting that sometimes reading books has its own madness in it, and its own dangers. Where like Don Quixote, for example, is very funny in this way--because it's about a guy who goes crazy 'cause he read too many books. And you have to imagine that maybe that guy was doing the equivalent to scrolling Twitter at the time, you know? So yeah; there's complications to address, for sure.

Warzel: I love that. I think that's a perfect place to end this. John Paul, thank you for coming on. Thank you for walking us through this. And also thank you for talking about this in a way that I think will make everyone feel a little less vulnerable and insecure about this thing that we're all walking around feeling a little bit of agita or insecurity about. So thank you for coming on Galaxy Brain.

Brammer: Thank you so much for having me. It was so much fun.

[Music]

Warzel: That's it for us here. Thank you again to my guest, John Paul Brammer. If you liked what you saw here, new episodes of Galaxy Brain drop every Friday. You can subscribe on The Atlantic's YouTube page, or on Apple or Spotify or wherever you get your podcasts. And if you want to support this work and the work of my fellow colleagues, you can subscribe to The Atlantic at TheAtlantic.com/Listener. That's TheAtlantic.com/Listener. Thanks so much, and I'll see you on the internet.

This episode of Galaxy Brain was produced by Renee Klahr and engineered by Miguel Carrascal. Our theme is by Rob Smierciak. Hadley Robinson is our senior supervising producer. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.
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Darwin's Story Isn't as Simple as It Seems

The best writing leads us to a more complex and more honest understanding of the past.

by Emma Sarappo

Fri, 26 Jun 2026




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


This week, I learned that Charles Darwin didn't exactly come up with the theory of evolution by cataloging the finches of the Galapagos Islands. Contrary to the simplified version I'd grown up believing, Darwin spent only a few weeks in the islands that he mentioned in his world-changing book, On the Origin of Species, and he wasn't labeling his specimens with enough precision to really prove that they exhibited subtle differences based on which island they came from. I found out the complicated truth about Darwin's journey aboard the H.M.S. Beagle by reading Helen Lewis's dispatch from the archipelago, recently published in The Atlantic as the latest entry in our series "The Writer's Way."

After some reflection, I'm not surprised that the research that brought evolution to light in the 19th century wasn't as straightforward as I'd thought it was. It reminds me of the first time I realized how the famous Scopes "monkey trial" came to pass in Dayton, Tennessee. While growing up in the state, I'd assumed that the 1925 showdown between the firebrand lawyer Clarence Darrow and the pious William Jennings Bryan had resulted from some government raid on the classroom of the unsuspecting teacher John T. Scopes. In reality, Scopes had volunteered to be a test case after the American Civil Liberties Union made clear its intent to challenge Tennessee's ban on teaching evolution in state-funded schools. What set me straight in that instance was Brenda Wineapple's 2024 book, Keeping the Faith.

Darwin, the man who set the stage for the scientific revolution that would lead to the Scopes trial, was no less deliberate in his work than Darrow was. A serious thinker and, as Lewis writes, "above all an empiricist," he didn't just stumble into a eureka moment--any more than Isaac Newton simply got hit in the head by an apple. And like the vainglorious Darrow, he was an imperfect messenger. By 21st-century standards, he was a strange specimen of naturalist. His logs from his voyage on the Beagle "amount to an animal-murder manual," Lewis writes, although they have ironically "inspired subsequent generations to keep as many animals alive as they can." Lewis saw the incredibly diverse fauna and flora of the Galapagos in a totally different way than Darwin did. The scientist "lived in a world where, whatever you did, more animals would be along in a minute," she adds. In 2026, with global biodiversity in mortal danger, the Galapagos aren't just a cradle of incredible variation. They're a symbol of how much we've discovered, and how much we've destroyed, in the span of hardly more than a century.

Anyone with even a passing interest in Earth's beauty might feel jealous of Lewis's sojourn with plentiful tortoises, iguanas, sea lions, and birds, and possibly even more jealous of Darwin's trip. That's part of the article's charm, but Lewis's real feat is correcting oversimplifications--of how the theory of evolution was shared with the world, of how Darwin traveled to the islands, and what he did there. Like the work of the empiricist who inspired Lewis's trip, this contemporary story leads us to a more complex and more honest understanding of the past.






Paradise Revisited

By Helen Lewis

What Darwin saw in the Galapagos

Read the full article.



What to Read

Small Town Girl, by LaVyrle Spencer

While researching the country-music career of her main character, Spencer interviewed Reba McEntire to understand the life of an industry star, and the parts of this 1997 novel set in Nashville feel like a behind-the-curtain peek at Music Row. But when Tess--known as "Mac" to colleagues and fans, if not to her family--is forced to take time off from recording her latest album to care for her mother after surgery, she struggles to fit into the role of the novel's title. At home, she falls back into childhood dynamics with her mother and sisters. Adding to her disorientation is Kenny, the nerdy boy next door who's now a single father and beloved member of the community. When Tess takes on the role of mentoring Kenny's daughter, a talented country singer in her own right, the two get reacquainted. As in any good romance novel, their talking turns to flirting, which turns to kissing, which leads to tense conversations about how to merge their very different lives, which ends in--well, you know the rest.  -- Karen Ostergren

From our list: Eight romance novels for romance skeptics





Out Next Week

? Sex on Murder Island, by Jo Firestone

? July Sun, by Aamina Ahmad


? Dead but Dreaming of Electric Sheep, by Paul Tremblay




Your Weekend Read


Mark Sennet / Getty



The Truth About Steven Spielberg's Alien Obsession

By Shirley Li

The director seems to rely on extraplanetary visitors as catalysts for particularly heady stories, positioning them as intellectual superiors and at times moral compasses. Whereas Spielberg's other blockbusters involving impressive creatures--the dinosaurs of Jurassic Park, the great white of Jaws--contend with the question of how to control them, his alien stories consider what humanity can learn from them.

Read the full article.





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


Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.
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My New Life With the Palantir Chore Coat

I bought the most confusing jacket in America.

by Saahil Desai

Thu, 25 Jun 2026




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

Nothing about the Palantir chore coat makes any sense. Mine is a size small, though it's so oversize that I look like a teen wearing a hand-me-down. Then there's the color: a piercing blue that's nearing the shade of an iMessage bubble. The jacket is also the most comfortable and practical garment I own. It's buttery soft and as heavy as a blanket, with three massive patch pockets that each can hold a paperback book. The coat's plastic buttons--swirls of black and blue--are unlike any I have ever seen.

The Palantir chore coat is made by the same Palantir named in homage to Lord of the Rings, the same Palantir that has developed a reputation as ruthlessly committed to any number of national-security imperatives, and, yes, the same Palantir that builds AI tools for the military and tracks migrants for ICE. The mysterious tech giant now also wants to sell you outerwear. Only a tiny Palantir logo is embroidered into the coat's left breast pocket, but flip the coat inside out and you'll find a message from Palantir's CTO, Shyam Sankar, sewn into the lining. Ask yourself constantly, Am I winning? If the answer is yes, nothing else matters. Chaos is tolerable; pain is tolerable. The only thing that matters is to win.

When the chore coat was announced in April, it became an instant grail for Palantir's many devotees, who are drawn to the hard-core ethos of the CEO, Alex Karp (or "Daddy Karp," as he's sometimes known online). Palantir is proudly America First--Karp has said that his goal is "making America more lethal"--and sure enough, the company's marketing emphasizes that the jacket is made in America with 100 percent American-grown cotton. The jacket also has been easy to mock. Here is a foray into fashion from a nearly $300 billion company that is automating warfare. People have dubbed the coat "the worst clothing release this year" and darkly wondered, "Is this the uniform that will be issued after we are all put in labor camps?" In a ranking of despicability, New York magazine's "Approval Matrix" placed the Palantir chore coat near flesh-eating bacteria.

In the name of journalism, I decided to buy one. What would it be like to drape myself in the sartorial expression of one of the most polarizing companies in the United States? The minute that pre-orders went live, I refreshed Palantir's website, frantically typed out my credit-card number, and paid $252, including shipping and tax. Within hours, all of the coats had sold out. Mine arrived two weeks later in a giant box labeled SOFT WEAR COLLECTION. The package included a placard signed by Sankar, a SOFTWARE DOMINATION sticker, a postcard urging me to CHEW THE GLASS, and a luxurious cedar hangar embossed with Palantir's name and logo. A plastic card certified that this was a genuine Palantir chore coat, No. 191 of 200.

Over the past month, I've worn the chore coat essentially everywhere. It has accompanied me on subway rides and walks around my neighborhood in Brooklyn. I've worn it while perusing a gourmet gift shop stocked with elderberry kombucha, to a dive bar hosting a Friday-night drag show, and on a weekend trip to Woodstock, New York, surrounded by yoga studios and aging hippies. On a few occasions, strangers spotted the Palantir logo and did a double take. One dad scowled at me while he rolled a stroller down the sidewalk.




But for the most part, people just saw a blue coat. The logo is small and generic enough to pass notice, and the coat's internet infamy, it turns out, extends only so far into the real world. I received far more passing compliments than shocks of recognition. "Wow, love the color!" one colleague told me unprompted. I even wore the coat to a shift at my local food co-op (I know, I know), which felt akin to showing up to a PETA meeting with a bucket of KFC. In the store, I ran into an acquaintance who praised the buttons. When I told him who'd made the coat, he didn't know what to say.

The quality of the coat seemed genuinely high, at least to my untrained eye, so I showed it to Andrew Chen, a co-owner of 3sixteen, a menswear brand that makes its own chore coat. "It's not easy to make something like this in America," he told me as I modeled it for him outside a Manhattan coffee shop. (Even a 94-degree day was not going to stop me and my coat.) Chen described the fit as "a little funny" but told me that the "construction looks solid" and that "fabric-wise, it's a really nice blue."


A photographer joined me in SoHo, one of New York's most fashionable neighborhoods. When you look this good, why not perch on a mailbox? (Ali Cherkis for The Atlantic)



According to Eliano Younes, Palantir's head of strategic engagement, the exact shade of blue was personally picked out by Karp. "This is actually called 'Karp blue,'" he told me. Functionally, Younes, who is 37 years old, is Palantir's in-house fashion guy and meme lord. He spoke about the chore coat like a proud parent. I heard about the "American bull denim" made of cotton that's grown in Texas and North Carolina, the many weeks spent on getting the pockets just right, and the orders that have rushed in from countries around the world. (This includes France, where chore coats were first made for laborers in the 19th century; their famous blue color is where blue collar comes from. The irony was not lost on me as I wore the coat at my desk and typed away at my laptop.)



When we spoke on Zoom last week, Younes was decked out in full Palantir-branded apparel: black shorts, black shirt, black bucket hat. Palantir has started to push all kinds of merch. Its offerings include a T-shirt that says DOMINATE beneath a watercolor illustration of Karp in sunglasses ($75, plus tax and shipping); an off-white sweatshirt printed with SILICON VALLEY DROPOUTS on the back (a reference to the company's decision to move its headquarters out of the Bay Area); and a nylon tote bag that can accommodate up to a 17-inch laptop. Last month, when Palantir held an event in Tokyo to launch the bucket hat, people waited up to two hours in line to buy one. The hat comes with a poster that is printed with a full analysis of Karp's body composition (age: 58 years old; weight: 77.2 kilograms; body fat: 8 percent).

Younes is far from the first person in Silicon Valley who's thought of turning software into soft wear. Tech companies have long doled out corporate merch. In addition to the classics--branded T-shirts, water bottles, Patagonia vests, Google's propeller hat--tech companies sometimes hand out much weirder products to their clients and staff. Reddit has made moka pots branded with its logo. OpenAI's employee-only store has, at various points, stocked a rice cooker, a basketball, and, yes, a chore coat.



Essentially, none of this swag is actually sold to the public. Palantir, meanwhile, is explicitly trying to become a lifestyle brand. As Younes has put it on X: "Palantir is THE lifestyle brand. The most pro-west, meritocratic, winning obsessed, and based brand on the face of the earth." (On social media, he has called Palantir a "lifestyle brand" no fewer than 14 times.) To some degree, it is working. "Oh shit, that's the Palantir chore coat!" a young guy in a white T-shirt and a gold chain yelled at me as I walked down a street in Lower Manhattan. A Palantir fan who refused to give me his name, he had heard about the coat and wanted one for himself.


This stunt was funny until I ran into a model doing an actual photo shoot. (Ali Cherkis for The Atlantic)



Palantir's strategy is familiar: The company makes a new product in limited quantities, hypes it up before a pre-announced release, and then proceeds to quickly sell out of it. (On eBay, Palantir coats are going for $600.) The same trick of juicing artificial scarcity is everywhere. In November, when Starbucks dropped special-edition teddy-bear coffee cups, police officers had to break up fights between adults trying to scoop them up. Earlier this month, when Zohran Mamdani announced New York City-branded World Cup jerseys, people started lining up at 1 a.m to buy one. The point is not only to make money (though it's also that) but to get attention.

Palantir needs neither. The company is so notoriously opaque and does such sensitive government work that even its own employees can't always describe what it does. Palantir's software can feel incomprehensible and intangible, if not dystopian. But therein lies the appeal of a well-made coat. By selling merch, Palantir comes off as a smaller and more human operation. (Younes, who said he's one of two employees focused on the company's store, told me with apparent earnestness: "I feel like I'm running a small family-owned-and-operated business.") Perhaps it's no wonder that other tech companies have recently started doing the same, if in more strained ways than Palantir. Anduril has collaborated on a custom video-game console made from the metal it uses in its attack drones. Late last year, Nvidia posted a job listing for a director of "gear and merchandise" with a salary of roughly $200,000; in March, the company dropped a green knit sweater printed with an avatar of Nvidia's CEO, Jensen Huang.







Palantir has little to lose in this game. If American-made chore coats and water-repellent bucket hats endear people to Palantir, the company wins. If the merch serves only to provoke Palantir's detractors, then, well, perhaps the company still wins. Online, Younes has not always taken kindly to people who have poked fun at his creations. Could the coats "be operated remotely? detonated?" one X user posted. "Here for the shitposting but I need to see better from you," Younes replied. "This is unoriginal and not funny." Younes told me that he is tuning out the "negative noise," yet he seems to recognize that soliciting reactions is partly the point. The chore coats were a success not just because they sold out but also because of the "chatter," Younes said. Palantir fans were eager to buy one, "and so they're sharing and talking about it," he said. "And then you have people who are also criticizing it because they might not like the company. That creates sort of this viral reaction." If nothing else, the Palantir chore coat is an elaborate troll.

In that sense, the jacket is perfect. No other product better encapsulates how exhausting and predictable it is to be online right now. The merch-industrial complex has come so far from KFC-branded clogs and Panera's baguette purse that even a company like Palantir is hawking swag for the likes and lolz. Next month, Palantir plans to release a tennis skirt and, to celebrate America's 250th birthday, boxing gloves. One day, Younes said, he wants to drop a Palantir espresso machine. Sure, why not? It's more than a bit sad. But so is the alternative, in which Palantir disappears entirely into the shadows. At least online, Palantir is just like everyone else.
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Photos of the Week: Stone Roofs, Football Fans, Soapbox Racers

An early harvest in Romania, a space-shuttle exhibit in Los Angeles, medieval armored combat in France, heavy rains in China, a soapbox derby in London, and much more

by Alan Taylor

Fri, 26 Jun 2026


The mechanical machine "The Guardian of Darkness," half-woman, half-scorpion, from the Compagnie La Machine, performs during the 19th edition of the Hellfest rock and heavy-metal festival, in Clisson, France, on June 19, 2026. (Sebastien Salom-Gomis / AFP / Getty)




The face of seven-month-old giant-panda cub Satrio Wiratama, known as Rio, is covered by the paws of his mother, Hu Chun, at the Panda Palace of Taman Safari Indonesia, in Bogor, West Java, Indonesia, on June 20, 2026. (Yasuyoshi Chiba / AFP / Getty)




A red-footed seriema is pictured in its enclosure at Dortmund Zoo, in Dortmund, Germany, on June 24, 2026. (Ina Fassbender / AFP / Getty)




A ground squirrel, locally known as gelengi, stands in a meadow in Erzurum, Turkey, on June 24, 2026. (Hilmi Tunahan Karakaya / Anadolu / Getty)




Participants race in a soapbox car depicting King Charles III on a mobility scooter, during the 2026 Red Bull Soapbox Race at Alexandra Palace, on June 20, 2026, in London, England. (Ben Montgomery / Getty)




Iranians walk between sculptures of workers in Tehran on June 22, 2026. (Atta Kenare / AFP / Getty)




Competitors fight in a mixed-martial-arts arena during the Knights of the Cage, a gala of a medieval armored combat, in Onet-le-Chateau, France, on June 20, 2026. Fighters in armor with shields and swords, or axes, took part in about 20 fights in an MMA cage in Aveyron. (Valentine Chapuis / AFP / Getty)




Michel Kuka Mboladinga, a supporter of the team from the Democratic Republic of the Congo, pays tribute to Congo's late Prime Minister Patrice Lumumba, by remaining motionless ahead of the 2026 World Cup Group K football match between Colombia and Congo, at Guadalajara Stadium in Zapopan, Mexico, on June 23, 2026. (Ulises Ruiz / AFP / Getty)




Norwegian-national-football-team supporters gather on the iconic red steps in Times Square ahead of Monday's FIFA World Cup match, creating a festive atmosphere with chants and traditional rowing celebrations in New York City, on June 21, 2026. (Lokman Vural Elibol / Anadolu / Getty)




People take part in a yoga session to celebrate International Yoga Day at the Thuwanna Indoor Stadium, in Yangon, Myanmar, on June 21, 2026. (Sai Aung Main / AFP / Getty)




Students prepare to take university-entrance exams at the Belgrade Fair, in Belgrade, on June 25, 2026, as Serbia endures a heat wave affecting much of southeastern and central Europe. (Oliver Bunic / AFP / Getty)




Industrial robots work on a production line producing components for electric vehicles on June 22, 2026, in Jinhua, Zhejiang Province, China. (Yang Meiqing / VCG / Getty)




People gather during a media preview of the retired NASA Space Shuttle Endeavour, displayed in a vertical ready-to-launch position, affixed to the giant orange external tank and twin solid rocket boosters, at the California Science Center on June 24, 2026, in Los Angeles, California. (Mario Tama / Getty)




Jean-Pierre David, the French creator of the individual airship Aeroplume, flies inside an airship hangar in Ecausseville, France, on June 24, 2026. (Lou Benoist / AFP / Getty)




A train travels on the Long Bien Bridge, in Hanoi, Vietnam, on June 24, 2026. (Nhac Nguyen / AFP / Getty)




Iranian mourners take part in a traditional ceremony during Tasua commemorations, held one day before Ashura, on June 24, 2026, in Tehran, Iran. (Majid Saeedi / Getty)




An aerial view of a massive warehouse fire at a cold storage facility as it continued to burn and spread smoke around the city on June 20, 2026, in Los Angeles, California. California Governor Gavin Newsom declared a state of emergency for Los Angeles County in response to the Lineage Logistics warehouse fire, which began on June 17 in the Boyle Heights neighborhood. (Mario Tama / Getty)




A bank of clouds rises above the skyline of Beijing, China, on June 24, 2026. (Du Juanjuan / Xinhua News Agency / Getty)




A view of the Zugspitze and houses in the valley below, taken from the village of Lermoos, Austria, on June 22, 2026 (Elisa Schu / DPA / Getty)




An aerial view of the surging Huangguoshu Waterfall, seen after days of continuous rainfall, on June 23, 2026, in Anshun, Guizhou Province, China (Chen Xi / VCG / Getty)




A lavender field in Valensole, Southern France, photographed on June 22, 2026 (Miguel Medina / AFP / Getty)




Sunflowers bloom in a field in Kirklareli, Turkey, on June 24, 2026. (Ozgun Tiran / Anadolu / Getty)




A stork eats a locust in a wheat field after a harvester cut the crop near Manastirea village, in Romania, on June 19, 2026. Romanian farmers have been forced to start the annual grain harvest weeks earlier than usual because of an intense early-summer heat wave and prolonged drought conditions. (Daniel Mihailescu / AFP / Getty)




A dog relaxes on grass during a spring visit to Scarborough Bluffs, along Lake Ontario, in Toronto, Ontario, on June 20, 2026. (Shawn Goldberg / SOPA Images / LightRocket / Getty)




A man cools off in the Warsaw Fountain at the Jardins du Trocadero in front of the Eiffel Tower during hot weather on June 24, 2026, in Paris, France. Various European governments issued health warnings this week in relation to the high temperatures, which neared 40 degrees Celsius (104 degrees Fahrenheit) in many large cities. (Annice Lyn / Getty)




People wade near mangrove trees at sunset at Walakiri beach, in Waingapu, East Sumba, East Nusa Tenggara, Indonesia, on June 24, 2026. (Bay Ismoyo / AFP / Getty)




A view of iconic drystone dwellings with conical roofs called trulli, in Alberobello, in the southern region of Puglia, Italy, on June 24, 2026. "With the increase in heat waves, traditional solutions (such as trulli) are becoming a valuable reference, capable of inspiring climate-adaptation strategies for contemporary construction as well," Gerardo Biancofiore, the head of the Puglia branch of the national builders' association ANCE, said. (Tiziana FABI / AFP / Getty)




A man carries a mattress past damaged residential buildings following an earthquake in Catia La Mar, La Guaira state, Venezuela, on June 25, 2026. A pair of massive earthquakes struck on June 24, killing at least 164 people and destroying multiple buildings near the capital. (Federico Parra / AFP / Getty)
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What the Prairieland Prosecutions Reveal About Trump's America

Harsh sentences raise uncomfortable questions about equal justice under the law.

by David A. Graham

Thu, 25 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.


Last July, a group of activists staged what they called a "noise demonstration" at ICE's Prairieland Detention Facility, near Dallas. They shot off fireworks, damaged a surveillance camera, and vandalized government vehicles. When police responded to the disturbance, a demonstrator fired several shots, hitting one officer in the neck; he survived.

The activists could reasonably be described as "antifa." According to The Washington Post, alleged ringleader Benjamin Song "trained students for close quarters combat and large-scale gunfights," and people involved wore the "black bloc" clothing that self-described antifa activists often pick in order to keep a low profile. But the name is contentious: President Trump has labeled antifa a "domestic terrorism group" even though no such legal designation exists. Treating antifa as a "group" that can be labeled doesn't make a lot of sense either, because antifa is not a single centralized organization or even a clear ideology, but rather a style or affect adopted by various people with a range of political affiliations and views. Indeed, Song denied being a member of antifa, saying that it was not a real group, but he described himself as holding anti-fascist views.

Nine people were tried in connection with the incident, and prosecutors leaned into the antifa framing during the trial. All nine activists were convicted: Song of attempted murder for the shooting of the officer, and the others for charges including rioting, providing material support to terrorists, conspiracy to use and carry an explosive, and conspiracy to corruptly conceal a document or record. On Tuesday, eight were sentenced and received extremely harsh sentences: 100 years in prison for Song, and 30 to 70 years for the others. (Attorneys for the defendants have said that they are appealing the convictions, alleging issues with evidence and jury deliberations.)

The trial and sentences raise uncomfortable questions about protesting, political violence, speech, and equality under the law--especially when compared with the punishments meted out for those who fomented and participated in the riot at the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021, and the subsequent clemency granted to them.

Some of the Prairieland charges are ones that any administration in American history would have brought, and rightly so. Anyone who vandalizes government property, fires guns around an ICE facility, or attacks a police officer can and should be charged with crimes. Whether one believes that the activists' motivations were righteous is more or less irrelevant. Dissent is not without risks; that's the point. If you believe strongly in a cause, such as opposing ICE, and you decide that you are willing to engage in political violence, you should also understand that you could be arrested and convicted. The Prairieland group's actions are distinct from, for example, the people arrested in Washington, D.C.; Minneapolis; and elsewhere who were protesting peacefully (or wielding only sandwiches).

Yet some of the charges are more troubling and suggest a real attempt to crack down on legal dissent. Daniel Sanchez-Estrada, for instance, was charged with corruptly concealing a document or record and with conspiracy to conceal documents, and received a 30-year sentence even though he wasn't present at the demonstration. His wife, who was arrested and later convicted, had asked him to move boxes full of zines and other materials that prosecutors described as "anti-government," arguing that he moved it to try to cover up her connection to the charges. Federal prosecutors' attempts to criminalize materials critical of the government because of an alleged nexus to terror is troubling no matter how one feels about the content or cause.

These misgivings only grow given the stiffness of the sentences. Paul Butler, a Georgetown law professor, told the Post that the sentences were "stunningly severe," but you don't need a faculty position to know that. One reason is that the two judges who issued the sentences ruled that the defendants must serve them consecutively rather than concurrently, as is typical.

The penalties look even more draconian when compared with those for people who stormed the Capitol on January 6. One of the judges in the Prairieland case, Reed O'Connor, said in court that the sentences fit the crime: "The defendants' violence and terrorism is an assault on democracy. The defendants' planning, staging and execution of the attack led to the attempted murder of an officer." The characterization of "assault on democracy" is even more true of January 6, when rioters--many of them armed--attacked and injured officers, but also sacked the very seat of the government in the hope of disrupting the constitutional process of certifying a presidential election.

Yet the longest sentences issued in connection with the riot were 22 years (for the Proud Boys leader Enrique Tarrio), 18 years (for Stewart Rhodes, the Oath Keepers founder), and 17 years (for Joe Biggs, another Proud Boy). In all three cases, judges gave sentences shorter than what prosecutors sought. Moreover, none of the rioters are in prison now. Upon taking office, Trump pardoned Tarrio and commuted Rhodes's and Biggs's sentences. That was part of a sweeping grant of clemency for the nearly 1,600 people involved in the insurrection--including those who'd participated in violence against police officers.

Now some people who took part in the riot have been hired for sensitive Pentagon positions, as my colleague Will Gottsegen recently reported, and senior advisory roles at the Justice Department. Several are running for office. (Quite a few others have already reentered the criminal-justice systemfor different reasons.) The administration fired career prosecutors for the sin of having prosecuted overt crimes against the federal government on January 6, and it has explored ways to hand millions of dollars over to participants--most recently in the president's $1.8 billion fund, though that at least seems to be frozen up by politics for now.

Violence directed against anyone demands justice, but it demands justice that is equal and proportionate. The sentences in Texas make it extremely difficult for anyone to pretend that that's what exists in the United States right now.



Related:

	The J6 rioter now working at the Pentagon
 	The Trump administration's favorite tool for criminalizing dissent




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump is making the 250th small, Tom Nichols argues.
 	The 10,000-year flood
 	Saahil Desai: "My new life with the Palantir chore coat"




Today's News

	The Supreme Court ruled that the Trump administration can remove the temporary legal protections for Haitian and Syrian immigrants who are legally in the United States, which could clear the way for them to be deported.
 	At least 188 people were killed and more than 1,500 people injured by two 7.2 and 7.5 earthquakes that hit La Guaira, Venezuela.
 	A federal judge halted President Trump's executive order that tried to create a federal-voter list and limit who can receive a mail-in ballot.




Dispatches 

	Time-Travel Thursdays: Isabel Ruehl on why authoritarians are great at propaganda--until they're not.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Thibaud Moritz / AFP / Getty



Perhaps France Should Reconsider AC

By Joshua Partlow

A summer escape to Paris, at least in the American mind, evokes a certain set of images: quiet strolls along the canals, long hours in bookstores and museums, a pleasant park bench, a glass of wine. Those pleasures are now contending with one of the most brutal and dangerous heat waves that Europe has faced in decades, a muggy, enervating stretch of weather that has forced millions of people across Europe, many of them in homes without air-conditioning and with few options for refuge, to endure triple-digit temperatures ...
 The heat has disrupted train travel, spiked utility prices, and led to power blackouts for thousands in Brittany and in Italian cities such as Turin and Milan. French television showed throngs of people swimming in Paris's Canal Saint-Martin, once notorious for its pollution. Tuesday was the hottest day recorded in France in nearly 80 years. Yesterday was even hotter.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Trump has a Bill Pulte problem.
 	The whiplash of Trump's Iran capitulation
 	Alan Greenspan was "not quite God."
 	AI can't fix the student-motivation problem.




Culture Break


Courtesy of FX Networks



Watch. In its final season, The Bear (streaming on Hulu) reveals what it has always been driving toward, Sophie Gilbert writes.

Come in peace. Shirley Li explains the truth about Steven Spielberg's alien obsession.

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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One Metaphor to End Them All

The Reflecting Pool is an image so perfect, it feels as though symbolism as a whole gave up and decided to sign off.

by Alexandra Petri

Thu, 25 Jun 2026




So long, metaphor. We had a good run. Goodbye, "All the world's a stage." Farewell, "She's a brick house." See you later, the swamp (drained or undrained). Now we have a symbolic black hole in the middle of Washington, D.C., that is pulling all other symbols into its orbit and devouring them, one by one.



I am, of course, talking about the Reflecting Pool. That is what everyone is talking about, even and especially the president. Nothing is ever going to top it except, of course, the thin green coat of algae that Greenwater Solutions--seems nominally determinative, in a bad way--is trying to spritz with nanobubbles. ("It's magic!" the man operating the hose assured me yesterday when I walked by.)



The Reflecting Pool is a metaphor so perfect, it feels almost valedictory, as though symbolism as a whole gave up and decided to sign off. On its way out, it killed a duck.



"Our pool is bigger than skyscrapers," Donald Trump boasted a few weeks ago. With a chart! This is one of those things that, living in 2026, you get inured to but shouldn't. Imagine, if you will, any other president or world leader holding up a sign that says, "Our pool is bigger than skyscrapers." You would say, "This man's brain is bad." You would say, "What is this man talking about?" You would say, "Is this a riddle? If I get this right, will I wake up?"



This is the kind of shallow, surface-level concern (a bit on the nose, isn't it?) that the president loves to fixate on. He has never seen a problem so intractable that he cannot pay one of his cronies to make it immediately and obviously worse. That is why the pool is full of ozone and tax dollars, forming a thick slurry in which algae can grow more vigorously. If they become sentient and we play our cards right, they might even be prevailed upon to perform at Freedom 250!



Go home, everyone! We are all full up on symbolism, thanks. Trump is building a triumphal arch that will effectively frame Robert E. Lee's mansion? No, no thank you. We have all the metaphor we need. We're planning to give welcome bags to refugees from South Africa with PragerU materials that downplay the horrors of slavery? No, again, stop. We understand. You have already done the storytelling. This is overkill.



This metaphor has everything. A reflective, decorative pool from 1923, intended to show off our American monuments. That pool has some structural and cosmetic problems that have grown only worse with time and have resisted easy fixes. And Trump tried an easy fix, and that easy fix didn't work? And now he's blaming the failure of the lining on saboteurs who come by night and stab the pool with knives? Saboteurs, and also President Obama! Great. And the media. Wonderful! The gang's all here!



The best metaphors gently move you away from what you are looking at so that you can see it more clearly. The Iliad is awash in farming metaphors. The wholesale slaughter on the plains outside Troy is constantly likened to harvest, planting, herding flocks. You would think this might soften what it's describing, but it actually makes it more wrenching, jerking the reader out of the killing fields into fields where what gets buried in the earth might sprout again.



The Reflecting Pool is not that kind of metaphor. The thing it points to is just more of the same. It is so aggressively stupid in such a perfectly predictable way that it makes the routine stupidity of everything feel somehow fresh and surprising. Here, let's destroy a physical manifestation of the country's pride using the same bulletproof techniques that we've used to destroy its metaphorical institutions! Once more, as farce! Once more, with algae!



But usually, when the Trump administration supplies us with such an obvious, on-the-nose metaphor, there are people trapped inside it. That's the seductiveness of the Reflecting Pool. It's the rare example where everything goes wrong but no one gets hurt, except maybe a duck or two. Perhaps this makes it easier to look at. All fun and games, at least until the saboteurs start getting arrested.



Or perhaps it's not that deep. Maybe not being that deep is what makes the pool so good a metaphor.
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'Rush Project at Request of POTUS'

Money once used for crucial national-park repairs is now financing Trump's redecorating projects.

by Michael Scherer

Fri, 26 Jun 2026




The pathway that connects the White House residence to the Oval Office has long been paved in Tennessee flagstone. Every president since Harry Truman made the 45-second commute, and made it without complaint, until Donald Trump. The dun rock would not do. Instead, Trump wanted polished African granite, carved in Italy, with a flamed-finish stripe--slightly raised, to prevent slips--running down the middle. As workers tore up the flagstone in March, a reporter asked Trump who was paying for the enhancements. "Paid for by me," he replied.

But that wasn't true. Budget documents from the National Park Service that I obtained show that the walkway replacement cost taxpayers $689,232, and is part of a $1.3 million project that included repairing adjacent stone and masonry and providing new hardware for nearby doors. A year earlier, in a separate "Rush project at request of POTUS," the Park Service spent $347,503 to remove and replace the stucco on the colonnade wall, a project that cleared the way for Trump to affix gold frames and plaques mocking some of his predecessors.

This previously undisclosed spending is part of an enormous shift of taxpayer cash away from national parks around the country and into the Washington area. In order to pay for the president's projects, the parks have had to cancel needed repairs, slash their budgets, and operate with fewer employees. Taxpayer spending on projects in the National Capital Region has increased 92 percent over the past year, according to the budget documents. The windfall draws on revolving maintenance accounts and more than $100 million in fees collected almost entirely from national parks elsewhere. Trump has ordered the refurbishment of fountains, the lining of the Reflecting Pool, and a $1.6 million Fourth of July fireworks display on the National Mall. He has requested billions more from lawmakers, who thus far have refused. "I'm so proud of Washington, D.C.," Trump said Wednesday during a meeting in the Oval Office with the secretary-general of NATO. "It's become one of the hottest cities in the world."

But as Trump attempts to adorn his immediate surroundings with taxpayer-funded improvements, other parks are going without. Park Service employees I spoke with describe a quiet crisis unfolding as the Interior Department's regular budget shrinks and political appointees redirect the dwindling funds. More than 900 Park Service projects that were expected to be funded this year never received the money, according to internal records. They include a $1.5 million roof-replacement project at the Yellowstone Center for Resources to halt pest invasions and water leaks, more than $3 million to continue operating the free-bus system in Acadia National Park, and a roughly $424,000 guardrail replacement on the cliff edge of Black Canyon in Colorado's Gunnison National Park, a project needed to rectify a "significant safety hazard for visitors."

"The president is prioritizing D.C. at the expense of parks throughout the country," Emily Douce, a lobbyist for the National Parks Conservation Association, told me. "There is $24 billion of maintenance needs throughout the National Park Service system, and adding these new vanity projects just adds to the need."

Read: The YOLO presidency

The dozens of pages of budgetary documentation show an $854 million, or 68 percent, decrease in spending on projects in park regions outside the Washington area in the first eight and a half months of fiscal year 2026, compared with the full prior fiscal year. That includes a $235 million decrease in spending in Pacific West parks such as Yosemite, a $254 million decrease in the Intermountain Region parks such as Yellowstone, and a $33 million decrease in Alaska. During that same period, spending around Washington increased by about $100 million, not counting about $310 million in donations that the Park Service received from allies of the president, most of which is going to fund a new White House ballroom.

Park Service staff have been told, in some cases, that their 2026 projects are being defunded because the Trump administration has prioritized America's 250th birthday and other programs. A Park Service employee who was not authorized to speak publicly told me that some parks and projects have had "nearly 70 percent of their approved anticipated project funds pulled back," forcing them to delay making crucial repairs to historic structures, hiring interns, and ensuring that trails are wheelchair accessible. "It means that signage and exhibits won't be improved, youth programs can't be offered, that a trail is not improved," the employee said.

In response to my request for comment, a Department of the Interior spokesperson criticized spending by Barack Obama in his first term and boasted about collecting $2.4 million more in park fees during the first three months of this year by raising prices on foreign visitors. "The National Park Service has not only been focused on beautifying the district for the 250th celebrations in our nation's capital but has also been working on many deferred maintenance projects throughout the country," the spokesperson, whom the department would not identify, said in a statement.

The White House did not respond to a question about the source of funding for the new West Colonnade paving stones.

A memo distributed in March on behalf of the parks director, Jessica Bowron, warned employees of an "all-hands-on deck approach" for the semiquincentennial events that might make vacation time impossible over the summer. She also made clear that the employees may be required to take leave of their assigned posts for the events. "Resource sharing across parks and regions will be essential, and some staff may be called upon to support incident management teams or other mission-critical assignments," the memo announced.

Earlier this month, about 400 staff from approximately 180 parks had been redeployed to the Washington region for various tasks related to the nation's 250th celebrations, according to documents that I obtained. By this week, it had grown to about 450 staff from more than 200 parks. The cost of this deployment was not calculated in the documents. But under the park system's policies, home parks continue to pay for the eight-hour work days of their redeployed staff, while additional costs such as transportation, overtime, hotels, and a per diem are shouldered by other service accounts.

Read: Trump is setting the national parks up to fail

That loss of staffing comes as many parks are already operating with fewer employees. The Park Service has lost nearly a quarter of its staff since Trump returned to office in 2025, because of terminations, early retirements, and a federal buyout initiated by the Trump administration, according to the National Parks Conservation Association. The Interior Department spokesperson did not dispute the  major staffing cuts but attacked the National Parks Conservation Association, a nonpartisan group that advocates for increased national-park funding, for not donating a greater share of its revenue directly to the park system and for its current CEO's public support of Vice President Harris in the last election.

Trump has proposed reducing the staff at national parks even more. His 2027 budget proposes cutting 3,967 full-time employees, a 31 percent reduction from the 2025 staffing level. The proposal is not popular on Capitol Hill, and unlikely to make it into law. Last month, the Senate rejected Trump's request for $1 billion for "security enhancements" to the East Wing as it is reconstructed to make way for a new ballroom; Trump had tried to include that funding in an immigration-enforcement supplemental bill. The supplemental request to pay for the Iran war, which was released this week, includes $500 million in Park Service funding for D.C. projects such as a new seawall on the Potomac River. Trump's 2027 budget calls for $10 billion to continue to beautify the Washington area--a request that was nearly eight times as large as all National Park Service project spending in 2025. In late May, Republicans on the appropriations subcommittee that oversees the Interior budget marked up a version of the president's budget for consideration by the full committee. Trump's $10 billion was not included.

In April, Senator Angus King of Maine questioned Interior Secretary Doug Burgum about how the money would be spent. Burgum said it would not go to new projects, such as the 250-foot memorial arch Trump plans to build on the Potomac. But he did not offer details on what projects in the area would require so much funding. "D.C. is like a state, and it's not just the National Mall," Burgum said. "It is for the greater capital region."

Read: The Cabinet secretary who wants his cookies freshly baked

Many of the president's projects are not onetime expenses, but will require increased funding on an ongoing basis. National Park Service managers in March approved using $32,095 from a maintenance account to care for the statues that Trump installed in his retrofitted Rose Garden. "The scope may be expanded in the future to include maintenance of any additional statues that are installed in the garden," the budget document stated. "Work includes cleaning, waxing, inspection for damage, and minor conservation treatments as needed."

When Trump began his renovation of the White House complex last year, the president said that he and his donors would bear the cost of his dreams. The Trust for the National Mall raised money to pave over the Rose Garden and put marble in the nearby Palm Room, a way station between the president's residence and the West Colonnade. But the details of the spending, including price tags and the identity of the donors, have been murky. There are a number of other renovation and decorating projects with no public accounting of the costs: Trump's marbling of a bathroom in the residence, his relocation of a copy of the Declaration of Independence to the Oval Office, his addition of gold filigree to the walls and coins on many of the internal doors.

Then there's the most expensive project, the demolition of the East Wing to make way for a ballroom. Trump has been adamant that the new ballroom would not cost the American people anything. "We didn't ask for any tax money. This is taxpayer free. We have no taxpayer putting up 10 cents," Trump said on April 1. "The ballroom is a donation." To date, $300 million of donations have been transferred to the National Park Service for the ballroom, according to the internal Park Service budget documents. But taxpayers will still likely need to chip in to pay for the broader project.

Read: Donald Trump's paint jobs

Recently unearthed contractor documents, revealed by The Washington Post, describe the true cost of the East Wing reconstruction as closer to $600 million, with more than half coming from taxpayer-funded accounts managed by the White House Military Office and the Secret Service. The White House budget office released $351.6 million to the Secret Service this month, a transfer first reported by Roll Call. The White House has not confirmed the purpose of the funds, but the transfer happened after senators refused a White House request for $1 billion in funding for the Secret Service for security enhancements at the White House, including the East Wing project. White House spokesperson Davis Ingle described the East Wing project in a statement as "inextricably tied to the security of the President," and said Trump was coordinating with "the White House Military Office and the United States Secret Service" on design and planning. Ingle said the president and his allies would fund the East Wing project "to the tune of approximately $400 million."

The next projects on Trump's agenda also lack clear funding sources or a defined budget. In addition to the memorial arch, Trump intends to rebuild the East Potomac golf course and install a new sculpture garden, and has floated plans to paint the Eisenhower Executive Office Building white, to match the West Wing next door. None of these projects has yet been added to the Park Service budget documents I reviewed.

Another project that is taking shape will be paid for by private donations with supervision by federal park officials: Trump plans to install a new landing pad on the South Lawn of the White House, which would allow the latest model of the president's Marine One helicopter to take off without burning the grass. According to the budget documents, the project will be funded by a $5 million donation from defense contractor Lockheed Martin--the maker of the new helicopter.
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The Meltdown

One day that captures how Trump has gone from unpredictable to chaotic<strong> </strong><strong> </strong>

by Jonathan Lemire, Russell Berman

Thu, 25 Jun 2026




A desultory, grievance-filled speech on what should have been a joyous occasion. The last-minute cancellation of a rare bipartisan bill signing in favor of yet another push for doomed, unpopular legislation. A loud confrontation with members of his own party followed by sneering remarks about some of the nation's oldest allies. And a nonsensical accusation that, if we have it right, blames the algae-filled Lincoln Memorial Reflecting Pool not on his rushed renovations but on knife-wielding vandals ... and maybe Barack Obama.

And that was just yesterday.

For President Trump, things aren't going great. He normally thrives in chaos, reveling in unpredictability to keep his opponents off-balance. But right now, he's just flailing. Despite his long-standing superpower of knowing how to control the national conversation and quickly change it, he has been unable to shake the consequences of a war with Iran that increased prices for Americans and weakened the country's standing in the world. Trump's poll numbers have plummeted. Republicans fear a November wipeout. Members of a panicked, fed-up GOP are beginning to defy their president. Trump, whose political image revolves around strength, finds himself diminished.

At this time roughly a year ago, Trump had overwhelmed Washington. He had slashed taxes, launched trade wars, angered longtime international allies, cracked down on border crossings, and eviscerated the federal government. The Democrats struggled to slow him down; Trump, meanwhile, openly mused about defying the Constitution to run for a third presidential term in 2028. On July Fourth, he punctuated the frenzy by signing a far-reaching and expensive piece of legislation--which he dubbed, in typical Trumpian fashion, the One Big Beautiful Bill Act--at an outdoor White House ceremony complete with a flyover by the B-2 bomber that had just clobbered Iran's nuclear facilities.

But as this Independence Day approaches--as the nation celebrates its semiquincentennial--Trump is unable to control the political narrative about a war that did not go the way he had hoped. A memorandum of understanding signed last week extended a shaky cease-fire and led to an initial round of negotiations involving Vice President Vance. A host of issues remains, including the fate of Iran's uranium-enrichment program and its control over the Strait of Hormuz. Negotiations could take many months.

Read: Trump in defeat

This is not something that Trump wants to hear. He's been bored of this war for a while, and in the West Wing, there was a race to be done with it. Allies have told us there are also quiet, behind-closed-doors doubts: What, exactly, did the conflict accomplish? Few, if any, of the president's goals were achieved. Iran could close the strait again. Yet Trump has frantically tried to spin this as a victory, even as he walks away from some of his stated objections. He has taken to Truth Social repeatedly this week to defend the deal and once again seethe about comparisons with the agreement that Obama struck more than a decade ago. Trump continued to waffle as to what could come next--even suggesting a resumption of the bombing campaign if Iran does not comply, a threat that few take seriously. His attempts at unpredictability were quite predictable, and Iran has proved itself to be anything but cowed.

Still, many in Trump's orbit tell us that they believe the war won't have much political staying power. Their focus, at least for now, is not the long-term ramifications on the Middle East or America's international relationships, but rather the political moment ahead of the midterms. They hope that the war will be soon forgotten--that the strait will reopen, that the price of gas will fall, that bombs will not need to fall again. Aides pointed us to a number of major events, including a series of Supreme Court decisions and even the World Cup, that could eclipse the war in the national consciousness. "The midterms are months away," one official told us. "We'll have lots of plot twists by then."

But so far, Trump's efforts aren't working. And when his frustrations exploded yesterday, he lashed out against senators who have faithfully served him--and whose support he can't afford to lose.

Tensions between Trump and Senate Republicans have been building for months. The president irked party leaders by endorsing a primary opponent to Senator Bill Cassidy of Louisiana, who lost his bid for a third term. Trump then infuriated them by snubbing Senator John Cornyn of Texas in favor of his scandal-plagued primary challenger, state Attorney General Ken Paxton--a move that appeared to seal Cornyn's doom in last month's primary runoff. Senate Majority Leader John Thune had strongly backed Cornyn, a former member of the Senate GOP leadership, and the party's campaign arm had spent millions of dollars to boost his candidacy before Trump undercut them.

Senate Republicans gave Trump much of what he wanted last year, but he now faces some resistance as the GOP's prospects in this year's midterms worsen. Egged on by loyalists such as Senator Mike Lee of Utah, Trump has tried to jawbone Republicans into scrapping or circumventing the filibuster's 60-vote threshold to pass legislation known as the SAVE America Act, which would require people to provide proof of citizenship when registering to vote and photo identification when casting their ballot. (It would also, in some versions, significantly curtail voting by mail.) Republicans have never had a majority that supports eliminating the filibuster, and Trump's refusal to accept that reality has frustrated senators.

On top of all that, Trump's efforts to force members of his own party into retirement have created what's become known as the "YOLO Caucus" in the Senate, as Republicans such as Cassidy, Cornyn, and Thom Tillis of North Carolina (who announced his retirement immediately after declaring his opposition to the One Big Beautiful Bill Act last year) have felt liberated to oppose and criticize the president in ways they would not have if they faced reelection. Tillis, in particular, has trashed some of Trump's ideas and appointees with a newfound zeal--he called Bill Pulte, the acting director of national intelligence, "an incompetent sycophant." And Cassidy decried the administration's deal with Iran as "the worst foreign policy blunder in decades."

Read: A serious debate about an unserious bill

The intraparty feud came to a head yesterday, when Trump abruptly canceled a ceremony to sign a major housing bill--a rare example of significant bipartisan legislation--and demanded that Republicans first pass the partisan SAVE America Act if they wanted his approval. Things devolved from there. During a meeting with Senate Republicans in the Capitol, Trump berated them for allowing (through a combination of defections and absences) the passage of a resolution seeking to constrain his ability to wage war on Iran. Cassidy confronted him over the deal he had struck, and the two got into a loud argument in which Trump at one point reportedly told the senator to sit down. "I make no apologies for standing up to the president," Cassidy told reporters afterward. "I am sticking up for the American people, even if I'm speaking to the president."

Naturally, Trump proclaimed the whole thing a success anyway. "We had a really great meeting," he told reporters. "We like our leader. We like our party. We like, really, everybody in the room--I don't like a few people, but that's okay." The president was flanked by three of his loyalists: Senators Rick Scott of Florida, John Barrasso of Wyoming, and Lee, all of whom wore a Trump-style red tie. Thune stood to the side, his blue tie appearing--intentionally or not--like a small declaration of independence. By nightfall, the friction between Trump and Senate Republicans seemed to ease a bit--at least for the moment. The chamber took a symbolic revote of the war-powers resolution and defeated it. Two Republicans flipped their votes; one of them was Cassidy. White House officials pointed to that as a sign of Trump's continued hold on the GOP.

When we reached out to the White House for comment, the spokesperson Taylor Rogers responded with a list of the president's accomplishments and added: "President Trump is the leader of the free world, and thanks to his bold leadership, the United States of America has never been stronger."

In the face of these struggles, Trump has continued to try to create his own reality. He returned to the White House from the Hill for a meeting with NATO Secretary General Mark Rutte. Yet even as Rutte lavished him with praise, Trump took the moment to attack some of NATO's key members for not helping with the Iran war, and he unleashed particular bile on Italy as part of a diplomatic spat that began when the president claimed that its prime minister, Giorgia Meloni, had "begged" him for a photo at the G7 summit last week. Meloni denied that, which infuriated Trump.

But Trump was far angrier about something closer to home. As part of his expansive effort to remake Washington in his own image, he took on a project to fix up the Reflecting Pool. What he got instead was an on-the-nose metaphor for the state of his presidency: a no-bid contract to a crony that went over budget, ended in failure, and resulted in the pool being policed by federal troops. The pool's liner has come apart, and the water has turned a brilliant, stubborn green--far from the "American-flag blue" that Trump intended. But rather than take responsibility, Trump has veered into conspiracy theories.

Read: What color is the Reflecting Pool? An investigation.

He has, predictably, turned America's birthday into a commemoration of himself. Plans for a concert on the National Mall to kick off the festivities turned into a pro-Trump rally, and most of the music acts backed out once they realized how partisan the event had become. Trump went ahead anyway, making himself last night's centerpiece with a few C-listers as his opening acts. But his heart didn't seem in it as he delivered a short speech that included some nods to the republic's founding and plenty of grievances. He spoke from behind bulletproof glass, and the crowd was small by Trump's standards. Social-media footage showed many people leaving while he was still speaking.

Trump, ever attuned to what is trending, posted on social media today that he had a massive crowd and that "everybody stayed right until the end of my Speech." He did not weigh in on the day's breaking news from the Middle East: Despite the cease-fire agreement, Iran fired upon a vessel trying to transit the Strait of Hormuz, which underscored the challenges that lay ahead in negotiations. Try as he might, Trump can't change the subject.
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The True Believers at the Great MAGA Fair

Falling approval ratings for the president haven't dimmed their enthusiasm.

by Marie-Rose Sheinerman

Thu, 25 Jun 2026




For one night, in the heart of deep-blue Washington, D.C., a fenced-off section of the National Mall became an oasis for members of the MAGA base. They had believed in President Trump from the beginning and carried him triumphantly back to power in 2024, and now they came to the grand opening of America's 250th-birthday celebration in red-white-and-blue headbands, draped in flags, and sporting dangly blue AMERICA earrings. Doubts about anything related to Trump--his abysmal approval ratings, inflation accelerated by the war he started in Iran, his clashes with Republican senators earlier in the day--were, for an evening, drowned out by the roar of fighter jets overhead.

Last night's festivities were meant to kick off two weeks in which Americans could come together and commemorate America's semiquincentennial. But a string of artists had pulled out of events in Washington amid concerns that the celebrations would become the Trump show. And indeed, the evening felt like a Trump rally, with a montage of hits that his most die-hard fans know and love, including Trump's favorite tenor singing "Ave Maria." The president declared that America is "the hottest country anywhere in the world" and rattled off a list of ways in which his administration continues to "Make America Great Again." "The best is yet to come!"

The crowd agreed. At this moment, attendees told me, when so much seems uncertain, the most logical thing for them to do is to put their faith in the president.

Read: Thank you for your attention to this birthday

Karen and Paul Depperschmidt are living the retirement they always dreamed about--road-tripping around America, visiting national parks. They live full-time in Wilmington, North Carolina, and they made the six-and-a-half-hour trip up to D.C. for the Great American State Fair--and the rally especially. The trip came with an added bonus--the chance to share RV parks with international visitors here for the World Cup. They met a family from Brazil and three Scottish tourists who were en route from Boston to Florida. "The nicest guys, they are having the best time," Karen told me. "They love this country."

The Trump rallies they'd previously attended--Karen's been to two, Paul to three--had been a blast, they said. "Everybody's so nice." And, as lifelong conservatives originally from Texas, they wanted to show support for a president who they believe is keeping his word. "A lot of people don't like it, but he is doing exactly what he said he was going to do," Paul said.

When I asked them about the cost of gas--a particular concern for those living the camper-van lifestyle--it didn't seem to matter: Prices at the pump are coming down, they said, which they knew would happen. More important, they told me, Trump was trying to eliminate the nuclear threat from Iran. When Paul finds himself questioning Trump's decision making, he reminds himself to back up; the president has information that isn't available to the public. "I think he's earned our trust," Paul told me. "I trust he's going to do the right thing, and he hasn't let us down yet." The couple said they appreciate the breadth of the administration's ambitions globally: across the Middle East and in China, Venezuela, and Cuba. In each place, Paul told me, he sees a president who's "not ashamed to use the power that we have economically to benefit us and, in the long run, benefit the world."

Rally attendees who didn't want to stand shoulder to shoulder or who didn't snag a chair close to the stage settled in on picnic blankets or broken-down cardboard boxes on the sidelines to take in nearly two hours of entertainment--including the U.S. Army's rock band riling up the crowd with "Sweet Caroline," Lee Greenwood singing "God Bless the U.S.A.," and Alexis Wilkins, a country singer who is FBI Director Kash Patel's girlfriend, performing the national anthem. Transportation Secretary Sean Duffy told the crowd that the night's musical acts were "way better than those libtards that canceled on us," to raucous cheers.

As I wove my way through the crowd before the show began, while many rally-goers were still making their way through security, it seemed that journalists and evangelists spreading the gospel were competing for families' attention. More than once, eyeing attendees to see if they'd be willing to chat with me, I realized they were already speaking with a reporter. Multiple conversations were interrupted by someone hoping to share that Jesus loves us.

Suzanne Jones and Joey Ervin flew to Washington from Chattanooga, Tennessee, yesterday morning to celebrate their son's birthday. They managed to squeeze in visits to both the National Air and Space Museum and the Washington Monument before arriving at the night's festivities. Their son, Alex, was particularly excited to see the president do "the dance"--pumping his arms to the Village People's "Y.M.C.A."

Jones told me that one of her biggest concerns going into the 2024 elections had been border security. She said she feels safer today than she did under President Biden, and she noted that the "disastrous" four years under him felt all too recent. "Having a president, somebody that's protecting my country, that can't even have a speech--that's rough. It makes me feel, you know, insecure," Ervin told me of Biden. He said that while he wasn't necessarily a fan of Trump's decision to go to war with Iran, "I'd prefer to do that than what we did when we withdrew out of Afghanistan--10 times out of 10."

Not everything, the couple concedes, is perfect. They bought their house before interest rates dropped and prices skyrocketed in 2020, and said they wouldn't move now, because the market is difficult and doesn't seem to be getting better. "My view of the economy is once stuff goes up, it's not coming back down--I don't care who's in charge." Gas prices, Ervin said, were high long before the Iran war. "We were in L.A. in 2024 and the gas prices were $7. That was before any of the Iran stuff started."

Read: Trump in defeat

Washington--where the president has called up the National Guard, put his mark on local parks, and turned the city's monumental core into a construction zone--is a bastion of opposition to Trump. But not everyone in D.C. is critical of the president. Jessica Greenfield and her husband, a D.C. police officer, moved to the city from Virginia in 2024. She said she's seen a "huge difference" in crime over the past year--the streets are clean, and there are fewer carjackings and robberies. She credits, in part, Trump's decision to deploy the Guard. "I haven't heard of crime in our neighborhood in a really long time," Greenfield said.

The 2024 election marked Greenfield's first time voting for Trump--a decision that put a strain on her relationship with some friends and family members. "It's gotten tough with some of my more liberal friends, where they'll really try to debate with me about it," she told me. "I'm not really into that." Greenfield said she reasons that "if I can have a nice street and walk my daughter and feel safe, that's what's important to me."

Even those in the crowd who weren't ardent Trump fans told me they appreciated that America's birthday was being headlined by a showman. And they felt lucky to be at the party. "Is President Trump my favorite person in the world?" Ervin said. "No. But he is a good president; he does a good job. So we're here to see him and put it on the bucket list: We saw the president."
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Trump's Other Paint Job

Before he botched the Reflecting Pool, the president wanted the border wall black.

by Nick Miroff

Wed, 24 Jun 2026




Halfway through President Trump's first term, as construction crews were busy installing hundreds of miles of barriers along the southern border, a puzzling edict came down from America's aesthete in chief. Trump wanted the border wall painted black.

The president had already lost an argument about what his "big, beautiful wall" should look like. Trump envisioned a solid-concrete structure, like the one Israel has built through the West Bank. But U.S. Customs and Border Protection already had a preferred prototype, consisting of vertical steel bars that, crucially, allowed border agents to see through to spot potential threats on the Mexican side. The competing visions pointed to a larger fundamental question: Whose border wall was it?

How quaint that seems now. Trump in his second term treats federal property as his own, demolishing the East Wing of the White House, adding his name to the Kennedy Center, and ordering the construction of a 250-foot arch opposite the Lincoln Memorial. His fixation with paint continued as he ordered a blue coating on the Reflecting Pool that turned it into a slime lagoon. He also wants to cover the Eisenhower Executive Office Building's granite in white paint to make it better match the White House, next door.

Trump in 2017 was still willing to defer to experts, especially those in uniform. Although CBP officials managed to talk him out of the concrete-wall idea, along with a proposal to add sharp spikes to the top so that climbers would risk impaling themselves, they relented on the black paint. Trump saw it as another way to deter migrants. He told a story--since recited many times--about his golfing buddies scalding their arms after he installed a black-granite countertop at the snack bar of one of his clubs. The president even had a specific shade of paint that he called "flat black," whose heat-retention properties he deemed superior. Potential border jumpers would burn their hands if they tried to touch the steel bars, Trump insisted. The president seemed to enjoy discussing the various ways that migrants could be injured or killed by the wall, according to his aides, who said often that he talked about grisly scenarios as the best way to prevent illegal crossings.

Neither CBP nor the Army Corps of Engineers, which manages the construction of the wall, thought that the paint was a good idea. It would add hundreds of millions in costs and saddle the structure with long-term maintenance expenses. And what if a future Democratic administration didn't want to pay for more paint jobs?

Then there was the steel itself. CBP had selected a type of high-grade alloy that is well suited for the desert environment. It doesn't require paint, because it develops a sheen of exterior rust, or weathering, that acts as a natural protective layer. Industrial-materials experts I consulted during Trump's first term told me that a rough surface increases the steel's ability to absorb solar radiation and transfer heat, leaving it nearly as hot, or even hotter, than black paint would, despite Trump's claims.

The bigger problem was that Trump didn't like the reddish rusted look. He told everyone that black paint would do a better job preserving the steel.

A former CBP official who was involved with the project at the time told me that Trump's claims about the heat-transferring properties of black paint were "not the bang for the buck that was touted." The official, who retains good relations with Trump-administration officials and didn't want to be identified, said that the steel used for the border wall "needs the rust layer to protect it and make it last longer." There was also discomfort at CBP with the idea of explicitly trying to injure people. "The negative optics behind trying to make the wall too hot to touch were a detractor for us," he said.

Read: The 'big black scar'

The border-wall project was more cost-sensitive back then too. The standoff with Democrats over funding in late 2018 led to a 35-day congressional shutdown. Trump lost the fight but moved billions from Department of Defense budgets to the project. His advisers persuaded him to prioritize getting as many miles of new barriers into the ground as possible, even if they couldn't be painted, before he left office.

Trump pushed for the black coating anyway. He sent soldiers with brushes and rollers to paint the wall by hand, not unlike his use of National Guard troops to police the Reflecting Pool for alleged vandals. The Pentagon referred to the black paint as an "anti-climb coating."

Trump ended up installing about 450 miles of new barriers during his first term, at a cost of more than $11 billion. Most of that was not painted black. During President Biden's term, I went to a few locations in Arizona where Trump's crews had rolled on the black paint. Some of it was already peeling off in the punishing desert sun. It was hot to the touch, but unpainted segments were too. And by then, smugglers on the Mexico side were already building cheap ladders out of rebar or wood. By leaning them against the top of the wall, they could bring migrants over the top, using ropes to lower them down the U.S. side.

Trump was still talking about the black paint after Biden took office in 2021. Biden halted border-wall construction, leaving Trump's legacy project incomplete. When Trump visited a segment of the wall in the Rio Grande Valley with Texas Governor Greg Abbott that year, he stood near an unfinished gap and complained about the lack of black paint, saying that Biden had left the structure "rusting and rotting."

"If they don't paint it, bad things are happening," Trump said. "And the best color to paint it is black. Because if you paint it black, it's so hot, nobody can even try to climb it."

By the time Trump returned to office, he was no longer interested in what experts or CBP officials had to say about paint. And money was no longer a limit. The One Big Beautiful Bill Act approved by Republican lawmakers last year included $46.5 billion for the barrier, enough to pay for 700 additional miles and all of the black paint Trump wants. The segments of fencing that I saw going up in southern Arizona earlier this year arrived at the border pre-painted with a uniform, factory-grade coating.

Read: Every state is a Border Patrol State

Trump spoke at length about the black paint last summer when FIFA President Gianni Infantino visited the Oval Office amid planning discussions for the World Cup soccer tournament. Then-Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem was there, and Trump said that he'd been pleased to see her painting the wall by hand with a roller on television the night before.

"I built the same wall that the Border Patrol asked me to build," Trump said. "It wasn't my first choice. I wanted to do concrete plank and everything nice, but you wouldn't have been able to see through it."

The president proceeded to tout the wall's various physical properties. Infantino stood next to him, holding up an oversize World Cup-finals ticket with the president's name on it, but Trump wasn't interested in talking about soccer. "Good black flat paint. It would look beautiful," Trump mused.

"If it's white, it's not hot," Trump added. It wasn't clear whether anyone had proposed painting the border wall that color, or whether it was just something he'd considered before choosing black.
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New York's Warning for Hakeem Jeffries and Chuck Schumer

They aren't the dominant force in their hometown.

by Russell Berman

Wed, 24 Jun 2026




In the weeks after he was elected mayor of New York City last fall, Zohran Mamdani worked behind the scenes to torpedo a bid by one of his allies, a charismatic young democratic socialist, to challenge the reelection of House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries in Brooklyn. Such a high-profile primary fight, Mamdani reportedly argued at the time, could slow his agenda for the city.

In light of what happened last night, Mamdani's intervention might have saved the political career of a man who could become the nation's first Black House speaker next year. Mamdani picked other primary battles across the city, and he won them all. Candidates whom the mayor backed defeated two House Democratic incumbents: Representative Dan Goldman in Manhattan and Brooklyn, and Harlem Representative Adriano Espaillat, the chair of the Congressional Hispanic Caucus. In an open-seat race, the Mamdani-endorsed state legislator Claire Valdez swamped a Democrat who had the support of much of the party's local establishment.

The insurgent victories exposed a striking dynamic with significant implications for national politics: America's two most powerful Democrats, Jeffries and Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer, both hail from New York City, but they are not the dominant force in their own hometown. For the moment, that distinction belongs indisputably to Mamdani, the 34-year-old whose winning mayoral campaign last year took both men--and almost everyone else--by surprise.

Mamdani first endorsed Brad Lander, a rival turned ally in last year's mayoral race. Lander trounced Goldman, a second-term Democrat and an heir to the Levi Strauss fortune, largely by playing up their differences over Israel in a district that includes some of the city's most progressive neighborhoods. The mayor made a much bigger bet in backing Darializa Avila Chevalier, a 32-year-old democratic socialist challenging Espaillat, a five-term incumbent whom Mamdani had initially promised to endorse. Avila Chevalier has taken positions that could make her the most far-left Democrat elected to Congress in the past decade; she has said that "all deportations are wrong," describes herself as a prison abolitionist, and attended a rally on the day after Hamas's October 7, 2023, attack on Israel that was widely perceived as expressing support for the attack. (Lander, who now accuses Israel of committing genocide in Gaza, condemned the event at the time.) Avila Chevalier narrowly defeated Espaillat, who had the support of Jeffries and New York Governor Kathy Hochul, among other establishment figures.

Read: The liberal district that could oust a Trump-defying Democrat 

"Mayor Mamdani made a calculation that this was a moment where we could get progressive fighters into Congress," Rebecca Katz, a Democratic strategist whose agency made ads for Mamdani's campaign last year, told me. "He took that risk, and he is reaping that reward."

The wins by Lander, Avila Chevalier, and Valdez reflect the recent success of the left in deep-blue areas across the country. Last week, the democratic socialist Janeese Lewis George won the Democratic nomination for mayor of Washington, D.C.; in Los Angeles, Nithya Raman advanced in a primary to challenge Mayor Karen Bass in November. The Senate candidacy of Graham Platner in Maine will test how well leftist candidates can do in more closely divided and rural areas.

Read: D.C. progressives' great socialist hope 

Republicans are--unsurprisingly--trying to use the left-wing victories to paint the entire Democratic Party as captive to extremists. The National Republican Congressional Committee headlined a press release last night, "The Democrat Party Officially Belongs to the Socialists." It also included a photo of condolence flowers placed at Jeffries's office door. "Every House Democrat, in safe and competitive districts alike, will now answer to the radicals calling the shots," the NRCC spokesperson Mike Marinella said in the press release. "And Americans should be terrified by where the Democrat Party is headed."

In New York, the influence of a new mayor at the height of his popularity seemed to be as big a factor as any last night. Establishment candidates fared better in races that Mamdani chose to sit out. In a Manhattan contest that became one of the nation's most expensive House races, Micah Lasher prevailed over Alex Bores; President John F. Kennedy's grandson, Jack Schlossberg; and George Conway, a former Republican who is one of President Trump's biggest critics. Lasher won with the support of both retiring Representative Jerry Nadler and former Mayor Michael Bloomberg, who is not popular with left-wing Democrats in New York. North of the city, in New York's Hudson Valley, the moderate Cait Conley easily defeated a more progressive opponent in a GOP-held district that Democrats will contest aggressively this fall.

Whether Mamdani can sustain his clout remains to be seen. His moderate predecessor, Eric Adams, flamed out quickly after an initial political honeymoon; Adams's bid for a second term last year ended before Election Day. The three previous New York City mayors--Rudy Giuliani, Bloomberg, and Bill de Blasio--all failed badly in their campaign for the presidency. (Lest we get ahead of ourselves: Mamdani is constitutionally ineligible to become president, because he was born in Uganda, and no New York City mayor has risen to higher office in more than 150 years.)

Yet it's clear that Mamdani is a more powerful broker in New York than either Schumer or Jeffries, whose decisions as national party leaders have often put them at odds with Democratic-base voters back home. "If I'm Hakeem Jeffries or Chuck Schumer, and I'm looking at 2028, I would be somewhat nervous--especially Hakeem," Christina Greer, a political scientist at Fordham University, told me.

Jeffries's team has been dismissive of would-be left-wing challengers, referring to them as "Team Gentrification." After last night, progressives told me, that attitude has to change. "It's time for Leader Jeffries to recognize the left as a part of the bigger Democratic coalition and start building with it, not around it," Katz said. "That's how we win."

Jeffries has said that he and Mamdani have a good working relationship, and he told reporters yesterday that he and the mayor had simply "agreed to strongly disagree" on the primary races involving Espaillat and Goldman. "A handful of primaries," he said, would not "reshape" the Democratic caucus in the House.

Allies of Jeffries defend his relationship with progressives and insist that he is much better positioned to withstand a primary challenge in 2028 than was Espaillat, pointing to frequent appearances he makes in his district.

Schumer has kept even more distance from Mamdani, which some New York progressives see as a sign that he might not seek a sixth Senate term in 2028, when he'll turn 78. The Senate leader, who lives in Brooklyn, did not endorse Mamdani even after he won the Democratic mayoral nomination, and he stayed out of this year's primary fights entirely. (His office did not return a request for comment.) The left's preferred successor to Schumer is Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, but she could instead run for president in 2028. Ocasio-Cortez won her House seat by toppling a Democratic leader in a primary, but she declined to endorse in any of this year's competitive congressional races.

The progressive movement is a considerably stronger force within the five boroughs of New York City than it is in the rest of the state, and the past few years have demonstrated that it's not particularly hard to mount a serious challenge against an incumbent in the city, where turnout for House primaries is frequently low. Jeffries, who is hoping to make history in a few months, would certainly not want to spend his early tenure as speaker fighting both Trump in Washington and a Mamdani-backed opponent in Brooklyn.

New York City's ascendant left might not care, however. At Valdez's victory party, which took place not far from Jeffries's own district, the crowd began booing when Jeffries appeared on TV screens. Then it began chanting: "You're next!"
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The Election System Wasn't Built for This

The fight playing out in Maricopa County could be a harbinger of things to come.

by Yvonne Wingett Sanchez

Mon, 22 Jun 2026




Not so long ago, the Republicans who ran elections in one of the nation's most important battlegrounds--Maricopa County, Arizona--largely got along. There were egos and quibbles, sure. But in the face of unyielding attacks on elections led by President Trump, the recorder and board of supervisors--which together split election duties--resolved conflicts without blowing up a delicate system built on trust and cooperation.



Today's recorder and board, a mostly new cast chosen by voters in 2024, are different. They're locked in an all-out war over the machinery, money, and operations that make the democratic process possible. Both sides agree that the standoff threatens their ability to carry out November's midterm elections free of complications for the county's 2.6 million voters, more than half the state's total. The recorder's side describes the situation in dire terms, writing to a judge that "the legal validity of the election results themselves" is at risk. The recorder's critics fear that the fight could be used as pretext to cancel results MAGA doesn't like in elections that could tip the balance in Congress.



Before this battle for control fully exploded in recent weeks--with the recorder insisting the Republican-dominated board pay six-figure contempt-of-court fines and election staff facing possible prosecution for setting up ballot drop boxes--he floated an idea through his attorney. Recorder Justin Heap, a Trump ally who was elected two years ago on a pledge to "end the laughingstock elections," suggested that the two sides mediate their dispute using Cleta Mitchell, the lawyer and election activist who worked closely with Trump to try to reverse his 2020 defeat. "Ms. Mitchell would be ideal," the attorney wrote, according to records I obtained, which cited "her expertise."



The suggestion that Mitchell be brought in to broker the conflict astonished county staff still haunted by a 2020 cycle that drew protests at the tabulation center, pressure from Trump and his allies to overturn his loss, years of death threats, and ceaseless trolling from critics. In February, Mitchell told me that "Maricopa County is a complete disaster" and that federal investigators should turn their attention to the desert swing county. The recorder's proposal to bring her in as a mediator of the dispute went nowhere. But the very idea that a lawyer who plotted to overturn the 2020 election could be a neutral arbiter signaled how differently Heap and the Board of Supervisors see the situation, people involved in the private deliberations told me.



Read: Arizona is now at the center of election investigations



Trump has spent his second term trying to "nationalize" elections that are, by constitutional design, run by state and local governments. He's sought to advance his voter-ID legislation, and pressed the Justice Department to probe his loss six years ago. None of those efforts have yielded very much. But far from Washington, his allies have gained influence inside the local offices that do the hard work of actually administering the vote.



That includes the Maricopa recorder's office, which over the past year has had striking success in court. Heap last year brought on an Arizona attorney who works for the America First Legal Foundation--co-founded by Stephen Miller, the powerful Trump adviser who supports stricter voter-registration verification and voter-roll purges--to represent him in his fights. The group's involvement has alarmed the Republican county attorney, whose lawyer argues that the group is usurping her authority and using its representation of the recorder as a "launching pad for an unprecedented power grab."



American election systems weren't built for this. The brawl in Maricopa County has exposed the vulnerabilities of election structures that divided functions and duties between different offices, requiring cooperation in the service of democracy. Though the split-authority model worked well for decades, it is fraying under the weight of today's hyper-partisan and conspiratorial environment.



"This is a new front in what appears to be a long-term play by America First to change how elections are run," one person involved in the dispute on the board's side told me. "They want them to be run by not just the Republican Party--but the MAGA movement."



To his critics, Heap represents a dire threat to free and fair elections. To his supporters, he is a gutsy conservative who is unafraid to challenge the status quo. For an Arizona judge--whose opinions mattered most until Thursday, when an appellate court weighed in--Heap simply made a persuasive case that he is entitled to more power over elections than his office previously enjoyed. Heap's office did not make him available for an interview.



An attorney and one-term state lawmaker, Heap was bolstered in his 2024 campaign for recorder by support from Charlie Kirk's Arizona-based Turning Point USA's political wing and the failed Senate and gubernatorial candidate Kari Lake. In the primary, he faced a Republican incumbent, Stephen Richer, who had been outspoken in his opposition to Trump-inspired election denial and in his support for the integrity of the voting system. Heap won convincingly. Trump allies welcomed Heap's ascent to an office that holds sway over election procedures in a county that generally dictates on which side of the red-blue divide Arizona will fall. "I'm confident that Maricopa County is about to get a huge upgrade in its election administration," Harmeet Dhillon, now a senior Justice Department official, wrote on X after Heap won his race. But the board of supervisors continued to be controlled by Republicans who are more in the mold of Richer--conservative, yes, but unwilling to go along with wild theories that the voting system is rigged.



Read: The election deniers are winning



In Arizona, the legislature assigns election responsibilities such as voter registration and early voting to county recorders. Other responsibilities, such as Election Day operations and tabulation, fall under the county boards of supervisors. In Maricopa County, the board's elections department carries out many of those duties.



After taking office in January 2025, Heap terminated a power-sharing agreement that Richer had made with the previous board in the final months of their tenures--after his primary loss and before the November general election. That agreement transferred the recorder's IT department--including personnel and about $4.5 million in funding--to the board's control. Though the idea had been percolating well before Heap's election, he argued it was punitive and disrupted his ability to carry out his duties. County supervisors sought to negotiate new terms, and Rachel Mitchell, the Republican county attorney, authorized two outside lawyers, including a former state Supreme Court justice, to help Heap negotiate a new agreement. Instead, Heap brought on America First Legal and, last summer, sued the board, which has a 4-1 Republican majority. Heap alleged that the board had illegally taken over IT staff, servers, databases, equipment, and key election functions, including maintaining ballot drop boxes during early voting.

On April 16, following a contentious trial, Heap largely won his case. The judge ruled that the board "acted unlawfully and exceeded its statutory authority by seizing the Recorder's personnel, systems and equipment and refusing to return them to the Recorder's control." He concluded that the board must give those things back or fund a new system for Heap. The judge also found that certain election duties that the board had considered its own fell to the recorder instead.



The ruling complicated an already messy situation. With the recorder and board preparing for the start of early voting, which begins this week for a July 21 primary, the board and election staff said it was impossible on such a short time frame to untangle their complex procedures, implement new protocols, and train staff to fully comply with the judge's order. An attorney who represents most of the board has warned that the recorder's "burgeoning cyclone of chaos also threatens to envelop the voters." The judge refused to pause, but on Thursday, the board won an appeal to stop the changes. In intervening, the appellate court said that the fight was "no mere backroom dispute over accounting principles or organizational charts. It is, by everyone's assessment, a live conflict hurtling toward real-world consequences in elections about to begin."





Arizona this fall has a competitive governor's race, and two House contests that could help determine who controls the chamber. But the dispute over who gets to run the election shows no signs of clearing up anytime soon. In fact, it has only escalated. Heap's America First lawyer recently threatened possible criminal prosecution of the supervisors and their election staff unless they fully comply with the judge's order, which has been stayed. Heap has also asked that the board be punished with $100,000 daily fines (which taxpayers would pay, a county official told me). The board argues that a redistribution of election duties risks delays and confusion and envisions a nightmare scenario in which tabulation is conducted by two separate offices. The conflict has already chilled participation among poll workers who are declining to work the election because "they fear the Recorder's threats of retribution," the attorney who represents most of the board has said.



During a recent hearing, a judge ordered the two sides to try to work things out. "I know it would be a miracle," the judge said. Heap on Friday asked the state supreme court to review the appeal court's decision, and has said he is "fully committed to conducting a secure, orderly, and lawful election while this litigation continues."



Even in the best of circumstances, pulling off elections is difficult. This one features a president with sagging poll numbers whose administration is determined to prove the 2020 vote was stolen, rising pressure on slow-moving courts to act as arbiters of democratic legitimacy, and a battle for control of Congress with implications for Trump's agenda. Mix in local fights for control like the one in Maricopa, and it's little wonder that election officials I speak with are fearful of a disaster.
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Democrats' Great Alaskan Hope

Mary Peltola, the Democrat most likely to win a red-state Senate seat this year, is largely unknown outside her home state. That's not a coincidence.

by Marc Novicoff

Mon, 22 Jun 2026




Updated at 12:25 p.m. ET on June 24, 2026

The Democrat Mary Peltola has led in every public poll since she declared for the U.S. Senate election this year in Alaska, a state that Donald Trump won by double digits in 2024. A former U.S representative, Peltola is a culturally moderate mother of seven whose top issue is fish. Unlike the candidates dominating national headlines, she's neither a social-media sensation nor a charismatic progressive. Most people outside Alaska have never heard of her. That's a problem from a fundraising perspective--but an asset from an electoral one. If Peltola is a little boring, that's exactly why she's the Democrat most likely to flip a red-state Senate seat this year.

Peltola does not resemble a stereotypical Democratic politician. Both her biography and her political positions suggest someone attuned to the importance of environmental preservation--and to the simultaneous economic value of resource extraction. She has worked as a commercial fisher and a spokesperson for a gold-mining company, a job she quit after a different mining company spilled toxic waste into local waters. Peltola, who is Yup'ik on her mother's side, then became a tribal lobbyist and worked at a tribal fishing commission. Fishing is a huge part of her political brand. Her campaign slogan in every federal race she has run in has been "Fish, family, freedom," and one of her top policy goals is to enact stricter regulations, favored by small-scale fishers, on the use of dragnets by industrial fishing companies. At a time when even local races can easily get subsumed by national politics, this approach has helped Peltola come across as singularly focused on Alaska-specific issues--as she puts it, "Alaska first."

Elaine Godfrey: The Democratic base is ready to go

In 2022, Peltola won two statewide elections: first in a special election to become Alaska's at-large House representative, and then again by a larger margin that November, even as Republicans gained seats in the House. In 2024, when Kamala Harris lost Alaska by 13 points, Peltola lost her seat by fewer than three points.

During her two years in office, she followed a middle lane on mining and drilling. She pushed for the Biden administration to approve the Willow oil-drilling project in 2023, and when the same administration canceled oil and gas leases in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge, she became the only Democratic sponsor of a bill to overturn the decision. But she opposed a Republican move to use the bill to remove environmental protections from part of the Bering Sea. She also urged the EPA to block a locally unpopular copper-mine-development project.

This middle lane has not satisfied everyone. After she signed an amicus brief endorsing a local gold-mine development, a tribal group opposed to the mine declared, "We elected Representative Peltola to represent us, and by signing this amicus brief, she is going against us." The League of Conservation Voters, a powerful environmentalist group, maintains a list of her 14 "anti-environment votes" during her two years in Congress.

Peltola, who declined to be interviewed for this article, has taken moderate positions on other cultural issues. She has said she owns 176 long guns, and in her 2024 run, she became the first Democrat in four years to secure an NRA endorsement. (No Democrat has gotten one since.) And she was one of six Democrats to vote to condemn Joe Biden's immigration policies.

Her independent image has, however, won the admiration of Alaska Republicans. When Don Young, the longtime Republican Alaska congressman, died in 2022, some of his staffers endorsed Peltola to replace him over former Governor Sarah Palin. So did Republican Senator Lisa Murkowski. (Peltola returned the favor, supporting Murkowski in that year's Senate race.) John-Henry Heckendorn, an Alaska political consultant who helped recruit Peltola for federal office, told me that those are "the kind of odd-couple endorsements that really catch people's attention." When Palin lost the congressional race, even she couldn't help being charmed by the experience, texting Peltola in the days after the election that she was "a real Alaskan chick. Beautiful and smart and tough."

The caricature of a bipartisan centrist is someone who avoids controversy and bold ideas, standing helplessly athwart the people's will for change. Peltola is not that. This cycle, her two campaign pillars are affordability and "fixing the rigged system." In the latter category, she's proposing term limits, a ban on members of Congress trading stocks, and a crackdown on waste and foreign influence. On the affordability side, she offers some ideas generally beloved by centrist intellectuals (permitting reform, a larger child tax credit, "right to repair" laws) alongside other, more economically irresponsible proposals that they'd dismiss as "slopulism," such as eliminating taxes on Social Security and the first $92,000 of income. This combination--economic populism and cultural moderation--comes across to many voters as sensible. It also distinguishes Peltola from most would-be Democratic populists, who are reluctant to give an inch on progressive social-policy commitments.

All of these traits--her bipartisanship, her cultural moderation, her focus on local issues--come  at a cost: Peltola gets less attention and fewer donations than other similarly situated Democratic Senate candidates. By Alaska standards, the nearly $9 million Peltola raised from January to March is a huge haul. But it's minimal compared with the $40 million war chest that Texas's James Talarico has built up, or with the more than $16 million that Maine's Graham Platner has raised. Even Alexander Vindman, the star witness in Trump's 2019 impeachment trial, has significantly outraised Peltola in small donations for his much unlikelier Senate candidacy in Florida.

Donors are different from the average voter, Raymond La Raja, a political scientist and co-author of a book about small-dollar donors, told me. "First and foremost, they're partisans," he said. Their ideal candidate is a doctrinaire progressive in a high-profile race who seems to "have a chance of beating Darth Vader." Dan Sullivan, the incumbent Republican whom Peltola is challenging, has one of the lowest in-state approval ratings of any senator, but he's basically unknown outside Alaska. And Peltola is anything but doctrinaire. "You don't see people who are more moderate, or people who tend to just focus on policy, getting a lot of small donations," La Raja said.

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

But Peltola's relative fundraising disadvantage is really a symptom of her success at being the type of candidate who appeals to Alaska voters more than to national Democrats. She looks poised to pull off the upset. Public polls released in the past few months show her leading Sullivan by five to seven percentage points. Bettors on Kalshi and Polymarket believe that she has a higher than 60 percent chance of winning, better odds than Talarico in Texas, Sherrod Brown in Ohio, Joshua Turek in Iowa, and Vindman in Florida.

Alaska has some quirks that make a candidate like Peltola especially viable. Since 2022, the state has had open, nonpartisan primaries. The top four candidates advance to the general, which features ranked-choice voting. This design benefits a candidate with cross-partisan support. Because there is no partisan primary, Peltola doesn't have to worry about being outflanked by a more left-wing candidate who appeals to the Democratic base. And the ranked-choice system is designed to benefit candidates who are acceptable to a majority of the electorate. In the 2022 general election that sent Peltola to Congress, the two Republican candidates combined for 59 percent of the first-choice vote, but so many voters ranked Peltola second that she still prevailed.

Still, Peltola's past overperformance and current lead in the polls suggest that the big mystery of how to win over Trump voters is not such a mystery at all. Peltola is succeeding by catering to the deeply held views of the citizens of her state--not just the ones in her party.



This article originally stated that Mary Peltola's former employer had spilled toxic waste into Alaskan waters. In fact, a different mining company was involved in that spill.
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Science Has a Name for What's Plaguing the Reflecting Pool

Testing reveals that efforts to suppress one algal bloom seem to be fueling another.

by Matt Viser

Fri, 19 Jun 2026




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


Donald Trump has a new nemesis, with a name worthy of a supervillain: Scenedesmus.



The Reflecting Pool on the National Mall has become the country's most high-profile science experiment, with workers battling against nature. After a week of combat, they have essentially killed off one type of algae infesting the pool, only to create the conditions for a new type to take over. And Scenedesmus, a genus of green algae nicknamed "Skinny Dead Mouse" by scientists, is now flourishing, according to testing that was run at the request of The Atlantic.



The pool, at the moment, looks like a strange bit of modern art. As workers treat different sections, the areas where they succeed in reducing the algae turn lighter shades of green. In some places, the water is relatively clear. In others, it's an oily sludge. A quick glance, though, is enough to confirm that this is not the American-flag blue it was supposed to be.



Over the past few days, I've seen baby ducks swim through the pool; National Park Service workers wading around as they try to clean it; small children bending over to touch it. But none of the NPS workers at the site have been able to definitively tell me whether despite all of the algae--some species of which can be toxic--the water remains safe.



A spokesperson at the Department of Interior told me "there is ongoing water testing happening," but would not disclose the results of those tests. Requests to spokespeople at the NPS have gone unanswered. I have been in touch with scientists who have applied for permits to get into the pool and conduct their own tests, but those permits have yet to be granted.



With the lack of transparency from the federal government and no clarity on what's inside that murky water, I decided to dig--or dip--a little deeper myself. So late on Thursday morning, I filled several water bottles from different areas of the pool. Some were fairly clear, while other samples were dark green. My samples were delivered to two different scientists by that evening.


Algae from the Reflecting Pool seen under a microscope (Courtesy of Greg Boyer)



When algae first began to flourish in the Reflecting Pool, it appeared to be a blue-green cyanobacterial bloom that had taken over. Photos showed the kind of greenish surface film that can be indicative of that algae, which in some instances may produce neurotoxins harmful to people and pets. When Hans W. Paerl, a professor of marine and environmental sciences at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, opened the bottle of one of the samples I collected, he detected the distinctive earthy scents reminiscent of other cyanobacterial blooms he'd previously smelled. Under the microscope, he could see remnants of the previous bloom, but they were too degraded to identify. He attributed this, in part, to the endless jugs of hydrogen peroxide that workers had dumped into the pool to kill off the algae. "The guys dealing with peroxide treatment can pat themselves on the back," he told me. "But it doesn't really solve the overall problem."



In fact, it's created a new problem: The green algae, perhaps in the absence of the blue-green algae, are absolutely flourishing. "It is a pretty aggressive grower," Paerl said. "What's happened is they've just switched the players. And the green algae are just taking over."



"I've never seen it bloom quite this thick," Greg Boyer, a professor emeritus of biochemistry at the State University of New York, who analyzed our other samples, told me.



Read: What color is the Reflecting Pool? An investigation. 



Boyer ran additional tests that determined there was little to no blue-green algae in the samples, making it highly unlikely to be toxic. That is to be expected, he said, at least for the moment. "This is peak season for green algae," he said. "We're pretty early in the season for blue-green algae." In the next few weeks, by late July, that could change.



The treatments that NPS is now using to combat the bloom--hydrogen peroxide and nanobubble technology--are more effective at fighting blue-green algae. The green algae that are growing now, both Boyer and Paerl told me, are not likely to be discouraged by those methods, and so far they are proving to be resilient. Boyer was able to run tests to determine the current health of the algae. "They are stressed, but they are definitely not dead," he said. "If I was going to design a facility to grow algae, I would probably design a facility that had a lot of surface area and was very shallow, so you have sunlight down to the bottom. And put a lot of nutrients in it. And that's pretty much what the Reflecting Pool is. It's just a perfect facility for growing algae." The decision to paint the bottom a deep shade of blue, scientists have told me, raised the water temperature and accelerated the growth.



Bottom line? "The water will probably remain green for the foreseeable future," Paerl said.



For the past week, workers at the Reflecting Pool have attempted to vacuum algae from the bottom, with hoses connected to the vacuums pumping water down nearby drains. The work, apparently, has become something of an emergency, with an email going out to NPS employees asking for volunteers to work 12-hour shifts and help pump out the algae as part of "critical pre-July 4th operational needs." The email, which was reported by MeidasTouch Network, referred to the operation as a "regional and national priority."



Read: Inside America's ugly birthday battle



Yesterday evening, I saw several people in the center of the pool. They were dressed in the D.C. office uniform of khakis and a dress shirt, wearing waders as they vacuumed. As one of them ended a shift, handing his equipment back to NPS workers, he said he was "just doing my part."



But another problem has also emerged: The sealant at the bottom of the pool, which was the bulk of the $16.4 million renovation project, is beginning to peel off. By yesterday evening, a whole chunk was gone. Tourists and locals were converging on the site where Martin Luther King Jr. spoke and where protesters denounced the Vietnam War, just to catch a glimpse of the wayward sealant--or perhaps even a souvenir.



"Taking a piece of paint is like taking a piece of the Berlin Wall," one cyclist passing by told me. "It's a piece of history."
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The Democratic Base Is Angry

Is the party paying attention?

by Elaine Godfrey

Thu, 18 Jun 2026


An engraving of the Women's March on Versailles on October 5, 1789. (Luisa Ricciarini / Bridgeman)



Perhaps I should've expected the meeting to devolve into chaos. It was predictable, especially if you subscribe to the essential maxim that any room containing several dozen women of a certain age and Summer Shandy on tap is bound to get a little rowdy. Unfortunately, the chair of the Ohio Democrats did not see it coming.

Kathleen Clyde, the state party leader, was standing on a small stage at a bar in the Cleveland suburbs, having just finished delivering what was supposed to be a stirring call to action to a group of local Democratic activists. Her tone, however, had not conveyed any particular sense of passion about the upcoming midterms. The ladies in the audience did not seem impressed. And now--oh, no--it was time for questions.

"What are we going to do differently?" one woman asked, pointing out that the Democrats' brand is terrible. Eventually, the microphone was abandoned, and another woman asked: "Why don't the Democrats have a good message?" A third woman chimed in, a little frantically: "What can we do?!"

Clyde's eyes were wide. She hadn't expected friendly fire. "We do have a good message!" she sputtered. "Affordability!" But the women smelled weakness, and now, several of them were shouting at once. "How are you going to do that?" one demanded. "It has to be more specific!" From the back, an older woman offered: "We need smart!" Clyde assured the group that the party's message was smart, and it was going to resonate in November. But moments later, she was off the stage and hightailing it back to Columbus.

Afterward, one of the attendees joked in a group chat that she had witnessed a murder. Actually, what she'd witnessed was a tidy encapsulation of the broader tension at play in her party: Ahead of the midterms, the base is raring to go. But it's also demanding a reckoning from its highest ranks that hasn't come. "The party needs to be able to answer tough questions," Susan Polakoff Shaw, a leader of the group at the bar, told me. "We're still pissed that we lost the election in 2024--and we're pissed at them for not doing a better job of standing up to the Republicans and to Trump."

It's a dynamic that has some Democrats chewing their cuticles, despite a fairly promising political landscape for their party. These Democrats expect, of course, that many of their candidates will perform well in November. But they worry that victory will paint a too-cheery gloss over the party's bigger issues--and prolong the time it takes to solve them.

Let's back up. The women at that Ohio bar were veterans of political activism. They launched GRR, short for Grass Roots Resistance, roughly a week after Donald Trump won his first election, one of hundreds of activist groups to do so. In 2020, I wrote about the women's evolution from passive or occasional voters to active party organizers. GRR helped flip a state House seat from red to blue, the only such success in Ohio that year.

In the past decade, GRR has ballooned from a dozen women to more than 200, and is now large enough to fill a party room at the back of a suburban bar. One GRR member I interviewed in 2020, who was then leading a school-levy campaign, is now president of the local school board. At each GRR meeting, there is a table for new-member sign-up sheets, a table for the petition du jour, and a table for snacks. Attendees show up half an hour early for "W(h)ine time," an opportunity to vent about the latest affront to democracy from Trump or state Republicans. Newcomers receive a button that reads I survived my 1st GRR meeting, and it won't be my last! and introduce themselves onstage in a ritual known as the "GRRgin Sacrifice." At the meeting where Clyde spoke, eight new GRRgins were initiated.

Right now, the group is campaigning for one of its longtime members, who is running for the state House. The women are also volunteering for Sherrod Brown's U.S. Senate bid and for Amy Acton, who is running for Ohio governor. Next month, group leaders will unveil GRR's week-by-week plan of action for the midterms. Enthusiasm inside GRR has never been higher. "This year feels like 2018 on steroids," Shaw said.

Read: Sherrod Brown is grinding it out

But GRR is not unique. Across America, the Democrats' cup runneth over with activist spirit. Indivisible, the national network of activist groups, says that it now has about 2,800 confirmed active chapters--more than double what it had before the 2024 election. The number of people getting involved during Trump's second term as president "is dramatically higher" than it was in his first, Leah Greenberg, a co-founder of the group, told me. Similarly, about 80,000 people signed up to run for office through Run for Something in 2025, more than the number who did during the entirety of Trump's first term, the group told me. Red, Wine & Blue, a group that launched in 2019 to activate swing voters in the suburbs, has welcomed 200,000 new members after Trump's second inauguration--a faster rate of growth than in either the 2020 or 2022 cycles. Organizers of the third "No Kings" protest, held in March, say they had 8 million participants, which would make it the largest single-day protest in American history.

But the tenor of all of this grassroots activism is angrier and more desperate than it was in 2018, the last time a midterm election was held while Trump was in the White House. "In 2018, there was a top-down resistance," Amanda Litman, the executive director of Run for Something, told me. "That hasn't felt true this time." Instead, the base has led the way. And base voters are furious--partly at Trump, but also at their own leaders.

Impatience is growing among volunteers and donors "about the cultural sclerosis" inside Democratic organizations, Yasmin Radjy, the executive director of the progressive group Swing Left, told me. "The question we hear over and over is, What are Democrats doing differently than in 2024 to make sure we win?"

This is, of course, the million-dollar question--and there has been no genuine institutional attempt to answer it. Democratic National Committee Chair Ken Martin has demonstrated an almost impressive inability to reassure and reinvigorate his party after its devastating losses in the 2024 election. Only after a sustained bullying campaign led, in part, by the Pod Save America hosts did Martin release the promised 2024 autopsy. The result? A half-finished report with few clear conclusions.

From the March issue: The Democrats aren't built for this

There are other, more existential items that Democrats have yet to address. The first is their brand, which multiple party strategists described to me as "in the toilet." A poll from earlier this year presented Democrats with the discomfiting revelation that among the American public, their party is more popular than Iran--but less popular than AI. Another challenge facing Democrats is that their leaders are reviled but, for some reason, still sticking around. Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer, for example, is poised to return as majority leader if Democrats win back the Senate, even though he is more passionately disliked than Trump, according to some polling.

Still, the consensus at the moment suggests that things are going to go pretty well for Democrats in November. They will probably win back the House. If they're lucky in Ohio, North Carolina, Maine, and Alaska, they might even win back the Senate. But none of those wins can be attributed to some new, inspiring message--or to the party having undergone some fundamental evolution. Victory is expected, mainly, because the alternative is worse: Trump is a historically unpopular president who has embroiled the country in a new Middle Eastern conflict, the results of which are rising costs and, for many, a general sense of precariousness.

"Are we gonna win a bunch of seats in November? Yes. Do we have the enthusiasm to carry that forward into '28? Yes," Kelly Dietrich, the founder of the National Democratic Training Committee, told me. "Do we have the infrastructure we need to do that? No." Dietrich has proposed a "Democratic Innovation Fund" for investing in state and local elections even in off-year election cycles. He also points to conservative groups such as Turning Point USA and the Leadership Institute as models for building trust and the party's volunteer base beyond the federal level. If Democrats invested in similar "long-term brand-building outside the party," he said, "people would understand who we are."

Read: My disorienting weekend with the women of Turning Point

Last year, Radjy's group, Swing Left, started its own brand-building operation called Ground Truth, a year-round canvassing program that uses AI to summarize and transmit voter concerns back to the party. The excitement about the midterms is wonderful, Radjy told me. But "we need to ask ourselves: Are we building something durable, or is it all a house of sand?" she said. "Are we going to wake up in June 2027 and say, Oh shit, now we gotta go build this stuff?"

When I reached out to Clyde, the Ohio Democrats chair, to ask about her experience at the GRR meeting, and about what specific lessons Democrats have learned since 2024, her office sent back a statement that did not directly address any of my questions. "Ohio Democrats are laser-focused on lowering costs, protecting Ohioans' freedoms, and getting our state and country back on track," the statement attributed to Clyde stated. "Ohioans of all political backgrounds are getting involved with our Democratic candidates because of the strength of their winning message."

There was more, but none of it acknowledged the Democrats' broader problems--or any of the related concerns that the ladies of GRR had brought up at the meeting. When I texted Shaw to ask what she made of Clyde's response, she replied immediately with a GIF of Liz Lemon rolling her eyes.
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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.
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America's Big Mistake in Iran

Aerial bombing alone can't win a war.

by Brynn Tannehill

Tue, 23 Jun 2026




When the United States and Israel launched the war on Iran in February, their plan was simple: bomb Iran until either the Iranian public rose up and overthrew the government, or the existing government capitulated to American demands. It rapidly became apparent that neither was going to happen. The Iranian people didn't revolt against their oppressors. The Iranian government hunkered down, closed the strait, and gambled that the U.S. would be unwilling to invade or strike at crucial infrastructure.

So it seems U.S. planners made an obvious, if common, mistake: They assumed that a war could be won via aerial bombing alone.

Starting right after World War I, military theorists in the United States, Italy, and the United Kingdom rallied around the idea that airpower lessened or eliminated the need for armies and navies. Their central thesis was that wars could be won almost exclusively with bombers and bombing campaigns.

In his 1921 book, Il dominio dell'aria ("The Command of the Air"), Italian General Giulio Douhet argued that whichever nation claimed air superiority first would be able to bomb their enemies' cities to ash, forcing capitulation. Marshal Hugh Trenchard, the so-called father of the Royal Air Force who pioneered strategic-bombing theory during World War I, thought that airpower could break an enemy's will to fight rather than merely provide tactical support for ground troops. And General Curtis LeMay, an American champion of strategic bombing, believed that overwhelming, concentrated force was the best way to win a war. He favored the use of incendiary weapons against urban centers and of immediate, devastating strikes instead of gradual escalation.

Read: The price of defeat in Iran

When these theories of total war through bombing were put to the test in World War II and beyond, however, they failed miserably. The German Blitz on London did not induce the British public to give in. Allied bombing of Germany did not break the Nazis' will to fight; the German collapse at the end had much more to do with the (justified) fear of being captured by the Red Army, and the opportunity to surrender to the Americans.

In the case of Japan, the combination of the naval blockade and firebombing of cities left millions of Japanese people likely to die if the war went on into 1946. However, it was not until the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, plus the Soviet invasion of Manchuria, that Japan sought a nearly unconditional surrender.

Strategic bombing failed in Vietnam as well. In that war, the U.S. dropped approximately 7.6 million tons of bombs, compared with the roughly 2.7 million tons dropped by the U.S. military across the European and Pacific theaters in World War II. The "Christmas bombings" of 1972 were not enough to persuade North Vietnam to offer favorable terms; rather, the Paris Peace Accords of 1973 were a result of U.S. exhaustion with the war. They paved the way for North Vietnam to conquer the south in 1974-75.

The advent of "true" mass precision bombing in the 1990s led some analysts to conclude that the rules of war had changed, and that airpower alone was at last sufficient. But the supposed examples of victory through aerial bombing aren't what they seem. The first Gulf War ended only after U.S. troops went into Kuwait in a 100-hour-long charge. In Serbia in 1999, Slobodan Milosevic's capitulation to a united NATO's demands was based on fears of regime survival and the credible threat of ground invasion. The air campaign in Afghanistan succeeded because the U.S. had allies on the ground willing to fight for, take, and hold territory in the form of the Northern Alliance. In each case, there were troops on the ground, or a credible threat thereof.
 
 A study by the RAND Corporation in 1996 on the capabilities and limitations of the psychological effects of U.S. air operations cautioned leaders that airpower alone was unlikely to coerce an enemy to offer favorable terms, unless there were other factors at play. Those external influences include the enemy's belief that they would be defeated on the battlefield, that continued fighting would not improve their position, that damage from air attacks would likely be worse than concessions, and that there would be no hope of mounting a defense or effective counterattack.

The U.S. plan for attacking Iran was doomed from the start because it relied on airpower without the benefit of external factors that would have made an air campaign successful. There was no credible threat of mass ground invasion to overthrow the Iranian regime. It was either internal revolution or nothing.

The U.S. was also unwilling to inflict the sort of mass casualties and suffering that might have caused Iran to decide that capitulation was less damaging than continued resistance. The administration generally avoided targeting crucial infrastructure such as water and electrical plants and ground lines of communication (bridges and rail). And it was unwilling to resort to something drastic, such as setting off a nuclear electromagnetic-pulse weapon to permanently disable the majority of Iranian infrastructure.

Karim Sadjadpour: Trump's second gamble on Iran

Unlike Serbia or Afghanistan, Iran had the ability to fight back and inflict significant pain on the United States. Iran fully grasped, from the beginning, that the outcome of the war would be determined by who could withstand the closure of the Strait of Hormuz. The regime always had a plausible theory of victory and pursued it logically and consistently throughout the conflict.

Senior U.S. military leaders have spent decades studying warfare from every angle and must have understood the possibility of a prolonged regional conflict. In fact, General Dan Caine reportedly cautioned the Trump administration against attacking Iran.

But President Trump and Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth did not appreciate the need for caution. Hegseth gained his experience at the tactical level, as a junior officer in the field. He seems to believe that technological might and physical strength, rather than carefully thought-out strategy, win wars. An Army captain in the field might see dropping a 2,000-pound munition on a house as a self-contained solution to his troops taking fire; a flag officer understands the risk of it creating 100 more enemies next week.

The consequences of the botched war effort are nothing short of catastrophic. The U.S.'s munitions stockpiles are depleted, its military reputation is in tatters, its foreign relations are strained to the breaking, and Iranian leadership is in the best strategic position it has ever been in. It's a hard way to relearn the old lesson that airpower alone doesn't win wars.
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The Warrior-Witches of Ukraine's Resistance

An underground intelligence network uses subterfuge and honey traps to direct drone strikes deep inside Russian-occupied territory.

by Ken Harbaugh

Sun, 21 Jun 2026




For several months last year, a Ukrainian housewife, 35 and lonely in a marriage that had gone cold, traded WhatsApp messages with a Chechen commander, Achmad, stationed somewhere in Ukraine's occupied south. They wrote about their days, their disappointments, what they hoped to do when the war ended. She asked about the front. He told her.

"Send me a picture," she said. "I want to see your life."

One afternoon, he obliged--a photograph taken inside the barracks, of himself and another soldier grinning for the camera. Behind them, pinned to the wall, was a map of the compound showing the unit's position.

The housewife did not exist. "She" was a middle-aged officer named Serhiy working for Ukraine's military-intelligence directorate, part of a concerted effort to draw secrets from the men sent to occupy his country.

"Serhiy was great at flirting," his commander told me. "Guys in our team started asking him for dating advice." Shortly after Achmad sent that photograph, the coordinates it revealed were struck by a Ukrainian drone.

Anne Applebaum: Ukraine is not losing. Russia is not winning.

Ukraine's resistance is alive and more lethal than ever. But it has changed dramatically since its early days. A man I will call Dmytro (he requested anonymity for reasons of safety) has served with a resistance team inside occupied Kherson from the first days of the full-scale invasion. "We took insane risks then," he told me. "Nobody thought the Russians would be here long." Partisan cells sprang up organically--people who knew one another, sometimes ex-military, improvising as they went. Symbolic acts of resistance happened daily. Ukrainians flew their flag and blared patriotic songs in public. The image of a grandmother pressing sunflower seeds into a Russian paratrooper's hand--"so that sunflowers grow here when you die"--traveled around the world.

As it became clear the Russians intended to stay, such open defiance faded. Today, expressing support for Ukraine in Russian-occupied areas is likely to earn a trip to "the basement," a euphemism for Russian torture chambers. Dmytro described Russia's repression as a kind of machine: "It takes time to get spinning, then it has its own momentum." High-resolution surveillance cameras now blanket city centers, and interrogations are a feature of daily life. Resistance leaders from Mariupol estimate that nearly half of the adult population there has been polygraphed by the Russian security service.

Even peaceful acts can meet with extreme repression. In 2022 and 2023, occupation forces in Mariupol effectively banned the colors blue and yellow. Residents describe receiving aid packages, including school supplies, with yellow and blue markers ripped out of their boxes. Today, Russia's camera net is sophisticated enough to track individuals block by block, masked or not. Petro Andriushchenko escaped from Mariupol and now coordinates a cell still operating there. "Pro-Ukrainian graffiti can get you killed," he told me. "Even disguised, your movements can be traced backwards to find where you live."

The kind of symbolic resistance once waged by the general public has now given way to intelligence work, carried out by serious operatives. Managed by handlers in unoccupied Ukraine, these agents help identify targets, verify coordinates, and pass them to the Ukrainian military. The location of Achmad's barracks, although traced through online subterfuge, was almost certainly confirmed by an agent on the ground. The result is a movement that has grown both quieter and deadlier. It now feeds the "middle-strike" campaign--a sustained drone offensive against targets deep inside the occupied territories, including air defenses, logistics hubs, command posts, and personnel. A crucial link in that kill chain is information from loyal Ukrainians behind enemy lines.

The partisans I spoke with included coordinators directing operations from free Ukraine, operatives working inside occupied territory, and volunteers scattered across Ukraine and abroad. Many have family members still living under Russian occupation and must closely guard their resistance activities. Inside the occupied territories, most agents work alone, their only connection via encrypted communication with their handlers. One operative, code-named Sestra, has no idea how far the network around her extends, except that it kills Russians almost every day. "What you do not know," she explained to me, "you cannot betray under interrogation."

The Russian military is a meat grinder. Commanders send infantry forward in waves that Ukrainian officers refer to as "human radar": The piles of bodies reveal Ukrainian strong points. As crude as Russia's infantry operations may be, its electronic countermeasures are very sophisticated and continually reshape how the resistance communicates and survives.

Until June 2022, Ukraine's mobile carriers Kyivstar and Vodafone kept operating in the occupied zones, because the Russians had not yet stood up their own infrastructure. Then the Ukrainian networks went dark, and the resistance had to improvise. Early fixes were crude: VPNs, Wi-Fi nodes. Methods have since been refined, and the details are closely guarded. What is clear is that any phone purchased inside the occupied territories is useless for resistance work. Devices sold there come preloaded with monitoring software developed by Russian intelligence. That app is called Druge--Drugh--which means "friend" in Russian.

Druge monitors communications, photographs, and location data, relaying all of it back to Russian intelligence. One woman who had recently escaped from an occupied zone told me that her mother, who still lived there, tried to delete Druge. The icon disappeared, but the app kept running in the background. At checkpoints, Russian soldiers examine every phone. Not having Druge installed is a red flag to them; having an encrypted app, such as Signal, guarantees a phone's owner a trip to the basement.

Phones smuggled in from free Ukraine are the linchpin of resistance communications. For a time, one reliable route ran through Deutsche Post: parcels mailed from Germany, routed through Russia, delivered to innocuous addresses in occupied territory--a government office, a shop--and wrapped so that any tampering would be evident. That route is now closed. Others remain, though the specifics are closely held. In emergencies, a phone can be delivered by drone, which demands real-time coordination and carries its own risks. These "clean" devices do not have Russian spyware installed, and they lack SIM cards that would connect to the local mobile network. Because cell towers can detect when a new phone enters their coverage area, resistance members compose encrypted messages on a clean phone then send them via internet, using the hotspot of a second device already recognized by the network.

Phillips Payson O'Brien: Ukraine has finally given up on Trump

Few resistance agents have professional training. Most learn on the job. Partisans pass around hard-copy tradecraft manuals to avoid using vulnerable digital channels. Within Kherson's partisan brigade, one of the most sought-after is a Soviet-era handbook describing CIA catfishing tactics in Africa during the Cold War. No online version exists, but a well-worn original circulates among the resistance.

"Your CIA was good at this," Dmytro said. "You bastards knew how to use sex."

Several Ukrainian print shops have developed methods for hiding instruction manuals inside best-selling books. A guard at a Russian checkpoint, thumbing through an artificially tattered paperback, will likely have no idea that some of the pages explain how to kill him.

Inside the occupied territories, women form the backbone of the resistance. Many hold positions in Russia's civil administration--at clinics, schools, and government offices--and report to Ukrainian intelligence. They exploit the occupiers' assumptions: Russian soldiers often fail to imagine that women can be combatants. Few suspect that a grandmother passing their barracks every morning, shopping bags in hand, is the first link in a kill chain.

Some women volunteer with Russia-based charities supplying aid to military units. Every interaction is a collection opportunity. In late May, a government-linked Russian aid organization circulated a warning about this over Telegram: It had identified individuals, the agency noted, "who offer to deliver humanitarian aid to the Special Military Operation zone" as "a tactic employed by hostile forces to gather intelligence regarding the deployment of Russian troops."

The most valuable sources are the occupiers themselves. In free Ukraine, agents build online relationships with occupation soldiers. Most of the operatives are women--though some men, such as Serhiy, have a gift for it. Native Russian soldiers tend to be difficult marks; they are transactional, Serhiy's commander told me. "They always ask in the first five minutes: 'Are we going to fuck or not?'" Chechens, by contrast, are "much more likely to seek a real relationship" and are easier to manipulate.

Since its creation in the early 1990s, the National Academy of the Security Service of Ukraine has trained operatives to cultivate intelligence assets. There are rumors of a new course that requires students to develop online connections with real occupation soldiers. An instructor at the academy, who requested anonymity for security reasons, would not confirm the course's existence but insisted that "every intelligence agency does this--even yours." When pressed about a specific aspect of the rumor, that the highest grades go to students who deliver target coordinates by the end of the course, he smiled. "That would indeed earn high marks."

Most instruction for resistance agents, however, remains unofficial. Olena Biletska runs the Ukrainian Women's Guard, a volunteer organization launched after Russia's initial assault in 2014 to train women to survive under attack or occupation. By 2022, training had been delivered to more than 60,000 participants, some of whom remained in occupied territory. Most courses cover basic self-defense and survival, but others apply to resistance work. Pipelines smuggle training materials behind enemy lines. One course focuses on defeating polygraphs; others cover urban surveillance and intelligence-gathering.

Outside Ukraine, a diaspora helps vet target coordinates obtained through these resistance networks. Refugees from the occupied territories, who have detailed local knowledge, provide insight for the middle-strike drone campaign. A woman I will call Roksana, who asked for her name to be withheld to protect her network inside Ukraine, served in a clinic near Kherson on the occupied south bank of the Dnipro River. She barely escaped with her life after refusing to work for the Russian military. Now, living abroad, she helps verify targets for Ukrainian military intelligence. "I know my village--every street, every farm, every warehouse," she told me.

For Roksana and some of the other women operatives I spoke with, the determination to destroy the Russian occupation was forged in dark experience. "Almost every day, for the first few weeks after the invasion, we would hear about another body in the street," Roksana said. "If it was a woman, they were often abused." The doctor Tetyana Kostyantynivna runs the women's center at one of Kyiv's largest hospitals. In 2022 and 2023, her facility treated a steady stream of sexual-assault survivors from the occupied territories, ranging in age from 4 to 75. "Over the past four years," she told me, "we have become a world leader in new methods for gynecological reconstructive surgery."

During her own escape, Roksana passed through 33 Russian checkpoints, several of which were surrounded by dead bodies. Some of those corpses were of women and showed what she understood to be clear signs of sexual violence. At one checkpoint, a Russian soldier fired into the back of Roksana's car while it sat parked, hitting a passenger in the legs. The soldiers did it for sport. But Roksana's group made it through, and today, she has no reservations about guiding drone strikes against her own village, if doing so helps drive the Russians out. "We can rebuild warehouses," she said, "but the Russians can't rebuild Russians."

Read: Something is wrong with Russia's children

Women are crucial to the Ukrainian resistance. "They can go places, do things, that men cannot," Andriushchenko, who runs agents inside Mariupol, told me. "Also, they are ruthless." Several resistance leaders call their female agents vidma, a term that appears often in Ukrainian folklore. Its closest translation is "witch," but it has a very different connotation here. The word derives from vidate, which means "to know." Lesia Orobets, a former member of the Ukrainian Parliament, explained: "Vidmas were wise. They understood the secrets of the surrounding environment. Here in Ukraine, our vidmas were respected for their knowledge, not burned for it."

These warrior-witches have become Ukraine's most feared intelligence assets, moving through occupied territory like shadows. Orobets travels abroad often, where she is sometimes asked, "What happens if Ukraine runs out of men?"

"Be careful what you wish for," she says. "If Ukraine's women are in charge, there won't be a Russian left alive."

In the early months of the occupation, children played a role in the resistance. They slipped through checkpoints easily, took instantly to encrypted apps, and were extraordinarily brave. But the risks they took were no less grave than those faced by adults. An errant social-media post--or simply "liking" content supportive of Ukraine--was enough to get a child hauled in for interrogation. Those sessions could involve unspeakable violence, especially for girls. I interviewed one who was only 11 when her village near Kherson had been occupied. Implicated in "resistance" activities, she was dragged from her home. As we began our conversation, she apologized for her stutter. "I did not used to have this problem," she told me, "until the Russians took me to the basement."

The resistance says that it now enforces an absolute ban on children taking part. Dmytro, from the Kherson brigade, explained that "it's not just about the risk to the kids. It's about the risk to the whole unit." The death of a child at Russian hands can devastate morale. Andriushchenko described the case of two teenage boys from Melitopol who had been interrogated by Russia's security service. Their bodies were never returned, almost certainly because of how badly the boys had been tortured. "Their deaths hit us hard," he said. "What they did to them."

In practice, the ban on children helping the resistance has its limits. In one occupied city, teenagers have learned to move around the Russian camera network. For a while, they spray-painted Ukrainian colors on the sides of abandoned buildings. Now, given the risks of carrying blue or yellow paint, they chalk or scratch the Ukrainian letter Yi, which does not exist in the Russian alphabet, wherever they can get away with it. Even this, resistance leaders discourage. Sestra, the agent operating inside Mariupol, describes how "a single piece of graffiti can mean torture, a cellar, or deportation to Russia for the child, and arrest or the stripping of parental rights for the family."

"It's not worth it," Andriushchenko said. "We need intel, not art. When they turn 18, they'll get their turn."

If resistance fighters are the first link in the kill chain, drone operators are the last. Iegor Kravchenko, whose call sign is "Ram," commands a company in Ukraine's 426th Unmanned Systems Regiment. Every night, his unit launches attack drones into the occupied territories. "A significant percentage of those missions," he told me, "rely on intel provided by the resistance."

Today, the middle-strike drone campaign is the main engine of partisan activity. It has become extraordinarily efficient. For a high-priority target--an air-defense system, a command post, a munitions dump--anywhere from 15 minutes to a few hours can elapse between the transmission of coordinates and the strike. There have been moments when an operative was still chatting online with a soldier as a drone hit his position. "Our goal," Orobets said, "is to make sure Russian soldiers never reach the front line."

Read: Building tanks while the Ukrainians master drones

I asked the partisans why they would talk with me at all, sharing intimate details of the war's most dangerous operations. In part, they are sending a message to the occupier: You are hated here. Sestra put a finer point on this: "I want every Russian soldier who has set foot on our land to carry that paranoia with him--suffocating, relentless, every second of every day. I want him to look at the grandmother at the market, at the bus driver, at the doctor in the clinic, at the ordinary passerby on the street--and to see in each of them his own potential destruction."

The Ukrainian operatives also want Americans to know that Ukraine is fighting for every inch of its land. Asked whether Ukraine would tolerate a peace deal ceding occupied territory, Biletska answered, "Have you seen Bucha? Kherson? Mariupol? That's not peace."

As for Achmad, the Chechen commander who revealed the location of his own barracks, Andriushchenko was blunt: "He's gone dark online, but we suspect he still doesn't realize he was flirting with a middle-aged chuvak," meaning a dude.

I asked whether he worried about exposing Achmad as a source. "No. I hope his unit learns what he did," Andriushchenko said. "And then I hope they cut off his balls."
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Trump's Second Gamble on Iran

If the regime can't be dislodged by force, maybe it can be bribed.

by Karim Sadjadpour

Sat, 20 Jun 2026




Donald Trump's war against Iran began with one gamble and ended with another. Initially, the president bet that he could stop Iran's nuclear ambitions by bombing Iran's revolutionary regime out of existence. So he spent tens of billions of dollars, and upended the global economy, only to sign a memorandum of understanding undoubtedly weaker than any deal he could have struck before the war. Embedded in this document is a new gamble: that if Iran's revolutionaries can't be dislodged by force, they might instead be bribed to abandon their identity.

The memorandum offers a bundle of American inducements so lopsided that it reads as if Tehran wrote the plan unilaterally. Of its 14 provisions, 13 either amount to diplomatic boilerplate or heavily favor Iran on their face. Tehran will receive military and economic concessions--and de facto acknowledgment of its control over the Strait of Hormuz--in exchange for a concession that it will not develop or buy nuclear weapons. Never mind that Iran has made and ignored such promises before, and the CIA doubts its sincerity now.

The humiliation of the memorandum is doubly egregious for Trump, who withdrew from Barack Obama's multinational agreement to limit Iran's nuclear programs. Trump called that agreement the "worst deal ever negotiated," but it was less costly to America, was less generous to Iran, and offered more concrete nonproliferation guarantees. Trump is paying far more for far less.

Graeme Wood: Iran has humiliated Trump

He has acted like a poker player who believes his own bluffs. Trump vowed to raze Iran's missile industry to the ground; defang its proxy militias, such as Hezbollah; unseat its regime; choose its next leader; and control the Strait of Hormuz. While none of his maximalist war goals were achieved, Trump celebrated the cease-fire, and lifting of the blockade, as if he had had no role in creating the whole mess in the first place.

The Islamic Republic, one of the world's most brutal, isolated, and unpopular regimes, has emerged with its economy and military further decimated but its confidence restored. On the eve of the war, it was a bankrupt global pariah that had just massacred thousands of its own people--perhaps tens of thousands--to crush a national uprising. Today it celebrates having defied America and Israel, and basks in Western commentary that it is a rising power.

Virtually every American president since the 1979 Iranian Revolution has wanted to improve relations between Washington and Tehran. Doing so would be in the national interest of both America and Iran, but no administration has achieved this outcome. Iran's revolutionary theocracy thrives in isolation and has made resistance against the United States and its ally Israel central to the regime's identity, its internal legitimacy, and the cohesion of its security forces.

Having assassinated the regime's top leadership, Trump is now trying not only to negotiate a new nuclear deal but to engineer a grand bargain that transforms U.S.-Iran relations. But he is hedging his own bet by putting J. D. Vance in charge of the effort. Vance recently told The New York Times that Tehran's new elite are rethinking the revolution and coalescing around a new consensus that "47 years of Iran policy towards the United States has been a mistake." Trump, however, has made no secret of his calculations. "If it works out, I'm going to take the credit," he said earlier this week. "If it doesn't work out, I'm blaming J. D."

Jonathan Chait: All the sad hawks

Vance's political future may rest as much on Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps officers as on Republican-primary voters. One of Vance's hopes to lead Iran's ideological transformation is Mohammad Baqer Qalibaf, a former IRGC general and the current speaker of Iran's Parliament. The two men spent more than 20 hours together in Islamabad earlier this year and reportedly built a private rapport. Yet Qalibaf's recent public speeches and interviews--mocking America, praising Hezbollah, threatening Israel, and hailing partnership with China--will likely prove to be a truer barometer of Tehran's intentions than any private assurances of goodwill.

There are other major obstacles to normalization. The memorandum suggests that Iran could get $300 billion in investment, ostensibly from the same Gulf countries that were just on the receiving end of thousands of Iranian missiles. "It's presumptuous for the U.S. to commit other people's money," Ali Shihabi, an adviser to Saudi leadership, told me. "Gulf countries should not be paying reparations for a war they did not want." A Gulf diplomat was much blunter. "They're not going to get a penny from us," he told me.

The logic of Trump's current gamble with Iran resembles his entreaties to the North Korean dictator Kim Jong Un during Trump's first term: The president is offering reintegration as a reward for denuclearization. In Singapore, Trump famously tried to entice Kim with visions of turning North Korea's missile-testing coastlines into prime real estate, marveling at the country's "great beaches" and envisioning "the best hotels in the world." But for revolutionary dictatorships such as North Korea and Iran, Western-backed luxury hotels, foreign tourists, and open capital flows aren't a triumph--they are a Trojan horse that would erode their total information control and ideological legitimacy.

The memorandum calls for 60 days of negotiations, but virtually no one expects a nuclear agreement--let alone the end of a 47-year U.S.-Iran cold war--to come about so quickly. So the war may not be over; it might merely be paused. Tehran will try to rebuild its missiles and proxies, which won't be part of any agreement. According to reports, it still retains as much as 70 percent of its prewar missile stockpile and its mobile launchers. It still produces large quantities of missiles and drones.

Tehran's new leadership is not moderating the regime's internal conduct. Parastoo Ahmadi, a 29-year-old singer, was recently sentenced to 74 lashes for performing a concert publicly without a hijab. Security forces have stepped up persecution of the Baha'i religious minority. And dozens of political prisoners have been fast-tracked to the gallows. In other words, there are no visible signs on the ground to bolster Trump's argument that the regime has become "very rational" and is "not radicalized."

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

Aside from the Iranian people, the Gulf countries that sought to befriend Trump have been the biggest losers. Their previously vibrant economies were sabotaged by Iran's $20,000 drones. Given the existential threat they feel from Tehran, they will have no choice but to rely more than ever on America's security umbrella--while also being forced, at the same time, to cut their own side deals with Iran.

Trump has recently metamorphosed from an Iran hawk into an Iran apologist, defending the Islamic Republic's missile program and lauding Mojtaba Khamenei--an ideological carbon copy of the hard-line father whom Trump assassinated--as respected and pragmatic. The president's incoherence has become a source of gallows humor among Iranians. "Trump went to delete Ayatollah Khamenei," one Iranian told me, "but he accidentally pressed 'Update.'"

Perhaps the peace deal is just a tactical retreat. "If he doesn't like where this is going, he will go back to the blockade or bombing them," a senior administration official told me. "And oil prices will be much lower." Yet Trump, who has clearly wearied of the economic disruptions that his war has caused, may not want to gamble on renewed hostilities with Iran.

U.S. presidents typically begin to understand the nature of the Islamic Republic only at the end of their term. Ever since the 1979 revolution and the subsequent hostage crisis ruined Jimmy Carter's reelection campaign, Tehran has prided itself on sabotaging American chief executives. This time it may get a two-for-one: the presidency of Donald Trump, and the presidential ambitions of J. D. Vance.
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Iran Got a Great Deal That It Could Still Squander

For some forces in Iran, no agreement is a good agreement with the United States.

by Arash Azizi

Sat, 20 Jun 2026




The memorandum of understanding between the United States and Iran appears to have ended the war on terms favorable to the Islamic Republic. It releases frozen Iranian assets, relaxes restrictions on Iranian oil sales, and lifts the American blockade of the Strait of Hormuz--in exchange for Iran ending its closure of the waterway. In other words, Iran receives things it didn't have before the war in exchange for giving up something it wasn't doing before the war.

But as good as these terms might look for Iran, they've still proved controversial within the Islamic Republic. In the days before the agreement, a loud coterie of hard-liners threw everything it had against the deal. A member of Parliament from Tehran said that signing the deal would make Iran "a colony of the United States." Hard-line demonstrators wished "death" on the two men who led the talks with the U.S.: Mohammad Baqer Qalibaf, the speaker of Parliament, and Abbas Araghchi, Iran's foreign minister (respectively tagged as "the compromiser" and "the dishonorable").

Hard-liners oppose the memorandum of understanding because they see any deal with the United States as normalizing contact with the Great Satan. They also fear an end to international sanctions: If Iran is no longer alone and under siege, what will become of its anti-Western ideology?

Read: The war Trump can't end

Yet the deal went ahead because it had the support of most of Iran's military and political leaders. About a dozen men sit on the National Security Council, the body that effectively runs Iran these days. Of them, reportedly only one opposed the deal, and this was likely Saeed Jalili, the former nuclear negotiator and unofficial leader of the ultra-hard-line faction. The Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps appears to have put its institutional weight behind agreement. Esmail Qaani, the head of IRGC's external-operations wing, known as the Quds Force, went on state television to back it: "The negotiating team are no different than our boys working at the missile launchers," he said.

The memorandum is seen as a victory for Qalibaf, Araghchi, and the man who actually signed it for Iran, the reformist President Masud Pezeshkian. The pro-diplomacy coalition includes reformist forces, such as the Unity of the Nation Party, which asked for the deal to be followed by "restorative justice" for the regime's killing of protesters in January and an expansion of rights and freedoms. Two pro-reform former presidents, Mohammad Khatami and Hassan Rouhani, have also backed the deal.

But the Iranian regime has a long history of tug-of-war between two broad camps: the developmentalists, who are ready to move on from the Islamic Republic's founding ideology in the name of economic progress, and the ideologues, who remain committed to anti-Americanism and the quest to destroy Israel. The struggle goes back to the 1990s, and the developmentalists have lost most rounds, not least because Ali Khamenei, Iran's supreme leader for 37 years, sided with the ideologues. Khamenei sometimes green-lighted diplomacy with the West to gain economic relief, but he firmly opposed normalizing ties with the U.S. or holding high-level talks with Americans.

Read: How Iran killed its economy

His son and successor, Mojtaba Khamenei, is rhetorically committed to the same unforgiving worldview as his father was. In a message endorsing the deal, he said that he was "fundamentally of another opinion" but had been swayed by Pezeshkian's guarantees. By signaling that the deal was not his preference, the leader empowered hard-liners to oppose it. But in this message, Mojtaba also approved face-to-face meetings with Americans, in a sharp departure from his father.

These dynamics among regime insiders matter because the tougher diplomatic task still lies ahead. The memorandum of understanding gives the U.S. and Iran 60 days to hash out a nuclear deal. This is the broader diplomatic arrangement that could lead to sanctions relief and be an economic game changer for Iran. (The memorandum of understanding has already proved beneficial in this regard: A U.S. dollar now sells for 1.56 million Iranian rials, down from 1.75 million last week.)

But we've been here several times before. In the 1990s, President Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, the grandfather of the developmentalists, sought to rebuild ties with the West and found himself stymied by Khamenei on one side and inconsistent partners in the U.S. on the other. Two decades later, when Rouhani was president, Iran painstakingly negotiated a nuclear deal with the Obama administration--only for the first Trump administration to sink it in 2018.

Iran's current leaders are navigating the same duality within the regime and will surely face similar headwinds from without. And to some extent, they are still cautiously straddling the regime's internal divide. Qalibaf presents himself as a statesman on the world stage, but last week also emptily pledged to "liberate Jerusalem." But if he and the rest of Iran's new leaders are really to change their country's lot, they will have to change this mindset, prevail over the hard-liners, and make a clear choice: Do they want to perennially fight America and Israel, or to develop Iran's economy and move on?

Soon Iranians will bury Ali Khamenei in a public funeral. They must also bury his revolutionary intransigence. Otherwise, they could well wind up squandering even this enviable deal with the United States.
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Mark Rutte Needs to Stop Talking

Flattering Trump will get Europe nowhere.

by Robert Kagan

Fri, 19 Jun 2026




Can Mark Rutte please just stop talking? The NATO secretary general, who infantilized an entire continent last year by referring to Donald Trump as "Daddy," continued his campaign of flattery at the most recent meeting of the G7: "The U.S. action to prevent the threat of a nuclear-armed Iran and degrade its ballistic-missile capability improves security for us all," he told reporters.

Diplomats are paid to lie for their country, but this may be the greatest and most obvious falsehood ever uttered by a diplomat not named Sergey Lavrov. Even the most enthusiastic backers of Trump's war do not believe this nonsense. The one thing we can be sure of is that the U.S. action did not improve security for anyone, except possibly for Iran, and certainly not for Europeans.

Not only have Europeans suffered from higher energy prices, but the result of the war is that Iran now controls the Strait of Hormuz and will for the foreseeable future. That means that European nations, like the Gulf States and every other nation dependent on access to the strait, will be at Iran's mercy. Never mind the new "fees" that everyone is going to have to pay Iran for use of the strait. Any nation that currently maintains sanctions on Iran is going to have to drop them quickly. When Tehran tells, say, the U.K. that the queue to get in and out of the strait is awfully long, and that the paperwork it provided the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps-controlled strait authority is not quite right but could probably be fixed once sanctions are dropped, what is London going to do?

If Rutte's self-debasing flattery of Trump actually worked, that would be one thing. To help save NATO: That is Rutte's rationale for his toadying. Unfortunately, Trump takes servile flattery as his due. Giving it to him satisfies his need to feel superior and dominant, but it buys you nothing. Trump will turn on an "ally" or "friend" in a heartbeat and with stunning viciousness. The latest victim is, of course, Bibi Netanyahu, who had much more reason than Rutte or any European to believe that Trump was reliably on his side. Rutte's latest fawning occurred just as practically the entire nation of Israel was crying out in shock at its sudden abandonment by Trump.

Read: Netanyahu finally learns the truth about Trump

And the Trump administration's response to Rutte's absurd flattery? The very next day, Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth, speaking at NATO headquarters, informed the allies that Washington was beginning a six-month review to "examine America's force posture and basing in Europe" with the clear intention of continuing what has already been a significant and steady drawdown of U.S. forces on the continent. He took the occasion to chastise the Europeans, again, for failing to help in the Iran war that the Trump administration undertook without consulting allies and which has now turned into a debacle. Rutte's response? "I'm happy he does this."

We all understand the predicament Europe is in. It needs time to adjust to the fact that the United States is no longer a reliable security partner, to say the least. It doesn't want to pick a fight with the United States, and possibly face even worse punishment, while making that transition and at a time when the risk from Russia seems to be growing. Above all, it doesn't want to jeopardize what little remaining support the United States provides Ukraine. European leaders also live in fear of additional punitive tariffs.

Yet one thing ought to be clear by now: Trump tends to capitulate when faced with determined opposition--whether it's China's trade retaliation, Iran's unbowed belligerency, or the resistance of ordinary American citizens in Minnesota. Those who appease him, however, find themselves on a never-ending treadmill of concessions and self-abasement, because whatever you did for Trump yesterday is forgotten today.

Read: Europe without America

Europe's approach from the beginning has been appeasement. Instead of collectively lining up to retaliate against Trump's "Liberation Day" tariffs last year, for instance, Europe, with an economy as large as China's, caved. Instead of responding to the Trump administration's bullying and insults with the defiant self-respect befitting proud nations, the European approach has been Thank you, sir. May I have another?

This strategy is not going to work. In fact, it's having the opposite of the desired result, as Hegseth's latest proclamation shows. Europeans need to understand that right now and for at least the next couple of years, they live in a world of three predatory empires. Trump is as likely to seize Greenland in the next two years as Xi Jinping is to take action against Taiwan. The Europeans will either become vassals of those empires or learn to stand on their own.

What Europe does matters to the rest of us. As the United States slips deeper into authoritarianism, likely culminating in the Trump administration's attempt to nullify the results of this fall's congressional elections, Europe right now may be the last best hope for liberal democracy. Those of us who care about keeping liberalism alive need Europeans to start defending it against all of its enemies--in Moscow, Beijing, and Washington.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/2026/06/europe-stop-appeasing-trump/687646/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Britain's Next Leader Has Emerged

Andy Burnham, Manchester's mayor, prepares to challenge Keir Starmer--and is likely to win.

by Helen Lewis

Fri, 19 Jun 2026




Britain has a new prime minister in waiting. Andy Burnham has wanted to lead the Labour Party for more than a decade, and now the deep unpopularity of the incumbent, Keir Starmer, has created a path to Downing Street for the Manchester mayor. Yesterday in Makerfield, a constituency outside Manchester in northern England, Burnham won a special parliamentary election that basically everyone understood to be both a referendum on Starmer's leadership and a test of his own ability to defeat the radical right.

He won the by-election in a blowout, and is expected to challenge Starmer almost immediately--by pressuring him behind the scenes to resign or, failing that, by triggering a leadership contest. Either way, Burnham is highly likely to come out on top. The question for Britain is whether his easygoing charm and gift for communication will be enough to successfully lead a grumpy, stagnant country that has already had six prime ministers since the Brexit referendum in 2016.

Read: How Britain became as poor as Mississippi

Burnham's path to power is, funnily enough, more typical of American politicians than British ones. In 2017, after falling out of favor with the prevailing mood within Labour--he was seen as too centrist and pro-business--he left the proverbial swamp by quitting Parliament for a local position, much like a congressman leaving D.C. to run for governor. In Manchester, generally agreed to be a prosperous and revitalized city, Burnham has been able to build a strong personal following without the pressures of national government. Championing what he calls "Manchesterism," an agenda that seized back power for the city from the bureaucrats and moneymen of London, he has become known as Labour's King of the North.

To compete for party leader and prime minister, though, Burnham needed a parliamentary seat. Unfortunately for him, Starmer knew this too, and successfully blocked him from running in a special election in a different Manchester-area constituency in February. The seat went to the left-wing Greens, prompting bitter recriminations that Burnham alone could have held it for Labour.

And so Burnham engineered a special election of his own, by persuading the scandal-plagued member of Parliament in nearby Makerfield, Josh Simons, to step down. Recent polls predicted a Burnham victory, but far underestimated its extent. His 55 percent exceeded the combined total for the runner-up, from Nigel Farage's populist right Reform, and the candidate from its new, even more hard-line challenger, Restore. By comparison, Labour is currently polling at just 19 percent nationally.

Read: Britain's unbridgeable divide

The speed with which Starmer has become unpopular is notable, even by the attention-deficit standards of recent British politics. After winning a 174-seat parliamentary majority in 2024, albeit with an underwhelming 34 percent of the vote, he has struggled to connect with the public. His terrible job-approval rating is superficially hard to understand, since his government has achieved significant victories: The railways are in the process of being renationalized--long a preoccupation of the left--while the volume of legal immigration and the number of migrants arriving in small boats have both fallen, fulfilling a demand of the right.

But the British economy remains sluggish. He tried to pass significant welfare cuts but failed because of a backbench rebellion. And he alienated elderly voters early on by attempting to remove one of their taxpayer-funded perks, the PS300 (about $395) winter fuel allowance. Above all, Starmer has failed to communicate any kind of vision for Britain. He prided himself on refusing to be confined by the in-fighting of Labour's past: Tony Blair's business-friendly disciples against Gordon Brown's pro-distribution faction, then both groups against Jeremy Corbyn's unabashed socialists. But he was completely unable to define what it meant to be a Starmerite.

Hence the reemergence of Andy Burnham. This will be his third attempt at winning the Labour leadership. In 2010, he was little-known, and came in fourth. In 2015, he was too associated with "New Labour," Blair's centrist project, just as the party turned left and embraced Jeremy Corbyn. Burnham came second and subsequently decamped to Manchester.

Cynics think that Manchesterism is a mirage and that Burnham is unduly hogging the credit for the regeneration of the city's downtown. Some suggest his superficial charm is giving a false picture of his political talents. In a notably skeptical profile, Joshi Herrmann of the independent Substack The Mill identified "a fatal weakness on Burnham's part: he wants to be liked and he's not particularly ruthless."

But Burnham was calculating enough. His posters in the Makerfield campaign mentioned his name, not his party affiliation; canvassers were instructed to say that they were "out campaigning for Andy Burnham" rather than Labour. His personal popularity helped win the seat, along with an Obama-style hopey-changey message. Both of those things will be hard to maintain if he becomes prime minister.

Still, Burnham has significant advantages over Starmer, who for now is insisting that he will not step down voluntarily. Burnham's short-form videos are notably better than Labour's current efforts. The popular image of Starmer is him standing stiffly at a lectern, while Burnham is comfortable walking and talking to camera, often to a soundtrack of '90s soccer-dad classics. (The venerable Manchester band Oasis let him use their song "Some Might Say" for one ad in his parliamentary campaign.) He has been a capable frontman in moments of crisis: He was highly visible during Manchester's response to the 2017 bombing at an Ariana Grande concert, as well as the city's response to COVID.

Over the past decade, a repeated knock on Burnham has been that he is a political chameleon. As a Remainer campaigning in a Brexit-voting seat, he stayed vague on the subject of Britain's future relationship with the European Union. Last year he argued that politicians paid too much attention to the bond markets; last month, he reassured them by committing to Labour's current efforts to hold down government borrowing. He held a launch event for his 2015 Labour leadership campaign at the headquarters of the accounting firm Ernst & Young, to signal his business-friendly credentials. By 2022, however, he was describing that move as "tone-deaf," and this time around, he has presented himself as an Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez-style economic populist, arguing that ordinary people's living standards have been eroded by money flowing "into the hands of people for whom life was already very good" and arguing for a top tax rate of 50 percent. That shift reflects Labour's leftward movement, as well as the recent success of the left-populist Greens.

David Frum: The costs of Brexit are undeniable now

The British electorate has fragmented. Labour now competes for left-wing votes not only with the Greens but with nationalist parties in Scotland and Wales. In the middle sit the Liberal Democrats, who appeal to both anti-Brexit Conservatives and former Labour voters uninterested in the party's leftward turn. Right-wing voters can now choose among the ailing Conservatives, Reform, or Restore. The last of these is backed by Elon Musk and traffics in language about race and immigration that has been absent from British electoral politics since the demise of the British National Party. That 7 percent of Makerfield voters chose Restore--even in the knowledge that doing so might deprive another anti-immigration party of victory--points to a deep well of racial grievance and anti-establishment anger that even Farage cannot command.

All of these dynamics make special elections particularly unpredictable: Reform lost two recent ones to the Greens and Plaid Cymru, the Welsh nationalist party. And on the same day Burnham triumphed in Makerfield, the Conservatives won a parliamentary seat in Scotland from the Scottish Nationalist Party. The next national election will occur no later than 2029, and which party ends up with the most seats is anyone's guess.

The circumstances of the Makerfield by-election make it an imperfect bellwether for national politics. Both Burnham and the Reform candidate, Rob Kenyon, presented their campaign as a chance to give the Labour prime minister a kicking. Farage, Reform's attention-grabbing but divisive leader, was a curiously low-key presence. Kenyon, a plumber whose past social-media posts prompted allegations of sexism, was an underwhelming candidate. None of that stopped lots of British journalists turning up in Makerfield to write about the irresistible lure of Reform to working-class voters. Somehow, these articles never get written the other way around: No one opines that British voters long for a guy who served in Gordon Brown's government and voted for the Iraq War, as Burnham did.

But people are more open-minded and pragmatic than many political commentators assume, and Burnham has long since shrugged off his association with previous eras of Labour. In the end, his pitch was simple--he is the only man who can save Labour and, by extension, Britain. This, he told his supporters on election night, was Labour's "final chance to change." Now Britons will find out if that's true.
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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 fewer 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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How Britain Became as Poor as Mississippi

<span>A case study in self-sabotage</span>

by Idrees Kahloon

Wed, 10 Jun 2026




Updated at 3:50 p.m. ET on June 24, 2026

Who broke Britain? Someone--or something--must have. The past 18 years, enough time for a whole lost generation to be born and brought up, have yielded nothing but stagnation and mass disillusionment. In 2007, before the global financial crisis, Britain was at its postimperial zenith. Median household income had just surpassed that of Germany. A pound was worth more than $2, and London was arguably displacing New York as the center of international banking.

But since then, Britain has been left behind. The country's output per person is now only just above that of Mississippi, America's poorest state--and that slight lead is only achieved thanks to London. Outside the capital, in places where tourists do not visit, living standards fall well below Mississippi's. Brits visiting the United States find that their currency has depreciated to the point where the pound today buys only about $1.35. British wages have lagged well behind those in the U.S., and also those in Germany, France, the Netherlands, Denmark; once you account for inflation, they've barely grown at all. Within the next decade, the typical Pole will have a standard of living equal to the typical Brit, if current trends continue.

Douglas Carswell: Is Mississippi really as poor as Britain?

One generation ago, Britain was a major global power; today, it is a middling one, gripped by sclerosis. Taxation is at the highest level since World War II, yet public services have deteriorated. The National Health Service, the celebrated pillar of the British cradle-to-grave welfare state, has a backlog of 6 million patients--almost a tenth of the population--waiting for treatment. The health service now has to spend more money settling maternity-malpractice claims than it does on actually providing maternity care. Many Brits can neither obtain an appointment with a publicly funded dentist nor afford a private one; in a 2023 survey, one in 10 reported doing DIY dental work, in extreme cases extracting their own teeth or gluing broken crowns back together.

Incomes can be shockingly low: Junior doctors recently went on strike for the 15th time in three years over their salaries, which start at just PS38,800; the median salary for British civil servants is PS35,680. In April, amid the Iran conflict, the Daily Mail pounced on Prime Minister Keir Starmer for vacationing in Valencia, Spain, at what the tabloid described as a luxury hotel, costing PS200 a night.

Some in Britain blame rotten luck--the 2008 financial crash, the coronavirus pandemic, an energy crisis after Russia invaded Ukraine. But other countries endured these challenges too. What differentiated Britain was its self-sabotaging responses to these and other problems. Brexit is the most famous example, but hardly the only one. Bad choices, beginning just after the financial crisis, begot worse ones. As public disillusionment has grown, politicians have been rotated swiftly in and out of power, abruptly terminating whatever policies they had started. Six different prime ministers have governed since the 2010 general election. They do not seem to be getting more talented over time. Less than two years after Starmer's Labour Party took power, his net approval rating has plunged to minus 42 points. He is widely expected to resign this year, and may have done so by the time you read this.

The country's downward slide has been consistent in one respect: As Britain has become more and more aware of its diminishment, it has retreated ever more fully into a defensive crouch. Politics have become zero-sum, descending into fights over who has robbed whom. Suspicion has fallen, above all, on immigrants, whom both major parties have turned against. There is still an enduring strain of British exceptionalism, quieter and more understated than the American version, which suggests that by retreating inward, Britain can make itself great again. Astonishingly, or perhaps predictably, it is growing stronger as the country's problems get worse.

In fairness, the 2008 financial crisis hit Britain especially hard. In the 1990s, both the Tories and Tony Blair's "New Labour" Party made the same bet: Britain was to be a postindustrial, services-based economy, anchored in finance. Tax receipts from a booming London would be redistributed to lagging regions in the old industrial heartland, helping to renew them. Then came 2008, and London's financial industry cratered.

But the government's actions during and after the crisis compounded the damage. Rather than increase spending to revive depressed demand, as modern Keynesians would counsel, the government, then led by Conservative Prime Minister David Cameron, opted to slash budgets as revenue plunged. The theory was that fiscal discipline--cutting spending more sharply than Britain's peer countries--would inspire confidence and spur growth. At the time, deficits and debt were seen as immoral; unlike profligate Greece, Britain would manage its affairs prudently.

The promised growth did not materialize, and austerity left scars that linger still. Funding for day-to-day NHS operations was maintained, for instance, but only by cannibalizing the capital budget. A 2024 government report found that, as a result of austerity, Britain has "crumbling buildings, mental health patients being accommodated in Victoria-era cells infested with vermin with 17 men sharing two showers, and parts of the NHS operating in decrepit portacabins."

Read: Britain's unbridgeable divide

After austerity cuts to welfare benefits took effect, the share of children who grew up in long-term poverty, meaning half their childhood or more, shot up from about 14 percent to 23 percent. Nutrition appeared to suffer, and doctors reported increased cases of diseases stemming from vitamin deficiencies, such as rickets and scurvy.

Local governments, called councils, saw their grants from the central government fall by 40 percent from 2010 to 2020. In 2023, Birmingham City Council, which is responsible for more than 1 million residents, effectively declared bankruptcy. One-third of all English councils could do the same within five years.

Austerity was felt most harshly by those who were already suffering after deindustrialization. The welfare state had partially compensated the losers from globalization. When it abruptly shrank--because the masters of the universe had miscalculated--anger erupted upward, at British elites, and also outward, at European migrants, who were competing for jobs and public services. It was because of this political pressure that Cameron made another fateful decision: to hold the Brexit referendum in 2016. This was a gambit; Cameron expected the vote to fail. He did not want to leave the European Union, but he wanted to arrest the rise of figures such as Nigel Farage, the longtime gadfly of British politics, who had been campaigning for withdrawal from the EU for decades. Left-behind Britain, the places especially harmed by austerity cuts, voted overwhelmingly to leave. The morning after he lost the referendum, Cameron resigned, ushering in a period of political instability that has now lasted a decade, and shows no sign of ending.

David Frum: The costs of Brexit are undeniable now

Settling the formal Brexit deal took almost four years of negotiations between Britain and the EU. The resulting uncertainty took a toll on British businesses even then. In 2018, one year before his ascension to prime minister, Boris Johnson was asked by a European diplomat about these adverse effects. He replied, "Fuck business." And indeed, something like that happened. A recent paper on "The Economic Impact of Brexit," by five economists, calculated that Brexit caused business investment to drop by 12 to 18 percent, productivity and employment to decline by about 3 to 4 percent, and, most striking, GDP per capita to fall by 6 to 8 percent--twice as much as earlier estimates. The harms weren't all immediately visible. As with austerity, they accumulated over time.

Outside London, the consequences of almost two lost decades are unignorable. Stoke-on-Trent, in the West Midlands, about 150 miles north of London, was once the ceramics capital of Britain, and quite probably the world. It was geologically blessed by rich seams of both coal and clay; its wares were transported by canal to Liverpool for export. The whole area became known as the Potteries. Stoke once held some 2,000 bottle kilns--huge, bulbous structures in which crockery from companies such as Wedgwood were fired.

Today only 47 remain; the industry employs perhaps 5,000 people--down from some 300,000 in 1984. And because of Britain's extraordinary energy costs, this number is still declining. Depleted oil drilling in the North Sea and a failure to invest in alternative energy sources have left the country reliant on imported energy, staggering consumers and industry alike. From 2004 to 2024, electricity costs for British businesses more than tripled (even after adjusting for inflation), and are now the highest in the world.


Bottle kilns, used in the manufacture of dinnerware and other pottery, in Stoke-on-Trent, circa 1948 (Hulton Archive / Getty)



In March, I visited Middleport Pottery, the last remaining ceramics factory that has operated continuously since the Victorian era. A charming elderly guide named Phil Knott showed me around, pointing out the ceramics and crockery that the company supplies to the private residence of King Charles III. In most rooms we entered, he introduced me by saying, "This man here is from Washington to write an article about the ceramics industry." Though the factory once employed some 400 workers, it now has only 18. Middleport uses smaller gas ovens today, but its last bottle kiln (there once were seven) still sits outside, a vestige of a bygone time. All along the kiln's exterior--where heat and smoke and ash once escaped--small trees and plants have taken root in the dormant structure.

The deindustrialization of Stoke began a long time ago. In the 1980s, Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher ushered in her "supply side" revolution, emphasizing privatization and breaking the trade unions. This improved the country's fortunes, but not those of all its parts. Thatcherism hit Stoke hard, causing closures of factories, steelworks, and mines. Lisa Healings, who runs the charity Voluntary Action Stoke-on-Trent, lived through that as a young girl. VAST works with a network of charities to provide food, job training, and counseling, but the group is fighting economic gravity. "There's now a third generation almost coming through," Healings told me, whose "parents were unemployed, their grandparents were unemployed, and they don't see any future for themselves other than living on benefits and being unemployed."

Austerity was particularly brutal to places like Stoke, where a large share of the population was already dependent on government benefits. Two out of every five children in Stoke live in poverty, one of the highest rates in Britain, and in 2022, the city had one of the highest rates of infant mortality in the country.

Since the turn of this century, successive governments have tried and mostly failed to correct basic problems. In 2003, John Prescott, Blair's deputy prime minister, started a policy called "Pathfinder," which aimed to demolish and replace worn-down housing in postindustrial places such as Stoke. Cameron's government abruptly defunded it in 2010, leaving empty eyesore lots where demolition had finished but building had not yet begun. In 2019, Johnson promised that a new economic-revitalization plan called "Leveling Up" would "answer the plea of the forgotten people and the left-behind towns." But few specifics were forthcoming until three years later, only months before Johnson resigned. The funding it provided was a pittance compared with the support withdrawn from local governments under austerity.

It is in places like Stoke where discontent with London and Brussels is highest. During the 2016 referendum, 69 percent of residents voted to leave the EU--the highest share of any city in the country. Afterward, Stoke was branded "the capital of Brexit."

My train north from London was, like many, seriously delayed--in this case because of a loose panel on a front car. "Hopefully it'll hold on until we get to Manchester," the conductor announced. This information left me, rather like the panel, flappable, but it had no discernible effect on my fellow passengers. Although Americans should generally not cast aspersions on the rail services of other countries, the episode was yet another reminder of Britain's degraded state.

Recent plans to transform the country have rested in no small part on High Speed 2, a superfast rail line intended to connect London with Birmingham, Leeds, and Manchester. But since HS2 was proposed, in 2009, its costs have tripled, to more than PS100 billion. It is the most expensive rail line in the world. (A special structure to protect a rare bat species near the rail line in Buckinghamshire required 8,000 permits and was built at a cost of PS216 million.) The most important sections of the proposed route have been lopped off. The rump line--going from Birmingham, Britain's second-largest city, to not-quite-central London--may be finished by 2040.

In Birmingham, a local named Gerry Moynihan walked me from the city center to the benighted HS2 terminus. Moynihan--a pleasant, white-haired former lawyer with a dyspeptic X account often focused on his hometown's troubles--was eager to show me what had gone wrong. He pointed out a large site called Smithfield, formerly the location of grocery wholesalers whose warehouses had been vacant for many years. We passed a few film studios along the canal, some of the more promising businesses that have sprouted up in recent years. Moynihan admitted that their existence poses some challenge to an oft-repeated remark of his--"I see nothing of merit in this city"--but then redirected my attention to the gargantuan potholes in the road, gouged so deep that you could see the Victorian-era cobblestones below; to the trash piled up in vacant lots; and to the discarded boxes for extra-large canisters of nitrous oxide, which is routinely abused in Birmingham.

To get to the HS2 terminus, at Curzon Street Station, Moynihan and I walked along the route of an attempted Birmingham-metro-rail extension, which has itself been beset by delays and cost overruns: a localized version of the HS2 debacle. I could see crawler cranes and excavators moving busily around; huge Y-shaped piers that will, perhaps in a decade, hoist the high-speed rail stood disconnected from each other. HS2 has been delayed for so long that two swiftly built towers near the terminus now themselves look derelict and in need of demolition. "If you're a developer, why would you invest here? The only reason is HS2, and it is moribund," Moynihan said.




Building infrastructure, or much of anything else, has become all but impossible in the United Kingdom. In addition to having the world's most expensive (not yet built) train line, Britain also hosts the world's most expensive (not yet built) nuclear-power plant, Hinkley Point C. Its environmental-impact assessment ran 31,401 pages; the plant will feature a PS700 million "fish disco," which will pulse sounds underwater to deter animals from its intake pipes. The government spent 32 years and PS179 million planning a tunnel beneath Stonehenge to relieve traffic, only to officially scrap the plan this year. Even basic tasks, such as obtaining power, can be nightmarish. "In the U.K., you can be waiting for five years to get any kind of energy-intensive project connected to the grid," Sam Bowman, a founding editor of the magazine Works in Progress, told me. These failures are all self-imposed. Parliament, by design, could exercise broad authority over these matters--yet rather than wielding this power to confront Britain's problems, it has chosen instead to smother the state with veto points, proceduralism, and endless reviews.

Britain suffers from a housing crisis significantly worse than America's. The problem cannot even be blamed on zoning, because Britain does not have a zoning regime to speak of. Rather, every attempt to build is a painful, ad hoc negotiation with local government councils and NIMBY residents. As a result, housing costs per square foot are among the highest in Europe. In the words of one report, "Our housing stock offers the worst value for money of any advanced economy." France has roughly the same population as the U.K., but almost 50 percent more homes. And yet, since the financial crisis, the U.K.'s rate of housing production has only fallen.

Britain's building problems are not limited to the periphery. In London, the typical house sold in 2024 cost 11 times median earnings. And although London remains an alluring global city, it, too, is stagnating--since the financial crisis, worker productivity there has been essentially flat. Even so, London today is almost 50 percent more productive than the West Midlands, which includes both Stoke and Birmingham. Anna Stansbury, an economist at MIT, told me that the gap between southeastern England, where London sits, and the rest of Britain is comparable to that between West and East Germany. In regional terms, the problem of the past two decades is essentially that London has hardly grown, yet Britain's smaller cities remain so far behind it.

There are some exceptions to the general pattern of British malaise: Oxford and Cambridge, world leaders in science for centuries, are belatedly becoming hubs for start-ups, though they are close enough to London to share its housing afflictions. The most optimistic place I visited outside London's orbit was Manchester, where growth has consistently been double the U.K. average. Downtown Manchester was once almost totally depopulated; today, approximately 100,000 people live there. After working hours in the city's pubs, you will hear conspicuous southern accents: In 2024, more Londoners moved to Manchester than vice versa.

Manchester has succeeded in part because it gained some independence from the shambolic central government in London. In an experiment in devolution begun in 2011, London granted the city more power over taxes and transportation. The bus network was brought under public control, and a local PS1 billion "Good Growth Fund" was set up to distribute investments across the city. Manchester, as a result, is now better able to set its own economic course. "You can't order growth from the top down," Andy Burnham, the mayor of Greater Manchester since 2017, told me. "The U.K., for most of our lives, has been an overly centralized country."

Many Labour supporters wish that Burnham, rather than the hapless Starmer, was prime minister. But for that to happen, Burnham would first need to return to Parliament (where he had previously served for 16 years). He attempted to do so in January, when a parliamentary seat became vacant in Greater Manchester, but he was blocked by Starmer's allies, who did not want to elevate a potential rival (already called the "King of the North"). In May, after Starmer's grip on power had loosened even further, a Labour member of Parliament in Makerfield, another Manchester seat, voluntarily resigned to offer Burnham another avenue to challenging the party leader. He will not be blocked this time.

Yet Burnham's path to power is not guaranteed. Even Manchester is not immune to the country's anti-establishment mood. In Makerfield, recent elections have seen significant improvement for the Green Party, the populist left party on the rise in Britain. The Greens are run by Zack Polanski, a former hypnotherapist and a self-described "eco-populist" who wants to legalize drugs and implement a wealth tax. But the strongest performance has been put up by the Reform Party, the populist hard-right party that's rising nationally even faster than the Greens.

Idrees Kahloon: Political parties have disconnected from the public

Both of these parties, once relegated to the fringe of British politics, have done exceptionally well in recent national surveys. Reform has in fact been out-polling all the others for months--the first time in more than 40 years that neither Conservatives nor Labour has led. No matter who in the Labour Party replaces Starmer, presuming he resigns, Britain must hold another general election within the next three years. The odds-on favorite to be the next prime minister after that election is Reform's leader. His name is Nigel Farage.

How could the prime instigator of Brexit now find himself in a position to be promoted to prime minister?

Farage is ascendant because he has an enticing answer to the question "Who broke Britain?": the feckless elites, the ineffective civil servants, and the unwanted immigrants. Even if the country's problems are beyond his capacity to solve, he at least can promise their reckoning.

I met Farage in March, right before he took the stage at a campaign rally in Milton Keynes, a commuter town outside London most famous for its many roundabouts. He and his merry band of insurgents were touring the country ahead of the local elections in May, in which Reform would gain some 1,400 municipal-government seats (30 percent of the total seats contested), while Labour would lose about 1,400 and the Tories about 500. Farage was in character: besuited, with a pink-and-purple tie immaculately matched to his shirt, and sporting his trademark Union Jack socks. When he leaned forward, I smelled tobacco and possibly a faint whiff of the pint of lager that he is so often pictured holding. He sunnily told me how he was preparing, upon his election, to wrest power from the deep state and deploy it to enact the will of the people. "We have to make sure within the civil service that we have people who are not willful obstructors," he said: His government would not be like Donald Trump's first administration, initially unsure of how to wield power, but like the second, ready to go from the start.


Nigel Farage, campaigning in Romford in April. His Reform Party has surged in national polls. (Carl Court / Getty)



Several hundred people had come to see Farage speak. Political rallies in England are more civilized than the American ones I am used to: People drink pints before the event, sit patiently in chairs during it, and leave in an orderly queue afterward. After everyone took their seat, Farage delivered his speech, which was a rhapsody of declinism. "It is a period of complete political failure; economically, we're going down the drain," he said. Every current and recent political leader was to blame. The Conservatives had delivered Brexit too slowly, allowed mass migration anyway, agreed to net-zero-emissions commitments. Labour was responsible for Britain's humiliation on the world stage, through its weak response to the war in Iran and its general dithering. The message was clear: Only Farage could fix it.

Farage's plans to consolidate power, through a defanged civil service and constitutional reform, are detailed. Cuts to the civil service are not just being promised in a general way; a "Project 2025"-style ministry-by-ministry road map is being discussed by Reform's allies. Quasi-constitutional laws that have restrained the power of the central government, such as the 1998 Human Rights Act and the 2010 Equality Act, will be redrafted. So will the 2008 Climate Change Act, which enshrined Britain's net-zero commitments. Danny Kruger, a Conservative MP who defected to Reform last year and is now a part of its brain trust, told me that fixing the country's problems requires first restoring parliamentary sovereignty. That would mean limiting the ability of independent government bodies to direct policy, and of courts to exercise judicial review on acts of Parliament.

Greater power for Parliament could indeed enable needed reforms. The accumulation of legal clutter is in no small part responsible for the country's inability to build housing, infrastructure, and industry. And Parliament's ability to self-govern, after decades of delegation to EU committees, has atrophied. Even after Brexit, a sort of learned helplessness has prevailed within the political class, Fred de Fossard, a former Tory political adviser now at the Prosperity Institute, told me. If Farage is elected, perhaps that will change. But Brexit proved that a sweeping assertion of sovereignty is by itself insufficient to ensure growth--and, indeed, can be self-harming.

Many of the details about how Farage would restore Britain's place among wealthy nations, and a sense of opportunity for its people, are hazy. I asked him how he would spur the kind of strong economic growth that the Conservative and Labour Parties had failed to achieve. He answered by saying that he and his future ministers were successful businesspeople, unlike the current lot, and would therefore do better. The Reform Party has promised to slash government spending and national deficits, though it has promised to cut some taxes too. Farage told me that shock therapy for the British state would be necessary. "There is no question the state has to shrink in size, and this is going to be very, very tough," he said, adding that he anticipates protests when he unveils plans to cut welfare benefits. "But if we don't do it, we are going to go bust."

Because of such statements, Reform is often accused of being austerity rehashed, or Thatcherism rewarmed. But Reform's most specific economic pronouncements have largely been of the crowd-pleasing, non-Thatcherite variety: cutting fuel taxes, keeping the NHS free at the point of service, and preserving the "triple lock"--a policy effectively ensuring that state pensions increase faster than ordinary wages.

Being cryptic about hard economic choices is electorally advantageous, particularly when the general election could be years away. This was in fact the strategy that Starmer employed in his election campaign, repeating the word growth like a mantra without revealing how he would achieve it. His political capital proved fleeting. Reform may ascend to power only to find itself snared in the same trap. Still, even well-connected Westminster types who served in prior governments told me they did not really dread a Reform government. Reform, in their view, is the only party iconoclastic enough to attempt major structural repairs on the foundations of the British state and economy. "To believe that something is broken doesn't mean that it's irretrievably broken," James Orr, a Cambridge theology professor who leads policy for Reform, told me. "But we think it's becoming increasingly obvious that we're the only political movement with a chance."

The most detailed plans released by Reform involve immigration--the one issue that evokes as much anger among voters as living standards do. The Conservatives broke their pledges: Johnson promised to reduce the net inflow of migrants, but his policies, meant to bolster health-care staffing and stabilize falling university enrollment, led to the legal arrival of more than 3 million non-EU immigrants, who now amount to one out of every 25 people in Britain. Later, Prime Minister Rishi Sunak struggled to deal with the arrival of more than 150,000 migrants who'd crossed the English Channel on small boats. Even the current Labour government, sensing the anger in the electorate, has pledged to reduce migration.

It is on immigration that Farage offers the starkest choice. He has put Zia Yusuf, a wealthy businessman and the son of Sri Lankan immigrants, at the helm of his immigration agenda. Yusuf's major policy pitch is "Operation Restoring Justice," which calls for the deportation of all unauthorized migrants in Britain (through a new ICE-style agency called UK Deportation Command). Yusuf is the kind of zealous and paradoxical convert whom Reform, and other parties of the global New Right, revel in--a practicing Muslim who strenuously campaigns to keep churches from being converted to mosques. He is to Farage what Stephen Miller is to Donald Trump: a hard-faced nativist, always aware of the latest heinous offense committed by an immigrant and always warning of impending civilizational collapse--next to whom the boss looks moderate and relaxed. "Never again will British people be a second-class citizen in their own country," Yusuf declared in a speech on the night I saw Farage in Milton Keynes. "Under a Reform government, His Majesty's Parliament will be sovereign once again, and the rights of the great British people will reign supreme!"

Given the anger over broken border promises, it's no surprise that Reform's clearest message has been on restricting migration. It resonates because Britain's economic failures have contributed to a growing cultural precarity, too. But unwinding migration is unlikely to solve Britain's deepest woes--most of which are domestically manufactured, not imported.

With every disappointing year, with the failure of every backfiring government policy, the nostalgia for British exceptionalism has grown stronger. Restoration to global hegemony is impossible. Stabilization is achievable, but only if Britain's next ruling class does something that its governments over the past two decades have not managed: stop choosing the self-harming option. Arresting the current trajectory of decline will require the recognition of a hard truth. What broke Britain was not Brussels, bad luck, or bankers. The British broke Britain. To mend it, they must first stop breaking it further.



This article appears in the July 2026 print edition with the headline "How Britain Became as Poor as Mississippi." The article originally stated that the economic gaps between London and other British cities are comparable to that between cities in West and East Germany. In fact, the economic gap between southeastern England, where London sits, and the rest of Britain is comparable to that between West and East Germany.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/2026/07/uk-productivity-economy-reform-party/687303/?utm_source=feed
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The 13 Steps of a Trump Fiasco

The Reflecting Pool drama says everything about how the administration operates.

by Charlie Warzel

Fri, 26 Jun 2026




If you wanted to make an argument that we are all living in some cruel simulation, a key piece of evidence might be that the news keeps providing us with absurd, occasionally quite alarming metaphors for what it's like to exist in 2026. To wit: The London School of Economics recently canceled an event on extreme heat because of an extreme-heat warning issued by the United Kingdom's Met Office.

Or, closer to home for Americans: Donald Trump, trying to renovate the Lincoln Memorial Reflecting Pool for America's 250th birthday and, instead, scoring a tax-payer-funded, $14 million-over-budget own goal in the form of a cracked and peeling, green-algae-riddled, potentially duck-killing militarized zone in the nation's capital. One of the firms hired for the renovation is named Greenwater Services.

This is the kind of stuff that AI might spit out if you offered a chatbot a lazy prompt for political satire. The shambolic spectacle has captivated the nation, despite the fact that the Obama administration spent $34 million and 18 months renovating the pool with mixed results. The fallout has reached New York Times push-alert status and become grist for the meme and culture-war mills online. Moreover, Poolgate seems to be bothering Trump more than past fiascoes, which is notable given that he's particularly embattled at the moment and staring down a defeat in Iran, low poll numbers, and a poor outlook for the midterms. He can't stop posting about the ordeal on Truth Social, accusing unnamed saboteurs of vandalism. At the White House's Great American State Fair on Wednesday night, part of the Freedom 250 celebrations, he ranted about the pool.

Trump's Reflecting Pool debacle is, by definition, a national embarrassment. But America is no stranger to self-inflicted humiliation these days. (See: Iran and the Strait of Hormuz, Qatar's gift of a luxury jet to Trump.) Why, then, is Trump crashing out so hard about the Reflecting Pool? Why does it stand out as the enduring metaphor for an incompetent administration that can't stop providing enduring metaphors of its own incompetence?

Some reasons are obvious. As my colleague Jonathan Chait notes, uncontrolled algae blooms at the Lincoln Memorial are lower stakes and, frankly, much funnier than, say, a war, a self-dealing cryptocurrency scheme, or the destruction of a wing of the White House. (One photo in particular gets me: Four men in camo waders are in the pool. Water, the color of fresh Mountain Dew, laps at their thighs as they dredge the bottom with poles like cranberry farmers on a faraway radioactive planet.) Lately, the saga has taken a more serious turn: The National Park Service alleges that the liner of the pool was cut with a sharp knife or razor earlier this month, causing damage to the pool's foam sealant. Trump has claimed that at least six people have been arrested and seven people have been cited for damaging the pool, and a spokesperson from the Interior Department reiterated to me today that "there have been seven arrests, seven federal citations and 18 police reports filed." According to a report yesterday by MS Now, public records show that only David Hearn, a former Olympic canoer, was arrested. (Hearn has said he was touching a floating piece of paint that had peeled off the pool.)

The spectacle has also been straightforwardly ridiculous, such as when Park Service workers were photographed dumping gallon jugs of hydrogen peroxide into the pool one at a time to quell the algae. But Poolgate is something more--a textbook example of how the Trump administration operates. It's a way that one can explore the anatomy of Trump debacles, which tend to unfold in a (roughly) 13-step process. The Reflecting Pool drama is not all the way through this process yet, but I'd bet good money we'll get there. It goes as follows:

1. Devise unnecessary spectacle.

The Reflecting Pool--one of the National Mall's best-known landmarks--is a big, obvious American symbol, and Donald Trump loves big, obvious symbols. Politics and policy are hard. Wars are even harder. But symbols are a layup. Drain that pool, slap some paint on it--be sure to give it a symbolic name: American-flag blue--and boom, you've made America great yet again. Extra points if President Obama made a similar move before you and you can claim you'll do it cheaper, faster, and better. On paper, it looks perfect.

2. Disregard expertise.

According to CNN, in March, the administration reached out to Sika Corporation, the group that provided the concrete and sealing products for the 2010 renovation. The administration stipulated an intense timeline to make the 250th anniversary and that the pool had to be painted blue. Sika said the project was "unfeasible."

3. Bypass normal procedures.

As The New York Times reported, Trump "handpicked" Atlantic Industrial Coatings for the renovation, giving the company what eventually became a $14.7 million no-bid contract by invoking an exemption "meant for urgent situations." Trump later alleged he did not know the firm. An Interior Department spokesperson told me, "The contracts and pricing reflects the effort necessary to expedite the timeline of completing the leak prevention coating project--more people, more materials, more equipment and longer hours ahead of our 250th."

4. Declare victory too early (bonus if done by AI-slop post).

On May 1, Trump posted an image on Truth Social of himself and other Cabinet members shirtless and swimming in the Reflecting Pool.

5. Spend way more than estimated.

"I have a guy who is unbelievable doing swimming pools up the road," Trump said at the outset of the project. His initial estimate for the price tag was $1.5 million, which he revised the next day to $2 million. He estimated the renovation would last "30, 40, 50 years." So far the project has cost an estimated $16.4 million.

6. Ignore the haters.

On June 3, as the project was coming in over budget, Trump invited press to the Oval Office to display a piece of poster board that extolled the pool's size. The caption read, Our Pool is Bigger than Skyscrapers.

7. Realize it is not going well.

Algae bloom. Send in the hydrogen-peroxide brigade.

8. Bypass normal procedures once again.

As The New York Times' David Fahrenthold reported, "The National Park Service bypassed the competitive-bidding process that is typically required" and instead gave a no-bid contract to Greenwater Services to install a filtration system to help with the algae. During construction Trump instructed the presidential motorcade to drive through the drained pool, shortly after the coating was applied, which has raised questions about whether the drive might have damaged the pool.

Taylor Rogers, a White House spokesperson, told me over email that the Greenwater contract, "was awarded by the Department of Interior" and that "the White House did not play any role in the selection process." She called the notion that the motorcade affected the pool "dumb and unfounded." (In all my dealings with the current administration, never before have its spokespeople been as responsive to or seemingly concerned about my impending article.)

9. Allege conspiracy and sabotage.

On Monday, Trump met with reporters and alleged that vandals put fertilizer in the water of the pool as well as cut the seal: "I can't help it if somebody goes in with a knife and starts hacking it up."

10. Redeclare victory.

Trump said on Wednesday that the pool "looks perfect already, but we're fixing it." Rogers told me that the pool is now "crystal clear and reflecting perfectly." The pool is currently cordoned off by fences and protected by the National Guard.

These recurrent steps extend beyond Trump into the broader MAGA coalition. Recently, Jared Holt, a senior researcher at Open Measures, an organization that tracks online extremism, used a generative-AI research tool to spot patterns in posts about the Reflecting Pool by right-wing accounts on a selection of right-wing social-media platforms such as Truth Social. The tool broke down more than 2,500 posts into three buckets:

Phase 1: Triumph and Restoration

Phase 2: Defending the Project

Phase 3: Sabotage and Culture War

"For the MAGA faithful, Trump's renovation of the Reflecting Pool was supposed to be a shining example of his efforts to restore America from its decaying state," Holt told me. "When it became clear the renovation had been a disaster, MAGA influencers shifted their talking points to instead portray the situation as being emblematic of their critics' depravity and derangement." The pattern, Holt noted, is similar to how the MAGA media system responded to the ICE killings in Minnesota earlier this year, or how it has tried to spin the war in Iran. "The primary function of this media ecosystem is to hype up and pacify Trump's base. And these days, as public support for the administration craters, it's doing a lot more of the latter."

This leaves three steps to come in the future. If patterns hold, we should expect 11. More blaming (one contractor told Politico the repairs to the lining will take weeks), followed by 12. Losing interest. And then, of course, the most important one of all. The foundation upon which every Trump debacle is built. The perpetual-motion device of a petulant president:

13. Pretend it never happened, and move on to the next thing.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2026/06/reflecting-pool-america-250-trump/687716/?utm_source=feed
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My New Life With the Palantir Chore Coat

I bought the most confusing jacket in America.

by Saahil Desai

Thu, 25 Jun 2026




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

Nothing about the Palantir chore coat makes any sense. Mine is a size small, though it's so oversize that I look like a teen wearing a hand-me-down. Then there's the color: a piercing blue that's nearing the shade of an iMessage bubble. The jacket is also the most comfortable and practical garment I own. It's buttery soft and as heavy as a blanket, with three massive patch pockets that each can hold a paperback book. The coat's plastic buttons--swirls of black and blue--are unlike any I have ever seen.

The Palantir chore coat is made by the same Palantir named in homage to Lord of the Rings, the same Palantir that has developed a reputation as ruthlessly committed to any number of national-security imperatives, and, yes, the same Palantir that builds AI tools for the military and tracks migrants for ICE. The mysterious tech giant now also wants to sell you outerwear. Only a tiny Palantir logo is embroidered into the coat's left breast pocket, but flip the coat inside out and you'll find a message from Palantir's CTO, Shyam Sankar, sewn into the lining. Ask yourself constantly, Am I winning? If the answer is yes, nothing else matters. Chaos is tolerable; pain is tolerable. The only thing that matters is to win.

When the chore coat was announced in April, it became an instant grail for Palantir's many devotees, who are drawn to the hard-core ethos of the CEO, Alex Karp (or "Daddy Karp," as he's sometimes known online). Palantir is proudly America First--Karp has said that his goal is "making America more lethal"--and sure enough, the company's marketing emphasizes that the jacket is made in America with 100 percent American-grown cotton. The jacket also has been easy to mock. Here is a foray into fashion from a nearly $300 billion company that is automating warfare. People have dubbed the coat "the worst clothing release this year" and darkly wondered, "Is this the uniform that will be issued after we are all put in labor camps?" In a ranking of despicability, New York magazine's "Approval Matrix" placed the Palantir chore coat near flesh-eating bacteria.

In the name of journalism, I decided to buy one. What would it be like to drape myself in the sartorial expression of one of the most polarizing companies in the United States? The minute that pre-orders went live, I refreshed Palantir's website, frantically typed out my credit-card number, and paid $252, including shipping and tax. Within hours, all of the coats had sold out. Mine arrived two weeks later in a giant box labeled SOFT WEAR COLLECTION. The package included a placard signed by Sankar, a SOFTWARE DOMINATION sticker, a postcard urging me to CHEW THE GLASS, and a luxurious cedar hangar embossed with Palantir's name and logo. A plastic card certified that this was a genuine Palantir chore coat, No. 191 of 200.

Over the past month, I've worn the chore coat essentially everywhere. It has accompanied me on subway rides and walks around my neighborhood in Brooklyn. I've worn it while perusing a gourmet gift shop stocked with elderberry kombucha, to a dive bar hosting a Friday-night drag show, and on a weekend trip to Woodstock, New York, surrounded by yoga studios and aging hippies. On a few occasions, strangers spotted the Palantir logo and did a double take. One dad scowled at me while he rolled a stroller down the sidewalk.




But for the most part, people just saw a blue coat. The logo is small and generic enough to pass notice, and the coat's internet infamy, it turns out, extends only so far into the real world. I received far more passing compliments than shocks of recognition. "Wow, love the color!" one colleague told me unprompted. I even wore the coat to a shift at my local food co-op (I know, I know), which felt akin to showing up to a PETA meeting with a bucket of KFC. In the store, I ran into an acquaintance who praised the buttons. When I told him who'd made the coat, he didn't know what to say.

The quality of the coat seemed genuinely high, at least to my untrained eye, so I showed it to Andrew Chen, a co-owner of 3sixteen, a menswear brand that makes its own chore coat. "It's not easy to make something like this in America," he told me as I modeled it for him outside a Manhattan coffee shop. (Even a 94-degree day was not going to stop me and my coat.) Chen described the fit as "a little funny" but told me that the "construction looks solid" and that "fabric-wise, it's a really nice blue."


A photographer joined me in SoHo, one of New York's most fashionable neighborhoods. When you look this good, why not perch on a mailbox? (Ali Cherkis for The Atlantic)



According to Eliano Younes, Palantir's head of strategic engagement, the exact shade of blue was personally picked out by Karp. "This is actually called 'Karp blue,'" he told me. Functionally, Younes, who is 37 years old, is Palantir's in-house fashion guy and meme lord. He spoke about the chore coat like a proud parent. I heard about the "American bull denim" made of cotton that's grown in Texas and North Carolina, the many weeks spent on getting the pockets just right, and the orders that have rushed in from countries around the world. (This includes France, where chore coats were first made for laborers in the 19th century; their famous blue color is where blue collar comes from. The irony was not lost on me as I wore the coat at my desk and typed away at my laptop.)



When we spoke on Zoom last week, Younes was decked out in full Palantir-branded apparel: black shorts, black shirt, black bucket hat. Palantir has started to push all kinds of merch. Its offerings include a T-shirt that says DOMINATE beneath a watercolor illustration of Karp in sunglasses ($75, plus tax and shipping); an off-white sweatshirt printed with SILICON VALLEY DROPOUTS on the back (a reference to the company's decision to move its headquarters out of the Bay Area); and a nylon tote bag that can accommodate up to a 17-inch laptop. Last month, when Palantir held an event in Tokyo to launch the bucket hat, people waited up to two hours in line to buy one. The hat comes with a poster that is printed with a full analysis of Karp's body composition (age: 58 years old; weight: 77.2 kilograms; body fat: 8 percent).

Younes is far from the first person in Silicon Valley who's thought of turning software into soft wear. Tech companies have long doled out corporate merch. In addition to the classics--branded T-shirts, water bottles, Patagonia vests, Google's propeller hat--tech companies sometimes hand out much weirder products to their clients and staff. Reddit has made moka pots branded with its logo. OpenAI's employee-only store has, at various points, stocked a rice cooker, a basketball, and, yes, a chore coat.



Essentially, none of this swag is actually sold to the public. Palantir, meanwhile, is explicitly trying to become a lifestyle brand. As Younes has put it on X: "Palantir is THE lifestyle brand. The most pro-west, meritocratic, winning obsessed, and based brand on the face of the earth." (On social media, he has called Palantir a "lifestyle brand" no fewer than 14 times.) To some degree, it is working. "Oh shit, that's the Palantir chore coat!" a young guy in a white T-shirt and a gold chain yelled at me as I walked down a street in Lower Manhattan. A Palantir fan who refused to give me his name, he had heard about the coat and wanted one for himself.


This stunt was funny until I ran into a model doing an actual photo shoot. (Ali Cherkis for The Atlantic)



Palantir's strategy is familiar: The company makes a new product in limited quantities, hypes it up before a pre-announced release, and then proceeds to quickly sell out of it. (On eBay, Palantir coats are going for $600.) The same trick of juicing artificial scarcity is everywhere. In November, when Starbucks dropped special-edition teddy-bear coffee cups, police officers had to break up fights between adults trying to scoop them up. Earlier this month, when Zohran Mamdani announced New York City-branded World Cup jerseys, people started lining up at 1 a.m to buy one. The point is not only to make money (though it's also that) but to get attention.

Palantir needs neither. The company is so notoriously opaque and does such sensitive government work that even its own employees can't always describe what it does. Palantir's software can feel incomprehensible and intangible, if not dystopian. But therein lies the appeal of a well-made coat. By selling merch, Palantir comes off as a smaller and more human operation. (Younes, who said he's one of two employees focused on the company's store, told me with apparent earnestness: "I feel like I'm running a small family-owned-and-operated business.") Perhaps it's no wonder that other tech companies have recently started doing the same, if in more strained ways than Palantir. Anduril has collaborated on a custom video-game console made from the metal it uses in its attack drones. Late last year, Nvidia posted a job listing for a director of "gear and merchandise" with a salary of roughly $200,000; in March, the company dropped a green knit sweater printed with an avatar of Nvidia's CEO, Jensen Huang.







Palantir has little to lose in this game. If American-made chore coats and water-repellent bucket hats endear people to Palantir, the company wins. If the merch serves only to provoke Palantir's detractors, then, well, perhaps the company still wins. Online, Younes has not always taken kindly to people who have poked fun at his creations. Could the coats "be operated remotely? detonated?" one X user posted. "Here for the shitposting but I need to see better from you," Younes replied. "This is unoriginal and not funny." Younes told me that he is tuning out the "negative noise," yet he seems to recognize that soliciting reactions is partly the point. The chore coats were a success not just because they sold out but also because of the "chatter," Younes said. Palantir fans were eager to buy one, "and so they're sharing and talking about it," he said. "And then you have people who are also criticizing it because they might not like the company. That creates sort of this viral reaction." If nothing else, the Palantir chore coat is an elaborate troll.

In that sense, the jacket is perfect. No other product better encapsulates how exhausting and predictable it is to be online right now. The merch-industrial complex has come so far from KFC-branded clogs and Panera's baguette purse that even a company like Palantir is hawking swag for the likes and lolz. Next month, Palantir plans to release a tennis skirt and, to celebrate America's 250th birthday, boxing gloves. One day, Younes said, he wants to drop a Palantir espresso machine. Sure, why not? It's more than a bit sad. But so is the alternative, in which Palantir disappears entirely into the shadows. At least online, Palantir is just like everyone else.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2026/06/palantir-chore-coat/687686/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



I'd Rather Risk Cancer Than See AI Move This Fast

I'd benefit if AI cured cancer. And I still want AI progress to slow down.

by Emma Pierson

Sun, 21 Jun 2026






On a fall afternoon 15 years ago, I met an idealistic researcher outside a Stanford coffee shop to discuss our shared dream: using AI to detect cancer. He had wiry hair, a penchant for talking with his hands, and a reputation for brilliance. He worked at a research lab that developed early screens for cancer; I, at 20, had just learned that I carried a mutation that conferred a very high risk of breast, ovarian, and other cancers. Over the following years, he offered guidance on how to enter his field, prepared me to apply for the scholarship that would fund my Ph.D., and warned me away from cancer-screening companies that made exaggerated claims.



But from there our paths diverged. I became an AI professor. He co-founded Anthropic. My mentor was Dario Amodei, the man who leads one of the most powerful AI companies in the world. In a utopian 2024 essay titled "Machines of Loving Grace," he predicted that superhuman AI--smarter than Nobel Prize winners, freely using computers, and collaborating with millions of copies of itself--could soon compress a century of scientific progress into a single decade, and potentially reduce cancer mortality by 95 percent.



Which should sound pretty good to me. At 35, my cancer risks are catching up with me. A few weeks ago, surgeons removed my ovaries, instantly inducing menopause and destroying my ability to naturally bear children. By 40, the risk of breast cancer for carriers of my mutation rises to one in four, double the lifetime risk for the average woman. My mother, who also carries the mutation, was diagnosed with breast cancer at 45. Now would be a fabulous time in my life for a superintelligent AI to cure cancer.



Why, then, do I find myself rooting for delays in the creation of this AI--hoping, in my heart of hearts, that GPT-6 will be a disappointment?



Part of the answer is that, despite the extraordinary speed of AI development, I do not believe that AI is likely to cure cancer anytime soon--certainly not enough to bet my life on it. This skepticism is shared by most of the AI experts in a survey I recently advised, who generally expect slower progress than the leaders of AI labs. AI systems are strongest in settings such as chess, where they can generate infinite data (by playing over and over again), experiment freely, and observe exactly what happens. Many important settings, including math and coding, share these properties, and AI has yielded remarkable progress there. But cancer is different. Cancer data are finite and come from biological experiments and clinical trials that cannot run at silicon speeds. Experimenting freely on cancer patients would be unethical. And cancer data only imperfectly illuminate the complex processes by which our own cells betray us. There are, in short, many barriers to curing cancer beyond a lack of intelligence.



The intelligence our existing AI systems provide is also already formidable and underused. We have yet to take full advantage of systems such as the Nobel Prize-winning AlphaFold, which predicts protein structures with stunning accuracy but has not yet yielded revolutions in drug development; or the AI algorithms that match or beat radiologists at many types of image analysis; or the chatbots that now aid scientists with research. My Ph.D. students used to write code to analyze medical data; now they express their ideas in plain English and let AI do the rest. They operate essentially as professors, constrained only by their own imagination. My student recently came to me giddy with excitement over an AI-aided medical discovery.



So as daunting as a cure for cancer remains, I am certain that AI will contribute to it. And if curing cancer were the only result of building ever more powerful AI systems, I would cheer for their arrival. But the problem is that their impacts are much broader, and we are moving too quickly to ensure that these impacts are positive.



The recent chaotic release of Anthropic's latest model, Fable 5, illustrates how unprepared we are to handle the broader repercussions of these models. Anthropic, fearing that the model might be misused to develop bioweapons, initially kneecapped its ability to answer most basic biological questions, which the company said was a temporary measure. This made the model, ironically, far less useful for cancer research than its less powerful predecessors. A couple of days later, the U.S. government issued a national-security directive prohibiting foreign nationals from using the model, likely due to concerns that it could be used for cyberattacks. In response, Anthropic shut the model down entirely. Reasonable people disagree about how risky this model is and whether Anthropic or the government is overreacting. But clearly, our institutions aren't remotely ready to respond to these rapid deployments. (Anthropic did not respond to a request for comment about Fable 5's rollout, nor to other questions.)



Many developers of these models, including Dario Amodei, agree that AI is progressing more quickly than society is adapting. The solution they propose is for society to speed up, not for AI to slow down, which they view as unrealistic; the very title of Amodei's latest essay, "Policy on the AI Exponential," frames AI progress as an iron arc to which society must bend. But speeding ahead will inevitably mean more of the type of chaos that surrounded Fable 5's release. More fundamentally, it will shorten our time to respond to the many societal challenges that powerful AI may raise, including mass unemployment, skyrocketing inequality, repressive surveillance, and autonomous warfare. Each of these--and many others that match their scope--is an enormous problem, no less obviously important than curing cancer, for which we lack good solutions. It is not at all clear that crafting an international response to all of these issues at breakneck speed is easier than slowing AI down.



I myself am ferociously impatient; since the day I learned I carried my mutation, I have lived with the constant awareness that life is finite. But I will wait a little longer for a cure--even if it means losing my fertility and living under the shadow of risk--if it lets us approach this new world more carefully, and ensure that, in curing cancer, we do not lose the things that make cancer worth curing.



Of all the things we stand to lose, I worry perhaps most about how we will find meaning if we obviate our own minds. Amodei struggles repeatedly with this question in his essays, calling it "more difficult than the others." I admire his attempt to confront the question but find his answer unconvincing. "I spend plenty of time playing video games, swimming, walking around outside, and talking to friends," he writes in "Machines of Loving Grace." But I doubt that he would want to spend the rest of his life doing only those activities--certainly I would not. He suggests that humans will still find meaning in deep intellectual pursuits, such as doing research, even if AI can do them much better. For my own part, I would neither spend months struggling with a research problem I knew AI could solve instantly nor find as much pleasure in the answers it provided. I do not want to be merely a spectator to the universe, whatever wonders AI may reveal.



Or take this essay. I will be heartbroken when a chatbot can extract my innermost feelings and, having gorged itself on the words of a million artists, regurgitate Fitzgerald-worthy prose I cannot match. For me, writing is a process bound up in self-discovery and human connection. My sister suggested the idea for this essay; my wife, seeing me suddenly and deeply sad as I reflected on it, touched my cheek, offering a comfort that no AI therapist could. Afterwards, I wrote late into the night at the handmade dining-room table I inherited from my grandparents. I thought of how my family would gather for long dinners around this table--the adults loosened with wine, the children excited to be part of it all, everyone laughing and talking over one another and debating physics and philosophy--trying, in our slow, suboptimal, human way, to figure things out.
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The Curse of Too Much Evidence

While researching a woman who went deep on the JFK assassination, I was pulled in too.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Sat, 20 Jun 2026




Sylvia Meagher was 44 years old in the fall of 1965 and lived alone, except for her cat, Allegra, named after the ballet dancer Allegra Kent. She commuted from her one-bedroom apartment in the West Village to the United Nations, where she'd been working for nearly two decades at the World Health Organization. Although Meagher was a bureaucrat, her sensibilities were bohemian. She was acquainted with many of the painters, musicians, and writers who lived near her. In her foyer, Meagher displayed a painting of a nude figure given to her by a neighbor, the expressionist Alexander Dobkin. But the focal point of her living space was a bookcase laden with 26 reference volumes bound in dark-blue cloth. These were the supplemental materials of the Warren Commission Report. Only a few hundred private citizens in the United States purchased a copy of the 18,000-page, 54-pound series as soon as the Government Printing Office made it available. Far fewer had read it end to end. Perhaps only Meagher had nearly memorized it.



Released in September 1964, the Warren Report was the government's official story of the assassination of President John F. Kennedy. The report's key finding was that an odd, angry, 24-year-old assassin, Lee Harvey Oswald, had acted alone, for reasons nobody could quite figure out. The public evidence--exhibits, hearings, et cetera--was piled into the supplementary volumes. The government did not furnish an index, making casual inquiry incredibly difficult.



During the year since she'd received delivery of her crate of the volumes, Meagher had been reading and rereading. She'd remade her living room into an office, with filing cabinets for notes and correspondence, and a large desk positioned near the fireplace. She took a volume on the subway each day and made notes on a clipboard; she worked during her commute, during her lunch hour, at night when she got home, and every weekend. One of her friends, the French journalist Leo Sauvage, called her "the only person in the world who really knows every item hidden in the 26 volumes of Hearings and Exhibits."



Meagher was neither a conspiracy theorist nor a wannabe detective. She considered herself a "critic" of the Warren Report. A New Deal liberal with a far-left social circle, she had been subjected to questioning by a loyalty board during the Red Scare, putting her at odds with her government. When the president's assassin was identified as a pro-Castro Marxist--not a segregationist or a radical right-winger, as many initially assumed--she felt compelled to walk through the existing evidence, piece by piece, and demonstrate where things fit and where they didn't. She spent more than a year creating an index for the 26 volumes. At the same time, based on her clipboard work, she wrote her own analysis of the case, which was published in 1967 as Accessories After the Fact: The Warren Commission, the Authorities, and the Report. And much later, hundreds of her letters and most of her personal notes ended up archived at Hood College, a small liberal-arts college in Maryland.



Through twists and turns of curiosity (and mid-pandemic boredom), I ended up reading Meagher's papers and becoming obsessed with her obsession. Digging into the Warren Commission's evidence, in Meagher's time, was regarded as something more than eccentric. A journalist called people like her--the bookkeepers and graduate students and stay-at-home moms who journeyed to the National Archives in search of answers about the assassination--a "keening pack of speculators." It was generally considered antipatriotic and morbid to interrogate the official account.



Today, there is nothing fringe about checking the facts or "just asking questions" of an official story. Everybody does it. You could credit the critics of the Warren Report for a great act of citizenship, but you could also credit them with inventing an American pastime: They discovered that there is something thrilling about a document dump, and picking through boxes and boxes of government files. We have often associated these habits with conspiracy theorists, truthers, and the nation's most paranoid, but in the modern era of digitized records, anyone can jump down a rabbit hole anywhere, anytime, even on their phone. Online influencers can invent careers by plumbing the court docket in a celebrity lawsuit (see the Blake Lively-Justin Baldoni case). Members of Congress can make national headlines by demanding minutiae from the Hunter Biden-laptop saga. The public can scroll through thousands of pages of records related to the crimes of Jeffrey Epstein, looking for mentions of President Trump.



Even when there is no promise of revelation, the search can be its own justification. Mine took me into a semisecret world that I could barely explain to my friends and family. The conspiratorial view of American history was both enticing and maddening, and I sometimes felt like the more I learned, the more I didn't know.

Read: America will be reading the Epstein files for decades

The federal government's records on the Kennedy assassination are housed in one of the largest archival facilities in the world: the National Archives at College Park, Maryland. In contrast to the dark and uncomfortable spaces that Warren Report critics would have visited in the original Archives building, on Pennsylvania Avenue, the reading room in Maryland is a dream. It has fantastic natural light enabled by so much glass--two-story windows wrap the entire space--that it was closed one morning while I was there because of a tornado warning.



On my first day there, to work on a book about Meagher and her friends, I learned that the JFK files are much more annoying to access than many of the others in that building. Only select Archives employees are permitted to go into those stacks; one staffer suggested to me that this is because anyone can disappear in there, sucked down rabbit holes, if there are no guardrails.



By the end of the first afternoon, I knew why. I was stumbling across amazing material, just in the boxes they'd brought to me in the reading room. They didn't shed any light on the Kennedy assassination, exactly, but they shed light on everything around it. For instance, I spent at least an hour captivated by the paper trail left by the FBI as they tried to figure out how Dorothy Kilgallen, a New York tabloid reporter and game-show panelist, had gotten ahold of Jack Ruby's testimony to the Warren Commission before it was published. The following year, she died in a bedroom of her Upper East Side townhouse at the age of 52, apparently from "acute ethanol and barbiturate intoxication." Naturally, some people didn't buy that it was a simple overdose.



I told my fiance that there was more that I really needed to see, which I thought was true, but really I just wanted to keep looking. I ended up extending my research trip by nearly a week. One detour led me to Paul Krassner, a founding member of the Yippies, a radical (and radically goofy) New Left group. In 1976, Krassner was promising to sue the FBI over a fake reader letter it had sent to Life magazine in 1968, as part of its COINTELPRO anti-subversive program, calling him a "raving, unconfined nut." This document was in the JFK files because it also mentioned Krassner's infamous parodic account of the assassination, which depicts Lyndon B. Johnson engaging in necrophilia with JFK's corpse aboard Air Force One. (Was this relevant to my book? No.)



One day, I was captivated by a story turned up by a Warren Report critic named Shirley Martin, a housewife in rural Oklahoma who was "commonly regarded as a busybody," according to FBI agents who were monitoring her. While she was hoping to disprove the government's theory that Oswald had attempted to assassinate the ultra-conservative General Edwin Walker in April 1963, she'd heard a rumor that Walker had entertained his own theories as to who was responsible. He had allegedly hired a private detective to find suspects, and the detective--in a twist worthy of a Coen-brothers movie--offered one suspect $5,000 to try to kill Walker, just to see if he would do it. The suspect asked for a fake passport and a getaway driver, appearing to take the plot seriously, but the detective was convinced that he was merely trying to con him out of the $5,000. (Relevant to my book? Actually, yes. I used the episode to illustrate how close Martin's digging brought her to real, dramatic events.)



Sylvia Meagher, the woman who memorized the Warren Commission's evidence, once described the experience of being carried away on a research tangent: "In the search for one document or one fact, the eye discovers and is trapped by a totally unrelated and fascinating document." Meagher complained that she wouldn't have enough time to spend on the case even if she didn't have an actual career. Merely investigating Lee Harvey Oswald's whereabouts throughout 1963 could've been its own full-time job. The alleged gunman had been spotted all over the continent in the last few months of his life, according to a flood of reports fielded by the Warren Commission. People thought they saw him in the guest book at the American Museum of Atomic Energy in Tennessee; checking in to the Skyline Motel in Pulaski, Virginia; passing out Fair Play for Cuba pamphlets in Montreal, "accompanied by a short, homely, heavy woman who took unusually long steps when walking," according to one citizen. The commission considered a report from a magician-ventriloquist who'd been in residency at Jack Ruby's Carousel Club for two weeks before the assassination, and was certain that Oswald had been a volunteer for a memory trick that involved 20 audience members shouting out one word each in rapid succession. Meagher kept such reports in a folder she labeled "False Oswalds." In 1966, she helped the UC San Diego philosophy professor Richard Popkin with his famous New York Review of Books essay "The Second Oswald," which popularized the idea of Oswald decoys, and she later refined it in her own book.



The concept of multiple Oswalds is central to the plot of Don DeLillo's 1988 novel, Libra, which is also about archival rabbit holes; one of the book's characters is an in-house historian at the CIA who sits alone with ever-growing towers of documents, which he refers to as "the data-spew of hundreds of lives." DeLillo was not the only literary giant to be drawn into that spew. Joan Didion, in her 1987 book, Miami, reprinted footnote 67 of volume X of a 1978 report from the House Select Committee on Assassinations; she identified a connection between a pair of anti-Castro Cuban brothers who fired a bazooka at the UN building in 1964, while Che Guevara was inside giving a speech, and a woman who claimed they had traveled with Oswald to Dallas the previous year.



Norman Mailer hosted an assassination discussion group in the late 1980s called the Dynamite Club, which met in both Washington, D.C., and New York. Among the participants were the Watergate conspirator G. Gordon Liddy; novelists such as DeLillo and James Grady, the author of Six Days of the Condor; and assorted journalists, including Edward Jay Epstein, a New Yorker contributor who published a bombshell book about the Warren Commission in 1966.



The Dynamite Club was more parlor game than detective work. "Interesting conversations," DeLillo said to me over email in 2024. "But I don't recall that we reached any particular conclusion." I'd written to ask if he was interested in Meagher's work. He replied that he was looking at his bookshelf from his chair, and that her book was up there, along with about 60 other books on the case, plus the 26 volumes of Warren Commission evidence. "Acquiring the 26 volumes was a complicated matter," DeLillo said, "but helpful to my work on Libra; and the volumes are also a kind of museum of voices--America speaking." To illustrate his point he included various quotations from Marguerite Oswald, Lee's mother, in parentheses. ("But, after all, I am going through a whole life, and it is very hard.")



Meagher examined only a fraction of the government's documentation of the Kennedy assassination. In the years after her book was published, millions more pages were declassified, always under pressure from the public. And because government agencies all communicated about the assassination for decades, and brought it up constantly in relation to later events, thousands of extraneous documents were marked as assassination-related. Now the files are a cross-section of U.S. history. If you cut into them and pull out a wedge, you get a little bit of everything. Looking for X, you stumble on Y. Meagher was likely at work at the UN the day that the brothers Guillermo and Ignacio Novo fired their portable rocket launcher at her office building from across the East River; its eight-pound shell, which had been manufactured by the U.S. Army, fell 200 yards short of the target, into the water. It's easy to develop a conspiratorial view of history, because everything in the past is connected. And the more you read, the more you sense something just beyond your reach.

Read: What the JFK file dump actually revealed

Eventually, a rabbit hole will clog with documents. Sylvia Meagher's one-bedroom apartment became stuffed with files on assassinations beyond JFK's: Robert F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King Jr., and the 1972 attempt on Alabama Governor George Wallace. Her friend and fellow Warren Report critic Harold Weisberg filed countless Freedom of Information Act requests and sued the government repeatedly when its responses didn't satisfy him. He accrued hundreds of thousands of JFK-related documents, which he stored at his chicken farm in Maryland. Meagher's friend Mary Ferrell remodeled her house in Dallas to hold her assassination-related papers; that collection formed the basis of a monumental online depository that has become an indispensable research tool for generations of Warren Report critics.



In the internet age, such a massive public resource may not seem remarkable. But a culture of collecting, organizing, and searching a trove of government files didn't create itself. People often point to the JFK assassination as the moment when conspiracy theorizing became an American pastime, but it was also the beginning of the age of documents, Mark Fenster, a law professor at the University of Florida and an expert in government transparency, told me. The Warren Report critics "were part of a direct challenge to the government based on the idea that if we can just get these documents, we can find the real truth," he said. "Sadly, that is a dream that has never been realized and may never be realized."



Some people still pursue that dream in the dry, dogged manner that Meagher did. Others, like me, jump in and out, enjoying the indulgence of cutting into something that is somehow both discrete (one batch of files on one narrow topic) and never-ending (more pages than you could possibly read). Across the years that I spent digging into the Kennedy assassination, I accrued dozens of books on the case, each with a somewhat different theory of events, and many of them convincing for an hour, or an afternoon, or a week, or more. Six decades after the fact, even a straitlaced researcher such as myself can still wonder about a thing or two--an ex-CIA guy here, a Cuban paramilitary group there.



Still others prefer to make the pursuit of truth by document into a spectacle. Early in his second term, Trump released more files about the Kennedy assassination, promising that, after 60 years of secrecy, people would now learn "THE TRUTH." (Due to the hasty declassification, they mostly learned the Social Security numbers of former congressional staff.) And before his reelection, he blithely promised to release government records relating to Jeffrey Epstein, seeming to enjoy the positive response that he received whenever he mentioned the idea. But last summer, the promise blew up in his face: When the Justice Department finally released many of the files, a slew of mysterious redactions and omissions--some having to do with the president himself--prompted more conspiracy theorizing. Trump moved on to UFOs.



When I jumped (quite casually) down the Epstein rabbit hole, I used a free website that re-creates his email inbox--a tacky but useful restaging of years of correspondence with power brokers and cultural luminaries. There, I came across a bunch of emails between Epstein and a name I recognized from my days in the JFK files: Paul Krassner, who had once written unspeakable things about the 35th president's corpse, and who later published some of the first conspiracy theories to connect the JFK assassination with Watergate. To my surprise, Krassner and Epstein corresponded until May 2019, two months before the latter's arrest. In numerous friendly exchanges, Epstein expressed interest in Krassner's writing, including a work-in-progress novel about the late comedian Lenny Bruce.



Starting when he needed dental surgery, Krassner often emailed to ask Epstein for money, which he apparently received. "I hope our contract will continue until I'm dead," Krassner wrote in December 2017. The two men, in fact, died within weeks of each other less than two years later--Epstein in a jail cell in Manhattan and Krassner at home in Southern California. It was unclear from the emails whether they ever met in person. Their relationship had been totally unknown to the general public during their lives, as far as I could tell, and barely anyone noticed their correspondence once it was discoverable.



No, this discovery didn't matter much. It was just a sliver of trivia buried in a data dump, a tunnel connecting two rabbit holes. But it reminded me that anything can have a special glow if you're the one to find it--if you're the one who thought to look for it. How did I come across Krassner in the Epstein files? It's incredibly dumb, but you already know the answer. I'd searched Kennedy assassination, just to see.

Want to hear more from Kaitlyn Tiffany? Tune in as she joins The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, on June 25 for a virtual discussion about her new book. Register here.
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The Myth of SpaceX

The company has mutated into something that defies both comparison and logic.

by Charlie Warzel

Sat, 20 Jun 2026




SpaceX had its initial public offering last week. Now Elon Musk is a trillionaire on paper. But what is SpaceX? On one level, of course, SpaceX is a company that builds rockets and spacecraft and launches them into space. (Occasionally the rockets explode.) It is also the company that birthed Starlink, a satellite-internet business that generated more than $11 billion in revenue last year.

But the company can be defined in many ways. SpaceX is a financial instrument for Musk. Before the IPO, SpaceX acquired xAI, Musk's artificial-intelligence company, which itself acquired X, the social-media site, back in 2025. The maneuver allowed SpaceX to claim that it believed it had "the largest actionable total addressable market in human history": $28.5 trillion, to be precise. $26.5 trillion of that, according to the filing, would come from AI infrastructure and applications, meaning not from SpaceX's core business of aerospace engineering and satellites.

Maybe most important, SpaceX is a story, even a meme. Musk is arguably a better salesman than an inventor, and what he began selling early on was a techno-utopian dream--of himself as a Tony Stark-style genius, of an environment-saving EV revolution, of securing a future for humanity by getting us all to Mars. He intuitively understands the warped dynamics of the attention economy. Ben Tarnoff and Quinn Slobodian, the authors of the book Muskism, describe his strategy on social media as "trolling is infrastructure": "Every joke, every poll is a stress test of responsiveness," they argue. "Can he still move markets with a post?" Dogecoin, the cryptocurrency based on a 13-year-old meme of a shiba inu, is the shining example of Musk's ability to lavish attention on something--in this case, a fake asset whose entire joke was that it was worthless--and make it worth more to others as a result.

SpaceX is obviously not Dogecoin. Its rocket business is a genuine success story, as is Starlink. But the company's appeal, particularly in the face of setbacks, is also reliant on a combination of story and Musk's own image in ways that are not necessarily connected to reality. Musk has frequently set unrealistic timelines for projects, including putting a spacecraft on Mars by 2018. Last year, SpaceX's flagship rocket underwent a "rapid unscheduled disassembly" on three test flights (it blew up). But SpaceX's IPO filing was more oriented around its future ambitions and assumed triumphs, such as its desire to mine asteroids, promote space tourism, and "extend the light of consciousness to the stars." An adviser to the deal told the Financial Times last month: "From a strict corporate finance perspective, the valuation makes no sense. But Elon is great at getting people to dream."

What do you get when you combine SpaceX the business with the financial instrument and the meme? An unfathomable amount of money, it seems. Last week SpaceX opened trading at a market capitalization of $1.7 trillion. The scale of Musk's own net worth is now almost impossible to comprehend, such that, on Monday, SpaceX's stock rallied, and Musk's one-day gain was more than the net worth of Bill Gates, once the richest person in the world. In short order, SpaceX has become the sixth-most valuable public company despite the fact that it posted a net loss of $4.94 billion last year on $18.7 billion in revenue.

On Tuesday, SpaceX announced it is using some of that value to purchase Cursor, the AI-coding start-up, for $60 billion, all in stock. In reaction to the news, Bill Ackman, the hedge-fund manager (and inveterate poster), wrote on X: "One of the things that makes SpaceX so valuable is how valuable it is." Ackman's reasoning rings true in a financial sense: According to the deal, the price that SpaceX will pay for Cursor will be set by its own share price in the seven trading days before closing, which in effect will mean that the more valuable SpaceX is, the less Cursor will cost it. But Ackman's koan is also correct in a more absurdist way. It highlights the irrationality of the modern stock market and reflects a lesson of the past decade: If a person or group of people is able to marshal enough genuine attention toward an idea--no matter how ridiculous it might seem--they can usually bend reality toward their preferred outcome.

Other than perhaps Donald Trump, it's difficult to argue anyone has been more successful at this than Musk. Musk excels not because he can't stop winning, but because he understands that, in the financialized logic of our age, winning is less important than the perception that you will win. Speculation beats fundamentals. One way to look at Musk's personal brand is as somebody who has borrowed obsessively against his own reputation, each loan used to invest in and service the debt of the last, until it becomes impossible to follow the money. One of the things that makes Elon Musk so valuable is how valuable he is.

With SpaceX's IPO, you could argue that Musk has either won or broken capitalism. His wealth, in our current system, makes him a chaos agent with no real comparison. He is virtually impervious to fines. His money, should he wish to spend it, has the potential to drastically influence the outcome of elections. That leverage could be used to benefit Musk's businesses, securing further contracts with the government and entrenching him deeper into the infrastructure of everyone's lives. This power isn't theoretical; Musk's dominance in satellite connectivity has already made him geopolitically relevant in places including Ukraine and Iran.

SpaceX and Musk are, of course, not inevitable. Analysts are predicting volatility for the stock as lockup periods end and people sell shares. The AI bubble could pop. Musk could mismanage the company as he did with X, or he could become so radioactive that institutions stop associating with him. But you can also imagine the SpaceX flywheel spinning out of control, perpetuating itself as Musk and SpaceX become fully untethered from reality. On X, Will Manidis, a start-up founder and investor, argued recently that, given the dynamics of SpaceX's stock, it could continue to purchase some of the internet's foundational software companies at a cost of basically nothing. Neither Musk nor SpaceX responded to a request for comment on SpaceX's direction, and such tweets, at this moment, are little more than fan fiction. But they represent the absurdity of Musk's current position in the modern economy. Musk has long fantasized about creating a massive, vertically integrated constellation of services--from banking to social networking--he once dubbed "the everything app." So far, he's failed in that quest (the phrase trust Elon Musk with your routing number would still strike fear in the hearts of most people). But it's not difficult to see Musk using his cheap and abundant money to build toward the Everything Holding Company.

Is any of this possible? Would it even be legal? That's unclear. But as Bloomberg's Matt Levine once noted, it seems like "Elon Musk's recent career is a long experiment to prove that, if you are successful enough, the regular laws do not apply to you."

In the aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis, Rolling Stone's Matt Taibbi memorably described Goldman Sachs as "a great vampire squid wrapped around the face of humanity, relentlessly jamming its blood funnel into anything that smells like money." Goldman Sachs, he wrote, "positions itself in the middle of a speculative bubble," enabled by "a crippled and corrupt state that allows it to rewrite the rules." Revisiting that article in the age of Musk the trillionaire feels almost quaint. Musk and SpaceX have a true nose for money, including sniffing out government infusions and contracts. The aerospace company has figured out how to position itself firmly in the middle of the speculative hype of the AI cycle, and numerous financial organizations have amended rules designed to protect retail investors.

The vampiric Goldman Sachs that Taibbi describes is an institution, a system that became too big to fail, and thus ungovernable. Musk is a person, not a system or institution, but he owns more than 40 percent of SpaceX and controls more than 80 percent of its voting shares. According to Reuters, in the lead-up to SpaceX's IPO Musk was dictating terms to Goldman Sachs and other banks.

If Goldman Sachs is the vampire squid, what does that make SpaceX and Musk? The natural world offers few good comparisons. What we're seeing in terms of hype, valuation, and fortune is without precedent, even when stacked up against the wealth concentration of the Gilded Age. SpaceX and Musk are better served by a mythological comparison, in part because the entire enterprise is built on a story told over and over until it transcends reality. SpaceX is a rocket company, a complex financial instrument, a meme, a monument to a broken financial system. It is the seven-headed Hydra at the end of finance, the teleological endpoint of money. It is a myth kept alive by blind faith, devotion, and even aggression, which makes it dangerous whether you believe in it or not.
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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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What Comes Next for Iran

Panelists joined to discuss what the signing of an agreement between the U.S. and Iran could mean for the two countries, and more.

by The Editors

Sat, 20 Jun 2026




Last night on Washington Week With The Atlantic, panelists joined to discuss the signing of an agreement between the United States and Iran, and what Donald Trump's deal with the regime may mean for other countries.

"The international community is looking at what happened not only in Iran but in Ukraine, and seeing that this idea of large powers coming in and definitively defeating other weaker nations is not necessarily the case anymore," Nancy Youssef, a staff writer at The Atlantic argued last night.

What this may mean going forward is that militaries across the world, including the U.S., will look at their technological, drone, and AI capabilities to "figure out what advances they need to make given this rapid moving and changing battlefield dynamic," she said.

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Jonathan Karl, a chief Washington correspondent at ABC News; Karim Sadjadpour, a contributing writer at The Atlantic and a senior fellow at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace; David Sanger, a White House and national-security correspondent at The New York Times; and Youssef.

Watch the full episode here.
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Europe's Come-to-AC Moment

The heat is changing the continent's interest in cooling technologies of all kinds.

by Beth Gardiner

Fri, 26 Jun 2026




In stifling apartments and sweaty row houses in England, Germany, and even Scandinavia, some Europeans are considering a very American idea: They really need an air conditioner.

One of their most accessible options, though, might feel unfamiliar to anyone accustomed to central air. Among Europe's commonly used types of air conditioning is a clunky, inefficient unit that stands a few feet high and has a wide exhaust tube meant to go out a window. Such units are typically "a panic-buy on a hot weekend," Brian Motherway, the head of energy efficiency at the International Energy Agency, told me. People grab the first machine they see and end up living with it for a decade, he said. Many people leave the window gap around the exhaust tube uncovered, letting hot air right back in. Walking down a Paris street last week, I saw three different stores where such units stood beside a door propped open by the tube.

Sales of air conditioners of all sorts are climbing in Britain too. I've lived in London for 25 years, and I don't recall ever hearing anyone talk about buying a home air conditioner--until three acquaintances mentioned, unprompted, on the same sweltering day, that they had purchased one, or were considering it.

Much of Europe wasn't built for air-conditioning, or for coping with hot weather at all. In Britain, for instance, which has been long accustomed to cool summers and dark, rainy winters, older houses like mine are poorly insulated and often leave inhabitants baking when outside temperatures climb. But many newer buildings are designed to retain heat and maximize sunlight, making them also poorly suited for the new normal, Andy Love, a sustainability consultant who founded Shade the UK, an advocacy group that presses for smarter building regulations, told me. However sleek and modern the big glass apartment towers going up around London look, he said that many residents are "moving into those flats in the winter to then find out in the summer, it's a furnace." Britain's Climate Change Committee, which advises the government, put the problem bluntly in a report in May: "The UK was built for a climate that no longer exists."

All across the continent, Europeans enduring heat waves that are growing more frequent and intense are coming to similar realizations about their own buildings and cities. The zinc roofs that top nearly four-fifths of Parisian apartment buildings, for instance, create baking conditions for those beneath. Temperatures are brutal, too, in the concrete towers on the city's poorer outskirts, where high electricity prices make some people wary even of running fans. France's housing minister, Vincent Jeanbrun, said that one in three dwellings in the country was "like a thermal kettle." Many European nations have worked hard to improve buildings' energy efficiency, but although insulation can help modulate temperatures in summer as well as winter, many homes have also been made airtight to retain heat.

Now Europeans urgently need ways to cool down. Although climate change will cause the biggest absolute increases in heat in African nations, eight of the 10 countries likely to see the most "dramatic relative increases in the number of days that require cooling" are in northwestern Europe, a study by researchers from the University of Oxford and the University of Bristol found. That list includes Switzerland, Britain, and Norway, and all of those places, the study warns, are unprepared.

Already this summer, two major heat waves have broiled Europe. During the first, Ireland, France, and the United Kingdom sweated through their hottest-ever May temperatures. A month later, France notched its two hottest days and its hottest night since records began: Thermometers soared past 110 degrees Fahrenheit in the west and 104 degrees in Paris. Spain reported its two hottest June days since at least 1950, and Britain, where temperatures reached 99 degrees, recorded its three hottest June days. The temperature in Basel, Switzerland, hit 100 degrees. Germany and Austria are enduring heat in the 90s, and braced for worse as the weather moves east. Temperatures this high can be life-threatening: More than 200,000 people have died because of heat in Europe in just the past four years, the World Health Organization estimates.

The imperative of reducing that toll prompted Britain's Climate Change Committee to warn that although installing shades, awnings, and shutters can and should help lower temperatures, air-conditioning and other cooling systems will be needed in many homes, hospitals, long-term-care facilities, and schools. That need couldn't have been clearer this week, as patients sweltered and radiation and MRI machines broke down in hospitals just as emergency rooms were swamped with heat-stricken arrivals.

Making changes like those the committee recommends will take money--potentially $10 billion annually between now and 2050--and time. A 2021 report estimated that less than 5 percent of U.K. homes had air-conditioning, although one market survey reported more recently that the number with an AC had doubled in the past three years. Even so, air-conditioning the country will take decades. The climate panel recommended that temperatures be kept to safe levels in all hospitals by 2035, in long-term-care facilities by  2040, and in schools and prisons by 2050.

The shift to AC is happening across Europe, where only about 20 percent of homes currently have air-conditioning. (Compare that with about 90 percent in the United States.) Ownership is skewed toward the south of Europe--about half of homes in Italy and 40 percent in Spain use it, for example. But a survey in Germany found that AC ownership jumped by 6 percent between 2023 and 2024. Even residents of Scandinavia and the Baltic countries are buying air conditioners, Simon Pezzutto, who studies cooling demand at the Institute for Renewable Energy at Eurac Research, in Northern Italy, told me.

Those clunky portable units do ease discomfort, at least; another widely available air-conditioning option, known as a split unit, is typically more efficient, but also more expensive and harder to install. Reversible air-to-air heat pumps, which are gaining popularity, are an even more efficient option and can both heat homes in winter and cool them in summer.

In Europe, where electricity prices are significantly higher than in the United States and incomes are typically lower, the price of cooling can mean a painful surprise when the power bill comes. If air-conditioning use spikes rapidly, it could also burden a grid that is not yet ready for big new peaks. In a taste of that possible future, tens of thousands of French homes lost power during this week's brutal heat. Electricity prices spiked as demand climbed, and some nuclear reactors had to curtail generation. Britain's grid operator coughed up an estimated $13 million to get extra generation online.

Roxana Slavcheva, a buildings expert at the World Resources Institute, told me that the continent would benefit from making sure that the air conditioners it does use are as efficient as possible. But it also needs to prioritize less energy-hungry cooling measures, including better ventilation and more shade for both streets and buildings, she said. In southern Europe, Italy's wooden shutters and the Greek islands' thick white walls moderate temperatures, Anna Mavrogianni, a built-environment professor at University College London, told me. Street trees, pergolas, and parks can make being outside more enjoyable, and even help reduce the urban heat-island effect, which makes cities hotter than surrounding areas. Awnings stop heat before it gets inside, as does orienting new homes to minimize direct sunlight on big windows. Light-colored or reflective paint keeps temperatures down, and ceiling fans help too.

Such upgrades aren't all easy--or quick. In Paris, for instance, officials sometimes decline permission to modify those hot zinc roofs because they're part of the city's distinctive look. Elsewhere, too, local planning rules aimed at preserving historic buildings' aesthetics can mire exterior changes in red tape. In Britain, windows that typically open out instead of in mean that external shutters can't be installed. Love, the sustainability consultant, knows that retrofitting millions of homes and thousands of neighborhoods is a daunting project that will take years, if it happens at all. Done right, the changes he envisions could make Britain "feel a little bit more Mediterranean than we're currently used to," he said. But with the heat here today, "people now just want solutions."
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A Fancy Name for Junk Food

Does the war on "ultra-processed foods" make any sense?

by Gary Taubes

Tue, 23 Jun 2026




Once again, Americans are in a panic over what we eat. More than two-thirds of those surveyed now regard the industrially produced, ultra-processed foods, or UPFs, that dominate the U.S. food supply as addictive, according to a study published earlier this month in the American Journal of Public Health. That's just the start of it. Most respondents said that UPFs are a major source of type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular disease, and obesity. At least one-third blame these foods for causing cancer, ADHD, depression, and anxiety. And nearly half--corresponding to some 130 million American adults, if the survey's findings can be extrapolated--believe that UPFs are simply "not what God intended for people to eat."

For the past couple of years, concerns about the potential health effects of UPFs have been highlighted in the media, and at nearly every level of the public-health establishment. New restrictions on the sale of UPFs have been introduced or passed in blue- and red-state legislatures alike. Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has said repeatedly that UPFs are "poisoning" Americans. And the World Health Organization is planning to put out global guidance on the problem.

To some extent, this is nothing more than a rebranding of an old idea, that the foods being sold at convenience stores or fast-food restaurants are anything but good for us. These products, at least some of which are almost assuredly detrimental to our health, have gone by several different names. For those of us old enough to remember the 20th century, we didn't use to call them "ultra-processed" foods, but simply "processed" foods or "junk" foods. Now an ultra- prefix has been added to the same fuzzy category. Ultra-processed in the world of nutrition circa 2026 is, first and foremost, just the latest synonym for unhealthy.

Any more specific meaning, though, has been elusive. The U.S. government, for all of its UPF-related rhetoric, hasn't even resolved the most basic matter of semantics: "A definition for ultra-processed foods is really hard," one FDA official said in April, to explain why the project of creating one had already taken many months and could still be far from done. So many of the foods we eat are processed in so many different ways. Where do we even begin?

To the staunchest anti-UPF crusaders, though, ultra-processing may also represent an outgrowth of a deeper problem. The nutritional epidemiologists and other scholars who have led this push in public health are out to challenge an entire system of beliefs, propagated by nutritionists for a century or more, about what makes a food unhealthy in the first place. When they swap in ultra-processed for junk, they are shifting the focus from the nutrient content of a processed food--whatever fats, salt, carbs, and sugary sweeteners it might contain--to how it's made, where it's made, and even why it's made.

Going by this logic, even basic intuitions about what is good or bad to eat may be twisted into strange new shapes. Keebler's Soft Batch cookies might be labeled harmful on account of their industrial ingredients--preservatives, emulsifiers, and hydrogenated oils--although your grandma's home-baked snickerdoodles could be equally sugar-rich and considered benign. Store-bought whole-grain rye bread, with preservatives added to prolong its shelf life, could be viewed as toxic, but home-baked white bread is thought of as just a wholesome treat.

The war on UPFs, if its advocates are to be taken seriously, has many such confusing implications. At best, these complicate the conversation over how we should address the chronic-disease crisis on a national scale: What, exactly, should we eat and why? At worst, they suggest we're stepping backwards and away from any hope of progress in the science of nutrition.

In the grand tradition of ideological revolutions, the turn against UPFs began with a manifesto--or rather two of them. The journalist Michael Pollan wrote the first. His 2008 best seller, In Defense of Food, blames the rise of margarine, low-fat cookies, and other healthy-seeming packaged foods on a scientific ideology called "nutritionism." This refers dismissively to just about everything that nutrition researchers had been doing for the past century--that is, assuming that a food's value is determined by the sum of its nutrients, and that eating healthy means optimizing for that value. Any truly healthy diet would reject this way of thinking, Pollan argues, and instead rely on how people have been eating for generations. Eat real food, the book implores, not "foodlike substances."

That idea has now been taken up in earnest by the U.S. government as the touchstone of its dietary guidance. But Pollan's argument would also feed into the second manifesto, which was the call for scientific revolution. Two years after In Defense of Food, the Brazilian epidemiologist Carlos Monteiro laid this out in an academic paper arguing that nutrition science on the whole, and its paradigm of healthy eating, had been a failure. (An editorial accompanying that paper notes Monteiro's admiration for Pollan and references In Defense of Food.) People in Brazil had been getting fatter, in keeping with global trends, Monteiro observes, but they had not been purchasing more fats, oils, flour, or sugar, as might have been predicted by conventional theories of nutrition. Instead, he focuses on another dietary pattern: In Brazil, he writes, as elsewhere in the world, people tended to be heavier and more likely to have diabetes when their diets were less traditional and more reliant on packaged, frozen, and fast foods. He had already started using the term ultra-processed to describe the latter set of products; now he was declaring it the "big issue" in public health.

Here was the revolution in a single phrase. For half a century, at least, debates about our diet had focused on its nutrient content. That approach was inherently reductive, but it had the benefit of being scientific; it made testable claims about causes and effects. A Big Mac, for instance, contains more than a gram of sodium and almost 100 calories' worth of saturated fat; nutrition science had hypotheses about the mechanisms by which those substances might lead, respectively, to hypertension and heart disease. A 12-ounce can of Coke delivers 39 grams of sucrose or high-fructose corn syrup--nearly 10 teaspoons--and nutrition researchers could study what those sugars do inside a human body, day in and day out, and speculate about the cumulative effects over a lifetime. That work had been going on for decades, and many of its central questions remain unresolved.

According to Monteiro's theory, this nutrition research and the arguments that it has engendered are secondary concerns. The fight against ultra-processing does not fixate on the details of a food's constituents, but on the means of its production. It's not just what's in the Big Mac or the Coke or the Cheez-It crackers that should concern us, but what the food industry has done to them: the sum total of unnatural ingredients and industrial processes that have been added to make these products cheap, convenient, and desirable.

Read: The Big Tobacco playbook comes for your Oreos

Monteiro and his colleagues can only guess at why a food becomes unhealthy when subjected to this transformation. Among their many hypotheses: Precisely engineered combinations of fat, sugar, salt, and refined carbohydrates might override our satiety signals; soft-textured food could lead to faster eating and more consumption overall; toxic chemicals may be leaching out from product packaging; and flavor enhancers, colorings, and other additives might disrupt the gut microbiome and reduce the body's natural secretion of GLP-1.

In November, The Lancet, a prestigious British medical journal, published a three-part, 60-page series of papers--co-authored by Monteiro--that explores the science and policy of UPFs. The "key driver" of the global epidemics of obesity and diabetes, it says, is the rise of UPFs, which is itself a product of "the growing economic and political power of the UPF industry, and its restructuring of food systems for profitability above all else." According to Monteiro and his many co-authors, every aspect of that system is to blame: the food manufacturers, for starters, but also the ingredient suppliers, the plastic producers, the packagers, the grocery stores, the advertising firms, the lobbyists, the industry groups, and even the "research partners" of industry, a category that would seem to include a significant portion of all of the nutritionists and food chemists in academia.

The mere science of "nutrition"--as it has been understood by its practitioners for many years, and implemented by authorities in public health--provides at most a bit of context for this bigger story.

Ultimately, though, the claim that "ultra-processing" is the big issue here--the proximate cause of the obesity and diabetes epidemics--is full of holes. First there is the obvious: What, exactly, constitutes an ultra-processed food? But also: Which aspects of a UPF (however it's defined) are harmful to our health, and how? And finally: Will demonizing ultra-processing really bring us any closer to addressing the country's soaring rates of chronic disease?

These are the kinds of questions that public-health authorities should be asking, and whether they can be answered with the existing evidence is at the center of the controversy. In 2010, Monteiro and his colleagues came up with Nova, a food-classification scheme that identifies UPFs as those food products that are industrially formulated to be "ready to eat or ready to heat with little or no preparation." This working definition was then applied to observational research; the series in The Lancet compiled data from 92 such studies that had been carried out through 2024, and says they show that individuals who eat the most UPF-rich diets are 33 percent more likely to have abdominal obesity, and 21 percent more likely to be overweight or obese, than those who eat the least.

That sounds bad, but how meaningful is this kind of evidence? Even the epidemiologists who do this sort of research are unable to reach agreement on whether associations of this magnitude are even likely to reflect a genuine causal relationship. For comparison, the purported risks of eating UPF-rich diets are roughly one-hundredth the size of the lung-cancer risk that can be attributed to heavy smoking. The Purdue University nutritionist Richard Mattes, writing with half a dozen colleagues, notes that UPF consumption correlates with obesity to just about the same degree as people's educational attainment, sleep duration, frequency of TV viewing, and many other factors.

Read: What happens when you've been on Ozempic for 20 years?

Far better research is necessary to clarify the evidence, but the kind of clinical trials that might be definitive aren't likely ever to be done. Thousands, if not tens of thousands, of individuals--ideally men, women, and children--would have to be randomized to eat diets that are either high or low in ultra-processed foods, they'd have to keep eating their assigned diet for many years, and they'd have to be monitored closely to establish which dietary pattern ended up producing better health. Even if such an expensive trial could be done (at a cost that might run well into nine figures), and even if it demonstrated that a low-UPF diet is superior, which would surprise no one, it wouldn't tell us why: whether because of the industrial processing and food additives that went into the UPFs or because the UPFs were, like any of the foods we once described as "junk," simply high in sugar, fat, processed starches, or salt.

So instead, the two sides of the UPF debate argue over a handful of published clinical trials, lasting from a day to a few months, that aim to demonstrate that the ultra-processing of food itself makes people eat too much. The most influential, by far, was a 2019 study led by Kevin Hall, then at the National Institutes of Health. Marion Nestle, a professor emerita of food studies at New York University and a co-author on two of the three recent Lancet articles on UPFs, called Hall's research "the most important study ever done to explain weight gain." But some researchers, such as the Harvard endocrinologist David Ludwig and nutritional epidemiologist Walter Willett, both of whom have co-authored papers with Nestle, have argued that the design of Hall's research is fatally flawed, not least because the experimental diets were maintained for only two weeks each. Willett told me via email that the NIH study and other short-term studies of its kind are not just meaningless but "likely to give the wrong result (which is worse than no result at all)."

Hall, who is now a clinical scientist at AstraZeneca, noted in an email to The Atlantic that this type of research will be necessary if you want to measure energy intake with accuracy and precision. "With all of their limitations, our studies are among the longest and largest such studies that assess how changing aspects of participants' food environments affects their energy intake," he wrote.

Whether the results of such research will tell us anything about the cause of obesity remains to be seen. In the meantime, other nutritionists have tried to resolve the conflict between UPFs and traditional nutrition science by amending or rethinking Monteiro and his colleagues' Nova scheme. In 2024, Susanne Bugel, a nutritionist at the the University of Copenhagen who has studied how plant-based dairy products might be better fortified with vitamins and minerals, proposed a research initiative that would develop a "next generation of the Nova classification" that might account better for each food's nutrient content and quality. She organized a workshop to bring together critics and proponents of the system, food chemists and nutritionists and public-health researchers, in the hopes that a kind of multidisciplinary synergy would emerge--and with it, a means of establishing not only which foods are "ultra-processed" but also which UPFs might be harmful and which benign.

The project quickly exploded into controversy. Monteiro refused an invitation to participate in the workshop and demanded that it abandon any usage of the terms Nova and ultra-processed foods to avoid the implication that he or his group had actually endorsed the workshop or any new system that might emerge from it. He also took issue with the fact that funding for the project came from the Novo Nordisk Foundation, which is connected to the company that makes Ozempic and other obesity-related drugs. "Public health policy should be based on independent science, not shaped by entities with a financial stake in diet-related diseases," he told the Financial Times. By that point, Monteiro's allies had published an open letter calling for a boycott of the project and urging Bugel to "respect the scientific foundations upon which NOVA has been built." (The Novo Nordisk Foundation has said that its grant decisions are made independently of the pharmaceutical company. Bugel told me that the project's funders had not exerted any influence: "They don't interfere; they don't tell us what to do.")

Read: Avoiding ultra-processed foods is completely unrealistic

In an academic article published in January, Monteiro and half a dozen co-authors make clear that any work dedicated to making food-industry products "healthy"--a category that would include Bugel's research into plant-based milks--serves to legitimize "industry narratives," and defeats the purpose of the UPF classification. Even the mere discussion of such products, they suggest, "risks normalizing ultraprocessing and delays effective interventions." In short, traditional nutritionism is so fundamentally broken, and so compromised by its ties to industry, that it's counterproductive to the public health on its own terms.

In spite of the rhetoric--and for all of the talk about a war on UPFs--nutritionism itself remains intact, which might not be a bad thing. The U.S. government's website for this year's update to the dietary guidelines, for instance, doesn't actually use the word ultra-processed; it says instead that people should avoid "highly processed foods laden with refined carbohydrates, added sugars, excess sodium, unhealthy fats, and chemical additives." Reductionist science, and the assessment of a food's nutrient components in determining its value, still holds sway.

By the same token, Kennedy announced in February that HHS was backing a petition submitted by the former FDA chief David Kessler that would force the agency to reassess the safety of industrial ingredients in highly processed foods. Although that petition has been portrayed as an attack on UPFs, its scope is actually more narrow. The ingredients in question, which could in theory lose their FDA designation as "Generally Recognized as Safe," are none other than sugar and other "refined carbohydrates." Kessler told me in an email that he is not necessarily worried about the chemical additives in processed foods, so much as he is the carbs--"flour starches and sweeteners." In Kessler's world, the Keebler Soft Batch cookies may be just as harmful as Grandma's snickerdoodles because both are sugar-rich, and both might be detrimental to those predisposed to obesity and diabetes. We have yet to do the research necessary to establish whether that is true.

Monteiro himself acknowledges the large overlap between UPFs and traditional concepts of sugar-rich junk food. The first article in his Lancet series notes that food products designated as ultra-processed by the Nova system are dominated by sweetened drinks, as well as "sweet snacks, desserts and confectionery." The same paper notes that these beverages and foods constitute virtually all of the UPFs consumed in low-income countries and, with baked goods added, close to 75 percent of UPFs in high-income countries.

Given those numbers, couldn't much of the global chronic-disease problem be resolved by communicating the message that, say, sugar and refined grains are harmful, rather than targeting an ill-defined new category that lumps in all of these treats with vitamin-fortified oat milk and whole-grain rye bread with preservatives?

I called Monteiro in Brazil to ask this basic question. He responded by turning the question around and pointing out that 90 percent of the added sugars in the American diet come from ultra-processed foods, along with a significant amount of our saturated fat and salt. "If you avoid ultra-processed foods," he told me, "you improve your diet in terms of sugar, salt, and saturated fat." The old advice to avoid specific nutrients could be dead-on, he said, and dietitians, nutritionists, and doctors should continue to dispense it. But that wasn't enough: "It is not feasible for people to follow advice if you don't change the food system, to liberate it from these corporations."

To Monteiro, critics of his UPF hypothesis are conflating discussions about evidence with discussions about policy. "We cannot mix these two," he said. "One is the evidence, the causality, the explanation for the pandemic of obesity. The other is what each country should do." To worry about whether UPFs might be a useless or pseudoscientific category is to miss this point. Instead of trying to extrapolate the scientific evidence to policies in a "non-intelligent way" that only slows things down, he said, we should take some obvious steps to address the problem: Tax sugary beverages, subsidize farmers' markets, and promote more fresh and minimally processed foods.

This all sounded very sensible. Maybe "ultra-processed foods" can be a way of focusing attention on the sorts of policies we need. But even then, wouldn't the science of nutrition matter? The argument to tax sugary beverages, for instance, depends on evidence that these beverages are chronic toxins that cause obesity and diabetes, and are perhaps addictive as well, not just empty calories that we happen to consume to excess. And if we promote fresh, minimally processed foods, the question is, which ones? Red meat is a minimally processed food, and so are full-fat milk and cream. The current HHS secretary has insisted that red meat and animal fats are good for us, and he's not alone in thinking so. Monteiro has more conventional views, and the evidence is ambiguous. So what exactly should we do?

The war on UPFs is based on the idea that traditional nutrition science will never land on useful answers to these questions. It sees the failures of the past--ill-fated admonitions from experts to cut back on fat, for example, and base our diets, as the FDA once recommended, on starches and grains--as signs of the inherent rot of nutrition science. But there's another way to think about this history. Maybe the nutritionists had the right idea with their reductionist approach to the science, but they did a poor job with the research itself. Maybe a concerted effort to identify precisely what it is about the foods we eat that causes obesity and diabetes, done with far greater care and rigor, would at last produce the understanding that we've sought. If that's the case, then an all-out fight to break the power of the multinational food companies, however righteous that may be, would entail enormous wasted effort--and it may not even work.
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Are GLP-1s Performance-Enhancing Drugs?

A weight-loss medication eased Serena Williams's comeback. Experts can't agree on whether that counts as doping.

by Nicholas Florko

Sat, 20 Jun 2026




Before Serena Williams picked up her racket at London's Andy Murray Arena last week, two questions hung over her return to tennis.

First: How would she do? She answered that, in her first competition in nearly four years, by winning. The 44-year-old and her doubles partner, the 19-year-old Victoria Mboko, ended up besting the third seed in their opening match of the Queen's Club tournament. Their victory was sealed by a 116-mile-an-hour serve from Williams that her opponents couldn't return.

The second will take longer to answer: Did a GLP-1 weight-loss drug enhance her performance?

Williams is a paid spokesperson for Ro, a telehealth company that specializes in such medications. In ads, she says that she lost 34 pounds with the help of GLP-1s. It's unclear whether Williams is still on her drug of choice, tirzepatide (her publicist declined to comment), which has helped her lose stubborn baby weight and manage her cholesterol. Although there's no indication that she took it to gain a competitive advantage, Williams has also said that the medication improved her training and her game. The drug "helped me enhance everything that I was already doing--eating healthy and working out, whether it was as a professional athlete at the top level of tennis or just going to the gym every day," she told People magazine in August.

With her comeback, Williams is the first active elite athlete to publicize her use of GLP-1s. But the world of sports is full of whispers that she is not the only one. The more athletes who follow Williams's lead, the more urgent the question of whether GLP-1s should be treated as performance-enhancing drugs will become.

The World Anti-Doping Agency, which sets rules adopted by most international sporting leagues, has said that it is keeping a close eye on whether GLP-1s are being abused; for now, athletes are free to take them. (A Ro spokesperson told me that "any patient who receives a GLP-1 prescription through Ro has been determined to be clinically eligible for that treatment by a licensed medical provider.") But experts are divided over whether GLP-1s have the potential to improve athleticism. "I can't see that there would be much of an advantage at all to using these substances in an athlete," Thomas Hudzik, a pharmaceutical consultant who has served on the advisory group that recommends what drugs WADA should ban, told me. Meanwhile, Lars Engebretsen, the head of WADA's health, medical, and research committee, told the Norwegian Broadcasting Corporation that he believes the drugs should be banned, but mostly because they could exacerbate eating disorders.

Opinions diverge because no studies have yet tested these drugs in elite athletes. Williams's return to tennis--which will continue with a doubles appearance alongside her sister Venus at Wimbledon--is one of the first opportunities, as far as we know, to see how an elite athlete performs after taking a GLP-1. So far, the results have been uneven: She won with Mboko at the Queen's Club, but lost her first doubles match at the Berlin Open this week. Doubles also demands less of athletes than a singles match does, so Williams's full abilities have not yet been tested in competition. (Tennis fans are eager to know if Williams will get a wild-card singles spot at Wimbledon too.) "The jury is out in terms of endurance, stamina," Rick Macci, who trained Williams during her childhood, told me.

Read: America has a new GLP-1 playbook

Being trim can be an advantage in some sports. A lighter frame can reduce the amount of effort needed for, say, climbing, running, or gymnastics. And weight is built into the structure of other sports. Wrestlers, for example, must weigh in to qualify for their matches. The popular strategy is to get just under the maximum weight for a given class--a process that GLP-1s might make easier. "It makes perfect sense in weight-category sports," John Hawley, the director of Australian Catholic University's Centre for Human Metabolism and Performance, told me via email.

But whether GLP-1s will deliver meaningful weight loss for athletes already in tip-top shape is an open question. No major trials have tested GLP-1s in healthy people with a normal or low BMI, so it's unclear how much weight such people might lose on the drug. That could mean that among elite athletes, the drugs might have significant effects for only a small group, including Williams, who are seeking to get back into shape. Several clinical trials have also shown that GLP-1s can reduce an inflammation marker in the blood--but it's still unclear how much of that improvement is the result of weight loss or an independent effect of the drugs.

Besides, being light isn't necessarily an upside if it means a reduction in strength. Roughly 25 to 35 percent of the weight that GLP-1 patients lose is lean mass, according to a meta-analysis published in March. Athletes using GLP-1s will need to closely watch their diet and training to make sure they maintain muscle (perhaps while dealing with the vomiting, nausea, and diarrhea often associated with GLP-1s). Plus, GLP-1s are believed to dampen dopamine signaling, which "might actually put the lid on initiative and drive and competitiveness," Ziyad Al-Aly, a researcher at Washington University in St. Louis who has studied GLP-1s, told me. Lack of research is a problem here too, Al-Aly emphasized: The best evidence of this hypothetical effect is a preprint study that found that mice sought out their exercise wheel less after being injected with semaglutide.

Read: Ozempic is a brain drug

Some studies on the effects of GLP-1s in certain sports are now under way. WADA, for example, is funding a trial to test how semaglutide changes runners' body composition and performance. But pharmaceutical companies are actively testing new types of weight-loss medications that may have different effects on muscle, as well as combinations of GLP-1s with other drugs meant to preserve strength. Some of those drugs, such as a class that overrides the body's natural limit on muscle growth, are already banned by WADA. Every new weight-loss medication will complicate any tenuous understanding of how these drugs affect athletic performance.

Determining whether a drug should be banned is not solely a scientific endeavor: WADA bases its decisions in part on whether the use of a drug violates "the spirit of sport," which it defines as "the ethical pursuit of human excellence through the dedicated perfection of each Athlete's natural talents." Athletes earn our admiration because they work hard to perfect skills that most of us could never imagine having. We marvel at baseball sluggers because hitting a small ball traveling 90 miles an hour requires hard work; regularly hitting it 400 feet is that much harder. When a hitter takes an anabolic steroid, the wonder is largely lost.

Williams became a tennis icon in part because of her relentless desire to compete. Even as a child, "she would run so hard to try to get to the ball, she'd fall," Macci said. When she competed in the Australian Open while pregnant in 2017, she defeated every opponent who faced her, without dropping a set. Being 44, having two kids, and struggling with extra weight didn't stop her from returning to professional tennis. Yes, she was probably lighter and quicker because she took a GLP-1. But a good comeback embodies the spirit of sport, too.
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Perhaps France Should Reconsider AC

Europe cannot cope with this heat.

by Joshua Partlow

Thu, 25 Jun 2026




A summer escape to Paris, at least in the American mind, evokes a certain set of images: quiet strolls along the canals, long hours in bookstores and museums, a pleasant park bench, a glass of wine. Those pleasures are now contending with one of the most brutal and dangerous heat waves that Europe has faced in decades, a muggy, enervating stretch of weather that has forced millions of people across Europe, many of them in homes without air-conditioning and with few options for refuge, to endure triple-digit temperatures.



Tourist icons of Paris--the Eiffel Tower and the Louvre--have been closing early. Thousands of schools across France (and elsewhere in Europe) have closed or changed hours, but others, also without air-conditioning, have remained open. The heat has disrupted train travel, spiked utility prices, and led to power blackouts for thousands in Brittany and in Italian cities such as Turin and Milan. French television showed throngs of people swimming in Paris's Canal Saint-Martin, once notorious for its pollution. Tuesday was the hottest day recorded in France in nearly 80 years. Yesterday was even hotter. Since the heat wave started, two children died in an over-hot car, and the rush to cool off has had its own terrible consequences--at least 48 drownings across France since the heat wave began last week, according to French authorities. And that glass of wine? During Sunday's Fete de la Musique, an annual music festival, outdoor alcohol consumption was restricted.



"It is just unbearable," Yamina Saheb, a lecturer at Sciences Po, told me. "We are locked in the heat."



Saheb, an expert on adapting buildings to the warming atmosphere and an author of an Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change report, has been rising at 3 a.m. to work in the slightly cooler overnight hours. She took her 6-year-old son to an evening movie for a brief escape. On Sunday, she fainted in her apartment in the 14th arrondissement, in the southern part of Paris. "I was so tired at that point. I'm not old, and I don't have any health issue, but I cannot stand the heat," she said.



Only about a quarter of France's housing stock has air-conditioning, a much smaller proportion than in the United States and other parts of the world. Much of that housing is ill-suited to the extended stretches of dangerous heat that have blanketed Europe in recent decades. A notorious heat wave in August 2003 killed an estimated 70,000 people across the continent, and even though European countries have tried since then to protect themselves by establishing cooling sites and making registries for vulnerable people, those measures do not appear to be keeping up with the threat. The World Health Organization says that heat has killed more than 200,000 people across Europe in the past four years.



Paris authorities announced plans yesterday to extend hours at public swimming pools; some 1,400 cooling spots, including misting stations and fountains, were open across the city. Authorities were also conducting welfare checks on individuals, the city said in a statement. In Paris, many buildings have zinc roofs and are made of concrete (both materials trap heat); some lack shutters or blinds; top-level apartments are notorious for their ovenlike qualities on hot days. In a week like this, such spaces "have become uninhabitable," as a story in Le Monde put it. The French entertainer Olivier Giraud, known for his show How to Become a Parisian in One Hour, demonstrated that he could seemingly cook various dishes--l'oeuf campagnard (country-style eggs), cote de boeuf (rib eye)--by letting a frying pan heat on his window ledge. He suggested in one video that people come to the theater for his one-man show, where at least "we have air-conditioning."



Peter Thorne, a climate scientist at Maynooth University, in Ireland, was attending a climate-adaptation conference in Oxford this week; he stepped out of his hotel into a humid mid-90s afternoon that he described to me as a "sauna." (Yesterday also set the record for the hottest June day in the United Kingdom.) He has been alarmed by the magnitude of this heat event, which is Europe's second extraordinary heat wave in a month and which has been breaking records by large margins, and early in the summer. "We'd expect records to be broken, yes, but we wouldn't expect them to be smashed to smithereens," he said. "This is absolutely not normal."



The weather pattern responsible, a heat dome sealed in by an area of high pressure, is itself nothing new. But now "we have loaded the atmosphere with greenhouse gases for the past 200 years," which traps heat in the atmosphere, Thorne said. Reduced sea ice and snowpack don't help. Temperatures in Western Europe are about 3.6 to 7.2 degrees Fahrenheit hotter, depending on location, than they would have been in similar weather patterns during the second half of the 20th century, the organization ClimaMeter estimated.



Those elevated temperatures are expected to last through the week while moving north and east, possibly into Scandinavia, across cities and towns that were designed to trap heat, not dispel it, Thorne said. The improvements in forecasting and early-warning systems, as well as plans for cooling sites, will help reduce the death toll, but Thorne still expects it to be substantial. "This is truly extraordinary, unprecedented weather happening in places that are simply not designed to cope with this kind of heat," he said. "Europe's not prepared for this in the slightest."



In France, access to air-conditioning has become a hot-button political debate; some far-right politicians have been pushing an AC-for-everyone message, while people on the left worry about the cost and environmental impact. Vidhya Ragunathan, an American attorney who has lived in Paris for nearly four years, has noticed that a surprising number of people still use handheld or paper fans; for her part, she's running the fans and portable AC units in her third-floor apartment, which isn't in direct sunlight most of the day. "This is where the American in me comes out: Those fans will run when somebody's in that room," she told me. "I don't need heatstroke to throw on my plate right now." Her children's school remains open but has encouraged parents to keep kids home, and it has been sending letters asking which children intend to show up each day. "I throw a bunch of ice cubes in my kids' water bottle, and I'm like, 'Let's go to school. We have five days left,'" she said. She's found that some metros and buses have air-conditioning, whereas others do not; public transportation has faced delays and interruptions. An important appointment that she had at a government office, originally scheduled for tomorrow, has been canceled because of the temperature. "The thing I've learned about Paris is the city is completely capable of handling winter and rain; it cannot handle any sort of summer at all," Ragunathan said. "France buckles under heat."



At a school in Morlaix, Brittany, for children with learning disabilities and mental-health issues, some of the live-in students have tried to escape the heat by sleeping in hallways, the school's director, Lena Bleunven, told me. Teachers have taped newspapers over the windows to block out the sun. Without air-conditioning, the school, where some 50 students spend the night, is relying on 15 fans to stay cool. "I should have bought more, but we never had this," Bleunven said, and there were "no more fans in shops." Last week, she'd asked regional health officials, who oversee the school, if they planned to close it for the heat wave, but she was told that there was an obligation to continue public service, she said.



In Saheb's flat in Paris, in a building built in 1959, window AC units are not allowed on the facade that faces Parc Montsouris; on the back side, such an addition requires consensus among all owners in the building, who have so far refused, she said. After she fainted on Sunday, she wrote an open letter to President Emmanuel Macron from her cellar--"the only habitable place" in her building, as she described it. Macron, in a message on X, had urged people to look out for one another during the heat wave, particularly children and the elderly. (Macron's office did not immediately respond to a request for comment.) Saheb considered that message insufficient and criticized Macron for failing to do more to help France adapt to this climate emergency. "I don't know about you, but I refuse to hand down to my son a country where the only refuge is the basement, and the only survival strategy is fending for oneself," she wrote.
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Is It Warm Out There?

The planet is getting hotter. But America's conversation about it has chilled.

by Joshua Partlow

Tue, 23 Jun 2026




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


Summer has begun--which is to say, wildfires in the West are chasing residents from their homes, the snowpack has dwindled to near-record lows in several states, drought is spreading, and temperatures are regularly exploring new heights. Yet America does not seem to be sweating climate change. You could call it "climate hushing," as Senator Sheldon Whitehouse and others do, or a "worry gap," as one study has. Whatever you call it, America's interest in talking about climate change is at an ebb.



Certainly, the Trump administration has made a point of disregarding climate change. Yet when President Trump made similar moves in his first term, he was met with a surge of resistance. Environmentalists and Democratic politicians formed their own climate alliances and pushed through state and local laws designed to take carbon out of the American economies. At the time, Jay Inslee, then the Washington governor, said, "We governors are going to step into this cockpit and fly the plane."



These days, Democrats and even climate activists are acting as if fighting to slow global warming, let alone campaigning on it, is passe. As gas prices soared during the Iran war, blue-state governors have given fossil fuels another look, pushing the message of affordability, debating new gas pipelines, and putting off, in some cases, commitments to cut emissions. California's frontrunner for governor, Xavier Becerra, who took campaign donations from oil companies, has not committed to phasing out gas cars as the state has planned; New York Governor Kathy Hochul rolled back the state's landmark 2019 climate law. Congressional Democrats, who need to win seats during the midterms, are focused on economic issues. "Look at the Senate map," Jane Flegal, a senior fellow at the Searchlight Institute, a moderate Democratic think tank, told me. "I mean, Alaska, Texas, Iowa. These are not places where anyone with brain cells would say: Run on blocking fossil fuels and addressing the climate crisis."



Many of the climate activists who came of age during Trump's first term have since broadened their portfolio. The most famous one, Greta Thunberg, posts about Gaza and ICE raids alongside her critiques of the fossil-fuel industry; the Sunrise Movement, the youth-led group that championed the Green New Deal, has pivoted to defeating authoritarianism as a prerequisite for passing climate legislation, Aru Shiney-Ajay, the group's executive director, told me. Her organization was still hopeful, she said, early in the second Trump administration, that they could mobilize support among Republicans to save some of the funding for renewable energy and climate-related projects. But they quickly saw that wouldn't happen. The Trump administration has pushed to expand oil drilling, including in sensitive Alaskan wilderness and California coastal waters; to block offshore wind farms; to stop regulating greenhouse-gas pollution, an effort EPA administrator Lee Zeldin described last year as "driving a dagger straight into the heart of the climate-change religion."



While Democrats and environmentalists have challenged such actions in court, the public hasn't made much noise about them, and some advocates fear that these kinds of rollbacks could be gathering their own quiet momentum, even in Democratic strongholds, Jon Binder, the executive director of the Model Climate Laws Initiative at Columbia University, told me.



Some environmentalists are more optimistic that the ever-improving economics of clean energy can keep tamping down emissions. They see the need to expand the electricity grid--if mainly to feed the hyper-scale data centers--as an opportunity to add wind and solar energy. And yet, the people who think most about climate seem immobilized. "It's the responsibility of the environmental community to elucidate what's going on," Kathryn Phillips, a longtime California environmental advocate, told me. "But somehow they're stuck."







The people still trying to make noise about climate worry that this phase of "climate hushing" doesn't actually reflect what Americans want. Voters care deeply about the growing risks of floods and wildfires, Whitehouse told me, and about the rising cost of homeowner's insurance and the threat that poses to the wider economy. But how politicians talk about these issues matters, he said: You're getting screwed, and your bills are going up because of the fossil-fuel industry is a "much more powerful and salient argument" than setting future climate targets without a way to get to them.



Voters in Rhode Island, where Whitehouse is from, are not exactly on the same page about these questions as voters in, say, Texas, but he may be right that Americans want something more from their leaders on this issue. Jennifer Marlon, a climate scientist at Yale University, which has long polled Americans about the climate, told me that a majority of people do want their politicians to take action on climate change. "What's changing is leadership," she said. "A lot of leaders are thinking, Oh, I'm going to get in trouble if I talk about it, or, It's too polarizing. It's turning into this vicious circle."



Fewer people--in rich countries, at least--appear to be dwelling on the perils of a warming planet. In the U.S., just more than half of the respondents--51 percent--to the new Lloyd's Register Foundation World Risk Poll, conducted by Gallup, considered climate "a very serious threat" over the next 20 years. The poll also found that people tended to underestimate how worried their peers were. Only 10 percent of Americans thought most other people here saw climate as a real threat. And that makes sense, on some level. If only a bare majority of Americans are that worried about climate, even those who are might reasonably question the country's collective concern.



Marlon, the Yale scientist, has found, too, that in much of the country, people don't worry enough about the real threats they face. One of her recent studies mapped heat risk across the country, as determined by the CDC, and compared it with survey results about how worried people are about extreme heat. Apart from the Southwest, where the lethal dangers of heat are well documented and discussed, the level of concern among the public in much of the country lags behind the expert assessments of the risk.



Few places, her study found, face a greater threat from heat while residents worry about it less than a swath of rural counties in Oregon. Three of the top 10 counties in the country with the greatest "worry gap" were in the state. (Virginia also had three in that group.) The finding made me wonder what it feels like out there, where climate threats abound but nobody stresses too much. A place like that seemed pretty in sync with our country at the moment.







I drove out to Gilliam County (population 2,000) last week--No. 4 on the "worry gap" list--on what happened to be the hottest day of the year so far. Thick smoke from a wildfire drifted over the Columbia River into this swath of north-central Oregon. (By the next evening, authorities had ordered more than 10,000 people to evacuate as another fire burned through parts of Spokane; one person died.) Temperature records would break that day in Portland and other cities across the Pacific Northwest. The state had just declared a drought emergency for Gilliam, along with nearly half of Oregon's counties.



Amid the dry-land wheat fields and sagebrush hills where Trump won handily the past three elections, the residents I spoke with were keenly attuned to the conditions of the soil and the changes in the air. In Condon, the county seat, Gibb Wilkins, the interim city administrator and public-works superintendent, told me he was focused on trying to get the community to conserve water to avoid mandatory restrictions. The winter's scant snow has stressed water supplies across the West; Condon did not run its snowplows once, when it normally might do so a dozen times. (Wilkins is also the town's nighttime snowplow driver.) His public-works crews that day were out mowing grass in case they needed to build proper firebreaks later this summer. These employees are older--the town's median age is more than 60--and he's had to pull some of them off the job on particularly hot days. "We're not cooling off like we used to at night," he said.



If people did not express worry to an official survey taker, he suggested, it probably has to do with the hardiness and resolve of the residents, many of them farmers who have weathered a lifetime of lashing from the elements. "A lot of people here survived the farm downturns of the '80s, and they just see it as another obstacle that they've got to overcome," Wilkins said.



So maybe people just adapt without complaining. With the morning temperature in the mid-80s and rising, Mark Griffith was kneeling on the patio outside the Elks Club, spreading concrete. The 66-year-old cowboy and construction worker has spent a life outside here. "I enjoy it," he told me. "It gets a little hot for moving cows around and stuff." He'd noticed the fire season seems to keep starting earlier, he said, in June, or even May. And he'd noticed that the four-foot snowfalls he'd seen as a kid, back in the '60s and '70s, had disappeared. "We're definitely seeing a change in the environment, for sure," he said. "What causes it? I don't know. I'm sure man caused a lot of it, you know. We ruin about everything we touch."



He knelt back to his work, positioning a metal pole. He was building a sunshade.
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America Desperately Needs More Sterile Screwworms

Ranchers are waiting for hundreds of millions of sterile flies to be produced, or for a technological breakthrough.

by Sarah Zhang

Tue, 23 Jun 2026




This time a year ago, experts were already predicting the return of flesh-eating screwworms to the United States: a matter of not if but when, Wayne Cockrell, a Texas rancher, lamented to me at the time. Screwworms had been eradicated from the U.S. to Panama and then were cordoned off through the continual release of almost 20 million sterilized screwworms every week over the narrow Isthmus of Panama. But screwworms, which grow into flies as adults, had jumped the cordon and infested a large swatch of Mexico by last year. This month, they indeed reached Texas.



The math of the crisis then and now is brutally simple: The U.S. Department of Agriculture's screwworm program cannot produce enough sterile adults to get the parasites under control. A factory in Panama has already quintupled its weekly production to its physical max, just more than 100 million, but more, many more, flies are needed to re-eradicate the screwworm: 500 million.



Two new factories are under construction, but both were delayed, according to reporting in Politico, by the Trump administration's aggressive reviews of government spending last year. The first, in Mexico, will be fully online only this fall and the second, a much larger one in Texas, in the fall of 2028. "To win this war, it's all about the number of sterile flies," Cockrell, who is also second vice president of the Texas and Southwestern Cattle Raisers Association, reiterated to me recently.



In the meantime, the screwworms will keep percolating through the country, and ranchers will keep finding the grisly, telltale wounds in their livestock. The best that ranchers can do until more sterile flies arrive is "hold the line, weather the storm," Jason Sawyer, the chief science officer of the East Foundation, an agricultural-research organization that manages six ranches in Texas, told me. Optimistically, he expects the re-eradication of screwworms in the U.S. to take three years. Realistically, he thinks it'll take five years.



The parasites pose the biggest threat to cattle--which could push beef prices even higher--but they can also infect pets, wildlife, and even the unlucky human. After the first case of screwworms was discovered in the umbilical stump of a Texas calf on June 3, 15 more animal cases quickly came to light. The cases have been scattered over hundreds of square miles, a worrisome geographic spread that suggests that screwworms have dispersed in the U.S. beyond one isolated outbreak. Experts told me that they hope and expect the screwworm will not spread far outside Texas, but one case, in a dog, had already been found just over the state border in New Mexico.




The wait for more sterile flies is all the more frustrating because the technology itself is so old. It has remained fundamentally unchanged since screwworms were originally eradicated in Texas, in the 1960s. Screwworms are reared in a factory and then blasted as pupae with radiation to render them impotent. When released en masse as flies, sterile males mate with wild females to produce nonviable eggs. Over the years, the screwworm program refined this technique but saw no reason for radical overhaul. Why mess with something that's not broken?



In 2026, the outlook is quite different. The search is on for anything and everything that could possibly mitigate the long wait for more sterile flies. The USDA last week announced $105 million in funding for 40 projects that run the gamut, including new irradiation techniques and detection dogs and novel insecticides.



The USDA has even resurrected a male-only strain of genetically modified screwworms developed nearly a decade prior. Factory-reared males and females are currently released together, but only the sterile males are actually useful for eradication. (They mate many times, while female screwworms only mate once.) To that end, Maxwell Scott, an entomologist at North Carolina State University, began working on a male-only strain for the USDA back in 2010. The lab science went quickly, he told me, but getting approval for a field trial in Panama took three years. His team then created an even more efficient strain, which was never field-tested. The male-only project more or less went on pause, which frustrated Scott. "It was a lot of work to make these strains, and I thought they were good," he said recently. "It wasn't my decision." He stopped working on screwworms.



Last year, with the screwworm's return imminent, Scott heard that the USDA was interested in a newer version of the male-only strain again. The agency in March submitted paperwork to register a version of the more efficient strain--newly dubbed "NovoFly"--as a pesticide with the Environmental Protection Agency. (The USDA did not respond to my questions about when NovoFly would be ready for use.) Scientists are still waiting on approval for a field test in Panama, though. If the male-only strain is proven to work soon and deployed quickly, switching to it could ease the sterile-fly shortage. Scott also received a grant to continue working on a male-only strain as part of the USDA's funding push.



Ironically, the basic technology behind these male-only strains is outdated now, Scott said. Since the strain's original creation, CRISPR has revolutionized scientists' ability to manipulate DNA in the lab. Scott is now interested in using CRISPR to create a "gene drive" that forces sterility to spread among wild screwworms. Theoretically, a single release of flies carrying a gene drive could even, over time, sterilize the entire screwworm population. At that point, screwworms could feasibly become eradicated from not just North and Central America but also South America, making the screwworm barrier at Panama entirely obsolete. But gene drives are controversial precisely because they may be uncontrollable once out in the wild; the technology in screwworms is not ready for even a field trial.



For now, Texas ranchers awaiting more sterile flies must rely on old-school strategies dating to the pre-eradication era: inspecting cattle, treating wounds with anti-screwworm drugs, and curbing the movement of infested animals. "When everybody in an area is doing that, you can keep the numbers low in the environment. But all it takes is one neighbor, as a source, that is not," Cockrell says. And the work is labor intensive, because cattle herds can be spread out over hundreds or even thousands of acres, and ranches routinely employ fewer employees than they used to. "I've had people ask, 'My parents told me about how they had to manage this in the '60s,'" Sawyer recounted. "'I don't know if I have the capacity for that.'"



Even if ranches get a good handle on their own livestock, wildlife may serve as continual reservoirs of breeding screwworms. The role of wildlife in today's outbreak is a real "wildcard," Sawyer said. Deer populations in particular boomed following the eradication of screwworms. (It's directly related: Screwworms used to kill 40 to 80 percent of fawns in Texas every year.) "Candidly, there's not any great answers" for screwworm mitigation in wildlife, he told me. How much wild animals will contribute to the outbreak will become clearer only in a few years' time--at which point the eradication effort will hopefully have enough flies to push the screwworms back to the Mexican border, and eventually even the Panamanian border.
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A Fancy Name for Junk Food

Does the war on "ultra-processed foods" make any sense?

by Gary Taubes

Tue, 23 Jun 2026




Once again, Americans are in a panic over what we eat. More than two-thirds of those surveyed now regard the industrially produced, ultra-processed foods, or UPFs, that dominate the U.S. food supply as addictive, according to a study published earlier this month in the American Journal of Public Health. That's just the start of it. Most respondents said that UPFs are a major source of type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular disease, and obesity. At least one-third blame these foods for causing cancer, ADHD, depression, and anxiety. And nearly half--corresponding to some 130 million American adults, if the survey's findings can be extrapolated--believe that UPFs are simply "not what God intended for people to eat."

For the past couple of years, concerns about the potential health effects of UPFs have been highlighted in the media, and at nearly every level of the public-health establishment. New restrictions on the sale of UPFs have been introduced or passed in blue- and red-state legislatures alike. Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has said repeatedly that UPFs are "poisoning" Americans. And the World Health Organization is planning to put out global guidance on the problem.

To some extent, this is nothing more than a rebranding of an old idea, that the foods being sold at convenience stores or fast-food restaurants are anything but good for us. These products, at least some of which are almost assuredly detrimental to our health, have gone by several different names. For those of us old enough to remember the 20th century, we didn't use to call them "ultra-processed" foods, but simply "processed" foods or "junk" foods. Now an ultra- prefix has been added to the same fuzzy category. Ultra-processed in the world of nutrition circa 2026 is, first and foremost, just the latest synonym for unhealthy.

Any more specific meaning, though, has been elusive. The U.S. government, for all of its UPF-related rhetoric, hasn't even resolved the most basic matter of semantics: "A definition for ultra-processed foods is really hard," one FDA official said in April, to explain why the project of creating one had already taken many months and could still be far from done. So many of the foods we eat are processed in so many different ways. Where do we even begin?

To the staunchest anti-UPF crusaders, though, ultra-processing may also represent an outgrowth of a deeper problem. The nutritional epidemiologists and other scholars who have led this push in public health are out to challenge an entire system of beliefs, propagated by nutritionists for a century or more, about what makes a food unhealthy in the first place. When they swap in ultra-processed for junk, they are shifting the focus from the nutrient content of a processed food--whatever fats, salt, carbs, and sugary sweeteners it might contain--to how it's made, where it's made, and even why it's made.

Going by this logic, even basic intuitions about what is good or bad to eat may be twisted into strange new shapes. Keebler's Soft Batch cookies might be labeled harmful on account of their industrial ingredients--preservatives, emulsifiers, and hydrogenated oils--although your grandma's home-baked snickerdoodles could be equally sugar-rich and considered benign. Store-bought whole-grain rye bread, with preservatives added to prolong its shelf life, could be viewed as toxic, but home-baked white bread is thought of as just a wholesome treat.

The war on UPFs, if its advocates are to be taken seriously, has many such confusing implications. At best, these complicate the conversation over how we should address the chronic-disease crisis on a national scale: What, exactly, should we eat and why? At worst, they suggest we're stepping backwards and away from any hope of progress in the science of nutrition.

In the grand tradition of ideological revolutions, the turn against UPFs began with a manifesto--or rather two of them. The journalist Michael Pollan wrote the first. His 2008 best seller, In Defense of Food, blames the rise of margarine, low-fat cookies, and other healthy-seeming packaged foods on a scientific ideology called "nutritionism." This refers dismissively to just about everything that nutrition researchers had been doing for the past century--that is, assuming that a food's value is determined by the sum of its nutrients, and that eating healthy means optimizing for that value. Any truly healthy diet would reject this way of thinking, Pollan argues, and instead rely on how people have been eating for generations. Eat real food, the book implores, not "foodlike substances."

That idea has now been taken up in earnest by the U.S. government as the touchstone of its dietary guidance. But Pollan's argument would also feed into the second manifesto, which was the call for scientific revolution. Two years after In Defense of Food, the Brazilian epidemiologist Carlos Monteiro laid this out in an academic paper arguing that nutrition science on the whole, and its paradigm of healthy eating, had been a failure. (An editorial accompanying that paper notes Monteiro's admiration for Pollan and references In Defense of Food.) People in Brazil had been getting fatter, in keeping with global trends, Monteiro observes, but they had not been purchasing more fats, oils, flour, or sugar, as might have been predicted by conventional theories of nutrition. Instead, he focuses on another dietary pattern: In Brazil, he writes, as elsewhere in the world, people tended to be heavier and more likely to have diabetes when their diets were less traditional and more reliant on packaged, frozen, and fast foods. He had already started using the term ultra-processed to describe the latter set of products; now he was declaring it the "big issue" in public health.

Here was the revolution in a single phrase. For half a century, at least, debates about our diet had focused on its nutrient content. That approach was inherently reductive, but it had the benefit of being scientific; it made testable claims about causes and effects. A Big Mac, for instance, contains more than a gram of sodium and almost 100 calories' worth of saturated fat; nutrition science had hypotheses about the mechanisms by which those substances might lead, respectively, to hypertension and heart disease. A 12-ounce can of Coke delivers 39 grams of sucrose or high-fructose corn syrup--nearly 10 teaspoons--and nutrition researchers could study what those sugars do inside a human body, day in and day out, and speculate about the cumulative effects over a lifetime. That work had been going on for decades, and many of its central questions remain unresolved.

According to Monteiro's theory, this nutrition research and the arguments that it has engendered are secondary concerns. The fight against ultra-processing does not fixate on the details of a food's constituents, but on the means of its production. It's not just what's in the Big Mac or the Coke or the Cheez-It crackers that should concern us, but what the food industry has done to them: the sum total of unnatural ingredients and industrial processes that have been added to make these products cheap, convenient, and desirable.

Read: The Big Tobacco playbook comes for your Oreos

Monteiro and his colleagues can only guess at why a food becomes unhealthy when subjected to this transformation. Among their many hypotheses: Precisely engineered combinations of fat, sugar, salt, and refined carbohydrates might override our satiety signals; soft-textured food could lead to faster eating and more consumption overall; toxic chemicals may be leaching out from product packaging; and flavor enhancers, colorings, and other additives might disrupt the gut microbiome and reduce the body's natural secretion of GLP-1.

In November, The Lancet, a prestigious British medical journal, published a three-part, 60-page series of papers--co-authored by Monteiro--that explores the science and policy of UPFs. The "key driver" of the global epidemics of obesity and diabetes, it says, is the rise of UPFs, which is itself a product of "the growing economic and political power of the UPF industry, and its restructuring of food systems for profitability above all else." According to Monteiro and his many co-authors, every aspect of that system is to blame: the food manufacturers, for starters, but also the ingredient suppliers, the plastic producers, the packagers, the grocery stores, the advertising firms, the lobbyists, the industry groups, and even the "research partners" of industry, a category that would seem to include a significant portion of all of the nutritionists and food chemists in academia.

The mere science of "nutrition"--as it has been understood by its practitioners for many years, and implemented by authorities in public health--provides at most a bit of context for this bigger story.

Ultimately, though, the claim that "ultra-processing" is the big issue here--the proximate cause of the obesity and diabetes epidemics--is full of holes. First there is the obvious: What, exactly, constitutes an ultra-processed food? But also: Which aspects of a UPF (however it's defined) are harmful to our health, and how? And finally: Will demonizing ultra-processing really bring us any closer to addressing the country's soaring rates of chronic disease?

These are the kinds of questions that public-health authorities should be asking, and whether they can be answered with the existing evidence is at the center of the controversy. In 2010, Monteiro and his colleagues came up with Nova, a food-classification scheme that identifies UPFs as those food products that are industrially formulated to be "ready to eat or ready to heat with little or no preparation." This working definition was then applied to observational research; the series in The Lancet compiled data from 92 such studies that had been carried out through 2024, and says they show that individuals who eat the most UPF-rich diets are 33 percent more likely to have abdominal obesity, and 21 percent more likely to be overweight or obese, than those who eat the least.

That sounds bad, but how meaningful is this kind of evidence? Even the epidemiologists who do this sort of research are unable to reach agreement on whether associations of this magnitude are even likely to reflect a genuine causal relationship. For comparison, the purported risks of eating UPF-rich diets are roughly one-hundredth the size of the lung-cancer risk that can be attributed to heavy smoking. The Purdue University nutritionist Richard Mattes, writing with half a dozen colleagues, notes that UPF consumption correlates with obesity to just about the same degree as people's educational attainment, sleep duration, frequency of TV viewing, and many other factors.

Read: What happens when you've been on Ozempic for 20 years?

Far better research is necessary to clarify the evidence, but the kind of clinical trials that might be definitive aren't likely ever to be done. Thousands, if not tens of thousands, of individuals--ideally men, women, and children--would have to be randomized to eat diets that are either high or low in ultra-processed foods, they'd have to keep eating their assigned diet for many years, and they'd have to be monitored closely to establish which dietary pattern ended up producing better health. Even if such an expensive trial could be done (at a cost that might run well into nine figures), and even if it demonstrated that a low-UPF diet is superior, which would surprise no one, it wouldn't tell us why: whether because of the industrial processing and food additives that went into the UPFs or because the UPFs were, like any of the foods we once described as "junk," simply high in sugar, fat, processed starches, or salt.

So instead, the two sides of the UPF debate argue over a handful of published clinical trials, lasting from a day to a few months, that aim to demonstrate that the ultra-processing of food itself makes people eat too much. The most influential, by far, was a 2019 study led by Kevin Hall, then at the National Institutes of Health. Marion Nestle, a professor emerita of food studies at New York University and a co-author on two of the three recent Lancet articles on UPFs, called Hall's research "the most important study ever done to explain weight gain." But some researchers, such as the Harvard endocrinologist David Ludwig and nutritional epidemiologist Walter Willett, both of whom have co-authored papers with Nestle, have argued that the design of Hall's research is fatally flawed, not least because the experimental diets were maintained for only two weeks each. Willett told me via email that the NIH study and other short-term studies of its kind are not just meaningless but "likely to give the wrong result (which is worse than no result at all)."

Hall, who is now a clinical scientist at AstraZeneca, noted in an email to The Atlantic that this type of research will be necessary if you want to measure energy intake with accuracy and precision. "With all of their limitations, our studies are among the longest and largest such studies that assess how changing aspects of participants' food environments affects their energy intake," he wrote.

Whether the results of such research will tell us anything about the cause of obesity remains to be seen. In the meantime, other nutritionists have tried to resolve the conflict between UPFs and traditional nutrition science by amending or rethinking Monteiro and his colleagues' Nova scheme. In 2024, Susanne Bugel, a nutritionist at the the University of Copenhagen who has studied how plant-based dairy products might be better fortified with vitamins and minerals, proposed a research initiative that would develop a "next generation of the Nova classification" that might account better for each food's nutrient content and quality. She organized a workshop to bring together critics and proponents of the system, food chemists and nutritionists and public-health researchers, in the hopes that a kind of multidisciplinary synergy would emerge--and with it, a means of establishing not only which foods are "ultra-processed" but also which UPFs might be harmful and which benign.

The project quickly exploded into controversy. Monteiro refused an invitation to participate in the workshop and demanded that it abandon any usage of the terms Nova and ultra-processed foods to avoid the implication that he or his group had actually endorsed the workshop or any new system that might emerge from it. He also took issue with the fact that funding for the project came from the Novo Nordisk Foundation, which is connected to the company that makes Ozempic and other obesity-related drugs. "Public health policy should be based on independent science, not shaped by entities with a financial stake in diet-related diseases," he told the Financial Times. By that point, Monteiro's allies had published an open letter calling for a boycott of the project and urging Bugel to "respect the scientific foundations upon which NOVA has been built." (The Novo Nordisk Foundation has said that its grant decisions are made independently of the pharmaceutical company. Bugel told me that the project's funders had not exerted any influence: "They don't interfere; they don't tell us what to do.")

Read: Avoiding ultra-processed foods is completely unrealistic

In an academic article published in January, Monteiro and half a dozen co-authors make clear that any work dedicated to making food-industry products "healthy"--a category that would include Bugel's research into plant-based milks--serves to legitimize "industry narratives," and defeats the purpose of the UPF classification. Even the mere discussion of such products, they suggest, "risks normalizing ultraprocessing and delays effective interventions." In short, traditional nutritionism is so fundamentally broken, and so compromised by its ties to industry, that it's counterproductive to the public health on its own terms.

In spite of the rhetoric--and for all of the talk about a war on UPFs--nutritionism itself remains intact, which might not be a bad thing. The U.S. government's website for this year's update to the dietary guidelines, for instance, doesn't actually use the word ultra-processed; it says instead that people should avoid "highly processed foods laden with refined carbohydrates, added sugars, excess sodium, unhealthy fats, and chemical additives." Reductionist science, and the assessment of a food's nutrient components in determining its value, still holds sway.

By the same token, Kennedy announced in February that HHS was backing a petition submitted by the former FDA chief David Kessler that would force the agency to reassess the safety of industrial ingredients in highly processed foods. Although that petition has been portrayed as an attack on UPFs, its scope is actually more narrow. The ingredients in question, which could in theory lose their FDA designation as "Generally Recognized as Safe," are none other than sugar and other "refined carbohydrates." Kessler told me in an email that he is not necessarily worried about the chemical additives in processed foods, so much as he is the carbs--"flour starches and sweeteners." In Kessler's world, the Keebler Soft Batch cookies may be just as harmful as Grandma's snickerdoodles because both are sugar-rich, and both might be detrimental to those predisposed to obesity and diabetes. We have yet to do the research necessary to establish whether that is true.

Monteiro himself acknowledges the large overlap between UPFs and traditional concepts of sugar-rich junk food. The first article in his Lancet series notes that food products designated as ultra-processed by the Nova system are dominated by sweetened drinks, as well as "sweet snacks, desserts and confectionery." The same paper notes that these beverages and foods constitute virtually all of the UPFs consumed in low-income countries and, with baked goods added, close to 75 percent of UPFs in high-income countries.

Given those numbers, couldn't much of the global chronic-disease problem be resolved by communicating the message that, say, sugar and refined grains are harmful, rather than targeting an ill-defined new category that lumps in all of these treats with vitamin-fortified oat milk and whole-grain rye bread with preservatives?

I called Monteiro in Brazil to ask this basic question. He responded by turning the question around and pointing out that 90 percent of the added sugars in the American diet come from ultra-processed foods, along with a significant amount of our saturated fat and salt. "If you avoid ultra-processed foods," he told me, "you improve your diet in terms of sugar, salt, and saturated fat." The old advice to avoid specific nutrients could be dead-on, he said, and dietitians, nutritionists, and doctors should continue to dispense it. But that wasn't enough: "It is not feasible for people to follow advice if you don't change the food system, to liberate it from these corporations."

To Monteiro, critics of his UPF hypothesis are conflating discussions about evidence with discussions about policy. "We cannot mix these two," he said. "One is the evidence, the causality, the explanation for the pandemic of obesity. The other is what each country should do." To worry about whether UPFs might be a useless or pseudoscientific category is to miss this point. Instead of trying to extrapolate the scientific evidence to policies in a "non-intelligent way" that only slows things down, he said, we should take some obvious steps to address the problem: Tax sugary beverages, subsidize farmers' markets, and promote more fresh and minimally processed foods.

This all sounded very sensible. Maybe "ultra-processed foods" can be a way of focusing attention on the sorts of policies we need. But even then, wouldn't the science of nutrition matter? The argument to tax sugary beverages, for instance, depends on evidence that these beverages are chronic toxins that cause obesity and diabetes, and are perhaps addictive as well, not just empty calories that we happen to consume to excess. And if we promote fresh, minimally processed foods, the question is, which ones? Red meat is a minimally processed food, and so are full-fat milk and cream. The current HHS secretary has insisted that red meat and animal fats are good for us, and he's not alone in thinking so. Monteiro has more conventional views, and the evidence is ambiguous. So what exactly should we do?

The war on UPFs is based on the idea that traditional nutrition science will never land on useful answers to these questions. It sees the failures of the past--ill-fated admonitions from experts to cut back on fat, for example, and base our diets, as the FDA once recommended, on starches and grains--as signs of the inherent rot of nutrition science. But there's another way to think about this history. Maybe the nutritionists had the right idea with their reductionist approach to the science, but they did a poor job with the research itself. Maybe a concerted effort to identify precisely what it is about the foods we eat that causes obesity and diabetes, done with far greater care and rigor, would at last produce the understanding that we've sought. If that's the case, then an all-out fight to break the power of the multinational food companies, however righteous that may be, would entail enormous wasted effort--and it may not even work.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/2026/06/ultra-processed-foods-nutrition-science/687626/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Paradise Revisited

What Darwin saw in the Galapagos

by Helen Lewis

Mon, 22 Jun 2026

My first encounter with a Galapagos tortoise came when the driver of my taxi from the airport attempted a risky overtaking maneuver into the path of an oncoming bus. On the island of Santa Cruz, which is bisected by a single highway, this is a favorite sport: The white Toyota HiLuxes that serve as taxis overtake tour buses, while tour buses overtake trucks. But this time, the driver quickly pulled back behind the slow-moving car ahead of us. "Tortoise," she explained.

And there it was--a great dome, an overturned bathtub, trying to cross the road. What set of circumstances favored an animal that weighs up to 600 pounds, moves at four miles a day, and takes a quarter of a century to reach sexual maturity? The answer is: a remote island chain formed by volcanoes, with little fresh water and no predators, where life moved at a languid, lumbering pace--at least, until humans appeared. The tortoise's reaction to the traffic was typical of its kind. It retracted its head into its shell and fervently wished for the bus to go away.

The Galapagos Islands owe their place on rich travelers' bucket lists to the vision of them as an unfallen Eden, touted as "the laboratory of evolution" that inspired Charles Darwin to write On the Origin of Species. When he visited, humans' presence here was limited to whalers, buccaneers, and political prisoners. Today, more than 300,000 people visit the archipelago each year. Every tourist desperate to see an untouched paradise is part of a constant influx that risks despoiling the very thing they came to see.


Pinnacle Rock, a volcanic spire on Bartolome Island (Will Matsuda for The Atlantic)



On his arrival, in 1835, Darwin marveled at the lack of fear shown by all the animals, thanks to their limited exposure to humans. "Met an immense Turpin: took little notice of me," he wrote in his field notebook about encountering a tortoise on September 21. Perhaps the poor turpin should have been more wary: By October 12, Darwin was recording that he had been "eating Tortoise meat / By the way delicious in Soup." Soon he was trying to ride them. "I frequently got on their backs," he wrote in the published version of his diaries, "and then giving a few raps on the hinder part of their shells, they would rise up and walk away;--but I found it very difficult to keep my balance."

On these parched islands, the tortoises were prized for their ability to slurp moisture from prickly pear cacti, and to drink enough at the rare springs to sustain them for months on end. Thirst-racked sailors would catch and kill them purely for the contents of their bladders. "In one I saw killed, the fluid was quite limpid, and had only a very slightly bitter taste," wrote Darwin, having sportingly chugged some tortoise urine for science.

Today, none of this is allowed. El Chato Ranch, which I visited in the pouring rain, permits selfies with its resident tortoises but absolutely no touching, eating, or disemboweling. Most of the Galapagos have been designated by Ecuador as a national park, with a $200 entrance fee--up from $100 just two years ago--and a strict injunction to stay six feet away from the animals. The archipelago is also home to the flightless cormorant, whose former wings are now stumpy nubs; a species of batfish that looks like it is wearing bright-red lipstick; and the marine iguana, which ejects excess salt from its body by sneezing. (Catch a big group at the right moment and they can go off like the cannons in the 1812 Overture.) These animals all exist in the Galapagos and nowhere else.

The usual story of Darwin's visit is that he cataloged the small differences that had emerged in animals across the islands--discrepancies in the beaks of the finches being a prime example--as each species responded to the unique conditions. In a flash of insight, he understood the mechanism of evolution: survival of the fittest. The truth is more complicated, and more interesting. His ship, the H.M.S. Beagle, spent only five weeks here, and Darwin landed on just four of the 13 major islands. At first, he did not recognize the importance of the variation among the islands, and did not label many of his bird specimens with their precise origins. The greatest study of what we now call "Darwin's finches" was done by a British couple, Peter and Rosemary Grant, who visited the same uninhabited island, Daphne Major, every year from 1973 to 2013.

Darwin also didn't notice the numerous subspecies of giant tortoise until the vice governor called attention to their variety and declared "that he could with certainty tell from which island any one was brought," the naturalist wrote in his field notebook. Tortoises on Hood and Charles Islands, for instance, had evolved shells that were curved upward at the front like a saddle, allowing their necks to reach higher vegetation. Oh, and Darwin didn't even coin the phrase survival of the fittest. That came from one of the early reviewers of Origin, Herbert Spencer. Darwin liked it so much that he incorporated it into later editions.

The mythology of blinding-inspiration-in-paradise is so appealing that it has outcompeted the truth. The actual story--the one that drove me here--is that Darwin was above all an empiricist. He took nothing on trust. He wanted to see things for himself, measure them, catalog them, and perhaps even eat them, and he was willing to endure any combination of boredom, nausea, and danger to do so. He was an omnivore, as interested in geology as biology when he toured South America, and his most famous theory drew on economics as well. He had an ego, definitely, but he was also open-minded and curious; he wanted to understand nature, not just plunder it like so many colonial explorers. (In later life, he supported animal charities and called for vivisection to be regulated.) He was willing to push back against editors, too, such as the one who suggested that he should reframe Origin to focus only on pigeons, because "everybody is interested in pigeons."

All of that should make him any writer's hero.


A bust of Darwin at the Charles Darwin Research Station, near Puerto Ayora (Will Matsuda for The Atlantic)



The British first named the individual islands in the 1600s--Charles Island after King Charles II, James Island (where Darwin spent most of his time) after the King's brother, and so on--although most guidebooks now use the official Spanish names. Today Ecuador treats the Galapagos as precious jewels for both noble and commercial reasons. To enter, you need to complete a biosecurity declaration, promising not to introduce any plants or animals that could rampage through this delicate ecosystem. There are no international flights into the archipelago. For me, the two-hour flight to the territory's main airport, on Baltra Island, came at the end of a tiring slog from London to Miami, and then on to Quito, the high-altitude Ecuadoran capital, where the thin air gave me a headache the instant I stepped off the plane.

I consoled myself on the long journey by reading accounts of Darwin's five years on the Beagle, which were marked by seasickness so intense that he traveled overland by horse whenever he could, catching up with the ship farther along its journey. "I hate every wave of the ocean, with a fervor, which you, who have only seen the green waters of the shore, can never understand," he wrote to his cousin William. His captain, Robert FitzRoy, recorded that Darwin was "a martyr to confinement and sea-sickness when under way."

One of the great mysteries of Darwin's life is how he made such a success of his five years at sea, which came between a directionless youth and an adulthood blighted by anxiety and illness. When he left England, at age 22, he was a dilettante who had washed out of medical school and was wavering about becoming a parson. His main interaction with birds and mammals was shooting them. He returned from his sea voyage a more serious and ambitious man, but one plagued for the rest of his life by vomiting, palpitations, "extreme spasmodic daily & nightly flatulence," and vague, shifting symptoms of mental distress. He installed a lavatory behind a screen in his study at Down House, in Kent, so that he could void himself from either end as necessary and quickly return to work.

During his half decade on the Beagle, though, Darwin worked steadily, sending crates of specimens home on passing ships, and he endured the loneliness and ennui of the voyage with remarkable fortitude. Time at sea was notoriously hard on sailors' mental health; the Beagle's previous captain, Pringle Stokes, had killed himself during the bleak southern winter. (The weather was so dreary, he wrote in June 1828, that "the soul of man dies in him." A month later, he put a gun to his head in his cabin.) FitzRoy took over as captain soon after, and decided that on his second Beagle voyage, he would take a gentleman companion to jolly him along. He and Darwin ate meals together and talked about current affairs, tiptoeing around their different political backgrounds (FitzRoy was a Tory; Darwin was from a Whig family) and intensity of religious belief (FitzRoy was a creationist; Darwin, even then, was a doubter). He gave Darwin the affectionate nickname Philos, for "natural philosopher."

In addition to seasickness, Darwin had to brave an equatorial climate far removed from the English Midlands, where he (and I) grew up. The midday sun is directly overhead, and on the youngest islands, which have little soil and therefore little vegetation, there is no shade to hide in. "Nothing could be less inviting than the first appearance," he wrote on landing at Chatham Island (now San Cristobal, the seat of government). "The dry and parched surface, being heated by the noonday sun, gave to the air a close and sultry feeling, like that from a stove: we fancied even that the bushes smelt unpleasantly." And this was in September, the cooler of the two seasons! I had come during the first half of the year, the hotter rainy season, when the seas are warm, the air temperature is about 80 degrees Fahrenheit, and the humidity wilts you like spinach.

On the first full day, crossing a scorching beach on the way back from seeing the marine iguanas at Tortuga Bay, I began to suffer from some sort of humidity-induced delirium, despite unfurling a legionnaire's hat over my neck and shoulders. I distinctly remember thinking at one point that I had to "lock in," the kind of extreme-sports jargon that my fully operational mind would disdain. After I had arrived safely at the hotel and rehydrated aggressively, I was amazed once again that Britons managed to explore and conquer so much of the globe, despite our manifest maladaptation to anything other than mild drizzle. That we did so before the advent of wicking fabrics, bug spray, and SPF 50 is even more implausible; I felt as ill-prepared for the climate as Captain Scott did when he relied on ponies rather than sled dogs in Antarctica, or the equally doomed Burke and Wills expedition, which took 20 tons of equipment, including a Chinese gong, into the Australian outback.


Marine iguanas in Puerto Ayora. Darwin called this species, found only in the Galapagos, "imps of darkness." (Will Matsuda for The Atlantic)



Unfortunately, what drove some of those early explorers was an unfounded (and occasionally fatal) sense of racial superiority: Europeans knew best. On FitzRoy's previous Beagle voyage, in 1830, a whisper of this attitude crept into the ship's scientific mission to map the South American coastline. At the southernmost tip of the continent, Tierra del Fuego, FitzRoy effectively kidnapped four Indigenous people as revenge for the theft of one of his boats. He gave them allegedly English names--York Minster, Jemmy Button, Fuegia Basket, and Boat Memory--and took them back to England. (The birth names of the first three were Elleparu, Orundellico, and Yokcushlu; Boat Memory's name has been lost.) The idea was that they would be "civilized" and returned, accompanied by a missionary, to convert their benighted fellow Fuegians to Christianity.

In fact, the missionary bailed after experiencing a few days of harsh Fuegian life, and the Fuegians quickly reverted to their ancestral ways. "Captain Fitz Roy could never ascertain that the Fuegians have any distinct belief in a future life," Darwin observed in his diaries. To the average Victorian gentleman, this was proof enough that they were "savages." I wonder, though, if the assertion gnawed at Darwin, given that his research was already drawing him away from religious faith. "Science has nothing to do with Christ; except in so far as the habit of scientific research makes a man cautious in admitting evidence," he would write to a friend toward the end of his life, adding: "As for a future life, every man must judge for himself between conflicting vague probabilities."

While on the Beagle, Darwin had to wait months to reach a suitable port to receive the latest packet of letters from home. Nearly 200 years later, I FaceTimed my husband from the deck of an expedition boat, which had excellent Wi-Fi. Most of the archipelago has Starlink coverage.


Blue-footed boobies on Bartolome Island (Will Matsuda for The Atlantic)



Some of the wildness that Darwin encountered still survives. The walls of my hotel room, up in the misty highlands of Santa Cruz, were flecked with geckos, which dart behind the picture frames if you get too close. Darwin was disappointed that "the insects, for a tropical region, are of very small size and dull colours." Everything is relative, though, and to me this was a paradise of bugs, evoking fond childhood memories of crickets in the grass, ladybugs on leaves, and wasps on Coke cans. (Now I can go for days in England without seeing anything more exciting than a bluebottle; terrestrial insect populations in North America and Europe have been declining by 1 or 2 percent a year for a while.) Arriving in the Galapagos was like stepping back in time: A huge antennaed something lay outside my hotel-room door on my first morning, its black-and-red carapace glistening in the dawn. What appeared to be gothic bumblebees flew past my face--Xylocopa darwini, female carpenter bees, fat and inky black. (The males are gold.) Monarch butterflies, with their stained-glass wings, danced in the sun; a smaller, violet butterfly, the Galapagos blue, is endemic to the islands.

Today, even after decades of human intrusion, the abundance of the Galapagos is still what sets them apart, thanks to recent decades of human conservation. The embarrassment of frigate birds, with their red, puffed-up throat sacs. The great flocks of blue-footed boobies, dancing for their mates on Tiffany-tinted toes. The lines of flamingos, their feathers a shocking Millennial pink. The frequent sight of a lava lizard doing push-ups, their way of communicating. The pod of dolphins that swam up to the expedition boat for a spot of bow-riding, using its slipstream to slough away the remora fish that cling to their backs. A furious thrashing in the water that revealed itself as a school of rays--mating, or fighting, or possibly both.

Tragically for Darwin, he lived before the invention of the modern snorkel, and so never saw the magnificent world under the islands' waves. As soon as I dipped my mask underwater off Pinnacle Rock, a volcanic spire not far from where he made landfall, I found myself in an alternate world of pearlescent parrotfish, baby sharks, and vivid blue starfish. The Australian electrician traveling with our party noticed an octopus, and it took a while for my eyes to make out a brown fluidity of fingers, slurping its way along the seabed.

I surfaced to the sound of retching--What the hell?--only to discover that baby sea lions can nurse with a disgusting noise. Then Isadora, our guide, started barking: arf, arf, arf. She was trying to lure a penguin off a rock, she explained, so that we could see it swim underwater. We were rewarded when a black-and-white bullet sped past. (Penguins on land might be comical, but an underwater penguin is no joke at all.) The final surprise came as I swam to the boat ladder and then checked beneath me. Have you ever screamed through a snorkel? Try spotting a full-grown reef shark a few feet below you; that'll do it. Its sheer bulk and rigidity astonished me, as if I were watching a refrigerator glide through the water.


A Galapagos land iguana (left) and frigate birds (right) on North Seymour Island (Will Matsuda for The Atlantic)



On the four inhabited islands, too, animals abound. In London, the main hazard of being absorbed by your phone is veering into the path of a cyclist. Down at the dock in Puerto Ayora, the town on Santa Cruz, it's stepping on a drowsy sea lion. Walk almost anywhere and you'll see a land iguana, perhaps two feet long, colored in burnt sienna, gray, and black. The iguanas molt in patches to accommodate their growth and so are covered with loose, peeling skin. Never mind the thrill of riding a tortoise; exfoliating a lizard would provide the ultimate ASMR.

Their distant cousins, the marine iguanas, are so black that they seem to suck the brightness out of the air: Darwin referred to them as "imps of darkness." (He carried a copy of Milton's Paradise Lost with him on the Beagle, and you can often feel the effect of its dazzling imagery on his prose.) The iguanas congregate in big crowds, piled on top of one another. At Tortuga Bay, on Santa Cruz's south coast, I nearly stumbled over a veritable cuddle puddle of them, with one large specimen in the middle, its arm proprietarily draped over another, as if they were on a third date at the movies.

"Come over here," I yelled to Will, the hip American photographer who'd accompanied me. "I've found an iguana polycule."

He sighed with satisfaction. "It's like I never left Brooklyn."


Marine iguanas at Tortuga Bay, on Santa Cruz Island (Will Matsuda for The Atlantic)



The crew of the Beagle treated the iguanas with no more respect than the tortoises. Intrigued by the idea of a lizard that could swim, Darwin caught one--"They do not seem to have any notion of biting," he wrote--and placed it in the water. Despite being gracefully at ease there, the iguana immediately returned to shore. "Perhaps this singular piece of apparent stupidity may be accounted for by the circumstance, that this reptile has no enemy whatever on shore, whereas at sea it must often fall a prey to the numerous sharks," he observed. (In other words, they felt predation pressure.) Others in Darwin's party did crueler experiments on these intriguing creatures. "A seaman on board sank one, with a heavy weight attached to it, thinking thus to kill it directly; but when an hour afterwards he drew up the line, the lizard was quite active."

The birds did not escape this casual sadism either. Darwin noted their "extreme tameness," adding that "a gun is here almost superfluous; for with the muzzle I pushed a hawk off the branch of a tree." The doves used to be even tamer before the arrival of the buccaneers and the whalers, Darwin remarked, because the "sailors, wandering through the woods in search of tortoises, always take delight in knocking down the little birds."

To me, these passages are some of the strangest in the Beagle diaries. Darwin lived in a world where, whatever you did, more animals would be along in a minute. When Darwin made camp on what is now Santiago, the land iguanas were so plentiful that he struggled to avoid their nests in the sand. "I cannot give a more forcible proof of their numbers, than by stating, that when we were left at James Island, we could not for some time find a spot free from their burrows, on which to pitch our tent," he wrote. Three years later, though, a visiting French naval officer was the last person to record any land iguanas on James at all. Feral pigs, descendants of domestic animals introduced by settlers, soon wiped them all out. (A population of iguanas was reintroduced in 2019 from North Seymour Island, and is now thriving.)

All the human eating didn't help. At Cambridge University, Darwin had belonged to the Glutton Club, which aimed to consume meat "before unknown to the human palate." In northern Patagonia, he listened to the gauchos tell stories of a rare flightless bird, the petise--a type of rhea with feathered upper legs--which he became desperate to add to his specimen collection. At Port Desire, farther south, one of his shipmates shot and killed what he assumed to be a young ostrich, and served it for dinner. "It was cooked and eaten before my memory returned," Darwin wrote. Oh no! The bird was the elusive petise. He did save the skin and a few of the bones, and still managed to get the bird named after him: Rhea darwinii.


Giant tortoises on the parched islands slurp moisture from prickly pear cacti. (Will Matsuda for The Atlantic)



Today, Darwin is known as the great heretic, the man whose work shocked the Victorian establishment and undermined the Church. But the exact heresy he committed is not well understood. He was not the first person to suggest that species evolve--in fact, his own grandfather Erasmus had suggested that all warm-blooded animals might have arisen from "one living filament" in his 1794 book, Zoonomia. Darwin was also not the first person to notice that the boundaries between species were more fluid than the Swedish taxonomist Carl Linnaeus had acknowledged. (The Comte de Buffon, a French biologist, had done so at the time.) And he was far from the first Victorian intellectual to question the spurious biblical chronology suggesting that the Earth was created on Sunday, October 23, 4004 B.C.E. He didn't even come up with the idea of selection pressures, per se--he got that from an economist, Thomas Malthus, who suggested that human populations tended to outgrow their available food sources and suffer famines as a result.

No, what offended some of Darwin's early readers was that his vision of the universe counted humans as just another animal, rather than God's special creation. Accepting evolution meant having "an ape for a grandfather," as one observer put it. From the start, Darwin understood the political and religious implications of this, and he knew that advancing the notion publicly would make him a controversial figure. His own wife, Emma, was a devout Christian; some of his friends and colleagues were too.

After returning from the Galapagos, he spent more than two decades noodling in his "transmutation notebooks" without having the courage to expose his ideas, and his evidence, to universal scrutiny. In 1844, he wrote to his friend Joseph Hooker: "At last gleams of light have come, & I am almost convinced (quite contrary to opinion I started with) that species are not (it is like confessing a murder) immutable." It is like confessing a murder. Another decade-plus passed before he was driven into print by the unwelcome discovery that another scientist, Alfred Russel Wallace, had independently arrived at the same conclusion.

The publication of Origin, in 1859, gave everyone in Victorian polite society the opportunity to have an argument that had been brewing for many years. Soon after its release, Darwin's critics and defenders clashed in a public debate that pitted the fierce Darwinian Thomas Henry Huxley against the bishop of Oxford and the former Captain FitzRoy, who preferred to believe that the fossils they had seen together in Patagonia had been deposited there by the biblical flood. (Darwin was too anxious and flatulent to attend himself.)

History has recorded this as a victory for the Darwinians, and the framing stuck--evolution was an uncomfortable truth promoted by working scientists and opposed by churchmen and aristocrats. Darwinism was a populist revolt, and for progressives, it also had a racial dimension. If all of humanity were descended from a common ancestor, that challenged the hierarchy of races, in which "Negros" and "savages" were deemed to be lower, less advanced species than Europeans. (Origin came out six years before America abolished slavery.)

To many of his contemporaries, Darwinism came to stand for a cold, bleak vision of the universe, what Tennyson had described as "nature, red in tooth and claw" back in the 1850s. Did everything happen for a reason, as Christian tradition had comfortingly taught, or was life a cutthroat struggle for survival? Echoes of the Malthus text that Darwin drew on had also made it into Charles Dickens's 1843 novella, A Christmas Carol, in which the miser Scrooge has no sympathy for anyone who will not go to a workhouse. "If they would rather die," he tells two men collecting for the poor, "they had better do it, and decrease the surplus population."

For Darwin, so much time spent contemplating the natural world subtly changed his attitude toward it. In later life, he was no longer the young man who boasted that killing his first snipe had left him so excited "that I had much difficulty in reloading my gun from the trembling of my hands." On returning to England, he was captivated by Jenny, an orangutan housed at the London Zoo that played with straw like a "silly listless child." In 1871, his Descent of Man went further in positioning us as part of nature, rather than set above it. Even though humans had a "god-like intellect," he wrote, "Man still bears in his bodily frame the indelible stamp of his lowly origin."

Today, the idea that animals are just like us is more apt to be considered mind-expanding than horrifying--and sometimes amusingly delightful, too. On a day trip to North Seymour, an uninhabited island next to Baltra, I watched male frigate birds puffing out their throat sacs to attract a mate. When several of them gather together in a treetop, the Galapagosians call it a "bachelor's bar." Asked about the parenting habits of the birds, our guide informed the woman next to me that, no, the male does not help raise the chicks, because "he is off to another lady." In situations like this, someone will always mutter "typical" from the back.


A male frigate bird on North Seymour Island puffs out its throat to attract a mate. (Will Matsuda for The Atlantic)



Disemboweled tortoises, stoned birds, drowned iguanas--there's a strange irony about Darwin becoming the world's best-known naturalist. His Beagle diaries, which amount to an animal-murder manual, have inspired subsequent generations to keep as many animals alive as they can. Then again, that is the power of seeing ourselves as part of the great chain of creation--and seeing that chain as easily disrupted rather than divinely ordained.

Just outside Puerto Ayora lies the Charles Darwin Research Station, which supports the many scientists who make a pilgrimage to these islands. Its executive director is Rakan Zahawi, a restoration ecologist who grew up on another island chain, Hawaii, and accessorizes his khaki field uniform with armfuls of silver and beaded bracelets. His special enthusiasm is scalesia, a group of shrubs descended from the same family as sunflowers. Here in the Galapagos, without competition from trees, the plants grow up to 60 feet tall. Although Darwin did not know it, the genus's 15 species are--like the finches--examples of adaptive radiation: One common ancestor produced many variants, reflecting their specific circumstances.

Now, though, the scalesia forests are under threat from the invasive Asian blackberry, Rubus niveus, which was introduced to the islands in the 1960s. The thick vegetation created by the interloper "comes up to the height of this table or even more," Zahawi told me, gesturing a few feet off the floor, "and blocks out sunlight at the ground level." The scalesia seeds germinate but cannot grow. The institute's scientists have studied the blackberry for decades, trying to devise a way to repel it. "The simplest intervention is you take a machete out," Zahawi said.

But that is hard to scale up across thousands of square miles, in remote conditions, so the institute is looking at a technique called "biocontrol"--disrupting the life cycle of an invasive species with another organism, countering its competitive advantage. For the blackberry, that might be a fungus. A similar problem is presented by Philornis downsi, another invasive species, "which we call the avian vampire fly," Zahawi explained, "because part of its life cycle requires a blood meal to complete." That blood often comes from baby birds; too many parasites can kill every fledgling in the nest. The foundation has collaborated with more than two dozen institutions over more than a decade to crack this puzzle, and one possible solution is to introduce a parasitic wasp to eat the parasitic fly. (Perhaps they'll die.) What Darwin might make of this effort--deliberately trying to restore the flora and fauna of the Beagle era--I couldn't begin to imagine. But I had a sense that he would welcome the humility: Biocontrol is treated with caution because scientists recognize the dangers of further disrupting the ecosystem, as the early settlers of the Galapagos did with their pigs, dogs, and cats.

The research institute is also the final resting place of Lonesome George, the giant tortoise that has become an icon for conservation efforts--an endling, the last of the Pinta Island subspecies Chelonoidis abingdonii. He was rescued in 1971, and scientists kept hoping to discover a mate--or even a friend--for him. But after a few years, it became obvious that George had been condemned to perpetual bachelorhood by the feral goats introduced to Pinta by fishermen in the 1950s. When George died, his 40-inch shell--curved upward at the front--and leathery skin were sent to a taxidermist, before being returned to a display case in the forest, preserved "in a temperature-controlled box, like Lenin," as a friend once described it to me. The tortoise's bones are stored in the institute's indoor collection.


The bones of Lonesome George, a giant tortoise that died in 2012, at more than 100 years old (Will Matsuda for The Atlantic)



The guide to this scientific charnel house was Andrea Carvajal Roman, an enthusiastic entomologist who, in observance of the no-shoes rule in the storage facility, was wearing a pair of slippers with the slogan I LOVE BOOBIES. The insect collection alone numbers more than 75,000 specimens. Upstairs, in the bird-and-reptile section, Carvajal Roman pulled out drawer after drawer of wonders: five dead penguins, lined up like a serial killer's victims; a plethora of blue-footed boobies, to illustrate that their aquamarine pigment does not survive taxidermy. And, yes, a white drawer labeled SOLITARIO GEORGE. I asked to hold his vertebrae and leg bones, which weighed as much as a medium-size dog; earlier, I had seen the inside of a tortoise shell and marveled at how the pelvis and ribs were fused to the carapace. (I had imagined a big, wrinkly sock floating freely inside the shell.)

From the June 2012 issue: X. J. Kennedy's poem "Lonesome George"

After four decades in captivity, George died in 2012, at more than 100 years old. If Darwin had landed on Pinta, he might have eaten George's uncle or aunt.

As we waited to board our return flight at the Baltra airstrip, the guy in front of me stopped to photograph one last land iguana, which was coolly surveying the runway. Haven't you seen enough wildlife by now? I briefly wondered, before catching myself. Of course not. How could you ever see enough of this?

After Darwin returned to England, in 1836, he took the next mail coach home and never left the country again. But he never stopped looking, paying attention, collecting. Back in Kent, he spent eight years dissecting barnacles, one of the least-prepossessing animals in the world, after becoming obsessed with a particular parasitic species he'd found off the coast of Chile. (He nicknamed it "Mr. Arthrobalanus.")

Darwin was never happier than when he was engaged in direct observation, writing to a friend that, after years spent recording his geological findings, "it is delightful to use one's eyes and fingers again." But there was another reason to lavish so much care on barnacles--and on the pigeons that he bred in a loft at his home. He knew that a theory was nothing without evidence, and that gathering examples of natural (and, in the case of the pigeons, artificial) selection was crucial. He wanted his idea of "modification" to be bulletproof. He reclassified the world's barnacles from scratch, exploring their differences, and he proved to his own satisfaction that domestic pigeons were all descended from rock doves.

One of Darwin's many admirable qualities is that all of this came at a cost, not just to his health, but to the operation of his mind--as he was poignantly aware. By the end of his life, he had lost his taste for poetry, even Shakespeare, and listening to music just made him think about work again. His brain had become, he noted in his autobiography, "a kind of machine for grinding general laws out of large collections of facts."

To me, this is Darwin's great lesson as a writer: You are what you pay attention to. If he could live his life again, he wrote, "I would have made a rule to read some poetry & listen to some music at least once every week; for perhaps the parts of my brain now atrophied could thus have been kept active through use. The loss of these tastes is a loss of happiness, & may possibly be injurious to the intellect, & more probably to the moral character, by enfeebling the emotional part of our nature." In other words, he wished he was still the young man who'd taken a pocket edition of Paradise Lost on the Beagle--just as I sometimes wish I were a little kid, enthralled by a ladybug crawling over my finger.


Sunset at the Charles Darwin Research Station (Will Matsuda for The Atlantic)



Travel Notes

Semilla Verde, Santa Cruz

The spendiest hotel on Santa Cruz is Finch Bay, a four-star dazzler with a spa and direct beach access. For a third of the price, however, you can stay at Semilla Verde, up in the highlands, which has giant tortoises roaming freely on the grounds. The staff cooks a communal meal each night, timed for whenever you return from your daily boat trip, allowing you to trade stories of your best sightings with other guests. My top-floor room had views on three sides, across the treetops and down to the sea, making it a spectacular aerie from which to observe the regular thunderstorms that mark the rainy season. I spent a few happy moments before breakfast on my final day--smothered in bug spray, sweating like a Trump nominee at a Senate confirmation hearing--just hanging out with a tortoise down at the pond.

Via a Baltra Km 12, 200350 Puerto Ayora, Ecuador


Darwin's Arch (RIP)

Charles Darwin got his name on a lot of stuff--not just animals, but places: the city of Darwin, Australia; Darwin Channel, Mount Darwin, and Darwin Sound in Patagonia; and Port Darwin in the Falkland Islands, among many others. In the Galapagos, the naturalist lent his name to Darwin's Arch, a much-photographed rock formation just off Darwin Island, one of the most remote spots in the archipelago, 100 miles northwest of the main cluster of landmasses. The arch collapsed from natural erosion in 2021 and is now two pillars, but it remains one of the liveliest diving spots in the Galapagos. The spot is reachable only by live-aboard cruises.

Darwin (formerly Culpepper) Island, Galapagos Islands, Ecuador


A Murderous History on Floreana

Back in 1931, The Atlantic published three articles by a Nietzsche-obsessed German nudist, Dr. Friedrich Ritter, who had decided to live off the grid on the uninhabited Floreana Island with his former patient Dore Strauch. "From all I could learn, the conditions of soil and climate were such that we could raise enough food for two people--and little more," he wrote. "That was just what we wanted; only enough for two meant no neighbors." Unfortunately, their idyll was disturbed, first by another European couple, Heinz and Margret Wittmer, and then by a self-styled baroness and two male companions. None of these people got along. One day, the baroness and half the harem vanished, never to be seen again. Eight months later, Ritter died from apparent poisoning. Had murder come to paradise? No one knows for sure. The Wittmers survived, though, and their descendants run a guesthouse on Floreana, which has a grisly 3.8 rating on Tripadvisor.

Wittmer Lodge, Playa Negra, 200101, Puerto Velazco Ibarra, Ecuador


The Finches' Paradise

The island of Daphne Major is what's known as a "tuff crater," a collapsed cone of volcanic ash. There are no trees and (usually) no people. Any boat tour heading north out of Santa Cruz will pass it, but access is almost entirely restricted to scientists. In 1973, a British couple arrived for what was supposed to be a two-year study of the island's finches, but Peter and Rosemary Grant--now both nearly 90 and professors emeriti at Princeton--ended up collecting data for decades. They watched as changing weather conditions favored birds with different types of beaks. Darwin thought in eons, but the Grants discovered that sometimes natural selection could happen very quickly indeed. A 1994 book about them, Jonathan Weiner's The Beak of the Finch, won a Pulitzer Prize for nonfiction.

Daphne Major, Galapagos Islands, Ecuador


Drinking Canelazo

After 17 hours of travel from London, I arrived at the airport hotel in the Ecuadoran capital of Quito giddy with fatigue, along with a thumping headache. Assuming that the problem was dehydration, I poured myself a glass of canelazo, a free drink on offer in the hotel lobby. It was delicious, a warm blend of cinnamon and citrus, with soothing caramel tones provided by panela, unrefined cane sugar. What a delicious fruit cup, I thought, helping myself to a second glass. I woke at 1 a.m. with the sensation of a railway spike being driven through my eyeball. What makes canelazo so warming is aguardiente, a strong clear liquor also made from cane sugar. Lesson learned: Never trust a fruit cup. It was delicious, though.

Wyndham Quito Airport, Parroquia Tababela SN Via A Yaruqui, 170183 Quito, Ecuador




This article appears in the August 2026 print edition with the headline "Paradise Revisited." 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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<em>The Atlantic </em>Announces Joshua Partlow, Ariel Sabar, and Sebastian Smee as Staff Writers



Tue, 23 Jun 2026


From left: Joshua Partlow, Ariel Sabar (photo by Mary Beth Meehan), and Sebastian Smee (photo by Amber Davis Tourlentes)



The Atlantic is announcing the hires of three new staff writers: Ariel Sabar, who has contributed to The Atlantic as a freelancer since 2015, and Joshua Partlow and Sebastian Smee, both joining from The Washington Post.
 
 Joshua will cover extreme weather and natural disasters. Ariel will focus on in-depth narrative reporting. Sebastian will write widely about visual art and its influence on modern life and culture.
 
 More details from our editors about all three journalists follow:

Ariel Sabar is joining as a staff writer. Ariel has been contributing to The Atlantic as a freelancer since 2015, and is responsible for such classics as "A Biblical Mystery at Oxford," "The Billion-Dollar Ponzi Scheme that Hooked Warren Buffett and the U.S. Treasury," and the truly amazing "The Unbelievable Tale of Jesus's Wife." (If you've read that one, you've likely never forgotten it.) That last piece turned into his 2020 book, Veritas: A Harvard Professor, a Con Man and the Gospel of Jesus's Wife, which was a finalist for the Edgar Allan Poe award for best true-crime book of the year and the runner-up for the Investigative Reporters and Editors Book Award. His first book, My Father's Paradise: A Son's Search for His Family's Past, in which Ariel reported from the ancient village in Iraqi Kurdistan where his father grew up, won the National Books Critics Circle Award in 2009. Ariel is a truly inexhaustible reporter with a gift for writing narratives that you can't put down.
 
 Joshua Partlow is joining as a staff writer, and will focus on extreme weather and natural disasters. Josh comes to us from The Washington Post, where he wrote most recently about environmental issues in the American West. He is a powerhouse reporter who has also been a foreign correspondent in Latin America and the Middle East. He served with distinction as the Post's bureau chief in Mexico City, Kabul, and Rio de Janeiro, and was a stalwart in the paper's Baghdad bureau, where he made a name for himself as a particularly brave and resourceful reporter. He has already made his mark at The Atlantic with his striking story on the fatal Lake Tahoe avalanche earlier this year.
 
 Sebastian Smee is joining as a staff writer. A recipient of the Pulitzer Prize for Criticism, Sebastian is the former art critic for both The Washington Post and The Boston Globe. He has written eloquently about visual art for many years, and is one of the most respected arts commentators and critics in the English-speaking world. Sebastian is a brilliant observer of the arts who approaches artists as well as individual works with deep humanity and sustained attention. He has dissected the rise of megadealers and reported the fascinating story of a Jackson Pollock theft. He is the go-to critic in times of controversy, weighing in in timely and acute ways on matters ranging from the deaccession effort at the Baltimore Museum of Art to the postponement of a Philip Guston show. Sebastian will write widely on visual art and its influence on modern life and culture more broadly.


Press Contacts:
 Paul Jackson and Quinn O'Brien | press@theatlantic.com
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<em>Radio Atlantic </em>Expands: Launches Second Weekly Video Episode With Adam Harris

Harris joins Hanna Rosin as co-host of <em>The Atlantic</em>'s flagship podcast.

Mon, 22 Jun 2026


Adam Harris and Hanna Rosin. Photo by Allison Davis.



Today The Atlantic's flagship podcast, Radio Atlantic, is launching a new Monday-morning video episode hosted by Adam Harris, who joins Hanna Rosin as co-host of the show. Adam will anchor every Monday, focusing on stories that set the agenda for the week ahead; Hanna hosts the show on Thursdays. The first episode, out today, features Adam in conversation with the Atlantic staff writer Adam Serwer, discussing the birthright-citizenship case soon to be decided by the Supreme Court.
 
 Since it relaunched in May 2023 with Rosin as its host, Radio Atlantic has played a central role in bringing The Atlantic's journalism to audio, with weekly episodes featuring original reporting and investigations; long-form interviews with journalists, authors, and newsmakers on the topics of the day; and exclusive conversations that go inside The Atlantic's biggest stories.
 
 Radio Atlantic on Mondays will focus on the major stories listeners need to know about that week, and Adam will interview a variety of guests--including Atlantic writers and editors and outside experts. By bringing its flagship podcast to YouTube, The Atlantic is also creating opportunities for audiences to experience Atlantic journalism across a wider range of formats.
 
 The expansion of Radio Atlantic is part of a surge of audio and video at The Atlantic, which has doubled its number of weekly shows, podcast staff, and audio revenue in the past year. This is The Atlantic's fourth video podcast effort since 2025, following last year's launches of The David Frum Show and Galaxy Brain with Charlie Warzel; this fall, The Atlantic will introduce a weekly video podcast hosted by David Brooks.
 
 Adam was an Atlantic staff writer for six years, covering education, and is the author of The State Must Provide: Why America's Colleges Have Always Been Unequal--And How to Set Them Right. He has guest hosted a number of recent episodes of Radio Atlantic, including "Trump Is Wishcasting Victory in Iran," where he spoke with Nancy Youssef and Tom Nichols; and "Colleges Are at a Breaking Point," speaking with Ian Bogost on how the AI job market has made tuition look like a dubious investment.
 
 The Atlantic is also announcing a number of new senior hires to the podcast team, who have spent their careers shaping audio and video journalism. Mike Pesoli is a video podcast producer for Radio Atlantic; he joins from the Associated Press, where he produced and edited video coverage of politics and national defense. Hadley Robinson has joined as a senior supervising producer; she was most recently editorial director of audience at Politico and previously developed podcasts at The Washington Post. Christopher Beha has been hired as a senior editor for video podcasts; he is an author and was the editor of Harper's magazine from 2019 to 2023. Rebecca Davis, senior producer for video podcasts, has spent her career as a producer and director at The New York Daily News, NBC News, and later on Vox's Netflix show, Explained.
 
 They join Kevin Townsend, who was recently promoted to senior supervising producer; Kevin joined The Atlantic in 2017 and has been an essential member of the Radio Atlantic team across the years. Rosie Hughes was also recently promoted to producer at The Atlantic; Rosie joined as the associate producer of Good on Paper and has recently worked with the Radio Atlantic team.
 
 Press Contacts: Anna Bross and Paul Jackson, The Atlantic | press@theatlantic.com
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The Housing Solution Trump Is Avoiding

He's applying a real-estate developer's mindset to the nation's highest office. But who is he building for?

by Will Gottsegen

Fri, 26 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.


If there's one thing Donald Trump wants Americans to understand, it's that he knows how to build.

At a Pennsylvania petrochemical plant in 2019, he told workers, "I was a good builder. I built good. I love building." Talking to reporters in the spring: "What I do best in life is build." During last year's Kennedy Center Honors, Trump joked that he has "two jobs"--the second being, naturally, construction.

Even as past ventures have flopped, Trump continues to position himself as the kind of big-shot developer who blasts through red tape and never takes no for an answer. This is the president who once wooed voters by promising to build a "big, beautiful" wall along the southern border. Who, he argued on the 2016 campaign trail, was better positioned to make it happen? In his second term, he's been focused on redesigning the landscape of Washington, D.C., in his own image.

But earlier this week, Trump showed he's willing to delay the construction of something that Americans have clearly indicated they need. On Tuesday, lawmakers passed the biggest housing bill in a generation, the 21st Century ROAD to Housing Act. Co-sponsored by Senators Elizabeth Warren and Tim Scott, it's a bipartisan omnibus with reforms meant to encourage development and push down prices. Trump needs the win; at the moment, most Americans disapprove of the president's handling of the economy. But on Wednesday, Trump abruptly canceled the signing ceremony for the bill. It will remain canceled, he wrote on Truth Social, until Congress passes the SAVE America Act, a completely unrelated and highly controversial piece of voter-ID legislation. (He's called it his "No. 1 priority" ahead of the midterm elections.)

The stalled bill targets a pressing national concern. About a third of American households spend more than a third of their income on rent and mortgage payments, and almost four out of five voters identify the cost of housing as an extremely or very important issue. That Trump halted the signing shows that he's willing to use a bipartisan bill as collateral--even if it means sacrificing the prospect of affordable housing for Americans. Although the move is within his procedural rights, it's also toothless: Because the bill has passed both the House and the Senate, it is set to become law in 10 days with or without the president's signature. And even if Trump decides to veto it, Congress (barring a sudden reversal) has the supermajority required to override a veto. Plus, the president can't unilaterally force the passage of the SAVE America Act, which faces staunch opposition from Democrats.

Quantifying the extent of the country's housing crisis is difficult (some analysts think the United States is short 6 million units, whereas others think the number is closer to 2 million), but experts tend to agree that building more housing in high-need areas could help. The ROAD to Housing Act isn't a panacea, and many of its proposals will take effect only in the long term. But by fast-tracking environmental reviews and encouraging legislators to loosen zoning restrictions, among other proposals, the bill aims to incentivize new construction.

Trump has delivered mixed messages on housing affordability throughout his second term. White House press releases make passing mention of increasing housing supply, and Trump released an executive order in March directing agencies to loosen regulatory barriers to building homes. His push for Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac to buy up mortgage bonds turned out to have little lasting effect on rates. But lately, the president's own comments have focused on the needs of existing homeowners. "I don't want to drive housing prices down; I want to drive housing prices up for people that own their homes," he said earlier this year. Homeowners of course do want their investments protected, but the housing bill's incentives for developers to build would not automatically depress the value of all American homes. And in some cases, encouraging more construction could promote economic growth and increase land values in the long run.

Although the administration has taken steps to address the housing crisis, its efforts have at times been misdirected. In an attempt to protect individual landlords (known as mom-and-pop owners), who currently dominate the real-estate market, Trump issued an executive order in January aimed at curbing the influence of institutional investors--a nebulous umbrella term for some larger firms. Parts of the housing bill echo this idea. But, as my colleagues have explained, the panic over institutional buying's effect on housing prices seems to be overblown. Although big corporate landlords pose a real problem in certain communities (corporations are more likely to evict tenants, and can neglect maintenance and upkeep), institutional investors own less than 1 percent of single-family homes nationwide.

Whether Trump is a "good" builder is a question best left to architecture critics, and perhaps to his creditors. But it's undeniable that he builds. With his proposed triumphal arch, his modifications to the Reflecting Pool, and his renovation of the White House, he has attempted to reorganize the seat of government around his own aesthetic preferences. His recently announced presidential library, which may also be a hotel, could permanently alter the Miami skyline.

The ROAD to Housing Act may still be a victory for this administration--and the president may even claim credit for the effort to make housing more affordable. But he has yet to prove to the American people that he will build for them, and not just for himself.

Related:

	Trump's giant face is everywhere.
 	The latest ploy to help Republicans win elections




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Jonathan Lemire and Russell Berman on Trump's meltdown
 	Trump is draining the national parks to pay for his projects.
 	The Supreme Court's era of meaningless rights
 	Here come Trump's "Freedom Trucks."




Today's News

	The United States struck Iranian missile and drone-storage locations in response to Iran's drone attack on a ship in the Strait of Hormuz yesterday.
 	John Bolton, a former adviser to President Trump and the author of a book criticizing him, pleaded guilty to a charge of illegally retaining classified information.
 	A judge declared a mistrial in the case against a man accused of committing an act of arson that later became the Palisades Fire; federal prosecutors said that they will retry him.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: Charles Darwin's story isn't as simple as it seems, Emma Sarappo writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



More From The Atlantic

	Americans deserve answers from Hegseth.
 	Trump's peeling green gift to America
 	Europe's come-to-AC moment
 	The record executive who understood the power of ego




Evening Read



 Julia Demaree Nikhinson / AP



The True Believers at the Great MAGA Fair
 
 By Marie-Rose Sheinerman

For one night, in the heart of deep-blue Washington, D.C., a fenced-off section of the National Mall became an oasis for members of the MAGA base. They had believed in President Trump from the beginning and carried him triumphantly back to power in 2024, and now they came to the grand opening of America's 250th-birthday celebration in red-white-and-blue headbands, draped in flags, and sporting dangly blue "America" earrings. Doubts about anything related to Trump--his abysmal approval ratings, inflation accelerated by the war he started in Iran, his clashes with Republican senators earlier in the day--were, for an evening, drowned out by the roar of fighter jets overhead.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Warner Bros.



Watch (or skip). Supergirl (out now in theaters) is the newest installment in the DC Universe--and it struggles to live up to its predecessor, David Sims writes.

Check out. Train Dog, a weird, awkwardly fused creature, has somehow become the meme of the summer, Megan Garber writes.

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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Darwin's Story Isn't as Simple as It Seems

The best writing leads us to a more complex and more honest understanding of the past.

by Emma Sarappo

Fri, 26 Jun 2026




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


This week, I learned that Charles Darwin didn't exactly come up with the theory of evolution by cataloging the finches of the Galapagos Islands. Contrary to the simplified version I'd grown up believing, Darwin spent only a few weeks in the islands that he mentioned in his world-changing book, On the Origin of Species, and he wasn't labeling his specimens with enough precision to really prove that they exhibited subtle differences based on which island they came from. I found out the complicated truth about Darwin's journey aboard the H.M.S. Beagle by reading Helen Lewis's dispatch from the archipelago, recently published in The Atlantic as the latest entry in our series "The Writer's Way."

After some reflection, I'm not surprised that the research that brought evolution to light in the 19th century wasn't as straightforward as I'd thought it was. It reminds me of the first time I realized how the famous Scopes "monkey trial" came to pass in Dayton, Tennessee. While growing up in the state, I'd assumed that the 1925 showdown between the firebrand lawyer Clarence Darrow and the pious William Jennings Bryan had resulted from some government raid on the classroom of the unsuspecting teacher John T. Scopes. In reality, Scopes had volunteered to be a test case after the American Civil Liberties Union made clear its intent to challenge Tennessee's ban on teaching evolution in state-funded schools. What set me straight in that instance was Brenda Wineapple's 2024 book, Keeping the Faith.

Darwin, the man who set the stage for the scientific revolution that would lead to the Scopes trial, was no less deliberate in his work than Darrow was. A serious thinker and, as Lewis writes, "above all an empiricist," he didn't just stumble into a eureka moment--any more than Isaac Newton simply got hit in the head by an apple. And like the vainglorious Darrow, he was an imperfect messenger. By 21st-century standards, he was a strange specimen of naturalist. His logs from his voyage on the Beagle "amount to an animal-murder manual," Lewis writes, although they have ironically "inspired subsequent generations to keep as many animals alive as they can." Lewis saw the incredibly diverse fauna and flora of the Galapagos in a totally different way than Darwin did. The scientist "lived in a world where, whatever you did, more animals would be along in a minute," she adds. In 2026, with global biodiversity in mortal danger, the Galapagos aren't just a cradle of incredible variation. They're a symbol of how much we've discovered, and how much we've destroyed, in the span of hardly more than a century.

Anyone with even a passing interest in Earth's beauty might feel jealous of Lewis's sojourn with plentiful tortoises, iguanas, sea lions, and birds, and possibly even more jealous of Darwin's trip. That's part of the article's charm, but Lewis's real feat is correcting oversimplifications--of how the theory of evolution was shared with the world, of how Darwin traveled to the islands, and what he did there. Like the work of the empiricist who inspired Lewis's trip, this contemporary story leads us to a more complex and more honest understanding of the past.






Paradise Revisited

By Helen Lewis

What Darwin saw in the Galapagos

Read the full article.



What to Read

Small Town Girl, by LaVyrle Spencer

While researching the country-music career of her main character, Spencer interviewed Reba McEntire to understand the life of an industry star, and the parts of this 1997 novel set in Nashville feel like a behind-the-curtain peek at Music Row. But when Tess--known as "Mac" to colleagues and fans, if not to her family--is forced to take time off from recording her latest album to care for her mother after surgery, she struggles to fit into the role of the novel's title. At home, she falls back into childhood dynamics with her mother and sisters. Adding to her disorientation is Kenny, the nerdy boy next door who's now a single father and beloved member of the community. When Tess takes on the role of mentoring Kenny's daughter, a talented country singer in her own right, the two get reacquainted. As in any good romance novel, their talking turns to flirting, which turns to kissing, which leads to tense conversations about how to merge their very different lives, which ends in--well, you know the rest.  -- Karen Ostergren

From our list: Eight romance novels for romance skeptics





Out Next Week

? Sex on Murder Island, by Jo Firestone

? July Sun, by Aamina Ahmad


? Dead but Dreaming of Electric Sheep, by Paul Tremblay




Your Weekend Read


Mark Sennet / Getty



The Truth About Steven Spielberg's Alien Obsession

By Shirley Li

The director seems to rely on extraplanetary visitors as catalysts for particularly heady stories, positioning them as intellectual superiors and at times moral compasses. Whereas Spielberg's other blockbusters involving impressive creatures--the dinosaurs of Jurassic Park, the great white of Jaws--contend with the question of how to control them, his alien stories consider what humanity can learn from them.

Read the full article.





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


Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.


Explore all of our newsletters.
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What the Prairieland Prosecutions Reveal About Trump's America

Harsh sentences raise uncomfortable questions about equal justice under the law.

by David A. Graham

Thu, 25 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.


Last July, a group of activists staged what they called a "noise demonstration" at ICE's Prairieland Detention Facility, near Dallas. They shot off fireworks, damaged a surveillance camera, and vandalized government vehicles. When police responded to the disturbance, a demonstrator fired several shots, hitting one officer in the neck; he survived.

The activists could reasonably be described as "antifa." According to The Washington Post, alleged ringleader Benjamin Song "trained students for close quarters combat and large-scale gunfights," and people involved wore the "black bloc" clothing that self-described antifa activists often pick in order to keep a low profile. But the name is contentious: President Trump has labeled antifa a "domestic terrorism group" even though no such legal designation exists. Treating antifa as a "group" that can be labeled doesn't make a lot of sense either, because antifa is not a single centralized organization or even a clear ideology, but rather a style or affect adopted by various people with a range of political affiliations and views. Indeed, Song denied being a member of antifa, saying that it was not a real group, but he described himself as holding anti-fascist views.

Nine people were tried in connection with the incident, and prosecutors leaned into the antifa framing during the trial. All nine activists were convicted: Song of attempted murder for the shooting of the officer, and the others for charges including rioting, providing material support to terrorists, conspiracy to use and carry an explosive, and conspiracy to corruptly conceal a document or record. On Tuesday, eight were sentenced and received extremely harsh sentences: 100 years in prison for Song, and 30 to 70 years for the others. (Attorneys for the defendants have said that they are appealing the convictions, alleging issues with evidence and jury deliberations.)

The trial and sentences raise uncomfortable questions about protesting, political violence, speech, and equality under the law--especially when compared with the punishments meted out for those who fomented and participated in the riot at the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021, and the subsequent clemency granted to them.

Some of the Prairieland charges are ones that any administration in American history would have brought, and rightly so. Anyone who vandalizes government property, fires guns around an ICE facility, or attacks a police officer can and should be charged with crimes. Whether one believes that the activists' motivations were righteous is more or less irrelevant. Dissent is not without risks; that's the point. If you believe strongly in a cause, such as opposing ICE, and you decide that you are willing to engage in political violence, you should also understand that you could be arrested and convicted. The Prairieland group's actions are distinct from, for example, the people arrested in Washington, D.C.; Minneapolis; and elsewhere who were protesting peacefully (or wielding only sandwiches).

Yet some of the charges are more troubling and suggest a real attempt to crack down on legal dissent. Daniel Sanchez-Estrada, for instance, was charged with corruptly concealing a document or record and with conspiracy to conceal documents, and received a 30-year sentence even though he wasn't present at the demonstration. His wife, who was arrested and later convicted, had asked him to move boxes full of zines and other materials that prosecutors described as "anti-government," arguing that he moved it to try to cover up her connection to the charges. Federal prosecutors' attempts to criminalize materials critical of the government because of an alleged nexus to terror is troubling no matter how one feels about the content or cause.

These misgivings only grow given the stiffness of the sentences. Paul Butler, a Georgetown law professor, told the Post that the sentences were "stunningly severe," but you don't need a faculty position to know that. One reason is that the two judges who issued the sentences ruled that the defendants must serve them consecutively rather than concurrently, as is typical.

The penalties look even more draconian when compared with those for people who stormed the Capitol on January 6. One of the judges in the Prairieland case, Reed O'Connor, said in court that the sentences fit the crime: "The defendants' violence and terrorism is an assault on democracy. The defendants' planning, staging and execution of the attack led to the attempted murder of an officer." The characterization of "assault on democracy" is even more true of January 6, when rioters--many of them armed--attacked and injured officers, but also sacked the very seat of the government in the hope of disrupting the constitutional process of certifying a presidential election.

Yet the longest sentences issued in connection with the riot were 22 years (for the Proud Boys leader Enrique Tarrio), 18 years (for Stewart Rhodes, the Oath Keepers founder), and 17 years (for Joe Biggs, another Proud Boy). In all three cases, judges gave sentences shorter than what prosecutors sought. Moreover, none of the rioters are in prison now. Upon taking office, Trump pardoned Tarrio and commuted Rhodes's and Biggs's sentences. That was part of a sweeping grant of clemency for the nearly 1,600 people involved in the insurrection--including those who'd participated in violence against police officers.

Now some people who took part in the riot have been hired for sensitive Pentagon positions, as my colleague Will Gottsegen recently reported, and senior advisory roles at the Justice Department. Several are running for office. (Quite a few others have already reentered the criminal-justice systemfor different reasons.) The administration fired career prosecutors for the sin of having prosecuted overt crimes against the federal government on January 6, and it has explored ways to hand millions of dollars over to participants--most recently in the president's $1.8 billion fund, though that at least seems to be frozen up by politics for now.

Violence directed against anyone demands justice, but it demands justice that is equal and proportionate. The sentences in Texas make it extremely difficult for anyone to pretend that that's what exists in the United States right now.



Related:

	The J6 rioter now working at the Pentagon
 	The Trump administration's favorite tool for criminalizing dissent




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump is making the 250th small, Tom Nichols argues.
 	The 10,000-year flood
 	Saahil Desai: "My new life with the Palantir chore coat"




Today's News

	The Supreme Court ruled that the Trump administration can remove the temporary legal protections for Haitian and Syrian immigrants who are legally in the United States, which could clear the way for them to be deported.
 	At least 188 people were killed and more than 1,500 people injured by two 7.2 and 7.5 earthquakes that hit La Guaira, Venezuela.
 	A federal judge halted President Trump's executive order that tried to create a federal-voter list and limit who can receive a mail-in ballot.




Dispatches 

	Time-Travel Thursdays: Isabel Ruehl on why authoritarians are great at propaganda--until they're not.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Thibaud Moritz / AFP / Getty



Perhaps France Should Reconsider AC

By Joshua Partlow

A summer escape to Paris, at least in the American mind, evokes a certain set of images: quiet strolls along the canals, long hours in bookstores and museums, a pleasant park bench, a glass of wine. Those pleasures are now contending with one of the most brutal and dangerous heat waves that Europe has faced in decades, a muggy, enervating stretch of weather that has forced millions of people across Europe, many of them in homes without air-conditioning and with few options for refuge, to endure triple-digit temperatures ...
 The heat has disrupted train travel, spiked utility prices, and led to power blackouts for thousands in Brittany and in Italian cities such as Turin and Milan. French television showed throngs of people swimming in Paris's Canal Saint-Martin, once notorious for its pollution. Tuesday was the hottest day recorded in France in nearly 80 years. Yesterday was even hotter.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Trump has a Bill Pulte problem.
 	The whiplash of Trump's Iran capitulation
 	Alan Greenspan was "not quite God."
 	AI can't fix the student-motivation problem.




Culture Break


Courtesy of FX Networks



Watch. In its final season, The Bear (streaming on Hulu) reveals what it has always been driving toward, Sophie Gilbert writes.

Come in peace. Shirley Li explains the truth about Steven Spielberg's alien obsession.

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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One Metaphor to End Them All

The Reflecting Pool is an image so perfect, it feels as though symbolism as a whole gave up and decided to sign off.

by Alexandra Petri

Thu, 25 Jun 2026




So long, metaphor. We had a good run. Goodbye, "All the world's a stage." Farewell, "She's a brick house." See you later, the swamp (drained or undrained). Now we have a symbolic black hole in the middle of Washington, D.C., that is pulling all other symbols into its orbit and devouring them, one by one.



I am, of course, talking about the Reflecting Pool. That is what everyone is talking about, even and especially the president. Nothing is ever going to top it except, of course, the thin green coat of algae that Greenwater Solutions--seems nominally determinative, in a bad way--is trying to spritz with nanobubbles. ("It's magic!" the man operating the hose assured me yesterday when I walked by.)



The Reflecting Pool is a metaphor so perfect, it feels almost valedictory, as though symbolism as a whole gave up and decided to sign off. On its way out, it killed a duck.



"Our pool is bigger than skyscrapers," Donald Trump boasted a few weeks ago. With a chart! This is one of those things that, living in 2026, you get inured to but shouldn't. Imagine, if you will, any other president or world leader holding up a sign that says, "Our pool is bigger than skyscrapers." You would say, "This man's brain is bad." You would say, "What is this man talking about?" You would say, "Is this a riddle? If I get this right, will I wake up?"



This is the kind of shallow, surface-level concern (a bit on the nose, isn't it?) that the president loves to fixate on. He has never seen a problem so intractable that he cannot pay one of his cronies to make it immediately and obviously worse. That is why the pool is full of ozone and tax dollars, forming a thick slurry in which algae can grow more vigorously. If they become sentient and we play our cards right, they might even be prevailed upon to perform at Freedom 250!



Go home, everyone! We are all full up on symbolism, thanks. Trump is building a triumphal arch that will effectively frame Robert E. Lee's mansion? No, no thank you. We have all the metaphor we need. We're planning to give welcome bags to refugees from South Africa with PragerU materials that downplay the horrors of slavery? No, again, stop. We understand. You have already done the storytelling. This is overkill.



This metaphor has everything. A reflective, decorative pool from 1923, intended to show off our American monuments. That pool has some structural and cosmetic problems that have grown only worse with time and have resisted easy fixes. And Trump tried an easy fix, and that easy fix didn't work? And now he's blaming the failure of the lining on saboteurs who come by night and stab the pool with knives? Saboteurs, and also President Obama! Great. And the media. Wonderful! The gang's all here!



The best metaphors gently move you away from what you are looking at so that you can see it more clearly. The Iliad is awash in farming metaphors. The wholesale slaughter on the plains outside Troy is constantly likened to harvest, planting, herding flocks. You would think this might soften what it's describing, but it actually makes it more wrenching, jerking the reader out of the killing fields into fields where what gets buried in the earth might sprout again.



The Reflecting Pool is not that kind of metaphor. The thing it points to is just more of the same. It is so aggressively stupid in such a perfectly predictable way that it makes the routine stupidity of everything feel somehow fresh and surprising. Here, let's destroy a physical manifestation of the country's pride using the same bulletproof techniques that we've used to destroy its metaphorical institutions! Once more, as farce! Once more, with algae!



But usually, when the Trump administration supplies us with such an obvious, on-the-nose metaphor, there are people trapped inside it. That's the seductiveness of the Reflecting Pool. It's the rare example where everything goes wrong but no one gets hurt, except maybe a duck or two. Perhaps this makes it easier to look at. All fun and games, at least until the saboteurs start getting arrested.



Or perhaps it's not that deep. Maybe not being that deep is what makes the pool so good a metaphor.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2026/06/donald-trump-reflecting-pool-metaphor/687706/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Authoritarians Are Great at Propaganda--Until They're Not

Their cultural campaigns reveal how brittle their art can be.

by Isabel Ruehl

Thu, 25 Jun 2026




This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.


According to George Orwell, there's a simple reason authoritarian cultural campaigns can't last: They assume that history can be "created rather than learned," he wrote in a 1947 Atlantic essay, and this produces superficial literature, unstable and fleeting. By contrast, free societies promote "intellectual liberty" and the belief that "a correct knowledge of history is valuable as a matter of course." Their art lasts because it has depth, and it has depth because it has truth.



Take Soviet Communist Party propaganda. As my colleague Anne Applebaum has written, throughout the 20th century, the party's posters and films were meant to be "overwhelming and inspiring," with strong visual styles, rousing music, and a clear message: Here is the bounty of a communist society, with its abundant harvest and strong, healthy workers. But many of those spectacles fell short, Anne observed: When people saw them, they felt a chasm between the propaganda's veneer and their own "impoverished reality." This is what Orwell meant when he said that writings in a totalitarian state are "bolted together like the pieces of a child's Meccano set"--rigid, rote, and brittle.



Which is not to say that art as propaganda cannot be effective. It has long been a powerful tool, especially since the advent of mass media enabled states to disseminate messages on an unprecedented scale. In the U.S., many administrations have attempted to extend their influence through art. During World War I, Woodrow Wilson created the Committee on Public Information, which commissioned the famous "I Want You" posters of Uncle Sam that helped persuade people to join the fight; under Franklin D. Roosevelt, the War Advertising Council (now the Ad Council) coordinated campaigns supporting the World War II effort, leveraging symbols such as Rosie the Riveter to recruit women to the workforce.



Activists, scholars, and critics have continued to track the ways the federal government has promoted certain kinds of art while sidelining others. Richard Nixon was accused of using his administration to monitor anti-war activists, including John Lennon and Jane Fonda, and he even attempted to deport Lennon in 1972; in 1990, Congress forced the National Endowment for the Arts to implement a "decency and respect" standard for awarding grants, triggered by the controversy over certain NEA-supported works (one piece in particular, Andres Serrano's Piss Christ, was denounced on the Senate floor as "a deplorable, despicable display of vulgarity.")



But compared with those of his predecessors, Donald Trump's cultural campaign is perhaps the most overt and visually distinct. Memes aside--his administration's social media has its own aesethetic--Trump's architectural and design taste maximizes size, gilt, and jingoism, asserting the superiority of his administration above all that came before and all that will come after. The Independence Arch, whose nickname, "Arc de Trump," the president has embraced, could be the tallest triumphal arch in the world, with gold-lettered inscriptions and gilded statues. During his second term, he tacked his name onto the Kennedy Center and installed himself as chairman, declaring his "Vision for a Golden Age in Arts and Culture"; he razed the East Wing in favor of a ballroom, reportedly projected to cost about $600 million; he paved over the White House's Rose Garden so that it would look like Mar-a-Lago's beach club, featuring the same yellow-striped umbrellas; and his administration overhauled the selection process for the Venice Biennale, requiring American submissions to "showcase American excellence." (Trump's name was recently removed from the Kennedy Center after a federal judge ordered it, and a legal battle continues over whether the president has the authority to build the ballroom without congressional approval.)



Then there are the attempts to censor museums. Last March, in preparation for America's 250th birthday celebration, Trump issued an executive order compelling cultural institutions to "Restor[e] Truth and Sanity to American History," and directed J. D. Vance to wipe "improper ideology" from the Smithsonian; several months later, Trump launched an extensive review to "remove divisive or partisan narratives" from the museums. Last July, the National Museum of American History silently cut--and later restored--a mention about Trump's impeachments from an exhibit, and in August, the administration ordered the Smithsonian to send over documents including internal memos and plans for forthcoming shows in order to vet them (it is unclear whether the Smithsonian has fully complied). Last week, a federal appeals court allowed the administration to remove a slavery exhibit from a Philadelphia park.



Still, Trump's influence over American art and museums has its limits. Artists have canceled shows at the Smithsonian and elsewhere, and some exhibits are sidestepping the president's war on DEI. In January, the National Museum of African Art opened a show by LGBTQ artists from Africa and the diaspora, and this month, an augmented-reality display on the National Mall tells the stories of five women who worked alongside the men monumented there. And as my colleague Clint Smith recently reported, the leadership at the Smithsonian is holding steady--for now. Lonnie Bunch, the 73-year-old secretary of the Smithsonian Institution, said in March that "there is not a thing that I've allowed to be changed at the Smithsonian." (But as Clint notes, Bunch also "appears to be inching closer" to leaving.) Meanwhile, the administration's threats linger, mostly in the form of withholding funding from museums and artists that do not obey its vision.



Orwell argues that "the imagination, like certain wild animals, will not breed in captivity." Free expression in America has not been snuffed out, even when faced with political opposition in the past. But the Trump era is the latest test of just how much it can endure, and how it might evolve in response.
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Trump's No-Limits Presidency

Most presidents become chastened about their power over time. Trump is doing the opposite.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 24 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.

In an interview with The New York Times early this year, Donald Trump was asked, "Do you see any checks on your power on the world stage? Is there anything that could stop you if you wanted to?" "Yeah, there is one thing," he said. "My own morality. My own mind. It's the only thing that can stop me, and that's very good."

The answer was not very reassuring, especially to anyone familiar with Trump's ethical or cognitive track record. Last week, the reporter Marc Caputo, of Axios, brought the idea up again: "What have you learned about not just the exercise of power but the limits on your power as a result of the conflict?"

"There are no limits," Trump replied. "I haven't learned that lesson yet. I know there are, but, you know, there are no limits. We defeated them totally militarily."

To say this after his humiliating defeat in the war with Iran suggests delusion, but it also suggests something about Trump's view of the presidency as a monarchical office. During his first term in the White House, he pushed back repeatedly against the rule of law. In his second term, he has also raged against restraints from other branches of government, his own aides, and even reality. His administration has clashed with and sometimes defied the courts, grabbed powers from Congress, and attempted to establish vassal states in other sovereign countries--or take away parts of them entirely.

This view of the presidency as unlimited doesn't just go beyond what any other American president has contemplated since 1789, but reaches more than a century earlier, to before Britain's Glorious Revolution of 1688, which supplanted the old concept of a monarchy guided by divine right and established government by mutual agreement of the people and king. (I have previously drawn parallels between Trumpism and the Jacobite movement, the attempts by supporters of the Stuart family to return them to the throne after William and Mary deposed them in 1688.)

Trump's rhetoric is also striking because usually leaders become more chastened the longer they stay in office. A typical president comes into office with big plans and an idea of how to execute on them, and he usually enjoys a honeymoon period when Congress and the public are supportive, or at least acquiescent. Then, over time, he starts to find the ways in which his power is circumscribed. After Bill Clinton's 1993 health-care bill failed, his legislative agenda shrank, in part because Republicans took control of Congress and never surrendered it during Clinton's tenure. George W. Bush's peak of power came when he launched a war in Iraq in 2003, but that turned out to be a debacle from which his presidency never recovered. Barack Obama joined an international effort to oust Muammar Gaddafi in 2011, but by 2014, his foreign-policy mantra was the distinctly humble "Don't do stupid shit."

Trump has gone through this process in reverse. He came into office in his first term without clear plans or methods of achieving his campaign promises and lashed out in frustration when he failed. Congress in particular bedeviled him, and the House took the extraordinary step of impeaching him twice, though neither attempt ended in conviction. In his second term, however, Trump has been far less fettered. He came in with a blueprint, courtesy of Project 2025, and he has blown through traditional restraints on his power, often by simply acting without seeking or waiting for permission. Congress is now stocked with more MAGA loyalists, and so is the administration--which means aides are more eager and willing to do what Trump wants. The president, like the Mean Girl he can sometimes be, now announces The limit does not exist!

But limitations are important, and not just as a matter of Rousseauian philosophies of government. I have argued that checks and balances are a method of protecting not only the people but also each branch of government from its own excesses and errors. Reality also has a way of enforcing limitations: As I wrote earlier this week, the Reflecting Pool is inarguably green, no matter what Trump might say. And because Trump has claimed unilateral power to act, he struggles to find a way to blame anyone else for the mess on the Mall.

In his heart of hearts, Trump may recognize that limits will eventually have their revenge. "I haven't learned that lesson yet," the president told Caputo. Sooner or later, he will.

Related:

	America's big mistake in Iran
 	Trumpists are America's Jacobites (from 2021)




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The Reflecting Pool water's fine, Jonathan Chait writes. 
 	Vanilla Ice knows when America was great.
 	Eliot A. Cohen: War and consequences
 	New York's warning for Hakeem Jeffries and Chuck Schumer




Today's News

	President Trump canceled plans to sign a bipartisan housing bill, saying he will not do so until Congress passes the SAVE America Act, a bill that would impose new voting restrictions.
 	A federal judge barred the Trump administration from implementing an executive order that would have instituted a proof-of-citizenship requirement for voting.
 	France recorded its hottest day ever during an ongoing heat wave throughout much of Western Europe.




More From The Atlantic

	The David Frum Show: Did Trump surrender to Iran?
 	Would Claude refuse an illegal military order?
 	Burnham is Britain's last chance before Farage.
 	Trump threatens Native sovereignty in Arizona.




Evening Read


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



America's Greatest Food Export

By Ellen Cushing

As far as I can tell, patient zero was a Swedish 24-year-old named Elsa Thora. "Why did no one tell me ranch sauce is like crack?" she posted to X earlier this month, apparently hours after landing in Indianapolis for a monthlong World Cup trip. "EUROPE WE NEED RANCH ASAP." The post received 49,000 likes and propelled Thora to a very specific kind of fame. ("I guess I'm that Ranch girl now," says her bio on Instagram, where she is also doing sponsored content for a Curacao-based online casino that takes only cryptocurrency. She was also, as my colleague Will Oremus recently pointed out, a star of both OnlyFans and the British tabloids before any of this.)
 Soon enough, ever more World Cup visitors were being charmed by ranch, and more Americans were being charmed by them being charmed.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Philotheus Nisch for The Atlantic



Reassess. Does the war on "ultra-processed foods" make any sense? Gary Taubes investigates.

Examine. Clint Smith profiles Lonnie Bunch, the leader of the Smithsonian Institution, exploring his fight against Donald Trump and how long he can survive in the job.

Play our daily crossword.



PS

Earlier this month, I wrote about the joys of looking out of airplane windows and the sorrows of the in-seat entertainment screen. Many readers wrote in with thoughts--more emails than I've received about any edition of the Daily, and some of the most I've received about any article I've written for The Atlantic over the past 14-some years. These were a delight, and I appreciate the responses. Correspondents shared stories of trips long ago and just in the past few days, photographs amateur and professional, poems, and the occasional word of disagreement, which I found thoughtful as well. Last week, I persuaded my children to let me take the window seat for a flight between Reykjavik and RDU. It was a daytime flight, so I didn't get any dirty looks, but I did get great views of sprawling banks of lupines on the Icelandic tundra, sea ice off Greenland, and a vista of Baltimore and Washington, D.C. -- David

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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The AI Super PACs Trying to Influence the Midterms

The elections will be a test for the industry's ability to translate money into political power.

by Will Gottsegen

Tue, 23 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.


OpenAI's CEO signed a letter in 2023 acknowledging that AI might cause human beings to go extinct. More recently, Anthropic's CEO said that AI will "test us as a species." Many Americans seem to believe them: A March poll showed that a majority of voters think the risks of the technology outweigh the benefits. Now, as the midterm elections approach, tech-affiliated super PACs are investing tens of millions of dollars to try to overcome that animus.



To understand their strategy, think back just a few short years to a playbook established by the cryptocurrency industry. During the 2024 election cycle, crypto and venture-capital firms poured funds into a super PAC called Fairshake, which spent hundreds of millions of dollars supporting pro-crypto candidates and attempting to undercut anti-crypto candidates. The plan worked. Major politicians (both Republicans and Democrats) supported by Fairshake and its affiliate PACs defeated their opponents; Congress became marginally more accepting of crypto; and the industry notched several major policy wins the following year.



AI-backed super-PAC groups are now adopting Fairshake's model, but under profoundly different circumstances: About half of American adults say that they use chatbots such as ChatGPT, whereas just under one-fifth say that they've used or invested in crypto. AI is both ubiquitous and largely distrusted. No leading candidates are advocating for a ban. Instead, the question is how this industry ought to be regulated.



Two super-PAC groups offer two different answers. One, Leading the Future, which was co-founded by the venture-capital powerhouse Andreessen Horowitz, has embraced a regulation-light approach to AI, focusing on "identifying, maintaining, and growing pro-AI candidates." It has raised more than $140 million, receiving contributions from the VC firm's founders as well as OpenAI President Greg Brockman. Leading the Future's priorities seem to align with those of OpenAI. (The AI firm recently put out a statement distancing itself from the super PAC.)



Meanwhile, OpenAI's main rival, Anthropic, donated $20 million to the competition: Public First Action, a nonprofit that works with super PACs to back candidates who have a focus on AI safety. (Anthropic has stated that its donation is reserved exclusively for the group's AI-education initiatives and "cannot be used for federal election activity.") The group touts its support of comprehensive regulation over the "move fast and break things" approach. It's in line with how Anthropic has described its priorities--the company has always positioned itself as a humane, safety-focused alternative to first-mover OpenAI and was recently blacklisted by Pete Hegseth's Department of Defense after it refused to remove guardrails from one of its AI models (the company is currently suing the government). One of Public First Action's co-founders described it as "the anti-super PAC super PAC"--purely a way to counter Leading the Future and its Donald Trump-aligned donors.



A high-profile battle between the two has been playing out in New York's Twelfth Congressional District. Alex Bores, one of the leading candidates, is a former Palantir employee who left the company after it renewed its contract with ICE; he's been running as the candidate who knows how to regulate Big Tech because he understands its power. Leading the Future's ads have blasted him for his focus on regulation, calling him a "hypocrite" who will stifle AI's progress. Politico calculates that groups affiliated with the tech industry have spent $26 million to ensure that Bores doesn't win. Meanwhile, Public First Action and other aligned groups have spent $18 million to back him.



The political strategist Cooper Teboe told me that the New York race "will be viewed as the final exam" for this model of AI-backed political spending. If Leading the Future wins out and Bores loses, the super PAC could double down on its playbook in future races. So far, Leading the Future's spending has arguably given Bores more attention, and has in some ways bolstered his appeal to AI-critical voters. One of his own campaign ads satirizes an "AI super PAC" with an evil-sounding robot voice that is trying to destroy him; the ad paints Bores as the level-headed alternative.



As the midterms approach, debates over AI have intensified. Last month, when commencement speakers at the University of Central Florida, the University of Arizona, and Middle Tennessee State University began to talk about AI's importance in graduates' lives, they were met with loud boos. It's worth watching video clips from the events to get a sense of the ambient feeling; these kids hate AI. People are especially skeptical of data centers: Seven out of 10 Americans don't want to see one built in their area. And the conversation has lately escalated into violence: Two months ago, an Indiana politician's home was fired at 13 times, and a handwritten note reading "No Data Centers" was left on his doorstep.



The industry seems to be realizing that supersize personalities such as OpenAI's Sam Altman and Anthropic's Dario Amodei, who tend to speak about AI's potential in extreme terms, aren't necessarily equipped to represent the tech to worried voters. The fight over AI regulation has the potential to affect nearly everyone in American society. How should AI's processing power be taxed? Will data centers ultimately subsidize the restoration of the country's electrical grid? What towns should allow data centers to be built, and which shouldn't? Voters will decide, but the industry--and its money--will be guiding the conversation.



Related: 

	Inside Anthropic's killer-robot dispute with the Pentagon
 	The dirty, dystopian world of AI data centers 






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Another top general is out at the Pentagon.
 	America's big mistake in Iran
 	Americans are in denial about elder care.






Today's News

	President Trump and Iranian officials offered conflicting accounts of what will happen to Iran's nuclear sites; Trump said that Iran had "fully and completely" agreed to allow nuclear inspections, which Tehran denied.
 	France recorded its hottest day in history today, as several European countries also face extreme heat levels.
 	The Supreme Court ruled that a Rastafarian man could not sue for religious reasons after prison guards shaved off his dreadlocks.






Dispatches 

	The Weekly Planet: America isn't sweating climate change--even if it should be, Joshua Partlow writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Ann Kiernan



The Warrior-Witches of Ukraine's Resistance

By Ken Harbaugh

For several months last year, a Ukrainian housewife, 35 and lonely in a marriage that had gone cold, traded WhatsApp messages with a Chechen commander, Achmad, stationed somewhere in Ukraine's occupied south. They wrote about their days, their disappointments, what they hoped to do when the war ended. She asked about the front. He told her.
 "Send me a picture," she said. "I want to see your life."
 One afternoon, he obliged--a photograph taken inside the barracks, of himself and another soldier grinning for the camera. Behind them, pinned to the wall, was a map of the compound showing the unit's position.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	America desperately needs more sterile screwworms.
 	The tech companies that just need the money
 	J. D. Vance's AI doctrine
 	This Founding Father died in disgrace. But he can't be forgotten.
 	A fancy name for junk food






Culture Break


Illustration by Jonelle Afurong / The Atlantic. Source: frender / Getty; hamzaturkkol / Getty.



Read. Critics of the investigation into the assassination of President John F. Kennedy pioneered an American pastime: obsessing over a document dump. Kaitlyn Tiffany's new book is about the women who went deep examining the crime.

Watch (or skip). Toy Story 5 (out now in theaters) confronts a nightmare of modern parenting, David Sims writes.

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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Trump Can't Spin His Way Out of His Two Latest Crises

He's trying to defy the reality of a green Reflecting Pool and a lost war.

by David A. Graham

Mon, 22 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.


President Trump spent the weekend trying to calm the waters in Washington and roil them in the Persian Gulf.

Let's begin with the less serious of these two self-inflicted crises. This spring, Trump for some reason became fixated on the Reflecting Pool on the National Mall, which had not previously been a topic of national discussion, but which he believes should vibrate with a deep Technicolor blue. The administration awarded no-bid contracts for both a color coating and a new water-purification system, with the latter going to a company tied to a Trump-campaign donor previously convicted of conspiracy to bribe. Surprising no one, both parts of the project have been a disaster. As my colleague Matt Viser has vividly reported, the pool is beset with algae, and the blue coating is coming off in big chunks.

Now Trump says water will likely have to be removed from the pool to do "necessary repairs"--in other words, $16.4 million in taxpayer money will go down the drain. (Credit where it's due, though: This may become the first time Trump will have actually drained a swamp.) He also blamed vandals for the issues, though the White House has offered no evidence to suggest that's true. Visitors who approached the pool this weekend were shooed away by National Guard members, and at least one who touched the pool's broken liner was arrested; he denies doing any damage. Jeanine Pirro, the U.S. attorney for Washington, promised to throw the book at vandals, which mostly seems like a good way for her to extend her record of failing to get D.C. grand juries to green-light tenuous prosecutions.

Meanwhile, Trump nearly upended peace negotiations between Vice President Vance and Iranian leaders in Switzerland. Over the weekend, Iran claimed it had once more blocked the Strait of Hormuz because of fighting between Israel and Hezbollah, which appears to violate the fragile cease-fire in place. Whether the strait is actually closed is not entirely clear: The Trump administration says traffic is flowing, but third-party analysts say traffic has slowed, though not totally stopped, and remains well below prewar levels. Over the weekend, Trump told the Fox News reporter Trey Yingst that he had told Iranian officials, "You close it and you won't have a country," adding, "You won't even make it back to your fucking country." On Truth Social, he said that if Iran didn't rein in Hezbollah, he would "hit Iran very hard again, just like we did last week, only harder!!!"

Threatening to kill interlocutors in the middle of a peace negotiation is generally seen as uncouth, in addition to counterproductive. Today, Vance was left to tell the Iranians that, in essence, they should just write off his threats as bluster: "What we told the Iranians yesterday is that when you guys engage in what us Millennials might call trash talk, you can't expect the president of the United States not to respond and not to correct the record."

Like Trump's repeated blaming of vandals for damaging the pool, Trump is talking, but no one's really paying much attention. Iran seems to have already concluded that it doesn't need to take Trump seriously, which is a mixed blessing: good because it meant the Iranians didn't quit the negotiations, but bad for the prospects of the U.S. reaching a favorable deal.

The Iran war and the Reflecting Pool, though very different in scale and importance, share some illuminating parallels. In both cases, Trump embarked on a project while blaming the Obama administration, his persistent bugbear, for an alleged problem: Iranian aggression or an insufficiently azure pool. In both cases, he charged forward without a fleshed-out plan, preferring to fly by the seat of his pants, and ignored the experts who warned of exactly the problems that resulted--algal blooms, a blocked strait.

These are familiar patterns for Trump. What sets Iran and the Reflecting Pool apart from some previous cases is that he has been unable to deny reality. In the past, Trump has spun setbacks as victories, lying prodigiously to do so. In the case of his bogus claim of a stolen 2020 election, for example, he has relied on generalized public distrust of institutions, robust conservative media, and the arcana of election procedure to help create at least some doubt.

But no one can deny that the Reflecting Pool is, in fact, currently green. Nor can Trump spin the war in Iran--not when Americans spent weeks filling up their cars with gas that spiked well above $4 a gallon, and not when ships are visibly bottled up in the strait. These failures are plain in a way that exceeds even Trump's capacity to get his supporters to believe him over their own eyes. A new CBS News/YouGov poll finds that just 39 percent of Republicans believe the U.S. got the better end of the peace agreement. Only 22 percent of Americans overall think so.

Now Trump's only recourse is trying again, almost certainly with worse results. Vance is celebrating a tentative agreement to merely restore nuclear inspections--a safeguard present in Obama's hated deal with Iran--even as the U.S. makes concessions such as allowing Iran to sell more oil. Trump badly wants the Reflecting Pool fixed by July 4, but it's unclear if that is possible; if it is, doing so will almost certainly cost millions more in taxpayer money. The president chose two unnecessary battles and lost them both, and the American people will pay.



Related:

	What color is the reflecting pool? An investigation
 	Graeme Wood: Iran has humiliated Trump.






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	First the Kennedy Center, now the Smithsonian
 	Keir Starmer: the man who couldn't do it
 	The election system wasn't built for this.
 	Science has a name for what's plaguing the Reflecting Pool.




Today's News

	Keir Starmer announced that he will resign as prime minister of the United Kingdom; he is expected to be succeeded by Andy Burnham, the former mayor of Greater Manchester.
 	The Trump administration temporarily eased decades-long oil sanctions against Iran, as the U.S. and Iran continue to hold peace talks in Switzerland.
 	A federal judge blocked the Trump administration from using Social Security data to flag noncitizens for expulsion from voter rolls, ruling that the administration had violated federal protections.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Adventure may have less to do with where you go than with your willingness to leave the familiar behind, Rafaela Jinich writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Pinnacle Rock, a volcanic spire on Bartolome Island (Will Matsuda for The Atlantic)



Paradise Revisited

By Helen Lewis

My first encounter with a Galapagos tortoise came when the driver of my taxi from the airport attempted a risky overtaking maneuver into the path of an oncoming bus. On the island of Santa Cruz, which is bisected by a single highway, this is a favorite sport: The white Toyota HiLuxes that serve as taxis overtake tour buses, while tour buses overtake trucks. But this time, the driver quickly pulled back behind the slow-moving car ahead of us. "Tortoise," she explained.
 And there it was--a great dome, an overturned bathtub, trying to cross the road. What set of circumstances favored an animal that weighs up to 600 pounds, moves at four miles a day, and takes a quarter of a century to reach sexual maturity? The answer is: a remote island chain formed by volcanoes, with little fresh water and no predators, where life moved at a languid, lumbering pace--at least, until humans appeared.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	What will happen to birthright citizenship?
 	The warrior-witches of Ukraine's resistance
 	Elizabeth Bruenig: What happened to Tony Carruthers is horrifying.
 	Democrats' great Alaskan hope




Culture Break


George Rose / Getty



Take a look. This is California, as seen through the lens of George Rose, a Getty photographer and a Golden State native.

To date or not to date. Newsletters are the hot new place for singles--and their writers are playing cupid with their like-minded readers, Anna Holmes explains.

Play our daily crossword.



PS

One of my favorite musical stories in the past few years has been the emergence of Marshall Allen. An alto saxophonist, Allen was long known among jazz aficionados for his work playing in the Sun Ra Arkestra, and later leading the band after its eponym's death. Last year, however, he released his first solo record--just a few months before his 101st birthday, a Guinness World Record for oldest debut release. Since then, he's kept busy, playing music far more adventurous than most musicians half, a third, or a quarter of his age can muster. I've seen Allen a handful of times since he was a youngster of just 91, and I've left astonished every time. Allen is one of the artists playing at the 30th annual Vision Festival, a smorgasbord of exceptional improvised music and arts this week in New York (and available streaming for those of us who are elsewhere).

-- David



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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Why Adventure Matters

Adventure may have less to do with where you go than with your willingness to leave the familiar behind.

by Rafaela Jinich

Sat, 20 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.


The word adventure tends to conjure images of people climbing mountains, kayaking through rapids, or traveling to remote corners of the world. It sounds expensive, athletic, and slightly exhausting.

But adventure is really just the experience of stepping into something uncertain--doing something for which you don't already know the outcome. And that can happen almost anywhere. Maybe you can sign up for a new class, introduce yourself to a stranger, or simply say yes to an opportunity that scares you. What these experiences have in common is not danger. It's unpredictability.

Adventure runs against the logic of modern life. We spend much of our time trying to reduce uncertainty--to make things more predictable, efficient, and manageable. Adventure asks us to do the opposite. It tests our willingness to leave the familiar behind.



On Adventure

Why You Might Need an Adventure

By Arthur C. Brooks

In a rut? Try shaking things up. (From 2024)


Read the article.

Seven Death-Defying Books for the Adventurous Reader

By Eva Holland

These titles will spirit you to some of the planet's wildest landscapes, without making you leave your armchair.


Read the article.

How to Turn Anxiety Into Adventure

By Arthur C. Brooks

The secret is to turn your feeling of dread into the excitement of opportunity. (From 2025)


Read the article.



Still Curious?

	The benefits of getting comfortable with uncertainty: "Wanting and not wanting the same thing at the same time is a baseline condition of human consciousness," Julie Beck wrote in 2015.
 	The worst advice parents can give first-year students: Today's college students will have ample time to figure out their careers, Ezekiel J. Emanuel wrote in 2024. Before that, encourage them to take risks.




Other Diversions

	Ashley Parker: My descent into mah-jongg
 	Nathaniel Hawthorne's American horror story
 	The millions of songs mashed into AI-generated music




PS


Courtesy of Michele R.



My colleague Isabel Fattal recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "The stunning beauty of Red Rock Canyon, just a 15-minute drive or so from my home. It takes my breath away each and every time I see it--whether from my car or when I wake my laptop!" Michele R., from Las Vegas, Nevada, writes.

-- Rafaela
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The Thinkers Who Explain This Baffling Era

These philosophers are less arcane--and more relevant--than some readers might think.

by Boris Kachka

Fri, 19 Jun 2026




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


My favorite essays feel like surprising chemical reactions: Their materials combine into something novel and combustible. The French philosopher Roland Barthes' 1957 essay "The World of Wrestling," which examines the "amplification of the tragic masks" in professional (fake) grappling, certainly fits this category. So does an article in The Atlantic this week, in which the staff writer Gal Beckerman invokes Barthes' essay to explain the symbolic importance of UFC 250, the gaudy display of blood sport that Donald Trump staged in front of the White House on Sunday. As Beckerman's editor, I love the way he explains the news through the writings of philosophers, making an implicit case that they are less arcane--and more relevant--than some readers might think. So I decided to ask him to recommend a few more thinkers who might shed some light on the baffling era we're living through.

First, here are four recent stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	A close-up look at the waste of modern life
 	Nathaniel Hawthorne's American horror story
 	The work that goes into 'effortless' style
 	The defiance of Marjane Satrapi


Boris Kachka: Has the UFC fight sent you back to other writers beyond Barthes?

Gal Beckerman: Yes. Philosophers, even those who produce some fairly dense theory, have asked the kinds of big questions that can help us make sense of two men covered in sweat and blood on the White House lawn. Another book that came to mind last weekend was Elias Canetti's Crowds and Power, from 1960--particularly when I took in the scenes of tens of thousands of mostly men watching the fights from screens set up at the Ellipse. Canetti saw the impulse to join a crowd as part of a deeply human desire to dissolve individual boundaries, to both lose yourself and experience a kind of emotional release, a sense of power, that comes with feeling many times larger than just your isolated self.

Kachka: So Barthes analyzes the spectacle, and Canetti gets into the spectator's head. Who helps you understand other forces behind Trump's rise? What about, say, vaccine skepticism?

Beckerman: Bruno Latour, who died in 2022, was a sociologist of science who argued that what we think of as scientific truth is actually created through multiple subjective forces--such as funding and politics and personality. He meant to upend the idea of science as this pure process, and instead to understand it as a completely human one. I'm not sure that he anticipated Robert F. Kennedy Jr., but everyone can now understand Latour's central point, which is that individuals influence the direction that science takes and the kinds of truths it produces. One of his more accessible and relevant books is The Pasteurization of France, which examines Louis Pasteur's success in making germs a central focus of public health in the 19th century--not as a scientific triumph so much as the result of a subtle war, built on alliances with various interest groups.

Kachka: That must have been revelatory at a time when most people seemed to believe that science was infallible. But expertise has been downgraded--and more people are getting their information from podcasters and influencers. Who could help us understand this shift?

Beckerman: The shift that I'm most interested in is an enormous one: the coming end of the very long historical moment in which written culture has dominated the Western world. AI takes this a step further, because so many basic aspects of human thinking feel threatened by it. The best analogy we have to this kind of seismic change is the reverse--the long-ago move away from oral culture--and the best book I know on this topic is Walter J. Ong's 1982 work Orality and Literacy. It's a fascinating look at how the new technology of writing fundamentally restructured human consciousness, moving us into more abstract and analytical ways of thinking but also eroding the great capacity humans once had for memorizing and visualizing information. I don't know what this new shift will do to our brains, but Ong's work suggests that we may be headed toward a new experience of being human.

Kachka: Post-literacy and AI--now we're moving into really big ideas. Who's one writer who can give us a real galaxy-brain take on our brave new world?

Beckerman: I'll take any opportunity to bring Hannah Arendt into the chat. Although she is mostly remembered as the philosopher who analyzed totalitarianism, she also wrote extensively about the strange limbo of modernity. She tried to express what it was like to have left behind traditional ways of life--religious, political, cultural--without yet having new models to replace them. On this theme, I'd recommend her 1961 essay collection, Between Past and Future. She was looking at what it meant to live during such a disorienting moment, from the perspective of education, authority, freedom, culture, truth, and politics. This should ring a bell. Such works don't have the clear and obvious answers of self-help books, but they provide us something to think with, which is the most we can hope for as we muddle our way toward the future.




The Theory That Explains Trump's UFC Fight

By Gal Beckerman

By staging a "spectacle of excess" on the White House lawn, the president expressed the violent essence of his worldview.

Read the full article.



What to Read

Dawn, by Octavia E. Butler

Salvation and exploitation go hand in hand in this story by one of science fiction's all-time greats. Dawn's main character, Lilith, awakens in the care of an alien species long after Earth has been destroyed by nuclear war. These beings, the Oankali, seem magnanimous, but Lilith soon learns that they are not selfless; they are acting on a biological imperative to merge their genes with those of other taxons. Lilith is charged with preparing other awakened humans to help repopulate a revitalized Earth, but she knows that if she accepts and succeeds, future generations of her species will become something very different from her. Complex and unflinching, Dawn explores thorny issues involving consent and power; most forcefully, the novel contemplates what it truly means to love another being.  -- Alexandra Oliva

From our list: Six books that take you to space





Out Next Week

? Becoming George: The Invention of George Sand, by Fiona Sampson

? Fires in the Night: The Earth Liberation Front, the FBI, and a Secret History of Eco-Sabotage, by Matthew Wolfe


? Regime Change: Inside the Imperial Presidency of Donald Trump, by Maggie Haberman and Jonathan Swan




Your Weekend Read


Illustration by Jonelle Afurong. Source: Angel Studios.



Finally, an Action Movie About Washington's French and Indian War Years

By James Parker

"Where shall we look for Washington, the greatest among men," asked Parson Weems in 1800, "but in America--that greatest Continent, which, rising from beneath the frozen pole, stretches far and wide to the south?" Weems, Washington's first biographer, was a propagandist of genius--but even he might not have known quite how American he was being when he wrote that line. A smaller country, it is implied--geographically smaller, and smaller in soul--simply could not have handled the monster-truck greatness of this man. It would have ruptured or burst. For greatness like this, only America would have been big enough.

Read the full article.





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


Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.


Explore all of our newsletters.
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